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From the Publisher

e are now a quartlerly Journal. We made this decision very carefully, after 
considering our market, the respectability of quarterly journals, and the 
expectation of opening up our journal to submissions. We did not, I repeat, 

did NOT, decide this after a two-minute conversation based on the fact that 4 is 
fewer issues than 6. That’s a rank calumny, and he that repeats it will be shot. Shot, 
I say.

That being said, the advantage of a quarterly journal is more time to put in more 
awesome stuff. and that’s what we have for your here. We have two chapters of 
Underhill’s Ulysses and the Fugitive, so it’s safe to say this story is going places. Weird 
places.

We also have another installment of The Meditations of Caius Caligulia, which I appear 
to have written on a dare. The dare being “make Caligulia relatable, without all that 
obtuse gabble from Camus’ play”. I forget who it was that dared me. Theses things 
just happen.

Additionally, you’ll see Drunk Vampire Hunter and The Chamber of Pain, which seem to 
be in competition to which can be the most ironic while still being Goth. One of 
them appears to be what happens if a Goth wrote the plot to Star Wars. Somehow I 
doubt J.J. Abrams has ever listened to Bauhuas.

Finally, or rather, firstly, you’ll find A Small Collection of Bad Aphorisms, by 
Mongomery Finneus Beaumont IV. It’s like Jack Handy if Jack Handy was that guy 
who kept telling you about the time he smoked some totally righteous kush on his 
off-year trip to the Actual Bodhi Gaya, man…

One thing further. Since most of you view UJ on a digital device of some kind, we 
long ago made the decistion to make our pages single-column. This looks les 
“magazine-y”, but is easier to read. You’re welcome.

Enjoy!

Thomas Fitz
Publisher
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A Small Collection of Bad Aphorisms
by Montgomery Finneus Beaumont IV

The man who knows himself begins the journey of a thousand miles on two hands.

It’s easier to shatter your own perspective than to wrestle a dead pig.

Anger is the soul reaching through pain for the truth - specifically, 
how that bitch be crazy.

Technology was once the problem. Now it’s the solution to the 
problem of the solution.

It takes a lot of courage to be brave about your complete lack of fortitude.

Never throws away something if you can wipe your ass with it first.

Power corrupts those who long to be corrupted. You’ll probably be fine.

Never give a sucker a nickel’s worth of free advice - soak the bastard.

A starving man is God’s way of teaching you charity. 
A drowning man is just unlucky.

Sobriety is like sex on a dumpter fire: it smells like pee and usually hurts.

Never call a man a liar for not clinging to your truth. Call him a schmuck.

A bird in the hand belongs in the oven. Seriously, why are you holding a bird?UJ



Ulysses and the Fugitive
by Alfred Underhill

aking camp was easy enough. Ulysses and Giles set up their tent and stowed their gear. They 
also had a small six foot by six foot pavilion that they tied landscaping fabric to, which 
maximized their shade inside the pavilion. 

“Looks good, eh?” Giles said.

“I think so,” replied Ulysses. “What you say we have a beer and then go take a look around?”

“Sounds good, mate.”

Giles pulled some hefeweizen from their cooler, handed one to Ulysses. They twisted off the tops and 
clinked a cheers. They watched and commented as people went by while they drank.

With camp set and their thirst quenched, the pair wandered. They strode through the rapidly 
assembling burn, getting their bearings. Major and minor landmarks were spotted: the effigies for 
burning, a few bars for drinking, some theme camps, the RV section, a bit of everything. 

People were everywhere. It looked like the circus had come to town and the freaks let loose, but 
no one was performing: they were just being themselves. A man in goggles wearing a g-string rode by 
on a unicycle. A topless girl with giant bunny ears attached to her fedora sat in a lawn chair drinking 
what looked like a mint julep. Two very chatty men walked by holding hands, lost in conversation; one 
painted orange, the other red. A couple in their late 20’s followed with their toddler perched on his 
mother’s shoulders; the toddler was engrossed in restyling his mom’s afro.

“You know,” said Ulysses smiling, “it really is like the smaller burns turned up to eleven. It’s 
definitely way bigger. I think it’s the size that actually makes the difference.”

“That’s what she said,” said Giles grinning, “sorry, I had to. No, I dunno, mate. This here is Black 
Rock. I think it’s more than size that makes it special. This is the original burn, so to speak. I think 
that's what sets it apart.” 

Ulysses nodded, waving to a woman on stilts striding by; she herself waving to everyone she 
passed. 

“Hmm, I wonder,” said Ulysses watching stilt lady.

“Oi? Do you fancy stilt-girl then?” asked Giles, squinting at the lady’s posterior. 

“Oh, no,” said Ulysses, “I mean, she’s cute and all, but seeing her just now made me wonder 
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something that’s all.”

“What?”

“Well, do you think wearing stilts would make it easier to rob people’s houses?

“Come again?”

“Come on, think about it! You know, you just sort of break a window, reach into the house, and carry shit 
off. You don’t even have to set foot inside the house. As long as you can run wearing stilts, nobody’s going 
to be able to chase you on foot.”

“What is it with you and stilts, mate?” Giles laughed, “Some sort of unfulfilled childhood wish or 
something?”

“Hey, hey,  hey! I don’t have to justify my love of stilts to you, Giles.”

“Well, having your own might make it easier to flirt with stilt-girl over there.”

“Nah,” said Ulysses, “like I said, she’s cute but I’m not trying to chase after her.”

“Why not?”

Ulysses looked at Giles, smiled, and shook his head a little. Giles shot him a confused look.

“We can’t all be as self-assured as you, my friend.”

“Oh? And what's that supposed to mean?”

“Hey, hey, don’t get defensive, man. I’m just saying. I got to feel natural when I’m talking to a lady, 
otherwise I fuck up and shit goes downhill quick.”

Giles shook his head. “I’ve told you before, Lee: you need to stop giving a shit about what people think.”

“Easier said than done,” Ulysses replied with a wry smile.

“No, it isn’t. When you’re relaxed and you stop giving a shit, you’re the life of the fucking party. Fucking 
everybody wants to talk to you when you’re on. But you don’t let yourself get there easily. You spend way 
too much time over-thinking it all.”

“Thanks for the vote of confidence. So how do you suggest I relax?”

“Take you’re fucking pick,” said Giles. “You know what’s in the inventory. We drove so we wouldn’t have 
to go without, right? So maybe after we finish our little tour here, what say we head back and have some?”

Ulysses grinned. “Why Giles, you’re trying to take advantage of me!” 

“Fuck you.”
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“Sorry, I had to. No, no, you’re right. When we head back let's get a little toasty. Maybe I’ll dose too, who 
knows? Either way, after that I should be feeling more relaxed.”

“Cool,” said Giles. 

"But what I meant before was how do you think I ought to relax in the real world? You know, in boring 
life?"

"Ah," said Giles, "that was a deeper question you asked me." Giles stared at an installation they were 
passing. Ulysses recognized the stall tactic but waited for his friend to reply. "Well, Lee, that's really up to 
you. You said you were feeling pretty good when you were doing yoga, and that you got something out of 
going to a psychologist a few years back. Maybe start with one of those two since they've worked before?"

"Hmm, yeah. I guess I could do yoga to start. Maybe once I get a job with benefits I could go to therapy."

"Sorry, mate. I hate to tell you to do stuff you already know about, but I'm a believer in using what works. 
They worked for you before, try 'em again."

"It's all good, Giles." Ulysses said, smiling at a group of jugglers walking by. "Thanks for the input. Sorry to 
bug you with my real world problems on the playa."

Giles waved his hand in dismissal as they walked through the heat. 

*         *        *

“What’s the flavor?”

“Should be white something-shine, or white something-bolt.” Giles was staring intently at the blotter paper 
through the clear baggie, inspecting it through glasses he refused to wear in public. “Fuck it. This ought to 
do it, whatever the fuck it is.”

“How much are we taking?”

“Eh, it's supposed to be double-dipped, but as you know, that’s bullshit most of the time. I am going to air on 
the side of caution because this,” Giles said holding up the baggie so Ulysses could get a good luck at it, “is 
an unknown quantity. So I think five for me, and you can have whatever you think’ll do you right. I usually 
take a ten-strip to get a decent trip these days.”

Ulysses nodded, “I’ll probably start on three. See where it takes me. If this shit is weak, we’ve got more acid 
and more days on the playa ahead of us.”

“You are a gentleman and a scholar, my friend.”

Ulysses grinned, “Don’t tell no one now, you hear?” They both chuckled a little. “You got any vitamin C?”

“Yeah, in my pack,” said Giles, “here, I’ll get it. Hang on. Might have some me self.”

Giles went to his side of the tent behind the built-in plastic partition that separated the tent into two 
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bedrooms. Ulysses heard the clanking and scattering of inanimate objects that resulted when Giles was 
looking for something. Giles’s customarily exuberant, “Ah-ha!” meant he had found the vitamin C. He 
returned to sit on Ulysses’ floor. 

“You got some water, mate?”

“Yeah, here we go,” Ulysses said, passing Giles a fresh bottle of spring water. 

“Excellent, and here you are,” said Giles passing Ulysses a vitamin C tablet. 

They swallowed their pills and talked a while, giving the vitamin C some lead time to get into their systems. 
After about a half-hour, Giles used a pair of tweezers to pass Ulysses an amount of acid approximating three 
to six hits. The strips of paper were tiny and had something written in micro text along the bottom. Ulysses 
strained his eyes to read it. He thought his left eye was going to burst a blood vessel, and then he saw it: 
White Shining Bolt. The words were squished together, lower case, and in some sort of excessively bubbly 
text. No wonder Giles couldn’t read it. 

Ulysses placed the paper on his tongue. Giles was already waiting for his to dissolve. When his dissolved, 
Ulysses stood up and stretched his back a little. He got restless waiting for drugs to kick-in. 

“What do you think?”

“Eh, we could wait here until we peak; then go wander around once we’ve evened out. Figure it’ll be a bit 
darker by then too.”

“I guess that works.” Ulysses sat back down and tried not to fidget. 

The pair made chit chat and had another beer while they waited to peak. Eventually they were smiling 
uncontrollably and having a hard time following their own conversation. They agreed to have few moments 
of silence while they adjusted. Giles watched lights and shadows play across the tent wall, while Ulysses 
stared intently at the seam of the ceiling. 

“I think this stuff was double dipped.”

“Yeah.”

They both began laughing manically. 

*         *        *

The acid evened out for both men eventually. Giles fumbled with the tent zipper and then they both lurched 
out. Ulysses silently anticipated a long, strange night.

“Where to?” Ulysses asked. 

“Dunno, mate. Wherever looks interesting I suppose." 

“I don’t know about you, but everything looks interesting right now.” Their laughter was raucous and 
simultaneous. 
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They ambled down the crowded makeshift street that ran between the tents and camps and shelters all 
globbed together. Nothing intruded too far into the lane wide enough to drive a car through, though. The 
roads were for travel. Most people appeared to be heading toward the man, the temple, or other structures 
to be burned. Ulysses and Giles followed.

Indeterminate electronic music thumped a thick beat as they walked past a camp to their left. The beat 
blended and faded into the softer sound of someone playing a remixed version of Stair Way to Heaven. 
Their soundtrack morphed dozens of times before they arrived at the man. 

Lots of burners were just hanging out around the effigy. Some hula hooped; others swung LED poi, 
publicly practicing for the real thing. Ulysses had seen all of this before, but he was struck again by the 
sheer number o f people. Of course, he thought, this is it: this is the big burn. 

Giles was greeting a man with a prodigious beard and double-zero gauged earplugs. He was coated in a fine 
layer of dust, like everyone and everything else in Black Rock. Ulysses stood and watched the two for a 
while, and then began taking in his surroundings through the wobbly window of LSD. Everything was 
bright and loud yet oddly slowed down. He grinned involuntarily staring at the assembling event. 

Ulysses was snapped from his reverie by Giles shouting, "Oi, Lee!" The Aussie was beckoning to him from 
where he stood with beard-o. 

"What's up?" Ulysses said, having come over. 

"Lee this is Ron; Ron this is Lee." Giles was pointing back and forth to them. Ulysses shook Beard-o's hand.

"Nice to meet you, Ron."

"Likewise," he said, fixing Ulysses with an unreadable gaze. 

"Right, Lee, Ron was saying he knows a good bar camp we could hit up. We can head there with him. Could 
we smoke him up to return the favor?" 

Ulysses smiled at them. Giles's ability to meet people and strike a bargain never failed to surprise him. In 
this case, Ulysses had actually been caught off guard by those skills. "Oh most definitely," he said. "You want 
to smoke here or should we wait 'til we get to the camp?"

"Let me take you guys there. We can get a drink then smoke up." Ron motioned for them to follow as he 
began walking. 

"Cheers, Ron. Lead the way." Giles grinned from ear to ear. Ulysses couldn't help but grin back even as he 
shook his head at his friend. 

Ron lead them through an area they hadn't been through yet. The three of them paused periodically to 
inspect theme camps along the way. Both Ulysses and Giles thought they saw their intended destination 
several times as they approached a few bar camps. 

The trio finally stopped at a large pavilion on the corner of two lanes. They could feel the dubstep bass as 
much as hear it standing outside. A half a dozen people were hanging out smoking, drinking, and carrying 
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on near the entrance. Ron exchanged pleasantries with one couple before moving inside the pavilion, 
Ulysses and Giles followed. 

The interior was bathed in a coruscating rainbow of lights. The floor was covered in mats that around 
twenty people were using as a dance floor. Ron waved to the lady behind the bar, whom emitted a high 
pitch squeal and ran out to clasp him in a fierce hug. They talked about something that neither Ulysses nor 
Giles could hear. Ron gestured to the two of them, so the pair stepped closer.

"Lee, Giles, this is Sophie." He had to shout introductions over the music. They returned greetings the 
same way.

"Can Sophie get in on smoking?" 

"Sure," said Ulysses, "not a problem. Where should we...?"

"Have a seat at the bar! I helped build it, and it's my camp. Besides I'm the bartender right now, so what I 
say goes!"  Sophie said. She was tall and thin with playful blue eyes. Her dark hair poked out of a plush 
panda hat, which somehow went perfectly with her black tank top and BDUs. Ulysses smiled at her as he 
took a seat at the bar with Giles and Ron. He produced his smoking tin from his pants pocket and began 
packing his pipe. Ron was getting Sophie to pour them all drinks. 

Once they'd shouted a toast drowned in bass and swirling lights, Ulysses passed the pipe to Sophie who 
would start the smoking circle. Before lighting the pipe, she went around to the front of the bar and wrote 
on a white board that she was taking a smoke break; drinks would have to wait until she was done.
 
The four of them had a conversation typical to these circumstances: where are you from? Is this your first 
burn? Is this your first time at Black Rock? Are you part of a camp? Sophie seemed equally interested in 
what Giles and Ulysses had to say, and was happy to answer their questions in return. Ron was curious but 
didn't ask many questions himself, though he was comfortable talking with them. 

"Oi, Lee. Tell them about what you did earlier with the bus." 

Ulysses nodded then exhaled. His smile was dopey, which was mirrored by his companions. "The line to 
get in wasn't moving. People had gotten out of their cars and were just , like, hanging out."

"Is that what you're doing now, Lee? Hanging out?" Sophie teased. She lit the pipe and inhaled, then 
tapped it out. 

"Well, I'm try to," Ulysses said smiling. "But I seem to have gotten a little stoned." Everyone laughed. "So I 
got out of my car and started walking to the gate. I get up there and see this bus with a flat tire. Folks are 
standing around it and the driver is not happy. I told them I had a can of fix-a-flat, but they said the tire 
would need more air for it work."

Sophie held up her index finger and went back around the bar to wipe the whiteboard clean. She returned 
and said, "I'm still listening, but I'm going to get these folks drinks. Please continue." 

Ulysses nodded. "So I walked back down the line looking for anyone that had an air compressor. 
Eventually, I found a guy who did. I talked him into getting out of line and driving up to the gate with me. 
We got to the bus, set up the compressor, filled up the tire, and then I sealed it up with my can of fix-a-flat."
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"That's awesome! Way to help out!" Sophie smiled at him. Ron nodded with approval. 

"Pretty sure that fella on the bus owes you a beer." Giles said. 

"He does.  I mean, he gave me one right after we got him fixed up," said Ulysses. 

"Man, you earned a case for doing all that," Ron chimed in. 

"I'm just glad it worked out and that dude had the compressor. We would not have gotten that bus moving 
without it."

"You're too modest, mate."

"Yeah," said Ron. "Other people might've been trying to find a work around for that bus, but you're the one 
that actually went and found the gear to fix it." He shook his empty cup at Sophie and then handed it to her 
for a refill.

"It sounds like you did good to me," Sophie shouted over the rising music, while she fixed Ron a drink.

"Thanks guys," Ulysses said. "Hey, should I pack another bowl?"

"Oh-ho! Trying to change the subject, are we?" Sophie gave him a conspiratorial look. 

"Well, ya'll don't have to join me, but I'm going to have more," he said to faux calls of outrage from the 
group, which meant of course they wanted to join him. He grinned to himself as he opened the tin. I really do 
feel pretty good; relaxed even, Ulysses thought to himself as he repacked his pipe.

Chapter 4 - The Fugitive

hree days had passed since they arrived. They were solidly on burn-time now, Burning Man was in full 
manic swing. Giles and Ulysses had found their stride after the first night spent at Ron and Sophie's 
bar camp. They watched the sun rise over the desert that morning. Each tried to nap in the heat later 
that day. Giles had been somewhat disappointed to learn that Sophie was romantically attached to 

Ron, but not enough to keep he and Ulysses from stopping by the bar again the next night. 

After the first twenty-four hours, their days began when it was too warm to keep sleeping. Out of bed, 
they'd shuffle around for food and either make or scavenge coffee. Afterwards they would make their first 
round of wandering Black Rock. Because of the massive size of the gathering, they easily wandered through 
areas they hadn't seen or been through before every day. 

Meeting people by participating in whatever they stumbled across was really easy. Giles and Ulysses knew 
that most of the spectacle at burns was there to attract people into having an experience, into participating 
in something weird and fun with friends and strangers alike. This welcoming, communal environment was 
at least partially fostered by the guiding philosophy behind Burning Man and other regional burns; also 
known as The 10 Principals. Both men knew the principals were written by Larry Harvey, one of the 
cofounders of Burning Man. They were:
1. Radical Inclusion

T
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2. Gifting
3. Decommodification
4. Radical Self-reliance
5. Radical Self-expression
6. Communal Effort
7. Civic Responsibility
8. Leave No Trace
9. Participation
10. Immediacy

Each principal was equally important, and it was common knowledge that they were supposed to be held in 
tension with one another, sometimes conflicting or contradicting. The principals also provided a blueprint 
for the values that many burners tried to practice in the real world. 

*         *        *

"Cor, look at her!" Made Ulysses turn his gaze to where Giles was staring, his mouth hanging open and 
collecting dust. He expected to see an attractive woman doing some sort of acrobatic performance art. 
Instead, he saw a tall, wide-eyed young woman staring intently at an art installation standing about thirty 
feet away. The installation depicted a human ass with a cell phone protruding from between the cheeks. She 
tapped at the surface of one of the cheeks tentatively, looking the whole thing over, before wandering on. 
She was wearing a bed sheet.  

Ulysses looked at Giles. "Moving on to space-case art chicks, eh? I'm surprised she's your type."

"Fuck off. Did you see her? How many space-cases could walk a runway anywhere in the world?" Ulysses 
was pretty sure the number of space-cases walking runways was higher than Giles estimated, but he kept 
that comment to himself. The lady certainly was beautiful.

"Maybe you ought to go talk to her then?"

"I think I will!" Giles said, already walking toward her. The young woman had stopped a few feet from the 
art installation and had begun scooping dust into a container. 

Ulysses watched Giles walk over to where she crouched scooping dust. He could see Giles trying to talk to 
the woman, but she didn't seem to acknowledge him. This was the kind of awkward scene that Ulysses 
rarely got to see Giles wade through; even from thirty feet away it was entertaining to watch. He really was 
trying to get her to engage with him. She looked up at Giles said something and went back to scooping dust. 
Whatever she said caused Giles to do an about-face and walk back over to where Ulysses stood. 

"She not want to talk?" Ulysses asked smiling through the bandana covering his face from the nose down. 

"I'd say not. No."

"What did she say to you?"

"Forget it. Let's keep moving." 

Ulysses looked over to where the lady crouched scooping dust into her containers. She seemed totally 
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engrossed in her task. She's weird, but gorgeous, thought Ulysses as he wandered on with his friend. 

*         *        *

Ulysses wandered by his tent and paused. It seemed like it was quiet inside. Perhaps it was safe to enter 
once again? The start of Wendy's high pitched moaning let him know that he'd be better served by 
wandering around some more. 

He didn't begrudge Giles and Wendy, he was just tired. He wanted to sit down and eat something. Ulysses 
knew his friend wouldn't care if he went into the tent for a moment to grab some food to eat in the shade 
structure, but he wasn't sure how Wendy would feel. She didn't seem like the shy type, but Ulysses didn't 
want to chance making her uncomfortable. Besides, Giles had been trying to get laid since he got off the 
plane in Denver. If he fucked up Giles's fucking, he probably wouldn't hear the end of it. 

It had been a bit of lucky break that he and Giles ran into Wendy while they were wandering earlier. She 
had greeted Giles with enthusiasm and was game to wander with the two of them. Her and Giles began 
chatting each other up not long after, which eventually steered the trio's wandering back toward the tent. 
Ulysses had kept moving once they were inside. 

Now he was trying figure out where to take himself next. He pulled the bandana down from his face to swig 
some water. The sun had set about an hour ago, when he'd left camp on his own the first time. People in 
many camps were either eating or preparing food. Maybe if he just wandered by camps that were eating, 
someone would have extra he could scavenge? It wasn't very radically self-reliant of him.  He had turned 
down some chili offered to him the other day, yet he had actively scavenged for coffee yesterday.  Unsure of 
what else to do, he wandered in search of food. 

Eventually, Ulysses was able to score a burrito and some extra rice and beans from a camp that had made 
too much. He thanked his benefactors profusely before moving on to find a place to sit and eat his found 
bounty.  He wandered down a few rows, looking for a place with some free space to sit. He spied a camp 
with a giant Jinga stack and only a few people sitting near it. 

"Can I sit here?" he asked, looking at the little group.  A mustached man in a mesh shirt and goggles 
gestured for Ulysses to sit. Nobody else by the Jinga stack seemed to pay him any mind, so he sat down a 
comfortable distance from the stack and began to dig into his scavenged meal. He glanced around, trying to 
get a better look at his fellow burners. 

A lady wearing a green bandana and overalls smoked a cigarette while she held hands and debated the finer 
points of single-payer healthcare with another  lady swaddled in a unicorn onesie. They were loud. Mesh 
shirt guy seemed to be putting a lot of effort into pretending not to listen, yet his occasional eye-roll betrayed 
otherwise. There was someone else on the other side of the stack that Ulysses hadn't gotten a good look at 
when he approached and couldn't see now that he was sitting. He casually leaned over to see who it was and 
saw that it was the girl in the bed sheet from earlier.  She was huddled close to the Jinga stack with her 
knees drawn up and her arms crossed over them. Her head was covered in some kind of silver wrap. Her 
eyes darted to meet Ulysses, so he causally leaned back into sitting upright. 

I'll just finish eating my food and be on my way, he thought. Ulysses took another bite of his burrito and stared at 
the wooded planks of the tower in front of him.  He mused about how he'd acquired the food he was eating. 
Ulysses didn't like scavenging at burns, nor did he like people who espoused, "the playa provides" as more 
than a relieved thanks or as a joke. It was one thing to accept something as a gift, it was another to go 
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looking for handouts due to poor preparation. Radical self-reliance was one of the principals. He shook his 
head as he chewed. If Giles was fucking in their tent again this burn, he wouldn't worry about making 
anyone uncomfortable; he'd worry about making himself a sandwich. 

Ulysses was roused from his thoughts when he noticed someone had moved in very close to his right. He 
turned his head to see bed-sheet lady leaning over him, peering at his food. Her eyes were a stark yellow and 
her expression was almost feral. 

"Uh, hi?" he said. "Do you need food?"

She met his eyes and her face turned blank and distant, like she was concentrating very hard. She mouthed 
something a few times, before saying, "Hi." The word was clipped and unnatural sounding. 

"Yeah, hey," Ulysses responded. "I apologize if my friend was rude to you earlier." The lady continued 
looming over him with her blank expression. She's probably foreign, he thought. "Would you like some of 
my food?" He gestured to his plate.

"Food?" The word sounded a little more natural. 

"Here," he said, scooping up his burrito and handing the lady his plate. "I haven't touched that yet or used 
the fork. It's all yours." She slowly extended both hands to take the paper plate and just as slowly retracted 
them holding the plate. 

"Aww, you made a friend!" Said unicorn onesie.
 
"Hey, so do you all know each other?" Ulysses asked, trying to change the subject. 

"I know Carrie!" Belted unicorn onesie.

"I know Robyn" Shouted green bandana.

"I don't know anyone here, but my name is Tim." Said mesh shirt guy. 

"Nobody cares, Tom!" Shouted Robyn, followed by a, "Just kidding, Tim."

The only person who didn't say anything was bed sheet lady. When she noticed that everyone was looking 
at her she made a sound akin to an "uh", before cramming an handful of rice and beans into her mouth. Her 
lips made loud smacking noises as she chewed and her whole body shook. She must be starving, thought 
Ulysses bemused. 

"Aww, she'd be gorgeous if she learned some table manners." Said Carrie, after lighting a cigarette off of the 
butt of her previous one. 

"But there's no table here. We're like, outside." Tim's voice was timid. 

"Oh, well. In light of your masterful grasp of the obvious, Tim, I take it all back. I declare her graceful! 
Poised, even." Carrie's voice had an edge that made Tim closely inspect the structural integrity of the Jenga 
stack. Robyn laughed. 
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Ulysses watched the young woman scooping rice and beans into her mouth with her bare hand. The plastic 
fork that came with the plate had fallen onto the ground. 

"Don't moop!" Chirped Robyn, but it was clear that bed sheet girl either didn't hear her or didn't know that 
she was being addressed. Her entire focus was on getting as much of the food off of the plate and into her 
mouth as fast as possible. 

Ulysses mouthed, "it's cool" to Robyn before pointing to the fork by the young woman, whom met his eyes 
and then looked at the fork with indifference. He picked up the utensil, which had become matter out of 
place, or 'moop', and put it in his pocket. He still held his burrito in his other hand, so he turned his 
attention back to his own meal.

The strange young woman burped loudly after shoving the last shallow handful of food into her mouth. She 
looked over at Ulysses's burrito, then rolled up the paper plate. Looking satisfied, she bit the end of the roll 
off and began to chew, and then promptly spat it out. 

Everyone laughed. Bed sheet lady looked around to each of them and then began laughing herself. Her 
laughter was strange, alternating between being too high and too low. 

"Fuck, table manners," said Robyn. "This girl needs to be housebroken!" Which started a new round of 
laughter from everyone except Ulysses, whom had crammed the rest of his meal into his mouth and was 
awkwardly trying to chew. 

"Okay, enough with...whatever your shtick is," Carrie said when the laughter died down. "What's your 
deal? Where are you from? I know you can understand me." 

Bed sheet lady's gaze was quizzical. "From? From? Fruhm? Froom?" She repeated the word, playing with 
it. Carrie gave her a sour look. 

"I think she's a foreigner, " Ulysses said, barely managing to project his voice above a whisper having  just 
choked down his burrito. "Let me see if I can get her to take me by wherever she's staying. If that doesn't 
work, I'll find a ranger to help her out."

"Fine, whatever, boy scout. I just want her out of here. I didn't come here babysit or watch someone do 
their impression of the Yip Yips. You can do your good deed, if that's what you're really after." Carrie's gaze 
was fierce despite Robyn stroking her hand. Ulysses just nodded in response. He walked over to bed sheet 
girl. 

"Hey," he said standing over her, extending his hand, "do you want to go take a walk around? Maybe you 
can show me where you're staying?" The young woman looked up at him and extended her hand to Ulysses. 
She didn't grip his hand in an effort to stand up; she just held it there, extended parallel to his, and stared at 
him questioningly. Ulysses smiled and gently gripped her hand in his and began to pull. Recognition 
dawned on her face, and the next moment she was on her feet. 

"Shall we?" Ulysses gestured for her to follow. She looked at him appraisingly for a moment before bending 
down to reach a mismatched collection of plastic containers that held playa dust. Holding the stack gingerly 
she came over to Ulysses. He smiled at her and began walking with her close behind him.UJ



Drunk Vampire Hunter
by Gol Druberg

 was somewhere on the edge of the graveyard when the hangover wore off. Vampires make a liquor 
of sorts - distilled from cow blood, of all things - and they like to put crushed wormwood in it. This 
stuff does what absinthe is actually supposed to do. Green fairies? You’re gonna have a whole green 

cast of Midsummer Night’s Dream acting out their factions in front of you. It’s a truly fantastic kind of 
drunk. And you won’t become a bloodsucker.

The downside - the principal downside - is that recovery takes forever. And I’m not talking about that 
generally shitty feeling that happens when you party too hard much past age 30 that lingers for a few days 
and you eat fried garbage and watch Netflix. I’m taking non compus mentus for a day and a half. You need 
to clear your schedule and have a safe place to curl up with plenty of water and no disturbances.

Naturally, I had done none of that.

Killing vampires is thirsty work. It’s easier during the day, when they hide in their weird life-in-death torpor 
from the sun. It’s not risk-free, though. Stabbing things and cutting their heads off never is. Oh, you can 
sneak up on them, sure. You can even get a good shot in with the stake. But the stake doesn’t kill them, 
Virginia. The stake just holds them down so you can behead them. That kills them.

And they do tend to wake up when you impale them. As anyone would. So if you haven’t got the stake down 
at one blow, or you haven’t got your axe ready, get ready to wrestle an angry bloodsucker trying to eat you. 
And I mean that literally. They don’t just poke a hole and drain a bit of red kruvy when you wake them up 
in daytime. They go full zombie.

Anyway, I had done all that. I had stalked a small coven to a churchyard. Which usually means there was a 
Renfield somewhere on the Church staff. There always is - some derpy schmuck who gets suckered by 
existential promises to be a Thrall Friday. Usually it’s a parish secretary or other mousey type. Sometimes 
it’s the pastor. That’s always awkward.

So yeah, three of them, coffins in a mausoleum. I tracked them there by triangulating recent bleeding 
attacks and morgue visits and running that through my computer at the lab.

Nah, just kidding. I got lucky and spotted one of them after she fed off a child. These new female vamps, 
always nibbling on kids.  It means something, but I don’t have the education to determine what. And I 
wouldn’t trust my conclusions if I did. I’ve seen too much.

Right, so, I wait until dawn, and I’m sure that all the Cainites are hibernating and whoever the Renfield isn’t 
watching. (some of them like to keep a creepy vigil over their masters’ tombs in the daytime. That’s super-
annoying because you can’t just kill them. They’re still human). And I approach from the non-church side of 
the property, so I’m not seen by dawn commuters. And I move with deliberateness, not drawing attention to 
myself by moving to quickly or too slowly. I am aware of anyone else and simultaneously acting like I belong 
there.

I



I may have had a few.

The mausoleum was still dark in the early morning hours, so I stood perfectly still and waited for the sun to 
come up full. The sun is your friend in this game. You can still kill them in the dark, but it’s harder - night is 
their element. So I waited, like a hole in reality, hardly breathing, in the dank odor of the mausoleum, 
processing every stray sound to be sure it wasn’t a coffin lid opening up. 

I probably came too early. Like I said, had a few.

Eventually, the light shifted, and I knew it was time. I examined the coffins more critically now, and 
decided which one was the master’s. There’s always a master, the rest are new recruits. Vamps are exactly as 
predictable as you imagine; there’s almost no daylight between the pop culture images and the reality. As far 
as I’m concerned, Stoker was either a Renfield or a vamp himself. Neither can be ruled out.

There were three coffins. The one at the far side of the Mausoleum is set up so as to appear in between the 
others when you walked in. This both demonstrated who was “head” and served as a tactical purpose. 
Sometimes, when you hit the master, the others wake up in full zombie mode to protect. Sometimes, they 
don’t. It’s still smart to hit the master first because when he goes down, the others usually suffer some kind 
of devastating emotional blow. Which means something about vamp psychology, which again, other people 
have spend lifetimes in musty libraries learning about. How they get the information is beyond me. I sure 
don’t report any of it.

Probably it’s others.

So I shoved the lid on what I surmise to be the master’s coffin. It goes across easily and hits the ground with 
a resounding noise. Enough to wake the dead, but not these dead. The humanoid form inside was a woman. 
She had blonde hair and full, lifelike cheeks and lips and skin like the dead don’t have. The Vamp Glamour 
Shot, I like to call it. 

She may or may not be the master. I’m gonna go for it anyway. So much of this gig is taking initiative. I 
reached into my bag and pulled the big wooden stake (it doesn’t have to be wood, but it’s hard to get metal 
or plastic in the right size, and it’s good to learn to make them yourself, and wood is easiest to work with), 
and my chopping axe ($34.99 Home Depot), and I set them where I would need them. I usually put the 
head of the axe into the coffin, so I can just grab it when I drive the stake home. You need to place it just 
right, so it doesn’t fall in or get bumped in the ensuing scuffle.

Sometimes I take a shot before I start. You know, from the flask. Steady the nerves. And by sometimes, I 
mean every single time. We all have our rituals. Then I place the stake, size up the mallet, and bang.

Vampire scream is unholy and horrid, like a soul being shredded. You hear it every time. This time was no 
different. You never get used to it. This one reached up at me with her talon fingernails but I had driven the 
stake home and a few minor scratches from a vamp won’t do you any lasting harm. I let go of the mallet and 
grabbed my axe and got her head off with one stroke. It bounced up slightly and landed upside-down inside 
the coffin.

I spun around, preparing to meet other vamps, but the scream of their master/mistress hadn’t roused them. 

Drunk Vampire Hunter
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I had gotten lucky. I took full advantage of this and the adrenaline pumping through every vein in my body 
and swiftly replicated this process for the other two. I almost felt sorry for the last one - also a young 
woman, sleeping in perfect ignorance of how I’d just destroyed her fellows - but I didn’t. Does the sheepdog 
feel sorry for the wolf?

When it was done, I sat down on the floor of the mausoleum and tried not to throw up. I was covered in 
blood - vamps suck it down, but they don’t absorb it or digest it or whatever they do very quickly. This is 
good because it means they don’t have to feed that often, and it’s bad because they burst like balloons when 
you kill them. It’s messy - so, so messy. So it’s usually a good idea to cover your mouth when you kill them. 
A bit going in won’t make a vamp of you, but it does, according to legend, make you want to taste more of it, 
which does make a vamp of you, pretty much by definition.

There’s other stuff going on that’s about corruption of the spirit and dark compacts, but again, I never 
studied that. I don’t find it to be that useful. I only know two things: killing vamps and getting drunk.

And I was all out of vamps.

I found the dusky grey clay bottle in the coffin of the second vamp and knew it immediately for what it was, 
and knew just as fast that I was going to drink all of it, right then and there. It wasn’t even a question in my 
mind. I did not debate it. I just sat down, removed the leather bandana from my face, and, not even pausing 
to wipe the blood away, drank it down.

It tasted like sweetest ambrosia mixed with the essence of despair. You might say “despair doesn’t have a 
taste; it’s an abstract concept,” to which I reply “I’ve just told you of my theory that Bram Stoker was a 
bloodsucking ghoul or one of their servants, and that’s where you draw the line?” To which you could reply 
“Hey, I can’t help where your poetic license runs away with verisimilitude,” to which I say “Who’s telling 
this story anyway?”

All right then. Despair. It tasted like it.

Then I was gone for the aforementioned eighteen hours. Then I woke up.

That brings us up to speed.

I heard a voice first, sometime around dusk. It was plaintive and derpy, of a kind that registered but that I 
did not immediately conceptualize. Some part of me registered threat, or must have, because my body tensed 
up with that kind of cold sweaty adrenaline boost that radiates from the hypothalamus spreading danger, 
danger danger to every part of your body, without provoking any kind of visible reaction other than the 
flashing open of the eyes. I took in where I was and what I was hearing and what I was going to do about it.

Or, I resolved to accomplish those tasks eventually while drooling in pain.

It was when I heard a mix of voices that I knew I was in trouble. Eighteen hours past the morning I gave the 
vamps the chop puts me at… anyway it’s dark. And my brain began to process the fact that it was dark. And 
the fact that I was outside. And the fact that I should not have been outside. I started drinking in the 
mausoleum, and when I drink enochthia (don’t ask how I know the name of it. Just don’t), I don’t wander 



Drunk Vampire Hunter

around. So I should have still been in the mausoleum. Instead I was somewhere on the edge of a graveyard 
in the deep of the night. And there were voices.

This would have been a fine time to jump up and check my surroundings. Unfortunately, everything hurt. 
And I do mean everything. My eyelids hurt. My fingers hurt. The pits of my knees hurt. I decided that it 
would be much wiser to await events. So that’s what I did.

Did I sleep? I don’t think so. I think I hurt too much to sleep. I remember not being aware of things though, 
and I remember my conscience disembodied in the form of a large bluebottle fly yelling at me to finish the 
job, which didn’t make any sense at the time. 

“Shut up, bluebottle fly,” I intended to say, even though it came out more like “shbbububluhuh”.

“FINISH THE JOB” yelled the bluebottle fly, in a voice that caused my scrotum to spontaneously retract. 
I’m talking razor blades on chalkboards set to some kind of avant-garde prattle, LaMonte Young playing 
Sebelius backwards.

“Fufushbubbuh” I replied. You can probably guess what was going on there.

“I CAN’T! YOU NEED TO FINISH! YOU NEED TO FINISH!” yelled the fly, in a voice like nuclear 
armageddon.

What the hell was he talking about?

And then the last dregs of the crap snapped out of my tortured liver. Like a set of weights just dropped from 
my limbs, I snapped up and looked around.

There was a hole in the middle of the graveyard, and it was spewing this greenish fox into the air like a soft 
volcano. Like an English moor emitting mustard gas. It looked like Lovecraft’s asshole. And above it, 
horrible burning lights like fireworks were making weird yellow screaming sounds.

Yes, I know a sound can’t be yellow. This is my story.

There were three or four black shadowy figures standing above me. They had cloaks to hide their faces, but 
I knew them almost instantly. They are among the most feared creatures in the netherworld. They are grim, 
and bloody, and they seem to operate on a longing for death and violence.

I speak of course, of Hospitallers, the Vatican’s secret demon-hunters. As it turns out, the second of the 
Crusader Orders only pretended to sit on Malta for centuries and then become a charitable doctor 
organization. All front. As it turns out, tangling with the Hashashin in the Holy Land way the hell back in 
the day intimated them to a whole world of demonic energy above and beyond the back-and-forth between 
Jesus and Mohammed. As it turns out, the Templars went whole-hog into this weirdery, and were guilty of 
every last thing they were accused of. I shit you not. Phillip of France did nothing wrong.

According to them, anyway.
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They’re mostly okay guys. Good at what they do, for sure, which I suppose is easy when you have centuries 
of institutional memory, but still, good guys to have at your back to take down bloodsuckers, zombies, the 
occasional cacodemon, etc. And some of them are even good to drink with every now and again. But they 
can also be hidebound, rule-crazy, and very distrustful of anyone not them. Which, given the enemy we’re 
up against, I can sort of understand. 

But when they’re all looking at you like you just shat in their corn flakes, it’s not any fun. Especially when 
you don’t know exactly what you did to earn their ire. I mean, I could speculate.  Enochthia can make you 
do some odd things. One time I woke up after a long bender and found myself married. I could have done 
any manner of stupid things. But going by my experience with Hospitallers, it was most likely that I’d gone 
and hosed one of their operations. Which mean I couldn’t necessarily blame this on being wasted on blood-
liquor.

So that’s something.

“Do you,” said one of the shadowy figures, “have any idea what you just did?”

I burped.

“Do I,” I replied, “look like I worry about consequences?”

“This graveyard is a gehendelet. We’ve been planning an operation on it for weeks. Weeks of planning, 
screwed up by an amateur…”

“Hey, I get paid…”

“…We know what you do. You troll the crime beats looking for weird obituaries and then offer your 
services to grieving relatives. You’re a bottom-feeding bag of scum.”

Like I said, they aren’t normally like this. Normally they roll their eyes at me and shake their heads in 
amazement that I haven’t gotten myself killed yet. Which is fair, as I wonder the same thing. But I’m not 
about to let this monk pretend my motivations are better than his. Yeah, sometimes I have to go looking for 
my work. I don’t have the Holy Catholic Church providing me three hots and a cot in exchange for my 
celibacy. But that doesn’t mean that I do what I do for any worse a reason. Hostpitallers aren’t mercenaries, 
but they’re not hippies either. They like killing bad guys. So do I.

“And you’re a douchebag,” I replied. “Why do you have to say ‘gehendelet’, and not ‘helldoor’ like a normal 
person? We get it, you know Hebrew. You’ve read the Nephilim Gospel. All you need is a manbun and a 
Neutral Milk Hotel tattoo and you can serve me a latte…” 

Now, I should mention that I knew this particular Hospitaller. He’d developed a healthy seething dislike for 
me based on several incidents wherein my tactical flexibility and sheer dumb luck had allowed me to zero in 
on kills he’d meticulously planned on taking for himself. His name was Bowdler, and he was bald, and kind 
of a dork. Good man with an edged weapon, though.

So I didn’t take it amiss when he slugged me in the gut before I finished my sick burn of him. I had it 
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coming, and a good puke sometimes helped clear the baffles on an enochthia binge.

“Okay, Bowdler,” said another voice “You’ve driven the goddamn goat into the desert. Now let’s figure out 
how the fuck we deal with this.” His voice sounded handsome, and when I was done wiping the semi 
absorbed liquor and spittle from my face, I could verify that he was. Handsome and chin-dimpled and 
everything I was not. I rather hated him but felt he might need deserve my attention.

Which is to say, the flaming Arch of knotted knuckles that he was looking at, then rising screaming from the 
ground, rather deserved my attention. It looked like rock that was halfway between solid and magma, and it 
looked like it had come to awareness to know only pain. Which it probably had. Beasts of the Fire are like 
that - ashen souls that know only a few moments of perfect misery before oblivion takes them again. Either 
that or they all just wake up in poopy moods.

“That’s a ….” I said, but the word would not come to me. 

“GORGOLEM!” They shouted, as the thing let loose a howl from beyond that seemed to split your very 
mind in two.

“Right, that.” I said, quivering to the earth like a small child.

I thought about throwing up again. It seemed the only useful thing to do. But somehow I had forgotten how. 
It was probably the screams of the Gorgolem, howling and smashing out of the helldoor with its wild limbs 
flailing in all directions at once. The brain can’t properly process things like that sober. Even the reptilian 
core that releases bowels at moments like this freezes up. Nothing is going in or out in such moments.

Then again, the Hospitallers with their black crosses emblazoned on their slightly-darker-black combat gear 
were rushing to engage the thing, so this might just have been the pain of my hangover talking. Who knows. 
The screams inside my head matched the screams of their futile attempts to contain a nether-beast marked 
with earth, so let’s call it even.

That I happened to rain my head and spot something between the lurid glow of the sky and the rank weedy 
blackness of the earth is something I shall never explain. But I saw it: a red L.L Bean jacket hiding amid the 
gravestones. This piqued my interest, as I had not recalled such earlier, and the Hospitallers did not wear 
that sort of thing. And sure enough, the L.L. Bean jacket moved. Because someone was wearing it. Someone 
who was watching the proceedings. Someone who began slinking away.

There’s always a Renfield.

I stood up amid the tiny apocalypse behind me, the unholy roar of the hell-beast and the bloody screams of 
men and I chased the sneak in the red jacket. I had no clear idea in my mind of what later became obvious - 
and indeed, should have been obvious then - but I locked into the fact that this was a Renfield, a vampire’s 
living familiar and slave, and who therefore knew something I did not know about what I had just stumbled 
onto. I needed to know what the Renfield knew more than I needed to help fight the Gorgolem. 

The Renfield had seen me, of course. That’s why the chase was happening. They’re fearful little rodents, 
Renfields are. But also, usually clumsy and ill-equipped for physical activity. Vampires usually choose the 
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weak for their servants. They’d rather feed off of the strong.

The fresh night air that stank of blood and felt like the bottom of the sea felt nonetheless good in my lungs 
as I began to run in earnest after the L.L. Bean jacket across the graveyard. I no longer had to puke and my 
nerves and muscles were aflame from the pain of trying to recover myself - perfect for the kind of delirious 
activity I needed them for now. I felt my limbs and lungs straining and the skin on my face and the back of 
my necks start to bead with sweat from the strain of it all. But I’m moving faster than the jacket and gaining 
on it when it stops short suddenly and I finally see the face it belongs to but I’m too distracted to notice 
much about it because of the shiny metal object in its hand. Which I do recognize as a pistol.

Fuck.

I have no time before the shot goes off, but luckily the Renfield shoots from the hip and doesn’t bother to 
aim. His shot goes wide and I close the distance and leap into a drop-kick that connects with the solar 
plexus. Down goes the gun, down goes the Renfield, down goes I.

Off in the distance some of the Hospitallers are using some kind of incantation against the Gorgolem. It’s 
not having much effect and the beast is still knocking them about like tenpins but at least they’re still trying. 

I can feel the sweats coming on me hard. I’m more worn than I realized. It’s got to have been 24 hours or 
more since I had actual food in my system. The bill for this abuse is coming due. So I force myself to jump 
up and seize the Renfield by the scruff of the red L.L. Bean jacket.

“Where is it?” I shout, my lips flaked with drying spittle.

The face of the Renfield is middle aged and female, which somewhat confirms my suspicion about who the 
vampire master was. That tends to be the rule with Renfields: same sex as the master, ugly or older or 
somehow undesirable. She gibbers at me like a frightened child.

“Where is it?” I shout again, even though some part of me knows that it’s futile.

“Mistress!” she wails.

“The Mistress is dead,” I say.

“Nooooooo,” she says.

“Dead,” I say. “Dead, and dust, and ash, and blood. Gone and roasting in whatever hell awaits her.”

“NOOOOOOOO!” she howls, and flails at me. A fist slaps weakly into my face, briefly staggering me. I let 
go of her and she scrambles away on all fours like some overgrown baby. I sigh and stand up again. She’s 
scrambling and groaning and I stride swiftly over to her and kick square across her midsection. She groans 
harder and flops over and I reach down and pull her up. I slap her face once, twice, three times. She 
whimpers each time.

“I know,” I say. “I know how this feels. I know what this is like. I have been where you were. I was just like 
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you. You think you’re dead, or you want to be dead. But you’re not. You’re not dead. Whatever ate your 
soul and broke your life is dead. You aren’t important enough to kill. Accept it. Fucking accept it.”

Her head sank. I could feel hot tears. I wanted to be sympathetic but good men were dying behind me.

“Your mistress… she had the Gorgolem under her auspices, right? Under her control?”

She nodded.

“Then you’re gonna tell me where the duster is. We need it. That thing — “ I point behind me “ — could 
tear this whole county to pieces in a day. Tell me where the duster is. There’s always a duster. Not even a 
vampire sits on one of those things without a way to send it back. Where is it.”

She gulps hard and closes her eyes and reaches into a pocket. I’m about ready to not believe my luck when 
out comes a little ugly crystal pendant, black and faded, hanging on a plain chord.

“Do I need any stupid incantations?” I ask, burping.

“Just throw it,” she says

I nod and turn back to the fray

“Please,” she says

“What?” I say.

“I wanted to… I wanted to … destroy it” she says, rocking back and forth on her haunches.

“Then there’s something of you left,” I say. “Get drunk and forget about it.” I take off again.

Gorgolems are something like the golems of Jewish arcanity, but they’re bigger and uglier and meaner and 
they can kill with fire and with cold and they really just cannot abide existence. Sometimes vamps like to 
keep a screamer - a tiny mystical portal that summons a Gorgolem from the ash of Hell - around to show off 
to their dorky bloodsucker friends. Yes, even the undead one-up each other. It only makes me hate them 
more.

This particular vamp seemed to have the screamer tied to her sanglerie, what the Cainites call their… “life-
level”, I guess you could call it. Which is to say, the screamer was prevented from going off by a mystical 
connection to the literal blood inside the master vamp I killed. When I killed her, the screamer went off. The 
Gorgolem rose… some time after. Instantaneously by demonic time. 

I had some hoary old blind Benedictine explain demonic time to me once. It makes about as much sense as a 
round triangle. I needed a lot of drinks to get right after that conversation. Be grateful I’m not sharing.

Anyway, the screamer went off, sometime while I was asleep, and the Gorgolem rose, and the Hospitallers 
were fighting it, and losing. But I had the thing you needed to send it back to the dust of the earth and the 
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dust of the damned. They’re usually a piece of crystal that contains a shard of a demon’s soul. Not 
necessarily the same demon, because they’re all fundamentally alike, or facets of the same substance and this 
part of the story is really kind of unnecessary and I should just stop. I promised I wouldn’t explain to much. 
I should have told you this all at the beginning so I wouldn’t be holding up the climax of the story. That 
would have given you proper grounding. 

The duster turns the Gorgolem back to dust. Because demons.

I ran to the center of the graveyard where a large pit emerged. The Gorgolem was still trying to get all 
twenty feet of itself all the way out of it. It was sweeping one of its five arms at the ground in front of it and 
flailing at the handful of black-clad Church-dork avengers, but because it hadn’t gotten all the way out of 
the pit, it hadn’t reached full power and hadn’t tripled in size yet. Which means there was still a chance. But 
the Hospitallers couldn’t do this all night. They’d lost a man already and they were running out of useful 
tactics. You could only dance so long with something you couldn’t properly hurt. 

I could hear the exhaustion and the fear of same creeping into their voices. The Gorgolem was going to win, 
going to pull itself out of hell, and going to rage until it it consumed a good expanse of reality.

Except for me, who caused this whole ruckus to begin with. It happens.

I knew I was not in any condition to hit the Gorgolem with the duster properly at a run. You can’t exactly 
miss with these things, but you can’t just fling it willy-nilly, either. You have to throw it so that it covers the 
maximum distance within it’s mass and I’m doing it again. I had to throw it right. And I was too far down 
and too exhausted for that. But I had a plan.

I had Bowdler, right it front of me. He was hunched down to avoid a swing from the Gorgolem’s fourth arm, 
and about to pop up and slash at it with his sword (yes, they carry swords, don’t judge). Just what I 
needed. 

“Bowdler!” I yelled. He looked up at me, confused. I jumped up on his back. He yelled something 
incoherent. I used him as a step stool, as a boost to get me into the air. I kicked off of him, hard enough, I 
found to later, to knock him to the ground. I wasn’t thinking about that at the time, as I was considering 
what would happen when my broken body stumbled into the hell mouth and slid into … well, you know. 

Once I was airborne, I concentrated on my throw, like I did when I staked the vamps in the first place. One 
shot. I saw the Gorgolem’s sick red eye turn on me, I felt it’s awareness of me like a mouse becomes aware of 
a snake. But I didn’t aim at the eye. I aimed under it, at it’s raging wriggling maw.  In the movies, I’d say 
“Eat this” or some other catchphrase, but it real life you’re too busy smiting the thing to cleverly comment 
on smiting it. Also, I still kind of wanted to puke after all that running.

I hurled it and it went down and I heard a screaming that was like the earlier howl from beyond except now 
it radiated anguish and defeat and disgust. My mind felt it and absorbed that anguish and defeat and I 
reeled in the air and felt my spirt shut down in black black darkness. Before I hit the ground I smelled 
something vaguely of hyacinth, and heard a music I could not describe.

That’s it really. I did the thing. The Gorgolem spattered to dust, and the dust went down to the earth, and 
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the pit collapsed slowly into itself like a salted slug. A few coffins and bits of coffins lay strewn about. The 
handsome Hospitaller was already on the phone when I came to, saying words like “containment” and 
“plausibility”. I looked around to see if anyone gave a crap if I left or not. Only Bowdler did. “Thanks,” he 
said. “We’ll include you in our report.” I took that as a compliment and left.

I went the opposite way that I came. I saw the Renfield sneaking away in her car. I watched her carefully. 
She made no attempt to communicate with me or look in my direction. But when she drove off, I saw her 
head shift at me once.

I silently wished her luck. UJ



The Chamber of Pain
by Fakey McFakeName

hen the Emperor’s Deathguard capture Gareth Gunhuld on the moon of Ridus IX, they brought 
him in shackled, in red steel handcuffs that had been treated with Ber Chrystal to prevent him from 
freeing himself using the Way. Gareth could feel them, buzzing in tiny hateful little pricks against 

his skin. He smirked at it. Escape was not something one simply improvised. One had to create a plan, an 
out, a distraction, and most of all, a transport out. These plans did not need to be perfectly organized — 
how could they be?— but they needed to be there. “Know your means beforehand” was a mantra of the 
Order.

The Deathguard, two behind, one in front, one on either side, to make the shape of a death’s head when 
seen from above, escorted him down the shiny black corridor. He saw an infinity of dark reflections of 
himself on any side, which, he assumed, was part of the effect. He was unperturbed. Small elements of 
intimidation and psychological distress were ever part of the panoply of Stygius’ henchmen. But Gareth was 
not some stardust pirate or common brigand, to be intimidated by such. He was a newly sword full brother 
of the Sublime Order of the Star Bindu, the protectors of peace and order through many a star cluster.

He knew where they were taking him. It had been a long time since any Bindu brothers had fallen into the 
grasps of Stygius’ Deathguard. The last time they had even tried, Prior Huraldi had killed thirty-two of 
them on Gevendra Prime. True, he had died, and the Order Outpost destroyed by Imperial Legionaires, but 
the DeathGuard was devastated. And Huraldi was not captured.

But Gareth had been. Clever how the Deathguard had arranged a trap on Ridus for him. He wondered if 
the group of industrial saboteurs that contacted agents of the Bindu Council had been genuine or just  
provocateurs in the Empire’s pay. It hardly mattered. The Empire’s desperation in sending Fifty 
Deathguard to capture a new professant like Gareth showed how well the Council had taken to subversion 
in the years since Huraldi’s death. So many of the workers of the Empire had been reduced to penury by the 
Empire’s heavy taxation and reprisals. It was easy to believe that another cache of miners wanted to reach 
out to the only voice that stood against Stygius’ tyranny, the tyranny of Death Power.

The shiny corridor gave way to lurid reds and black blacks on the floor. The hard dark walls opened up to 
translucent panels, outside of which the storms of a blasted desert landscape threw up hideous claws of sand 
and heat in twisted visions of anger. This meant that they had taken Gareth to Arkala Three, the 
headquarters  of the Emperor’s Grand Vicar, Lord Avrankes. 

This, too, Gareth expected. No doubt the Emperor had ordered Avrankes himself to see to the interrogation 
of the prisoner. Gareth took pride in his situation. He would show these dogs of Death the strength of the 
Bindu.

Lord Avrankes stood in the middle of the room, tall in the black cadet’s uniform with a stiff red cape draped 
behind him. His bald pate bore the scar of an iridium blade and his eyes glowed with a rusty blood-color. 
Gareth had heard of him by reputation throughout his novitiate. Avrankes had been a student of the Way, 
but not through any Bindu tradition; he had learned to draw upon the living Dao in one of the schismatic 
Ythan temples. Their reward had been for Avrankes to pledge his loyalty to Stygius and murder them all in 
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their beds. Gareth had tried to have sympathy for them, as compassion was the Way, but he found it hard. 
They had found their reward for polluting the true teachings of the Bindu.

The Death’s-head squad stopped in front of Lord Avrankes and fanned out, leaving Gareth looking 
Avrankes right in his red eyes. Immediately Gareth notice the extent of Avrankes height advantage over 
him. Immediately his mind began to flow through channels trained by the Bindu to conceive plans of attack. 
But that was training. He knew the Deathguard hadn’t brought him all the way to Arkala 3 just so 
Avrankes could match blades against him. He knew they had other plans, to break his will and make him 
betray his brothers.

Gareth looked around the room for some manner of torture device, or will scrambler, or perception-eraser. 
The Empire had been known to use such on recalcitrants. But there was nothing. Only the wide room, and 
the permanent sandstorms outside, and the guards around him, and Avrankes in front of him, looking at 
him with those blood-colored eyes. 

For a moment Gareth was very aware of Avrankes’ eyes. He looked at them as though confused by them, as 
though there were some secret in them that he needed to know to continue. Suddenly, as he looked at them, 
he became aware of the secrets in his own mind, secrets that he could reveal, secrets that could come out of 
his mind at any time…

He closed his eyes and shook his head vigorously. “I’m not some spice farmer from the Eastern Arm, to fall 
for your tricks, Avrankes,” he said. “You’re not going to break me, whatever you do.”

Avrankes snorted and the corner of his mouth raised up. “Then I suppose I had better do nothing, Bindu,” 
he said. Then, raising his eyes to the guards, he said “Take him to the Chamber of Pain.”

Gareth sneered. “You think to torture me, Death-Dog? Pain is nothing to me,” he shouted as the guards 
took him away. “Pain is Nothing!”

*         *        *

The room in which they put him was dark. Not pitch black, with no light, but dark. Faint tendrils of light 
seemed to emanate from a place around a corner, but as he walked into the room, no such corner could be 
found. Gareth kept walking, feeling around him, but nothing was in his path. He walked on, seeking the 
source of the light, but found none. Gradually he became aware that his steps no longer registered sound.
Gareth turned around. There was nothing behind him. He could not see the door they put him in. He could 
not see anything that even indicated direction. He could see the floor underneath him, and the light from 
around the corner, and when he turned to face a different direction, he saw the same thing. And the same 
thing. And the same thing.

For the first time since the Death Guard had taken him, he felt real fear. But he did not know what he was 
afraid of.

He shut his eyes as though this was an illusion that would break thereby. He dropped to the floor and began 
to breathe and meditate through the Mantra of Self:

I am.
I am here.

I am part of the whole.
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The whole is a part of me.
I am in the Way, the Way is in me.

The Way flows through me.

But when he opened his eyes, the same darkness, and the same fading whips of light seemed to be around 
the same dark corner. Now his mind panicked from the irrationality. He wanted to run, he wanted to hit 
something, but he could not know where to run or what to hit. He wanted to scream.

He took a long deep cleansing breath. He breathed several times, and instead of the Mantra of Self, or any 
mantra, he just dug deep into his awareness. Breathing. Chest. Limbs. Head. Skin. He was still there. This 
was some illusion. He was still real.

It was obviously some kind of sensory-deprivation room. His brain, deprived of input, was firing to try to 
make sense of something, but nothing was coming to it, so it panicked. It was a cunning construction, no 
doubt shaped in Avrankes’ understanding of the Dark Way. Without awareness of what was happening, the 
mind would shatter, and the victim would beg for escape. One would do anything to be in a place where the 
mind could understand what was happening.

Fortunately, Gareth already understood. His Bindu awareness had allowed him to grasp the methodology of 
this Chamber of Pain. While that might not make him immune to it, it would undoubtedly help.

He sat, in the Frond Position, and ordered his mind to empty itself. To be as empty as the Chamber. To 
accept the emptiness. To allow the emptiness to pass through him, and take him along, and he would remain 
aloft on it. He felt the tension within him break and flow away and he found peace and clarity in the Way.

Time passed, but he did not notice it. Momentary awareness collapsed into a Now of perfect synchronicity - 
touching all moments, yet not of them. It occurred to Gareth that this must be the beginnings of true Ara-
Bindu awareness. He was embracing his defeat and making wisdom flow from it, which was a victory. How 
Lord Avrankes would scowl to discover it!

At this thought, Gareth again recalled Avrankes’ red eyes boring into him, and the way his mind had nearly 
betrayed itself at the force of his strange mental domination. It was some kind of dark enchantment, Gareth 
was sure. He felt shame at it. His heart began to race and his peace of mind, so carefully grown, was 
shredded. 

Gareth’s eyes popped open and the great vague darkness of the Chamber of Pain was again before him. He 
felt a bodily disgust at it, at the tiresome banality of it. He felt disgust at himself for having panicked at its 
strangeness. He ought to have known better. He ought to have perceived right away what was happening to 
his mind. Childish, to have allowed mere fear of the unknown to cloud his thoughts.

He tried to empty his mind and begin again, but found that he could not. The disgust he felt, the shame and 
the weariness, had grown into a kind of nausea, and discomfort would not allow him to reach the higher 
plateau. This only added to his self-deprecation.

Before long his emotions began to boil over, and he found himself speaking aloud, running through a list of 
those he could blame. It was the Council’s fault for allowing the Deathguard to trick them. It was the fault 
of the miners of Ridus IX for allowing themselves to be corrupted. It was the fault of the intelligence 
apparatus for not discovering what a Chamber of Pain was, so as to allow adequate defenses against it. 
Before long he was blaming his masters and teachers and even his parents for dying in an insurgent attack 



The Chamber of Pain

on a Legion patrol on Welabar II. There was so much fault, so much foolishness.

So much pain.

For a moment Gareth thought he might throw up. But Bindu brothers, even new profess ants, had learned 
the art of gastrointestinal control. It was really a simple trick, once one understood it. Only poison could 
counteract…

Cold sweat broke out over Gareth’s brow. Of course. Of course of course of course. How could he have 
been so foolish as not to understand. Poison. The air around him was being poisoned. A tiny dose of some 
toxin - gafluedide, most likely - was clearly being introduced to the chamber. He would not smell it, but it 
would affect his digestion at the cellular level, leading to emotional distress that would, absent awareness of 
the cause, find an outlet. All his rage was being induced in him, in his very gut. All his rage was a lie.

Gareth forced himself to lie down on the cold floor. He began to attempt true stillness, an almost perfect 
torpor of being. This was harder than the Ara-Bindu meditation he had earlier, accidentally, achieved. It 
was, in fact, a desperate move. But he could think of no other. If the enemy was going to increase his 
suffering, he had to increase his detachment. He had to.

He made some headway. The nausea began to chill in his stomach, as the coldness of the smooth floor gave 
his body something else to respond to. Something unmistakably real, not an illusion and not a obfuscation. 
He could feel the cold in his skin, and it was welcome. 

Gradually there came to him, not the peaceful emptiness of before, but a numbness, a flustered break in the 
nerve-clusters of perception. Gareth did not find victory in this. He ceased to think about it at all. He 
ceased, in a very real sense, to be there at all. If he had been able to, he would have welcomed the 
phenomenon, but as it was, it simply happened.

And then the lights came on.

The whiteness of them all burned into his closed eyes like a lasgun. He cried out from the shock of it. He sat 
up and shook his head like a dog’s and curled up on the floor and began to groan. This was a new level. This 
was cruelty. This was a sign that there was yet more to come. He groaned as the lights burned him and the 
sound screamed inside his head and he thought how starkly he was being made to pay for his arrogance. He 
begged the living Way for aid, he begged to be released from the pain of his deserved punishment, he 
begged and he begged and he begged.

And just as suddenly as it came on, the lights were gone, and the sound, and the nausea. Just as suddenly, 
he was back in the same strange silence. Only, as he lay there, he became aware, for the first time, of another 
presence in the chamber with him. Calmness washed over him like an unseen tide, and he sat up into a 
warm golden light.

There was an orb before him, the size of him, radiating gentle blessedness and soft heat. It made clear all the 
contours of the Chamber, including its walls, which were vaster than Gareth might have imagined, but still 
smaller than Lord Avrankes’ audience chamber. Gareth sat in the very middle with the large glowing orb 
and said nothing and thought nothing. He waited for the orb to speak.

“Gareth Gunhuld” it said, in a clear tenor, “I am the Metavox.”
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Gareth absorbed this without commentary. The Metavox was the Voice of the Living Way, an avatar of 
pure light and goodness that came to those Bindu brothers who were purest and truest of heart. This was an 
honor and a boon unlooked-for. Yet Gareth felt only the goodness of the thing before him. He waited yet.

“I am come,” it said, “to be with you in your struggle.”

“My struggle against Lord Avrankes? And Emperor Stygius?”

“No,” said the Metavox, “your struggle against yourself.”

“But…” said Gareth. He had come so far. He had seemed to do so well. His masters on the Council had 
great faith in him. True, he was only a professant, and he had much to learn of the living Way, but this 
seemed hardly a suitable response at this hour. “It is not I who have me imprisoned and tortured,” said 
Gareth.

“True,” said the Metavox, “It is the Bindu.”

“Nonsense,” said Gareth.

“The truth bears many resemblances to nonsense,” said the Metavox, “chiefest of which that many decline 
to believe it when it is first spoken.”

“The Bindu would rescue me if they could,”

“Of course,” said the Metavox, “and rightly so. You are of them and they of you. They do not order your 
suffering directly, nor do they profit from it. But they are responsible for it nonetheless.”

“I had a mission,” said Gareth, “Had I succeeded, I would not now be here.”

“You do not know that.”

“A thousand turns of fate could have intervened to spare me from Avrankes’ clutches.”

“True as far as it goes. But had you escaped him now, you would merely have been captured or killed at 
another time. That is the structure of the time you inhabit and the life you live. The Bindu have shaped you 
for nothing else.”

Gareth scowled. “I am a warrior and a vessel of the Light. I am glad to offer my life…”

“…For the sake of the propagation of the Light, yes yes. They have taught you well. And your loyalty has 
never been in doubt. But the fact that you count your life as so little but proves my point. You do not know 
many secrets, Gareth. You are a young Bindu. What could Avrankes have learned from you that would 
enable him to do them a fatal blow?”

“It is not my place to ask such things. Would you have me turn traitor?”

“Of course not. Such would poison your soul. But you have been preparing to cast your life away since you 
were a boy. Does it not occur to you why you must do such a thing?”
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“Emperor Stygius…” said Gareth. “He is a monster. He enslaves the galaxy. One cannot overthrow tyrants 
cheaply.”

“No,” said the Metavox, “But why is he there to overthrow at all? How did he come to power?”

“Traitors,” seethed Gareth, “traitors among the Sophistia abrogated their responsibilities. They handed over 
power to Stygius, whether to feed their own ambition or at his corruptive influence, or both, it does not 
matter. They destroyed freedom to crawl for the crumbs from his pocket.”

“Yes…but why?”

“Because they were weak.”

“Why were they weak?”

“Why are you asking me?”

“Because their weakness reverberates through time and space to bring you, Gareth Gunhuld, child of dead 
rebels, to this place of torture and anguish. How can you bear the weight of their folly with no attempt to 
understand it?”

Gareth could not follow the purpose of anything the Metavox was saying to him. His confusion was ready 
to turn to anger, but some unknown factor kept it in check for the moment. “What difference does it make,” 
he finally said. “I suffer regardless.”

“All things suffer,” said the Metavox, “but only the sentient can know the hand behind his suffering. This is 
no accident. On all worlds, the arrival of a sentient species heralds both great growth and great destruction. 
Each are paths sentient beings can choose from. But regardless of the choice made, the other will also be 
made.”

“I do not understand.”

“Yes, you do, Gareth. Consider Avrankes. Do you not know that he is, in his own way, as true a servant of 
the Way as you are?”

“The Dark Way.”

“A path of the Way. An inevitable path, when the Light is chosen.”

Gareths’ mouth gaped. He fumed. This was no blessing. This was but another form of torture. He was being 
a fool again…

“You think,” said the Metavox, “that I am but a deception of Avrankes, or Stygius, perhaps. I assure you I 
am not. They could not see me if I manifested in front of their eyes. I am the voice of the Light. But the 
Light casts shadows.”

“Then…”

“…Why serve the Light? Because the Light is a path that can be chosen. The Light brings enkindles 
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goodness in sentient peoples, raises their spirits. Trade and wealth and thought advance. Life springs forth. 
But Life enkindles and requires Death. Trade and Wealth and Thought enkindle Envy and Sloth and 
Decadence. The cycle turns, and Death enthrones himself. This time, he wears the mantle of Stygius. He has 
worn many guises. He will wear many more.

“And as he does, he will wear himself out. Stygius will pass, as will Avrankes. Eventually Death will create 
the conditions for it’s opposite, and a new cycle will begin.”

Gareth heard the words of the Metavox and something clicked inside of him. He understood. It was time.
The Metavox glowed and glowed and grew and grew and finally winked out.

*         *        *

Lord Avrankes looked at the corpse brought before him and his tongue clicked in irritation off the dome of 
his mouth. The Chamber was not supposed to be lethal at this level of activity. A Bindu like Gareth Gunhuld 
ought to have survived until his will weakened sufficiently to allow Avrankes to seize control of it. The 
young man had nearly succumbed from the outright. It should have been easy.

“Poor execution,” said Avrankes, and through the silence of his DeathGuard servants he knew how his 
words would reverberate through Arkala 3. If he had said “Poor design”, then blame might have been 
shifted onto the manufacturers and engineers of the Chamber of Pain, who operated under Avrankes’ 
command. But “execution” meant operator error. Which meant Avrankes would enjoy finding someone to 
blame for the Bindu’s early demise. Perhaps then his servants would be better motivated to find him new 
victims to test the Chamber on, and then these kinks could be worked out.

He clicked his tongue again. He always felt cheated at the death of his enemies. There was something so 
final about it.

“Use his body for fuel,” the Imperial Vicar commanded, and turn and strode away, the Litany to Pain 
muttering unbidden from his lips. UJ
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eath is a grim subject to write of, and I must admit, one I may be less qualified to write of than I 
ought to be. But I am more qualified than many. For you see, I have made quite a study of it. This 
alone assures me of a place apart from the multitude of men.

Please do not read contempt in that. Death is a horrible thing to most men - a dissolution of the self and a 
return to the pit at the heart of the earth. The horror of that, the futile attempt to escape or transcend it, 
drives men like a Fury behind them, cracking her hideous whip. If I am not a God, I am at any rate a Fury.
I know this, because I have looked into the faces of men as they died. Sometimes, when I have a spare 
moment between the labor of government and the madness of amusement, I try to count the number of men 
I have killed. I patiently try to recall the faces of transformation, the moment when the soul disconnects and 
the body becomes so much refuse. It is a mystery I shall never tire of exploring. True mastery is coincidence 
of tireless practice and continuous study. To master death, I must also study it.

In the process, I learn much about men.

Men are strange creatures. To animals, they are as gods, or at any rate, nymphs. But to Gods they are but 
birds, birds that sings songs in praise of reason but whose actions are never rational. Permit me an example: 
a few years ago, early in my reign, I had been very ill. A consequence of my divinity devouring my 
humanity, I suppose. In any case, a Roman citizen by the name of Afranius Potitius made a solemn vow to 
offer his own life if I recovered. Which I did. Whereupon I summoned him to court to recognize his vow. 
The fool came eagerly, no doubt expecting to be showered with rewards for his loyalty. The look on his face 
when I insisted that he keep his vow, so as not to perjure himself, was sweeter than a thousand kisses. It 
required every ounce of my self-control to keep my face steady and not laugh. I didn’t even crack a smile.

What could have been more absurd? What manner of creature makes a promise that he has no intention of 
keeping, in order that he be rewarded for making it while spared from the act promised? Such 
circumlocution of thought does not even rise to the level of error. The act and the expectation were so far 
removed from each other as to inhabit different worlds. Yet it happened. And more than once. Another idiot 
named Secundus vowed to fight in the gladiator pits. He fought reasonably well, given that he’d only seen 
them from the stands before. But the slaves made short work of him. I could have spared his life - he had 
only vowed to fight, not die - but I was bored.

That is the true enemy, boredom… The surety that I sit under the same hateful moon as the rest of the 
swine I am trapped with, and will be so tomorrow. This is true because I am afflicted with humanity, and 
human experience, while held in a rarified air among them, while bereft of all but a few who could share my 
burden with me. 

I mean, of course, my family. There were so many of them in that September of my birth, and so few 
remaining. Some of this is my fault, I will freely admit, but most of it is not. Most of it happened when I was 
a boy. I can hardly be held accountable for the actions of Augustus and Livia and Tiberius, to say nothing of 
the other court swine, such as Sejanus. I understood little of it at the time it was happening, and time has 
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only drowned the truth in the rumor. 

But I was a boy once, who had a mother and father, sisters and brothers. I knew and understood that 
precious human institution of family. Nothing is more human than the family. The flora of the earth merely 
bloom and rot, and the beasts only rut and wander with their young hanging around them for a time. But 
humans build places for their young, and bind themselves together for their young under the gods, and 
from these tiny seeds build great tribes, which grow into kingdoms and republics. And empires.

I am so fond of the institution that I have a family of my own. Not for any political reason - I very much 
doubt my daughter will ever wield power, the silly little beast - but merely because my humanity needs it. I 
feed my humanity when I can. It makes bearing the godhood easier.

In any case, I knew my family, and loved it. If ever I really loved anyone, in the sense that I admired and 
devoted myself to him, it was my father, the great Germanicus. I have heard the rumors that I had a hand in 
his death. I am not even offended at them: when you have ordered the deaths of so many, how could anyone 
avoid suspecting that I was a killer from the beginning?

Nevertheless, there is no truth to it. I adored my father. He was perfection itself: wise, handsome, brave. He 
would have made a splendid emperor; even a happy one. He is the only man I would gladly have died for. 
His death shattered my family and broke my happiness. I did not smile again for a long time. 

I have come to understand the necessity of my father’s death, now. This is the pattern of divinity. Whom the 
gods favor, they destroy. The divine stamp upon him was the curse that killed him, a favor bestowed upon 
him that he might have the character necessary to beget me. You might think that I believe Jupiter or Mars 
to be my true father. How could I be a god, you think, without a god being my father? You only 
demonstrate your ignorance. Jupiter is a God, begotten by Saturn, a Titan, begotten by Uranos, who sat at 
the origin of all things. Venus was born of the sea and Uranos’ genitals. Pallas burst forth fully armed from 
Jupiters head. Gods do not function by the rules of men. My divinity was sealed into my flesh at my 
conception by heavenly will. The great Germanicus did not need to be cuckolded by Jupiter to conceive my 
greatness. Jupiter, Best and Greatest, who exists as he alone understands himself to exist, may bring forth 
gods from the stones of the earth.

I have always kept my father’s memory close to my heart. I have always remembered the treachery he dealt 
with from the toads Tiberius kept around him, toads like Calpurnius Piso, may the Furies scourge his soul 
everlastingly. I remembered how the common people wept for him. Common men perceive heavenly virtue 
when it is put before them. It is only the wealthy sophisticates who lie to themselves about what they see. 
They were the ones who killed him, with their lies, their fawning promises of friendship and their dagger-
eyes darting in his wake. They showed their true nature when they defended Piso, and gathered around him 
at his trial, denying the truth that my father himself attested to before his death: that Piso had poisoned the 
great Germanicus. They can never be made to pay enough.

Would that I could express such loyalty for my brothers, Nero and Drusus. Filial piety often commands 
fraternal love. But a God must not shame himself with lies. My brothers were not worthy. I do not speak 
out of hostility. They were not wicked or cruel to me. Nero in particular always treated me with kindness, 
especially after our father died. But as he came to manhood, he became a fool. He noted how the death of 
Tiberius’ son, the elder Drusus (both he and my second brother were named for my grandfather, Tiberius’ 
younger brother), paved the way to the imperium for him, and he stupidly acted as if he was a step away 
from being emperor and Tiberius could do nothing about it. I was rueful the day he was locked up and 
banished to an island on Sejanus’ instigation, and on the day I heard of his death I barely had a cupful of 
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wine. But I was not surprised.

My next brother, the younger Drusus, learned nothing from this example. Anyone could have clearly seen 
that Sejanus had had spies in Nero’s home and would obviously have spies in his own, but little Drusus 
could not be bothered. He was a sensualist, and like many such, he could not pull his mind away from his 
pleasures. I have always made my indulgences suit my needs. Why seduce a maiden or diddle a slave when 
you can have the wife of Sejanus’ lieutenant? Drusus’ death - cast into a dungeon, from which he never 
emerged - was horrible, but it had a kind of poetry to it. He was always in a dungeon and did not know it.

It grieves me to say it, but my brothers were poor casts of my father’s mold. Their deaths were sad, but they 
spared them the shame of being outdone and outshone by their youngest brother. They spared me the 
trouble of having to defeat and dispose of my father’s sons. Tiberius did me a favor in that respect.

I suppose I must speak of Tiberius. I would prefer not to. There is little to say. Except this perhaps: he was 
as able a man as any that have come out of the legions. One needs only to examine his record of campaigns 
and consulates to be convinced of his essential competence. He was no genius, mind - no Julius Caesar or 
Scipio Africanus. But he performed his duties with great grit, always serving Augustus just the way 
Augustus needed to be served. Augustus was never a soldier, but he had the alacrity to gather soldiers about 
him and keep their loyalty. So it was with Agrippa, and so it was with Tiberius. I never once heard Tiberius 
complain of it. He was at his best, and his happiest, leading the legions. Men such as Tiberius - iron of heart, 
iron of judgment - have been the backbone of Rome from the beginning. When Rome ceases to produce men 
like him, we shall be lost. It is fitting that one should become Emperor.

And yet, I knew only a pitiable monster. I pitied him. Truly, I did. He would have made a better emperor if 
he had enjoyed it. After the decades of waiting for Augustus to die, he could think of nothing better to do 
than continue all Augustus’ policies. He was Augustus’ servant to the end, keeping Augustus’ imperium 
exactly as he had received it. He hated it, but he could do no other. He was not a politician, who sized up the 
situation and worked it to his ends. He was a soldier, who followed orders, and without someone to give him 
orders, he had nothing to fall back on. So he was truly more of Augustus’ regent than ever his own man. But 
Augustus was gone, and before too long the strain began to show.

Many a long day I spent in his company, in that dark pleasure-pit on Capri, near the end, bowing and 
scraping to him, echoing his moods and fancies like a lyre accompanying a poet. I learned his dark heart, 
that I could best survive. And what I came to understand was this: deep down, the exercise of politics was 
not where his passion had ever lain. Tiberius did not want to be great; he wanted to be loved. Which 
somehow he determined he could have by way of politics. And the more he perceived that no one truly loved 
him, the more he feared that everyone hated him. If he had understood politics, he could have played the 
game, as Augustus had, keeping Senators under his thumb while pretending to be their comrade and 
humble servant. But Tiberius did not play games, and could only understand that flattery and ambiguity are 
less than truth, and less than truth is a lie, and lies are disloyal.

As much as I feared for my life while holed up on Capri with him, I found it incredibly sad to watch him 
crumble. Lord of the World, he was, and utterly sick thereby. It was the need to relieve his sickness as to 
remove the threat to my person that I made the choice to end his life.

Yes, my adoptive grandfather, the uncle of my father, this wretched emperor and corrupted Roman, was the 
first person I ever killed. Not by my own hand, of course. Even I have limits, and the risk was too great. I 
had Macro handle it. I sat in the next room and listened assiduously for the moment of his death. I 
remember the smell in the air, heavy and perfumed, dust dancing on the sunbeams. I wanted to hear the 
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sound that cracked the monster Tiberius, that tore his soul from his body. But I heard only a faint rustle of 
blankets. And a few moments later, Macro came out, and nodded to me. I said nothing, so confused was I. 
And then the words flowed around Capri that the Emperor was dead.

Again, men and their absurdity. The Emperor was not dead. Tiberius was dead, who had been Emperor. 
Tiberius bore being Emperor as long as he could, and when he could bear it no longer, it passed to me, and 
he died. The Emperor does not die. The Emperor cannot die. No more than Jupiter can.

I, newly Emperor, walked into the room where Tiberius lay. And I looked at his face. That face, which I 
had learned to read with the finest augury, for every sign of hate or cruelty or suspicion, I looked at with 
the purest astonishment. For those things were gone, replaced by a peace, a serenity that almost 
approached joy. His horrible twisted old visage was, for the first time I could remember smiling. Not 
grinning, mind you, or smirking, or guffawing - I had seen him do enough of that. But smiling. And I smiled 
too.

I had freed him, you see. I had taken the godly burden - the burden that crushed his soul down to the husk 
- and removed it from his manly shoulders. I had cut the absurdity out of him. And the smile of peace that 
greeted me in that room was a voice of a Sybil relaying his thanks. It was the first kindness anyone had ever 
done to him in a long long time. It was a gift, given freely to this man of my family who had destroyed my 
family.

It was to be my gift to many men. UJ


