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 the E
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Dear Reader,

Welcome back for our third issue of  Port Iris Magazine, and welcome to those of  you 
peering into Port Iris for the first time.

For the sake of  simplicity and a lack of  recent news, I will keep this brief. In the 
following pages, we have three very different tales. I certainly like to have an eclectic variety 
in my reading, and I hope that we have provided something here for everyone.

If  you like what you see here, let us know in our feedback section at portiris.com. We’d 
love to hear from you.

Without any further ado, please enjoy.

       Best regards,

       Casey Seda, Editor
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s Illustrations:
Katri Valkamo is a self-taught artist from 
Finland. She has drawn since she could hold 
a pencil and discovered digital drawing and 
painting in 1998. Katri finds inspiration 
from people, nature and feelings. For Katri, 
art is way to observe the world, tell stories 
and escape the everyday life.  Her art can be 
found at her blog site:

http://rokosketch.blogspot.com.

CONflux Contributors:
Jaym Gates started out a writer, added re-

porting, administrating and promotional work, 
and then she made a joke on Twitter and be-
came an editor. Now she edits Little Death of 
Crossed Genres and is the Publicity Manager 
for Raw Dog Screaming Press, among other 
things. Look for the anthology Rigor Amortis 
to appear in the Fall, from Absolute Xpress, co-
edited with Erika Holt.

Her fiction has sold to Hadley-Rille and 
MbraneSF. Unable to choose a genre, she labels 
it New Weird and tosses it with dusty butcher 
knives.

Rambling, calls for future submissions, and 
editorial thoughts can be found at 

http://wingsliftingwide.wordpress.com.

CONflux Photography:
Obtained from http://www.concarolinas.com
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History

ConCarolinas, held annually in Charlotte, North 
Carolina, is a relatively new event. Started in 2000, 
after a failed bid at WorldCon, 
ConCarolinas held its first event 
—a 2-day, local guest-list con—
in 2002. Irv Koch headed the 
enterprise, drawing on members 
and experience from many local 
fandoms and organizations. Careful 
guidance has turned this into 
quite a respectably-attended local 
convention.

This year, ConCarolinas won 
the bid to host DeepSouthCon 48. 
With two conventions shuffling 
together, the guest list was full and 
attendance was higher than usual. 
There are always minor issues with 
such combinations, but overall, 
the con ran smoothly, with a full 
program of literature tracks, gaming, 
fandom and entertainment. 

ConCarolinas has one excellent 
incentive: the memberships don’t 
come in ‘day’ or ‘weekend’ only. There are passes 
for each night after 7pm, or for daytime, or for 2 
days, or 1 day, or the whole weekend. It would be 
wonderful if more cons would do this!

Guests

Over the past few years, both the con and the 
guest-list have expanded. Now drawing such notables 
as David Weber, John Ringo, Jerry Pournelle and 
Mike Resnick, both local and nationally-known 
authors attend. 

Several North Carolina-based film/entertainment 
groups are regular attendees. Mad One Films, Single 
Cell Productions and On Mark Productions. Media 
guests included Brian Holloway (Star Trek make-
up/costumer), Claudia Christian (Babylon 5), and 
Robert Pralgo (Vampire Diaries). 

There was a surprising focus on Urban Fantasy 
authors and Paranormal research groups. Whether 
this was intentional or not is not clear. There were 

also a good number of Science Fiction authors, 
which meant that Fantasy and Horror were the under-
represented genres. 

Programming

The panels drew decent crowds. 
Numerous SF and Paranormal 
panels dominated the programming, 
strongly focused on how-to-write.

One of the smallest panels, 
however, was also one of the most...
vocal. Are There Any Taboos Left 
In Horror was paneled by Jaysen 
Buterin of Mad On Films, DJ and 
Single Cell Productions owner DJ 
Torch and artist Robert Snare. The 
audience, about ten people, brought 
their opinions. In full volume. 
Adding Pink Velvet Jesus (not a 
euphemism), liberal alcohol and 
strongly-decided participants, the 
discussion never slowed.

Questions on the definition 
of taboo, the remaining taboos, 
returning taboos, and the odd 

digression into alcohol, reminiscing or pure argument 
kept things rolling. The next panel had the misfortune 
to wander in before it was done. Of course, laws of 
the universe obliging, they wandered into the middle 
of the weirdest, nastiest, most in-depth discussion. 
There were many whispers from the back of the 
room as they listened. 

As DJ Torch said later, “I’m scared of my 
fandom.” Well, that fandom doesn’t lack for 
discussion, something that was certainly in short 
supply at several other panels. 

 Saturday night, the paranormal investigators 
retired to the patio for ghost stories. Twilight was 
just falling, the fountains in the lake were splashing 
gently, and the bustle of the convention had settled 
into a gentle buzz. It was one of the more memorable 
experiences I’ve had at a con, simply for its relaxation. 
It was a very Southern panel in mood. All that was 
missing were the rocking chairs. 

This is the second regional convention that I’ve 
been to. It has a definite small, relaxed feeling to 

ConCarolinas 2010/DeepSouthCon 48
Charlotte, North Carolina
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it that is very nice. At Dragon*Con, it always feels 
like something is being missed, while ConCarolinas 
gives the opportunity to sit back, relax, and breathe. 

Guests have the same relaxed attitude. Most will 
hang around after the panels to chat for a while. It is 
a great opportunity to catch up with authors, editors 
and people of note. 

Of Note

The late-night culture is pretty tame at 
ConCarolinas. Sure, it’s Charlotte, so not very 
surprising. The word of the day is ‘family-friendly’. 

There are a few adult panels, a ball or two, maybe 
some adult anime after 10pm. There was also a 
showing of Repo: The Genetic Opera and The Rocky 

Horror Picture Show. But don’t come here for the 
parties! 

Costuming can also be a snag Things that wouldn’t 
get a second glance at places like Dragon*Con--or 
even Connooga--have gotten people in trouble with 
the convention staff. 

Conclusion

ConCarolinas is the perfect convention if you 
have kids, or for someone newer to the convention 
scene.  If you like the insanity of Dragon*Con, or 
a strong, advanced literary paneling, this isn’t the 
place. But for a mid-season fix, or a place to meet 
local authors, ConCarolinas is a good weekend.

CONflux | ConCarolinas 2010/DeepSouthCon48
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Interview with DJ Torch
ConCarolinas/DeepSouthCon Musician Guest

DJ Torch is the owner of Single Cell Productions, 
a North Carolina based entertainment group. He 
has run the internationally known underground 
shows Purgatory and The Decadence Project for 
almost seven years. Single Cell Production is in the 
production stages of two movies, and has recently 
launched a print line. 

Torch is currently planning to expand the Single 
Cell events into New York and possibly Texas, as well 
as looking for venues in Europe. 

He is engaged in the convention and 
fandom scene as well, and can be found on 
panels on costuming, censorship and horror. 
.

Jaym Gates (JG): During the slide-show of your 
artwork, you pointed out where pieces were designed 
for the wrap-around cover. There must be a certain 
amount of pre-set structure you work with when 
creating cover art--how does that affect your working 
process?

DJ Torch (T): I just think in terms of a long scene, 
carrying the front art onto the back because they’re 
going to dump a bunch of type all over the back 
anyway, with quotes and all that stuff. So I think 
of this longish scene, and you can see it as a part 1 
and part 2 when you open the cover flat.

JG: How did you get into the fetish and underground 
entertainment scene?

T: Personally, I’ve always been the one who has 
to look at the dead naked body. Whatever you’re 
not supposed to do or see, that’s what fascinated 
me.

When I got into it professionally, we’d just come 
back from Honolulu, my ex-wife Autumn and me. 
We’d trained in the Dungeon there for 3 years, 
one of the biggest fetish parties, just mishmash of 
fetish and horror. There was a time when the DJs 
from Bauhaus were coming down and spinning. 
That was just the thing to do.

When we came back here-I was in the corporate 
world before that, construction management, 
retail management-I needed some fast money and 
started bouncing in a strip club. They made me a 
manager. My wife wanted to perform some other 
places than strip-clubs, so we created Purgatory 
for her to perform in. Now, the whole time, we’re 
thinking of this as a sideline.

Ten years later, it just snowballed and grew, got 
bigger and bigger. We just kind of stayed with it.

When I was a teenager, we shot some low-
budget horror movies, make-up and casts and all 
that teenage stuff. I couldn’t even tell you the name 
of them, I think you collectively call them crap 
unlimited. Writing was abysmal, couldn’t even 
tell you the names of them. Every stereotypical 
plot you can think of, basically watching movies 
and changing the names. 

But we were doing our own makeup and 
casts, which was a blast until you’re doing the 
ninth plaster-cast, and you’re like, ‘can we get 
somebody else to do this now?’ Sitting in the 
basement as a plastercast dried, straws up your 
nostrils, listening to Pink Floyd’s Animals, again, 
and again, and again, as plaster dries on your head 
in North Carolina in the summer...

JG: How did it go over when you started 
Purgatory?

T: Better than you would think, actually. What I 
have found over the years, in a repressed culture, 
there is such a hotbed of people waiting for that to 
break, it’s like a dam breaking up.

JG: When you get to the horizon of explicit content, 
where do you go?

T: Intellectual.  The acts we are doing today, in 
terms of explicitness, are far worse than anything 
we’ve ever done. We have had several shows 
where I was watching the stage going ‘Yup, I’m 
going to jail tonight!’

 “In the early days, I think we were doing some 
things just for the shock value. We are extremists, 
we’re supposed to shock you. If your job is 
already to be an alternate-lifestyle extremist, we’re 
obviously doing it for shock, but it’s written into 
the show.”

As far as intellectual content, we did an act 
where a girl came out. We poured a can of oil 
on her and strangled her with oil. She’s such an 
actress that she’s crying on stage, reaching out 
to the audience. It really bothered people. In that 
respect, we’re still breaking the boundaries. But 
there’s only so much that we can do without going 
to jail. 

We have an open-door policy. We revolve fans 
and crowds and performers. So we reach phases 

CONflux | ConCarolinas 2010/DeepSouthCon48
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where we revisit a theme. New performers, new 
costumes, a new take on the theme. That always 
gives us the options of being fresh. You don’t want 
to get too preachy. You don’t want to put too much 
vitology out, you’re not coming here to hear us 
preach. 

You can get insider’s disease, where you put out 
something that you think is viable as an artist, but 
you look out at the crowd and it’s like, yup, we 
lost them!

JG: How much illusion do you use?
T: Very little. We had an illusionist come and 
perform with us, one of those boxes where you put 
the needles through and everyone knows its fake. 
Then Amy White comes out and pierces her cheek 
and puts a steel rod through her cheek for real. 

We’re already putting hooks in people’s backs and 
hoisting them to the ceiling. We’re cutting people 
with a scalpel, for real. We’re setting people on 
fire for real. 

JG: You’re really connected to your fans, to the 
community. How do you keep that connection?

T: A lot of it like doing what we’re doing now. We 
walk out into the crowd and talk to people before 
and after the show. 

It’s as easy to keep it as it is to lose it. We do 
our own promo, we do our own shoots and our 
own artists. When we go to a city, we try to stay 
tapped in there. It’s just not getting a big head. 
We’re capable of doing great things, that doesn’t 
mean we’re not just out there, trying to make it 
like everybody else.

Interview with Davey Beauchamp
ConCarolinas/DeepSouthCon Author Guest

Davey Beauchamp is best known for his Writers 
for Relief anthologies, The Amazing Pulp Adventures 
Radio Show Starring Mister Adventure, and the 
Agency 32 series.

The Writers for Relief anthologies feature 
collections of short fiction by top talents in the 
realms of fantasy and science fiction writing such 
as Todd McCaffrey, A.C. Crispin, and David Drake. 
Each volume has helped a different worthy cause. 
The first and second volumes have brought help to 
Hurricane Katrina survivors through the Red Cross 
and the Bay Area Food Bank, respectively. 

The Amazing Pulp Adventures Radio Show 
Starring Mister Adventure can be described as “old 
time radio meets new time tech.” It is a rebirth of 
the old action-adventure pulp radio shows from the 
Golden Age of Radio. The show was nominated for a 
2006, 2007, and 2009 Parsec Award. 

When Davey isn’t writing, he spends his time 
as a computer tech, YA librarian, and grant writer 
for the Davidson County Public Library System in 
North Carolina. And he is currently working on his 
Masters of Library and Informational Science degree 
at UNCG.

Jaym Gates (JG): Writers for Relief. How did that 
start? What sort of surprises, challenges and reception 
did you discover during the project? 

Davey Beauchamp (DB): Writers for Relief  [WfR]
started when a bunch of my friends contacted me 
shortly after [Hurricane] Katrina hit, wanting to do 
something to help. I had no idea what we could do 
or why they were turning to me for a way to help. 
Then, the Thursday night before Dragon*Con that 
year, I got a phone call from my friend Cathy who 
lives in the Gulf. She started telling me just how 
bad it really was there. This was before even the 
media was able to get in there and show us. So 
by the end of the phone call, I knew I had to do 
something. The idea for the anthology just popped 
in my mind and I went with it. I contacted Eugie 
Foster and Stephen Euin Cobb, both writers I knew 
from the convention circuit, to get their feedback 
on this crazy idea. They both liked it. I actually 
heard back in about 5 minutes from Eugie after I 
e-mailed with a short story attached to the e-mail. 
I panicked for a moment when I realized I was 
actually doing this. And it was thanks to Stephen 
and Eugie having the faith in me that I pulled this 
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endeavor off. 
One of the big questions I am always asked 

about the anthology is how I got the authors to 
donate the stories. People wonder if I solicited 
everyone out there and these were just the ones 
that responded. Most everyone I asked for a short 
story from was someone I met on the convention 
circuit or was someone who knew one of the 
writers already contributing. I heard back from 
90% of the people I contacted with either a story 
or a e-mail of support for the project. 

The biggest challenge was putting the book 
together. I have a new respect for publishers now 
and I think that all authors should go through the 
process just once to see what it is like to make a 
book a book, past the writing process. It was a lot 
of hard work, but totally worth it in the end. 

 
JG: The first WfR was self-published through Lulu. 
How did EDGE become involved? How did that 
change the focus of the collection?

DB: After the first anthology, I said I would never 
edit another anthology again because it was a lot 
of work. But then I was at a convention and Jodi 
Lynn Nye wanted to know if I was going to do a 
second anthology or an expanded version of the 
first. So, I said yes, of course I was. I mean, how 
do you say no to a short story from Jodi Lynn 
Nye? I couldn’t and the funny thing was, due to 
scheduling issues it didn’t happen.

 I think I am planning a third anthology for 
literacy, so I will ask her for a short story for that 
one. 

The first anthology earned me street cred, so to 
speak, and I had gotten to know even more authors 
like Todd McCaffery, who loved the idea of the 
first anthology. I stepped up my game with who I 
was asking for short stories from and I even had a 
few authors coming to me this time. 

I didn’t want to self publish this one. I wanted 
someone else to do more of the back end of the 
work and I knew quite a few of the Dragon Moon 
Press authors and like the quality of their work. 
So I decided to shoot them an e-mail. And it went 
from there. 

And overall, it really didn’t change the focus of 
the collection at all. 

 
JG: Can you talk about the Amazing Pulp Adventures 
Radio Show a little bit? You’ve been nominated for 
a Parsec award. How did the show get started, and 
where is it going?

DB: Mister Adventure and the Amazing Pulp 

Adventures Radio Show spawned out of my love 
of comics. When I was young, I had a speech 
impediment and dyslexia. My speech therapist 
at the time told my mom that getting me to read 
was the best way to overcome my problems. 
When nothing else worked, I began reading comic 
books.

On my first year on the convention circuit I just 
met some incredible people who inspired the idea 
of Mister Adventure and the cast of characters. 
The concept of a book was born while stuck in a 
traffic jam on my way back from a con. 

But it was at another con that same year I met 
Rich Sigfrit and we hit it off pretty well. I used to 
have sample chapters of my works on the web, 
and I had a sample chapter of Mister Adventure vs. 
the Mysterious Shadow X. 

Rich contacted me loving it and he told me he 
had a surprise for me and it was a rough cut of 
the prologue turned into an audio drama. When I 
heard the finished version, I was in total shock by 
what he had done. He asked me if I could write 
scripts for original audio dramas and I said I had 
never done it before, but I would give it a shot.

And the rest, you can say, is history. It has 
snowballed into us to doing the show live at most 
of the cons we appear at. Rich does an amazing 
job with the casting and production of the show 
and I am still amazed at the reception we have 
received. 

Where is it going? I hope the book will sell at 
some point to the right publisher. But thanks to my 
artist friend Steve Scott, I was convinced to write 
a comic book set in the world of Sapphire City and 
Mister Adventure. That’s something I am working 
on very slowly, but it is getting done. I have no 
publisher in mind or artists to work on the book 
but I figure if I can sell it as a comic, it will work 
either as an audio drama or book outline.

 
JG: What can you tell us about this rock-opera thing? 
When will that be launching? 

DB: The rock opera never happened. I was sad, 
but I got paid for it, so I wasn’t all that sad in the 
end. 

 
JG: How does your work as a YA librarian affect 
your writing?

DB: I am not sure if being a YA Librarian really 
affects my writing, though I get to see the trends 
of what is selling to the various markets. 

 
 JG: How did you move into mentoring? What in 
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particular are you trying to nurture?
DB: I love mentoring. I’ve had the pleasure 

of working with some incredible young writers. 
What I try to do is show them what it is like to be a 
writer and I try to have them tell me why they want 
to be a writer. If they tell me it is for the money 
I tell them there are a lot of easier ways to make 
it. But I take them through the process of creating 
the book past the writing part and into what the 
publishers do. I want them to see that writing is 
just the first step and sometimes the easiest part 
of being a writer, because there is a whole other 
world to deal with once you get published. 

 
JG: Although the area is not considered a particular 
hotbed of genre, ConCarolinas draws a pretty 
impressive guest-list. In your opinion, what else does 
the Carolina region have to offer fandom? 

DB: North Carolina is quite amazing. We have 
an impressive Anime Con, Animazement, an 
incredible comic book convention, Heroes Con, 
and we have StellarCon and ConCarolinas for sci-
fi and then Mace with Gaming. North Carolina has 
something for everyone no matter what you are 
into. So I think people are wrong not to think of 
us not being a hot bed for of genre. There are lots 
of authors and comic book artists and writers that 
live in NC. 

 
JG: One of the ConCarolinas panels that you were 
involved in was NC-17 costuming with Brian 
Holloway and DJ Torch. What is your history/
involvement with costuming, and judging the 
Dragon After Dark and other costume contests at 
conventions? 

DB: My mom went to design school for costuming 
and design back in the day and I’ve learned a lot 
from just watching her. Not to mention, I always 
had the coolest costumes ever at Halloween. 

And once on the convention circuit I have such 
a good time with the attendees. So cons just started 
putting me on costume contests as a judge and it 
has just grown from there. I have judged so many 
of these things now that I have lost count. It is just 
a lot of fun seeing what people are dressed up as 
and what short of show they might put on for the 
audience. 

 
JG: There were references made to always falling 
over at cons, owing Torch $20 on a bet, and general 
panel rowdiness. What’s the best story (that can be 
repeated and put in print) from a panel/convention?

DB: When something bad or negative happens at a 

con, I think the horror stories are remembered first, 
then the good things. If something bad happens 
at a con, it gets nicked-named by that. There was 
Nightmare Con, Vomit Con, Tazer Con, No-Party 
Con, etc.

But for me I have to say that some of the most 
fun panels at cons are the Quick Write Panels that 
Tony Ruggiero does. The quick write puts teams 
of 3 writers against each other, where one person 
writes the beginning, the next the middle and the 
last the end. There is no telling what Tony will 
have us write about. One time he starts it off with 
a unicorn and the writer starting our team’s story 
describes a unicorn prancing around the forest. 
Then, Tony tells us to add the element of a SUV 
to the middle of the story. And I had so much 
fun having that unicorn hit by the SUV. I can’t 
remember how the story ended, but we won that 
round and got lots of laughs.

And there are always a lot of inside jokes 
floating about as well. 

Because these people you go to cons with, 
especially those of us who are guests, I think in 
a lot of ways we are a giant family. And a lot of 
times, at cons, are the only time we get to see each 
other and we try to make it a lot of fun and very 
memorable. 

 
JG: Are there any other projects on the horizon that 
you are looking forward to?

DB: I have a lot of stuff coming out, from short 
stories to a novel to a web comic. I have a few 
steampunk short stories coming out that all have 
tuckerizations in them. I have the sequel to Agency 
32: the Chelten Affair, Agency 32: the Zodiac 
coming out by Helm Publishing. And I am working 
on a web comic with artist and photographer Alan 
Welch on the Greek goddess Athena. Plus lots 
more Mister Adventure on the horizon. Since I am 
in grad school for master of library and information 
science, I don’t have a lot of time for novel-length 
work. But don’t get me wrong. If I got a contract 
for something I would do it. 
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Interview with A.J. Hartley
ConCarolinas/DeepSouthCon Author Guest

British born writer A.J. Hartley got his first taste 
for archaeology touring sites in Greece and Rome as 
a child with his family. As an English major at Man-
chester University he took extra classes in Eqyptol-
ogy and got a job working on a Bronze Age site just 
outside Jerusalem.

Since then, life has taken him to many places 
around the world, and though he always leaned more 
towards the literary than to the strictly historical, his 
fascination with the past has continued unabated.

He has an M.A. and Ph.D. in English literature 
from Boston University and is currently the Distin-
guished Professor of Shakespeare in the Department 
of Theatre and Dance at the University of North 
Carolina at Charlotte. As well as being a novelist 
and academic, he is a screenwriter, theatre direc-
tor and dramaturg (and has a book explaining what 
that is). He has more hobbies than is good for any-
one, and treats ordinary things like sport and food 
and beer with a reverence which borders on mania. 
He is married with a son, and lives in Charlotte.

Jaym Gates (JG): How did you get the writing bug? 
What were the most difficult hurdles to overcome?

A.J. Hartley (AJH): I’ve been a story teller since 
middle school. Some of them I even wrote down. 
In high school, I wrote some pretty dreadful po-
etry, but it was always narrative and character that 
drew me, and I was working on my first novel by 
the time I was 19. As for hurdles, well, let’s just 
say that it was over twenty years and eight com-
plete novels before I actually got published. Some 
of my early stuff wasn’t good, some of it was OK 
but couldn’t decide what genre it was in, and some 
of it might have been published in some other mo-
ment but wasn’t right at the time. I tried to quit 
many times, because rejection like that can be 
pretty soul-destroying, but I always found myself 
thinking about a new story. 

JG: For fans new to you, which book would you 
recommend starting out with? 

AJH: If they are looking for mystery/thriller, then 
probably The Mask of Atreus which is the first. 
My thrillers have recurring characters but are all 
self-contained stories. For fantasy, start with Act 
of Will, which is the first of a more clearly sequen-

tial story (though, again, each book is a complete 
story).

PI: As a thriller author, your books Mask of Atreus, 
What Time Devours and On the Fifth Day have been 
extremely well received. Do you plan to write more 
thrillers in the future?

AJH:  I’ve been working on a 4th, but I don’t 
know what its future will be. For now, I’m focus-
ing on the fantasy and my new YA series.

JG: The first of your books that I read was Fifth Day. 
There are elements of SF in there, as well as religion 
and conspiracy. Were you able to draw from your 
experience with thrillers for your first fantasy book, 
or was it a blank-slate experience?

AJH: Tricky. Act of Will was actually drafted be-
fore the others, though I revised it many times 
quite substantially. I do think I learned about 
pacing and suspense from writing thrillers, and I 
think—hope—that is clear from the Will books. 
For me, nothing is ever blank slate. Everything 
I read/write informs my work, albeit indirectly. 
Thrillers are all about story arc and the moment 
to moment adrenaline rush. Mysteries are about 
puzzles that keep you guessing. My brand of fan-
tasy incorporates both.

JG: Act of Will, your first fantasy novel, is about a 
medieval actor who finds himself stranded in a fan-
tastic world, and What Time Devours centers around 
a lost Shakespearean play. As a leading teacher and 
authority on Shakespeare, how much were you able 
to draw from your knowledge of that period and life 
on the stage?

AJH: What Time Devours draws on it a lot, 
explicitly, particularly since it’s a book about 
academia as much as it is about Shakespeare. It’s not 
ultimately an academic book, however, so I had to 
work hard to keep story and character uppermost, 
to not let them get swamped by esoteric stuff that 
the scholar in me finds fascinating—history, theory, 
literary criticism—all of which would kill the story 
stone dead. The Will books are far more loosely 
informed by my Shakespearean background, 
partly because the books aren’t actually set in our 
world at all, partly because they weren’t trying to 
be in some way about Shakespeare, which What 
Time Devours—in part—was. Will has a sense of 
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medieval/Renaissance theatre driving parts of the 
book, but it’s ultimately a very playful adventure 
and doesn’t take itself (or any possible inspiration) 
too seriously. What Time Devours was far more 
about me pulling at some of the things I found 
compelling about Shakespeare and the culture 
around his work, though the book is finally less 
about Shakespeare than it is about Shakespearean 
themes: love, loss, and mortality.

JG: Rounding out your crossing genres, you an-
nounced the sale of two YA books. What can readers 
look forward to from these books? 

AJH: I hope readers will find a real blend of fan-
tasy and thriller: lots of imagination and some real 
scares. The story centers on an English boy living 
in Atlanta who is given a mirror which, after dark, 
becomes a portal to another world. That place is 
full of beautiful and elegant things, marvelous 
creatures, but also terrible monsters which are 
threatening to break through into our reality.

JG: You are a regular participant on both F/SF and 
thriller panels. How does your experience with the 
fantasy community differ from experience with the 
thriller community?

AJH: It’s difficult to put into words, but there is 
a substantial difference. I’ve met some wonderful 
people in the thriller community, including some 
of the best known writers in the genre, but the 
fantasy community seems to me more universal-
ly tolerant and pleasant. Part of it is that thrillers 
have become mainstream in ways fantasy hasn’t: 
it’s thrillers that dominate the grocery store book 
racks. Fantasy readers know they are a little more 
marginal and I think that fosters a deeper sense 
of community. Maybe that’s just me, but I know 
other writers who have feet in both camps who 
feel the same.

JG: I’ve been running a series of interviews on sto-
rytelling as both a lost and a reemerging art. One of 
the most common themes that I’ve heard is anthro-
pology, creative writing, art and other creative/criti-
cal thinking subjects are considered secondary--at 
best--in education, while the focus is usually on rote 
memorization. Communication, creativity, imagina-
tion and critical thinking are suffering badly. What 
are your thoughts on this? What challenges does this 
bring you, both as a professor and a writer? 

AJH: I’m not sure that rote memorization is par-
ticularly endemic, but I think you are right that 
the arts generally are downplayed, and not just 

by teachers and parents. Our culture increasingly 
thinks of education in vocational terms, and that 
means that acquiring job skills and building earn-
ing power has taken precedence over the genera-
tion of what we used to call “well-rounded” citi-
zens. A hundred years ago, bankers were expected 
to know Shakespeare. Some still do, but it’s no 
longer a qualification. I understand the value 
of professionalizing education, but I think that 
schools are supposed to produce more than work-
ers, more even (!) than very successful workers. 
The most interesting people I know are thinkers 
and dreamers as well as movers and shakers. Our 
society needs this, or we become drones serving 
little more than the larger economic machine. I 
have no interest in that.

JG: What is on the immediate horizon for you? 
Where can fans go to meet you this year?

AJH: Act of Will goes into paperback at the end of 
[June] and the second in that series, Will Power, 
comes out in hardcover from Tor in September. 
I’m finishing the edits for my first YA book and 
will be drafting the second in that series later this 
year. I also have to finish an academic book on 
the performance history of Shakespeare’s Julius 
Caesar. After that, we’ll see. I’ll be at Thrillerfest 
in New York in July and Dragon*Con in Atlanta 
in September. That’s as far out as I’ve planned so 
far! And readers can always find me at my web-
site: http://www.ajhartley.net 
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The Father of the Riverborn
 by Megan Arkenberg

“It’s a simple question, doctor.” I looked up over 

the rim of  my reading glasses, setting Dr. Isaac’s letter 

of  introduction aside. It was signed by Alexandre 

Roche, a talented woman I had worked with years ago 

in the west. So far as I knew, she was still stationed 

there, which made Sigmund Isaac and his patient all 

the more intriguing. “You insist on referring to the 

unfortunate individual as ‘they,’ but unless I am wrong 

in saying ‘individual,’ there must be only one and it 

must be either ‘he’ or ‘she.’ Which is it?” 

Isaac had the annoying habit of  rubbing his index 

finger along the brim of  his hat, making a sharp 

squeaking sound that echoed through my study. “It isn’t 

so simple, Dr. Vivian. They—I mean, the patient—the 

patient is one of  those indigenous people Roche so 

elegantly calls named the Riverborn.”

“Surely the Riverborn are allocated between the 

same two genders we do, doctor.”

“No, actually.” And by crowned and sacred Liberty, 

the man was actually blushing. “You see, Dr. Vivian, 

the Riverborn forbid women from becoming war 

leaders—Father, I believe, is the word they use. So if  

an exceptionally talented leader should emerge in war-

time, capable but burdened with the female sex…she 

becomes a man.” He made a gesture that was probably 

unconscious, sweeping from my bodice and bustled 

skirt to his unfortunately tailored uniform. “The 
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change is not physical, but it is nevertheless real. The 

patient absolutely refuses to be called a woman.”

“Strange,” I said agreeably. The Riverborn must 

have had ideas about male and female that encompassed 

more than physical differences. But what else could 

there be? It tied, I supposed, with that odd idea about 

women and war. “Still, we will honor her wishes. After 

the Separation I had several class criminals insist on 

being called ‘count’ and ‘marquise’ and whatnot, and 

it would have taken too much trouble to make them 

answer to ‘citizen.’ I even had a citizen-elector who 

preferred to be called ‘girl’ because it reminded her of  

her youth in the slums. Unusual, but harmless.”

“Ah-hem.” Isaac’s pink face turned even pinker. 

“Not so harmless, as it turns out. That’s why Roche 

sent him—her. To be cured.”

“To be persuaded that she is, in fact, a woman?”

“Yes.”

An answer that raised many more questions. I took 

up Roche’s letter again, felt the crisp, pressed folds and 

the smooth trenches left by her pen. Alex, Alex, what 

are you thinking? “Why in Liberty’s name,” I asked 

aloud, “would she want that? What can it possibly 

matter that some Riverborn woman thinks she’s a 

man?”

Isaac’s cheeks plumped with a deep breath. “Roche 

says that if  you’re truly her friend, you won’t ask, just 

do.”

Don’t ask, just do. Orders like that sounded 

dangerously close to class crime. Before the Separation, 

a private doctor might be expected to dance to the 

military’s tune, but now, Roche and I were equals—

legally, at least. She and Isaac had no right to make 

demands of  me, or to expect me to obey their orders 

unquestioningly. And it was utterly unlike Roche to 

keep secrets.

“If  that’s so,” I said, “she’s changed since I knew 

her.”
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“She has,” Isaac said. He sighed and took out the 

gun. 

 

The nurses had given the Father of  the Riverborn 

our best apartment, a chain of  rooms in the Intractables’ 

wing that had all the exterior entrances bricked in and 

could only be accessed by a guarded staircase. As 

for the experience of  squeezing up a spiral stair in a 

bustled skirt with a gun at one’s back…the less said, 

the better. 

The rooms themselves were exceedingly 

comfortable, done all in purple plush and black and 

silver velvet, with broad silver-barred windows and 

mirrors of  polished copper. The silk sheets were sewn 

onto the mattress, and the goose-down quilts were too 

dense to be twisted into a noose. Let critics of  Shore 

House say what they would, I had thought of  everything 

to keep my patients safe. Even the sea outside was 

nothing but a rush and rumbling on the pale pebble 

beach, and not the violent waves that lashed the cliffs 

within a mile in either direction. 

I was considered a good judge of  character, and I 

guessed from the moment I saw her that the patient 

would be needing all of  my precautions. She was not 

violent—nothing obvious, anyway, and I thought the 

chains on her thin wrists were quite excessive—but 

despite the dullness in her fine features, there was a 

horrible determination in her eyes. This, I thought, was 

a woman who was not afraid of  hurting herself.

“What have you done to her?” I asked over my 

shoulder. Isaac was standing directly behind me—

whether to improve his leverage with the gun or simply 

to hide from the patient, I didn’t know.

“Nothing,” he snapped. “It’s her pride that’s hurt, 

nothing more.”

“That can be a serious injury. Working with 

Alexandre Roche should have taught you that.” I 

winced as the gun’s mouth bit into the soft skin at the 

base of  my skull. “What do you expect me to do, you 

imbecile, cure her at gunpoint?”

“I expect you to examine her,” he said through 

gritted teeth. “When I am satisfied that you understand 

the situation, I will leave you to cure her—however 

long that takes.”

The patient was kneeling rigidly on the couch, 

and I went over to sit on the floor at her feet. It was 

something I had learned in dealing with class criminals: 

always give the helpless ones the power position. 

Slowly, so she could see what I was going to do before 

I did it, I brushed her coarse black hair back behind her 

shoulders. She was wearing military clothes similar to 

Isaac’s: a man’s button-up shirt, overlarge in the waist 

and shoulders and thin enough to show her heavy 

brown nipples, plain trousers, lacking the clay beads 

the Riverborn normally sewed onto their clothing, and 

high black boots that had clearly been worn for miles. 

“Are these your clothes?” I asked.

It took a moment for the eastern words to reach her 

but, as I had hoped, she knew our language passably 

well. For all the fighting in the west, trade still had its 

place. “No,” she said. “That man took my clothes.”

I turned to Isaac. “Care to explain that before I 

forcibly remove your manhood?”

“Her clothes were somewhat…indecent.” He 

made a vague cupping gesture over his chest. “Men’s 

clothes, you understand.” 

I shook my head in disgust, turning back to the 

patient. There was little else worth examining. Her 

skin was a healthy mahogany beneath the dirt, her eyes 

were clear, her teeth were white and mostly whole, 

though something had recently taken a jagged chip 

out of  her left canine. If  I looked for it, there was 

something vaguely masculine about her heavy brow, 

flat cheekbones and squarish jaw; a certain broadness 

to her waist and shoulders, combined with lean hips 

and light breasts, would have made her look mannish 

even if  she wore female clothing. But the thin, long-

nailed hands, nearly lost in her oversized sleeves, could 

only belong to a woman.

“I’ve seen enough,” I said, twisting to my feet. 

Isaac raised his gun with a speed that could only be 

reflexive, and I wondered what he had really been 

doing out west when the Father of  the Riverborn was 

captured. “You can promise Alexandre Roche that I 

will cure the patient as quickly as I can.”

Isaac inclined his head. “You have our thanks, Dr. 
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Vivian.”

I eyed his gun pointedly. “I wish I knew what 

for.”

“What is your name?” the patient asked as soon as 

I closed the trapdoor. She must have been waiting for 

me all day, immobile on the purple couch.

A week had passed since our first meeting. The 

nurses said she had remained calm once her bonds 

were removed, suggesting the bonds were hardly 

necessary in the first place. She walked once through 

the full apartment like a cat discovering a new cage, 

then settled into a vague routine of  sleeping or staring 

insensate out the barred window. She ate so little that 

the nurses feared she was trying to starve herself; but 

she drank all the water they brought her, and I knew 

she was smart enough that, if  she truly wanted to die, 

she would start by attempting dehydration.

So my hopes were raised when I pushed the pot 

of  hot water to her and she drank it immediately, not 

bothering to add the tea.

“My name is Aramis Vivian,” I said, pronouncing 

the name slowly so she could follow.

“Aramis Vivian,” she repeated. “Is that a man-

name or a woman-name?”

“Man-name?” I raised my eyebrows.

The patient made a sharp cutting gesture. “A name 

for men. One that men use.”

“I suppose so. There are certainly men named 

Aramis.”

“And you?”

“I’m a woman named Aramis. It’s a…a woman-

name, too.”

As Shore House’s founder and head doctor, I was 

no stranger to odd conversations. I had once spent an 

entire afternoon with a patient speculating on what the 

world would be like if  plants grew by moonlight rather 

than sun. But the patient’s concern was totally alien to 

me—what made a name solely a man’s or a woman’s? 

Did Riverborn men use names that women couldn’t 

use, and vice versa?

“What’s your name?” I asked quickly, staunching 

the flow of  confusion I saw starting in her eyes.

She said a long word I couldn’t follow. “It means 

Father Eagle,” she said. 

“Is that a man-name or a woman-name?”

“A man-name,” she said, and her rigid spine added, 

of  course. “I am a man.”

“And before you became a man? What was your…

your woman-name?”

Clearly, I had done something rude. She pursed 

her lips and actually leaned away from me, as if  my 

foolishness was contagious. “Firestarter,” she said 

at last, nostrils flaring in exasperation. I was vividly 

reminded of  a parent explaining some elementary 

point of  etiquette to a child.  “There was a woman 

called Firestarter.” 

“Firestarter,” I said, laying a hand on her shoulder. 

She stared at me blankly. “Father Eagle, do you know 

you are a woman?”

“You are a woman,” she said. “I am a man.”

“How do you know?”

When she didn’t answer, I took her gently by the 

wrist and led her to one of  the apartment’s copper 

mirrors. “Look,” I said. “I am a woman. I have a small 

waist. You have a small waist.” I moved my hands 

lightly from my stomach to hers. “I have breasts. You 

have breasts.” I lowered my lace collar to show the pale 

swell of  flesh beneath, then reached out and undid the 

first button on her shirt. She undid the rest indifferently, 

and stood with her chest bare like a man by the sea. 

“Your body is a woman’s body,” I said. “Isn’t it?” 

“Yes.” She shrugged.

“So doesn’t that make you a woman?”

The patient shook her head. “No. I am a man.” 

Check and mate, Vivian. Well, hopefully not 

mate—this with Isaac’s gun in mind. I tried again. “So 

what makes me a woman?” 

“Are you a woman?”

I resisted the urge to again bare my breasts. “Yes.”

“Then you can have children.” She paused, then 

pointed to my abdomen as if  she wasn’t sure she had 

used the right words.

“Yes,” I said, “I can have children. But so can 

you.”

She looked genuinely horrified. “No, I cannot.”

Arkenberg | The Father of the Riverborn



Port Iris Magazine16

It certainly wasn’t worth what it would take to 

prove otherwise. “All right,” I said. “Women can have 

children. But what if  I was barren? Would I still be a 

woman?”

“Yes…”  She was thinking hard. Looking for other 

differences between men and women, I supposed, 

though I could hardly assist her. “Women surrender,” 

she said at last.

I took a seat on the nearest couch. “Women 

what?” 

“Surrender. To men.”

Now what in the name of  crowned and sacred 

Liberty did that mean? But her next words had given 

a hint, no matter how uncomfortable to contemplate. 

“You mean…sexually?” 

She seemed uncertain. Perhaps that had not been 

what she meant, after all. But after a moment, she 

nodded. “Yes. Women go with men.”

I thought of  Alex Roche and the extravagant times 

she had spent with certain ladies out west. “Sometimes,” 

I said. “But some women go with other women. Who 

do you go with?” I asked on sudden inspiration. “If  

you are a man, do you go with women?”

For the second time, the patient stared down at me 

with gut-horror on her face. “I have not gone…since I 

became a man,” she said.

“But when you were Firestarter, you preferred 

men?”

She nodded.

“And now? Do you prefer women?”

She nodded, but she had gone physically pale. Not 

like Roche, then. It left me utterly perplexed. If  her 

body was a woman’s, and her tastes were—as far as her 

people were concerned—a woman’s, what made her 

insist that she was a man?

I leaned forward, resting my elbows on my knees 

and my chin on my folded hands. “Father Eagle,” I 

said, “what’s wrong with being a woman?”

She tossed her head, spraying her hair over her 

shoulders and jutting her bare chest forward. “Women 

surrender,” she said, nothing more.

“I see.” Othniel Paris, one of  the many lovely but 

rather irreverent nurses at Shore House, closed his 

book with a resounding clap. He had thrown off  his 

waistcoat at the end of  his shift and now lay across 

three chairs in the corner of  the staff  dining room, 

his shirt open enough to show the string of  pearls at 

his throat. I wondered privately how he could afford 

them—then again, he had always been deservedly vain. 

“To the Riverborn, men are dominant over women. If  

the patient were to become a woman again, she would 

have to take on a subservient role among her people. 

It’s not surprising that she’s resistant.”

“That’s one of  the more repulsive ideas I’ve heard 

this week,” I said, and chewed my lip. I wished I had 

paid more attention to the Riverborn culture during 

my time out west. By all rights, the system Paris 

had just described—an entire group of  people held 

subservient to another, for no more reason than a 

quirk of  biology—should be impossible to sustain. It 

was the very essence of  class crime. 

But it also made a sickening amount of  sense. Dr. 

Isaac had said that war leaders among the Riverborn 

were exclusively male. If  women were expected to be 

naturally subservient, a woman like Father Eagle would 

have to become male before others would take orders 

from her. And perhaps that was why Father Eagle had 

been so disturbed by my own commanding tone.

“Assuming the Riverborn truly believe that,” I 

said, “where in Liberty’s name would they get such an 

idea?”

Paris stared at the ceiling, lips pressed in a thin line. 

He rarely kept silent if  he had something to say, and I 

wondered what thoughts he was so uneager to share. 

“If  it came to physically enforcing one’s commands,” 

he said at last, “men would have the advantage.”

“True,” I said. Paris, far from the largest man at 

Shore House, could effectively restrain any female 

patient who turned violent—with the possible 

exception of  the abnormally strong Father Eagle. I, 

on the other hand, owed at least one broken bone 

and several odd scars to a bad experience years ago in 

the Mens’ Intractables’ Wing. “But how sustainable is 

brute force, unless your society is built around arm-

wrestling?” 
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Paris smiled faintly, but something else was clearly 

on his mind. “ ‘Women surrender to men,’ she said? 

That’s a strange way to phrase it. Why not ‘women 

follow orders,’ if  that’s what she meant?”

“You don’t think she’s talking about arm-wrestling,” 

I said.

And by Liberty, he had started to blush. “If  she 

bothered to mention both genders, it seems to me…I 

think there’s a sexual element involved.”

“Women are sexually submissive? As a matter of  

course?” Now that was the most repulsive idea I’d 

heard in weeks. I was no prude; what happened in a 

bedroom was the business of  the people involved, 

and while sexual subservience was hardly to my taste, 

a woman had every right to choose it of  her own will. 

Demanding it as a natural aspect of  womanhood was 

something else entirely. “My dear Paris, I think I’m 

going to vomit.”

“I didn’t say I liked it that way!” he protested several 

moments too late. 

I began laughing and couldn’t stop. “I don’t think 

I’m…interested in…your…sexual preferences,” I 

gasped out. He pulled a face like a prudish grandmother, 

and that brought on another round of  painful, lung-

wringing laughter. 

“If  the renowned Dr. Aramis Vivian is finished 

giggling like a schoolchild,” he said, dripping false 

pomposity, “I’d like to make a suggestion.”

“If  it has anything to do with a woman’s sexual 

role, I think I can live without it.” 

He rubbed at his cheeks as if  he could rub away 

his blush. “Actually, it does have something to do with 

it. Do you mind?” I sobered myself  up as best I could. 

“If  Father Eagle is afraid that being a woman means 

being submissive—sexually or otherwise—we need to 

show her that that isn’t true.”

 “That’s like trying to show someone that the sky 

is blue when she keeps insisting that it’s purple.” I 

massaged my back, loosening the cramps that my too-

hearty laughter had begun. “I’m familiar with psychoses, 

Paris. They’re impossible to reason someone out of. 

And this sexual-role nonsense sounds like a culture-

wide psychosis.”

“Trust me, doctor. Take the patient to the theatre 

tomorrow night. And take me with you.”

I raised my eyebrows. “Mr. Paris, I do believe I 

know a proposition when I hear one.”

“Dr. Vivian.” He fluttered his eyelashes mockingly. 

“I do hope you plan on surrendering to me on this 

one.” 

It was the first time I had ever taken a treatment 

suggestion from one of  the nurses, and if  the night 

ended as badly as it had begun, it was going to be the 

last. Paris had arranged seats for three in the third story 

gallery—not only did we have no hope of  seeing the 

stage, we would be glaringly visible to everyone in the 

theatre. And there remained the sticky fact that we were 

not, strictly speaking, allowed to take the patient out 

of  Shore House. If  Dr. Isaac saw us—and the nurses 

at Shore House were sure he was still in town, keeping 

an eye on me—a reputation for irresponsibility would 

be the least of  my concerns. 

“Relax, doctor. Have a cigarette.” Paris took a silver 

case from his coat pocket and picked out three gilt-

tipped cigarettes, keeping one for himself  and handing 

the other two to me and the patient.

She looked at it with naked confusion.

“Here.” Paris leaned over my lap and lifted the 

cigarette to her lips. She managed to catch it between 

her teeth. I handed Paris a match, and he struck it on 

the back of  my chair and set the cigarette alight. 

If  anything, the patient looked even more 

confused.

“You smoke it,” I said, lighting my own with a 

match from my pocket—a match I most pointedly did 

not strike on the furniture. 

“I know that,” she said. “But he started the fire.”

Paris jabbed me in the ribs. I waved my fingers at 

him placatingly. “Yes,” I said, “he started the fire. What 

about it?”

“Fire is a woman-thing,” she said.

“Oh,” I said. Of  course it was. Firestarter was a 

woman-name, after all. “So men shouldn’t start fires?”

She shrugged.

“Wouldn’t you like to start fires? Wouldn’t it be 
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convenient?”

“It’s a woman-thing,” she repeated.

“So wouldn’t it be good to be a woman?” 

She gave me a pursed-lipped look again, as if  being 

near to anyone as stupid as I was might give her an 

upset stomach. I sighed around my cigarette. It had 

been worth a try.

As the lights dimmed and the overture began to 

play, I felt Paris leave his chair beside me and walk 

around behind the patient’s. He whispered something 

in her ear, and she laughed mutedly. I leaned into listen, 

but he had already finished speaking and started back 

to his chair.

“What did you say to her?” I hissed.

“That you are a woman, and I am a man.”

I raised my eyebrows, but most of  the expression 

must have been lost in the darkness. Anything I could 

have said was swallowed in a choke of  surprise as Paris 

slipped out of  his chair and, kneeling on the floor at 

my feet, lay his head in my lap.

“Crowned and sacred Liberty! Other people can 

see you, Paris.”

“So? What’s one more doctor sleeping with one 

more nurse?”

“I am not sleeping with you,” I snapped. 

By this point we had managed to draw plenty 

of  attention, not only from the patient but from the 

citizen-count and –countess in the box across from 

ours, and the two young men next door had stopped 

necking long enough to peek in at us. Father Eagle had 

stared at the latter quite rudely when we came in, and 

I had again mentioned women who preferred women 

and men who preferred men. But if  this was a concept 

the Riverborn shared, it was not one that appealed to 

Father Eagle. I hoped the gentlemen were enjoying 

their opportunity to stare back.

“I know that,” Paris hissed, “but the patient doesn’t. 

For Equality’s sake act like you’re enjoying this.”

“Enjoying what?”

He turned his face so that his hot breath fell directly 

against the inside of  my thigh. Part of  my brain said I 

should be enjoying the intimate attentions of  a young 

and handsome man; the rest of  it protested against the 

uncomfortable sensations, and the unwelcome attention 

of  the theatre-going masses. “I’m surrendering to you, 

woman. Play along for the sake of  the patient.”

A prude cannot succeed long as a sanitarium 

doctor; I had certainly dealt with my fair share of  sexual 

deviance. And then there were those weeks with Alex 

Roche and her lady-friends. But exhibitionism was not 

only not to my taste, it was far beneath my dignity. I 

took a fistful of  Paris’s dark curls and dragged him out 

of  my lap.

“You don’t have to be quite so forceful,” he hissed, 

wincing.

The moment could not get any more ridiculous—

Paris kneeling with a rather slavish look on his 

handsome face—me, the dignified, iron-haired head 

of  Shore House, tangling my fingers in the hair of  a 

much younger and much better-looking man, whom 

I hardly knew—and the poor patient staring on in 

confusion. Confusion with a hint of  a smile.

“Damn.” I jumped up, taking Paris by the arm, and 

dragged him out into the corridor behind our seats. 

The young men next door let out a rousing chorus 

of  catcalls and several unlikely suggestions, but the 

opening strains of  the overture were loud enough to 

drown them out.

“You damnable idiot,” I said, pinning Paris to the 

curtained wall with both hands. “How long have you 

known her?”

“Known who?”

“Who do you think?” I pointed to the balcony 

behind us. “Is this the first time you’ve met the Father 

of  the Riverborn?” 

“Of  course,” Paris said, and by crowned and sacred 

Liberty, he seemed genuinely hurt. “What exactly are 

you accusing me of?”

“Look at her,” I snapped. “She’s absolutely in love 

with you.” 

And at that opportune moment, the usher 

approached and asked if  we would please take our 

lover’s spat elsewhere, as we were outperforming the 

theatre’s lead tragedian. 

Dr. Sigmund Isaac beat us back to Shore House.
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“I understand you enjoyed the first act, Aramis,” 

he said, reclining behind my office desk. “But did your 

patient really need to serve as the audience for that 

disgusting performance?” 

“That ‘disgusting performance’ was part of  my 

patient’s treatment. Othniel Paris seemed to think it 

would help if  she reformulated her ideas of, ah, sexual 

roles.” Mustering my remaining scraps of  dignity, I 

polished my reading glasses on my skirt and set them 

on my nose. “And my name is Dr. Vivian.”

“I will call you ‘doctor’ when you start behaving 

like one. Why is your patient not cured yet?”

“I beg your pardon, Sigmund. I didn’t realize I was 

working on a deadline.”

He scowled, toying with the pens and ink sticks on 

my desk. “What have you discovered?”

I told him what I had learned from Father Eagle—

about the concepts of  man-things and woman-

things, the patient’s indifference to her own body, the 

uncomfortable intertwinement of  womanhood and 

surrender that Paris had so crudely tried to correct. 

After a moment’s hesitation, I added my suspicions 

about her feelings for Paris. 

“Use that,” Dr. Isaac said, tapping his hand open-

palmed against his knee. “Sacred Liberty, woman, do 

I need to teach you everything? I should think your 

course is obvious. Offer her Othniel Paris if  she will 

formally acknowledge her own gender. It would be 

worth it, I promise you.”

“Even you can’t be so stupid as to think a patient 

can be bribed out of  her delusions,” I said disdainfully. 

His vocabulary regarding Othniel, proprietary in the 

extreme, was also bordering on class crime, but I 

thought it would be in my best interest not to mention 

that; Dr. Isaac seemed to be a dangerously pompous 

man, one who would be less bothered by committing 

class crime than by being accused of  it. It wouldn’t do 

to offend his honor, scanty as it was. I leaned over the 

desk, wielding my height as well as I could. “With all 

due respect, my unlearned colleague, if  you knew how 

to cure the Father of  the Riverborn, you would never 

have brought her to me. Now, would you please get the 

hell out of  my sanitarium?”

Dr. Isaac stood slowly, slapped me across the face, 

and strode out of  the room before my vision cleared 

and I could properly break his nose. 

If  I could draw a map of  my situation, it would look 

something like a road bridging two vast wildernesses, 

lacking legend or border or compass rose. I had no 

idea why the patient insisted so ardently that she was 

a man, whether it was a simple matter of  choosing 

dominance over submission, as Paris thought, or if  

there was something more—and I did not know why 

any of  it mattered to Sigmund Isaac and Alexandre 

Roche. I tried to remember what I had heard about 

the west and the Riverborn in recent years, but drew a 

blank. It was all lost beneath the Separation and class 

criminals and the Atrocities trials. 

A week after the disaster at the theatre, Paris and 

I joined the Father of  the Riverborn for breakfast. I 

learned rather immediately that it was something Paris 

and the patient had already taken to sharing, and in a 

fumbling attempt to hold off  awkwardness, I blurted 

the question that had been foremost in my mind.

“Father Eagle, do you know why Dr. Isaac and 

Alexandre Roche want you to become a woman?” 

The patient raised an apple to her nose, sniffed it, 

and took a huge crackling bite. “You know,” she said.

“No, I don’t. And while I can’t speak for Isaac, I 

know Alex Roche never worried about making a point. 

There’s something more going on here than two kindly 

disinterested strangers trying to correct a deluded 

Riverborn.” I flipped my braid over my shoulder. “At 

the very least, kindly disinterested strangers don’t use 

guns.”

The patient had no hope of  following my rapid 

monologue. She turned to Paris, her confusion plain 

and her expression frankly adoring.

“Dr. Vivian doesn’t know,” Paris said. “Why?”

“Because women surrender.”

“So I’ve heard,” I said icily, “but what in the name 

of  crowned and sacred Liberty does that mean?”

She turned to Paris, and Paris’s eyebrows shot up 

suddenly, his mouth opening in a perfect O. “Peace,” 

he said quite flatly.
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The Father of  the Riverborn nodded, and he 

continued in a rush. “If  war is a man-thing, peace 

must be a woman-thing. It is a woman’s place to make 

peace—to surrender.”

“Roche and Isaac want to end the war in the west,” 

I said. “Of  course! Those damnable bastards—instead 

of  working out a treaty, they want an unconditional 

surrender. Is that it, Father Eagle? They want you to 

become a woman so that you can make peace?”

She nodded emphatically, her lips pressed thin. She 

may not have understood all my words, but she knew 

the concepts.

“Sacred Equality,” Paris swore, “it’s even worse 

than that. You remember what they did to the generals 

who surrendered after the Separation, Dr. Vivian.”

“They hung them,” I said.

“You see?” said the Father. “They want to make 

me a woman so they can kill me, and take the land 

from the Riverborn. They want me to surrender.” 

“Wonderful,” I said, and stabbed a link of  sausage, 

pretending it was Alexandre Roche. 

East-bound trains were easy to come by; trains 

heading west were considerably rarer. It took me 

three days to find one from the station near Shore 

House, and it was another three days by rail through 

the vast emerald forests and pristine country of  the 

Riverborn until I reached Colton, the microscopic 

speck of  civilization where I was to meet Alex Roche. 

Othniel Paris promised to look after the Father of  the 

Riverborn while I was away. I could only hope they 

were enjoying each other’s company more than I was 

enjoying my own.

The expression on the patient’s face when I met 

her had given me the idea, and Isaac’s accusation—I 

will call  you ‘doctor’ when you start behaving like 

one—put it on the road to fruition. What I was about 

to do was unforgivable. I spent most of  the journey 

rehearsing what I was going to say, and finally came to 

the conclusion that there was no nice way to say it.

I tried to calm myself  by picturing the ocean, the 

boom-swish-roll of  the waves, but that made me think 

of  drowning, and brought my mind back to the thing 

it was trying to escape.

I was surprised at how little Roche had changed 

over the years. Her tight muscles, smooth face, even 

her bright orange braids were untouched my time. 

But then again, out here in Colton, she had not had 

to face the Separation and the rush of  tragedy that 

followed. No, all she had to worry about was killing 

the Riverborn.

I greeted her solemnly in the street, then took her 

by the arm towards the tamer forest at the edge of  

town. 

“A private conversation?” she teased, kissing me 

on the cheek.

“In a way,” I said. “I’m here to blackmail you out 

of  murder.”

Six years before the Separation, Alexandre Roche 

tried to drown herself. It would have been a hideous 

scandal, had it become known, but her family hushed 

the thing up, and Alex came to Shore House for 

treatment.

“There’s no shame in battling monsters,” I had said, 

but she wouldn’t listen. So far as she was concerned, 

the day society learned about her attempted suicide was 

the day her life ended. There was a reason Roche hated 

secrets—they gave too much power to other people.

She listened to my proposition in silence, her 

cheeks slowly reddening. When I finished, she shook 

her head and clenched both hands into fists. “I didn’t 

think you had it in you, Aramis.”

“And I didn’t think you had it in you to be a 

murderer. I’m sorry we were both wrong.”

She shook her head again. “If  you are truly my 

friend—”

“I was, Alex. Not anymore.” I folded my arms, 

absently flicking the chain of  my pocket watch. I knew 

the sound annoyed her. “Which is it going to be—

freedom for the Father of  the Riverborn, or a scandal 

twelve years overdue?”

She smiled pensively. “Among the Riverborn, 

blackmail is considered a woman’s crime. Murder is a 

man’s.”

“We’re two women, Roche, and we’re capable of  
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both. Which is it going to be?”

“All right, Aramis,” she said, raising her hands 

sardonically, “I surrender.”

“I figured you would be displeased,” I said, lifting 

Roche’s statement from Dr. Isaac’s hands before he 

could tear it into its component particles. “You should 

know that Father Eagle is perfectly willing to discuss 

the terms of  the treaty. If  that arrangement proves 

unsatisfactory, he has allowed for myself  and Paris 

to speak to the Senate on his behalf. I’m sure you’ll 

understand if  we’re eager to have this matter resolved 

as quickly as possible. He is a little tired of  being a 

man.”

Dr. Isaac scowled, pointedly not looking at the 

other end of  the study, where Othniel and Father Eagle 

sat hand-in-hand on the sofa. “You’re mad if  you think 

it’s going to work—any of  it. The treaty or that—” 

He waved a hand at Paris and Father Eagle—“That 

travesty of  an engagement.”

“Then I assure you, Sigmund, I am most 

resoundingly mad, and most fortunate that I already 

live in the best sanitarium in the nation. Now, can you 

find your way to the door, or does Paris need to show 

you out?”

He slunk off  like a kicked dog. As I crossed the 

room towards the sofa, Othniel made to stand and 

offer me his place, but I gestured for him to stay seated 

and took my own spot on the floor at their feet.

“I think this calls for cigarettes,” I said. “Paris?”

He rummaged for his silver case and passed it to 

Father Eagle, who solicitously removed two of  the 

gilt tubes and place one in my hand. “You’re a good 

woman, Dr. Vivian,” he said.

I bowed my head. “You’re a good man. And I’m 

certain Othniel will be a wonderful wife for you.”

Paris aimed a playful kick wide of  my hip. The 

Father of  the Riverborn laughed, struck a match, and 

bent to light our three cigarettes from the same steady 

flame.
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Salary Ninja
 by Aidan Doyle

The subway was always crowded in the morning 

and Kenji rarely got a seat.  He wedged himself  between 

two tired-looking salarymen and leaned against the 

wall.  Even though the carriage was crowded, it was 

still quiet.  The office ladies, high school students 

and other tired-looking men were reading, dozing, or 

writing messages on their mobile phones.

The man on his left was focused on his phone’s 

screen.  Kenji leaned over to get a closer look.  Not 

because he wanted to pry; it was professional curiosity.  

He developed mobile phone software.

The man was playing Tetris.

Kenji’s phone buzzed when the train pulled into 

the next station.  He had two new emails.  The first 

was another polite rejection letter.  He had now been 

rejected by all of  the ninja corporations.  Overweight, 

divorced 42-year-old salarymen were not in high 

demand as ninjas.

The second message was from his son, Toshiyuki, 

informing him they had run out of  milk.  Toshiyuki 

only emerged from his room to raid the refrigerator 

when Kenji was out.  Even though they lived in the 

same apartment, they only communicated via email, 

and he had not seen his son in almost three months.  

Toshiyuki was a hikikomori -– young men that hid 

themselves from the rest of  society.  Kenji’s daughter 

had moved to Tokyo for university, so now, it was just 

he and his son living in their silent apartment.

Blue light spilled through the window in the door 
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connecting the carriages.  The light emanated from the 

phone of  a high school girl standing near the doorway 

in the other carriage.  Kenji stared in surprise as blue 

flames  suddenly enveloped the phone.

The lights inside the carriage went out and the 

train screeched to a sudden halt.  Kenji held onto the 

passenger strap, just managing to keep his balance.  

The train had stopped in a dark tunnel but blue 

light flooded the carriage.  An aura of  swirling fire 

surrounded the girl.  Her eyes became beacons of  blue 

energy.  It must be a denma, a new kind of  electrical 

demon that projected themselves into the human 

world via electronic devices, most commonly mobile 

phones.  Kenji had taken a keen interest in the reports 

of  their appearances. As far as he knew, no one had yet 

established a reliable method for banishing one.

The other passengers in the next car rushed to the 

doors at either end of  the carriage.  He just had time 

to slide the door open and step aside as the tsunami 

of  terrified women surged into his already crowded 

carriage.

He leaned over the woman in front of  him and 

looked through the window.  The possessed girl’s face 

lost all expression as the denma attempted to gain 

complete control of  her body.  Someone had to do 

something before the demon destroyed her mind.  This 

was his chance to show the world he wasn’t worthless.  

He pushed past the women surrounding him, slid open 

the door and stepped into the denma’s carriage.

Although Kenji found himself  facing a demonic 

creature from the spirit world, he couldn’t help feeling 

guilty when he saw the pink sign on the wall informing 

him this was a women-only carriage.

The possessed girl  turned to face him.

Kenji wondered at what he had just done?  He 

wasn’t a hero.  How was he going to fight a demon?  

He desperately felt in his pockets for something to use 

against it.  He grasped his mobile phone.  The denma 



had emerged from a phone, so perhaps he could use 

the same technology to fight it.  He held his phone in 

front of  him and considered his options.  Changing ring 

tones seemed unlikely to faze an electrical demon.

The denma raised its hand and pointed at him.  

A bolt of  energy lanced from its finger.  He hurled 

himself  to the ground.  A wave of  heat passed over 

him and the bolt exploded into the wall behind him.  

The burnt plastic smell of  melting train benches filled 

his nostrils.  He raised his phone and started recording 

a video.  At least his children might be able to make 

some money if  they sold the footage of  his death.

An energy bolt flew towards him but was sucked 

into his phone.  The demon howled in pain.  It struggled 

and thrashed, trying to free itself  from the video trap.

Kenji held onto his phone, battling like an old 

fisherman hauling in the catch of  a lifetime.  The 

phone continued absorbing the denma’s energy.  The 

girl screamed and the blue light vanished from her eyes.  

She collapsed on the floor.

He checked his phone.  The icon representing 

the saved video file showed an angry blue electrical 

demon.

When the police arrived, Kenji told them he had 

banished the denma.  He had decided it was better to 

be discreet about the demon trapped in his phone.

The girl recovered and even gave him a hug, which 

embarrassed him no end.  He collected a proof  of  

lateness form from the subway staff  and fled the scene.  

He had no desire to be interviewed by the waiting 

television crews.  He was late for work.

“What time do you call this, Ishikawa?” his boss 

said when he arrived at the office.

 “I’m sorry, sir.” He bowed profusely and then 

handed his boss the proof  of  lateness slip.  “There was 

a problem with the trains.”

“I expect you to make up the hours tonight.”

“Yes, sir.”  He’d worked late every night this week 

anyway.

He found it hard to concentrate on his work.  Every 

ten minutes he checked his phone.  The imprisoned 

denma had eaten its way through half  the applications 

and trashed most of  his address book.  He was only 

able to stop it by confining it in a protected memory 

application.

At around 10 that night, he returned from the toilet 

to find a black envelope with his name on it sitting on 

his desk.  His co-workers had gone home for the night 

and he couldn’t see anyone else in the office.  

He cautiously picked up the envelope.  A corporate 

logo in the shape of  a shuriken was printed in the 

corner. 

Kage Ninja Corporation

We Move With Speed.

He opened the envelope and took out the letter.

Dear Ishikawa Kenji-san,

We were impressed with your handling of  the demon today.  

Kage Ninja Corporation finds itself  in need of  a new denma 

specialist.  We would be most honoured if  you could meet us 

tomorrow to discuss a special project.  Time is of  the urgency.  I 

will expect you at our headquarters at eight tomorrow morning.

Yours sincerely,

Okada Hiroki

Demonic Counterforce Section Chief

He stared at the letter in shock.  This was what he 

had always wanted.  But he wasn’t a denma specialist.  

What would happen when they found out he had just 

got lucky?  Maybe he should just call and tell them it 

was all a mistake.  He was a computer programmer, 

not a ninja.

No!

This was his big chance.  He couldn’t let this 

opportunity escape.

On the train ride home, he read the letter again 

and again.  How would his children react if  he 

became a ninja?  His daughter Yuko was studying at 

Tokyo University, which made him immensely proud.  
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Although at times her assertiveness intimidated him, 

he wished he could be more like her.  Perhaps Kenji’s 

transformation into a ninja would give his son more 

courage

He sent them both an email telling them he had a 

job interview tomorrow.

Yuko replied straight away.  “Congratulations, 

father.  I hope the interview goes well.  Maybe a new 

job will make you happier.  Ninjas are famous for 

hiding.  I hope that is not why you want to become 

one. .”

It was almost midnight when he finally got home.  

Toshiyuki had not replied.  Kenji stood in front of  

the door to his son’s room.  Every day, he regretted 

he hadn’t taken a stronger stance against his son’s 

isolation.  Toshiyuki had been bullied at high school and 

one day refused to leave his room.  Kenji had a spare 

key to the door, but he reasoned that Toshiyuki would 

come out when he was ready.  Three months passed 

and now Kenji suspected he was only encouraging his 

son’s withdrawal by not acting.  He had read about 

hikikomori who had not left their rooms for more than 

five years.

He raised a hand to knock on the door and then 

hesitated.  Disturbing Toshiyuki late at night probably 

wasn’t the best way to attempt reconciliation.  He went 

to his own room, quietly undressed and got into bed, 

resigned to the fact it was only a few hours before he 

would be up again.

His phone beeped.  Maybe it was a message from 

Toshiyuki.

It was the denma.  He had stopped it from sending 

external emails, but it had found a way to insert part of  

itself  into his address book and sent him a message.

“I will feed on your entrails and suck out your 

brains through your nostrils.”

He deleted the email and added the denma to the 

list of  blocked senders.

Kenji called his office and told his manager he was 

sick.  Kage Ninja Corporation’s headquarters were in 

the heart of  Osaka’s central business district.  He spent 

the subway ride hoping none of  his co-workers would 

see him.

Kage’s offices occupied the 44th floor of  a shining 

tower of  glass and steel.  The office reception gleamed 

with cool, metallic furnishings.  Two immaculately 

coiffed receptionists waited behind a silver counter.

He had been unsure of  what to wear to the 

interview.  Modern corporate ninjas didn’t bear much 

resemblance to their historical predecessors.  The salary 

ninjas were more freelance special forces than spies 

or assassins and didn’t run around in black pyjamas.  

He had decided his usual work clothes – a typical 

salaryman uniform of  dark suit and conservative tie – 

would suffice.

“I’m here to see Okada Hiroki-san,” he said.  “My 

name is Ishikawa Kenji.”

“One moment please, Ishikawa-sama,” the 

receptionist said.  She started speaking into a headset.

“Would you like some green tea?” the other 

receptionist asked.

“No, thank you.”

He tried to calm his nerves and looked around for 

something to occupy his mind.  Numerous citations 

and awards hung on the wall, including commendations 

from Osaka’s Governor, thanking the ninjas for saving 

the city from the intrigues of  netherworld denizens.  A 

glass display case held an original shuriken from the 

warring states period.

Ever since he’d been a kid, he’d dreamed of  

vanquishing enemies and being able to disappear into 

the night.  Ninjas had high-paying, prestigious jobs.  He 

doubted many ninjas were abandoned by their wives.

“Please follow me,” the second receptionist said.  

She led him down the corridor and into a brightly-

lit office.  An elderly man in a dark suit sat behind a 

mahogany desk.  He had dark eyes and wispy grey hair.  

It looked as though someone had tethered clouds of  

smoke to his head.  “Good morning Ishikawa-san,” he 

said.  “I am Okada Hiroki.  Please sit down.”

Okada glanced at a document in front of  him.  

“According to the statement you gave to the police you 

banished the demon.  How did you do that?”

He hadn’t banished the demon at all, but it was too 

late to change his story now.  “I write mobile phone 
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applications for a living.  My phone has customized 

software.  I used it against the denma.”

Okada turned and reached over to the bookshelf  

behind him.  He took a thick, black book from one of  

the shelves.  “Do you know what this is?”

“No, sir.”

Okada dropped the book on the desk.  “It’s a 

guide to spirit creatures.  When I joined Kage Ninja 

Corporation more than fifty years ago, we learned this 

manual by heart.  I can tell you how to defeat a kappa.  

I can tell you how to escape from a kuchisake onna.  I 

can tell you how many claws a nightstar demon has.  

But the arrival of  the denma has changed everything.  

Now I’m expected to know the difference between a 

demon that uses bluetooth to manifest itself  and one 

that relies on TCP/IP.  When I was young, if  a demon 

had a blue tooth, it meant something entirely different.  

These days I spend my time trying to learn how to 

calculate a demon’s baud rate.”

He fixed his gaze on Kenji.  “Are you following me, 

Ishikawa?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Good.  We have a special project that needs a 

denma expert.  A demon is operating out of  a host 

club in Shinsaibashi.  We believe it has possessed a host 

and is preying on women that visit the club.”

Kenji knew Osaka’s Shinsaibashi region well.  He 

was often obliged to accompany his co-workers there 

for after-work drinking sessions.  Although hostess 

bars were far more prevalent, Shinsaibashi was also 

home to numerous host bars - establishments where 

women paid exorbitant fees to drink and be entertained 

by attractive young men.

“Your assignment is to pose as a host.  Discover 

and eliminate the denma.”

Kenji felt himself  growing sick.  “But I don’t look 

anything like a host!  I’m too old.”

“The club’s owner has hired our services to 

eliminate a demonic presence.  I’ve told him we’re 

sending a denma specialist to pose as a host.  He’s 

expecting you there tomorrow night.  Friday is one 

of  their busiest nights and there’s a good chance of  

catching the denma in the act.”

“Wouldn’t it be better if  I posed as a bartender 

instead of  a host?” Kenji asked.

“The club doesn’t have a bartender,” Okada replied.  

“The hosts get the drinks for the women themselves.”

“There will be other ninjas with me, though?” 

Kenji asked.

“Normally this wouldn’t be a one person job, but 

the client is only willing to pay for the services of  one 

ninja.  He has influential friends, so we want to make 

sure he’s satisfied.  If  you eliminate the denma, there 

will be a permanent position for you at Kage.”

The thought of  talking to women he didn’t know 

made Kenji nervous.  His parents had arranged his 

marriage.  A year ago his wife had told him he was cold 

and distant and divorced him.  He hadn’t been out with 

anyone since.  How could he possibly pass for a host?  

But he couldn’t let this chance slip away.  What did it 

matter if  the women laughed at him?  He had already 

beaten a denma.  He could do it again.  “Thank you for 

this opportunity,” he said.  “I will do my best.”

“Even though you’re only going to be employed 

as a technical consultant, you’re still going to be 

representing Kage Ninja Corporation.  There are 

standards we expect you to maintain.  You’ll have a 

training session today.  But before you can begin, we 

have a lot of  paperwork to get through.”

It took over an hour to fill in the bank, tax and 

insurance forms.  Then he had a class on the proper use 

of  keigo – honorific language.  As in the human realm, 

establishing who had seniority was important when 

dealing with otherworldly beings.  He had to memorize 

the correct verb forms to use when addressing different 

kinds of  demons.  After the training session he 

accompanied some of  the other ninjas to a restaurant, 

where they ate, drank and listened to Okada talk about 

how important it was to be vigilant at all times.

Afterwards they went out for karaoke.

The next morning he sent a message to his boss 

telling him he was still not well.  He checked his phone, 

but he couldn’t find any further signs of  the denma’s 

activity.

He didn’t know anything about hosts or how they 
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acted.  But Yuko lived in Tokyo, the nation’s centre of  

style and fashion.  Even though his daughter disdained 

the designer goods worship prevalent among her peers, 

she was a university student and knew a lot more about 

fashion than he did.

From Osaka it took two and a half  hours to Tokyo 

by bullet train.  Yuko met him at Shibuya station.

“It’s good to see you, father.”

“Thank you for agreeing to help me,” he replied.

She took him shopping and outfitted him in a set 

of  clothing more suitable for a host than his salaryman 

garb.  He endured a long session at a hair stylist’s and 

she gave him a list of  topics he could discuss with 

women.

“The most important thing is to be a good listener 

and give lots of  compliments.”

This alone struck him as a more than challenging 

task.  Still, as much as it distressed him to go clothes 

shopping, he had talked more with his daughter that 

afternoon than in any other time in the last ten years.

Yuko walked with him back to the station.  “You 

should come and visit more often,” she said.

He nodded.  “I will.”

She kissed him on the cheek.  “You’re a good man, 

father.  But you’re too timid.”

Two women entered the club and the hosts 

leaped to attention.  “Irrashaimase,” they chorused in 

welcome.

Kenji waited alongside the eight other men in front 

of  the bar.  They were all in their early twenties, wore 

dark suits decorated with silver jewellery and had spiky 

yellow-orange hair.  It was hard for him to tell them 

apart.  They all could have been demons as far as he 

was concerned.

He suffered in silence while the club’s manager 

pointed to each of  the hosts, giving the women a brief  

introduction to their potential drinking companions.  

The women looked surprised when they saw him.  

Even though Yuko had done her best to dress him in 

more fashionable clothing, he was still overweight and 

more than fifteen years older than the others.

The manager led the women to a table and 

gestured for two of  the men to come over.  They 

descended upon the table, bringing with them bottles 

of  exorbitantly priced champagne.

Kenji breathed a deep sigh of  relief.  So far none 

of  the women had chosen him, which suited him fine.  

He had not progressed far in his efforts to locate the 

denma.  Before entering the club he had walked around 

the surrounding area - a neon jungle of  competing 

clubs each promising exciting times and displaying 

photos of  spiky-haired young men.  There was such 

a concentration of  neon that he suspected the denma 

had manifested itself  through the neon rather than a 

mobile phone.  The most likely candidate seemed to 

be the club’s logo itself, so he took a photo of  the sign 

with his phone.

Another woman entered the club and Kenji stood 

and chorused a welcome greeting.  The woman was 

about his age and wore a dress as black as his mobile 

phone’s case.  The manager bowed repeatedly and 

expressed his undying gratitude for her arrival.  The 

woman looked around the room and her gaze fixed 

on Kenji.  He found this attention uncomfortable 

and lowered his eyes.  When he looked up again the 

woman was sitting at a table.  The manager came over 

to Kenji’s seat.

“That is Uchimura-san,” the manager said.  “She 

is a very important regular client.  She wants to talk to 

you.”

Kenji had beaten a demon.  It should be easy to talk 

to a woman.  He took a bottle of  champagne from the 

bar and walked over to the woman’s table.  He bowed.

“I come here every week,” she said.  “I haven’t 

seen you here before.”

“I’m n..n..nnnew,” he stuttered.  It took him a few 

tries before he extracted the cork.  He poured her a 

drink and then sat down opposite her.

“Kanpai,” they both said and lifted their glasses in 

salute.

At least the champagne was good.  He would have 

to be careful not to drink too much.  

“Where were you working before?” she asked.

He considered lying, but he suspected she would 

be able to see through his story.  “This is my first time 
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working in a club.”

“There aren’t many hosts who start at your age.”

He nodded.  The conversation was less than a 

minute old and already he didn’t know what to say.  

Uchimura was an attractive woman, but she had 

particularly thick eyebrows, like two angry caterpillars 

perched atop her forehead.  He tried not to stare.  She 

took out a cigarette and he lit it with the lighter the 

manager had loaned him.  He didn’t like cigarettes, 

but the club was already saturated with the stench of  

tobacco.

“Are you nervous?” she asked.

He nodded again.

“That’s okay, I like shy men.”

He tried to think of  something to say.  He suspected 

she might not be entertained by a discussion of  the 

subtleties of  software implementation protocols.  

Instead he settled for one of  the compliments Yuko 

had furnished him with.  “Your hair looks nice,” he 

mumbled.

She smiled.  “Thank you.  I had it done this morning.  

My boyfriend said he didn’t like it, so I dumped him.  I 

don’t have time for men that don’t know how to treat a 

woman.  I have my own money, so I don’t need a rich 

man.”

She started talking about how unappreciative men 

were.

Kenji kept nodding; she seemed happy enough 

without him contributing much to the conversation.  

Perhaps this wasn’t going to be as difficult as he had 

feared.

His phone started vibrating.  He continued 

nodding politely and surreptitiously slid the phone out 

of  his pocket.  When Uchimura paused for a drink, he 

glanced at the screen.  The denma was still contained 

in the address book but it had found a way to absorb 

the energy from the batteries.  He estimated there 

was about an hour left before the phone shut down, 

allowing the denma to escape and wreak havoc.

“I like older men,” she said.  “But only for dating.  

If  you marry them, they expect you to be their maid.”

“That’s nice,” he murmured.  How was he going to 

extricate himself  from this conversation?

“Older men make better listeners,” she said.  

“They’re used to devoting themselves to a task.  If  

they want a woman they work hard to get her.  Of  

course after you’ve slept with a man, they don’t bother 

listening to you.  Why offer bait to a fish you’ve already 

caught?”

Maybe he could hide in the bathroom.

“I said older men make better listeners!” she said 

angrily.

“I’m sorry.  I know this is terribly rude, but please 

excuse me,” he said and stood up.  “I’m not feeling 

well,” he explained.  Inebriated hosts must sometimes 

have to excuse themselves.  He hurried away from the 

table, catching sight of  the manager’s angry face before 

he dashed inside the bathroom.

He took a moment to calm his thoughts.  He didn’t 

feel as nervous about talking to customers anymore.  

But maybe that was just because he was more worried 

about the other pressing issues that demanded his 

attention.

How could he work out which one of  the hosts 

was possessed?  Maybe he could use the demon in his 

phone to help him.  Perhaps different kinds of  denma 

were incompatible.  He left the bathroom and went 

over to the bar.

“What do you think you’re doing?” the manager 

demanded.

“I need the mobile phone email addresses of  

everyone working here,” Kenji said.

“Why?”

“I think I know how to find the denma.”

The manager hesitated and then went into the back 

room that functioned as his office.

Kenji approached the nearest host waiting at the 

bar.  “The customer wants to talk to you,” he said.  

He walked back to Uchimura and bowed several times.  

“I’m very sorry, but I’m not feeling well.”  He paused, 

unable to remember the host’s name.  “This young 

man will be most honoured to entertain you.”

The host glared at him.  Kenji had to admit it 

wasn’t the most eloquent of  introductions.   He bowed 

again and fled the table.

The manager returned with a list of  email
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addresses.

Lines of  crackling, blue energy rippled across the 

screen on Kenji’s phone.  He attached the photo of  

the club’s neon sign to an email.  He hoped combining 

a photo of  the denma’s manifestation point with 

energy from the demon in his phone would provoke 

a reaction.

He sent the email to the first address on the list.  

The hosts would have their phones with them, but they 

would be switched to silent mode.  Nobody reacted.  

He repeated the process four times.

The host whose name he’d forgotten yelped in 

pain and leaped from his chair, knocking the table 

and spilling the champagne.  Streaks of  blue light 

surrounded his hands and he howled in pain.  He 

started changing form, the flesh peeled  from his body, 

revealing glowing red neon tubes instead of  bones.  In 

a matter of  seconds he had been transformed into a 

neon tube skeletal creature with a head that resembled 

a giant light bulb.

The club filled with screams of  panic.  The 

customers and other hosts surged towards the exit, 

knocking each other aside in their eagerness to 

escape.

The demon raised its neon claws and stalked 

towards Kenji.

He hadn’t given much thought to this part of  the 

assignment.

One of  the neon tubes that served as an arm swept 

around and struck him in the chest.  He was knocked 

backwards and slammed into the bar.

He grabbed his phone and cycled through the 

address book until he found the entry where he’d stored 

the denma.  This was a last resort, but he had nothing 

to lose.  He aimed the phone at the neon demon and 

pressed the send button.  A bolt of  energy lanced from 

the phone and struck the demon’s arm, slicing it clean 

off.  The tube dropped to the floor and shattered.  The 

neon denma roared with anger.

Kenji retreated behind the bar.  The demon dashed 

across the room in a couple of  long strides and leaped 

over the bar.  It crashed into Kenji, sending him 

tumbling backwards, scattering bottles and glasses.  

He landed on the floor and his phone slipped from 

his grasp.  The demon pounced on top of  him, its 

remaining arm pinning him to the floor.  It lowered its 

bulb-like face towards him.

He reached out his arm and desperately felt for the 

phone.  The intense light emanating from the denma 

forced him to close his eyes.  He prepared himself  for 

the end.  At least he had tried his best.

His hand closed on his phone.  He brought his 

arm around, pointed the phone at the demon’s face 

and pressed send.  The denma’s head exploded.

He took a moment to clean the shards of  glass 

from his clothes and then used the club’s phone to 

call a ninja clean-up crew.  “Make sure you get here 

in less than ten minutes,” he ordered.  “And bring a 

NishiConnect phone charger with you!”

Okada himself  arrived five minutes later.  He 

handed a charger to Kenji.

“How did you get here so quickly?” Kenji asked.

“It is the way of  the ninja.  We move with speed.”  

Okada smiled.  “You have done well, Ishikawa-san.  

We are pleased to offer you a permanent position.  You 

will start on Monday.”

“Monday!  But my work requires me to give three 

months notice!”

“I am sure you will find a way to explain it to 

them,” Okada said.

Kenji nodded and then smiled.  “It is the way of  

the ninja.  We move with speed.”

When he got home, he went and knocked on 

the door to Toshiyuki’s bedroom.  A minute passed.  

There was no response.  He knocked again and called 

out “Toshiyuki!  It’s your father.  I want to talk to you.”  

There was no answer.  He took the spare key from his 

pocket and unlocked the door.

Toshiyuki sat at his desk, bathed in the glow of  his 

computer screen.

“It’s time to talk,” Kenji said.
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Watching
 by Jeremy C. Shipp

You don’t have to enjoy watching while Gerald 

masturbates onto his first cousin, or Nadine carefully 

chokes herself  with an antique bonnet, or Carter craps 

into an urn that he stores under the kitchen sink.  You 

just have to pretend.  You have to sit back, sniff  the 

cinnamon stick that you keep hidden in your glove, 

and give them what they want.

“What’s the knife for, Felix?” I say.

He paces back and forth, and I try to focus on 

the sound of  his boots smacking the wooden floor, 

instead of  the blood dribbling down his chin and the 

bite marks covering his arms.

“I’m not going to hurt you,” Felix says.  “You know 

I’m gentle as a fly.”

“You mean you wouldn’t hurt a fly,” I say.

“Whatever.  I’ll pay you two thousand if  you watch 

me do this.”  He puts his hand on top of  his dresser, 

next to a brick.  “I won’t pass out.  I’ll drive myself  to 

the hospital.  Seriously.  Please.”

“You know I can’t,” I say.  “Janette would fire me 

if  she knew—”

“Don’t tell her.  We’ll keep this between you and 
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me.”

“It doesn’t work that way.”

“We’ll make it work.”

“I can’t.”

“You know what you are, Sebastian?” He points 

the knife at my face.  “You’re a fucking tease!”

This isn’t supposed to happen.  I sniff  my glove.

Felix glances at his weapon and says, “Sorry.”  He 

lowers the knife so fast, he loses his grip.  I’m afraid 

the blade will bounce against the floor and find its way 

to my face or heart, but it doesn’t.  It only lays there.

“I would never hurt anybody,” Felix says.  “You 

know that.”

“I know,” I say.  I pretend.

He kneels and cradles the knife in both hands.  

He looks like he might start crying.  “You think I’m 

disgusting.”

“No, Felix,” I say.  “If  it were up to me, I’d stay 

here and watch.  I want to see you do it.  Really.”

He grins.

And so do I.

Janette searches my face, and I try to focus on the 

statues standing on the shelf  behind her.  There’s the 

Amazon with her missing right breast.  Janette once 

told me that these mythological women sometimes 

cut off  their breasts so they could improve their bow 

shooting.  She also told me that the Ancient Greeks 

believed that women needed to be tamed by their 

fathers and husbands, otherwise they would all be wild 

whores.  She said that it’s this sort of  taming that brings 

new working girls to her doorstep year after year.

“Felix showed up at the ER an hour after your 

session ended,” Janette says.  “With a missing finger.”

“Damn it,” I say.  I’m impressed that Janette 

procured this information so quickly, but not surprised.  

She has contacts everywhere, most willing to spill their 

guts for a discount.  “I can’t believe he really did it.”
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She stares at me for a while longer.

Next to the Amazon rests the Siren, with her angel 

wings and her duck feet.  The Ancient Greeks believed 

that men and men alone had the power to tame their 

sexual urges.  Only they could protect their families 

from the siren-like powers of  other women.

“I reviewed your session with Felix,” Janette says, 

and taps the digital voice recorder on her desk.  “You 

both are excellent actors.”

“I wasn’t acting,” I say.

“When Felix gets upset, he stumbles with his 

words, and he wasn’t stumbling.  Everything else was 

believable enough though.  Good job.”

“It wasn’t an act, Janette.”

“The fact that you kept a substantial payoff  from 

me hurts, but I don’t really care about the money.  

What really upsets me is that you’re willing to endanger 

my entire operation for a few extra bucks.  I test your 

blood and I know you’re not a drug addict, Sebastian.  

What do you need the cash for?”

I search the room for answers, but there aren’t any.  

“Nothing.”

This time she looks at me like she’s sorry for me.

Beside the Siren there’s Baubo, with breasts for 

eyes and a vulva for a mouth.  She once cheered up a 

goddess by flashing her.  Janette told me that this wasn’t 

a sexual thing.  Baubo revealed the power of  fertility 

that exists in all women.  The Ancient Greeks believed 

that women were dirty inside and could pollute the 

world around them by menstruating and giving birth.  

Baubo didn’t keep her power hidden, so the Ancient 

Greeks made her into a mutant.

“Did you eat it?” Janette asks.

“What?” I say.  

“His finger.”

“Of  course not.  Who do you think I am?”  I stop 

looking past her, and meet her gaze.  

“I believe you,” she says.  “The problem is that I’m 

not narcissistic enough to assume I can’t be tricked.  I 

need to make sure I know what you’re capable of.”

“What do you want me to do?”

“First of  all, let me smell your breath.”

I stand and lean over and breathe onto her face.

“I don’t smell vomit,” she says.  “Or anything that 

might be used to cover up the smell of  vomit.  If  you 

did eat it, it’s still inside you.”

“I watched him cut it off.  I didn’t eat it.”

“It’s only been a few hours, so you’d probably still 

have some finger in your stomach.”  She reaches under 

her desk and brings up a bucket, which she hands to 

me.  “I’m going to need you to throw up.  Then I’ll 

send it off  to the lab, and see if  you’re telling me the 

truth.”

“I don’t think I can vomit on command.”

“Stick your finger down your throat.”

“I tried that once and it didn’t work.”

She pulls a bottle of  ipecac out of  her drawer, just 

like I knew she would.

Soon I heave so hard I’m afraid my eyes will pop 

out, but they don’t.  

“Now go dump that in the toilet,” she says.

“I thought you wanted to test it.”

“I’ve tested you enough.”

When I return with the bucket, she says, “I know I 

said I don’t care about the money, but you’re going to 

give me five thousand for this betrayal and the others I 

never found out about.”

I only made three thousand from Felix.  Still, this 

is fair.  I nod to her.

She hands me a piece of  orange paper with ‘Valerie 

Trum’ written on the top.  “You have an all-nighter.  

Tonight at seven.”

“I can’t work tonight,” I say.  “I have a date.”

“You have a date with Valerie Trum.”

Janette may seem like a level-headed businesswoman, 

but she’s actually a human being.  Underneath her 

pinstriped suit there are scars on her wrists.  She 

showed them to me during my first job interview with 

her, and scrutinized my reaction.  

Now she’s giving me that same look.  

She’s waiting.

“I shouldn’t have betrayed you,” I say.  “I’m 

sorry.”

She smiles a little.  “Tonight at seven.”

I turn on the voice recorder and say, “I hope you’re 
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happy,” before knocking on the door of  Valerie Trum’s 

two-story cookie-cutter house.  I’m not surprised she 

lives here.  This place may look the same as every other 

home around, with only slits of  yard between them, 

but that doesn’t mean I’m not going to enter a new 

world and see things I’ve never imagined.

What does surprise me is the smile I’m greeted 

with.  The warmth.

“Sebastian,” she says, and holds out her hand.

I shake.  

“I like your gloves,” she says.  “They look 

homemade.”

“They are,” I say, holding them out for some 

reason.

“I’m guessing you’re a cold person.  Not…cold-

hearted.  I mean you feel cold easily.  My girlfriend was 

a hot person.  Before she died.”

That’s why I’m here, I’m guessing.  Grief.

“It tends to get cold in here at night,” she says.  

“Feel free to turn up the heat.  The thermostat’s over 

there in the hall.”

“I’m sorry about your girlfriend,” I say.

“Thanks.  I’ll show you where I want you.”

So I follow her into a bedroom upstairs.  A 

guestroom, by the looks of  it.  The only thing that 

really catches my eye is a quilt-covered column in the 

corner.  

“Sit there,” she says, pointing.

I sit on the comfy-looking chair facing the column.  

It is comfy.

“There’s leftover pizza in the fridge if  you get 

hungry,” she says.  “You can take off  the pepperoni 

if  you’re a vegetarian.  Or Jewish.  Or don’t like 

pepperoni.”

“Thanks.”

She walks over to the column, and slides off  the 

quilt.  She reveals an antique iron birdcage.  Or maybe 

it’s not an antique.  Maybe it’s just old.

An ugly orange bird sits on the perch in the cage.  

No, that’s a doll.  A rag doll.

What Valerie’s going to do with this cage and 

doll, or to this cage and doll, I don’t know., but I’m 

prepared.

I sniff  my glove.  Vanilla.

“Whenever you’re ready,” I say.

She smiles at me.  “I’m going to sleep at my cousin’s 

for the night.  I’ll be back in the morning to pay you.”

I almost give her a funny look, but stop myself.  

Instead, I nod.  “What is it you want me to do 

exactly?”

“Watch the doll.”

“Am I looking for something specific?”

“I can’t tell you.  Well, I could, but I don’t want to.  

I don’t want to influence what you see by telling you 

anything beforehand.  Anyway, if  you want to drink 

something besides water, there’s orange juice in the 

fridge.  There might be some apple juice left.”

“Thank you.”

She shakes my hand again, and leaves.

Time doesn’t really fly when you’re stuck babysitting 

an inanimate object, but things could be worse.  You 

could lack an imagination or have A.D.D..  You could 

be one of  those people who finds himself  haunted by 

his demons when faced with solitude.  

I’m lucky.

I could try to sneak out and manipulate the audio 

recording, but Janette would find out.  Plus, anytime I 

look away from the doll for too long, I feel guilty.

Better to just make the best of  a ridiculous 

situation.

It’s eight o’clock, and Snow’s off  work.  I’ll call 

her.

“I’m not going to be able to make it tonight,” I say.  

“I got called into work.”

“Shit,” she says.  “When does it start?”

“I’m here right now actually.  It’s OK that I’m 

talking with you though.  My client’s gone.”

“Why’s he gone?”

“She.  It doesn’t really matter.  I’d invite you over, 

but it’s against the rules.”

“I know.”

“I know you know.  I wanted to say it anyway.”

“Thank you.”

“Can we have a phone date instead?”

“Yeah.  Let me drive home first.  I don’t have one 
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of  those handless phone sets and I don’t want to drive 

with one hand in the crap-mobile.”

We say goodbye, and I’m alone with the doll 

again.

My heart beats fast and I don’t feel cold at all.  Even 

after all this time, Snow still makes me feel nervous 

and excited.

The first time I met Snow, the nervousness I felt 

wasn’t so heavenly.  She was one of  my first clients, and 

I remember the way she touched my arm, comforting 

me.  Even though I was there to comfort her.

She told me how thankful she was that her parents 

hadn’t mutilated her body as a baby.  But she was 

afraid.  She hadn’t told any of  her friends that she was 

an intersexual.  And she’d never shown her naked adult 

body to anyone but her doctor.

Then she showed me. 

I didn’t have to look past her large clitoris and 

pretend that she was beautiful.  She was.  Is.  Mind, 

body, heart and soul.

I glance at my wrist, but I left my watch at home.  

No matter.  Fifteen minutes until she calls.  In the 

meantime, I can entertain myself  by clicking my teeth 

together in time to the music in my head.

Click click click…

Click click click…

I hate this song.

Click click click…

The doll lifts her arm.  Slowly, trembling.

Instantly, I know that Valerie Trum is a cruel 

woman who’s trying to scare me.

Instantly, I’m clutching the chair, holding my 

breath.

The doll waves at me.

One of  my hands relaxes, as if  I’m going to release 

the arm rest and wave back.  I sniff  my glove instead.

The moment her arm drops, I stand.    I try to 

focus on the chill slithering up and down my neck, but 

it’s not enough.

I step forward and don’t see any strings.

I reach inside the cage through the bars, because I 

don’t have the key to the lock on the door.  

She has to be mechanized.  I need to touch her to 

find out.  

I wrap my gloved hand around her and squeeze.

Nothing but fluff.

When I release her, she falls off  the perch.  I’m 

afraid she’s going to jump back up and lunge for my 

face, but she only lays there.

I scream a little when the phone rings.

We greet each other with the usual routine, then 

move on.

“So you’re just sitting around staring at the wall?” 

Snow says, laughing.

I wince.  “Not exactly.  Snow, I’m not…doing very 

well right now.”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean…I think I’m losing it.  My mind, I 

guess.”

“Do you want to tell me about it?”

I shake my head, though I know she can’t see 

that.

Snow reveals everything.  My clients reveal 

everything.  But me, I like to hide.  It’s a good thing 

Snow doesn’t hate cowards. 

“I don’t think you’re losing your mind,” she says.  

“I think you’re starting to deal with something that you 

haven’t dealt with yet.”

She’s right.  Before I can stop them, the words 

claw their way out of  me.  “I watched my client eat his 

own finger.”

Silence.  Then, “Why did you do that?”

“Because he paid me to.”

She’s silent again, and I can’t hear anything else.  

“You have more than enough money,” she says.  

“There’s another reason.”

I search the room.  I even search the doll’s black 

button eyes.  Nothing.

“Jesus, Sebastian.  Are you really such a stranger 

to yourself ?  You watched him eat his finger because 

you’re a caring person.  You didn’t want him to feel 

ashamed anymore.”

“I don’t think that’s true.  I don’t care about my 

clients.  You’re the only one—”

“You care.”
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I don’t say anything for way too long.

“Call me back when you’re ready to talk again,” 

she says.

We end the conversation with the usual routine, 

then move on.

For me, that means watching the doll until I’m 

convinced that I didn’t see what I saw.

I hear footsteps.  Valerie Trum must be back to see 

how shook up I am because of  her little trick.  She’ll 

probably laugh.  She might even explain to me how she 

did it if  I smile enough.

But no, the young woman who enters isn’t Valerie 

Trum.

She sits on the floor, holding a bottle in her hands.  

She looks like she might start crying.

“Hello?” I say.  “I’m a friend of  Valerie.”

She unscrews the top, and dumps a heap of  blue 

pills onto the floor.

Now she does start crying.

No, that’s not her.

The sound’s coming from under the bed.

I step closer to the young woman.  “Are you 

alright?”

A head slides out from under the bed and the 

crying consumes the room.  Her body continues to 

wriggle across the floor until she’s lying right beside 

me.  The middle-aged woman runs a razor blade down 

the middle of  her face.  

The young sitting woman swallows the pills, 

handful after handful.

“Stop!” I say.

Watching isn’t enough.  I need to do something.

I reach down to grab the young woman’s arm, and 

them I’m remembering a pink bedroom and a man 

named Uncle Daniel and—

I race for the door.  It closes.  Fast.

As soon as I turn around, another woman vomits 

on the floor right by my feet.  I step over the mess, and 

face the wall.  The orange sheet of  paper in my pocket 

soon gives me Valerie Trum’s cell phone number, and 

I call.

“What’s going on here?” I say.

“You don’t have to talk so loud,” she says.  

“What’s going on here, Valerie?” I say, even 

louder.

“I honestly don’t know,” she says.  “All I know is 

that she wanted a man.  I hope you survive.  You seem 

like a nice enough guy.”  With that, she hangs up.  By 

the time I think of  calling Snow, I’ve already thrown 

my phone against the wall and broken the damn thing 

in two.

The room roars with the chaos of  women 

squirming, struggling, crying.

They’re everywhere.

Cutting themselves, killing themselves.  

Again and again and again.

The window slips open, and a flock of  magazines 

fly inside.  They cover the floor.  They cover the walls.  

Maybe the ceiling, but I don’t look up.  They show me 

models and actresses and they’re all screaming, tearing 

at their pages with bloody fingers.  Trapped.

The women in the room don’t stop suffering.  No 

matter the fierceness of  my commands.  No matter 

how much they die.

Every time one of  them passes through me, I feel 

them inside.  Mind, body, heart and soul.  I scramble 

around, jumping and spinning, trying to keep from 

being touched.  From being violated.  But it doesn’t 

do any good.

I remember.  

I remember the animals I saw in the popcorn ceiling 

above my bed and wishing that they would come alive 

and save me or eat me, and I remember how it felt 

when he ravaged my hymen and called me his sweet 

princess, and I remember the agony I felt every time 

my husband used me because they circumcised me as a 

baby, and I remember more and more until I collapse.

Everyone bends and funnels into the bird cage.

Silence again.

I try to stand, and by the third try I get to my feet.

I approach the cage.

The rag doll’s standing on the perch, arms at her 

sides.  She’s trembling, and I’m sure this has nothing to 

do with weakness.

She’s giving me that look.
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She’s waiting.

“I’m sorry,” I say.

She shudders even more.  Obviously she’s not 

looking for an apology.

I consider walking away right now and spending 

the rest of  my life trying to forget this ever happened.  

But the truth is, Snow was right.  I do care about my 

clients.

This world, this system we live in, it doesn’t treat 

my clients very well, and watching isn’t enough.  

Even after what this doll put me through, I don’t 

know what it’s like to be a woman.  She does.  She’s 

charged with the energy of  pain that I see oozing out 

my clients every day, in their blood, their semen, their 

shit.  

The doll’s charged up, and I think she’s willing to 

do something about it.

If  she’s going to assassinate those who abuse 

power or lead a peaceful revolution, I don’t know.  It 

doesn’t really matter.  She can’t sit back and watch these 

tragedies go on anymore.  Anyway, the lock’s already 

disappeared.

I open the cage.
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