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	Introduction

	By Melissa McShane

	 

	────────────────────────

	 

	Humans have always feared the things in the shadows. We’re top predators, after all, and we know how scary we are. How much more terrifying the creatures strong enough, or sneaky enough, to prey on us? Tigers, bears, venomous snakes—we’re not even safe in the water, where half a dozen types of sharks are just looking for a juicy meal. In our caveman days, we learned early on to watch for danger and identify the creatures who were most likely to put an end to us.

	But humans are also storytellers, and as storytellers, we like to embellish reality. Not satisfied with real animals that can tear us apart, we go for bigger and badder. Giant squid becomes the Kraken. Wolves become werewolves. The Greeks, not satisfied with your basic lion, gave us the three-headed chimera, and the Persians doubled down on that with the manticore—lion body with a human head and, just for kicks, a giant scorpion tail. You don’t want to know what the Inuit came up with.

	Is it any wonder that human imagination, given free rein and possibly hallucinogens, came up with the dragon? An ordinary lizard or snake looks dangerous, so give it wings and the ability to breathe fire or spit poison and suddenly we have the most iconic monster of modern times, possibly of all time. Dragons have captured the imagination of human storytellers for as far back as anyone can remember. And as far back as anyone can remember, dragons have been terrifying—the ultimate predator.

	Of course, another human trait is to tame the things we find terrifying. Whether it’s to control our fears or to master something powerful, we like the idea of dragons as friendly or even as partners with humans. Look at how many stories aimed at children have good dragons: Toothless from How to Train Your Dragon, the dragon in Shrek (named Elizabeth in a throwaway line), and Mushu in Mulan, to name a few. Hiccup befriends Toothless and learns to ride him. Donkey befriends Elizabeth and becomes her mate (don’t look too closely at that one). Mushu is small and adorable and a good friend to Mulan. Whether they’re cute or fierce, the point here seems to be that we don’t have to be scared of creatures just because they look monstrous.

	But what if we’re right to be scared?

	What if our love of friendly, “safe” dragons is just us kidding ourselves about taming something we’re afraid to fight?

	Friendly dragons are a modern invention. The earliest dragons in European lore weren’t just terrifying, they were genuinely evil. Christian tradition has St. Michael fighting the dragon, a representation of Satan, in the book of Revelation. This “wonder in heaven” is described as a great red dragon with seven heads and ten horns, whose tail dragged a third of the stars of heaven to the earth. There’s no record of which sword St. Michael used, but according to tradition, it was a fiery one. He was definitely not kidding around.

	There’s also the story of Beowulf, set in 6th century Scandinavia. The first part of the legend is the one everyone knows, how Beowulf and his companions tear off the swamp monster Grendel’s arm and then have to fight Grendel’s mother. Beowulf later becomes king and rules for fifty peaceful years. The end—no, wait, there’s more! When a fire-breathing dragon terrorizes Beowulf’s kingdom, the aging king sets out to defeat it, knowing it’s his duty as surely as he knows he will likely die. Every one of Beowulf’s attendants deserts him except one young kinsman, but this doesn’t change his decision to defend his kingdom the way a true king should. After a long, agonizing fight, Beowulf kills the dragon and is himself mortally wounded. The attendants return for the funeral, where I’m sure they weren’t at all embarrassed about having fled like cowards.

	Another ancient example of dragons that just need killing comes again from Christian lore in the story of St. George and the dragon. The pieces of the story come down through history from many sources, but they take familiar shape in the 11th century when George, a soldier, comes across a land terrorized by a dragon. The dragon has started demanding tribute in the form of people—specifically, a princess George meets who is destined to be the dragon’s next victim. George refuses to flee when she begs him to and instead slays the dragon, setting the example for a million other stories about knights and dragons and rescuing fair maidens. There is a giant mural on a Catholic church near my house, of St. George and his lance impaling a terrible dragon whose expression is rightly one of extreme pain. This church is in southern India. That tale went right ‘round the world.

	Over and over, the story is that evil exists, and humans have a right and a duty to fight it. Dragons, as representatives of evil, are fair game—in a sense, the ultimate game.

	That’s another thing about humans: we love a challenge. Our ancestors could have chosen to hide from predators, or to find ways to defeat them that didn’t involve getting up close to those fangs or claws. Instead, we strapped on our armor and sharpened our spears. Almost impossible to kill means there’s still a chance.

	One of my favorite dragon stories is Robin McKinley’s The Hero and the Crown. Aerin, a neglected daughter of the king, decides she’s not going to stay useless; she’s going to learn to fight the marauding dragons plaguing her father’s kingdom. She rehabilitates an old warhorse, experiments with an ancient recipe that’s supposed to make things fireproof, and finally rides out to defeat her first dragon. And she succeeds! She goes on fighting and exterminating dragons, who are mostly small but deadly, but the thing is, these little dragons are nothing—it’s the giant black dragon Maur that is the real challenge. And Maur nearly kills her. A dragon isn’t a true challenge if there’s no chance of dying when you face it. Aerin ultimately kills Maur, but not without cost, and that is what makes her a hero.

	What I love about this story, aside from the fights, is the lengths Aerin goes to become a dragon slayer. She can’t just walk out of her castle and start swinging her sword. She has to train and, even better, learn to think like a dragon. This matters, because aside from being an enormous beast with wings that breathes fire, Maur represents the greatest challenge, the one that sees humans as vermin and would eradicate us if it could. Maur is no friendly dragon. He is nothing that can be reasoned with. Like Nature, which doesn’t give a damn about whether humans survive or not, Maur sees Aerin and every other living human as irrelevant to his desires. Maur isn’t going to run away. It takes Aerin the warrior to eliminate him.

	It isn’t always brawn that wins out over dragons. In Tolkien’s The Hobbit, Bilbo Baggins sneaks into the lair of Smaug, the great dragon, and gets the best of him by sneaking out again uncaught with some of Smaug’s treasure. While it’s true that Bard’s arrow slays Smaug in the end, Bilbo’s theft reduces Smaug in the dragon’s own eyes. Smaug is cruel, vicious, terrifying, and capable of slaughtering thousands, but how great can he really be if a mere hobbit thief can escape him, taunting him as he goes?

	I’m fond of tricksters, and I like this method of bringing a dragon low. If you consider defeating a dragon to mean rendering it incapable of destroying anything, that opens up more possibilities. Mostly, that’s a physical fight and a death. But why not make a dragon ridiculous? Pull its teeth (literally or metaphorically)? Turn it into a laughingstock? That’s a possibility for another time. For now, let’s stick to the monstrous beasts and the men and women who challenge them to the death.

	In Dungeons & Dragons, TSR helpfully color-coded dragons for our convenience. The chromatic dragons, meaning the ones that aren’t metallic, are generally evil and interested in snacking on humans, which makes them unambiguous targets for heroes. There’s no fretting over whether they should be reasoned with and made into friends. Adventurers can kill them and feel good about it.

	As a gamer, I love the appearance of a dragon to fight. It means there’s going to be a challenging encounter, and it’s going to take all our party’s cunning and brawn to kill the thing. It might mean one of us goes down with it. It almost certainly means treasure. I love treasure.

	But mostly, there’s that shiver of anticipation that comes from just hearing the word dragon. You don’t feel it with goblin or manticore or even giant spider. Dragon… it has the weight of centuries of tradition behind it. They’re impossible beings, magical as hell, and big enough to squash us even if they aren’t trying.

	The magical nature of dragons matters as much as their size and their ability to fly. Get a group of fantasy nerds together and ask them to justify how dragons can breathe fire. Or how a dragon’s wings, however large, can support a body in those traditional proportions. However, many good lamp shading explanations they come up with, it’s all down to magic in the end.

	In Terry Pratchett’s Discworld novel Guards! Guards!, the villains summon a dragon that is made of magic. Compared to the garden variety swamp dragons that plague the city of Ankh-Morpork, draco nobilis is extraordinary: bigger than a row of houses but capable of speedy flight, able to incinerate stone. It’s also pissed off at having been summoned by puny humans, and it doesn’t take long for its supposed masters to realize they never were in control. Pratchett, in his typical manner, turns the trope of the true king defeating the dragon on its head, resulting in the death of the challenger and the crowning of the dragon as king.

	This isn’t the end of the novel, and there are unlikely heroes who line up to defeat the dragon king, though its ultimate defeat isn’t what anyone expects. What makes this story work is that the dragon is not evil and is at the same time completely committed to subjugating humanity. Dragons are intelligent, after all, and why shouldn’t they have dreams and aspirations? Of course, most of those dreams are of treasure looted from humans or exacted as tribute, and their aspirations tend to be toward crushing their enemies under their clawed feet, but that only makes them even better foes for human heroes to pit themselves against.

	And that, in the end, is why dragons as the enemies of humanity shape the best of stories. Even when their desires are comprehensible, dragons are alien to us, and sometimes alien means deadly. We know that other humans sometimes want things that put them at odds with us. How much scarier is it when the intelligent being who sees you as an obstacle is fifty feet tall with a wingspan twice that and the ability to turn you into a charcoal briquette?

	In a world where we’re expected to get along with others, to find common ground and to play nice with others, dragon enemies offer the possibility of a more primal solution. Dragons give us something to fight, something that should not be negotiated with because the negotiation can’t end in anything good for us. The fundamental human need to protect our homes and our families doesn’t have to be restrained when the threat is a dragon. And when we fight back, the dragon learns why messing with humans is a terrible idea.

	Watch the skies. The dragons know we’re coming for them.

	 

	 


The Ghost of Arriscado Basin

	By Jon Michael Kelley

	 

	────────────────────────

	 

	To help understand the strange and seemingly pointless deaths of their indigenous monkeys, two brothers seek out the advice of a reclusive professor and learn that a ghostly dragon, or ‘cryptid’, may be responsible – but more importantly why, challenging not only their naiveté but the larger paradigm that corrals us all.

	 


The Ghost of Arriscado Basin

	By Jon Michael Kelley

	 

	 

	“...Therefore, it is my assertion that the Tributary monkeys suffer periodic predation by a carnivore appreciable in size, ferocity — and anonymity, as it remains unidentified yet tantalizingly persistent in the existing literature, its first mention there dating back more than a century. And given its uncanny elusiveness I should suspect this mysterious creature as only an intermittent dweller of this world. That is to say, it is not exclusive to this plane. A species of ghost, I should think; one with a distinctive substance. And appetite.”

	Sergey Creed, Naturalist, Institute for Primate Studies (field notes)

	 

	It is that time of year when the arroyos run fast, when green and gray become the dominant colors of the palate. When the air blooms opaque and the calls of migratory birds sound forlorn behind an unremitting curtain of rain. A season of mud and mist and maritime winds, and one much anticipated by sequestered schoolboys as it heralded the end of another academic year. 

	The man’s porch supported no canopy, leaving his two young visitors squinting against the rain.       

	Brothers, the man determined, the two or so years between them barely diluting their shared resemblance. The man, a lanky sort who looked like he might speak gruffly and fleck you with spit while doing so, was perfectly at ease letting the boys sop up the afternoon. He stood just inside the open doorway, firm but intellectually disheveled: khaki shorts, a wrinkled, tea-stained undershirt flattering a week’s worth of grey stubble, and a pair of wired spectacles perched upon the end of a hawkish nose. 

	The boys were dressed identically: black pullovers, tartan trousers cut just above the knees, matching waistcoats, and paisley socks, with the rain beading aptly upon their black polished shoes. The established uniform, sans wool blazers, of a local and renowned boarding school. The man was certain those jackets had been purposefully left behind, not having forgotten the heckling he’d often endured when caught off-campus wearing the complete ensemble. That blazer, he recalled, with all its regal trimmings and discriminating intentions, only managed to exile the wearer to even further realms of shame. At least it had in his day, in his district. The one that never saw him leave. 

	“Our apologies, sir, for coming uninvited,” said the younger boy, his high voice poking sharply through the rataplan of rain, “but are you the professor from university? The one who watches birds?” 

	“Ornithologist,” scolded the older boy with a stern nudge. “Be precise.” 

	“Birds are indeed my preoccupation,” said the man, “but I navigate in all waters zoologic.” He pushed the spectacles back up his nose. “I’m guessing that’s why you gentlemen are here, yes? To solicit knowledge?” 

	Nodding, the older boy licked water from his lips. “Are you familiar with the Tributary monkeys?”

	“I am,” said the man. He leaned forward, tempting the rain. “Are you inquiring about the genus in general or a subspecies in particular?” 

	“Those around Arriscado Basin,” the older boy said cautiously. “It seems that there’s been some interesting…developments.” 

	The younger boy appeared deeply concerned. “They’re scared, sir, and with good reason. They’ve a new alarm call now, and” 

	“Ssshhhh!” The older boy gave his smaller counterpart another quick elbow. “Don’t be so anxious.” 

	The younger boy winced at the jab, but the man saw the expression as more a passive tic than a pained reaction. A reaffirmation, in fact, and a much practiced one of his present role in life. 

	The man said, “A new alarm call, you say?”   

	Before his brother could respond, the older boy held up a bottled offering. “We brought milk, sir, in appreciation of your help in this matter.”

	“One’s cream, one’s milk,” said the younger one. 

	Shushing him again, the taller one shot his counterpart a warning, then introduced himself as Denis; then his younger brother, Stepin. 

	Pleasantly taken with the older boy’s apparent level of knowledge, and his brother’s obvious and earnest desire to achieve at least an equal regard, the man finally stepped back and waved them in, out of the drenching afternoon. 

	After repeating their names and pointing respectively while doing so, as such exercises helped secure that kind of data to memory, the man found them each a dry towel, then introduced himself as Professor Abram Kozlov, emeriti. “And it’s just me here,” he said while taking the offering, “so don’t either of you become too circumspect about dripping on the floor.” 

	The offering of fresh milk and cream was a Belkin tradition of showing gratitude and respect. From day one, that academy proudly maintained its own dairy. An enduring tangent, and a much appreciated one by the taxpayers. Kozlov placed both bottles in an upright ice chest, then introduced the boys to a large round table. As they settled in, he put a kettle on to boil. There was an abundance of windows, and all around the cramped living area the thatched roof leaked rainwater into a potpourri of clay and metal vessels. Books from every century, it appeared, stood in pillars, as there was no shelving upon the mud walls of the shelter. These tottering loads were all brick-supported and carefully situated away from the invading water, with a few having been draped with sheets of wax paper, those books clearly held in higher esteem. 

	Also scattered about was an array of scientific apparatuses. There was both a reflective and refractive telescope, each standing sentinel to its respective window; a nice assortment of petrographic and other compound microscopes; a collection of topographical maps, stained and scuffed; rock hammers; beakers shimmering with the vibrant residues of exotic chemicals… All evidence that astronomy and geology were also not too far down the professor’s list of disciplines. 

	Kozlov placed in front of his young visitors a plain white cup with its own tea ball, then snatched the kettle the moment it began to whistle. Pouring the water, he said, “It’s obvious you’re both the recipients of an ambitious curriculum, one the public system couldn’t begin to approach. The Belkin Academy.” 

	Denis was already clutching his tea; sipping as if to spoil a chill. “Good guess.”

	“Oh, hardly a guess,” Kozlov said, finding his seat at the table. “Had either of you his jacket, I would have found its emblem sewn smugly upon the lapel.” He leaned in, concerned. “I’m guessing an overly proud obsession with crests and insignias is still their nature?”

	Both boys nodded, with Stepin saying, and sheepishly so, “We’ve been orphaned.” 

	“He knows that,” Denis said. 

	“Yes, to be bereaved of guardianship…” sighed the professor. “The only prerequisite for admission into Belkin.” With dim affection, he smiled. “I’m an alumnus myself.” 

	Where his brother seemed flattered by the idea, Denis sounded skeptical. “You went to Belkin?” 

	“I did indeed,” Kozlov said. “Years later, I even taught class there, but only for a very short while. We had to finally part ways, you see, as Belkin and me…well, bagged our marbles differently.”

	“How so?” Denis asked. 

	“I became a scholar of the ephemeral and began expounding upon the legitimacy of things transient.” Kozlov slowly wagged a finger. “Science doesn’t coddle to such ideas so easily.” He then inhaled deeply and, focusing on the younger, said, “Tell me then, precisely, what you know about our indigenous monkeys?” 

	“Well, the gestation period is seven months,” Stepin began, “after which a single offspring is produced. They’re semiarboreal, and normally live in groups, or troops as you said, of ten or more. They can live up to twenty years, and their diet is chiefly fruit, but”

	“Say ‘frugivorous’,” Kozlov suggested, the way a committed teacher would. “It lands well upon discerning ears.”

	“Okay, frugivorous,” Stepin said, “but they aren’t opposed to eating small rodents, insects, and spiders. Oh, and the males have blue testicles.” 

	Curiously, this last observation did not, at least outwardly, strike either boy as remotely funny.  

	“Their scrota are indeed blue,” Kozlov said, nodding soberly. “And do you know why?”

	Stepin looked over at Denis, as if seeking his permission. Finally, he said, “Because the brighter the blue, the higher up the ladder they go. Socially, I mean.”

	Kozlov folded his hands. “Yes, it is rumored that a peck order is derived from such gradations. But I was hoping for the physiological reason.” 

	Firmly stumped, Stepin looked again to his brother. 

	Almost a question, Denis said, “I think the...the hydration of the scrotal skin controls the color.”

	Kozlov was beaming. “Now I’m really impressed.” Leaning back into his chair, he narrowed his eyes and said, “Now then, this ‘new’ call you mentioned... Tell me more.”

	Snatching the reins from his brother, Denis said, “As you know, the monkeys have predator-specific calls: short tonal yelps for the big cats, high-pitched barks for raptors, and those wavering chutters for snakes. But we’ve been noticing an additional one this season, and only coming from those down in the basin.”

	Kozlov was nodding. “And the sound of this new vocalization?”  

	“Forsaken,” Denis said.  

	The apprehension upon which that answer was delivered told Kozlov those sounds and what they implied had left quite an indelible impression. 

	Finally, Kozlov said, “An ambitious pair indeed. I’m curious to know, have your studies of the monkeys been at the behest of a science teacher, or have you taken on such pursuits yourselves?”

	Somewhat diffidently, Stepin shrugged. “I guess it’s been our own hobby. We began three seasons ago studying the basin amphibians. The monkeys started showing an interest in us, so we returned the favor.”

	“They’re far more inquisitive than salamanders,” Denis said.            

	Stepin said, “Our biology teacher told us about you. I don’t think he believes us about the monkeys, that we’ve heard a new alarm call, or that their numbers are going down. But he told us that if anybody could help us figure it out, it would be you.”

	“Their numbers are diminishing?” Kozlov said, feigning reservation. “How do you know this?” 

	Denis was staring critically at his little brother. “We don’t know that for certain, especially with you out there counting on just your fingers and toes.”

	Stepin glanced ashamedly at the professor and shrugged. “He means I’m not so great at math. Anyway, there was this one grove where the monkeys liked to gather, but they don’t go there anymore. Awhile back, we found in the trees the remains of at least a dozen—”

	“Don’t exaggerate,” Denis chided. “There couldn’t have been more than half that.”

	“Still,” Stepin said, “what was left of them was mostly in the upper branches. I mean way up.”

	Denis looked like he wanted to rebut that allegation as well but didn’t.

	Despite his scornful eyes, it was obvious to Kozlov that Denis shared his brother’s certainty that the monkey population was indeed dwindling, but was playing devil’s advocate, not wanting to appear reckless in the absence of more tangible proof.

	“Leopard attack,” Denis said, sounding fatigued with that explanation. “They’re semiarboreal too.”

	Stepin wasn’t convinced. “It wasn’t just the blood, but… Well, it’s just that the killings looked more sport than not, is what I mean to say.”

	“Still,” said Kozlov, rubbing his chin, “it is an interesting detail you raise, Stepin, as there have been documented in Arriscado such periodic declines in their populations, with such events being on the faithful order of every four to five years…”  Seeing the anticipation in Stepin’s eyes, he added, “And, if memory serves, occurring contemporaneously with the recognition of a ‘fourth’ alarm call.”

	Kozlov rose from his chair and strode to a pillar of books, pulled back the plastic and quickly removed a pamphlet from the middle as easily as a magician might snatch a tablecloth from a setting of priceless china. 

	Not yet dependent upon its contents, he remained standing and began paraphrasing from memory. “A scientist named Sergey Creed began documenting these very occurrences many decades ago, recording losses of thirty percent in some cases. And a few naturalists since have independently confirmed Creed’s findings, albeit with differing conclusions.” He shrugged. “Declines in biodiversity are not unusual, of course. There are many factoring reasons: droughts, disease, diminished food sources, human encroachment—” 

	“An increase in predators…” Stepin said.  

	“Yes, yes, predation, no doubt,” Kozlov said. “But what known animal makes a meal of the Tributary monkeys roughly twice a decade? That is what you mean to suggest here with this intervallic alarm sound, am I right? An undisclosed predator committed to some sort of unique schedule?”

	This time, Denis leaned back and left his brother to fend for himself. 

	Stepin straightened and said, “Yes, sir. That’s exactly what I mean to say. Cicadas do it, come around every four or seven years, so—” 

	“Of course,” Kozlov said, sympathetic to the boy’s efforts. “But let’s not compare the instincts of a periodic invertebrate with the intentions of a creature hailing from a mighty and as-of-yet unrecognized phylum.”

	Both boys exchanged bewildered glances. Denis said, “No disrespect, sir, but have you been holding out on us?” 

	“Absolutely,” Kozlov said. “But only for formality’s sake. After all, what sort of teacher would I be if I neglected to present all the mundane possibilities first?” 

	“Mundane?” Denis said.

	Kozlov chuckled. “One must slog through the conventional before venturing onward to more unconventional things. It is a transition that aides such destinations to be more tenable.” He clasped his hands. “Now, I will confirm your suspicions that a very large predator of intermittent sorts does indeed inhabit the lower basin region of Arriscado. But you won’t find it in any biology book. At least none committed to this century’s taxonomy.”      

	As Stepin grew more captivated, the cynicism being nursed by his older brother appeared to be settling in like a bad cold.         

	Kozlov raised the booklet he was holding. “Creed wrote that this creature was witnessed by one of his aides, and that it was identified only as an enormous quadruped that, quite curiously, left little if any tracks in the season’s prevailing mud. Apparently after having seen this beast, the aide was no longer of any use to them, or himself.” He paused, respectfully allowing the menagerie gates to swing open; at least those hinged upon Stepin’s imagination, still oiled and pliable. “Creed went on to say that, shortly after the sighting, a profound carnage had been visited upon a nearby troop of monkeys; that, ‘not so much a meal as had a gruesome pleasure been achieved’.” 

	Both boys remained silent, each contradicting the other’s expression. 

	Finally, Denis said, “It ate the monkeys, yet left no tracks… Why should its teeth, then, be more real than its feet?”

	Kozlov shrugged. “For the same reason, I suspect, that a restless spirit can effortlessly pass through a door one night, then slam it shut the next.”

	Appearing at great odds with the professor’s insinuation, Denis said, “This creature’s physicality is...what, discretionary?”

	Upon a professorial smile, Kozlov said, “Ah, but just one of the many conundrums that plague the ghost. And it was indeed a ghost, or at least a species of such a thing, that Sergey Creed believed was hunting the monkeys. Now, you must understand that back in his time, some seventy, eighty years ago, society was more approving of the occult, the preternatural. A time that still saw us humbled when confronted with the unknown. And having been a descendant of those charitable times Creed made the mistake of being too comfortable with his comparisons. But as societies continue to grow intellectually, so do their respective legends, yes? Our earlier approval of the occult has since grown into more of a tolerance. Cross-culturally, the ‘ghost’ still represents the promise of consciousness surviving death, but now we are beginning to perceive the ghost’s antics as more of a…well, quaint charade.”

	“The ghost is a conjured artifice of our profound hope that we survive physical death,” Denis said. “Wishful thinking, nothing more.” 

	Annoyed, Kozlov said, “I see that Belkin is still parading mentalism down its sacred halls.”      

	With striking astuteness, Stepin said to his brother, “Relatively speaking, I think what the professor means is that we’re losing our innocence.”  

	“Yes,” Kozlov said, “—and in what I strongly suspect to be a very methodical way. As a culture, we’ve reached that point in our adolescence where we’ve just begun suspecting Santa Claus doesn’t really exist, but despite that growing unease our affections for him remain strong and we continue to bask wistfully in that lingering sentiment, knowing all the while that our tragic disappointment looms just around the corner.” He held up a finger: “Remember: it’s not inevitable that our heroes die, but that they at least modernize their costumes.” 

	“Well, I suppose it all depends on who’s writing their eulogies,” Denis said cheekily. “Really, sir, what does any of this have to do with the monkeys?” 

	Stepin turned and was literally gaping at his brother’s criticizing tone. 

	Kozlov said, “That they are only a localized example of what is, in fact, a global phenomenon. It isn’t just our monkeys taking a hit.” He pulled up the hem of his shirt and began cleaning his spectacles. “Sheep, chickens, horses, livestock… Surely, you’ve heard the stories. As a collector of old texts, I can assure you that the literature abounds with mysterious animal deaths. Historically, the phenomenon has always maintained this gruesome aspect. A surefire way to get our attention, yes? Nothing peaks our morbid curiosity quite like a butchery. And never are those victims truly eaten in a way that would suggest natural predation but are instead left mangled as if targeted by some deranged anger. Or – and quite inversely – those carcasses are left exsanguinated, appearing to have been cut upon with discriminating intentions: only an eye and ear taken here, an udder there… Pieces that aren’t traditionally sought after for their delicacies.”

	Stepin said, “But…why farm animals?”

	“Convenience,” Kozlov said. “Their captive situations allow for their remains to be easily and readily found. It is simply their circumstances making them ripe for the picking.”

	“The monkeys aren’t domesticated,” Denis reminded. “Nobody’s watching over them.”

	Kozlov raised an eyebrow. “Oh? But…aren’t you and your brother? Wasn’t Creed? And a host of other dedicated observers, before and since?”

	Denis was shaking his head. “But this four- or five-year reoccurrence – not that I’m believing that one either – suggests that the creature has its own agenda. That seems somewhat contradictory to your theory.”

	“Only if you believe that the randomness of phenomena makes them more genuine,” said Kozlov. “Or, if you’re proportionately equating a slaughter’s legitimacy to the number of its witnesses.” He chuckled. “Every four or five years does seem, at least on its face, just a bit too nonsensical, yes? But you must understand that the phenomenon is notorious for throwing those kinds of wrenches into the gears.”      

	Again, shaking his head, Denis said, “So, they – whoever ‘they’ are – are wanting us to find the dead animals?”  

	“Yes, that’s exactly what ‘they’ are wanting,” Kozlov said. “Whoever ‘they’ are. Let’s call them ‘Tricksters’.”

	“Well, those are some pretty grisly calling cards,” Denis said. “And that begs the question: Why?”

	“Incongruity is a staple of the Trickster’s diet,” Kozlov said. “And it is those very absurdities that remain absurd because we haven’t yet begun to understand their true, or truer, meaning.” He paused; then, “I’m proposing my belief that the traditionally-defined ghost and the beast haunting Arriscado Basin are not two distinctly separate animals but are instead – for all intents and purposes – members of the same species: Incognitus fraudulenti.” He grabbed a microscope and brought it to the table. Leaning over, he put an eye to the instrument; for effect, not scientific observation, as there was no slide to examine. “Forgive me for being cliché, but did you ever wonder as you observed the amoeba if it had the minutest of notions that it was being spied upon, let alone that an infinite universe existed outside its tiny drop of water?”

	“That would require an advanced awareness,” Denis said, “and single-celled organisms don’t possess such things.”

	Having anticipated such a reply, Kozlov looked up and sighed. “If you take away from here only one thing today, gentlemen, let it be this: Cognizance is thoroughly compromised when it becomes narcissistic.”

	Stepin turned to his brother, eager for an explanation. 

	Still nursing a wariness, Denis said, “I think he’s saying that you can’t truly see what’s around you until you’ve stepped away from yourself.” He looked to the professor for verification. “Close enough?”

	“To open your mind, yes,” Kozlov said. “That to do so will prepare you for the realization that not everything adheres to manmade laws and taxonomies, regardless of how badly we or academies like Belkin wished they would. When we slough off our benign garments and go truly and honestly skinny-dipping, we find that nearly every rule within every discipline garners at least one exception, yes? Most that just strain popular definition, to be sure – but still others that are so contradictory as to be profoundly absurd.”

	“The platypus,” Stepin offered. “A duckbilled mammal that lays eggs.”

	Kozlov smiled. “To quote a fellow conspirator named Charles, ‘The fate of all explanation is to close one door only to have another fly wide open.’ It’s illogicality at its finest. It’s almost as if those flukes are breadcrumbs laid about for us to follow.”

	Stepin appeared genuinely absorbed. “Laid by whom?”  

	Kozlov said, “Perhaps by those who are looking through their own lenses and down upon us?” 

	“Gods?” Stepin said. 

	Kozlov hung his head in a vexed way. “Why must they always be gods?” he asked the table.

	Denis’ expression had gone from diffident to dubious. “And that we might follow those breadcrumbs where?” 

	“To places that exist outside our own tiny drop of water,” Kozlov said. “Again, I’m proposing the idea, gentlemen, that the ghost is not necessarily here on its own behalf.”    

	“You’ve seen it too, haven’t you?” Stepin said. “The beast Creed talked about?” 

	“Yes,” Kozlov said, “–but only until I averted my stare.” 

	Eyes round now, Stepin said, “Was it that horrifying?” 

	“Horrifying, yes,” Kozlov said, “but not in size so much as its circumstance.” He leaned back then, as if he were trying to distance himself from the memory. “You see, there was something I observed upon the creature that forced me to consider possibilities that I was not remotely prepared to entertain. Creed had seen it too, and his mentioning it in his field notes was his downfall. He was ostracized, held in disrepute...” He harrumphed. “To admit to academia that you had seen a ghost was reckless enough, but...” 

	Finally, he opened the booklet, flipped to a dog-eared page, and began reading: “‘I have now witnessed it myself. It was immense, just as Kitry had proclaimed, stretching thirty meters from snout to tail, with talons for feet and a cortege of spines along the ridge of its back, thereby rendering it the likeness of legend. Though its skin was not scaled and appeared more the thick and wrinkled hide of an elephant, it was in every other way comparable to the dragons of myth. As I sat crouched in the dense brush, I clearly saw upon the creature’s left forelimb a band, the metal tarnished by extreme age, the symbols/language engraved upon it so foreign as to be indefinable. Even more troubling were the segments of the creature that appeared gauzy, or insubstantial. The educated part of me wanted to believe that a defense mechanism was being displayed, a camouflage. But the creature’s immense size persuasively argued against that theory, as predators of that magnitude don’t require trickery but instead their own placard at the very top of the food chain. Rather, I am more apt to believe that the creature was fully there and that it was I who was imposing the pellucidity, recalling that the natives of this continent hundreds of years ago are alleged to have suffered a similar malady when confronted with the conquerors’ invading ships. Anchored just offshore, those massive vessels were so unbelievably foreign to the inhabitants as to be rendered invisible. Only the outlines of their hulls could be seen displacing the water. To have beheld such an armada would have devastated those primitives’ worldview, just as beholding the dragon’s entirety might have compromised my own. Still, I must note that it remains an interesting fact that only a few sporadic tracks were found where a full progression should have been deeply scored… But that band around its forelimb remains for me most provocative...’”

	After the revelatory dust had settled, Denis said, “A dragon?” 

	“Indeed,” said Kozlov. “Perhaps a descendent of its folkloric brethren. Maybe even the very inspiration for them. Who’s to say?”

	“With a band?” Denis continued, unfazed. “Like the kind we put around a bird’s leg to track its migration?”

	“That would be one of the inferences, yes,” Kozlov said. “Another could easily be that the band is lingering evidence of the animal’s previous incarceration.”

	“Shackles?” Denis scoffed. “And Creed didn’t experience ‘Perceptual Blindness’ any more than did those natives. That’s all a bunch of nonsense. Babies at circuses see elephants all the time without suffering adverse trauma.”  

	Kozlov bowed to the boy’s argument. “As far as our indigenous peoples not seeing those ships, I agree that history has a way of embellishing itself. But as to your second argument especially, I’ll caution you not to throw those babies out with their bathwater, as they haven’t yet developed a worldview for the pachyderms to trample.”

	Stepin was staring puckishly at his brother, seemingly delighted with the professor’s cache of retorts.

	Kozlov said, “If nothing else – from their very first demonstrations centuries past to their most recent – the Tricksters have been successfully accomplishing one thing: To perpetuate our inquisitiveness.”

	Stepin, the suspicion queerly foreign to his face, said, “This band, though… Are you saying that the dragon could have once been someone’s pet?”

	“Well, why not? Given what very little we know, is it so ridiculous to compare it to someone’s beloved pooch? One that has busted its chain and is pissing about the neighborhood?” He chortled. “Every swamp, coniferous forest, river, snow-capped mountain – every puddle, it would seem, upon every back road – is, or has been at one time or other, home to some mysterious Trickster notorious for its meddlesome behavior, and always for evading capture. They flash just enough of themselves to tantalize, yet never leave enough spore to convincingly persuade their critics. From the beasts who take gruesome pleasure upon our livestock to the poltergeists who steal our hairbrushes to the hairy giants of the mountains to the fairies’ stomping rings into our crops to the little green rocketeers blazing across our skies – each seemingly intent upon its own crusade. Entities whose actions seem inexplicable only because they conflict with our presently held estimations of what is normal. However, like what the flower is to the bee, what the rat is to the snake, I contend that their roles are commiserate to our survival; that each one is in fact committed to the same itinerary.”

	Scowling now, Denis said, “And what would that be?”

	“To always test our worldviews, challenge our paradigms,” Kozlov said. “But in a most calculated way.” He pointed to the microscope. “With the intention of provoking a response, if we were to inject something foreign into the amoeba’s drop of water, say a similarly sized but more evolved organism, one that was only playfully antagonistic to our little friend, what reaction might we expect from the amoeba?”      

	“It’s too dumb to know the intentions of the other organism,” Denis said – then appeared chagrined that he might have just made the professor’s point. 

	“Yes,” Kozlov said. “But you would have to agree that, by having inserted that newcomer, we’ve initiated an indoctrination upon the original resident, yes? And if we left them alone together long enough, might we safely assume that the amoeba would eventually overcome its instinctual fear of the intruder, thereby allowing itself to widen its narrow focus? Open itself up and allow in other interpretations?” 

	Denis said, “Are you’re suggesting that we’re someone’s science project?”

	“I’m merely presenting possibilities less romantic than the present fodder,” Kozlov said. “After all, what might the insects at our feet think of us? Are they ascribing to us the same spurious conjectures we’re presently doing to the ghost of Arriscado Basin? Might they be applying their own justifications to appease a stubborn narrow-mindedness?”               

	“They’re too dumb to know,” Denis insisted. “Invertebrates don’t have the capacity to understand and only react primitively and protectively to a perceived threat.”

	Kozlov smiled winningly. “Then, presently, we’re sharing the same perspective with the amoeba, yes?”  

	“No,” Denis said, shaking his head. “No, we aren’t.”

	“Octopuses are invertebrates,” Stepin reminded his brother. “And they’re highly intelligent problem-solvers.” 

	“Yet another anomaly among standards,” Kozlov agreed; then said in a brooding voice, “I submit that we, the very three of us at this table, might be sharing a unique commonality with the Tricksters. They too behave suspiciously like orphans. There’s always this frantic, tell-tale element to their manifestations; one likened to a desperate desire to be acknowledged. What if they’ve been similarly deserted and are aching for some recognition in the wake of their abandonment? Foundlings left to fend for themselves; to repeat over and over the same seemingly inane performances until, finally, mercifully, their audience resounds collectively with an understanding gasp. That one extraordinary breath that will begin our species’ transition into its next evolutionary phase.” 

	For Kozlov, there was a strange comfort watching the boys struggle to understand his comparison.   

	Finally, Stepin said to the professor, “Maybe there’s more than just one audience. Like you said, we tend to be self-absorbed and forget that everything is interconnected. Maybe on other levels we don’t yet understand, the Tricksters are affecting everything.” He turned to his brother. “Maybe there’s even a learning curve for them too.”  

	Upon a warm smile, Kozlov said, “To quote my friend Charles again: ‘If there is an underlying oneness of all things, it does not matter where we begin. One measures a circle, beginning anywhere.’”

	Denis stood. “We’d better get going,” he said to his brother. “We’re pushing curfew.”

	Kozlov stood with the boys. “You’ve been delightful company, and I hope you’ll forgive me for being arcane with my suppositions. But what I can say with certainty, gentlemen, is that class is not yet over. Not for any of us.” 

	Kozlov walked them to the door. As the brothers stepped back into the rain, he bid them good day, and with a profoundly nostalgic regard watched them start down the thick and slippery road. 

	On his way out, Stepin turned to the professor. “Thank you, again, sir. You’ve been most helpful.”

	“No, he hasn’t,” Denis said, making sure to be heard over the rain.  

	“You’re most welcome,” Kozlov yelled after them. “And gentlemen, one last thing. Please reconsider the monkeys’ testicles.”

	Both boys stopped and turned. They stared at the professor, again appearing uncomfortably confused.

	Kozlov began to laugh. “They’re blue! And that, my young friends – despite what you’ve been taught – is quite funny!”
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Isle of Ash and Flame
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	────────────────────────

	 

	Stuck on their damaged craft next to a lonely uncharted island, the crew of a steamship trading vessel encounter a monster no one has ever seen before while scavenging the isle for clean water and food. With their backs against the wall the crew must find a way to thwart the deadly beast before there is no one left.

	 

