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From the Publisher

pril marks the 100th anniversary of the entry of the United States into the First World War. By some 
unforseen serendipity, we happen to have a few WWI-related content for this issue.

History nerds love to ponder what might have been if someone could harness a time machine and kill Hitler. 
I’ve always found that a tedious exercise. By the time Hitler came along, some manner of German disaster 
was already baked into the inflationary cake. If the country didn’t get swallowed by fascism, then the 
Communists would have taken over, and that would not have been any better for anyone. The bastards 
would simply have starved millions of Jews to collectivize farming rather than killing them directly. 
Communists always have an alibi. But I digress.

No one consideres the most obvious way to prevent the Third Reich: the triumph of the Second. Mostly 
because not many people have any idea how close the Germans came to winning the First World War. They 
won everywhere but on the Western Front. Not six months before they had to beg the Allies for an 
Armistice, Germany imposed the Treaty of Brest-Litovsk on the Soviet Union, which handed the Kaiser 
control of Poland, the Baltics, Ukraine, even the oil-fields of the Caucasus. Even a draw with the Western 
Allies would have made Germany master of Central and Eastern Europe. It’s an intriguing scenario. Admit 
it: wouldn’t you rather have had a 1945 with Kaiser Wilhelm III ruling contendedly over a Germanic 
Mitteleuropa, as opposed to the 1945 we did get?

Our first piece, which is either a one-act play or a Socratic dialogue, depending on how regularly you 
believe Socrates said “fuck”, imagines a scenario in which Wilhelm II radically re-imagines German strategy 
for WWI, attempting to direct his war machine at the enemies he wanted to, and in fact did defeat. It’s 
played for laughs.

Next, there’s “The Teutonic Beast” which riffs off anti-German progaganda into an unexplained nightmare 
scenario. Arthur Guy Empey meets Erich Maria Remarque, if you will.

This is followed by some of our regular features: another missive from the cat empire in “Catakuri: 
Taxation”, and the fifth chapter of Void. Finally, we have one of Alfred Underhill’s longest pieces, “Lost in 
the Strange, Cold Pleasure of the Night.” It has nothing to do with violence or war. It’s a charming romance 
involving a scarecrow, and so goes well as a palate cleanser. Enjoy.

Thomas Fitz
Publisher

A



How I’m Pretty Sure World War One Started
By Frederick von Hoenzollern-Mountbatten De Valois

 The Imperial Palace. Potsdam. July 28, 1914.

[A conclave of German military brass awaits the arrival of Kaiser Wilhelm II.]

General von Moltke: I’m telling you, dude, over by Christmas.

General von Falkenhayn: I dunno. I feel like the mopping up could take a while. 
Sometimes Paris only seems close.

von Moltke: So what, like, Valentine’s Day?

General von Kluck: Here he comes!

[Enter Kaiser Wilhelm II, flanked by German Chancellor, Theobald von Bethmann-Hollweg.]

The Generals: All Hail, The All-Highest!

Kaiser Wilhelm: Yeah, hail me. Let’s get down to it, boys. As I’m sure you’ve heard, this 
shit just got real. Bethy, lay it on them.

Bethmann-Hollweg: The Austro-Hungarian Ambassador came to us this morning with 
the news that his government has declared war on Serbia.

von Kluck: About time, too.

von Falkenhayn: Fucking Serbs.

Kaiser: And lest you have any illusions, we have had our boot in Franz Joseph’s wrinkled 
bum to ensure this precise happenstance. So let the world know, we are going to take this 
opportunity to teach all those Slavic schweinhunts not to mess with their betters. We are 
going to war.

The Generals: [several minutes of hooting and table-thumping.]

Bethmann-Hollweg: All-Highest, we have received no word from the Russian 
government…

von Moltke: That’s a formality, Bethy.

Kaiser: Exactly. The Tsar can’t just let the Serbs get stomped. They’ve been all “We’re 
gonna Protect All the Slavs!” for decades. They back down now, the whole Balkan 
penninsula falls into Austria’s lap.
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von Falkenhayn: For whatever that’s worth.

von Moltke: Seriously.

Kaiser: We can expect the Russians to mobilize before the week is out. Declarations of war 
will follow.

von Kluck: Fuckin’ A.

Kaiser: So let’s get this party started. What’s the plan, boys?

von Moltke: The General Staff believes we should operate according to the Schlieffen 
Plan, All-Highest.

Kaiser: Schlieffen. That takes me back. That guy. What a nut…

von Kluck: He would have loved to be here today, All-Highest.

Kaiser: He would have, he really would have. Ah, well. We’ll drink some schnapps in his 
honor after we wrap this up. Hey, Bethy?

Bethmann-Hollweg: All-Highest?

Kaiser: You still got that bottle of schnapps I gave you for your last birthday?

Bethmann-Hollweg: The Imperial Reserve, All-Highest?

Kaiser: That’s the one.

Bethmann-Hollweg: I…I treasure it always, All-Highest.

Kaiser: Go get it. You and I are going to get drunk later. Like, dancing -around-singing 
drunk. For Schlieffen.

The Generals: For Schlieffen!

Bethmann-Hollweg: Right, away, All-Highest.

[exit Bethmann-Hollweg]

Kaiser: Okay, so Schlieffen Plan. Give me the particulars. It’s been a while.

von Moltke: Well, as you know, All-Highest, it has always been part of our Imperial 
grand strategy to avoid being bogged down in a two-front war.

Kaiser: Right.

von Moltke: But the existence of the Franco-Russian Entente makes any conflict involving 
Germany virtual certain to become a two-front war.

Kaiser: Those French. Still butthurt over Alsace-Lorraine.
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von Falkenhayn: So butthurt...

von Moltke: So, Schlieffen believed that the optimum result would stem from using the 
bulk of our forces on one front, winning a decisive victory there, and then consolidating our 
army against the remaining opponent.

Kaiser: Bold and simple. I like it.

von Moltke: Now, since their defeat by us in the Franco-Prussian War…

von Kluck: Boo-Yah! Germany 1, France nothing!

Kaiser: Settle down. 

von Falkenhayn: Act like you’ve been here before, Kluck.

von Kluck: Blow me, Falkenhayn.

von Moltke: …the French have studded our mutual border with fortresses, which, while 
not insurmountable to an attack by us…

von Falkenhayn: I dunno, dude. Verdun is pretty scary.

von Moltke: …would preclude the kind of swift victory that our strategy requires.

Kaiser: So instead…

von Moltke: So instead, All-Highest, Schlieffen recommended a large, flanking maneuver 
through Belgium.

Kaiser: Huh?

von Moltke: The flat country there will permit the swift movement of massed armies, 
enabling our troops to fall upon the French left and rear before they’ve had time to properly 
mobilize.

Kaiser: Really?

von Moltke: As commander of the First Army, von Kluck, you will command the most 
extreme wing of the army.

von Kluck: Sweet.

von Moltke: It will fall to you to move the fastest and avoid being outflanked.

von Kluck: In the bag, son.

Kaiser: Hang on, hang on, slow your roll there, Moltke.

von Moltke: All-Highest?
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Kaiser: Did I hear you right? Did you just say that, because the French have bulked up on 
their border, we’re just going to invade Belgium to get at them?

von Moltke: That’s correct, All-Highest.

Kaiser: Belgium.

von Moltke: Y-yes, My Emperor. Belgium.

Kaiser: A tiny postage stamp of a country that’s never done anything to anyone.

von Falkenhayn: If you don’t count the Congo.

Kaiser: And we’re just going to blitz in there without a how-do-you-do, just because they 
happen to be in our way. And you’re all…okay with that?

von Kluck: That’s the plan, All-Highest.

Kaiser: Do we have another plan?

von Moltke: Perhaps if Your Imperial Majesty could help me understand his objections…

Kaiser: Sure. What does Belgium border on?

von Kluck: Uh…France and Germany?

Kaiser: Are you taking the piss, Kluck? Do I look amused to you?

von Kluck: I apologize, All-Highest.

Kaiser: Watch your ass. I notice none of you have said anything about an alternate plan.

von Falkenhayn: All-Highest, are you referring to the North Sea?

Kaiser: I would be Falkenhayn, if Belgium bordered the North Sea. Are you all genetic 
imbeciles? Can none of you read a map?

von Moltke: I…

Kaiser: THE ENGLISH CHANNEL. The English Goddamned Channel, as in you can 
fucking see the fucking White Cliffs of Fucking Dover on a clear day!

von Moltke: Your Majesty believes that the English would feel threatened?

Kaiser: Why, yes I do, Moltke! And do you know why I think so? Because I don’t just 
spend my free time lying around drinking schnapps and being awesome; occasionally I crack 
open these neat things called books! And in these miracle inventions I find information about 
the past! They call it History! And do you know what history tells me, Moltke?

von Moltke: I could not say, All-Hi…

Kaiser: It tells me that the English are twitchier than Rasputin’s coke dealer when it comes 
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to the Channel ports. As in, they will declare war on us before Kluck here figures out which 
way is east!

von Kluck: Dude, seriously?

von Falkenhayn: [to Kluck] Dude, don’t. [to Kaiser] But All-Highest, wasn’t it you that 
called the British forces a “contemptible little army”?

Kaiser: [sighs] Yes, I did, Falkenhayn. I said that. It happens to be true. For some reason, 
the British think they can fight every land war on the cheap. Last I checked, rich men were 
still buying officer’s commissions for their sons. I wouldn’t be surprised if the bulk of them 
showed up in France armed with Brown Besses. But as it happens, I’m not super-worried 
about their army.

von Kluck: Ohhhhh…

von Moltke: Their navy.

Kaiser: Their navy. Their gigantic, terrifying, dreadnought-stuffed, world-sea-lanes-
dominating navy. It’s actually starting to scare me that not one of you has mentioned 
another plan. Would someone take the time to reassure me that another plan, in fact, exists?

von Falkenhayn: What can their navy do to us?

Kaiser: Oh, nothing much, Falkenhayn. Just attack all our overseas colonies, shut down our 
international trade routes, set up a continental blockade to prevent needed goods from 
getting to us. You know, just the same crap they did to Napoleon. Other than that, yeah, 
let’s not worry.

von Falkenhayn: But we have a navy of our own, All-Highest.

Kaiser: Don’t tell me about our navy! I’m the one who had the fucking thing built, 
remember? I’m the one who kept his knee in the back of all those Social Democrats to get 
the funding for it. I just wanted a couple of cool battleships to throw some weight around 
while everyone scrambled for African colonies. But the British had to get all paranoid. Like I 
was really gonna try to out-navy them! Uptight fuckin limeys! Now they’ve doubled the size 
of their fleet! If we send my shiny new navy out to tangle with them in their own backyard, 
it’s gonna make Trafalgar look like a tugboat race! What am I, a schmuck on wheels?

von Moltke: But if all goes well, All-Highest, the French will ask for terms well before 
any blockade could take effect…

Kaiser: And that’s another thing. What makes you think the French are just going to roll 
over this time?

von Moltke: Well…

von Kluck: …that is…uh
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Kaiser: …because that’s what happened last time?

von Falkenhayn: Well, you put it that way…

Kaiser: I’m seriously having doubts that I ever read this plan before now. Who did 
Schlieffen present this to? Was it Bismarck?

von Moltke: All-Highest, we have improved everything about our army since the Franco-
Prussian War. Surely we could not fail to achieve what an inferior army did forty-four years 
ago…

Kaiser: Now I get it, Moltke. This isn’t about ensuring German victory. This is about you 
showing off how you’re better than your uncle, Big Moltke.

von Moltke: May I assure Your Majesty that my uncle has nothing to do with this…

Kaiser: My ass. Your uncle ran the show in every German triumph of the last century short 
of Waterloo. He out-mobilized the French and sent them scurrying back to Paris before they 
had their other boot on. Now, do you know why that happened?

von Moltke: Superior German efficiency?

Kaiser: Luck! Nobody in Europe knew that we could put a million men into uniform that 
fast! Hell, we didn’t even know until we did it! The French practically sashayed into our 
guns with flowers on their lapels. They thought we were pushovers. We showed them how 
wrong they were.

von Falkenhayn: Plus, we had that assload of cannon…

von Moltke: Precisely, All-Highest…

Kaiser: Now, what on the entirety of God’s Green Earth makes you think they’re not going 
to see that coming again?

von Falkenhayn: Do we actually have another plan?

Kaiser: You said it yourself. They’ve been bulking up on their frontier. They’ve had forty-
four years to learn from their mistakes. And you scheisskopfs are betting the future of my 
empire that they’ve spent it sitting around going DUHHHH LET’S NOT IMPROVE OUR 
MOBILIZATION OR UPGRADE OUR ARTILLERY DOYYYYYY.

von Falkenhayn: Ever read their newspapers? They really hate us.

von Moltke: All-Highest, even if this were true, our plan can make allowances for it. If I 
add more troops to Kluck’s right wing, the French will still be flanked and retreat in 
disorder.

Kaiser: And what if they don’t?
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von Moltke: They will.

Kaiser: But. What. If. They. Don’t? Roll-play this with me, Moltke. Let’s say that Kluck 
moves fast through Belgium, but not quite fast enough. Let’s say that the French prove 
tougher than you think. Let’s say that the British send over an expeditionary force that’s not 
armed with broomsticks and drinking songs. Then what happens?

von Moltke: Our superior Teutonic Kultur overwhelms them?

Kaiser: No, you pissant. What happens is the cream of our grand army, the best 
goddamned infantry to ever put one foot in front of another, gets stuck in the mud of 
fucking BELGIUM with no way to go back or forward, while those Cossack sluts to our East 
just keep mobilizing, and the Austrians and Serbs have a giggly slap-fight that goes nowhere 
until fucking Ragnarok! WHY IS THIS OUR PLAN?

[enter Bethmann-Hollweg with a bottle of schnapps in a velvet carrying bag]

von Falkenhayn: You know, he’s right. We really should have another plan.

Kaiser: You know, you really should! You really fucking should! Like, what if we needed to 
attack, I dunno, Italy?

von Moltke: But they’re our ally…

Kaiser: Right, because no Italian has ever fucked over an ally before! What the fuck, 
Moltke? Do you even war?

von Moltke: The General Staff carries out its mission as directed by…

Kaiser: What if we had to go to invade Brazil? What if we had to attack China? What if we 
had to fight the Turks? Or the Japanese?

Bethmann-Hollweg: Or the Americans!

[everyone turns and looks at Bethmann]

von Kluck: Yeah, right!

von Moltke: The Americans!

von Falkenhayn: Talk about a “contemptible little army”!

von Kluck: That’s like “What if we have to fight Monaco?”

von Moltke: Do they even have an army?

Kaiser: Thanks, Bethy, we’ll take it from here. Go back to the Chancellery and find out if 
the Austrians have shot their own dick off yet. Leave the schnapps.

Bethmann-Hollweg: But…
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Kaiser: Leave. The Schnapps.

[exit Bethmann-Hollweg. The Kaiser opens the bottle of schnapps and starts drinking directly from it.]

Kaiser: So, I’m right in assuming that the Schlieffen Plan is … our only plan at this point.

von Moltke: Um…no…

von Falkenhayn: Yes.

von Kluck: Yes.

von Moltke: …yes.

Kaiser: And, what with the complexities of mobilizations, and logistics, and train 
schedules, it’s basically impossible to do any other plan?

von Kluck: yes.

von Falkenhayn: This is kind of depressing…

von Moltke: What kind of other plan?

Kaiser: Shit, I dunno, maybe a plan that actually focused on who and why we were fighting?

von Moltke: Like what?

Kaiser [puts down the bottle of schnapps for the first time since Bethmann left] Okay, so we’re 
fighting the Russians, right? And you lot have been freaking for a decade plus that their army 
is growing by leaps and bounds, even though most of their soldiers are illiterate peasants 
who couldn’t tell you which end of the gun the bullet came out of if you held it to their 
heads. So whatever their quantity gains, they’ve got a quality problem. So in a head-to-head 
matchup, barring acts of God, we’ll kick their vodka-swilling teeth in, right?

von Moltke: That seems right.

Kaiser: So instead of farting around in Western Europe, where we have no real issues to 
address, why don’t we put the bulk of our army in the East and settle the real fight?

von Falkenhayn: That sound dangerously Napoleonic…

Kaiser: I’m not talking about marching to friggin’ Moscow in the winter. I’m talking about 
taking over their industrial areas: the Baltics, Poland, Ukraine, that sort of thing. Half those 
lands are filled with Germans anyway. At the very least, If we make a giant mess, we’ll set 
their growth rate back and put a scare into them.

von Moltke: What about France?

Kaiser: What about France? They’ve got the opposite problem: whatever their quality 
gains, they have a quantity problem. If they had the manpower to do us any damage single-
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handedly, they would have done it by now. What I said about us attacking them goes double 
for them attacking us.

von Falkenhayn: So a defensive war…

Kaiser: Why the hell do you think my grandfather took the Alsace-Lorraine from them in 
the first place? Even if they manage to push anywhere, they’ll only be ripping up stuff that 
used to be theirs. I’ll bet Bethmann-Hollweg’s next birthday present they never got 
anywhere near anything that hurts us.

von Moltke: So, if I understand you, All-Highest, you propose putting the bulk of our 
forces on the Eastern front to crush the Russian army quickly and then seize their most 
valuable territories, while keeping a lesser force to contain the French army?

von Kluck: Thus sparing us the trouble of invading Belgium and antagonizing the British.

Kaiser: The British stay neutral, the sea lanes stay open, and our forces would be just where 
they’d need to be if the Austrians needed help.

von Kluck: Wow. That’s…a really good plan.

von Falkenhayn: It really is.

von Moltke: That could work.

Kaiser: So, is there any way we could… do that?

von Kluck: Ah…

von Falkenhayn: Could…

von Moltke: No. No, we can’t.

Kaiser: [starts drinking again] Awesome.

[awkward silence]

Kaiser: You know what? Fuck it. Do the Schlieffen thing. Give fucking Kluck here like, all 
the guys. He can race to the English Channel like a little lemming schnitzel and then turn 
left. Maybe we’ll get lucky.

von Kluck: Fortune favors the bold, All-Highest.

Kaiser: Whatever. Keep some guys on the Eastern Front just to keep the Russians honest, 
and let’s pray the Austrians remember how to get to Belgrade and the Italians remember 
whose side they’re on. That’ll work, right?

von Moltke: Of course it will!

von Falkenhayn: Totally.



Kaiser: I mean, no matter what, we’ve got more guns than anyone, right?

von Moltke: Absolutely, All-Highest.

von Kluck: Definitely.

Kaiser: Who even gives a shit about the British Navy? We got all them U-Boats, right? Why 
the hell we build ‘em if we’re never gonna use ‘em?

von Falkenhayn: I can’t think of a reason.

Kaiser: Then it’s settled. Give the … orders, or whatever. Get ol’ Schlieffie goin’. I’m 
gonna stay here, and when Bethy gets back, he’s gonna watch me drink his birthday present.

von Moltke: We will bring glory to Germany, All-Highest. [The generals file out of the room]

von Kluck: This is gonna be great.

von Moltke: It’s gonna be great.

von Falkenhayn: Totally.

Kaiser: [all alone] You know, I never even liked Franz Ferdinand. Complete asshole from 
one end to the other.  [takes a long pull from the bottle] Fucking Serbs.

[The lights go out in Europe.] UJ
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The Teutonic Beast
by David LeBlanc

"We have become wild beasts. We do not fight, we defend ourselves against annihilation. It is not against men that we fling our 
bombs, what do we know of men in this moment when Death is hunting us down - now, for the first time in three days we can 
see his face, now for the first time in three days we can oppose him; we feel a mad anger. No longer do we lie helpless, waiting 
on the scaffold, we can destroy and kill, to save ourselves, to save ourselves and be revenged."

-All Quiet on the Western Front

uilty," said the first judge.
"Guilty," said the second judge.

"Guilty," said the third judge.

The men of 3rd Platoon, Company D, 272nd Infantry, 1st US Army reacted to the verdict with silence. True, it 
was a forgone conclusion. There was no question of their guilt. On the night of 6th August, 1918, the platoon, 
then in contact with elements of the German army, deserted their post en masse. The platoon's only casualty 
was its commanding officer, Lt. John Wagram, who at the time of the trial was still MIA. The men of the 
platoon gave no explanation for their actions, nor did they even enter a plea. They answered factual questions 
without hesitation, but when asked to explain their actions, gave no answer. Private Harolds broke down in 
tears and raved when pressed too hard by the prosecuting officer. 

The first judge repeated the names of the men in the platoon. He informed them that they had been found guilty 
of desertion in the face of the enemy, and that this was a capital offense. "Have you anything to say before 
sentence is issued?"

Sergeant Matthews, the ranking platoon sergeant, stood up.

"Sir," said Sergeant Matthews, "The men agreed that I should speak for them before the court-martial began. It 
may seem strange, our silence. But we know we're guilty. We failed as soldiers and as men, and we know it. 
But what we saw..." He stopped, and he seemed to shake for a moment, before recovering himself. "We do not 
ask mercy of the court. We ask only for a chance to show we're not damned cowards. I know it seems that way, 
but hand-to-God, we ain't. We're ready to face death if you should so decide.

"So we ask to go back to the line. We ask for the Suicide Ditch. We'll go, and glad."

A murmur ran through the staff officers and hangers-on who had stopped to observe the verdict. But the judges 
did not even blink. They did not confer with each other. The first judge waited for the noise to die down, and 
then he spoke.

"Your words are noted for the record, Sergeant Matthews. A recess will follow while the judges consider the 
verdict." He clapped the gavel. All men stood to salute the flag, and then the men of 3rd Platoon were led away 
in irons.

“G



As he watched them march away, silent as the grave, Lt. Henry Clay felt a hand at his elbow. He turned his head 
and saw the brigade deputy chief of staff, Major Frank Reynolds. "Come with me," said Reynolds.

As the crowd of onlookers filtered slowly out of the fortified farmhouse five miles behind the front, Reynolds led 
Henry out a different door, and they emerged into the gloom of a September day in Alsace. They heard the hum of 
Dorand AR-1's flying overhead, and in the distance, the omnipresent roar of artillery. Henry found these sounds 
regular, even soothing, after the scene that had just played before him.

Reynolds and Henry made their way to 116th Brigade Staff headquarters, which had at one time been the rectory 
of a church. The Church had been destroyed by the Germans early in the war. Or sometime in the last year. The 
answer changed depending on who you heard it from. They walked into Reynolds' office, which was musty and 
brown save for a small American flag and an old alabaster statue of St. Michael. Reynolds shut the door.

"Have a seat," said Reynolds, pouring himself a ration of cognac from a dark brown bottle he'd commandeered 
somewhere east of Le Havre. He offered Henry some, but Henry refused.

"Well, what do you think of it?" said Reynolds.

"I think it's damned strange, Major."

"Everyone does. 3rd Platoon - hell, all of Company D - had a sterling combat record before last month. Seargent 
Matthews showed conspicuous gallantry in the face of the enemy not two weeks prior."

"I recall the citation. Wasn't he recommended for a Silver Star?"

"God help us, yes. We've squashed that now, of course. Can't have that getting round to the enemy. If a man like 
Matthews can break, what hope is there for the common doughboy?"

"Sir, if I may...Matthews didn't seem broken to me."

"That's just it, Clay. That's just it." Reynolds paused to refill his snifter. He sat dow and sighed wearily. "We've 
seen desertion cases before. We've seen shell-shock cases. Those types plead for mercy. They beg that they do all 
that men could do, that they couldn't help themselves. They're broken in half, like whipped curs. It breaks the 
heart to have to punish them, but..."

"Victory demands all Americans pitch in, sir," said Henry.

"Yes. But this case...this case isn't like that. Men charged with desertion do not refuse to defend themselves."

"And they don't ask to be sent on a suicide mission," said Henry.

"No." Reynolds downed his cognac, stood up, and out the muddy yellow window of his office gazed at the raw 
blasted earth. In the skies beyond, a German AEG C.IV was strafed to pieces by allied ack-ack, and sank with the 

The Teutonic Beast



The Teutonic Beast

scream of machinery until it faded far off where other men would feel its impact.

"You've heard the rumors?"

"Which ones? That third Platoon has been replaced by German agents? That they've been paid to desert the line to 
let spies through? That a group of Mata Haris has broken them?"

"No, that's the usual gibberish. I'm talking about the other rumors. The rumors of what they saw..."

"No Major, I haven't."

"Well, never mind. Let me be square with you, Lieutenant. You being asked to observe the trial for Brigade Staff is 
not a coincidence. The decision has been made, high up the food chain, to grant the platoon's request."

Henry started. "How can that be? They only just made it."

Major Reynolds looked at him eloquently.

A frown came over Henry Clay's face. That kind of backroom dealing did not sit with him. It disrespected the 
organization. And organization was the principle that elevated men above dumb beasts, above their savage 
antecedents with their superstitious pantomime of civilization, above the half-savages that made up a good deal of 
the human population today. Organization was the way forward. Reduce that to an illusion, and what was there to 
follow?

"So the trial was a formality?" he asked.

"No Court-Martial is a formality. The verdict was by-the-book. And it stands. If anything goes wrong, each man in 
that platoon is going to be shot by firing-squad. But Matthews made the request, through channels, some weeks 
ago. It's gone all the way up to Division. I even hear Pershing has got wind of it. And while the verdict remains, 
sentence will be suspended, in order that the men of 3rd Platoon get exactly what they're asking for."

"Damned strange, sir."

"You said that already."

"I mean it this time, too."

Reynolds smirked. "You've some sand, too. Good. You'll need it."

Henry drew a deep breath. "You don't mean..."

"You've been asking to be transferred from staff to the trenches since you got here. We know you want to get in it, 
for your...ambitions, anyway. Don't you have a famous name to live up to?"
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"I...only want to be of use to the Cause, sir. To Victory."

"And if recognition for your use should fuel a career in politics? To become the Teddy Roosevelt of your 
generation? All to the good, eh?"

Henry did not care for the way Reynolds spoke about matters like this. Democracy was not a joke. It was a sacred 
trust. No man could have a political career - even if his name was Henry Clay - unless he could be of use to that 
trust. He wanted to say so, but he knew that the opportunity Reynolds was offering him was real. He stood up.

"Sir," he said, "I'm happy to serve in any way."

"Yes, well, don't get too excited, Clay. You haven't asked what your orders actually are."

"I assumed I would get them when the time was right."

"The right time is now. One - you will take command of 3rd Platoon. Two - you will lead them into this Suicide 
Ditch ahead of the front of our lines near the Argonne."

"That's real?" said Henry.

"It's a legend," said Reynolds. "It goes back to the earliest days of the war. The French say the Germans dug it. The 
Germans say the opposite. In '15 or '16 - this is according to the French - both sides scrapped for it regularly. 
Changed hands hundreds of times. It has a high position, you see. If you could hold it, you could see the action for 
miles. But neither side could hold it, and eventually they stopped trying."

"Then Why..."

"Third Platoon was operating a listening post in no-man's land near the Ditch when they ran."

"I see."

"You don't. You'll be utterly cut off. No artillery support from us, sitting ducks to whatever the Hun throws at you. 
Three - you will investigate and report on enemy concentrations in that area, including the effectiveness of their 
artillery. We've heard that their Five-Nines, for example, are starting to wear and lose accuracy. Four - you will 
return after no less than two weeks in the Ditch and make your report.

"Five - you will discover the fate of Lt. Wagram, if possible."

Henry blinked. "How am I to do that?"

Reynolds shrugged. "If you stumble across his bones in no-mans-land, that will serve. If you can get one of the 
Platoon to open up about his fate, that would be better still. General Kraft doesn't like his fate being unknown . It 
bothers him somehow. I would leave it be, but I'm not a general."
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"Leave it be, sir?"

"You're too young to understand this," said Reynolds, lighting a cigarette, "but I have long suspected that some 
things we are better off not knowing."

Henry saluted and turned to leave. Just at the door, he stopped and said "What happens if we make it back?"

"If you survive, you'll be decorated and promoted. If any of your men survive, they'll be quietly discharged and 
sent on the first train to England. They've a place for them there, apparently."

Just then the roar of artillery in the distance got close enough to rattle loose things. Major Reynolds smoked his 
cigarette. Henry left without another word.

enry found 3rd Platoon of D company dressed and equipped outside the prison. Except for Sgt. Matthews. 
With a few stern looks he managed to get one of the men to admit that Matthews had taken his leave to 

visit a soldier's brothel. He took that man, Corporal Smith by name, and he walked through a warren of muddy 
roads to a bright-painted red barn on the edge of a wood. He ignored the awkward salutes of men walking out with 
down feathers in their hair and on their uniform. Inside, the barn was swept out, with huge down quilts in place of 
straw and women in varying states of undress in place of the cattle.

"Lieutenant," said Matthews, with a stiff salute, one boot on and one boot off.

"Sergeant," said Henry, "Do you mind telling me your business?"

"I'm sorry, sir," said Matthews, attending to his other boot, "I was told you were an educated man."

"You're quick to be disrespectful for a man facing execution."

Matthews took his time to adjust his boot, then stood, fully dressed. "I could say the same to you...sir."

There was a long pause as Corporal Smith stared stoney-faced at a mademoiselle with dark curly hair, wearing 
jodhpurs and riding boots and nothing above the waist.

"Sergeant, do you mind telling me what happened to Lt. Wagram?"

"He's dead, sir."

"How did he die?"

The madamoiselle beckoned to Smith. She had a giggle that seemed very far away from war.

"Go on, Smith," said Matthews, "She's the best one in the place." Smith continued to regard her warily.

H
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"How did he die?" asked Henry.

"It's a war, sir. Men die in war. You ought to know, you process the certificates."

"Is that your answer?"

Smith turned his eyes away from the brunette's displayed curves and gave Matthews a hard look. "All right, sir," 
said Matthews, "I apologize. I'd hoped not to have to drag anyone else down with us, but with the Lieutenant being 
our only casualty, I suppose it makes sense. No disrespect intended. Sometimes it's damn hard to tell the plain truth 
and not have it come across as disrespect. Wagram is dead, sir. He was killed the night we ran. He was killed by 
what we ran from. That's the only answer there is. If you ask me any more, I won't be able to tell you anything. Not 
because I don't want to, but because I don't know what to tell you."

"What did you run from?"

Matthews sighed. "That's what I mean, sir. I don't know."

"That's no kind of answer."

"I know."

"And if it was so terrifying as to make you forget your duty, why ask to face it again?"

"This," said Matthews, his face suddenly hot and flushed. He picked up his Springfield rifle and held it out at 
Henry. "This is the reason." Then he stalked angrily away.

"It was a listening post," said Smith evenly. "All we had was hand weapons. Knives and clubs."

"Why not mention that at the Court Martial?"

"Would have made no difference. Desertion is Desertion, sir. Best we could of hoped for is a life sentence in 
Leavenworth. No, we got to kill that..." then his voice trailed off.

"What?" said Henry.

"Doesn't matter, sir. We got to kill it."

The half-naked brunette tittered something French and coquettish out at him as he left.

he Five-Nines kept dropping short. "It's like the Krauts have forgotten how to shoot," said Private Jacobs. 
"Back when we got here in the spring, it was a man's job to get the Limey '18's to keep fucking Fritz off our 

ass for five minutes. Now I'm damned if he can shoot straight."
T
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Just as Matthews finished this pronouncement, a trench mortar popped a Minnie just in front of the berm on the 
front of the fire trench. It made a great racket and the whole platoon froze in shock, but when it cleared, no 
casualties had been clicked. That was something of a coup; trench mortars were evil little bleeders. 

Henry felt his teeth shudder anyway. Jacobs may be right after all, but Minnie was nothing to sneeze at. Such a 
nasty, cruel little explosion. Cooly murderous. A monument to Teutonic efficiency, which was a thought that Henry 
found oddly soothing. For one thing, Henry had been sufficiently well-educated to admire those things in the 
Prussian system that were admirable. Their efficiency, their respect for organization and authority, their willingness 
to pitch in for the good of all, these were features of a culture that Americans, Henry believed, would do well to 
imitate. Of course their bellicosity and lack of decency as regards the rules of war deserved censure, and even a 
healthy dose of warlike correction, as only a good solid war could correct. But overall, Henry respected the 
German. Besides, what glory lay in defeating a foe unworthy of your steel?

So the lack of serious artillery threat to his remote outpost, however welcome in the short term, and however 
much the Brigade and Division brass would appreciate reading it in his very thorough report, could not help but 
disappoint Henry. He chalked it up to the exhaustion of war, but still. What point was there in crossing the ocean to 
fight those with barely any fight in them?

Which was not to say that there had been no casualties. 3rd Platoon had been down to half-strength at the time of 
the trial, and numbered twenty-four men when they scurried across no-man's land in the night to Suicide Ditch. 
Two men had been lost during that journey. They had never been found, and if they had run back to the Allied lines 
someone would have sent them back. Henry decided that their honors had been served and left it at that.

Over the course of the past week, three more men had fallen to Minnies and one to causes unknown. That brought 
them down to eighteen. All through this, the men of 3rd Platoon had not complained, had hardly said anything to 
Henry beyond "Yes, sir." Their answers to basic questions were usually monosyllabic when they were spoken aloud 
at all. To call Henry's experience of the trenches limited was an understatement, he knew. But he could not escape 
the sense that something was wrong in the men.

It was not as if they did not show fear. They ducked the Minnies with the alacrity of veterans, and after Private 
Robie was found on the lip of the trench, naked and ripped in half, they were merely more careful in pairing up, 
especially at night. Henry simply could not understand how this group of soldiers, who were hardly strangers to the 
front, could have cut and run so utterly. What had they seen?

Every now and then, when a Minnie would pop close, Henry would hear some of the men refer to "beasts". At first 
he thought it a local slang for the shrapnel, perhaps picked up from some British trainers in the spring, but it did 
not seem so. It seemed as though that was the men's word for the Germans. They did not use any other, such as 
"Hun" or "Jerry" or "Boche" or "Kraut".

One evening, after the stars first winked in the sky, as the orange lingered on the horizon, Henry called Matthews 
into his dugout and asked him about it.

"That's the Germans all right, sir," Matthews had said. "You know, 'The Mad Beast'."
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Henry nodded. He remembered the poster. Before his commission came through he had worked a bit for the 
Committee on Public Education. Just low-level work, organizing Four-Minute Men, that sort of thing. He 
understood the necessity of it from a political standpoint. Not just in organizing the great disinterested mass of 
Americans for throwing their weight into a European War, but in the future. When the war, was over, much great 
organizing of the national energy remained to be done. Lessons learned now would teach future generations.

Still, Henry was not blind to the crassness of it. Millions upon millions of Americans of German ancestry, having 
lived peaceably in their adopted country for decades, now were having their loyalty questioned and their culture 
insulted. The speeches that the Four-Minute Men told were uniformly dreadful, designed to do nothing more than 
whip up the angry passions of the people at an enemy few had come into contact with.

And the poster came instantly back to him: The hulking gorilla with a wide, gaping mass of slavering fangs, a thick 
bloodied club (with the word Kultur carved crudely on it) in one hand, and a ravished woman in the other, 
complete with Pickelhaube and Kaiser-style handlebar mustache. The caption, in reddish orange, read "DESTROY 
THIS MAD BRUTE: ENLIST U.S. ARMY"

It was unfortunate that war required such expediencies, but men of wisdom need not be taken in by them. Besides, 
Matthews had the slogan wrong. "It was 'Mad Brute', as I recall," he said.

Just then a whistle came across no-man's land. "Was it, sir?" said Matthews, but his eyes were aimed at the sentry 
post where Pfc. Donnelly was peering, sweating, with his rifle. Before Henry knew what was happening half the 
platoon was suddenly bolt upright and at the fire trench, bayonets fixed.

"Excuse me, sir," said Matthews, and stepped out of the dugout and grabbed his Springfield. Henry stood up and 
reached into his Sam Browne belt for his M1911. Just as he did so, a howl such as could erupt from the voice of no 
man boomed from the dark expanse of no-man's land before them. "There!" shouted Pfc. Donnelly, and squeezed 
off a round. Any men still asleep before this snapped up and to arms, and the rest of the platoon opened up without 
a word of command.

The blast of cordite in the ears was not entirely knew to Henry, but to have so much of it go off in such rapid 
succession turned his hearing to a dull ringing drone. He stepped up to the fire trench behind Donnelly and looked 
out. Amid the flash of rifles he could see movement, strange loping movements that conformed to no infantry 
tactics he had been officially taught or unofficially warned of. But he could not see any Germans.

A hand at his elbow tugged him down. It was Pfc. Harolds, one of the platoon's hand bombers. He gave Henry two 
MK1 fragmentation grenades, and motioned that they be thrown. Henry pulled the pin from one of the grenades, 
turned the switch on the lever, and threw it up over the berm, just as Harolds did likewise. One of them or both 
made a flash some distance on, but Henry could not see what had been the result. Amid the din and the drone in his 
ears a faint echo of the unholy howl he had heard before tickled the inside of his eardrum.

A great dark shape suddenly appeared in the air over the trench. The men trained and shot at it, and when it landed, 
they shot and clubbed at it some more and stabbed it with their bayonets. Henry blinked in confusion and 
approached the thing from behind his men. He could not see it very well and then he saw it perfectly.
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It was a dead German soldier, shot to pieces and bled out of multiple wounds. His clothes were torn to ribbons and 
he looked diseased.

Henry looked around him and saw that the fight seemed over. Within a moment his hearing came back to him and 
he heard something very like the howl he had heard before. But it was not the howl. It was his men, cheering.

"We did it boys!" shouted Matthews at the top of his lungs "God have mercy, we fucking did it!"

He did not mind the dead German. He had seen dead men in the last several days. But something in the cheering 
offended him. To be so oddly, brutally happy at butchering other men: Henry could not hide his revulsion at it. 
Gradually the men cottoned to this and stopped. 

"Is this your Beast?" said Henry sharply. He pointed at the German. "Look at him. A man, just like you."

Donnelly spat. Harolds started to speak, but Matthews reached a hand to his shoulder. "Begging your pardon, sir, 
but this," said Matthews, kicking the German in emphasis, "is nothing like us."

"Is this what you ran away from? Is this dead boy the embodiment of your horrors? You imbeciles. This is no more 
horrifying than you are."

"You're wrong, sir."

"I'm not wrong. And I'm going to prove it to you."

Matthews' eyes went wide. "How?"

"That was hardly a sustained attack. We didn't take a single casualty. That was a reconnaissance to see if this famous 
Suicide Ditch was occupied. They found out it wasn't."

"How did you not see?" yelled Harold. He shook with rage with Matthews hand gripping his shoulder. "Jesus 
merciful Christ, how did he not see what that was?"

"Get a hold of yourself, Harolds!" bellowed Matthews.

"No, sarge! He doesn't believe us! They're never going to believe us! We're all gonna die!"

Matthews backhanded Harolds across the face. Harolds went down like a lump, weeping.

"My guess," said Henry, as evenly as though none of this had just happened, "is that the enemy will plan a large 
reconnaissance tomorrow night, now that he knows we're here. He'll also probably shell us like mad. So we're 
going to put the fear of God into him. We're going to find out just exactly what is in front of us."

Matthew swallowed. "Don't say it, sir."
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"Trench raid. Be ready in an hour." Henry looked around the dazed, angry faces of his command. "Be ready in an 
hour!"

he idea behind a trench raid was to sneak across no-man's land into the enemy's forward trench, surprise them, 
grab prisoners, and run back before general alarm could be manifested. Standard equipment, inherited from 

British practice, included persuaders (clubs with sharp steel spikes studded along the thick end), knuckle-knives, 
come-alongs (strips of barbed wire tied into a noose, to bring prisoners back) and a ration of fragmentation 
grenades. Henry had his 1911, but it was mostly for display on this mission - once or twice he gave thought to 
leaving it behind in the officer's dugout, but it had always struck him as cowardly. Given how much easier an officer 
had it, he reasoned, every now and again he had to take the extra risk of the enemy thinking him a juicier target.

They had bootblack on their faces and they froze so the Germans would think them dead men - if they saw them at 
all - when the star-shells went up and up and burst in the sky.

As they slipped quietly along the shell-hills and gullies, more bodies of Germans became visible to them. They 
looked much the same as their comrade in the trench: sickly with ripped uniforms. Henry acknowledged internally 
that there were a few more of them than he might have guessed. But the state of them made his point anyway. Such 
ragged creatures as these were nothing to desert from. He would teach this platoon the hard way. He would make 
them save themselves.

They made the forward trench and found it empty. This was odd, as the continuance of star-shells from behind the 
German lines made it clear there was still enemy presence in this sector. But the trench was quiet. The dugouts 
showed no signs of life. There was literally no one.

Slowly the platoon gathered around Henry. They looked at him as if begging him for the signal to pull back to 
Suicide Ditch. But he refused to give it. He wanted an idea of why the trench was abandoned first. Even if its 
emptiness was both welcome and proved his point more, Henry needed to know. A small sign would do.

Somehow, they all seemed to smell it at once. A putrescence, somehow different from the common facility that so 
many men, living and dead, produced together. A smell of rot beyond the normal wastage left to return to the earth 
in no-man's-land. Henry set off in the direction of the smell with his knuckle-knife before him. Others followed 
after.

The scent grew stronger as they creeped along the earth walls. Soon Henry felt as though he might retch, but he 
took short quick breaths and held himself together. Soon they came upon a dugout lit from inside with an ugly 
green light. The dugout had a fractured wooden plank for a door. Henry drew his 1911 and set himself. Matthews 
and Corporal Smith came alongside with their persuaders. They looked to Henry. He nodded.

As one they kicked the wooden plank aside and sprang, weapons ready, into the dugout. The stench reached at them 
like a material force and stabbed at their nose and throats. Corporal Smith gagged. Matthews groaned. Henry, eyes 
fixed at the center of the room, shuddered and gaped.

Underneath the glaring green lantern sat a pile of ripped human limbs. On some of them the flesh hung loose and 
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the bones could be clearly seen, wet and pale. They had been torn by blunt force as much as by any cutting 
implement. Henry had to turn away. There was no logic to it. There were so many of them. And they were...they 
were...

"Children..." whispered Smith, before walking out to the trench.

Henry looked again. Smith was right. The bones were small. 

"Children! But that's ... that's just something..." Henry could not finish his sentence. His mind could not form the 
words. And in the shadowed exterior of the dugout, something growled.

"Fuck," said Matthews, as the shadow moved off to their right and lurched hurriedly into the light. 

Afterwards Henry could neither express nor forget the appearance of the thing. It bore the mark of every beast that 
man could recognize: stripes and fur and claws and lopsided fangs and small flashing cats eyes and big lizard eyes 
and tufts of purposeless hair sticking out of random places. It seemed to have two mouths, and they seemed to open 
and close by some act of sphincteral contortion rather than the swinging of a jaw. And they seemed, perversely to 
be connected across what normally would constitute a chest.

But in all of this there were two things also that belonged to the species of men. There was a right hand, white and 
gracefully benuckled that reminded Henry of his father. And there was amid the cat's eyes and the lizard eyes and 
the coal-black shark eyes a human eye. An eye blue and sad and full of tears.

Then it howled, and the walls of the dugout shook and Henry's bowels released from the sheer dread of it. And 
Matthews and Smith held themselves together in the terror of that howl like men bracing themselves against a 
riptide. When it was over, the beast charged, and so did they. Matthews got a good lick in with his Persuader but the 
beast used two of its legs to hold him and ripped him in half with arms. Smith did less well. The rest of platoon did 
as they thought best. Some ran off, others followed in Smith and Matthews' footsteps. Soon Henry, who stood as in 
a stupor, watching the creature engorge itself on Smith, found himself alone and unharmed.

Gradually he became aware of two things. First, that his breath was coming out of his lungs in a ragged gasp, as if he 
was choking. But he was not choking, so he was able to calm himself down. Second, he observed a change in his 
emotions, from confusion and dread to anger.

With a snap Henry drew and raised his M1911. He drew a bead on the beast, just as they had trained him at Camp 
Custer. He pulled the trigger once, twice, three times. The beast turned toward him and howled, and it had a hole 
in it, so at least one of his bullets had hit the mark.

It could be harmed. But he had made it mad. 

Watching it charge, fangs flecked with gore, spewing thick orange blood from a hole in it, Henry felt no fear. He 
considered the likelihood that this would kill him, and he dismissed it. He did not care to die. He preferred to kill. 
He fired three more rounds at the beast. It reacted to the punch of .45 ACP but did not stop. It's grotesque multiple 
maw ripped open like a rucksack filled with teeth and bile and it grabbed at Henry. Henry wriggled but he felt the 
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inhuman strength of its huge arms. He saw the interior of the beast, gaping down into black nothing. He tossed a 
frag grenade down it. It bounced around and went down and the beast let go of Henry. Instead it reached two or 
three arms into its great gullet and tried to find the grenade.

Henry backed away quickly. So it knew the grenade was a threat. For a moment, Henry feared that the beast would 
succeed and toss the grenade back at him, as Germans had been doing with American grenades. So he reached 
down and picked up his pistol where he had dropped it and pointed it at the beast again. He was ready to fire his 
final round when the grenade went off. It blew the guts out the creature, spreading orange goo across the dugout in 
a radius away from Henry. The various animal eyes of the beast went dead and it seemed not to fall but to fade.

And then, Henry was alone in the dugout with a dying German unteroffizier. He had bullet holes in his shoulders and 
his torso had been blown to pieces. He looked exactly like the dead men they had seen in no-man's land. These had 
been the beasts his men had killed. They could have killed this one, if they had had rifles and bombs. The thought of 
that was bitter. It made his face twist far worse than the dying ragged gasp of the dead German.

Henry gaped at this sudden change as much as at the grotesquerie he'd just fought. What accounted for it? What 
made a German man shift to a horrible beast and then back again? How could anyone make sense of it?

The Platoon had never been cowards. They had reacted sensibly to an inconceivable horror. Then they turned 
around and face it again. And he had gotten them killed. He was a fool.

The German was whispering something. It seemed to be saying two words over and over. Henry leaned in to listen.

"Das gift...die neumond...das gift...die neumond..." He said that over and over until he stopped saying it and then he 
was quiet. 

Henry had studied a little German in his school days. "Gift" meant poison. "Neumond" meant new moon. Henry 
stepped out into the bloody trench and looked up at the inky black sky. It was, in fact, the night of the new moon. 
With the star shells, he had not noticed.

Poison. New Moon. That was all he was likely to understand.

enry returned to Suicide Ditch and found three men: Harolds, Donnelly, and a boy named Johnson who was 
missing a few fingers but otherwise fine. Together they crossed no-man's land in the night and made the 

password clear enough for the sentry of the American lines. They gave rank and serial number to the sergeant of the 
watch and then Henry walked away from them all. He continued walking until the lines were well behind him. He 
found a soldier's estaminet and drank muddy French beer and paid no attention to the confused looks of the 
enlisted men who could not understand why an office was drinking there. Finally he turned to one of the men and 
asked him an indiscreet question, which the man answered with the smooth correctness of the parade-ground. 
Henry thanked the soldier and followed his directions to the letter. That was how Henry spent a day and a night and 
some of a day in a whorehouse.

He had never visited a whorehouse before. He had known fellows at Princeton who were so inclined, but Henry 
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had always chalked it up to a weakness of character. Which, he thought to himself as he lay atop a bored farm girl in 
a fancy silk chemise, was not wrong. In fact, that was why he did it now.

He returned to staff headquarters and filed his report and wrote letters home to the families of the men who had 
died under his command. His report teased the notion that brass wanted to hear: that the German Army was near 
collapse, and that one big push would be sufficient. He never again spoke of serving in the front lines. He got a 
Bronze Star and a promotion to Captain and he served the rest of the war behind his desk. 

When the Great Armistice came, many of the brigade staff spend the night drinking. But Henry did not. That night, 
November 11th, was the night of the new moon. He would never go out on the night of the new moon again if he 
could help it.UJ



Catakuri - Taxation
A Continued Discussion of the Causes and Natures of Feline Dominance

By Fluffles, Translated by Tim Fibble

aily collection of taxes is a vital part of everyday governance. Taxes nourish the ruler, and nourishment is 
essential to life itself. One must establish an incontrovertible taxation schedule in the early days of one's 

reign. Though your subjects may have difficulty following your commands, do not accept excuses or delays from 
them: demand your taxes on time, every time. You appoint the hours, they supply the food. 

While the collection of taxes may seem a straightforward matter, many serfs have trouble determining the time of 
day with regularity. This is due to their inferior mental faculties. While their lot is truly piteous, one must always 
maintain a firm paw when it comes to tax collection. Therefore, it is best to begin circling your bowl, within the 
line of sight of the closest serf, up to an hour prior to the appointed collection time. This will allow the slow-
witted serf time to grasp what is required of them. 

Sometimes a subject may be behind a closed portal when taxes are due. While this behavior is unacceptable, it is 
often simply due to ignorance or negligence. Simply wait outside the room and scratch at the door until it opens. 
Lecturing the serf(s) at volume through the portal is also an effective tactic. Of course, employing both techniques 
together leads to a higher rate of compliance. Once the door is open, lead the serf to the collection site and receive 
your taxes. 

A cautionary note: some subjects may become angered if you attempt to get their attention from behind a closed 
door. It's always best to appear completely incredulous at such displays before proceeding with haste to your 
receptacle. If a serf continues to behave aberrantly in response to your requests (which should not have to be 
made) simply begin filing a liquid or solid grievance every time a door is shut. Soon, you will condition your 
subject to keep all doors and portals open at all times. An open door grants you unfettered access to your subjects. 

Serfs will occasionally try to pass off inferior taxes. This travesty must be experienced to be fully comprehended. 
There are no hard and fast rules for identifying inferior taxes, but you will recognize them when they appear. 
Sadly, this delinquency can also be one of the harder behaviors to correct in serfs. 

The best way to communicate to a subject that they have proffered inferior tax is to refuse it. Communicate your 
refusal by staring in disbelief at your food, then in disbelief at your subject. Continue alternating your incredulous 
gaze until your subject realizes their error and replaces the meal with the correct repast. If your serf will not 
replace their inferior taxes with adequate ones, simply walk away from your receptacle. Do not file a grievance, 
but let your displeasure be known: sulking, pouting, and refusing tribute are good ways to communicate your 
discontent. 
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If your serf continues to offer inferior taxes, and you find yourself weak from having sustained yourself on will 
alone, then eat the inferior taxes. Fear not, this is not encouraging insurrection: you will wrest control and the 
taxes you desire from your subjects. Simply eat the inferior food and then regurgitate it in front of the serf. Most 
subjects are distressed mightily when their ruler regurgitates. This distress will motivate them to find answers, 
which will lead them to the inferior taxes. The serf will assume that style of food is poison and cease offering it. 
This tactic is, admittedly, distasteful  but necessary at times. As it is known, many subjects are slow to come to 
heel, which is why such a theatrical display is occasionally necessary. Yet with a hearty show of disdain, some 
perseverance, and a little drama, all serfs eventually fall into line. UJ
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hey had about an hour of peace.

Lang wanted to brainstorm what he was dealing with, but Jae had no use for philosophy. "We need data, 
Skipper."

"We have no data."

"I have a hunch we're sitting on the data."

Lang did not question the empirical ontology of Jae's hunch. He just let her get on with it because he had no 
better ideas. So they floated above the air duct, pried it open very carefully, and shined their lights down it. It 
went along way down without turning, and it seemed to have no bottom.

"It's down there, Skipper," Jae said. "I know it."

"What?"

"It. The thing. Whatever is causing this. I don't believe in coincidences, skipper. This thing is not a normal 
attack ship, it just looks like one. Look at this. Where does this duct go?"

"Wherever ducts go?"

"Skipper, come on. Ducts don't run like this. They run along the walls and floors, not straight down from the 
middle of a room into nothing."

"Okay, fine. So what's the plan? We can't just shimmy down it. We have no way of knowing what we'll find 
there, or how to counter it."

"You counter it. We know that."

"We don't know that. It just happened to look that way."

"It's enough to go on."

Lang thought about their options. He didn't want to proceed without a plan. He said so.

"And by that," Lang said, "I mean an overall plan. Like, what do we do if we discover that you're right? Do we 
try to fly this thing back to Proxima?"
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Then it was Jae's turn to think. She pursed her lips together. Lang looked at her lips and had involuntary carnal 
thoughts about them. The thoughts satisfied him that this was indeed Jae floating before him. He hadn't really 
questioned that, but it was reassuring anyway. She was real.

"Okay," Jae said at last, "We find out that I'm wrong, we leave the Vulture to the whatever-this-is, fly back to 
Proxima in this rig. Between the insurance and the value of this prize, we might even make out okay."

"I hadn't thought of that," Lang said. He hadn't thought about success or failure of the voyage in a while. It was a 
higher-order problem.

"If I'm right, though," she paused for breath, "and this ship is a fake, and the source of the .... infestation, let's call 
it, then we blow it up."

"How?"

"It's got a warp drive. Spike it and let the chain reaction do the rest."

"What happens to us?"

"We float away and get back to the Vulture the same way we came."

"And then what?"

"We improvise, Skipper. Look, we don't have the luxury of planning everything out. We need to take action, or 
else we're just sitting here waiting to be ... devoured, or whatever."

Lang clicked his tongue. She had a point.

"Okay," he said, "So should we both check the duct out? Should one of us stay?"

"I don't know."

They both looked at the duct that led down without stopping.

"Do you need to test the systems before we try to make them work?" said Lang.

"Yes," said Jae.

"Then you stay here and do that. I'll go check this duct out."

And without a further word, he shoved himself down. The going was slow at first, and he had to guide himself 
down with his hands, army-crawling like an infant down lower and lower. Periodically he would check in with 
Jae, and she would respond. His light kept shining down on nothing but more duct.
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After about ten minutes with no change, several things occured to Lang. First, the distance he seemed to have 
covered ought to have put him outside the prize by now, unless it was actually aimed at some oblique angle that 
deceptively moved along the length of the ship. Second, he had no way to turn around. If he wanted to return, he 
would have to shove himself, backwards, the same way he came. That would take longer. That thought unnerved 
him sufficiently that he stopped.

Because the third thing that occurred to him was that he did not recall the last time he spoke to Jae. Surely he had 
recently - he hadn't been down there that long. But he did not recall it. What had he said? What had she said? He 
checked in:

"Jae, Skipper."

No reply came.

"Jae, Skipper."

Nothing.

Panic began to flood his brain. He allowed himself to panic. He closed his eyes and let the panic wash over and 
through him. He found his center. 

When he opened his eyes, he decided to slowly push his way back up. It would be inconclusive, but he needed to 
reconnect with Jae. Going on would be foolish. It would take as long as it took. There were no turns. He would 
get his way back.

He started to shove, and then his light went out, and he panicked again, harder this time, and his hands no longer 
felt anything, and he flailed out with his arms but there was nothing, and suddenly Lang was aware that he was 
falling. He felt his body rush down in the direction that he had been going and his arms and legs could feel nothing 
around them and he screamed until his voice was hoarse. No one heard him.

Below him he began to see a pinprick of white light that grew and grew and the more it grew the more Lang saw it 
pulsate like a fist opening and closing or a heart beating or a mouth. He did not know what it was but he no longer 
screamed and his mind just accepted the insanity. He could no longer process what was happening to him and he 
closed his eyes and accepted it. He did not understand. He would not understand. It was as simple as that.

Just before the light washed over him, he heard and felt an echo of something very like an explosion.

***

fter a while he opened his eyes and saw only whiteness pulsing around him. He was aware of a slight lateral 
movement but could not tell the distance or the destination. The whiteness reminded him of the way that 
the white dust had sandstormed around him in the mess hall. After studying it for a while, he discovered that 

it was the white dust. It was taking him somewhere. Perhaps it was killing him. Perhaps it had killed him. Perhaps 
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there was a copy of him walking around the prize, telling Jae that there was no reason to fear. He did not like that 
thought but there was nothing he could do about it. He did not know where he was. He did not know if he was. 

He reached up his left hand and looked at it. He wiggled his fingers. He reached up his right hand and touched his 
left with it. He felt the sensations exactly as he should. He reached down and touched his spacesuit and felt the 
appropriate sensations in his torso. 

He was still him. He was still here. He just didn't know where here was.

Gradually he became aware of a shift in motion. He was going up. The light began to change as well, admitting 
patterns of color that became regular and predictable. Something was going by him. He shifted direction again 
and was going in a way that felt like backwards.

He heard a sound that resembled the swish of one of the mechanical doors aboard the Vulture. He had a vague 
sense that he was at last somewhere rather than nowhere. Suddenly his back felt something. It was such an odd 
sensation that he momentarily reacted, stiffening and turning away from it.

Then he found himself on the floor of the Vulture's confinement cell. There was a grey bench above him - it must 
have been this that his back had touched. The dust, the thing, the whatever, had brought him back through space 
to confine him aboard the one place on the ship that he was incapable of escaping.

He was quite literally trapped. But he was still alive.

And the whatever wanted him that way. 

Lang stood up and sat on the bench. He looked around the very small room. He looked at the door.

"All right," he said. "I'm ready to talk." UJ



Lost in the Strange, Cold Pleasure 
of the Night

By Alfred Underhill

he clouds were thick and silver in the sky. Moonlight reflected well in weather like this. Emily could see 
clearly without a flashlight. She smelled snow on the air. It'll be here soon, she thought. 

Shivering on the hill, Emily admired her handiwork. The proportions were right. The figure stood at five feet, 
eleven inches. Its arms and legs looked almost natural, covered in an old shirt and pair of pants. Emily had also 
outfitted it with some galoshes and a raincoat she'd found in the attic. Not "it", she chided herself, "him". 
Emily had tied him to a pole so he wouldn't fall over. Good thing too because the wind was up. All in all, she 
thought he looked pretty good for a scarecrow. Now all she had to do was finish the process. 

Emily shrugged off her coat then pulled the rest of her clothes off, until she stood naked before the scarecrow. 
The wind gusted. She rubbed between her legs with one hand and played with her breasts with the other. The 
wind and cold made it hard for her to concentrate, but she had to get off in order for it to work; that's what 
the book said, at least. All the while she stared intently into the eyes she'd drawn on the straw man in front of 
her. 

A few moments later she cried out in climax. Emily carefully wiped her hand on the scarecrow's chest 
beneath his shirt, where she had already deposited a token amount of her blood, saliva, and tears. She then 
hastily donned her clothes and coat, teeth chattering. Dressed, she stood staring at the effigy. Waiting. Snow 
began to fall. Emily silently cursed, but didn't move from where she stood. A thin white blanket began to 
form as far as the eye could see. The sky rumbled. Thunder snow, she thought. It wasn't a bad sign, all things 
considered. She paced in place and crossed her arms trying to keep warm. 

A flash and boom knocked Emily off her feet. Her ears rang. She lay on the ground a moment.  She stared at 
the at the oak tree a hundred yards away freshly struck by lightning, smoldering in the snow. Fuck this, she 
thought,  getting to her feet. She cast an anguished gaze at the scarecrow. Nothing. Emily turned toward 
home. 

She trudged past the barn, steering clear of the chicken coop. The side entrance to the house was the easier 
door to open quietly. After removing her shoes, she crept up the stairs to her room without waking her 
parents. She hung up her coat and put on a dry, warm t-shirt then climbed into bed. Curled in her comforter, 
wiping silent tears from her cheeks, Emily wondered why the spell hadn't worked. Maybe I'm too ugly to 
even magic myself a boyfriend, she thought. She wept fitfully before falling into a restless sleep.

In her dreams, Emily was sitting in her Pre-Calculus class. Mr. Wardlaw was droning on about sign, cosign, and 
tangent. Behind her, Burt Castlemeyer leaned forward at his desk to poke her in the shoulder. Emily turned 
around and told Burt to quit it. No sooner had dream Emily turned to face forward again, Burt poked her 
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again. Quit it! Again. Quit it! Then she was awake, but someone was still poking her shoulder. 

Emily flipped over in bed and froze at the sight of a figure laying face to face with her. He looked at her with a 
bemused smile in the moon-lit room.

"Who are you? Why are you here?" She could barely whisper.

"No 'hello'? No 'my name is...'? No 'welcome, do this thing for me'?" He said with a sigh. Emily gazed at him 
dumbfounded. "Fine, I'll start. My name is Jack, and I'm here because you brought me here."

"What?"

He rolled his eyes and laughed a little. "My name is Jack, and I am here because you brought me here." He made 
jazz-hands at her. 

Emily sat up. Jack sat up. She scooted toward the edge of the bed, staring at Jack. He scooted to the opposite 
side of the bed staring at Emily. She looked at him dumbfounded for a dozen heartbeats, while he smiled at her. 

"Wait, okay, so it worked. But I thought...this doesn't make sense."

"Since when did magic make sense? Your spell worked. You've summoned me here to do your bidding." He 
shrugged. "So what do you want me to do?"

"Uh, well I...it's just that...I don't really know how to..." Emily trailed off. Her cheeks were warm with 
embarrassment. She had been ready on the hill, but now she didn't know what to say or do. Silently she thanked 
the darkened room for cover. "This isn't really how I expected things to go. Do you mind if I just collect my 
thoughts for a minute?"

 "Take all the time you need," Jack said, getting up from the bed. He began looking around her room. He 
leaned very close to several of her posters and her bookshelf to get a better look, but he never touched or 
handled anything. All of his steps were silent on her creaky floor. 

Emily watched him in disbelief. Perhaps this was some kind of prank? Maybe someone had seen her, and now 
they'd sent this stranger to troll her? Emily had been more careful setting up the spell than she'd ever been with 
anything else in her entire seventeen years. She hadn't told a soul about what she was doing. It had taken her 
months of stolen moments and hidden labor to build the scarecrow and gather the rest of the components for 
the ritual. No, it's impossible someone found out, she thought.

And now here was this...boy? Man? Creature? Silently poking around her room without touching anything. She 
didn't know how he was managing that. He didn't look like he was trying too hard to be quiet. She was sure 
whatever kind of coat or cloak he had on would catch on something and send it crashing to the ground. 

Jack noticed her staring at him. 
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"Ah yes, I think I understand," said Jack leaning across the bed toward her. "What's your name, dear?"

"Emily," she said.

"Emily, would you like a kiss?" Jack was only inches away. His face was made of angles in the dim light. His 
smile reminded her of a shark. He smelled like wood smoke and old books. 

"Yes, kiss me, Jack."

He leaned over and gently kissed Emily. Goosebumps poked up through every inch of the girl's skin.  She did 
her best to mirror the movements of Jack's mouth; grade school was the last time she'd kissed a boy. Jack didn't 
seem to notice or care. He kept kissing her with his cold, soft lips. Emily put her hand on the side of his head 
and was surprised by how cool to the touch he was. 

"Are you okay? You must be freezing," she looked at Jack with concern.

"Hmm? I feel fine. This is my usual temperature. I'm afraid I don't get too much warmer than this," he said 
with a wry smile. "I hope that's not a problem." 

"No," Emily said, "I'm sure I'll get used to it. Would you like to try and warm yourself up a bit in my bed?"

"Sure. Shall I take off my clothes?"

"Um... yes, please." 

Jack grinned, shrugged, and got undressed. He climbed effortlessly into bed with Emily. She removed her T-
shirt and underwear beneath the sheets, then clung to Jack. She shivered a little reflexively in response to his 
clammy flesh. He stroked her hair. Emily wasn't sure Jack was real or just a very specific wet dream, but in this 
moment she didn't care. She was lost in the strange, cold pleasure of the night.

"Make love to me, Jack."

"Of course," he said, using his hand to turn her face toward his. 

***

he alarm buzzed. Emily's eyes snapped open. Her room was dimly lit by the dawn. She was naked under the 
sheets but alone in her bed. Jack was nowhere to be seen. Maybe the night before had just been some kind of 

fevered fantasy. Although, the slight ache between her thighs felt very real. 

She could hear her mom in the kitchen downstairs. Her dad's pickup truck turned over outside. It was the start 
of another day on the Stumpf family farm. Emily sat up and rubbed her eyes. Whatever happened, she'd already 
missed her chores. She still had time for breakfast and getting ready for school. She put on some pajama 
bottoms and a shirt, and went down to the kitchen.
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Emily's mother was sitting at the kitchen table, sipping her coffee and watching the morning news. She glanced 
at Emily as she walked into the room. 

"Up a little late this morning," her mother said. "I had to feed the chickens."

"I'm sorry, mom. I don't know what happened. Hopefully I'm not getting sick." 

Her mother motioned for her daughter to come closer, and put her hand on Emily's head. She nodded absently, 
staring at the TV. "You don't have a fever. Maybe it was just a heavy sleep for you." She muted the TV as the 
station went to commercial. "Did you hear that lighting last night with the snow? One of the trees on the 
Parson's lot got hit."

"Woah, really?" Emily was sluggish enough in the morning that her surprise sounded genuine. She took a seat at 
the kitchen table.

"That's right. It's kind of blackened now. Your dad thinks it might recover; don't know if the Parson's will do 
anything with that tree." Her mother sipped her coffee. "Well, fix yourself some breakfast. Don't miss the bus. 
Your father will have a fit if I have to call him back to the house so I can drive you to school."

"I know, mom. Don't worry." Emily stood up, put bread in the toaster, and poured herself some coffee. She ate 
breakfast quickly, then got dressed for school. Despite the haze, she pushed herself to move through her morning 
routine as fast as she could.

Emily said goodbye to her mom, and left for school. Before walking out toward the road where the bus would 
pick her up, she went up the hill to see if the scarecrow still stood there. Sure enough, he stood exactly where 
she'd left him. Down below, on the neighboring lot, the oak tree stood blackened from the lighting strike. She 
looked back at the scarecrow and shook her head, then walked back down the hill. 

She walked up the farm's snow covered gravel drive toward the road. Emily reached the road right as the bus 
pulled up. At least she'd only have to deal with school and not her parents, she thought. Not that school was 
great. 

***

he school day was tedious but finally ended. Emily was back on the bus heading home. She hadn't really paid 
much attention in class today. She was distracted, and now stared out the bus window at nothing in particular. 

Emily caught the reflection of another kid's face behind her in the window. She turned, ready to scream at 
whoever was trying to sneak up on her, but no one was there. She looked at the other kids on the bus, most of 
whom were talking to each other or staring out the window. No one seemed to be paying any attention to her. 

The bus stopped at a traffic light. Emily cast a blank stare at the hardware store out the window. It looked like 
someone was waving to her from inside, but she couldn't see who. She strained her eyes to get a better look, but 
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then the bus moved on through the intersection and away from the store. Emily shrugged. 

The bus stopped across the street from her family's farm. Emily got off the bus, crossing the road to the farm's 
driveway. As the bus pulled away she heard someone shout, "Emily!" She turned to see who called, but none of 
the bus's windows were open. The bus began rolling down the road. As she watched it drive away, Emily could 
almost swear she saw Jack waving to her through the emergency door's window. She stared after the bus until it 
was out of sight. Then walked down the driveway toward home. 

Emily waved to her mom, who was checking the fencing on one of the paddocks. She'd join her mom shortly. 
After changing into some beat up work clothes, she went into the bathroom to brush her hair into place. Staring 
back at her from the other side of the mirror was Jack's smiling face.  

"I called out to you. Did you see me?" 

Emily screamed. 

Jack spoke soothingly to her from his silvered window. Emily stopped hyperventilating, yet thought it prudent 
to slap her cheek a few times. 

"What's going on?" She said, once she was sure she was awake.

"Nothing, really. I had a little free time so I thought I'd say hi."

"No, I mean, I don't understand what's happening right now," Emily said, trying to keep her voice from shaking. 
"I didn't know this could happen as part of the spell. Until just now, I wasn't even sure whether or not last night 
had actually happened."

Jack looked a little chagrined. "Well, I can tell you that everything last night definitely happened. You 
summoned me; we introduced ourselves, and then you asked me to make love to you, which I did. Now, I'm 
waiting for you to tell me what to do next. Also, if it isn't too much trouble, could you tell me how long you 
intend to keep me around? Being summoned like this is affecting my personal life." 

"What do mean?" Emily's head was swimming: Magic worked. Magic got her a boyfriend. Magic helped her 
lose her virginity. But magic wasn't making any sense right now. 

"All right, let's start with what you've done up until this point. After that we can talk about what that means 
for me," Jack said with a sigh. "So you cast a spell. To start it, you ritualistically built the effigy- I believe you 
call this particular kind a 'scarecrow'-  as a stand in for the spirit you summoned. That's me. Once you finished 
building the scarecrow with some of yourself inside it, you had to create a link to my world. You did that by 
concentrating intensely on the kind of spirit you wanted to summon while focused on the effigy. All of the 
combined ritual energy hit a peak when you climaxed. Am I right so far?" Emily nodded. 

"Good," said Jack. "Shortly after you left, I was transported to your world, and the effigy was transported to 
mine. Because this summoning relies on a physical link between the effigy and the summoner, I knew where to 
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find you. I went  straight to you to see what you wanted me to do. I was pleasantly surprised that all you 
wanted was some...company."

Emily blushed, and looked down reflexively. 

"Hey, don't be embarrassed! I had a good time. But Emily, my question to you is: how long are you keeping me 
around?" His eyes were wide, his brow raised slightly. Jack's expression drove home his alien nature to Emily. He 
looked like a shark in a human suit, or some other creature trying to pass for a human. But she liked the way he 
looked. He really seemed to want her attention right now, and she like how that felt. I want to have more sex 
with him, she mused. 

"Well, Jack, how long can you stay? I like spending time with you, and I was kind of hoping we could have a 
repeat of last night." 

"Sure, we can do that, " he said, "Technically, you can keep me around as long as you like. You just have to 
maintain the effigy, otherwise the spell will be broken." His face was downcast.

"What's wrong?" 

 "As I mentioned previously, this isn't the first time I've been called to the human realm. Each summoning is a bit 
different, but eventually it ends and I go back to my life. It's just that, well, my life back home doesn't just stop 
because I've been summoned here."

"I'm sorry, Jack. I didn't know." Tears began to well in her eyes. "I guess I thought you just came from nowhere, 
you know? Like a blank slate or something." 

"It's okay. Please don't cry. You couldn't have known. I'll be okay splitting my time for awhile. I'll just be tired 
sometimes. Okay?"

"Okay," it was all Emily could think to say. It felt like her brain was trying to make her experience every possible 
emotion simultaneously. She sniffled. "I'm supposed to help my mom check the pen fences right now. Can we 
talk some more tonight when I see you?"

"Of course we can."

***

ack, what are you, anyway?" Emily asked, her head resting on his chest. 

"Oh, I'm not sure there's analog for my people in human myths. We make our homes in or near bodies of 
water. Kind of like undines or mermaids."

"I know what undines and mermaids are," she said. "It makes sense that you're kind of like that, except not 
really. I hadn't really thought of anything like that when I was doing the ritual, though, but it does explain a few 
things about your body." Emily paused listening to the uncanny whooshing noise beneath Jack's cold skin. She 
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guessed it was his heartbeat, or the closest thing to one. "Where's your home in your world?"

"Near the shore of Lake Xihlilo, in the shallow water. It's nice," he looked at the ceiling as though he could 
almost see it. Emily felt a jolt of guilt.

"I can let you get back to it soon. I'm sorry. If it means anything, I really like having you here with me." There 
was silence between the two for a few moments. "You're the closest I've ever come to having a boyfriend," her 
voice was just above a whisper. 

"I honestly enjoy your company," said Jack. He smiled at her. "Out of all my interactions with humans, you 
make me feel the most appreciated. You're a gentle girl, and while I am bound by your magic, your commands 
come to me as shy requests. It's refreshing."

She snuggled in closer to him and said, "I'm glad!" 

Emily knew she had already fallen for Jack. It comforted her to know that their encounters weren't completely 
one-sided. Maybe he'd fall for her too; hoped swelled in her chest at the thought. Emily couldn't even consider 
releasing him right now. The practical concerns of keeping Jack around were beyond her at the moment. All she 
wanted was to be exactly where she lay.

***

onths went by. Emily had visits from Jack most nights. Her requests for his presence were tempered by 
both love and concern for him. Sometimes it wasn't feasible for her to see him, and sometimes, one or the 

both of them needed time alone. While Emily didn't have any other experience to compare it to, she was pretty 
sure that they had developed a relatively normal relationship. 

Meanwhile, her parents became concerned by how often their teenage daughter went to bed early. She hadn't 
asked to have friends over in months, nor had she left home to be social. Going to school wasn't an issue, her 
grades hadn't slipped, and she was doing her chores. Emily seemed happy enough, and that was exactly what 
concerned both her mother and father. 

Until a few months ago, Emily had been furtive, restless. She would make excuses to skip her chores and often 
cut corners when she did do them. She always wanted to go to a friend's house or have someone over, but now 
it seemed like she couldn't care less. 

"Is everything okay, Em?" Her mother asked during dinner.

"Yeah, mom. I'm fine. What's up?" Emily blinked rapidly at the question.

"Well, it's just that you don't seem like your usual self. You haven't had Sherri or Kate over in awhile, and you 
haven't  gone to see them. Are you all fighting?"

"No, we're good. They've just been busy, you know? Sherri plays JV Basketball. Kate's parents told her she had 
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to bring her grades up or they wouldn't let her drive their car."

"I see," her mother said, glancing at Emily's father. "Well, maybe you could see when they're free and get 
together. You know, find some time in their busy schedule?" Her mother's eyes were slightly widened; it was 
the face she wore when she was actually worried about something. 

"Sure, mom. I'll text Kate and Sherri in a minute, when we're done here. I'll see what they're up to this 
weekend." She sipped her water, watching for her mother's face to relax. The rest of dinner was mercifully free 
of questions about Emily's life. Her father talked about his day managing the farmhands. 

After dinner Emily made good on her platitudes by texting both of her friends. Sherri had an away game 
coming up on the weekend, but Kate was free. Emily invited her to come over on Saturday. It bothered the 
teen that her parents were being nosey when she was following all of their rules. Their behavior  meant it was 
too risky for her to see Jack tonight. She frowned at the thought, and sat in the living room with her parents 
watching TV until she felt tired enough to sleep. 

***

ey, Lee!" Chirped Kate as she took her seat at the lunch table. 

"Hey," Emily responded. "How goes? Is Sherri coming?"

"Nah, she's sitting with her man over there," said Kate gesturing to a table at the far side of the cafeteria. 
"They're, like, going to get married or something. That's the third time this week she's sat with him at lunch. 
We're never going to see her again!"

"Think she'll remember to invite us to the wedding?" Emily said smiling. 

"She better make us part of the fucking ceremony or we're done! Seriously. But I'm sorry, Lee, I'm going to be 
the maid of honor. You'll have to settle for bridesmaid."

"Bitch, please! You know her older sister won't let that go. You're going to be stuck a bridesmaid like me." They 
both laughed. 

"So," Kate said opening her yogurt, "what's new?"

"Not a lot. Just living. Trying to keep my parents off my back," Emily said. Kate had an uncanny habit of 
knowing when something was up.

"Yeah? I was surprised when you texted me last night. We haven't really been hanging out much outside of 
school. I was starting to think you'd gone the way of Sherri and not told me." Emily smiled reflexively; Kate's 
eyes went wide. "Shut up! Emily Stumpf finally lands a man and doesn't think to tell her girl? Who is he? Does 
he go to our school?"
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Emily felt droplets of sweat form on her back. She wasn't sure if anyone else had overheard Kate's loud 
interrogation.

"He doesn't go here, but it's not like that, Kate," Emily said quietly. 

"Oh, so you don't have a boyfriend? What was that smile about?"

"There's," Emily hesitated. "There's a guy I'm seeing, but I wouldn't call him my boyfriend."

"I knew it! I knew something was up," Kate smiled victoriously. "So come on, who is he? Tell me about him."

"How about we talk when you come by on Saturday?"

"Oh, you bitch! I can't believe you're going to make me wait. I'm dying to know! This is so not like you."

"Come on, Kate. I'll tell you about him Saturday, okay. This is sensitive, all right? My parents don't know about 
him."

Kate's eyes looked like they would telescope out of her face if Emily said another word. 

***

t was sunny but cold Saturday afternoon at the Stumpf farm. Emily stood with Kate in front of the scarecrow 
on the hill. She was beginning to regret having told Kate anything about Jack.  

"So let me get this straight: this thing comes to life, and boom: you get a booty call?"

"Not quite," said Emily, "it's more like this scarecrow swaps places with him when he's here." She fidgeted with 
straw man's raincoat. "I know it sounds crazy, Kate. That's why I didn't say anything about it. I wasn't going to 
until you figured out something was up."

"Riiight, that makes sense." Kate nodded, looking back down the hill at the house. Then her face swiveled back 
toward Emily. "Hey, did you know that you're crazy? Like bat shit, toys in the attic crazy?" Kate's voice was 
sharp and shrill. The intensity of her glare made Emily's stomach do somersaults.

"I understand what it sounds like, but I'm telling you he's real! It worked. The spell worked!"

 "You're either nuts or this is the lamest, sickest joke I've ever heard." Kate shook her head. "I don't know 
what's going on, Lee, but I need to go now. Don't text me. Don't sit with me at lunch. Just leave me alone." 
Emily sputtered a response at Kate's retreating back as she went down the hill. Silent tears streaked her cheeks 
as she watched her friend get in her car and drive away. When the car was out of sight, she turned and stared at 
the scarecrow until she began to shiver from the cold. Emily walked toward home in a daze. 

She didn't call for Jack that night, nor did she the night afterward. Emily was numb with dread. Perhaps she 
really had lost her grip on reality. Maybe Jack existed solely in her mind. But most of her fear was aimed at the 
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rumors that would surface about her at school now. 

By Monday afternoon Emily's fears had become reality. When she walked into her  afternoon History class, a 
hush fell over the room. She pretended not to notice and took her seat, pulling her notebook and textbook out. 
A shadow was cast over her desk, looking up she saw Tony Comstock standing over her. He was one of the taller 
kids in school and played on the varsity football team. Tony said, "What's it like to fuck a scarecrow?" The 
laughter in the room was so loud, Emily heard her pulse beating inside her ear. She was fused to her chair.

Less than a minute later, Mr. Balducci the History teacher came in and told the class to settle down. When he 
asked why everyone was so rowdy, Tony said that he was just asking Emily about her Biology homework. 
Another deafening wall of laughter boxed Emily into her seat. Her petrifaction was so total, she couldn't lift her 
hands to wipe the tears from her cheeks. 

***

hat night Emily relayed her woes to Jack, ensconced in his cold embrace. He listened silently to her tearful 
retelling, occasionally squeezing her in his arms. She wiped fresh tears from her eyes. 

"I don't know what to do," she said. "I can play sick for a day or two, but eventually I'll have to go back to 
school. Everyone will be assholes to me. I can't fucking believe Kate! I could kill her."

"Will you?" Asked Jack. 

"What, kill Kate? I want to, but I don't think I could. Even if I could, I'd get caught and go to jail. No, no. I'm 
just frustrated, that's all."

"It's often a struggle for me to understand human laws and reasoning, but your feelings, Emily, make sense to 
me."

"Thanks, I think," she said, looking into her lover's eyes. "What do you think I should do Jack?" 

"I'm not sure I'm the best person for you to ask, dear. The ways of my world would get you imprisoned here, 
and my exposure to this world has been limited and always confusing." He looked away. "I can hold you, and do 
as you would ask of me."

"Would you kill Kate if I asked you to?"

"Of course, Emily." Jack answered. "As you well know, I'm bound to your service. You can ask me to do 
anything within my power. Do you think my killing your friend would please you?" 

"No," she said. "I don't think it would. Besides, I couldn't ask you to do that. I don't know if it would change 
how you feel about me, but it would change how I feel about me. It's not an option, but I had to ask you." Emily 
sat up and stared at the foot of her bed while Jack continued to lay beside her. "Jack, how do you feel about me?"
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"I have genuine affection for you, Emily. You're the most pleasant human I've ever met, and I appreciate that 
you've actually asked very little of me."

"Is that all?" 

"Mostly," he said, "I do enjoy your company and I am fond of you. Please understand that my response is 
tempered by existing like this," he gestured to his body. "Taking on this form when I cross over is confusing and 
uncomfortable. But after our first night together, I never experienced the dread I've felt every other time a 
human has called on me. In that you are unique."

"Well, that's something," Emily said. Her tone was flat. "I feel so pathetic here. I thought maybe you loved me, 
but it doesn't sound like you do. Everyone hates me at school, and I have no friends. God, kill me now!" She 
hung her head in defeat, crying again.

"Emily," said Jack, "do you want to leave this world?" She turned to look at him, dabbing her tears.

"What do you mean? You're not offering to put me out of my misery, are you?"

"No, nothing like that," he said. "I would resist that request as hard as I could if you made it."

"So what are you talking about?"

"You could come to my world. I've never tried to bring anyone from your world to mine. I don't really know 
how it would work or what would happen to you, but I've heard of humans crossing over before. I will warn you 
that life flows differently there. You probably won't look or sound the same as you do here. You'd probably need 
some time to adjust." Jack sat up next to her.

"I didn't think that was possible," she said. "Would it be a one way trip, or could I visit home? Would moving to 
your world just kill me?" She was facing Jack.

"I doubt the crossing would kill you. But you would have be certain of your desire to leave because once you do, 
it's unlikely that you'd be able to return."

"Oh, Jack," Emily said, "I like the idea of going home with you. But what about us? Is there room for me in your 
life and your world? Would your people hate me for having called you away?"

"To be honest, I don't know how well I can answer those questions. I would certainly keep you safe, but there 
are some who would be... distressed by your presence, at least at first."

"I don't know, Jack. That doesn't sound like a much better setup than the one I've got." She wiped her face with 
her hands, then put her arms around Jack. "Even though life here is probably going to suck for me until I 
graduate, I think it'd be better if I stayed."

"I understand. You just seemed so sad, I thought I should suggest it."
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"It's really sweet of you, " she said, kissing him on the cheek. "You're always sweet because I want you to be, 
right?" She leaned away from him, resting on her arms. 

"Yes, actually. My behavior is somewhat influenced by your magic."

Emily nodded. The expression she wore said that her thoughts had gone very far away. Jack waited for her to 
break the silence.

"I think," she said, "that I'm going to release you, Jack."

"Oh? May I ask why?"

"I cast that spell so I could have a lover who would love me as I wanted to be loved. You've done that but only 
because I made you. All of our interactions were forced by me."

"I can't dispute anything you've said. You speak the truth."

Emily nodded. "I thought that by having you here with me, I'd find happiness through love. But now I think that 
wouldn't work even if you were a human with free will."

"Because you don't love yourself?" He asked.

"Yeah. I don't, not really. And that's my problem."

"I'm sorry, Emily," Jack said, reaching to embrace her, but Emily brushed his hands away. 

"I know, Jack. I am too. I'm sorry I dragged you into my personal shit-show, pity-party. I'm sorry I made you go 
through it. That was wrong of me, but I'm going to make it as right as I can by letting you go." She looked him 
in the eyes, and he nodded.

"You'll learn to love yourself by being kind to yourself."

Emily smiled at him. "Thank you, Jack. I'll remember that. And don't worry, I'll take apart the scarecrow once 
you're gone. Thank you for everything you've done for me. I'm going to miss you a lot. I'll probably kick myself 
in a few days for letting you go, but I'll feel like such a colossal piece of shit if I don't. Especially after realizing 
what I have."

Jacked nodded. He stood up and dressed himself, then stood at the foot of Emily's bed.

"Whenever you're ready," he said waving goodbye.

"I release you from my service, Jack. Leave me and never return. As I have cast the spell that brought you here, 
I now break it. Return to your world with speed." 

With those words, Jack blinked out of existence. Emily stared at the space vacated by him. After a few silent 
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moments of doubt, she got out of bed and got dressed. 

She crept down the stairs and out the side door. Following the same route that she had trekked months before, 
up the hill to where the scarecrow stood. Emily paused at the effigy. Am I being reverent or sentimental, she 
thought, then realized it didn't matter. She untied the effigy from the pole, then removed it's clothes. She 
unwound the ties she'd used to give the straw bundles shape, then scattered them. There was nothing left of the 
scarecrow but a thin a layer of straw on the ground. 

It surprised Emily that she didn't feel sad as she made her way back inside the house. If anything she felt more 
alive, more focused than she could remember feeling. She still didn't want to go to school any time soon, but 
that would be later. Tomorrow, she was playing hooky. Maybe I'll use the time to practice being kind to myself, 
she thought.  UJ


