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Dear Reader,

Thank you for taking a peek at our inaugural issue of Port Iris 
Magazine.

The world of online SF magazines came into 2010 with the disheartening 
announcement of the closing of Jim Baen’s Universe, a branch of the 
monumental Baen Books that helped pioneer online publishing. Still, I feel 
that online publishing will continue to grow as an important avenue for 
speculative	short	fiction.	Although	Universe	was	unable	to	simultaneously	
meet their needs as a professional publishing company and provide their 
content free of charge, other webzines have been able to provide free content 
and still be prosperous. Therefore, I have dedicated myself to this magazine 
and	to	providing	the	best	in	speculative	fiction	without	requiring	payment	
from the readers.

I	am	also	pleased	to	introduce	CONflux,	a	series	of	articles	showcasing	
regional	science	fiction,	fantasy,	and	horror	conventions.	In	each	installment,	
we will provide a report on a conference, including interviews with invited 
guests. In this issue, we present Troy Michigan’s ConFusion 2010. I would 
like to thank the irreplaceable Diane Frkan, publicist of ConFusion 2010. 
Without	all	her	help,	this	first	CONflux	would	not	have	been	possible.

I would also like to thank all of the wonderful people who have submitted 
their work. Again, I would like to give my thanks to you, the readers, and to 
invite you to visit often.

Port	Iris	will	be	a	dynamic	and	expanding	project	 that	recognizes	and	
depends on its readers. Please feel free to give any feedback or suggestions 
on our forum, which can be reached from any page on our website.

Without any further ado, please enjoy.

 Best regards,

 Casey Seda, Editor
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Michigan at the end of January. It may sound 
cold to some but not to those who have come to 
know the warm embrace of Michigan fandom. In 
regards to ConFusion and 
the volunteers that make 
it possible, it is generally 
agreed that there is an 
atmosphere of friendliness 
that encompasses everyone 
in attendance. At the core of 
this climate of camaraderie, 
there is the Stilyagi Air 
Corps, otherwise known 
as the Ann Arbor Science 
Fiction Association.

The Air Corps was 
first	 formed	 by	 Ro	 Nagey	
in 1973 in response to his 
observation that many of 
his fellow Ann Arborites 
had come all the way to 
Toronto for Torcon II, 
the 31st World Science 
Convention. He decided to 
make a club for all local SF 
enthusiasts so they didn’t 
have to travel as far to see 
people in their own back yards.

After missing two meetings, Ro discovered 
that	 the	Air	 Corps	 had	 decided	 to	 host	 their	 first	
convention. Although holding a convention was 
against his original intentions for the club, he 
decided	 to	chair	 the	committee	 for	 the	A^2	Relax-
Icon in 1974. Although the programming for the con 
was ambitious, 87 people were in attendance, and 
the con was considered successful enough to warrant 
anther attempt--with a few changes.

The	 first	 of	 these	 changes	was	 the	 name;	A^2	
Relax-Icon	gave	way	 to	Condom,	 the	 result	of	yet	
another club meeting missed by Ro. Attempting to 
write		his	first	business	letter	as	con	Chairman,	Ro	
threw Condom in the bin and replaced it with the 
more	dignified	title	of	ConFusion	13.	Thus	starting	
the tradition of the alternative subtitles provided for 
the con each year.

The	first	ConFusion,	held	 in	1975,	 found	 itself	
host to nearly 350 people. These days, ConFusion  

pulls in 750-900 people per year. This kind 
of turnout is no easy feat for a regional con, 
but it is understandable due to ConFusion’s 

e x c e p t i o n a l	
programming and 
a list of past Guests 
of Honor (GoH), 
including the likes 
of Poul Anderson, 
C.J. Cherryh, Mike 
Resnick, Alan 
Dean Foster, Joe 
Haldeman, George 
R.R. Martin, and Bruce 
Sterling. In addition to 
these accomplished writers, 
ConFusion also hosts an 
eclectic array of artists, 
scientists,	 and	 exceptional	
fans as GoH.

This year was no 
exception.	The	GoH	roster	
for ConFusion 2010, 
though more limited than 
large-scale consumer 
and media cons, still 

maintains	 or	 exceeds	 the	
same level of quality. This small size, coupled with 
the friendliness of the local fans, allows for a more 
intimate environment between the guests and their 
fans. All of the GoH were kind enough to participate 

I Can See By My ConFusion
 ConFusion 2010 - Troy, MI
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in interviews, sharing information on their projects 
and	their	experience	at	ConFusion:

* Peter S. Beagle, 
Professional Writer GoH

* Catherynne M. Valente, 
Professional Writer GoH

* Matt Busch, Artist GoH
* SJ Tucker, Musician GoH
* Steve Collins, Scientist GoH
* David Gibbs, Fan GoH

The programming for this year’s 
ConFusion covered a well-rounded 
series of panels and activities, ranging 
from	 discussions	 on	 the	 influence	 of	
SF on modern music to classes in corsetry to how 
to run your own convention. Many of these panels 
were chaired by GoH and other invited guests.

In addition to participating on panels, Peter S. 
Beagle, Catherynne Valente, and Mike Resnick 
performed readings of their work. Peter S. Beagle 
also performed a concert, displaying his talents 
at songwriting. Attendees were also able to catch 
performances	 by	 SJ	 Tucker	 with	 her	 Tricky	 Pixie	
bandmate, Betsy Tinney, as well as Michigan’s own 
Stone	Crazy	Pirates.	The	filk	scene	was	as	present	
as ever with appearances by Erica Neely, Phil Mills, 
Jane Garthson, and the multiple Pegasus Award 
winner, Tom Smith.

Of course, there were many other events to 
entertain such as a improvisational comedy shows, 
a laser show, and the Creepy Carnival Masquerade. 
And for those with invitations, there was the wedding 
of Tri Tac Games’ Richard Tucholka.

The Origins Awards Road Show was also there 
with games featured in the 2008 awards. In addition 
to these games, there were more than 170 hours of 
programmed gaming. Attendees were also able to 

play anything in the game libraries provided from 
Gozer Games, Mayfair Games, and the game chair’s 

personal cache. RPGs were not left out, 
with more than 20 scheduled games. For 
those also interested in the behind-the-
scenes of gaming, there were seminars on 
“Good GM Skills” and on programming 
computer games.

“If you don’t have the diverse 
programming, we fail,” says convention 
Chair, Jessica Zerwas, “you loose the 
feeling	 of	 wonder,	 of	 experiencing	
something new.” With such a variety in 
programming, highlighting the caliber 
of their participating guests, ConFusion 

easily draws people to Michigan, be it newcomers 
from Washington initiated into the ConFusion family 
this year or old friends that had moved away, such 
as Matthew Fanny, who makes a point to came back 
from Virginia whenever he can.

Just	as	ConFusion	extends	its	invitation	to	Guests	
of Honor to be members for life, the fans responsible 
for ConFusion easily accept others as family, a fact 

CONflux	|	ConFusion	2010

Tom Smith

SJ Tuckerr 
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that Jessica knows very well. She has been coming to ConFusion 
since her mother started bringing her at the age of twelve. Since 
then, she has grown up in the Michigan fan community, going to 3-4 
cons per year and volunteering much of that time to help provide 
exceptional	 experiences	 at	 each.	 Admitting	 to	 having	 a	 biased	
opinion, she places ConFusion as “the best convention, ever.”

Photos by
David Rozian



Port Iris Magazine8

CONflux	|	ConFusion	2010	

Peter S. Beagle is most widely known 
for his fantasy classic, The Last Unicorn, 
but he is also a talented screenwriter, 
guitarist, and songwriter. Even at an early 
age, he has received national recognition 
for his writing. While still in high school, 
Peter was surprised to find that one of 
his poems was submitted without his 
knowledge for The Scholastic Writing 
Award. His English teacher had apparently 
made the right decision because it won 
first place. Since then, he has received 
many more accolades, including the Hugo 
and Nebula awards for his novelette 
Two Hearts as well as the Inkpot Award 
for Outstanding Achievement in Science 
Fiction and Fantasy.

Peter was joined in this interview by his 
business manager and friend, Conner Cochran.

Diane Frkan (DF):	In	the	last	year,	the	animated	film	
adaptation of The Last Unicorn	had	its	first	theater	
showing since 1982. From what I understand, the 
showing	was	a	hit.	Please	talk	about	the	experience.

Peter S. Beagle (PSB): It was a remarkable 
experience	because	I	hadn’t	seen	it	in	the	theater	
since that time: once in the screening room before 
it was released and once in Santa Cruz where I was 
living at the time. And I was really happy to see it for 
a number of reasons. One, the theater was packed, 
which	 I	 hadn’t	 expected,	 and	 two,	 I	 had	missed	
certain lines that you do, watching something on 
the video. I had really forgotten certain elements 
that were off to the side, conversation not directly 
aimed at the listener, very small but bits of dialog 
and music that I missed for a long time. I was glad 
to hear the sound was obviously, much better than 
I	remembered.	I	did	find	myself	saying,	“Oh	my	
god, the bloody thing’s a classic,” which is not a 
phrase	 I	 expected	 to	 pass	my	 lips	 referring	 to	 a	
Rankin and Bass production.

DF:	How	well	do	you	think	the	film	has	withstood	
the passage of time?

PSB: I think it’s held up. I like it better each time 
I watch it. I know what’s wrong and know what I 
wish I could do differently, just as Arthur Rankin, 
the producer, told us when I saw him in New 
York. He wished he had a larger budget for certain 
elements. But all the same, it’s been a long time 
since I recoiled in horror at the notion of Rankin 
and	Bass	doing	the	film	as	I	did	at	the	time	it	was	
mentioned. I was glad to see it, and I think it’s 
probably aged better than I have. (Laughs)

DF: Some sources state that your novel, Sumerlong, 
is slated for release in 2010, but this novel seems to 
have been in works for quite some time now. Would 
you care to comment on its status, please?

PSB:	First,	it	needed	work.	Secondly,	it	was	first	
accepted by Simon & Schuster then rejected 
because the editor there wanted certain changes 
made, and I couldn’t make them. And I’m good 
with	editors;	I’m	patient	and	I’m	flexible	and	I’m	
professional. But this was simply not possible. It 
was a point when you have 10-seconds left before 
you realize you just ran up against a principle, and 
he wanted a completely different book. It wouldn’t 
do. I don’t know why we hadn’t discovered that 
before, but we hadn’t. Between that and needing 
to work on other things, it really needed to be 
looked at from a distance. Now, it’s simply tidying 
chapter by chapter. Much of it’s already done. The 
bulk of the work really concerns the ending of 
the book, the last couple of chapters. But I’m still 

Interview with Peter S. Beagle
 ConFusion 2010 Professional Author Guest of Honor
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very fond of it.
DF: So a spring or summer release then?
Conner Cochran (CC): What’s going to happen 
is	we’re	trying	to	wrap	up	the	text	by	the	end	of	
March. He’s really 99% of the way done. Most of 
the	work	 is	going	 to	be	 in	 the	very	final	chapter	
where time has convinced him that it’s just not 
quite the right way to wrap the book up. If we can 
pull it off by March, then the book will actually 
be coming out this summer in hard cover from 
Common	Press	 and	 then	 next	 year	 in	 paperback	
from Tachyon.

DF: (To CC) Can you state your title and what you 
do for Mr. Beagle?
CC: I am Peter’s business manager and we laugh 
about different terms. He jokes about it, but I 
function as editor, agent, sometimes publisher, 
business manager for certain, goad, protector, 
and all kinds of things. Well, I try to solve his 
problems, and I try to keep the work moving on 
schedule. I push him into doing more work than he 
necessarily would do if he weren’t pushed.
PSB: Largely, the reason I have three collections 
of stories out with a fourth on its way out this 
month, which is not something I ever imagined.

DF:	 Can	 you	 share	 your	 experiences,	 attending	
ConFusion? What did you think of us folks in 
Michigan?

PSB: I’ve had a lovely time. The word I’ve been 
using all day when people ask me how I’ve felt is 
spoiled. Spoiled and fussed over, and I can’t recall 
using that phrase before in regards to conventions. 
I’ve had a good time in general at conventions, but 
maybe because this one was so small and I was one 
of the only two writer guests of honor, I practically 
felt tucked into bed.

DF: During the Opening Ceremonies, the other pro 
author guest of honor, Cat Valente, had revealed a 
closing of a circle for her on how she started her 
career as a writer, and it was largely due to you 
attending her class. What did that make you feel like, 
because I know you gasped, and we all had tears in 
our eyes.

PSB: I did. I felt absolutely blindsided because I 
didn’t remember at all what happened in Davis, 
CA. I haven’t lived there in some time. It turned 
out that she and her family had arrived in Davis 
from Seattle around the same time I arrived from 
the Seattle area. So it was probably inevitable that 
we’d run into each other, but I didn’t remember.

When I thought about it hard, I located Davis 
High in my head, and I remembered I have 
spoken there because I will speak for free at high 
schools, elementary schools, and middle schools. 
That’s where it’s important. By the time I speak at 
colleges, it’s too late. I’m just trying to get some 
money out of them. If they’re going to write, it’ll 
start early.

It was a delight. We had time to visit and we 
talked. Of course, I felt good about it because 
there have been other writers that had the same 
effect on me. Finally, that’s what you do the best 
you can. You pass it on because there’s no way to 
pay back those people that took time with you.

DF: Is there anything else you’d like to add?
PSB: Invite	me	back.	I	had	a	fine	time,	and	I	say	
this as a person who last saw this area 49 years 
ago.

DF: Well, you do know that you now have a 
lifetime membership to ConFusion.
PSB: What I need is a lifetime of airline tickets. 
(Laughs)

DF:	Well,	we’re	working	on	that.	We’ll	figure	out	
something.
CC: If all goes this year the way we hope it will, 
fingers	crossed	and	plans	made,	we’ve	been	digging	
Peter out of a pretty enormous pit. Basically, there 
are lots of authors out there with Screwed stories, 
but Peter has been profoundly screwed by various 
publishers and various studios for decades. It’s 
been a lot of long term digging him out and solving 
old problems, and I think we’re going to have him 
in 2010, certainly in 2011, back to the point where 
he’s getting what he deserves. And he’s going to 
get to do more fun stuff with his life.
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Interview with Catherynne M. Valente
 ConFusion 2010 Professional Author Guest of Honor

Catherynne Valante is a prolific writer of poetry, 
short fiction, and novels. She has twice been included 
in The Year’s Best Fantasy and Horror. Her recent 
novel, Palimpsest, was Amazon’s #1 SFF book of 
2009.

Catherynne’s growing collection of accolades 
include winning the James Tiptree, Jr. award for the 
expansion of gender and sexuality in speculative 
fiction as well as the Million Writers and Mythopoeic 
Awards. In the time since this interview was 
conducted, her free, online novel, Fairyland, has 
been nominated for this year’s SFWA Andre Norton 
Award, and it has been sold to Feiwel and Friends to 
be published in Spring of 2011.

Also on the way, her first short story collection, 
Ventriloquism, will be released by PS Publishing 
in late 2010, and Tor will be publishing her novel, 
Deathless, in 2011.

Diane Frkan (DF): You have once again collaborated 
with SJ Tucker to create a companion album to one 
of your novels, this time for Palimpsest. Talk a bit 
about this collaboration.

Catherynne Valente (CV): SJ and I inspire each 
other tremendously, but I always assumed the 
Orphan’s Tales was a thing unto itself. While 
planning the book tour for Palimpsest, I idly 
emailed her to say that planning it without her felt 
wrong. She said: “Then don’t plan it without me.” 
And an album was born. It grew in the making, 
into a four month national tour, with a train ride to 
New Orleans for forty of our fans and multimedia 
shows--we never did the same one twice. In 
each city we picked up new performers: dancers, 
aerlialists, rope performers, burlesque. It was a 
moveable city, just like Palimpsest itself.

DF: How	extensive	was	the	amount	of	input	that	
you ultimately had in each album?
CV: SJ is pretty damn brilliant, and I often think I 
don’t really know what kind of book I wrote until 
I hear SJ’s album. I sometimes suggest a character 
or scene that wants a song, but to be honest I 
don’t have much input, because her songs are so 
beautiful, and she has an incisive understanding 
of the soul of my books. I remember suggesting a 
change in the intro to November, but I think that 

might be the only real note I’ve ever given. This 
wouldn’t work with everyone, but our muses have 
a whole lot of DNA in common, and I trust her.

DF: Palimpsest	was	your	first	 endeavor	 in	writing	
sex	scenes,	a	notable	divergence	from	the	fairy	tale	
novels that you had written just before this one. 
In	 your	 essay,	 “Anatomy	 of	 a	 Sex	 Scene,”	 you	
mentioned how daunting this task was for you to take 
on. Now that a year has passed since Palimpsest has 
been	published,	what	your	view	on	the	experience?

CV: It’s still daunting. Facing audiences and 
having to read from them, facing some reviews 
that	 didn’t	 find	 the	 scenes	 as	 interesting	 or	
fulfilling	 as	 I	 did--if	 there’s	 anything	 more	
subjective	 than	 literature,	 it’s	 sex.	 I’m	 sure	 I’ll	
do it again--my forthcoming novel Deathless has 
some	sexual	and	BDSM	elements,	as	well,	though	
not	as	extensive	as	Palimpsest--but it’s incredibly 
personal	and	difficult	to	put	yourself	out	there	like	
that, especially as a female writer. I’m glad I did 
it, it was important for me, and I certainly learned 
that	sex	is	an	eternally	closed	room;	you	can	talk	
about what’s in there, but there can be no objective 
statement about what it contains. No two people 
will ever be able to see it the same way. That was 
always part of the point of Palimpsest, to make 
sex	a	physical	country,	to	open	the	room.

DF: You have started making your novel, The Girl 
Who Circumnavigated Fairyland In A Ship Of Her 
Own Making,	available	 for	 free	online	 in	both	 text	
and audio formats. Why have you decided to take 
this approach to publishing?

CV: Fairyland began as a book within a book in 
Palimpsest. This past summer, when my partner 
had	been	laid	off	for	some	time	and	couldn’t	find	
work, and my writing was not quite making ends 
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meet as it needed to, I decided to write that book 
within a book, which so many readers had asked 
for, and put it up online on a free but funded 
by donations model, so that I could get enough 
money quickly enough to get by. I could not have 
imagined how fast word would spread, how much 
support	and	excitement	would	spring	up	around	the	
project. I wasn’t making a statement or anything, 
it was just all I could think of to do to dig out of 
the hole we were in. I certainly never thought it 
would be picked up by a major publisher. I chose 
Fairyland because I didn’t think it was viable as 
a mainstream project, being a YA book within a 
very not YA book. But it has become one of my 
most popular books, and it’ll be out from Feiwel 
and Friends in 2011. It still makes my head spin.

DF: You stated at ConFusion 2010’s 
Opening Ceremony about your profound 
experience	with	meeting	a	certain	writer	
that led you onto the path of becoming a 
writer yourself. Can you please elaborate 
about	 that	 experience	 in	 regards	 to	
coming “full circle”?

CV: Peter Beagle, the other Writer 
GoH [Guest of Honor] at ConFusion, 
came to my high school in Davis, CA, 
where he lived, in 1992. He gave a talk about 
writing, not just the craft, but the practicalities 
of making a living as a writer. It was a formative 
moment for me, to really think about the writing 
life, to meet someone who lived it--I had never 

met an author before, let alone someone who had 
written one of my favorite books. That was the 
seed, for me. I mean, I didn’t really think I would 
grow up to be a writer just then. I was raised by a 
single mother, and one of the things Peter stressed 
was the need for other sources of income. I was a 
very practical child. But I thought it lay in the realm 
of possibility, rather than being utterly beyond 
me. So it lies within the realm of coincidence so 
profound	it’s	really	more	like	magic	that	my	first	
GoH	experience	would	be	alongside	Peter,	whom	
I had not met since. To be a GoH is to acheive 
a certain level in writing, an honor that in some 
sense means you’ve made it. To level up that way 
while	standing	next	to	one	of	my	heroes,	one	who	
intersected with my life when I was so young--

well, it’s just amazing, and I’m grateful 
it happened that way.

DF: How was ConFusion 2010 for you?
CV:	 Wonderful,	 busy,	 exciting,	
exhausting,	fabulous.

DF: What would you recommend to 
someone	 as	 a	 first	 time	 reader	 of	 your	
books and why?
CV: If they’re young, I’d suggest 

Fairyland, which is my only real YA project to 
date, but it has a lot for older readers as well. 
If older, probably The Orphan’s Tales, which is 
more adult but not quite as surreal and dense as 
my	early	novels,	nor	as	sexual	as	Palimpsest.

Interview with SJ Tucker
 ConFusion 2010 Filk Guest of Honor

The talented and well-loved SJ “Sooj” Tucker cannot be contained 
merely within the label of “filk,” nor even “folk” for that matter. This 
refusal to be constrained may be best exemplified by the diversity of 
material within her recent album, Quartered: Songs of Palimpsest, 
the companion album to Catherynne Valente’s novel, Palimpsest.

Despite continuously touring the USA at an average of 140 shows 
per year either solo or with one of her regional bands (Skinny White 
Chick, The Traveling Fates, and Tricky Pixie) she has made the time 
to release five original studio albums, three book companion albums, 
three live albums, an illustrated children’s book, and multiple EPs.

SJ Tucker was joined in this interview by her assistant and friend, 
Kevin ‘K’ Wiley.
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Diane Frkan (DF): 2009 seems to have been a year 
of community and collaboration for you. Nothing 
probably	exemplifies	the	level	of	care	your	fans	have	
for you more than Ravens in the Library. Talk about 
this collection of such gifted writers and illustrators 
that came to your aid.

SJ Tucker (SJT): Ravens in the Library	was	a	flat	
out miracle. It was an anthology of short stories 
from	sci-fi	and	fantasy	authors.	For	some	of	them,	
it	 was	 their	 first	 time	 being	 published.	We	 also	
had a ridiculously brilliant group of illustrators 
donate their work as well, so every short story 
was illustrated. Some of the more famous folk 
in the table of contents gave us reprints, but they 
gave them just as freely as the folks that had never 
been published before. And it came together in an 
insanely short period of time for anything to be 
published, let alone an anthology where you have 
to wrangle every one and get contracts signed and 
everything like that.

Really, we had two amazing editors for that 
project. Sandra Buskirk and Phil Brucato were 
the ones who made the miracle come true. They 
are two dear friends of mine who live in Seattle, 
and I’ve known Phil forever. He has been very 
well known in the gaming industry for years and 
years. He wrote for White Wolf and was one of 
the big guns there for a while with Changeling, 
Mage, and Werewolf. Since then, he’s been able 
to strike out on his own, do his own work as well 
as continuing to go forth and do gaming stuff. 
He wrote an entirely new gaming system called 
Deliria, just a few years ago.

Sandy is just a magical, magical human being, 
and they are just two incredibly caring people that 
I am actually responsible for their having met 
in	 the	 first	 place.	And	 I’m	 grateful	 to	 them	 for	
everything. Once they started asking people, they 
had so many people say yes to participating in this 
anthology to help me get out from these medical 
bills that I suddenly had that they couldn’t even 
include everyone in the book who wanted to be in 
it. That right there is the thing that just sends me 
over the edge into happy tears, hearing that there 
were so many people that wanted to help that the 

book would have been ridiculously huge if they 
managed to put everyone in there.

DF: Where	can	fans	find	more	information	about	
Ravens in the Library? Is it available online or at 
the bookstores?
SJT: At this point, asking around various 
bookstores is your best bet because the original 
agreement with the publication of that anthology 
was that, as soon my medical costs were taken 
care of, it would disappear. And that is pretty 
much how it went down. I don’t have a large stock 
hidden away in a basement somewhere in Cancun 
or anything like that. (Laughs) The editors don’t 
either. We all got away with copies of our own 
to keep, of course. But the remaining stock that I 
know of is going to be available through bookstores 
that bought it at the time it was available.
(To K. Wiley) Do you remember more on that?
K. Wiley (KW): As of November 2009, the last 
direct sale copy was sold. So if you were going 
to buy a copy of Ravens in the Library, you’re 
only going to be buying it from somebody that 
currently	owns	a	copy.	The	book	is	officially	out	
of print because the medical bills were paid and 
the project is over. It was designed to be a limited 
edition thing from the beginning so that we weren’t 
going to be taking advantage of the generosity of 
the authors and artists that contributed.

DF: Based on the interest with Ravens in the 
Library, why not continue with another creative 
collaboration like a sequel?
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SJT: Satyr [Phil Brucato] and Sandy [Sandra 
Buskirk] have discussed lots of ideas on how we 
can use that particular model to help other causes 
and other people. Together with how all the fans of 
mine	who	stepped	up	and	had	benefit	auctions	that	
went on for weeks on LiveJournal and all over the 
Internet in addition to what the anthology raised, 
there have been lots of discussions on where we 
could use that power for good.

DF: The power of community to help someone 
else?
SJT:	Exactly.	 If	 the	circumstances	are	 right	and	
someone needs us, certainly, there’s no doubt 
that Satyr and Sandy could step up . At this point, 
we are all scrambling to see what we can do to 
get money to organizations like Doctors Without 
Borders that are sending 
aid to Haiti. I’m going 
to have a conversation 
with my two wonderful 
anthology editors 
pretty soon, to see what 
they’re cooking up. I’m 
pretty sure that Phill is 
working on a story to 
that end, to get some 
funds raised for an 
organization that will 
get the money to people 
who need it.
KW: There has been a 
variety of support for the idea of a Ravens in the 
Library Foundation. That was an idea that was set 
into motion before the fundraiser for the medical 
bills was over with. We realized that we had this 
powerful engine of positive fundraising. And 
more	 than	 just	money,	we	had	a	pool	of	experts	
and knowledgeable people who could help in the 
case of personal disaster relief. Not disaster in 
the sense of Katrina particularly, but more in the 
sense	of	“I’m	about	to	lose	my	house;	what	do	I	
do?” There is some momentum behind a Raven’s 
in the Library Foundation. Were just looking for 
the time to carry it forward.

SJT: Since the Ravens anthology went down, there 
was a lot of attention paid there on a LiveJournal 
community called Save Our Sooj that was put 
together by Satyr and Sandy and Shira Lipkin 
in Boston and my friend Elizabeth McClellen in 
Memphis	TN.	That	is	where	the	benefit	auctions	
had a place to go. And there have been other 
communities that have sprung up to help other 
people that have been in trouble.

DF: It’s just amazing, the blog effect. We don’t 
have much of a budget, so I can’t just put an ad in 
every	single	newspaper.	So	I	turn	to	LiveJournal;	
I	 have	 a	 Facebook	 page;	 [ConFusion]	 has	 a	
Myspace	 page;	 and	 [ConFusion]	 has	 a	 website.	
And we push it through, “hey, this is coming up, so 
tell your friends about it, and so on and so on. And 

it’s amazing how the internet is like 
this stream of communication to 
get from one person or one project 
to another.
SJT: The social networking 
that I have seen just in 2009 is 
unbelievable. There is just so much 
positive energy and so much magic 
coming from that. And not feeling 
like your hands are tied when 
someone you know is in trouble. 
Ravens	 is	 just	 the	 best	 example	 I	
can think of for people stepping up 
and	saying	“No,	we	can	fix	this.	It’s	
not out of our hands. We have the 

ability to make it better.”
KW: We have actually successfully done a couple 
of things. Remember Save Dave?
SJT: Yes.
KW: That was largely due to Elizabeth McClellen. 
She’s an absolute wizard when it comes to 
motivating people online, especially through 
LiveJournal. There was Save Dave. There was 
a	 fundraiser	 that	 you	 did	 for	 Alexander	 James	
Adams that was very successful online. Those are 
just the two that are coming to mind.
SJT: Most recently, a friend of ours, a colleague 
in Colorado, another musician suddenly needed a 
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place to live, and just as a tiny idea, I said “You 
guys,	I	have	a	couple	new	mixes	for	the	album	I	
haven’t released yet. If you send [us] a little bit of 
money and you send me the PayPal receipt, I’ll 
send you a mp3. I might even let you pick it out.” 
It’s just little stuff like that, thinking creatively.

DF: I don’t think there is any other community 
out there that is quite as supportive or passionate 
as	the	community	of	science	fiction	fans.
SJT: We are all so lucky to be in this little tribe 
together.	And	I	am	thrilled	to	have	been	so	firmly	
and loyally adopted.

DF: You have once again collaborated with 
Catherynne Valente to create Quartered: Songs of 
Palimpsest. How did this series of collaborations 
come about?

SJT: Catherynne and I have collaborated on music 
to go with books that she has written since her 
first	Orphan’s Tales novels had come out, which 
was released on Halloween in 2006. We had met 
just that previous March and really hit it off, just 
instant connection, instant sisterhood, and instant 
kismet. It was such a beautiful thing. We sort of 
started out by fangirling all over each other, which 
you can’t beat.

Later on, we came to visit when she was living 
in Cleveland with her sweetheart at the time, 
which is now her husband. Somehow it came up 
in conversation that someone had originally been 
set up to create an album for an earlier album of 
hers and now that had slipped through the cracks. 
I had just read this novel. She had sent it to me 
when	she	finished	it.	She	had	given	me	her	poetry	
collection, Apocrypha, after we met, and I had 
drawn it out as long as I could because I thought 
to	myself,	“what	am	I	going	to	do	when	I	finish	
this? I’m not going to have anything more of hers 
to read, and I love what she’s doing.” So I emailed 
her and told her this. So she said, “here, have 
everything that I’m sending to my publisher,” 
which is the sweetest thing and totally more than 
I	would	have	expected.	I	would	never	have	asked	
her for that.

For me, its like sharing your rare recordings 
with someone you don’t know all that well. But, 
she trusted me enough to sent me those. So I read 
the Orphan’s Tales, and I was in tears, they were 
so delightful.

The short version is that after somebody said, 
“wouldn’t it be great if 
there were an album to go 
along with the Orphan’s 
Tales?”, I had written 
the	first	song	three	hours	
later in her house.

As a performer, I’m 
more trained in theater 
than I am in music. I 
have lots of classical 
training, but my degree 

is actually in theater. I compare her to Shakespeare 
sometimes because what they tell you when you 
study	Shakespeare	is	that	the	text	will	tell	you	all	
you need to know. You don’t need to see stage 
directions, and it’s the same for writing songs for 
her work.

DF: Is it a musical guide with her writing?
SJT: For Quartered and the two albums for the 
Orphan’s Tales books, what I did was I wrote 
songs for certain characters. I just wrote complete 
songs, some with just guitar, some with vocals, 
and some with electronic backing with many 
layers for any particular character or scene.

The difference is that I balanced out the 
Orphan’s Tales albums with readings of the 
passages that inspired those songs. That’s why 
I	 say	 it’s	 so	easy	 to	write	 songs	out	of	her	 text,	
because they’re just right there waiting for me to 
find	them.

But with Quartered, I did not add readings 
with the songs. I tried to have the music speak for 
itself. We had this huge tour between the two of us 
where we were taking the songs and the book on 
the road together and performing them, making 
them into this one glorious three-ring show. And 
we would have guest performers come that we 
didn’t know what they were going to give to the 
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performance until they showed up. It was very 
much on the edge, almost improvisational.

DF: How did the title come about for the album?
SJT: That is a direct reference to something that 
happens in the beginning of the book. The way that 
Palimpsest brings you into itself is you watch four 
people that have just arrived in Palimpsest, which 
as Catherynne describes it is a city of dreams and 
you can only reach it if you have spent a night with 
somebody who has already been there. The four 
people that arrive there at the same time are very 
connected with each other, awake and asleep. But 
most	people	in	the	waking	world	don’t	ever	find	
the other three people they are connected with.

When	the	four	people	first	reach	the	city,	they	
go to a fortune-teller in the dream world, and they 
are bound with red cord. And we incorporated that 
into the shows when we went on the road. I called 
it Quartered because the way that the fortune-
teller	ends	a	session;	she	shows	a	card	that	says,	

“go, you have been quartered.”
Because so many people were going to read 

this novel and wonder where the other three 
people of their quarto were in the waking world, it 
occurred to me that calling it Quartered would be 
a great way to tie the album into the novel.

DF: In what ways do you believe this album 
affects	the	overall	experience	of	the	novel?
SJT:Certainly, it has been a nifty way for the two 
of us to do cross-marketing. We have had fans of 

my	music	 come	 to	her	writing	 for	 the	first	 time	
through that album and vice-versa for fans of hers 
coming to me. I also went out on a limb for some 
of the writing and arranging that I did for this 
album. There are things that I did with this album 
that I’ve never done before. I am primarily a folk 
singer, and I am someone who writes for guitar 
and vocals. On this album, I did a lot of things that 
might fall in the category of goth-industrial. That 
was ground that I’ve never covered. And there is 
an opera piece that I wrote for the novel. So I’ve 
stretched my boundaries.

As far as the one enhancing the other, I feel 
that it was never more true than when we were 
doing those shows together. There are people 
that went with us on the train ride that we setup 
between Chicago and New Orleans, and we had 
a Palimpsest performance at each end of that trip. 
We had a lot of bonding between ourselves and 
the participants on the train itself. The people who 
came to those performances, I’m sure, got more 
out of the album and the book than anyone else 
ever could.

DF: The last year also saw the release of Mythcreants, 
Tricky	Pixie’s	first	studio	album.	Talk	a	bit	about	this	
collaboration.

SJT:	Tricky	Pixie	is	a	three-piece	band	that	I	have	
in	 the	 Pacific	 Northwest.	 I’ve	 been	 travelling	
for	 the	 last	 three	 years,	 and	Tricky	Pixie	 is	 sort	
of my home now. I would like to be based in 
the Northwest because that is where the rest of 
the band is. So Betsy Tinney, who is with me at 
ConFusion, is the cellist. The third member of 
Tricky	Pixie	 is	Alexander	 James	Adams,	who	 is	
the	 heir	 to	 Heather	 Alexander’s	 entire	 musical	
career.

The	problem	with	Tricky	Pixie	is	that	we	can’t	
be together all the time because we are all incredibly 
busy. Alec has a 30 year music career on me. He’s 
been well known in fandom and elsewhere much 
longer than I have been on the scene at all, much 
longer than I’ve even been performing. On top of 
that, he runs two farms. So he’s a busy boy. Betsy 
has two children and is a cat breeder in addition to 
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being	a	cellist.	So	she	flies	out	whenever	she	can	
so I don’t have to be on stage all alone, and I get 
to have much more fun.

The	three	of	us	formed	Tricky	Pixie	as	a	direct	
result of the Faerieworlds Festival, which is held 
in Eugene Oregon each summer. I was speaking 
with the two movers and shakers of that festival, 
Emilio and Kelly Miller-Lopez, who are also the 
two frontpeople for their band, Woodland. I was 
telling them that I wanted to be on the main stage, 
and their response was “well… you and Alec 
are going to do something together, right?” So I 
started that conversation with Alec, and he was 
onboard. Then Betsy said, “you’re not doing this 
without me.”

So	 the	 three	 of	 us	 met	 for	 the	 first	 time	 to	
rehearse at her house, just to see if we got along. 
Between the time they said yes and the time 
we got together to practice, I discovered that 
trickypixie.com,	 the	web	domain,	was	available,	
and I thought this had to work. We discovered in 
our	 first	 rehearsal	weekend	 that	we	 didn’t	 want	
to stop playing together. We didn’t want to eat or 
sleep;	we	just	wanted	to	play.	We	knew	that	it	was	
going to take hold.

The	first	 release	 that	we	 had	was	 just	 a	 live	
disk	of	our	first	official	show.	Before	we	debuted	
at the Faerieworlds Festival, we had a performance 
in the Seattle area, and we recorded it, put it on a 
disc, and said, “here you go.” It was not always 
a wish of ours to have a studio album, but we 
realized it was something we could make fall into 
place just as much as we had with the band and 
the	 shows.	Alec	 is	 a	 hugely	 prolific	 songwriter.	
Betsy is coming into her own as a songwriter, 
and it’s amazing, the things she’s coming up with. 
I’ve been writing songs since I was twelve years 
old, and I’m about to turn thirty in just a couple 
weeks.

DF: How long have you been performing?
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SJT:	 I	 got	on	 stage	 the	first	 time	when	 I	was	2	
and	had	my	first	theater	performance	when	I	was	
about 6 years old. My family had always been in 
Community Theater, all of us together. I started 
taking piano when I was 6, so there were recitals 
there. As a songwriter, I didn’t start performing 
until I was 15, when I had enough original work 
built-up that was worth sharing.

Between the three of us, we had more than 
enough to create a studio album. Each of us picked 
4 songs, all of them along a very mythological 
story theme. It just went together so beautifully. A 
terrible little pun really, Mythcreants.	Tricky	Pixie	
is already hard enough to pronounce for some 
people, so why not give the album something 
catchy as well.

We ran away to Oregon, to Alec’s home 
studio for 2 weeks. Betsy and I had done some 
preliminary work on the road with another dear 
engineer friend of mine. Eventually we got all 
of the faeries herded into one spot. I’ve been so 
proud of this album, and it has sold faster than 
anything	 else	 that	 I	 have	 been	 part	 of.	The	first	
run is almost completely gone, and we released it 
in August.

DF: Is there anything you would like to add about 
your	experience	at	ConFusion?

SJT: It’s been brilliant. There is not an unkind 
soul	 at	 this	 con.	 I	 have	 been	 so	 fiercely	 and	 so	
quickly	adopted	the	filk	community	and	the	sci-fi	
and fantasy communities. There are just so many 
more connections unfolding one after another. 
That is certainly true here. It was amazing to be 
at a con with somebody who has been inspiring 
me	to	tell	stories	since	I	was	15.	I	never	expected	
to meet Peter S. Beagle and his brilliant assistant 
Conner, who is just a great human being. There 
were	 so	 many	 highlights	 this	 weekend;	 I	 can’t	
even begin. It was wonderful.
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Matt Busch got his start in Hollywood, doing 
concept designs, storyboards, and poster designs. 
Soon after, he was illustrating books, magazines, 
comics, trading cards, etc. for many of the 
heavyweights of pop culture properties: Lord of the 
Rings, Indiana Jones, Night of the Living Dead, and 
many more. However, Matt is probably most widely 
known for his work as an official artist for Star 
Wars.

With the countless time that 
he has been steeped in the film 
industry, it is no wonder that Matt 
took the opportunity to display his 
diverse talents by creating his own 
movie, Conjure, in which he filled 
the roles of writer, director, actor, 
cinematographer, storyboard artist, 
and even composer. He also fills 
many of these same roles for his 
many online video tutorials.

Now, Matt finds himself as an 
accomplished writer and instructor 
of art techniques. Though he does 
much of this work from the comfort 
of his home (with built-in art studio, 
digital editing suite, recording 
studio and more) in Michigan, he 
still works on many projects via the Internet and 
shipping companies.

Diane Frkan (DF): Hi Matt, how are you?
Matt Busch (MB): I am rocking and rolling, 
having a fantabulous time at ConFusion.

DF:	Landing	a	position	as	an	official	artist	for	such	
a monumental franchise as Star Wars seems like a 
tremendous break. Do you have any advice for artists 
trying to break their way into established venues?

MB: Absolutely.	Well,	first	of	all	I	would	say	my	
advice is to never give up. If you have a dream and 
you’re putting in 210%, it would be impossible 
for you not to make it. If you want to make 
your dreams come true, stay with it. The biggest 
problem is that people give up. I think that it was 
Wayne Gretskey that said he’s missed 100% of 
the shots that he’s never taken.

But obviously, what I would suggest is hit 
every avenue that you can for breaking in. That 

means going to conventions like ConFusion. Talk 
to panelists. Talk to professionals and talk to some 
of your fellow aspiring artists. See what they’re 
doing	 to	 get	 more	 attention	 and	 to	 refine	 their	
skills. And obviously, go online. Join different 
social networks and online communities so you 
can learn more about what people are doing to 
break in. The list is endless.

Where you used to say “just go to the library,” 
the Internet has just become this 
incredible resource. From Youtube 
video tutorials to everything, it’s 
unbelievable. Everything’s at your 
fingertips	these	days.	Utilize	it.

DF: I want to add to that question. 
Do you think that it has moved from 
an educational standpoint of going 
through	specific	classes	 to	become	
an artist to doing it yourself, like 
attending workshops or learning 
online?	 Specifically,	 do	 you	 think	
that an aspiring artist should get 
a traditional education from a 
college?
MB: Well, don’t tell the college 
that I work for that I said this, but 

the truth is that, when you’re working in an artistic 
field,	noone	really	asks	to	see	what	degree	you	have.	
It’s how good your work is. Can you perform with 
deadlines? Everything like that.

So what really matters is not the little piece 
of paper that says you have a certain degree. It’s 
your portfolio. Can you provide the kind of work 
your client wants in a timely manner? Can you be 
professional? And those are things that some people 
do learn in college, but there are plenty of people out 
there doing that either never went to college or only 
went for a little while.

So	you	definitely	need	an	education.	Whether	you	
do a formal education, and that’s more traditional, or 
you go out on your own and know what to look for 
and who to talk to, how you get out there is really up 
to you.

DF:You have released many books and online video 
tutorials such as the “How to Draw Star Wars” 
series. How much have you enjoyed the opportunity 
to teach others to improve their artistic abilities?

Interview with Matt Busch
 ConFusion 2010 Artist Guest of Honor
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MB: I love it. That’s actually kind of half of what I 
consider my career. Half of it actually working on 
things like Star Wars and Lord of the Rings and all of 
those properties. But the other half has been teaching 
it. There’s a reason why they say “when you love 
something, all you want to do is share it with other 
people.”

That’s	true	of	music;	if	there’s	a	new	band	that	
comes	 out	 that	 you’re	 excited	 about,	 whats	 the	
first	thing	that	you	do?	You	call	your	friend,	“dude	
you’ve got to check these guys out. Theres a new 
video game that comes out, you don’t just horde it 
and play it by yourself. You call your friends, “dude 
you have to come play this game. It’s amazing.” And 
for me, making my dreams come true with artwork, 
all I want to do is share it with other people and make 
their dreams come true as well. And it’s been great. 
It’s been this other half of my career that I just really 
really enjoy, and it’s a great niche. I love it.

DF: You have worked on a wide variety of content 
for these instructional materials, ranging from Star 
Wars to Peanuts. Which material has been your 
favorite to teach, and why is that?

MB: I think a better way to answer that question 
would be the format. In any of the books that I 
have done tutorials for or any magazines--I do a 
lot of magazine tutorials--a lot of times, theres a 
specific	requirement	like	“we’re	going	to	have	so	
many pages on perspective,” or “we want to see 
how to draw the Millennium Falcon in 3 steps.” 
And I cant always feel like I can show someone 
truly how to draw the Millennium Falcon in only 
3 steps.

So	what’s	 been	 really	 exciting	 for	me	 is	 the	
video tutorials for how to draw Star Wars because 
I’ve been given free reign on not only what 
material to cover but how I want to cover it. So 
I use a lot of humor to kind of keep interest and 
to shake things up a little bit. Those have been 
really rewarding because I haven’t been bound by 
any rules of what to teach or how to teach it. I 
hope they’re fun and entertainingand I get to teach 
things the way that I think works best.

DF:Talk about your participation in the 501st Legion 
TK Helmet project and what this project is.

MB: Yes, it is put on by the 501st Legion of 
Stormtroopers, which is the International Group of 
Star Wars fans that make their own Stormtrooper 
outfits	and	that	sort	of	thing.	And	they’re	working	
directly with the Make-A-Wish Foundation to put 
together this project where a bunch of different 

artists from around the world have been given 
a TK Stormtrooper Helmet, which is the classic 
Stormtrooper	helmet	from	the	very	first	Star	Wars	
movie.

The helmet is such an iconic image and each 
artist gets to paint the helmet or add different 
sculpture pieces to it. They get to do their own 
artistic take, doing something crazy to the helmet. 
These helmets will be on display at various events 
around the world. Eventually all of the helmets 
will be auctioned off and the proceeds will be 
given to the Make-A-Wish Foundation.

Since I was a kid before Star Wars came out, 
I was a huge Universal monsters fan, my favorite 
being the Creature from the Black Lagoon. And 
for some reason I was struck by the way that the 
Stormtrooper	 helmet	 is	 shaped;	 it	 really	 looked	
like the Creature from the Black Lagoon to me. 

I’m not sure why. I don’t know if it was the mouth 
or what it was.

When	Star	Wars	came	out,	no	one	really	knew;	
are Stormtroopers people? Are they robots? What 
do they look like underneath the helmet? And I 
imagined, if they took their helmet off, their head 
would be in the shape of the Creature from the 
Black Lagoon.

Long story short, when the opportunity came 
to do my helmet, there was no thinking about it. 
I knew that I was going to transform mine into 
the Creature from the black lagoon, and I hope 
it raises a lot of money for Make-A-Wish, which 
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CONflux	|	ConFusion	2010



19www.portiris.com

is a great charity. And it was a lot of fun. It was a 
great ride.

DF:	Can	you	share	a	little	bit	about	your	experience	
at ConFusion? How it differs from some of the other 
conventions that you attend or have attended.

MB: You know what, this convention is smaller 
than some of your larger mega-comic conventions. 
What I love about it it’s a lot more intimate. It’s a 
lot more fan oriented, which is great. Sometimes 
I feel at some of the larger shows that maybe I get 
to meet more fans, but sometimes its just a quick 
“Hi and Bye”, sometimes I’m just signing a book. 

People	don’t	really	leave	with	an	experience	other	
than getting a picture or something like that. But 
here, I really get to meet with the fans, talk with 
them.

There’s something going on for 48 hours 
straight. There are different panels, workshops, 
and parties. The atmosphere here is just really 
cool. So I look forward to seeing ConFusion 
grow in the future. I hope this is a note to other 
conventions;	this	is	the	way	I	think	they	should	be	
because it’s a lot more fun for the guests. Being a 
fan myself it’s a lot more fun for us too.
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Steve Collins is an attitude control system 
engineer at NASA’s Jet Propulsion Laboratory. He 
has been a flight team member for multiple NASA 
missions and is generally responsible for keeping 
the spacecraft pointed in the right direction, making 
trajectory corrections and figuring out “what the 
heck just happened?”. His missions include Mars 
Observer, Galileo, Deep Space One, MER, and Deep 
Impact, for which he helped blow a hole in Comet 
Tempel 1.

Steve has degrees in Physics and Theatre Arts from 
UC Santa Cruz and can often be found performing 
in one of Caltech’s Shakespeare productions. In 
addition to all these activities, he finds time to play 
soccer, study ballet, and play Theremin in the rock 
band, Artichoke.

Diane Frkan (DF): You are in the uncommon 
position of having two seemingly disparate degrees 
of Physics and Theater Studies, not to mention a wide 
array of hobbies and interests. I would imagine that 
your position with NASA is thoroughly satisfying, 
but	 do	 you	 find	 yourself	 wishing	 you	 could	 have	
dedicate more of your life to these other drastically 
different endeavors?

Steve Collins (SC): My days can get pretty full 
sometimes, monitoring some spacecraft activity 
during the day, running down to Caltech for a 
theatre rehearsal and then going straight to some 
late night music gig, but I feel like things are near 
thermal	equilibrium.	I	figured	out	early	in	life	that	
I enjoyed putting my energy into a lot of different 

areas. I guess I took Heinlein’s “specialization is 
for insects” speech pretty literally.

DF:	Has	science	fiction	had	much	influence	on	your	
determination in becoming a scientist?

SC:	 It’s	 difficult	 to	 tell	 which	 came	 first.	 I’ve	
been drawn to both science and SF my whole 
life. Growing up in the 60’s, watching the Apollo 
program, made the line between them pretty blurry 
at times. The best moments in both realms seem to 
evoke a majestic “sense of wonder.”

DF: What attracts you to 
SF conventions?
SC: Smart people, crazy 
costumes, graceful 
tolerance of strange aliens 
and their native habits, a 
shared culture. A con is a 
visit to a kooky off-world 
watering-hole where 
everyone knows your 
name.

DF: During Opening Ceremonies of ConFusion 
2010,	 you	 talked	 about	 your	 experience	 with	 the	
Mars Rovers and “Standing on Planet Mars,” can 
you	please	elaborate	a	bit	about	that	experience	and	
how profound it was?

SC: In the world of 2010, operating spacecraft 
still requires a lot of imagination. You look at 
pages of plots and numbers on a computer screen 
and struggle to form a picture in your mind of 

Interview with Steve Collins
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what’s happening 20 light minutes away on Mars. 
But things are changing fast. High-resolution 
photography, 3-D displays, and “virtual reality” 
are quickly moving tele-presence from SF into 
the realm of engineering. After years of work by 
thousands of people, being able to see a high-res, 
stereo, color panorama of the Spirit landing site 
a few days after the landing on Mars was simply 
awe inspiring. It transformed the “theory” of 
operating a robot on distant Mars to the physical 
sensation of “being there.”

DF: How was ConFusion 2010 for you and what did 
you like best about the convention?

SC: My girlfriend Sharon and I had 
a simply wonderful time. Everyone 
from the ConCom to the programming 
attendees	to	the	filk	circle	to	hotel	staff	
greeted us warmly and welcomed us 
to the party. I got to meet dozens of 
interesting new people and re-connect 
with many dear friends from General 
Technics and midwest fandom. Hands 
down, what we liked best about the 
ConFusion 2010 was the people.

DF: If you could, what planet would you travel to 
for	scientific	exploration	and	why?

SC: Hard to choose, but maybe it would be Titan. 
It’s like Earth in many ways with rocks and rain 
and rivers and oceans, but on Titan, the rocks are 
made of ice and the rain and1 rivers are liquid 
methane. All that, plus giant Saturn hanging in the 
sky... The place is crazy-town!

DF: How important is “Science or the pursuit of 
scientific	endeavors”	in	Science	Fiction?

SC:The boundaries of SF have grown to encompass 
fantasy, vampires, magic, alternate history and lots 
more. I think there’s room enough in the pool for 

everyone. That said, 
I’ve got a special 
place in my heart 
for good old hard-
SF with rockets and 
robots zipping around 
in outer space.

David has been going to Michigan cons since 
Immaculate ConFusion 1991 in his second year 
of attending SF cons. After forming a connection 
with Michigan fandom, he has become a regular at 
other local cons including ConClave, Contraption, 
Bacchanal, and Penguicon.

David has been described as a “social focal 
point” for more than just being indisputably friendly 
person. He has served as the host of parties and 
events ranging from gaming days to wine tasting, 
which only scratches the surface of his formidably 
diverse interests. For many of these parties, David 
has opens the doors of his Ottowa home to all.

Diane Frkan (DF): What reasons draw you 
specifically	to	Michigan	fandom?

David Gibbs (DG): What I’ve found in Michigan 
fandom is it is the friendliest of the fandoms, 
of the conventions I’ve attended. I’ve attended 
conventions in the East, in Canada, some bits 
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of the South, a number of World Cons, and it’s 
friendly. There are people here that will say hello 
to a stranger, that will welcome the strangers. 
Also,	 I	find	 it	 a	very	 touchy-feely-cuddly	place.	
It’s that closeness, that friendliness, and that block 
of friends that started drawing me to Michigan 
fandom. And I’ve been here for 20 years, so it’s 
knowing so many people.

DF: In what ways do you typically facilitate at 
cons?

DG: Typically, I’ll volunteer in one place or 
another. I have worked at registration. I’ve often 
helped at ConSuite. I have often helped at Staff Den 
or Green Room. So I’ll work and help with various 
bits and pieces, usually at Con Help. Because of 
being from out of town, Organizational doesn’t 
really work for me. I also often hold parties. Some 
of them are open parties, some closed parties for 
friends and stuff like that.

CONflux	|	ConFusion	2010
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Upcoming Cons: 
March - June 2010

April
9-11   Ravencon  Richmond, VA 
16-18   ConStellation Lincoln, NE
16-18   Odyssey Con Madison, WI  
23-25   Conestoga 14 Tulsa, OK  

April-May
29-2   Con-tamination St. Louis, OH  
30-2   Penguicon  Romulus, MI  

May
14-16   Demicon 21  Des Moines, IA
14-16   Mobicon  Mobile, AL  
21-23   Imagicon  Birmingham, AL 
27-31   WisCon 34  Madison, WI  
28-31   Balticon  Baltimore, MD 
28-30   Baycon  Santa Clara, CA 
28-30   CONDuit XX Salt Lake City, UT 
28-30   ConQuesT 41 Kansas City, MO 
28-30   Marcon  Columbus, OH 
28-30   Oasis 23  Orlando, FL  
28-31   MisCon 24  Missoula, MT 

June
3-4   A-Kon 21  Dallas, TX 
4-6   ConCarolinas /  Charlotte, NC 
   DeepSouthCon 48
11-13   Sci Fi SummerCon Atlanta, GA

DF: Talk about the importance of fans organizing 
and volunteering for conventions.

DG: If people don’t volunteer these wouldn’t 
happen. I love to see them happen. I love to go to 
them and I want them to happen. That’s the reason 
I volunteer and the reason most people volunteer.

DF:	 What	 has	 been	 your	 experience	 so	 far	 at	
ConFusion 2010?

DG: I’ve had a wonderful time. It’s just like every 
other con I ever did but more so because the fact 
they put me on some panels and I never do panels. 
This was a change for me. But it’s been same as 
usual	 ConFusion	 experience	 for	 me,	 just	 more	
intense. And just great.
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His Hunter’s Spirit
 by Jakob Drud

Jonami caught the first whiff  of  the curse on the 

wind in late afternoon. The spirits of  the forest had 

been restless all day while he hunted in the thicket 

south of  the village, and few animals had ventured 

from their warrens. Patience had gotten him close 

enough to put a shaft through one scrawny rabbit, but 

even that shot had been ill-omened. The stench caught 

up with him as soon as the arrow left the bowstring.

The north wind, unnatural for the season, turned 

the air musty like the inside of  his tipi when rain and 

dampness had triumphed over the sun for too long, 

the moldy tang mixed with more ominous hints of  

blood. When the rain began to pummel the foliage, 

he wrapped his bow in oiled hides and set off  for 

Alimogas’ cabin at a steady run. 

The stench made him pick the faster route across 

the village square, though he’d rather have run around 

the village at the forest’s edge where he could maintain 

his bond with the spirit world. 

His hunting made the villagers uneasy, and they 

glared at his long hair and moccasins while he ran 

through the village. Sometimes he thought he was the 

only one who remembered the old ways when hunting 

was the major source of  food instead of  the corn 

growing on the fields surrounding the village. It was 

just one of  many things they had forgotten when the 

world broke.

Jakob lives in Denmark, where he works as a 
consultant for a living and writes science fiction 
for fun. He likes to write in English because short 
science fiction and fantasy so rarely sees publica-
tion in Danish. To date, he has sold ten stories 
to various webzines and anthologies including 
Alienskin Magazine, OG’s Speculative Fiction, 
and a forthcoming story in Space and Time Maga-
zine. He has twice been a finalist for L. Ron Hub-
bard’s Writers of the Future Award. Jakob keeps a 
blog at jakobdrud.livejournal.com. 

The rain had already drenched his long hair and 

hunting shirt when he passed the headman’s log cabin 

by the village square. Puddles formed on the ground 

with unnatural speed as if  the earth refused to swallow 

the water, though his moccasins were not so opposed 

to soaking up the rain. Outside the village, by the small 

pond with its glade of  the bamboo, was Alimogas’ 

cabin. The shaman already waited outside, his head 

held high against the rising winds. His apprentice, 

Renas, glared out from the open door, poised to slam 

it at the first sign of  trouble. 

”You smell it too?” Jonami asked Alimogas.

”The spirits in the winds are roguish. They have 

been touched by the breaking of  the world.” Alimogas 

spoke with the conviction of  a veteran warrior, which 

in a way he was. Alimogas and his master before him 

had cleansed the dark spirits from the village and 

the surrounding wood after the breaking. Jonami 

wondered if  the shaman expected him to take the role 

of  a master’s apprentice this night, following Alimogas 

into a battle that Renas would surely avoid. He hoped 

not. Alimogas might claim authority over the villagers 

but not over him.  

Alimogas nodded at his hunting gear. ”You won’t 

need that tonight.”

”This feels like a hunt,” Jonami replied. Bringing 

a bow was the way of  the hunt. The other villagers 

might have forgotten the old ways, and even Alimogas 

had only sketchy memories of  the great bison hunts 

of  his youth, before the world broke. But Jonami 

remembered, deep in his veins and spirit where the 

blood and life of  a hunter pulsed. 

Clutching the wrapped bow a little tighter, he fell 

into step as Alimogas strode up to a vantage point north 

of  the village. While they followed the paths among 

the corn fields that covered the northern slopes, gusts 

of  wind rose to play with them, sending whiplashes 

of  rain into their faces. Black hailstones began to fall 

from the sky like fruits of  ill fortune, squashing the 
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defenseless corn. Only Alimogas’ muttered prayers to 

the spirits of  the wind kept the hail from bloodying 

their heads.

Jonami loosed his spirit from his body. He left 

enough of  himself  to let his physical form follow 

Alimogas, but most of  his consciousness slipped into 

the world of  spirits. The gusts of  wind seemed to 

wane and pass through him as the world wavered and 

flickered. Sounds faded to whispers. 

Instead, his spirit sight let him see nature in all 

directions at once. Wherever life grew, colors filled his 

vision like streams of  strength and power crisscrossing 

through the fields. 

But tonight many of  the colors were tainted. Black 

whirlpools marked where dying husks of  plants had 

fallen to the hailstorm. The animals cowered, shielding 

their bodies and spirits against the weather, and the 

spirits of  the land had burrowed 

themselves deep. And everywhere, 

there was a pervading sense of  

dread that soon drove him back to 

his body and its limited senses. 

”The spirits of  the land are 

gone,” he said as soon as he regained 

the use of  his tongue. The shaman 

nodded. 

As they reached the lookout 

point, lightning began to strike 

the labored land. They watched in 

silence as the fields suffered under 

the bluish fire, until one of  the bolts 

hit the village windmill, fracturing 

the crossed wings in a blast of  

burning debris. A second bolt struck the thatched 

roof, setting it ablaze. 

”Nature’s wrath,” Alimogas muttered, but Jonami 

didn’t think he was naming the source of  destruction. 

He let his gaze drift over the land, and north of  the 

mill, in the shadows where the light of  the burning 

roof  did not yet reach, he saw the outline of  a stag. Its 

fur was as white as the moon, gleaming bright in the 

stormy darkness, and on its crown it sported antlers 

five feet high. 

Jonami did not know what kind of  creature the 

stag really was, but he didn’t need his full spirit sight 

to see the cursed energies flitting between the antlers. 

It even sent a stench into the otherwise odorless spirit 

world, tainting it with the reek of  decay. 

He unwrapped the bow and nocked an arrow. 

Mind sharp with concentration, he crept within 

shooting range, Alimogas following. The grass under 

his moccasins was soft, muffling his steps, and as he 

crept upwind, he composed the stag’s death poem.

”Your dark summer’s storm

Steals your strength -- this hunter knows!

You brought your own doom.”

”You can’t kill a soulshifter that way,” Alimogas 

whispered, but Jonami knew he would hit his target 

despite the storm. He let the arrow loose, and it raced 

true towards the stag’s flank. As it approached the 

target, a flash of  cursed energy lit 

the air around the stag; the arrow 

dipped, burrowing headfirst in the 

soggy ground. 

The stag gazed at them, and 

Jonami felt a searing pain reach for 

his spirit, threatening to tear it from 

his body. His lungs refused to draw 

air, and he fell to his knees. 

Alimogas stepped in front of  

him, and sat down in the position 

of  the Lotus, which he had used 

to touch the spirit world since the 

world broke. Even in his breathless 

agony, Jonami sensed the enormous 

power of  the shaman’s bond with 

the spirit world. In a spirit voice that drowned out 

the storm, Alimogas pleaded for assistance from the 

thousand spirits of  the land. They swarmed to shield 

both hunter and shaman. The energy pulsing from the 

stag’s antlers receded, and Jonami’s lungs drew in a 

labored breath. 

The stag bellowed and sent out a curse that 

blackened the grass around the shaman. Alimogas 

screamed, a hideous stilted whine that sounded like the 

scream of  a rabbit being wrung to death. His breath 
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finally petered out, and he collapsed in a heap. 

Still, Jonami saw the shaman raise his head and 

look at the stag. It panted, watching them, and he could 

sense its fatigue and its fury at not having killed the 

shaman. The antlers no longer sparkled with cursed 

energy, and the stag didn’t renew its attack.

Jonami struggled to draw another arrow from his 

quiver. He rose to shoot again, but his strength failed 

him and the arrow skirted to a halt on the ground 

before the stag. The stag strode gracefully forward and 

put one foot on the arrow, snapping the shaft as if  

accepting a challenge. A final flitter of  a curse flew 

from its antlers, hitting Jonami in the chest. Then it 

turned and leaped north across the plains, a trace of  

itself  left behind with Jonami, a shard of  pain and 

hatred that taunted him, calling him on a hunt until 

the end of  the world. 

He would have followed the stag then and there if  

Alimogas hadn’t stirred. The shaman’s breath sounded 

strained, and through his own haze of  receding pain, 

Jonami saw that his face had aged decades. The skin 

sagged on his brow and jowls, and the storm whipped 

a stream of  hair from his scalp.

”I’ll get Renas for you,” Jonami said.

”No, make a talisman,” Alimogas whispered. 

”Chase it away.”

He ran to Alimogas’ cabin, his spirit in a tumultuous 

rage, amplified by the sight of  Renas venturing out 

now that the threat was over.

Jonami stormed past Renas into the cabin to 

search for dreamgrass and silver thread and the circular 

willow branches that would hold the curse-bending 

weave in place. He snarled at the apprentice, ”Care for 

him, Renas, if  you can do that much. I must go on a 

hunt.”

Alimogas sipped the thin corn gruel Renas offered, 

enjoying the warmth. He knew he should enjoy it while 

he could. Come winter, the ruined corn fields would 

take their hungry toll on the village.

From the way Renas waited while he ate, Alimogas 

sensed the apprentice had important things on his 

mind. He inclined his head in permission, and Renas 

cleared his throat. ”Master, why will you not placate 

the spirits? We need them back on our lands.”

”Where Jonami goes, he needs a guide. I have to 

find him.”

”He should be helping us bring back the spirits. 

That shadow-chasing of  his does nothing for our 

village.” 

Alimogas allowed Renas his anger. The boy had 

cared gently for him. And like so many others in the 

village, Renas’ family would go hungry because of  the 

ruined fields. Hunger, Alimogas knew, was no teacher 

of  patience. 

”You’re too young to remember when the world 

broke.” He patted the rug next to him, and Renas 

dutifully folded his legs into the position of  the Lotus. 

With great care Alimogas shifted his own withered 

legs, clenching his teeth against the boiling pain in his 

bones.

”When the earth shook and the world broke, 

strange powers were released into this world. New 

spirits took refuge in our land. Some brought bamboo 

while others taught us to live in log cabins and plant 

fields of  corn. But the breaking also tainted our spirits. 

Just think of  this: before the breaking, any trained 

shaman could walk the spirit world without using the 

position of  the Lotus.”

”Like Jonami can,” Renas said, ”Or claims he can.” 

The disgust in his voice was overwhelming. 

”Jonami resists the breaking in that way and many 

others. It’s my hope that he’ll resist the stag’s curse as 

well.”

”Then let him hunt alone. You’re finally well 

enough. Help us survive the winter. Call back the 

spirits of  the earth.”

“I can’t, Renas. The stag that haunted our village 

was a soulshifter, one of  the creatures mentioned in the 

lore of  Siruloos. Siruloos met them while he traveled 

underground. According to his lore they jump from 

host to host, taking over the bodies and evicting their 

spirits. I fear the breaking allowed such a creature to 

escape the confines of  the earth.

“Jonami would be a great trophy for such a 

creature. And easy prey too. He spends too much time 
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soaking in the spirit world because he doesn’t trust 

the villagers. But if  he exposes himself  too long to a 

soulshifter, it will take him. With a hunter’s cunning 

and the evil mind of  a creature of  the broken world, it 

will return and destroy this village.”

Ignoring Renas’ sullen face, Alimogas released 

his spirit from his pain-wrought body. A taint of  the 

curse that withered his body traveled with him as he 

hastened north through the blurring spirit world, and 

he knew that it would eventually consume his spirit. 

He just hoped he could find Jonami before either of  

them lost too much of  himself.

 

The hunt fueled Jonami, pushing him on until he 

reached a cold autumn forest on the stony northern 

hillsides. Always, the stag kept out of  reach, leading 

him deeper into the woods on a trail of  odorous decay 

on a a trail of  odorous decay. Jonami’s thrill for the 

hunt grew all the while. The land was his ally, feeding 

him and gifting him with the skin of  small game to 

ward off  the cold. The maples, with their red and 

yellow jagged plumes, bolstered his ranging spirit with 

strength from their winter reserves. He only tired in 

the stag’s wake where wilted bushes and dead foliage 

had left the spirits of  the land without a home.

He sensed that the stag was tiring. Its closeness 

polluted the air like a blanket of  wood smoke, and 

yesterday, he had seen the first glimpse of  white 

through the trees. It escaped him still, always out of  

reach, as if  the chill of  winter fueled its desperate 

flight. Yet, its death was inevitable. It would fall to the 

greatest hunter this land had ever known; he let its 

death poem ride ahead on the wind.

“Winter deters not.

You’ll die before my spirit, 

a hunter’s trophy.”

As he spoke, his pace carried him to the forest’s 

edge. Beyond the maples, a plain of  chipped and 

crumbled stonemason blocks spread out across the 

land. No trees were in sight, no grass, no green. Even 

the natural rock croppings were stilted in their growth. 

Grey and black slabs of  stone lay between ruined 

buildings, and columns had tumbled and broken over 

several flat expanses. The barren landscape stretched 

for miles, and Jonami understood that spirits did not 

walk easy there. 

For the first time since the hunt seized him, he 

considered stopping. He had chased the stag so far 

that it would not return for months at least. The forest 

would receive the brunt of  the curse, shielding the 

village and providing peace to draw the native spirits 

of  the land back home. But the hunter’s bond with his 

prey nagged at him to go on and finish the hunt. 

He touched his dreamgrass talisman and let hope 

and swiftness carry him into the wasteland of  stone 

and rock. Broken walls, unyielding to his spirit’s 

greetings, showed old hints of  smoke and fire. Blood 

once flowed through worn tracks in the stone slabs 

and along the curbs. Nowhere did he feel the presence 

of  other spirits. Only hard rock surfaces and shadows 

called this place home.

This was his hunt and his alone. He was the only 

man in the village who had dared to come, and he 

would be the only one to seek his prey in its own lair. 

It was hunting as it should be.

He smiled to himself  as he ventured further into 

the ruins.

 

Alimogas reached the end of  the forest with great 

exertion. The bushes did their best to part way for his 

spirit, always crying his help against the soulshifter, 

but at the edge of  the forest, the spirit-shy landscape 

blocked his passage. v

The world had broken badly here. In place of  

spirits, unfamiliar shadows lived in a wretched semi-

existence as unnatural to the spirit world as the city 

was to the land. Jonami might withstand the breaking; 

Alimogas knew he could not.

The trance dropped away momentarily, revealing 

Renas, who tried to force a cup to his lips. He sipped, 

but the warmth of  the gruel no longer comforted him. 

Drinking drained his strength, and he spilled more 

than he swallowed. Renas wiped his chin and said, 

“You must come back to us. For your own sake.” But 

in the trance, Alimogas sensed that Jonami had moved 

on, into the place where he needed help the most. He 
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forced himself  back to the spirit world at the edge of  

the forest.

He still couldn’t follow Jonami into the stag’s 

stonemason lair, but the trees pointed to the sky and a 

circling eagle, feral of  spirit and strong of  eye. Even as 

his body slumped over in the real world, held up only 

by Renas’ hands, he hurled his spirit skyward, pleading 

for refuge and passage into the stony desert.

The eagle lent his spirit a home, but curse-wrought 

pain scourged their common wings as they soared. 

The only cure, if  such was possible, was to follow 

Jonami and help the boy defeat the stag before the 

curse devoured them both.

A passage opened between the stonemasons’ ruined 

edifices, and the vista revealed a hole several hundred 

steps across, which stretched out into the shape of  an 

oval bowl. Benches were carved in rain-worn limestone 

along the sloping sides. Jonami smelled the age of  

the place and the decay of  spirits from older times, a 

different kind of  spirit, lifeless and unyielding.  

The stag waited on the sandy floor below. Their 

bond hauled Jonami forward, down every step the stag 

had walked before him, drenching him with memories 

of  the arena. Fighters had slain each other here for the 

entertainment of  the masses. Slave had fallen before 

slave, and free men had killed their opponents with 

greedy bloodlust. 

The stag bellowed, seeming to shake the arena. It 

flashed its cursed white pelt, advanced, and despite 

the chilling north-wind, Jonami felt the heat that had 

scorched the fighters in this arena. In an imagined 

moment he caught the scent of  blood, and spectators 

applauded him as he joined battle. His legs began to 

carry him across the sand, and only after three strides 

did he regain control.

Sand crunched beneath his moccasins. He closed 

his eyes and let his spirit touch the boundaries of  the 

arena while he drew an arrow from the quiver. Still, he 

did not let it fly. In this place of  ancient blood, the stag 

would have plenty of  power to draw from the shadows 

while all Jonami had were his hunting skills.  

His fingers caressed the arrow as he guided his 

spirit into the shaft, lending his power to the arrow’s 

force. Quick as the wind on the plains, he shot from 

the bowstring. It pierced the stag’s defenses and its 

white fur, but missed its pounding heart by a hand’s 

breadth. For a moment he lingered in victory before 

retreating to his human form.

Panting, the stag swung its head forward and 

Jonami knocked another arrow to the bow. Certain 

of  victory, he merged his spirit from fletching to flint 

head until he became the last arrow of  the hunt.

The currents of  false heat and death from the 

arena lifted Alimogas while he fought the pain jarring 

his wings. Through eagle eyes he watched Jonami’s 

spirit shift to the arrow, a bright-blue hue gleaming 

from the dark wood.

“Don’t bare your body!” he cried. He would have 

cried again if  the currents of  ancient blood spirits 

hadn’t swept him off  course, forcing him to circle the 

arena again.

Jonami heard the warning, but the stag’s weakness 

pulsed in the air like an extra heartbeat, drawing him 

on. He extended his spirit through the shaft and 

feathers, becoming one with the arrow; he would 

bring death to the stag now.

It lowered its antlers and swayed. The colors of  

the spirit world offered Jonami a view of  its blood-

streamed flank. Yet the stag charged, sending out its 

curse as it gathered speed.

Jonami loosed himself  on the animal. Wind and 

curse shook him, but the fletching and spirit’s force 

kept the course steady through all barriers. With 

ecstatic glee, he buried his wedged arrowhead into the 

stag’s neck until the pulsing jugular vein gave way to 

his sharp edge. A deep satisfaction washed over him 

as the stag’s unholy bond with him snapped.

“Jonami!”

Circling back to the arena Alimogas watched 

helplessly as the mortally wounded stag continued 

a desperate charge of  destruction. Antlers crushed 

into Jonami’s chest and threw the body into the air. 

Drud | His Hunter’s Spirit
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The fall splintered his bow and twisted his arm at an 

impossible angle. Riding the wind closer, he saw the 

amulet lying torn, dreamweed and willow branches 

shredded by the soulshifter’s antlers. 

The stag’s legs collapsed beneath its weight. Its 

neck landed on the arrow, crushed the shaft, and 

buried the head deeper in the twitching flesh. The 

spirit of  a snake, scaled and black-tainted, escaped 

from the wound and crept across the sands towards 

Jonami’s empty body. 

Jonami’s scream rang out in the silent spirit world 

as his spirit wrenched free of  the shattered arrow. 

From his vantage point above the arena, Alimogas 

watched the soulshifter block Jonami’s way to his 

body. It warped through hideous forms, flickering 

nearly as fast as the spirit world around them. A snake 

appeared, soon replaced by a gorgon, which quickly 

morphed into new creatures that Alimogas had never 

dreamt of. 

Jonami feinted left and right, but nothing he did 

distracted the creature as it steadily crept forward to 

claim his body for its own.

Alimogas bid the eagle farewell with hasty thanks 

and flung his spirit into Jonami’s body. He did not take 

full control as the soulshifter would have done, but 

left a place for Jonami to return to. He wrenched it 

back to consciousness and welcomed the pain of  the 

broken arm. It was only an arm, after all, and nothing 

next to the pain of  the curse withering his own body.

With a shriek worthy of  the banshees that had 

driven Siruloos from King Thunder’s castle, the 

soulshifter morphed once more into the effigy of  a 

stag and lashed out with its spirit antlers. Screaming, 

Alimogas held on, even as the pain rose to soul-

singeing torment and smoldering spots appeared on 

Jonami’s brown and green hunting clothes.

“To the skies!” he cried. He prepared to die a fiery 

death in this borrowed body. 

The cry shattered Jonami’s hopelessness. Looking 

up, he saw the eagle flying below the clouded sky, 

young and strong in spirit. He set off, riding skyward 

on a prayer for salvation. 

The eagle greeted him with a shrill cry. The bond 

was immediate, two hunters’ mutual respect tying 

the knot, and Jonami let the eagle’s sharp-eyed spirit 

penetrate him fully. As they merged, becoming one, 

the feeling of  invincibility overwhelmed him, and he 

knew he could live in the air forever, hunting his prey 

on the ground below. 

“Take my body,” he called to Alimogas. “Take it as 

your own.” The eagle added its own fierce cry.

Alimogas heard the whisper. Reverently -- for 

Jonami would never return to this body now -- 

Alimogas let his spirit settle. Ignoring the pain of  

the assault, he folded his legs into the position of  the 

Lotus and slid into a spirit trance, and even without a 

talisman, his new home grew cooler, impervious to the 

stag’s spiritual onslaught. The soulshifter shrieked and 

continued to force its curse upon him, but its strength 

was fading without a body. Through the shimmering 

trance, Alimogas saw the fear of  death in its eyes.

The soulshifter tore away and rose into the sky, 

taking with it the last remnants of  the gnarling curse, 

leaving Alimogas with only the pain of  a broken arm.

Never before had Jonami felt so much like a 

hunter. He could see movement miles away. His wings 

adjusted to the slightest breath of  wind in a way his 

arrows had never done. If  he wanted to catch his prey, 

all he had to do was put his mind to it, and this body 

would carry out his will. 

The soulshifter cried in anguish as it soared to the 

sky in an attempt to snatch this body away from him. 

It had chosen the form of  a common swift, only much 

larger than the nimble birds Jonami knew and with 

oversized outgrowths of  talons and a pointy beak. 

Its movements were sluggish in the updraft from the 

arena. 

Jonami folded his wings, dropped hard and raced 

past the rising soulshifter. He pulled up just above the 

ground, flying close above the ruins with no sense of  

fear, only the exhilaration of  leading his prey on a false 

chase. The soulshifter might still be after his body, but 
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he was the hunter now, not the hunted. He would let 

it spend its power and would catch it at its weakest. 

Above him, the soulshifter struggled to turn 

and follow, and as it dove down on him, he spun to 

the side and swerved out of  the creature’s way. The 

soulshifter failed to pull up in time and clumsily tried 

to avoid the ground. One curved wing smashed into 

the arena’s hard stone, crippling the spirit form. 

The soulshifter screamed, but didn’t change 

shape or try to take off  again. With unmatched 

agility, Jonami threw himself  into a steep dive and 

pounced on the struggling shape before it could 

change. The eagle seized the bird firmly in his talons 

while Jonami’s spirit enveloped the soulshifter and 

froze it in its broken form.

The soulshifter seemed to melt in his grasp. 

Smoke-like tendrils of  the tainted spirit flowed from 

the form, taking away all shape and substance. Jonami 

held on until every bit of  the curse had dissipated 

into the air and not even the stench remained. Only 

then did he stretch his wings and take to the sky. 

He flew a final round above the cursed arena. 

Alimogas reached out to him in concern, but he let 

his spirit touch the shaman back to let him know that 

all was well. Then he veered off  in search of  a place 

far away where the spirits of  the earth and air would 

guide his hunt, and called out a final farewell:

“The skies sing my name.

Spring currents lift to heaven

My hunter’s spirit.”
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The Warren
 by Mike Norris 

Through the curtain of  sleet, a cable sagged across 

the road between snowcapped pilings. A disintegrating 

sign, peppered with buckshot, flapped spasmodically 

from its lowest point. It was another dead end.

“Don’t let the road conditions spook you.” I 

recalled Seth’s voice chuffing in my ear. “She’s a switch-

backing old bitch that runs down to the old quarry. 

And with all the weather we’ve had, she’s apt to get a 

little rough in places.”

My seller’s monumental understatement felt like 

a bee sting in my brain, throbbing in perfect rhythm 

with the pulse in my nose. Red banners streamed from 

both my nostrils, dripping from the cusp of  my chin. 

Shirt, tie, chinos… ruined.

The wind screamed around the scalloped backside 

of  the hill, harping through denuded branches. I could 

feel the thick rivulets of  blood freezing to my lips. My 

tie whipped about my throat, slapping my cheek like 

a phantom bully. Quit hitting yourself, Donald… quit 

hitting yourself.

God almighty, it was cold! I jerked my cell phone 

from the belt-clip and clawed at the keypad. Still no 

signal. Reefs of  darkness were already forming in the 

east, and the arctic front they’d been forecasting for days 

was rolling in hard and fast from the west. Assuming 

I was on the right road, Seth had underestimated the 

distance from the highway to his property by at least 
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three miles. That was approximately the distance I’d 

hiked before my phone’s GPS cut out. I must have 

driven at least four from the highway before I lost 

control of  my brother’s pickup; Tom was going to 

kill me if  I ever made it out of  this mess alive. Any 

attempt to backtrack to the highway would be suicidal. 

I’d probably freeze to death before I reached that 

desolate intersection, and even if  I made it that far, it 

could be all night before anyone passed by.

Bracing my flesh against the scalpel-edged wind, I 

decided to abandon my commitment to the road for 

a new and ambitious course to the top of  the hill I’d 

been circumventing. I thought the higher ground might 

at least afford me a better view, that there had to be a 

farmhouse around somewhere. I left the graded road 

and slogged up into the drifted snow, nearly as high as 

my thighs. As it rushed up my pant legs to slurp and 

prickle at my skin, its abrasiveness stung all the more 

in the knowledge that each step was one further from 

the borrowed pickup and the highway.

I paused midway to catch my breath. All around 

me sprawled an ice-packed wasteland of  exposed 

brush and limestone ribbed with gory strips of  red 

clay. Kansas, in the dead of  winter, looked like a 

frozen carcass mauled by coyotes. Aside from the old 

quarry road, there wasn’t a hint of  human progression 

anywhere I looked. I heard the wavering yips of  

coyotes harried by the wind, and the first flares of  real 

panic whistled up through my frozen core.

Claire had chili in the slow cooker, back at home. I 

had a fucking grocery list in my pocket. I was supposed 

to pick up some cheese and crackers. Home… Claire 

and our baby boys… The memory of  the twins’ elfin 

faces, their applesauce-dappled smiles, made me want 

to fall down sobbing in the snow. This was supposed 

to have been a surprise. Some surprise. Not even the 

ones I loved the most had any idea where I’d gone. 

And the thought of  never returning home to them, 

of  leaving my family forever wondering what had 

happened to Daddy back in January was intolerable.

How long before my remains were scattered all 

over Kansas by scavengers, making the case of  my 

disappearance unsolvable? There was the truck, but 

shit, they were forecasting another twelve to fourteen 

inches by morning. It would be buried and so far off  

the highway. Would anyone have even spotted it down 

the backside of  that bluff  before spring? Who even 

travelled this nameless road, besides Seth? Why hadn’t 

I left Seth’s name and pager number with Tom when 

he tossed me the keys to his truck?

I couldn’t have one could’ve known the storm would 

come early. I wasn’t dressed for this. I didn’t deserve 

to die like this, out here in the frozen wastelands like a 

fucking animal. I just wanted some bunk beds for the 

boys’ bedroom. That’s it, just some bunk beds.

At last, I broke the summit on burning limbs, 

glassy-eyed and sucking for breath. And in that instant, 

all circumstances changed. There, in the middle of  

nowhere, just as Seth had described it over the phone, 

loomed the foundry.

Walls, black as thunderheads, jutted from the 

wreckage of  what appeared to be an old salvage yard, 

forcing an industrial contrast upon the surrounding 

wilderness. Snarls of  extension cables writhed up the 

edifice like umbilical cords, bringing nourishment 

to this corpse of  a factory beyond its usefulness to 

mankind. And as I stood there gawping and shivering 

upon the precipice, frozen as much by apprehension 

as by the effects of  plummeting temperature, I was 

jolted to sobriety by the sound of  wailing. Belting 

rhythmically from the arcades of  Seth’s strange 

residence, a woman’s cries reverberated beneath the 

racing sky in chilling crescendos.

Weeks had passed with no response to my want ad. 

I’d all but forgotten my nondescript little blurb when 

out of  the torpor of  a cold day’s end, my telephone 

rang.

We’d scarcely finished salutations when the man 

called Seth seized hold of  the conversation and derailed 

it before we were ever within sight of  our common 

interest. I had no choice but to abandon all thoughts 

of  bunk beds and just hold dizzily on, as he rocketed 

far and away from the subject of  bedroom furniture, 

further and further into the marshy vagaries of  his 

background. There, in Seth’s backwaters, we splashed 
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crazily around for a good part of  the evening.

He interfaced in a tenacious manner more 

befitting of  an aged retiree, lonely and desperate for 

conversation, though Seth struck me as a man of  

middle age. So I sat back and just listened, as Claire 

finished feeding the boys and took them upstairs for 

their baths, then led them back downstairs again, all 

snug in their pajamas. She shot me a questioning look, 

as bedtime rolled around. Still trapped on the phone, 

I forced a pause into Seth’s monologue in order to 

kiss and hug my boys goodnight, and then I allowed 

Seth to continue, as I watched Claire lead them to their 

bedrooms.

“I’ve always been a collector of  classic cars… 

looking at building an atrium, this winter… three 

dozen Bald Spicifers and Blue Imperators… just needs 

a little TLC… maybe shooting some movies around 

the foundry, once I get the camera fixed… ever heard 

a peacock howl, Don?”

“Sorry… a what?”

“A peacock. Ever heard one howl?”

I admitted that I had not.

“Sounds like an old gal screaming. Hay-yulp! 

Hay-yulp! I kind of  like the sound of  it, myself. But 

apparently, not everybody does. Yeah, I imagine my old 

neighbors were probably just as glad to be rid of  me 

as I was to get the hell away from all of  them. Moving 

out here to the boondocks was about the best move I 

ever made. My birds can holler their fool heads off  all 

night and day, and there ain’t nobody around for miles 

who’d ever hear them. We’re all alone out here.”

Chiefly a bird breeder, Seth explained that his 

livestock operation had taken a back seat to more 

lucrative endeavors, involving an investment in tropical 

plants. “Yeah, lately I’ve been pretty wrapped-up in this 

Botanical Gardens project. It’s a full-time job dealing 

with all those damned bureaucrats. But you know how 

that is.”

I did not know how it was. But at the risk of  

appearing disingenuous, I’d played affably along.

“I’m telling you, Don, if  you need any tropical 

plants, we’re up to our necks out here.”

“I’m sorry,” I interrupted. “But who’s we? Are you 

Norris | The Warren

calling from a business?”

“Just about. We do a little bit of  everything, out 

here. We’re the whole company, my boy and I. He’s 

quite a bit older than your twins, it sounds like. He’s 

getting to be just as crazy as I am.”

I crossed the windblown hilltop that was Seth’s 

front yard and advanced into the maze of  twisted steel. 

Clucking poultry huddled in crags. There must have 

been hundreds of  automobiles, all in advanced stages 

of  decomposition. Seth claimed to be a collector of  

classic cars, but where the hell were they? None of  the 

models that I saw were any older than 1970, nor did 

a single one of  them appear to be worth much more 

than the square footage that they occupied. It must 

have taken decades for one man to amass this obscene 

collection, and for what practical purpose? For parts?

A ghostly bird of  significant size stepped out of  

nowhere. It strutted before me in some misguided 

sexual display. It was recognizable as a peacock, yet 

confusing to the eye in its albinism. Like the roosting 

chickens all around, it appeared to have free range 

about the property. Not a bad deal for a bird. The great 

creature deflated its wan plumage, and with a demure 

wink of  its pinkish eye, it loped out of  sight.

The unmistakable click of  a pistol hammer being 

thumbed into firing position came from directly behind 

me. Instinctively, I grabbed for the sky. My heart rate 

quickened with every scrunch of  boots through snow 

as he circled me.

Featureless in the bulk of  his eiderdown coat, 

the mysterious hilltop resident wore raggedy slacks 

tight-rolled over his galoshes. His stench was that of  

nested mice between walls, of  musty boxes in an attic, 

of  spreading mold in a wet basement. He clawed at 

the cinched bung of  his fur-lined hood. A bulbous 

nose appeared, straddled by an unlikely pair of  gold-

rimmed glasses.

“Seth?”

“Thought I told you to page me!” the man said, in 

Seth’s recognizable, hoarse staccato. As he spoke, he 

waved his pistol carelessly in my face.

“I had an accident on the road. My phone won’t 
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work.” My eyes traveled from the gun to the pager 

on his belt. Who the heck even carried one of  those 

relics anymore, besides drug dealers and throwback 

weirdos?

“Yeah.” Seth spat through his teeth. “My boy saw 

you monkeying around down there on the road. I just 

sent him down on around to check up on you. But all 

the snow on your pants, you must’ve climbed up the 

back of  the hill. What you do that for? You trying to 

sneak up on me?”

“No! I need some help. My truck slid off  the road. 

I’m stuck bad, way down in the trees.”

“Let’s go ahead and mosey on up to the foundry, 

have a look at them bird cages you wanted. They’re 

just up ahead in the second bay.”

“Bunk beds.” I said, fighting a peculiar urge to cry. 

“I don’t want any bird cages. Look, I’m about frozen 

and I’m hurt. I just need a phone.”

“What the heck did you do, anyhow? Bump your 

nose?” A broad grin sliced Seth’s whiskers to the 

enamel.

“Hey! Don’t touch it! It’s broken!” Had I not been 

quick to swat back his gloved hand, I’m positive he’d 

have taken hold of  it. I can only imagine what callous 

examination he’d have made of  my injury.

“Why don’t you just settle yourself  down there, 

David.”

“The name’s Donald,” I corrected, backing a step 

or two away.

“I’ve patched up birds who got it worse than you 

from coyotes and cats--birds the vet said weren’t apt 

to survive--and they didn’t squawk half  so much as 

you.”

“I’ll take my chances with an actual doctor, if  it’s 

all the same to you.”

Seth’s leveled stare eventually broke with a single 

chuff  of  laughter. He lowered the pistol and jammed it 

into the front of  his pants. “Well, let’s get you on up to 

the foundry anyhow.” Seth tramped past me, down the 

snow-throttled aisle. “Ain’t too awful warm inside--not 

like it probably used to be back when this place was up 

and running--but I guess it still beats standing around 

out here. Besides, I got something I need to show you. 
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Something that’s bound to tickle you a lot more than 

some dusty old bunk beds. Come on, David.”

“Donald,” I said again.

Seth was a smallish man, large in body, but 

disproportionately short in leg. I could discern that 

now as I lagged a few paces behind. He was built a bit 

like one of  those animated confections that danced 

across drive-in movie screens during the intermission. 

Easily tipped over. Every few steps, he’d gesture me 

onward with the sweep of  an arm or a wink or more 

assurance that I was going to like whatever he was so 

desperate to show me.

Seth had piqued my anxiety with his armed and 

abrupt introduction, but beyond that, he hadn’t given 

me any reason to distrust him. Yet I remained on edge, 

even fearful. Perhaps I only feared the gun. Or perhaps 

I feared Seth because he didn’t fit the profile of  any 

human being I’d ever encountered or the fact that 

he lived in this place… If  it came down to a struggle 

for that pistol, I figured I stood a decent chance of  

overpowering him, tripping him up on those stumpy 

legs. But I’d need to stick close to him, within an 

arm’s reach at all times. And then there was his son to 

consider: his “boy.” Where was he?

“How old did you say that boy of  yours was?” I 

skipped to catch up.

“Nathan’s twenty-three,” Seth said flatly, averting 

his oily eyes.

Was he was hiding something from me? A kid 

of  twenty-three was no boy. He qualified as a man. 

There was another man besides Seth on the premises, 

another man to worry about. Keeping my eyes on Seth’s 

revolver, I casually slipped my hands into my pockets, 

searching not for warmth but for any object I might 

enlist as a melee weapon. Just in case. Wallet, keys, a 

gum wrapper, grocery list… Perhaps I was overreacting 

to the sight of  a gun? Maybe everyone walked around 

with loaded weapons in the country. I didn’t know. But 

I felt that there was something potentially insidious 

belying his nonchalance as though he were a smiling 

stranger, leading me like a child from the playground 

to his waiting van. He was in absolute control, and he 

surely knew it because I had nowhere to run.
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“If  those bunk beds are close by, that’s all I’d really 

care to see,” I said. “Whatever it is you’re wanting to 

show me, I can come back and see it another time.” 

Seth kept pushing ahead. The cars here were stacked 

two and three high. My gaze swept over peeling 

bumper stickers, a graduation tassel dangling from a 

rear-view mirror, a child seat in the back of  that one… 

So many vestiges of  missing owners, missing people. 

I imagined my brother’s pickup truck, rusting here 

forever amongst the rest. “I’d really just like to get 

home, Seth.”

My numbed fingertips seized upon a cold cylindrical 

object in my pocket. A pen. It was the same pen I’d 

used to compile my grocery list and my parting note 

to Claire and the boys. The same pen now protruded 

between my knuckles like a prison-yard shank. I had 

no reason to use it, but if  he gave me one, my plan of  

attack was one horrendous punch. I’d aim for his eye; 

that should put him down.

Nearly dark now, I lost sight of  him at times in the 

maze of  ice and steel. Seth scampered quickly ahead, 

weaving and hopping like a rodent through the dusky 

whorls of  its warren. Eyes dodging, ears straining to 

filter the babble of  clucking hens, I kept lookout for 

Seth’s boy.

“In case you hadn’t noticed, I’m kind of  a pack 

rat.” Seth cinched his hood and led on through a 

barricade of  nameless junk. “But I’m working on 

clearing some of  this old stuff  out. Apart from the 

Botanical Gardens project, that’s been my real effort, 

just trying to organize.”

Our footpath narrowed, yielding to chaotic 

outgrowths of  junk until the trail lost resolution 

entirely. As he ducked and squirmed his way through 

the labyrinth, Seth pointed to isolated clearings in the 

riot, random puddles of  emptiness that represented 

his efforts to organize. But his endeavors left me 

with the impression that he’d merely shuffled things 

around, the way a child musses food about the plate to 

confuse the eyes into perceiving progress where there 

really wasn’t any.

“I bought me a nice fork loader to clear stuff  out. 

It’s got a few hydraulic problems and I’m not sure 

Nathan’s got her up and running. That’s why I haven’t 

gotten real far with the Gardens project.”

I couldn’t take another word of  it. “Where exactly 

do you plan to build these Botanical Gardens that you 

keep on talking about?”

“Right here.” Seth gawped at me. “Right where 

you’re standing, Don. This’ll be the petting zoo. 

We’re looking at camels, llamas, peacocks… all types 

of  livestock, and parents will be able to keep an eye 

on their youngsters from up above.” The Birdman 

gestured toward the sulking brow of  the foundry. 

“That’s where I’m going to stick the restaurant. Come 

on inside!”

He scampered through a bay door and into the 

center of  a huge room. It was the only cleared spot 

I’d seen, so far. Eyes popping, he outstretched his 

arms and spun around. “This whole area here will be a 

jungle house! I’m going to hang a glass floor up there 

so my patrons can look down while they’re eating. 

World-class cuisine up there, my friend. You’ll feel like 

you’re floating over a rainforest on a cloud!”

Seth ran to the back of  the bay and clambered 

up a wooden ladder that jutted to a peculiar doorway, 

twenty-feet up an otherwise bare wall, where a 

missing staircase once presumably led. Seth paused 

on the landing to jabber and gesture like the neurotic 

white rabbit of  Wonderland. “Over there’s where a 

massive waterfall will be crashing down into a pool of  

dolphins! Back here will be a stage, so I can book me 

some big concerts. The acoustics are perfect. I’ll have 

a glass catwalk shooting out yonder to a five-star hotel. 

Obviously, I’ll need a transit system, back and forth 

to the city. There’ll be something for everybody at the 

Botanical Gardens. It’ll be a magical vacation getaway 

for all ages. That’s my unique angle!”

“Jesus,” I whispered aloud. This man’s whole life 

seemed to fall into an empty file like a new category 

of  human being I’d never before had the displeasure 

of  encountering. I’d heard of  hoarders, but Seth was 

a special case. It was this place, this terrible lonely 

place, which had enabled Seth’s compulsion as well 

as his delusionary justifications for it to reach their 

maximum potential. Was I the first outsider to behold 
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this place? Or had there been others before me; the 

missing owners of  all the cars, perhaps, lured here by 

this predator of  the classified ads?

I envisioned Seth raving at the county courthouse, 

begging those “bureaucrats” to fund his plan. He must 

be a running gag to them, a legendary wing-nut they’d 

laugh about in the courthouse break-room. But Seth 

was no joke here, towering over me in his warren, and 

I with nowhere to run. The severity of  my situation 

then struck me head-on: Seth was utterly bat-shit crazy. 

And I was trapped with him.

“Get on up here!” Seth beckoned from his 

weird floating doorway in the sky. “I gotta show you 

something up here!”

Too dangerous to turn back now. I’d nowhere 

to run but the starlit maze, but I’d freeze to death in 

there, even if  I managed to escape him. My aim was to 

placate Seth, to stroke his ego, to play this little game 

until an opportunity presented itself. And indeed, there 

was a morbid part of  me, however slight, that actually 

wanted to see what Seth had hidden upstairs. What 

else besides plants and cars and birds had he collected? 

Was it people?

I walked purposefully toward the ladder. Seth 

grinned from up above. I grabbed the rungs, and as my 

fingers curled around them I experienced a profound 

sense of  civic duty that surged adrenaline through 

my limbs and deadened any trace of  empathy for the 

Birdman. It felt suddenly as though my whole life had 

unraveled to this moment. I was going to see what the 

hell Seth had up there. If  it turned out to be people, I 

was going to attack him. If  he tried to bar my escape, 

then I’d stab him in the face with my pen. If  he made 

so much as a sudden move, I’d stab him with my pen. 

Life had just become damnably simple.

As I eased off  the ladder and onto the landing, I 

heard the blood rushing through my ears with every 

spasm of  my heart. This was it. Visions of  my wife 

and boys passed airily before my eyes. I shook them 

away. Now was not the time to clutter my mind with 

them. One way or another, that indulgence would 

come later. Be ready. Stay ready. Through a partition 

of  plastic sheeting, I pushed into the unknown.

It was dark and odorous in the room beyond. Dust 

motes swam through shafts of  light that pried through 

the floorboards, above. I cringed at the repulsive clamor 

of  clawed things flopping and scuttling against wood. 

Seth was no longer ahead of  me. Where the hell did 

he go? I stood braced for the impact of  slugs tearing 

through my chest, or for a hurtling axe to smash down 

through my skull, filling my mouth with a wedge of  

cold steel. But nothing happened.

“Donald! Let’s go!”

My eyes adjusted. Seth was perched atop a staircase 

that I hadn’t immediately discerned. Nodding blankly, 

I allowed a small sigh of  relief  as I followed Seth up to 

a trap door in the ceiling. Amber light burned around 

its seam.

“Be ready to scramble when I open this,” Seth 

whispered. “I don’t want nothing getting out.” He 

shoved the trap door aside, and I followed him into 

the uppermost chamber of  the foundry.

Flapping wings harried an acrid stench to my 

nostrils. Ambient lighting waxed and waned as a 

droplight swayed in the bitter winds that moaned 

through shattered panes. In the pallid glow, blanched 

plants quavered and clattered their icy fronds.

Like dragon-moths around a yard light, the giant 

creatures beat themselves against the rafters. Their 

heaving wings stirred clouds of  dust and feathers while 

delirious troupes of  shadows leapt and fell against the 

walls. I spotted peacock carcasses melded to the floor 

by accumulated ordure.

An emaciated peahen, senseless with starvation 

and terror, crashed headlong into the wall and tumbled 

to the floorboards in a diseased heap. She lay broken 

and panting by a pan of  frozen water. Most of  her 

tail feathers were broken or missing, leaving a balding 

stump as the balance. Malformed legs thrust her 

grotesque clubbed feet against the floorboards.

“They could fly right out them windows, but they 

never do. I think they’re pretty happy here.”

All the happy birds, shambling over noxious piles, 

made me want to puke. Seth was no bird farmer. 

Obviously, he’d acquired his livestock with the same 

inane compulsions that had served to bury this hilltop. 
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The thrill for Seth seemed to be in the acquisition 

of  things, for everything he hoarded he believed was 

filled with potential. But this cycle of  misperception 

and disuse was not adding potential to his life. Rather, 

it was burying it. The only breeding operation here 

was that of  unrealized dreams.

I turned, pushed past Seth, and made my exit. The 

apex of  my fear had reached its culmination and had 

dissipated. Seth was no threat and I knew it. I felt not 

fear, but revulsion as I quit the peacock room. Down 

the staircase to that malodorous cell, I tore through 

the plastic partition and marched out atop the landing. 

But something was missing. Everything was wrong.

Before I fully realized that the ladder had been 

stolen away, I saw what took it. Leering mindlessly 

up from the bay floor, the pop-eyed thing tamped the 

handle of  its pitchfork against the ground. Whatever 

flapped from its wet mouth, I couldn’t discern. But 

I could clearly see that it was laughing. Where the 

wooden ladder had so recently been propped was a 

twenty-foot drop to the bay floor. My suspicions had 

been right. It was all a fucking trap.

I spun back toward the doorway to find Seth 

blocking the way. I slammed him against the doorframe, 

much to the displeasure of  the monster. Its phlegm-

bubbling screeches reverberated off  the walls.

“Tell him to put it back! Tell him to put that ladder 

back!” I jammed my pen beneath Seth’s eye. Not 

expecting my sudden assault, Seth started pleading, 

insisting that this was not the gambit it appeared to be, 

that I was the crazy one, that this little maneuver was 

just one of  Nathan’s favorite tricks.

I cannot be altogether certain which of  our hands 

made the first move for his pistol, but our entanglement 

escalated into the most intense sort of  grappling where 

each combatant anticipates that the loser is going to 

die. Seth’s hands were far stronger than I’d imagined. 

I felt the cold steel of  his revolver slip out of  my 

hand. Desperate, I exploded into a tackle, sending the 

Birdman careening into space, myself  in tow.

By Nathan’s squealing, I knew Seth was badly 

hurt, maybe even dead. I lifted my head from the 

dirt, hands already sweeping for the gun. But my eyes 

found Nathan first. Crouching over his father’s stilled 

form, the spittle-soaked rag dropped from his mouth. 

As he cried, a shimmering tendril whipped with each 

ululation. There was the gun, in the dirt between Seth 

and I. Nathan’s bulging eyes swept my way. He rose to 

his feet, fingers tightening around the pitchfork handle. 

He moved, and I lunged for the revolver, writhing 

onto my back. I think I screamed when I discharged 

the pistol into the kid’s moon face.

There I rested for several minutes, on the floor 

of  a cluttered bay that had dreamt it would become 

an atrium. I could almost hear the piano emanating 

through the hanging glass floor, the clink of  silverware 

against plates, the thunderous waterfall crashing down 

into shimmering abysms. Was that the laughter of  

children in the petting zoo? There was something for 

everybody, here. A magical vacation getaway for all 

ages; that was Seth’s unique angle. Lolling my head, I 

stared into the Birdman’s vapid eyes.

Beyond his ruin, I noticed a new addition to the 

room: a fork loader. And upon its steel tusks rested a 

single pallet that supported a gorgeous set of  walnut 

bunk beds.
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The Awful Majesty of 
Being Gary
 by Aaron Polson

One night, tired of  “living the lie,” Gary Sump’s 

wife packed her suitcase and left him with a basement 

wood shop filled with lumber scraps and machinery 

he didn’t know how to use. She was always building, 

creating, moving from one thing to the next; Gary 

became one thing and her Yoga instructor the next. In 

the following weeks, beset with awkward stuttering, a 

general sense of  misanthropy, and the mind-numbing 

tedium of  cable television, Gary learned to create. He 

struggled through minor cuts and the shriek of  metal 

blades against wood in an attempt to construct a few 

simple apartments for his beloved swallows, delicate 

birds who needed protection from the prowling eyes 

of  the neighbor’s cat. He littered his backyard with 

failed attempts, a wasteland of  small wooden boxes 

with crooked and mismatched angles.

Late for work on a Tuesday morning, Gary stooped 

to tie his shoes on the sidewalk in front of  his house. 

Tiny tires screeched to a halt.

“Morning, Mr. Sump.”

Gary flinched. “Oh. Max.” He pulled the laces tight 

with his bone-thin fingers and peered over the top of  

his wire frames at a broad grin. The smile belonged to 

a chubby face atop an even wider child on a tricycle. 

Gary never understood how so many blubber rolls 

pushed against Max’s clothing despite his countless 

hours of  circling the neighborhood on three wheels 

of  terror.

“You seen Mr. Whiskers?”

“No.” Gary stifled a sneer at the mention of  the 

feline who made his feathered treasures flit in horror. 

“Not today.”

“Um, okay.” Max looked down and kicked at his 

pedals for a moment before he poked a stumpy finger 

in his mouth and fished for a fragment of  his breakfast. 

“I wike yer hity,” he brightened.

Gary squinted into the morning sunshine and 

fidgeted with his glasses, trying to focus on the child. 

He was late already, and Max only made him later. 

“Excuse me?”

Max discovered the elusive treasure, and after a 

moment’s pause, flicked the bit of  brown mush into 

the grass. “I like your city.”
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Gary’s hands twitched at his sides. “City?” “In 

your backyard.” With a squeak of  metal on plastic, 

Max began to pedal away, calling as he sped down the 

sidewalk, “Pretty cool, Mr. Sump.”

Tired of  his lingering ineptitude with power tools 

and the rumination on his estranged wife’s new, more 

“enlightened” life, Gary spent his evenings arranging 

and rearranging the plan of  his city. Some nights, the 

mood struck him to build in intricate circles with 

avenues expanding like ripples on spoke-wheeled 

streets like Washington or Paris. On other days, Gary 

brought home too much of  the daytime accountant 

persona, and the streets fell into ordered rows and 

columns like a balance sheet. The grass—which had 

never held the emerald hue guaranteed on the seed 

bag—became a trampled mass. The soil became 

packed and hard.

A smell arose in the early days of  Gary Sump’s 

godhood, a waxy, burning odor like the motor of  a 

rotary tool running far too long on high. The scent 

was subtle, just a hint mixed with the smell of  dirt and 

wood and suburban blue sky. Subtle, but ever-present. 

On the second Sunday of  the smell, Gary stood in 

front of  his bathroom mirror, a white undershirt 

hanging limply from his scrawny frame. While his toes 

danced against the icy bathroom tile, he remembered 

a monologue from his brief  stint in High School 

Theater.

“What a piece of  work is a man,” he mumbled 

before launching into snatches of  the half-remembered 

speech from Hamlet.

A movement in the window grabbed his eye, a tiny 

mass of  black, wrenching his attention away from his 

mutterings. Gary pressed his hands against the cold 

glass and peered into the grey world below. His box-

buildings stood out against the darker press of  grass 

and mud, the roadways sitting in a grid as a result of  

a week of  chastisement from his supervisors. Things 

moved between the buildings.

Little people. Smaller than a Barbie but bigger 

than most action figures. It was too dark to see much 

more than their shapes: little arms and legs swinging 

as they walked, heads turning. But they were people. 

More than he could readily count.

Gary’s mouth opened wide, smearing the window 

with the fog of  his breath.

“How like a god.”

The next few weeks undulated with discovery and 

reclamation. Gary stashed his prescription medication 

in the nightstand next to his bed, convinced that his 

sleep troubles, the missing hours from the middle 

of  most nights, were gone. He was better now. His 

wife was gone for good. He knew that now, but the 

last vestiges of  her presence clung to the walls and 

sat unused in the basement wood shop. The wedding 

pictures found their way into the trash first, followed 

by a frenzied purge of  the rest of  Gary’s pictorial 

reminders in heaping crashes of  glass and plastic.

But he still had need for the shop. With renewed 

vigor and inspiration, Gary approached the construction 

of  a combination birdhouse and feeder and managed 

to cobble a respectable specimen, although not the 

finest, specimen. Thus, he conquered his fear of  the 

power tools with a stained and varnished structure 

planted firmly on a pole in the front yard. After loading 

the feeder, Gary lugged the bag of  birdseed onto his 

back porch, dropped it, and watched the bustle in his 

capitol through the screen door.

The little people moved with awkward, lurching 

steps. Gary was invisible behind the screen. An object 

of  their unspoken faith. He smiled, imagining his own 

kingdom where he, Gary Sump, was the object of  

unconditional love.

The squirrels arrived in force within days. After 

work on Wednesday—the same day he received 

another “poor conduct” note in his permanent file at 

the firm—Gary found one of  the loathsome creatures 

with its head pressed into his birdfeeder, filling its 

fat cheeks with the nuts and seeds intended for the 

swallows. He dropped his briefcase and howled at the 

rodent, shaking his wiry arms in the air like an animated 

scarecrow. The squirrel flinched, eyed Gary with a 
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pair of  watery brown orbs. It chattered an insult, and 

scampered down the pole, disappearing into the tree.

“You should try pepper, Mr. Sump.” Max leaned 

forward against the handlebars of  his tricycle. “Pepper 

is what my mom uses.”

Gary stooped for his briefcase, dusted the side of  

it against his pant leg, and glared at the boy. “What?”

“The red kind.”

“Cayenne?”

“Yep. Makes ‘em itch. If  Mr. Whiskers didn’t like 

the birds so much, he might want to get the squirrels. 

Silly cat.” Max giggled to himself, leaned back and 

dropped his feet on the pedals. “Anyway, I miss your 

city…”

Gary stopped with one foot on the porch. 

“What?”

“Your city. You put up those umbrellas. I can’t see 

what’s going on.” The boy flicked his tricycle pedals 

with his feet - click, click, click.

“Going on? What…what would be going on?” 

Gary’s tongue tripped his words.

“Dunno. Just it was looking pretty cool.” Max 

grinned again. “I thought I saw somethin’ move the 

other day.”

“The birds.”

“No.” Max’s head wagged back and forth. 

“Something closer to the ground.” Gary’s fingers began 

to twitch. “I’m…I’m growing mushrooms.” “Ewww, 

gross.” The tricycle squeaked down the street. “Bye, 

Mr. Sump. Don’t forget the pepper,” Max called over 

his shoulder. Behind the house, in the backyard city, 

the people toiled in ignorance of  their god’s coming 

wrath.

Gary couldn’t sit all night, even when he pulled his 

plastic-trayed cuisine from the microwave and suffered 

another rerun of  The Wheel of  Fortune. He shoveled 

scalding food into his mouth with a spoon, dumped 

the aluminum tray in the trash, and paced his kitchen 

floor

Why had he told the boy he was growing 

mushrooms? Ridiculous.

The little people, bustling in their shrouded city, 

muttered to one another in a tiny, chattering tongue. 

He stepped out the back door and watched from the 

porch, unaware of  their whispers of  praise for his 

benevolence and generosity. To them, he was Gary, the 

life-bringer, not Gary, the man with steadily growing 

body odor. With hands pressed against the rubber 

grip of  a pair of  binoculars he spied, watching as the 

little people walked to and fro with their tiny mouths 

flapping, faces pasted with miniature examples of  joy, 

anger, and loneliness.

His hands opened, and the binoculars tumbled to 

the wooden floor with a crack. Startled by the sound, 

the little people in the street paused and brought their 

gazes upon the porch door.

For them, it was the path to Olympus.

The stairway to Heaven.

The Altar of  Gary Sump.

He staggered into the house, leaving the binoculars 

with a newly broken lens on the ground, and climbed 

the stairs to his bedroom. In front of  the mirror again, 

Gary wiped the dampness from his cheeks. He dug 

through his dresser and found the pills. He turned the 

bottle over in his hand and listened to the tiny tumbling 

clack of  capsules against plastic. How many could he 

take? What would happen if  he swallowed them all?

What would the little people do when he died?

Had she ever loved him as they do?

He allowed the bottle to fall from his hand and 

listened as it rolled across the hardwood floor. After a 

time, he fell back into the bed and slipped into a fitful 

sleep in his slacks and tie.

He woke with a tickle of  sunshine through his 

bedroom window. His hands pushed against the 

wrinkles of  his clothes. Regret forced him onto the 

porch so he could collect the cracked remnants of  his 

binoculars.

There, on the steps leading to the back yard, he 

found a dead squirrel, trussed with garden twine and 

lanced with a dozen straightened paper clips: a pin 

cushion of  bloody, matted fur and paws.

Over the next few weeks, effigies rose from the 
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streets of  his secret city. Towering replicas of  woven 

grass, twigs, and mud. He descended from the porch—

his altar—into the presence of  the little people, and 

they prostrated before him. A humming chant rose to 

the roof  of  the sky, and the curtain of  umbrellas sent 

it back to their minuscule ears. Each morning, a new 

sacrifice…more squirrels gutted and tied in ritualistic 

fashion, a burnt offering of  daffodils and jonquils. 

Summer was coming, and Gary Sump was pleased.

But then the day of  downsizing arrived at his 

office. Gary’s file was stuffed with notes of  “surliness” 

and “lacks communication skills” and even one “too 

many computation errors.” Gary came home that 

evening, stumbled over Max’s tricycle in the middle of  

his sidewalk. He rubbed his stinging shin, muttering 

profanities as he grabbed the tricycle and tossed it to 

the grass next to the sidewalk. The air was still and 

dead except for Max’s lilting voice, calling for Mr. 

Whiskers. Then a tiny hum from little mouths echoed 

from the back yard. Gary’s face washed red, his neck 

burned, and he stomped across the porch. The house 

keys shook in his hand, jingling.

“Mr. Sump?”

“What?” Gary glowered at Max.

The boy struggled from Gary’s bushes. His fat, 

pink face pocked with little red scratches. “I can’t find 

my cat.” Max’s eyes fell on his tricycle. “What’cha 

doing?”

The keys slid home, and the door snapped open. 

“I have no idea where it went.” Gary steamed inside, 

tossed his briefcase and his notice of  termination on 

the sofa. He stormed through the back door and off  

the porch, stepping over the reeking, flayed remains of  

a cat on the altar.

The little people bowed, eyes hidden, chants 

rising.

Gary’s right foot swept a wooden house out of  its 

muddy foundation with a kick that almost landed the 

scrawny man on his buttocks. The throng fell silent. 

One man stepped forward dressed in dark blue, a 

stitching together of  Gary’s old socks into a robe. The 

man’s hands extended. His tiny mouth opened; Gary 

grasped him in one hand and squeezed until tiny bones 

snapped in a wet, sickening pop. The body fell to the 

ground like a lump of  unformed clay; Gary washed 

the stains from his hands with the garden hose.

The people ran to their homes and cowered under 

their roofs. Whispers of  an exodus and curses with 

Gary’s name circled the city but the elders refused. 

Gary was an angry god, but he was the life-bringer, and 

they would make him happy again. They understood 

sacrifice must be made to remain in the Promised 

Land.

In the coming weeks, finished with the outside 

world, Gary hammered with fevered intensity, nailing 

the final wood scraps against his front door and 

windows. At night, he dined on roast squirrel and 

wild onions. Out there, he was a failed accountant, a 

cuckold, and a slight, nervous man with no friends.

In the house, in his backyard, Gary Sump was 

master and creator.

The tiny creak of  Max’s tricycle wheels fell on the 

deaf  walls of  Gary’s bungalow. Gary did not answer 

when the bell rang, or greet the boy when little knocks 

sounded from the front door. On the back porch, 

the Great God Gary looked on his city, his creation, 

his kingdom. Swallows chirped from a half-dozen 

birdhouses at the corners of  his yard, each house 

fashioned from scraps of  Gary’s interior doors and 

kitchen table. A few winged shadows flitted over the 

ground, harbingers of  Gary Sump’s will, circling the 

trembling faithful as they bowed at his feet. The path 

leading to the altar was lined with the bloated grey 

heads of  tiny blasphemers on pikes made of  sharpened 

twigs—they would murder their own to keep the life-

bringer pleased. Before him, on the trodden ground, a 

choir sang to the majesty of  Gary Sump.

The man smiled, and it was good.
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