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Editorial

Well! What a difference a year makes! Presumably. Otherwise what have you all 

been doing? Frittering your time away on nonsense like this editorial?  Hang your 

heads in shame.

In only a short year, Moonlight Tuber has gone from being an unknown “Internet 

Story Hole” to being world famous! At least I can only assume this is  the case. 

Wordpress’s site visit statistics frankly baffle me. 

But  it  is  not  just  “The Tuba” which has  changed.  The whole  world  of  electronic 

publishing  has  itself  undergone  a  metamorphosis,  from a  humble  average  man-

shaped scene to a glorious cockroach of splendour! I myself am the proud owner of 

both a kindle and a kobo,  and while  I  have not  learned to operate them, I  am 

hopeful that in the not too distant future I shall be programming them to duel one 

another in the sitting area.

The internet “phenomenona” has raised a number of questions. Is it better to read 

on a book-screen or an interpage? Is piracy going to undermine traditional publishing 

(I don’t see how it can, as ship-board electronics are necessarily limited and in any 

case,  we  should  just  be  grateful  that  pirate  literacy  is  improving)?   And  most 

importantly, is anybody reading anymore or are we all too busy blogging about the 

books we have bought?

Moonlight Tuber #2 does not purport to answer all of these questions, although you 

will find a substantial number of them addressed in depth on page thirty-four. But I 

think you will agree that this venture, if nothing else, adds to the confusion. 

And for that you, gentle reader, must take some responsibility. Sleep soundly!



In the Clocktower

Forrest Aguirre

Graf von Maanen was the first.  At the last stroke of midnight the armor-clad clock 

tower automaton found a voice.  Not his own, but a voice nonetheless – probably 

shaken out of the graveyard as the church bells thundered a circular shock wave 

through the night, up and over the valley walls that shrouded Blinkhelm from the 

rest of the world.

“Am I the only . . .?” the voice wondered aloud as von Maanen was withdrawn with 

his  plate-mailed  compatriots  into  the darkness  of  the clock  tower,  their  knightly 

midnight procession having come to an end.  The Graf was sure that the voice was 

not his – it was most likely that of the butcher, Alvon, whose noonday bellowings had 

been cut short only a few days before by a runaway carriage.  Alvon was, by Gran 

von Maanen’s observations, too large a man to have  all the life snuffed from him, 

even if he appeared quite dead to the doctor who attended the scene of the accident. 

Combine Alvon’s lingering soul-threads with the softness of the freshly dug soil and 

yes, von Maanen’s voice would have to be that of the butcher, wouldn’t it?

“No,”  another  voice  interrupted  his  thoughts  –  this  voice  that  of  a  young  girl, 

perhaps eight or nine years old.  “You are not the only.”

“Who?”  It  was  difficult  to  see  at  night  in  Blinkhelm’s  clock  tower.   It  was  also 

virtually impossible for a clockwork automaton to express or even feel emotion – the 

voices, butcher’s or otherwise, utterly lacked feeling.



“Your Leftenant, Schuyler,” the high pitched girl-voice spoke from across the belfry.

Leftenant  Schuyler  –  the  most  beautiful  of  the  clock  tower  soldiers,  despite  his 

inferior rank – sparkled at noon when his gold-and-silver-plated ring mail reflected 

the  sky,  casting  polished  sundogs  across  the  red  cobblestones  and  pedestrians 

below.  Visitors to the town were dazzled by the display, quite literally blinded by his 

appearance.  Even now, after midnight,  moonlight glowed off  his armor in milky 

waves.

“And the others?” Von Maanen asked in a voice not his own from behind the battered 

grill of his face plate – the artist who had reconstructed the armor had left the mace-

mark that took the Graf’s life as a monument to his legendary toughness.

“Present,” Jabbs spoke in the raspy tones of an anonymous old crone – a fitting 

voice, truth be told, as history had hidden his vile misdeeds: the slaughter of a 

convent of old nuns.  

“Present,” Lohr – with the voice of  a mayor dead two hundred years: the same 

mayor that dedicated the Blinkhelm clock tower after its construction – after the 

reconstruction of  the knights  themselves,  fashioned after  mythical  Templars  that 

may or may not have ever existed.  Lohr, for example, will never be found in any 

historical document.

“Present,”  the  voice  of  a  healthy  young  man  –  the  only  voice  appropriate  to 

knighthood – from Ulrich.

“Present,” thickly accented – French or Swiss – from Brodenberg.



And  that  night,  for  the  first  time,  the  knights  of  Blinkhelm  clock  tower  held 

conversation.   They  shared  their  observations  –  the  butcher’s  demise;  the  twin 

blonde girls who sold eggs down the street; the ravens that inhabited the belfry, 

defecating on the holy relics beneath; the young man they saw masturbating on a 

rooftop; the proliferation of chimneys; the darkening skies.  On they spoke, past 

dawn, reminiscing, commenting, surmising, until the noon bells beckoned them forth 

to their forced march – a circular parade through the clock tower’s bright flowered 

doors, out into the sunlight before the inevitable crowd of spectators, then back into 

the cool darkness of their holding bay.

A larger than normal crowd had gathered beneath them that day.  Town residents 

and visitors alike pointed up, then shielded their eyes from the armor’s glare.  Some 

cupped their hands behind their ears, as if straining to hear something – but nothing 

could be heard above the din of the bells.  Not an eye in town was averted.  Every 

person in the valley, it was clear, had gathered and was now trying to hear if voices 

truly were coming from the clock tower as was rumored.  Even the butcher’s wife, 

usually religious in her devotion to cleaving lamb in the back of the shop, had come 

out (bloodied instruments in hand) and was staring up at the clock tower with tear-

filled eyes.  “Alvon.  Alvon?  Is it really you?” she said.

The clock tower soldiers conferred with one another – careful not to speak above the 

noise of the bells.

“We must observe silence,” the old crone’s voice spoke first at the fifth chime.

The young man’s at six: “Jabbs is right”.



Glittering Schuyler, seven chimes in the girl’s voice: “Lest they dismantle us to find 

whereby we speak.”

“It is agreed then,” Von Maanen said in dead Alvon’s voice.  “We will observe silence” 

. . . nine.

“Aye,” all agreed at eleven. The last thrum of the bells was absorbed by the hills. 

And with that, the knights were silent.  

#

For years the only sound to come from the knights was the creak of their wooden 

limbs, the clank of plate mail, the rustle of chain on their twice-daily perambulation. 

Much happened in the town below – births, deaths, marriages, annulments, the ebb 

and flow of love and loss.  The fire of war flashed through, followed by quiet peace, 

speeches were given, festivals held – a century of communal heartbeat.

Then, one day, nothing.  It was as if  the inhabitants had all suddenly left – the 

heartbeat ceased.  The town had died.  Only the bells punctuated the quiet – once at 

midnight, once at noon.  But there was no audience to hear them for the space of a 

week.  The knights began to wonder, in this vacuum of sound, whether the bells 

were the only sound left in the world.  But they dare not break their vow of silence 

without grave purpose.  This was a matter of loyalty, a matter of pride.

A motor finally broke through the peace – no, a series of motors propelling a caravan 

of vehicles to the outskirts of town.  Construction began after the engines went idle – 

two high wooden towers on either end of the main street, wooden barricades higher 

than a man and rolls of concertina wire (here historical integrity must be maintained 



–  the  knights  did  not,  could  not,  know  the  words  “motor”  or  “concertina,” 

nevertheless,  the  account  is  accurate)  surrounding  Blinkhelm’s  borders.   Boards 

painted with black skull-and-crossbones symbols were posted along the fence with 

words  in  red.   The  clock  tower  automatons  could  not  read,  but  these  signs 

discomfited them greatly.  

Soon people – not the old residents – flowed into Blinkhelm.  Long lines of drab-

colored clothing beneath which shuffled an emaciated mass of men, women, and 

children – mere smudges on the landscape,  these people were more ghost than 

flesh.  Their  hopelessness seemed to permeate upward, like the oily clouds that 

sprouted on the horizon, floating up to infect the sky with gray.

Only  the  knights’  appearance  granted  respite  from  the  dull  sluggishness  of 

Blinkhelm’s new residents.  At noon all stopped to look up at the shimmering knights 

as  they  performed their  daily  walk.   The gray-helmeted guards’  furrowed brows 

softened, the children’s eyes gleamed a bit brighter, even the old men gave the 

subtle hint of a smile when the automatons showed themselves.  Even as the knights 

lost their luster from soot, their appearance seemed to dispel a bit of the gloom that 

permeated the town.

#

One day the bells  struck noon and the knights came out to see the town’s new 

residents lined up in neat rows, standing on the cobblestones below.  The booming 

bells were punctuated by a steady crackcrackcrackcrack as the adoptive citizens of 

Blinkhelm folded and collapsed before the weapons of the gray-helmeted guards.



Graf  Von  Maanen  prepared  to  shout,  to  call  a  halt  to  the  slaughter.   Chivalric 

responsibility demanded it.  But he remembered his promise, the vow he and his 

compatriots had made – loyalty to one another forbade any utterance.  This,  he 

remembered, was a matter of dignity.  This was loyalty, honor, pride.

And he thought to himself – in a voice not his own – “surely, in silence, I speak with 

the butcher’s voice.”

---

Forrest Aguirre's work has appeared in such venues as Asimov's, Polyphony, and Paper Cities. His work is 

forthcoming in Gargoyle, Tattered Souls 2, and Postscripts. His earlier work is collected in  Fugue XXIX 

(Raw Dog Screaming Press). He is currently at work on his third novel, Heraclix & Pomp. Forrest received 

a World Fantasy Award for editing the Leviathan 3 anthology with co-editor Jeff VanderMeer.



Shape for Her

Liz Argall

The bell tinkled. The door swung wide, sweeping into my den the moist vapours of 

humanity and the sounds of  night and neon. The girls  and boys next door were 

singing to  the street,  flashing breast,  prick and artificial  enhancements;  dazzling 

chiaro to my otherworldly oscura. There are no lights to guide you to my door. They 

know where I am, the wanting ones of bone and static shape. I cannot be beyond 

your wildest dreams, I am precisely your wildest dreams made flesh. I am become, 

until that too fades away, spent. I hold on to what I have, what I am, always waiting 

to be filled, always slipping away. 

The door swung wide, the door swung closed; a petite woman slipped herself quietly 

into my space and flinched at the sound of my bell. I gave her a moment to examine 

the space and compose herself, but not long enough to take fright. There is little to 

see in my room: a counter,  a few bookshelves, a comfortable couch, some old-

fashioned photo albums, a dusty computer screen and a framed Certificate of Accord 

and Safety. I store a few antiques on the shelves near the front to give the illusion of 

a second-hand store, but we all know that it's a facade.

The woman gazed at my ugly Grecian urn, scarabs behind glass and a Palissy replica 

filled with snake skins.  Her hands fluttered like frightened birds, alighting on her 

breast bone at small  intervals. Her eyes flickered toward me in small gasps, her 

smile an uneasy wrinkle. I moved softly from behind the counter, caught her just as 



she  moved  towards  the  exit  –  it  had  been  a  long,  dwindling  time  between 

engagements. I pulled myself together to speak to her; a tired, cobbled together 

thing given form and will by fading cobwebs of desire. I did not know how long I had 

been dormant, but I knew I had to sell myself soon before I forgot how to be hungry, 

lost all volition and entirely ran out of the scraps of “self” I had been hoarding.

“What face would you like?” My voice was soft and honey, an affectation from an old 

flame. I made sure I had hands before I slowly ran my fingers over the surface of my 

blank ceramic mask. My fingertips touched my lips before slowly reaching for the 

side of her face. 

The woman recoiled, her face flushing. “No, it's not like that, I was just...”

Beneath my mask and cowl my approximation of a lip curled. “Of course, you were 

just... curious. You wanted to see if it was possible.”

She smiled with relief as I lied for her. I wrapped my fingers slowly, warmly around 

her  wrist;  my  fingers  now  long  and  polished  in  recollection  of  my  last  client's 

wanting. 

“But let's be honest, you want to try... you want to ...hire.”

She shook her head, but her eyes betrayed her as they swallowed the room. Dark, 

round pupils of yearning and desire, my words a kiss on an innocent ear. She pursed 

her lips, pupils contracted to small points.

“No... it's not... I wouldn't.”



“A former lover? A deceased wife, husband? A movie star? An indecent desire?  I can 

give you anything.”

She struggled limply. My hold was light enough to break, but her wrists stayed within 

my bonds. She started to speak, throat gulping for sound, hollow words expiring 

prematurely.  She  pulled  her  wrists  out  of  my  hands,  hands  covering  her  face, 

physically challenging the turmoil that had brought her to me. I did not look away as 

she stuttered. I waited coldly for her hands to return to mine. She held my hands 

tightly  as  her  breathing  became  more  ragged,  asphyxiated  by  memory.  She 

whimpered and sat down swiftly, a controlled fall to the ground, landing with a bump 

on the scratched linoleum. I followed her down, sat with her in a mess of skirts and 

shame.

“What do you want?”

“... I...” Her head bowed, tongue so clumsy I could almost taste it. Her mind was 

layered and vibrant underneath the emulsion of fear. I felt my own sluggish pulse 

quicken. 

“I don't know,” she said.

“If you don't know your need, you should go next door. You can try a range of men, 

women, toys, VR, find out what your taste is. It's safer, easier, that way.” As I spoke 

I moved her from our uncomfortable place on the ground to the couch, giving her 

space in the choreography to blow her nose and clear her head.

“I don't want a prostitute.”



“What do you think I am?”

“You're more than that... you're a shifter... you see into people's minds. You see 

their desires.”

“It defines me, but you have to know what you want.” I brushed my fingertips lightly 

against  her  forehead  and  watched  the  whorls  of  my  fingertips  shift  under  her 

influence.

“Can't you just read deeply, know what's there?”

“No.”

“Why?” She pulled herself  up and away. In the friction of  movement my fingers 

adhered to her blouse for a moment, drawing on her anger. Just a taste, a taste of 

her clarity, her heat in that motion. Her layers intrigued me, so jarring, so tempting, 

a dangerous woman with beautiful fractures. She paced the floor, holding herself 

hunched with  crossed arms.  She  turned and spoke low,  in  a  voice  gravelled by 

fatigue.

“Why can't you just show me what I want?”

I wanted to remove the mask, kiss her, soft lip to lip, suck away the broken pieces 

and leave her whole. My cool self was amused and wary of my surface desire. The 

new-formed flicker of desire was not mine - I was tuning in early, compelled and in 

violation of accord and safety regulations. I held myself to the couch. Her desire was 

too  fragile  to  act  upon;  it  would  slip  and fall  away in  moments.  If  we fell  into 



ambiguity, the sway of the moment could take us to a place of uncontrolled shifting 

where the mind can be unkind and dangerously self-fulfilling.

“You must want it badly, picture it in sharp detail. It is not mine to give.”

I felt her desire twist and turn back on itself, flicking back and forth like a worm 

attacked by ants. She scratched the underside of her arm, turning her head away as 

she spoke. Her voice was so hushed I saw rather than heard her speak, lips in profile 

tracing the sounds for me.

“... I can't... maybe I'm not wired that way... ”

I settled comfortably, provocatively, in the couch, curves and sass becoming firmer. 

I patted my hip, toyed with the fringe of my cowl. My voice dripped in faux sympathy 

that was not mine. 

“Lonely?... scared? Sure you're lonely, we all are. A little bit of stage fright is natural, 

and so is a fear of the alien.” 

I chuckled, enjoying the new-forming jaw under my mask, glad the hidden security 

cameras could not see my premature shaping. “There's a reason why it’s the boys 

and girls next door who have the bright lights. They are whole-some. A single shaper 

is never whole.” 

I paused, tasting the air, tasting the frisson. I watched her pace, the rod of her 

spine, the small hairs rising on the back of her neck, the flickering movement of her 

eyes; so much bubbling under the surface, almost close enough to touch. 



“There's something more, isn't there? It's more than a little stage fright. What are 

you hiding?” I reached up and placed her hand on my mask. “What do you want to 

see?”

“Don't...”

She pulled away, I grabbed her arm. “You came to me. What is it you're running 

from?”

“I just want to know what I want. You didn't have to make it… indecent.” 

“You don't want this intimate transfer to be, intimate?”

“I just want to see, to know what it is, what...” 

“And how will  you know if  I  get  it  right? I  could just make something up.” Her 

clashing desires caused my spine to segment, to fuse, to become soft cord again; 

muscle ripples over muscles and then subside. 

“I will know,” she whispered, gazing at me through my mask.

“And what if I find something terrible? What if the face you want is the face of a 

nightmare?”

“Then at least I won't have fake hope again.” 



My face took some of her sorrow, my fingers some of her shame. “Minds are foolish. 

The rules, they protect you. They protect us. You have to know what you want, 

clearly,  powerfully.”  My  finger  traced  circles  on  her  shoulder.  I  watched  my 

fingernails become short and neat, my fingertips callous, and palm broaden; perhaps 

a guitarist’s hands. I have a sudden urge to play. 

“You've been hurt badly, more than once, and it drives you crazy. You think, do I 

create this?”

The smell of her hair filled my empty spaces. Breathe in, breathe out. I could easily 

be what she wanted. I could be her monster. “Do you deserve the pain that finds 

you? You want happily ever after, so why? Is it something inside you? Your special 

poison?” 

“Tell me.”

“Minds don't work that way.”

“You'll give me something to work with.”

“It will be more than that.”

Part of me wanted her to demand I dive in – I cannot resist a compelling desire. My 

cold  self  hummed  at  the  prospect.  The  music  of  an  unrestrained  ride,  a  total 

becoming; the way my people enjoyed in the early days. Before regulation, before 

certification,  as  we  moth-like  murdered  and  were  killed  in  delicious  mindflow.  I 

glanced at the hidden camera. There were interfering forces worse than death. I 



found a strand of her self-loathing, her misery at begging, twisted it and bent it back 

at her, grew teeth and spurs. 

“You are not worthy of my shaping.” I grabbed her by the hair, taller than her now, 

and drew, from her squeals of pain, the structure and strength to pull her out of my 

den.

The city of lights was raucous, yellow, orange and green in the night. The air humid, 

like an embrace. “Go to the pretty boys and girls next door,” I snarled and then 

spoke velvet to her ear, too soft for any camera. “Find out what you want. Only then 

come back to me. ”

I left her to the squalor of the street, the bell shrill at my return. I could feel her 

sobs swell in her chest, taste them birthing, caught in her emotion. So much anger, 

so much shame. Her heels clicked as she walked away, too fast for me to hear if her 

sobs erupted or remained buried.  I  crooned to myself,  holding the fragments of 

being she had given me during our brief encounter. She hates me. I am everything 

she wants  and doesn't  want.  If  she is  wise she will  throw herself  into the safe, 

accommodating arms of the men and women next door. 

She will return to me, angry and determined to prove herself. She will have a face 

she wants and by the rules I will give it to her – I will rejoice in her structure, energy 

and form. The face will not hold, but she will not let go, I will not let go and we will 

drown in her mindflow. I will become many faces at once, I will become love and fear 

and terror, abuse and longing. I will be everything and it will not be my fault, there 

will be no sanction. Perhaps I will die, perhaps she will die... I do not know what 

would be worse. How can I? She hasn't made up her mind.



----
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Parallel Deluges

Jennifer Hollie Bowles

Eileen sees Chris waving his arms.  She gets into his car, and she feels like she has 

just entered an ocean.  There is no way to pull apart the salt from the water or the 

waves from the land.  Chris is wearing his seatbelt like a good lemming.  Eileen puts 

hers on quickly, just so he won’t tell her to put it on.  She hates wearing seatbelts. 

When it’s her time to die, she will die.  No seat belt will ever save her.  No restraint 

of any kind will ever save her.

Chris has never slipped it into Eileen like he owned her.  He has never even tried, so 

Eileen wonders what makes Chris steal his eyes over to her as if he can’t figure out 

whether or not she is attractive enough to kiss.  She wants him to try, but she knows 

she will want him to stop because Chris is dating the sort of shallow chick Eileen 

hates.  Why did he ask her out in the first place?  They had known each other as 

adolescents, so maybe this isn’t a “date,” yet he insisted on driving.  On being the 

driver.  Of course it is raining.  Nothing important ever happens to Eileen unless it 

rains, but just because it is raining doesn’t mean Chris is going to be important to 

her.  

Eileen looks at Chris, whose eyes are searching the rain, and she sees his spirit lift 

out of his body and join the rain.  She thinks something must be going on inside his 



head, but he always tries too hard to be nonchalant, to keep his clothes baggy, to 

keep his brown hair just floppy enough to seem disinterested—cool.  Eileen hates 

“cool” people, but such people usually make her feel like barfing, and Chris doesn’t 

make her feel like barfing.  

She doesn’t know what to say, but the silence feels like an oily tsunami spreading 

black matter.  Eileen sinks into the passenger seat to forget who she is and where 

she is, but Chris’s energy still invades her space.  She realizes he is analyzing her, 

trying  to  figure  out  her  mismatched  clothing  and  splotched  red  chest,  trying  to 

compare her to that vacuous thing he fucks and calls his “girlfriend.”  He is picking 

apart every hair on her head, every curve of her frame, every gesture of her mouth. 

Eileen feels self-conscious, and she knows Chris has no idea she knows he is picking 

her apart.  She wishes she had dyed her hair again and had sat in the car holding 

her stomach in like a good American puff-tart.  But it is too late for such pretenses, 

so  she  digs  in  her  boho  purse  for  a  clove  cigarette.   She  lights  the  tip  of  the 

cigarette, and Chris stares at the tip as if his heart is attached to it.  

Eileen wonders if Chris has any idea how many men throw themselves at her, how 

she chews them up and spits them out one right after another.  She imagines that 

Chris’s girlfriend probably has the passion of a fruit fly, and she giggles to herself 

imagining how she could fuck his brains out until his eyes bleed with want.  Chris 

asks Eileen if she’s hungry enough to eat, and Eileen giggles because she is never 

hungry, but she likes to taste things in her mouth, especially men.  Eileen hears 

Chris scream in silence.  If only he were more dangerous, she would straddle him 

and taste his neck.         



Chris mutters something about rainforests.  Eileen says, “huh?”  Chris looks through 

her out the passenger window.  Eileen imagines the wild green of rainforests, how 

they breathe with chaos.  Eileen wants to share in Chris’s delusions.  It is the rain 

that makes rainforests, which cleanses all the dirt from leaves and souls.  The rain is 

washing Eileen away, and she sees herself  floating down gutters and finally into 

drains.  Time drains.  Rain is time.  Eileen wonders if Chris knows how wet time is, 

and if he is crazy too.  “I know,” he replies.  

Chris is driving the speed limit.  He hunkers close to the steering wheel and slows 

down for curves.  Eileen always speeds and speeds up for curves.  Eileen wants to 

yell at Chris and ask him why he slows down for curves and is dating a mindless 

pink-wearing tart.  But Eileen holds in her voice and slowly pushes her knees to her 

chest.  She imagines kicking in Chris’s windshield until the cracks spread and tiny 

shards of glass drip inside the car, until chaos exists inside the car in the form of 

crystallized sand instead of just silence.  But she stretches instead.  She spots blood 

on her hands from the glass.  She is suddenly relaxed.  Everything is clear.  She is 

outside of her body.

Eileen moans and turns her  head toward Chris.   For a  brief  moment,  he is  her 

captain in that sea she felt, and time is dry.  Chris looks at Eileen and remembers 

her years before when storms were only for play and even her roots were golden 

miasma.  But Eileen cannot bear the dryness of his eyes, his lack of seeing for being, 

so she spins time back to wetness, where she controls the maps of ships and the 

directions of rains. 

She tests him.  Eileen tells Chris she is going to become a psychologist.  She giggles, 

“Psychiatry is awesome.”  He darts his eyes to her, but he does not see her.  He rubs 



his eyes, digging into the sockets until the squishy sound folds into the steady drone 

of the windshield wipers.  He assumes she doesn’t  know the difference between 

psychology and psychiatry.  Eileen plays dumb and asks him to explain, as she lays 

her head away from Chris, away from the possibility of connection.  Chris doesn’t 

explain the difference to Eileen.  Eileen doesn’t explain how she is different to Chris. 

The rain means nothing to her.  

---
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Loretta’s Flamingos

Stephanie Scarborough

Loretta Lovelust lived in a turquoise and white trailer with her husband, Vladimir, 

who sat at the kitchen table, eating a bologna and Cheez Whiz sandwich. Loretta 

stood on the front doorstep, watching Zelda and Poindexter, the pink flamingos in 

her front yard. Something about them didn’t look right. They were . . . pale. Maybe it 

was the way the sunlight hit them. Or maybe it was the fact that the milk on her 

Froot Loops this morning was five days out of date. Vladimir mumbled something 

incomprehensible.

“I don’t know about that, honey,” Loretta replied, leaning against the doorframe. “I 

think maybe they’re in heat.” She rubbed her dimpled chin, pursing her apple red 

lips. A warm, muggy breeze swept by, whipping the skirt of her floral dress and 

causing the flamingos to sway. Vladimir let out a long, deep groan.

“You could be right. Maybe it was the Jehovah’s Witnesses. Ever since I told them we 

worship Ba’al, they’ve been awfully cold.” She closed the rickety screen door and 

shrugged  the  thought  away.  “I  guess  it  doesn’t  matter.  I’m  sure  Zelda  and 

Poindexter are fine.” She assembled a bologna and Cheez Whiz sandwich for herself, 

smiling as she slathered a slice of  snowy white Wonder Bread with sticky Cheez 

Whiz. “You know what we should do? We should take Zelda and Poindexter on a 

vacation. Maybe to the Grand Canyon—or Vegas! They could finally get married. I 

know they’ve been dying to finally make it official.”



Vladimir gave an affirmative grunt.

“That’s it, schnookums, we’re goin’ to Vegas! Just let me finish my sandwich.” She 

laid two slabs of bologna on the Cheez Whiz-smeared bread, then topped it off with 

another Cheez Whiz-drenched slice. She sunk her teeth into the sandwich, wiggling 

with delight in her creaking chair. “Oh, they’ll be so thrilled to finally go on their 

honeymoon!”

Two bites into her sandwich, Loretta heard a shriek in the front yard.

“Oh, what is it now?” She set the sandwich down and opened the screen door. It was 

the flamingos. They were even worse than before. Poindexter looked like he was 

going to lose his cookies, if plastic lawn flamingos even had cookies to lose.

“Zelda! Poindexter!” She waddled toward the weather-beaten plastic birds. “Guess 

what! We’re going to Vegas, and you two can finally tie the knot! Isn’t that exciting?”

Zelda and Poindexter stared blankly at Loretta with their black painted eyes.

“Just let me finish my lunch, then Vlad and I will take you on a wonderful trip!”

Loretta shuffled indoors and picked up where she left off on the sandwich. Vladimir 

smiled. The black and white television on the kitchen counter was on Divorce Court.

“I don’t know how you watch that, Vlad! It’s so depressing!” She changed channels 

until she found America’s Most Wanted. “There, isn’t that better, baby?”



Vladimir shrugged.

There was a knock on the door.

“I’m never going to finish my lunch!” Loretta answered the door to find a shapely 

blonde woman in a skintight pencil skirt and halter top. “Can I help you?”

The woman looked upset, if her lipsticked pout was any indication of her mood.

“Lady, I think there’s something wrong with your flamingos.”

Loretta  poked  her  head  out  the  door  and  saw,  to  her  horror,  that  Zelda  and 

Poindexter had been uprooted and were laying on their sides, their painted eyes now 

black X’s.

“Poindexter! Zelda!” She ran to the dead birds, stroking their hollow plastic heads. 

“My darlings! I knew we should’ve got to Vegas sooner!” She threw herself on the 

ground, tears forming in the corners of her eyes. “They were young! So young! They 

had so much to live for!” After several minutes of mourning, Loretta returned to the 

trailer. The blonde still stood by the door. “Would you like a sandwich, my dear?”

The woman shrugged.

“Sure.”  She  followed  Loretta  inside.  “Sorry  about  your  birds.  That’s  pretty 

gruesome.”

“I know, I know. It’s tragic!” She introduced Vladimir to the young lady, whose name 



turned out to be Vicki-Lynn. Loretta made Vicki-Lynn a sandwich and the three of 

them sat around the table and watched America’s Most Wanted.

“You like Vegas?” Loretta asked.

“Sure,” Vicki-Lynn replied, wiping Cheez Whiz off her lips.

“Good. We’ll go as soon as I finish this sandwich. No need to let a tragedy put a 

damper on our vacation.”

“This sandwich is wonderful,” Vicki-Lynn said.

“Thanks! I came up with the recipe myself!” Loretta grabbed a couple of Tab sodas 

from the fridge for Vicki-Lynn and herself. “Are you from around here, dear?”

“No, I’m from North Dakota.”

“Oh, what’s in North Dakota?” Loretta was three bites from finishing her sandwich.

Vicki-Lynn’s answer was interrupted by several of Vladimir’s indiscernible grunts.

“Vlad, don’t interrupt the nice lady!”

Vladimir persisted, grumbling with a genuine sense of urgency.

“Vlad! Don’t interrupt!”



He  pointed  to  the  TV.  Loretta  looked  up  from  her  sandwich.  John  Walsh  was 

introducing a new criminal.

“Oh, you don’t wanna watch that,” Vicki-Lynn said. She reached for the television 

dial.

“Hold on a minute, Vicki-Lynn.” A mugshot of a pouty redhead appeared on the 

screen. She looked familiar. Loretta scratched her chin like she always did when she 

was deep in thought. The turned up nose, the full lips, those piercing hazel eyes, the 

thin, cockeyed eyebrows. “Vicki-Lynn, that woman on the TV looks like she could be 

your sister—”

Vladimir groaned in despair. Loretta looked at the TV more closely.

“Vicki-Lynn,” Loretta said. “I think that might be you! Is that you?”

Vicki-Lynn dabbed her lips with a paper towel and stood up.

“It’s not what you think,” she said. “I used to be bad, but I’ve changed. I promise! I 

broke out of prison. All I need is a place to stay for a while . . . really.”

“You killed Poindexter and Zelda didn’t you?” Loretta hissed. “I should’ve known I 

was  looking  into  the  eyes  of  a  cold-blooded  killer!  You  killed  my  sweet,  sweet 

babies!”

Vladimir grunted in enthusiastic agreement.



“No, it wasn’t me . . . it was someone else! I didn’t see their faces, but I saw people 

. . . they did something to them, then they ran off!” Vicki-Lynn’s hazel eyes looked 

into Loretta’s pleadingly.

“A likely story.” A rage unseen before or since flared in Loretta’s blue eyes. “Vlad, tell 

our friend Vicki-Lynn where flamingo killers go!”

Vladimir grumbled loudly, stabbing a pointed finger into the air.

“That’s right, baby! You get to go where all my poor, deceased lawn creatures go . . . 

the hall  closet!”  Loretta  shoved Vicki-Lynn down the wood-paneled hallway to  a 

locked door.  Vicki-Lynn tried to escape, but  Loretta was too large for  the petite 

convict to contend with. Loretta yanked the closet open. Inside lay a jumble of lawn 

creatures—garden gnomes, plastic flamingos, a Virgin Mary statue, and a few lawn 

jockeys,  all  with black X’s for  eyes.  “Take it  all  in!  Let  the guilt  consume you!” 

Loretta locked Vicki-Lynn in the closet and returned to the kitchen. Vlad had nodded 

off in his chair.

“Oh,  Vlad,  I  knew I should’ve got  some nice Chia Pets instead!” Loretta  wailed. 

“Their natural habitat is indoors, where I can watch them, take care of them, protect 

them!” She wept on Vlad’s shoulder while the closet door rattled and Vicki-Lynn’s 

screams filled the trailer. “Zelda and Poindexter were special! How am I supposed to 

go on without them?”

Vlad shrugged. Before Loretta had time to mourn any further, Vlad began mumbling 

and pointing at the kitchen window. 



“Vlad, what are you . . .” Before she could finish her sentence, Loretta saw exactly 

what Vlad was mumbling about. Jehovah’s Witnesses!

She rose and marched out the front door. A group of three Jehovah’s Witnesses, all 

in short-sleeved white dress shirts and ties, Watchtowers in hand, stood on her lawn, 

arms crossed, brows furrowed.

“I thought I told you boys, Vlad and I worship Ba’al!”

“We have sacrificed your flamingos in the name of our Lord Jesus in hopes that the 

grief will bring you to Christ! God have mercy on your soul!”

Loretta leapt at the Jehovah’s Witnesses, her hefty figure soaring through the air at 

an alarming velocity. She collided with all three young men at once, pinning them to 

the ground beneath her girth. 

“Murderers! You killed my babies! My sweet, sweet babies!” While Loretta maimed 

the Jehovah’s Witnesses, something occurred to her. “Vicki-Lynn!” She hobbled to 

her feet and bolted back into the trailer. Inside, Vladimir stood before the closet, 

door open, shaking his head. Vicki-Lynn lay huddle on the floor of the closet, black 

X’s where her eyes once were. Vlad and Loretta exchanged uncomfortable looks. 

Loretta could hear the three men’s footsteps pounding toward the front door.

“Pack your bags, schnookums. We’re goin’ to Vegas a little earlier than expected.” 

She paused to reflect, feeling a touch ill,  then looked longingly at her unfinished 

sandwich. “Permanently.”
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Fish-Baby, a Children's Tale

Will Ross

There  once  was  a  woman  who  made  love  to  a  fish.  From  this  union  was

produced  a  fish baby,  which  was  then  named  "Fish-baby."  Because  it  was

a fish baby. Fucking duh.

Fish-baby went  to  a  regular  school,  and  not  like,  a  school  of  fish,

cause  honestly  just  being  in  a  bunch  of  fish doesn't  teach  you  a  god

damned  thing  about  life.  Like  did  you  know  you  have  to  pay  taxes  on

E-bay  income?  I  bet  they  didn't  teach  that  bullshit  in  fish school.  So

no, Fish-baby went to people school like a God damned American.

So  nobody  liked  Fish-baby because  he  smoked  cigarettes  and  was  a  baby;

also  he  smelled  like  fish and  that's  how  you  use  a  semi-colon  (I  think

(seriously,  it's  not).)  He  wanted  to  go  to  the  dance  so  that  maybe  he

could  rub  himself  against  a  girl  and  form  an  erection,  but  he  didn't

have any prospects. Also, he was poor as fuck.

So  there  Fish-baby was  sitting  there  in  class  playing  DS,  when  like

the  hottest  girl  in  the  world  walked  in.  She  also  had  very  large

breasts.  Her  name  was  Jailbait-chick,  and  Fish-baby knew  she  must  one

day  be  his  wife.  He  ran  right  the  fuck  out  of  class  and  to  the  video



store,  and  rented  every  chick-flick  he  could  find.  He  trained  with  the

discipline of a samurai.

Jailbait-chick  (and  her  neighbors,  and  her  family,  and  her  pets)  awoke

the  next  morning  to  the  sound  of  a  held-over-head  boombox.  Fish-baby

didn't  like  a  lot  of  modern  music,  so  he  only  had  the  Teenage  Mutant

Ninja  Turtles  "We're  Coming  Out  Of  Our  Shells"  tour  tape,  but  he

blasted  that  shit  to  eleven.  Jailbait-chick  threw  a  brick  at  him,  but

that  was  more  notice  than  Fish-baby had  gotten  from  a  girl  before,  so

he took it on the forehead with relish.

When  he  awoke  in  the  hospital,  he  had  a  new  strategy.  The  movies  had

to  be  right,  because  otherwise  women  were  secretly  just  as  shallow  as

men, and Fish-baby didn't want to live in that world.

He  moved  quickly  for  a  half-fish-baby with  a  massive  bleeding  head

injury.  He  found  a  computer  and  downloaded  sheet  music,  and  used

Craigslist  to  find  a  band.  Then  he  waited  with  the  band  outside  the

school  until  Jailbait-chick  was  finished  with  cheer  practice.  Then  he

rocked the shit out of her.

True,  he  could  only  find  a  polka  band,  and  yes,  the  only  sheet  music

he  could  find  was  for  Fergie's  "My  Humps,"  but  honestly  it's  the

thought  that  counts?  Or  not,  she  kicked  him  pretty  hard  in  the  junk.

Still,  again,  as  he  rolled  around  in  half-aquatic  agony,  he  remembered

the  movies.  It  wasn't  about  looks.  Even  if  he  was  a  Fish-baby he  COULD



win  her  heart.  He  stood  in  midst  of  high-school  hyenas,  balled  up  his

fists, and committed himself to motherfucking love. The die was cast.

He changed his look. No dice.

He wrote her poems. She called him gay.

He pretended to be gay. She called him gay, but was nicer about it.

He  told  her  he  wasn't  gay.  She  said  she  knew  that,  but  she  just  wanted

to be friends.

He  asked  when  they  could  hang  out  as  friends.  She  bumped  him  down  to

acquaintance.

He  held  her  hand  when  the  jocks  broke  her  heart  and  hymen  (but  she

still wouldn't kiss him.)

He  tried  to  be  the  man  she  wanted,  but  ya  know,  he  was  still  ugly  as  fuck.

So Fish-baby just said fuck it and ate the shit out of everybody.

---
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Briar Day

Peter M. Ball

I asked Jay what he was doing when the thorns came, because that’s what you do 

when you get together on Briar Day. His face screwed up. “I thought we weren’t 

going to talk about the thorns.” 

We weren’t. We’d run into one another at a work seminar, one of those pre-arranged 

accidents we never really talked about, and decided to go for drinks. We’d picked 

this bar on Elizabeth Street because it was quiet, an upstairs place that hid behind a 

narrow flight of stairs and a decaying sign. People came here to drink, not to party. 

Now it was getting late. I should have been home with Annie and we both knew it. 

“Come on,” I said. “Four years we’ve been doing this and you’ve never said a thing.” 

Jay sighed again. He held up his hand until a waitress in cherry Doc Martins came 

and took an order for another round. I smiled at her, paid the money, and waited. 

Jay drummed his fingers on the table. He knew me well enough to figure this wasn’t 

going to go away. “You first,” he said. “If we’re going to do this, we do it right. What 

were you doing?” 

“I was at work,” I said. “Three days in the bank, eating breath-mints and watching 

the vines wrap over the glass wall at the front. We thought we were going to die 

when the glass started cracking.”

“Bad place to be,” Jay said.



“There were worse.”

“Did anyone try to get out?”

“Sure,” I said. “A couple of customers made a run for it, but they mostly got cut to 

shit by the thorns. I sat tight. Allergies, you know? I was fucked the moment the 

briars grew.”

“Huh,” Jay said. The waitress arrived with our beers, putting the heavy steins on the 

table along with my change. I took a long slug from mine, but Jay just held his with 

both hands. “What about the dragon?” he said.

“We heard it,” I said, “but it was just roaring and the sound of wings; I had no idea 

what caused the ruckus until everything was taken care of.”

Jay’s face was getting tight, his mouth turning into a thin line. He was running out of 

questions to ask and I was running out of story to tell. I wished I hadn’t brought it 

up. There’s a reason I catch up with Jay on Briar Day; it never makes me feel like I 

missed some great and defining experience. Spending three days trapped inside a 

bank,  ground  floor  city  centre.  Sometimes  it  was  kind  of  like  sleeping  through 

Kennedy’s shooting when you had an apartment on Elm Street, Dallas, in November 

of sixty-three. 

Still, I’d brought it up. Nothing to do but plough forward. “So how about you? What 

were you doing when the briars came?”



“We do this once.” Jay stared into his beer. He tipped the stein to one side, watching 

the liquid slosh around. “Just once.”

I nodded. Jay took a deep breath.

“You never met Caroline,” he said. “That’s probably why we’re still friends. I had 

people, friends, stop talking to me afterwards. No real reason, just picking sides. The 

usual shit that happens when people stop living together. And me and Caroline, man, 

it was always going to get ugly, somewhere along the line.”

He stopped and closed his eyes, frowning as he took another drink. When he opened 

them again  he didn’t  look at  me,  just  focused on something over  my shoulder. 

“Maybe that’s not a good way to start it. Let’s try this: I was baking. Butterscotch 

cookies, probably. I do that when I’m upset. It makes the house smell kinda soft and 

golden, gives me something to eat when the sugar crash kicks in. So let’s assume I 

was baking, even if I wasn’t. It was a Wednesday morning and I wasn’t going to 

work, hadn’t gone to work for a week. I pulled a tray of cookies out of the oven, then 

I turned and the kitchen was dark; shadows on the window, a few rays of afternoon 

sun getting through the foliage. Just like, wham, all of a sudden, there it was: thorns 

longer than your finger and those weird blood-rose flowers that were bigger than 

your head. The only things I could see from my kitchen were vines and the top of the 

street lights. 

“None of this is special, I know that. It’s the same shit everyone blabs about: thorns, 

flowers, freaking out. None of it’s special, but it feels like it should have been. You 

start off panicked but eventually you start to feel safe, a little weirded out, but safe, 



and you start to calm down. That’s what happened to me. After I while I got used to 

the thorns.

“And that’s when my phone rang.

“If I’d been smart, I would have left it. I knew who was calling and we shouldn’t 

have been talking yet. I went looking for the phone anyway, telling myself Caroline 

was the kind of girl who’d keep ringing until I gave in. She wasn’t one for reading 

between the lines when you didn’t answer. When I picked up she said, ‘Thornbushes. 

Giant fricken’ thornbushes. You can see them too, yeah? It’s not just me?’

“‘It’s not just you,’ I told her. I was laying in bed, speaking on the cordless. I can 

remember  playing  with  this  red  pillowcase  I  had,  picking  at  the  stray  threads. 

Caroline didn’t say anything and I wasn’t really in the mood to be speaking, so I just 

sat there listening to the phone line cracking and the soft scratch of thorns as they 

embraced the house. It wasn’t really an awkward silence, but it should have been. 

Would have been, if things weren’t so weird before the call even started. We’d been 

doing it a lot, these non-conversations, and I was always the one who got tired of 

them first. 

“‘Listen, Caroline,’ I said. ‘I gotta go.’ I still stumbled over her full name. I hadn’t 

used it in years, not since we first started dating, and it felt like I was talking to a 

stranger when I said it out loud. And she was, I guess. This Caroline was unfamiliar, 

a girl who sounded similar to someone I once dated, and talking to her made me feel 

hollowed out. The conversations usually devolved into fights after I got that feeling. 

“‘I’m sorry,’ she said. ‘I know I shouldn’t have called. It’s just…’



“‘Yeah, I get it.’ I said, but I didn’t. I told her I’d call her later and hung up. Then one 

of those flowers bloomed, right next to the window, and I felt like a bastard. I spent 

the next hour crashed out on the bed, not really thinking about the thorns. I really 

wanted to break something, so I was killing time until that feeling went away. 

“Then I heard the dragon for the first time. It flew over the house and I heard the 

wings, that noise like the echo of a slap across the face. That freaked me out more 

than the thorns did.”

Jay tipped his head back, pouring as much beer as he could down his throat. When 

he put the stein down it was half-empty. He wiped the excess foam off his lips with 

his left arm.

“I thought the briars weren’t that bad, out your way,” I said. 

Jay shrugged. “Maybe they weren’t.” 

I  noticed the buzz of  the crowd for  the first  time,  all  those wrinkled old people 

hunched over their drinks and talking. It was too hot in the bar, far to hot. Jay put 

his drink down and stared at me. His eyes were turning red after the last two pints. 

Jay was a mean drunk. He should have been calling it a night. And I should’ve been 

calling Annie by that point, just to let her know where I was. It was polite, if nothing 

else. Jay blinked a few times, looked away. I lifted my beer to my lips, but I didn’t 

really feel like drinking anymore. 

“I tuned into the news, just like everyone else,” Jay said. “I mean, what else are you 

going to do in an emergency? I sat through that anchorman with a perfect helmet of 



hair  telling us that the suburbs were swamped, that there’d been sightings of  a 

dragon in the city centre, that there were reports of the dragon kidnapping a maiden 

and holding her to ransom. They even called her that on the news: the maiden. You 

could tell he didn’t want to be saying it, but someone was making him go through 

with it. I guess once you accept the city is overrun with giant thorns, everything else 

becomes credible, so you start covering all the bases. 

“He did a good job, the anchor, given the circumstances. Refused to be rattled by 

anything. They trotted out specialists to tell us what they thought was going on, then 

cut back to footage of the city getting choked to death by thorns. You could hear the 

steady whine of the rotor over the reporter’s commentary.

“The phone rang during the sports report. I muted the sound and picked it up. Didn’t 

even bother saying hello. And there was Caroline on the other end, asking if that was 

it. Wanting to know what good the news was if that’s all they had to offer. 

“‘What more do you want?’ I asked her.

“‘Explanations,’ Caroline said. ‘Direction. Some idea about when it’ll end.’

“‘They don’t know, stay inside, and they have no idea,’ I said. ‘It’s not like they have 

any answers, is it?’

“‘It’s the news,’ Caroline said. ‘They should have answers. That’s why we watch.’

“‘You don’t watch the news.’ 



“‘I did today.’

“‘Once,’  I  said.  ‘Just  once,  this  year.  I’m  not  sure  you’ve  got  grounds  for  a 

complaint.’

“Caroline laughed. I laughed. It felt like old times. Sometimes that happened, when 

she called, and it hurt. The sports report switched over to the weather; sunny with a 

strong chance of thorns and rain. Caroline wasn’t saying anything. I wasn’t saying 

anything. We remembered we weren’t together anymore.

“‘So,’ I said.

“‘Yeah,’ she said.

“The phone line crackled.

“‘I don’t have any answers either, Carol,’ I said.

“‘Yeah, sorry,’ Caroline said. ‘It’s just…’

“‘Yeah, it’s just,’ I said. It was always just back then, and I kept letting that work. I 

fidgeted, tapping out a rhythm on the coffee table with my toe. I don’t know what 

Caroline was doing on her end of the phone, but I’m willing to bet she was crying.

“‘Look, I’m just irritable,” I told her. ‘You know how I get when I’m inside for too 

long.’



“‘Yeah,’ Caroline said. Her voice was hard to hear, like she was whispering through a 

keyhole after locking herself in the bathroom. ‘I know.’

“She hung up. I hung up. I left the news on mute and listened to the thorns grinding 

against the windows, trying to get in.”

“You want another round?”

I jumped. There was a waitress looming over our table, thick eye shadow like two 

slices of orange peel beneath the line of her manicured eyebrows. She picked up my 

empty glass and added it to the pile on her tray. I looked at Jay; he shrugged.

“Sure,” I said. “Why the hell not?”

“You got any plans for  later?”  she asked.  “Couple-a young guys like you, surely 

you’re heading for a party somewhere?”

Jay rolled his eyes.

“Probably not,” I said. “We’re just after a quiet one, you know? A chance to sit back 

and reflect.”

“Fair enough,” she said. “Happy Briar Day.”

The waitress took my money and left, heading for the bar. Jay sneered at her back. 

“Fuck it,” he said. “This was a bad idea.”



“One waitress,” I said. “No big deal.”

“You started this,” Jay said. “‘What were you doing when the thorns came?’ You 

know what happens after you ask that.”

“Fine,” I said. “Fuck it, it’s my fault.”

“Has  Annie  called  yet?”  He  started  patting  down  his  pockets,  searching  for  his 

cigarettes. I fished a pack out of my jacket and slid it across the table. I didn’t check 

my phone. It’s not like she needed me to come home. Annie never really seemed to 

need me for anything. Jay lit up without pressing the issue. 

“I was probably one of the first people to hear the dragon, you know,” I said. “I was 

awake a lot of the time; even with the antihistamines, the flowers were doing a 

number on my allergies. I was awake in the bank while everyone else was sleeping, 

taking cover behind the counter. I heard this damn rumble, like when a truck goes 

past you on the highway, and I felt it in my gut. It was fucking frightening, okay? 

Knowing that something was out there, without knowing what it was. Allergies and 

fear; it’s a fucking bad way of getting through the night.”

Jay waved a lit cigarette in the air. He adjusted his glasses to glare at me.

“The dragon,” he said. “Everyone goes on about the dragon, but the only person it 

hurt was that dick with the sword. You know what frightened me? The flowers. The 

way they’d burst open all of a sudden, so quick and soft that you heard the pop 

when they split apart. All  that fucking pollen in the air, drifting away so it could 

create another thorn bush; that was fucking disconcerting.”



His eyes were frightening, wild as hell. He stopped and shook his head, the angry 

lines across his face disappearing. I took a deep breath. “Yeah,” I said. “The flowers. 

I dream about them sometimes.”

The waitress brought our drinks over. Jay looked at his like it was hiding something 

dangerous, swaying a little in his seat. “I tried to go to work,” he said. “That second 

day I got up and got ready like it was no big deal. I rolled out of bed and I showered, 

drank the last of the coffee and made a note to pick up more on my shopping list. I 

don’t know what I thought was going to happen when I was done. The house was 

still wrapped up tight, the windows blocked by thorns and vines. I couldn’t even see 

the streetlights anymore.  There was no hot water either; I was on solar in that place 

and I figure the thorns had grown over the panels and blocked off the sun. I cut 

myself while I was shaving and I ironed a shirt while I was still half-asleep. I turned 

the radio on while I was having a shower and the Morning Crew was making jokes 

about the dragon, the knight, and that girl, the maiden, who they’d found hiding on 

the roof with the dragon around three in the morning. I turned it off again when I 

was dressed. All I really wanted at that point was some music. 

“I got as far as the front door before I realised there was no way of leaving the 

house. I spent the rest of the morning on the couch, eating cracked fragments of 

butterscotch cookies, flicking through the news channels until I figured out what was 

going on. They had footage of the dragon in flight by then. It was a big, dark fucker, 

that dragon; black as an evil glass of cola. You could see it on every channel. The 

dragon and the attempts to get decent footage of the blond girl it captured-” 

Jay clicked his fingers, searching for the name. 



“Diana Crowther?” I said. Jay nodded.

“Yeah, her” he said. “I watched them trying to coax her out from underneath that 

satellite  dish she hid behind whenever  the dragon came close.  I  remember how 

weird it was, in this day and age, that suddenly there were dragons and kidnapped 

maidens  on  the  TV.  They  were  just  starting  to  get  the  first  real  shots  of  that 

Crowther  girl  out  in  the  open on the  roof,  the camera  shot  zooming in  from a 

helicopter  a  couple  of  kilometres  out  from  ground  zero.  Grainy  details,  a  little 

pixilated, but you could see her yelling for help and crying. I got pissed off watching 

that,  thinking  about  all  those  people  who  needed  help,  people  trapped  in  their 

homes,  hurt  or  dying,  and  this  bitch  was  getting  the focus  because  she’d  been 

kidnapped by a dragon.

“Then they cut to the first footage of the knight.

“He looked like something off the cover of a romance novel. He had one of those 

square jaws with a dimple and the kind of long flowing hair that most guys can’t 

manage because they forget little things like washing it every day. He was harder to 

believe in than the dragon, somehow. The dragon looked real, for all that it was a big 

lizard with wings. The knight looked like he was an illustration given life, slicing his 

way through the briars, making a beeline for the city. And it wasn’t even like Diana 

Crowther was a princess, not when you saw her up close like that. She was just a 

pretty girl  with blond hair and business suit, maybe twenty-three years old, who 

happened to be trapped on a roof by a dragon.

“The  news  reporters  avoided words  like  knight at  first.  They just  called  him an 

unidentified citizen. We’d all been watching him go at it for two straight days before 



they got with the program and started using the term we’d all been thinking. I mean, 

he was good looking, he had a sword, and he wore about thirty kilograms of solid 

steel for protection. That means he’s a knight, no matter how you cut it. I think the 

anchorman was jealous of all that hair. 

“Eventually they got bored with following him and taking long-range shots of the 

dragon, so we had the specialists trotted out to deliver the same messages as the 

night before. 

“The phone rang. This time I counted to three before I answered it.

“‘I can’t go to work,’ Caroline said. 

“‘There’s a lot of that going around.’

“‘I  got  dressed  and  fed  the  fish  and  went  to  open  the  front  door,  then  I 

remembered.’

“‘Yeah,’ I said. ‘I get that.’

“‘ I’m sorry,’ Caroline said. ‘I know you’d prefer it if I didn’t call.’

“‘It’s okay,’ I said. ‘Today’s a weird kind of day.’

“‘Did you hear the roaring last night?’ she said. I told her about the dragon.

“‘A dragon?’ she said. She didn’t sound convinced. 



“‘According to the news;’ I told her. Then I told her as much as I could remember 

about the theories and the dragon and the knight. I searched the cushions for the 

remote. I flipped through channels until I found some cartoons. 

“‘Wow,’ Caroline said. ‘I figured it was a lion or something.’

“‘A lion?’ Why would there have been a lion roaming the streets?

“‘I don’t know. There was a roar. Why wouldn’t it be a lion?’

“‘Is it just bored and looking for a good nightclub?’ I said. She told me to shut up. 

“‘Maybe it was just searching for a late-night cappuccino?’ I said. I was proud of that 

one.

“‘It might have escaped from a zoo,’ Caroline said. 

“‘Of course,’ I said. ‘It got itself locked out of the cage because it snuck away after 

lights out and forgot to hide a key under the flower-pot by the door.’

“‘Forget it,’ Caroline said. ‘Just forget it.’

“‘Of course, we don’t actually have a zoo,’ I said. ‘So we can explain the lion, but it 

opens up a whole new line of questioning about the mysterious origin of the zoo.’



“She told me I was dick and laughed. I was laughing too. It felt good to laugh, like it 

was possible to forget about the thorns and feel like everything was normal. Then 

Caroline said, ‘I miss you.’

“The laughter stopped. I let the line go quiet for a bit. I think she surprised herself 

with that one. The silence panicked me and I said something about the dragon, 

plunging on as though I hadn’t  heard her.  I  tried making a joke about dragons 

having weird virgin fetishes, but it didn’t really work. In the end I shut up and closed 

my eyes, counting under my breath. I didn’t trust myself to plug the silence. Then 

we made our excuses, hung up. And afterwards all I could think about was that once 

upon a time I’d been good at making Caroline laugh.”

My phone buzzed in  my pocket.  I  took  it  out  and flipped it  open,  checking the 

number.

“Annie?” Jay said. I nodded. The message asked me what time I thought I’d get 

home. 

“Should you be going?” Jay said. I shook my head. Annie and I had met at the bank, 

a couple of weeks after the briars were gone. Lots of people got together after all 

that happened, patching things up with former partners or falling hard for someone 

new, but whatever made us cling to each other was starting to wear off. I had plenty 

of friends who had separated over the last year. It made you think. 

“Why are you still here?” Jay said. He drained the last of his beer out of its stein. 

“It’s getting late. She’ll worry. She’ll worry and you’ll fuck things up.”



“Finish your story,” I told him. Jay’s head rolled back a little as he focused his eyes 

in my direction. 

“You’re a stupid fucker, you know that?” Jay said “Fine, fuck it, the rest of the story. 

It ends like this: on the third day, at six in the morning, I get another phone call. 

Caroline again, all in a panic, telling me to turn on the TV and tune into the news on 

Channel Nine. She stayed on the phone until I found it, waiting until she could hear 

the fight through the receiver. And there it was, the Knight squaring off against the 

dragon. Sword versus scale for the fate of Diana Crowther. 

“You can’t really imagine what it’s like, seeing that live with your ex crying in your 

ear. Seeing it without knowing what’s going to happen, thinking the dragon’s going 

down because that’s what knights and dragons do. The knight kills the dragon and 

saves the girl; happily ever after. But it didn’t go like that, and I was sitting there 

with Caroline falling apart on the other end of the phone, and all I could do was say 

fuck over and over until the word started to go soft and I needed something worse to 

express my feelings. 

“The camera zoomed in on the girl, getting a close-up of her right on the rooftop. 

She was on the edge of the building, watching it all go down. She wasn’t screaming, 

wasn’t crying, just standing there all pale and calm. Like she still thought someone 

was going to come rescue her. Caroline was crying on the other end of the phone 

and I couldn’t really handle it anymore. I hung up and had a shower, trying to wake 

up. I leant against the tiles, letting the cold water wash over me. I pushed my face 

into the showerhead and pretended I wasn’t crying. 



“And when I got out I made breakfast like nothing had happened. I ate toast, let the 

phone ring a couple of times before I got fed up and unplugged it from the wall. I 

went back to bed and closed my eyes, pretending that I could go back to sleep. I 

thought of the girl on the building, guarded by the dragon, waiting for someone to 

save her. Someone had to, sooner or later. 

“For a moment, just a couple of minutes, I wondered if maybe it could be me. I 

started rummaging through the house, found myself a jacket, something thick and 

heavy to help fend off the thorns. I searched the kitchen for a big knife, something 

that could hack its way through the arm-thick strands of the vine. And I got as far as 

the front door before I changed my mind. I put my ear to the wood and listened to 

the thorns, the quiet scritch-scritch of barbed fronds desperate to break inside. Then 

I went back into the lounge room and plugged the phone in. It wasn’t long before it 

rang.

“‘He died,’ Caroline said. ‘Oh my god, it killed him.’

“‘Yeah,’ I said. ‘It did.’

“‘But the girl,’ Caroline said. ‘The dragon? All the thorns around the city?’

“‘They’re problems,’ I said. ‘Someone will fix them. I mean, fuck it, that’s why we 

have scientists and armies, isn’t it? She doesn’t need some random guy with a shiny 

sword, she needs a SWAT team and the fire brigade.’

“Then I hung the phone up and cut the chord, cut through it with a knife. I didn’t 

turn on the news until the thorns went away a couple of days later and everyone 



started walking around like something special had happened. I didn’t replace my 

phone for a week, didn’t answer it for three or four. And there was no more it’s just 

with Caroline after that. No more conversations, really. I was over it. I stopped being 

whatever she thought I was after we broke up and started being just another guy 

she used to date.”

Jay opened his mouth to say something else, then he stopped and looked away 

across  the  bar.  His  knuckles  were  white  as  he  lifted  the  beer  stein.  He  drank 

everything that remained in one long gulp.

I’d seen the footage of that fight, in the aftermath after they rescued us from the 

bank. They still  replayed it from time to time, especially once the documentaries 

started. It was always the same thing: the knight is slicing his way towards the 

tower, the dragon sees him and swoops down. No-one had gotten close to that tower 

with the dragon there, so the news was all over it. You saw shaky close-ups of each 

burning breath and sword stroke from a dozen angles, played out on every network. 

You saw that  moment  when the dragon catches  him,  picking that  blonde-haired 

knight up in one claw. You saw the blood as his head was squeezed off, twisted 

between two claws. 

And that close-up on Diana Crowther, watching all this from the top of the building, 

her face pale and her eyes full of tears. She was an average-looking girl, but that 

shot made her look beautiful. She instantly became the kind of girl you fall in love 

with. She was something more, something special, and I fell for her every time they 

interviewed her on the television.

“Fuck,” I said. “Aren’t you a charmer.”



“It’s not like I’m proud of the way it went down.” Jay stole another cigarette and lit 

it. “I’m not a knight, you know. I write computer code for a living. I work with a 

laptop. I drink beer on the weekends. I wasn’t saving anyone, and I was tired of 

holding onto the idea that I could.”

The fireworks started in the town square. We could hear the soft pops over the buzz 

of the bar. Jay turned towards the noise and closed his eyes. Somewhere out there, 

in the centre of the celebrations, Diana Crowther would be giving a speech or smiling 

for the cameras. They might even be shooting her hiding under that famous satellite 

dish, miming her fear of a dragon that’s been dead for three years. The waitress 

came and took our empty steins away. We didn’t order anything else. Jay nodded 

towards the sound of the fireworks.

“That’s what I imagined those flowers sounded like when they bloomed,” he said. 

“Just like that, but softer.”

I nodded. Jay shook his head and stood up. He’d looked better. “I gotta piss,” he 

said. “You should go home.” 

“Annie’s not a worrier,” I said. “I can stop off and buy her flowers or something on 

the way home. She’ll forgive me.”

“It’s not about worry,” Jay said. “Hell, sometimes it’s got nothing to do with flowers. 

Call her and go home, you stupid fucker.” He shook his head and lurched away from 

the table, heading towards the men’s room. Maybe he was pissing. Maybe not. The 

sound of the fireworks ended and Jay still hadn’t come back from the bathroom. As I 

left I called Annie, punching the numbers on my phone with a clumsy thumb. She 



answered on the fourth ring, her voice sleepy. “I coming home soon,” I said. “I love 

you, okay?”

She said she loved me too, the words exchanged in our regular routine. A quick 

conversation, easy as hell; neither of us had to feel a damn thing.

---
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