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Introduction

––––––––

Dear reader, 
Here it is. The sixth naturist short story anthology. Who would have thought the original idea of bringing out that anthology of naturist short stories, Murder in the Nudist Colony, would result in this many volumes? We certainly hadn't. Are we done now? Who knows.

Bare Skies Ahead is a wonderful collection of new naturist stories, only one of which is based on true events, many of the rest are based on real encounters with the power of naturism.

In the “real world” naturism/nudism has proven to be healing for many people, helping with physical, emotional and psychological issues. Freed from the constraints of our plane of existence what else can adopting an unclothed life bring forth? ,

Reading the stories in this volume, shows how much is possible when a person is freed from the boundaries of clothing, and finds a nude tribe in which they're welcomed.

We hope you enjoy the following stories as much as we did compiling them.

Come with us as we discover the Bare Skies Ahead.

Ted, Will, and Paul
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​Wolf Beach
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Hannah Steenbock 
Chapter 1

“Mom! There’s the beach!”

Kate turned around and pointed excitedly at the waves rolling in gently under a blue sky and warm sun.

“You’re right! Let’s see who gets down there first!”

With her mom’s encouragement, Kate raced down the path between the dunes, closely followed by Jay and Sean, her brothers.

All three ran right into the water, with no regard to getting their shoes and pants wet. Laughter rang out, then Jay screamed when he slipped and fell, right into an oncoming wave.

Kate laughed even more, seeing her brother get all wet and sandy. He deserved that, he’d tried to push her just a moment earlier.

“Children!” their mother called from further back. “Don’t get totally wet!”

“It’s fine,” Jay called back, stripped off his wet clothes and shifted into his wolf shape without any hesitation. A moment later, he tackled Sean and pushed him into the water, as well.

Kate dashed back, away from her brothers, not wanting to get her clothes all wet. Once safe on dry ground, however, she shucked off her clothes and shifted, as well, happy to join her brothers in the fun.

Moments later, all three were chasing each other through the surf, wolf bodies sleek and fast. When Kate looked back, their mother was picking up the discarded clothes and putting them into a big bag, shaking her head.

It didn’t take long before they trotted to their mother, panting, with tongues hanging out.

“Did you have fun?”

Kate yipped. It had been the best fun ever, and their first time on the beach. Her brothers echoed her happy yip, tails wagging.

“Let’s go home then. You need a shower and I need to run these through the washing machine. And really, you couldn’t have taken off your shoes? I won’t clean them for you.”

Sean whined at that, and his tail drooped. Kate just shrugged mentally. That was the price for being cheeky.

“And next time, you’ll shift at home, and I’ll just take you on a walk.” Mother’s grin was slightly evil, but to Kate, the announcement made perfect sense.

Playing in the waves was so much more fun when being in the fur.
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The next day, Mother actually followed through on her threat, which surprised Kate a little. She hadn’t been forceful lately, but that was understandable, too. Their lives had changed a lot in the last two months, not the least with the move to this coastal town a little north of Wilmington.

She wasn’t entirely sure about what had happened to force them away from their home, but Dad hadn’t come with them for some reason, and that made everyone sad.

Sean had muttered something about Hunters, but Mother had shut him up very quickly, and Kate hadn’t dared to ask her about that. Instead, she’d tucked that information away, knowing she’d dig it out when needed.

But today, Mother was getting out their collars and leashes, and that made even Kate cringe. Her bothers looked downright rebellious, though.

“No, Mom. I’m not going to wear a collar. I’m not a mutt,” Jay protested.

“You behaved like one yesterday,” Mother said sharply, and Jay ducked his head. “Now go to shift, and then we’ll take a walk like civilized people. If you behave, you can run free on the beach.”

All three of them sighed extravagantly, but Mother didn’t budge an inch. And so, Kate found herself in the fur, on a long leash, her brothers beside her.

The walk to the beach felt a little shameful, but Kate did her best to impersonate an obedient dog. Jay did tug on his leash once, but Mother called him out immediately, and he settled. None of them wanted to make Mother even angrier.

“Oh, good morning!” someone called out, and Kate looked over in surprise. It was another woman walking her brown Labrador, not paying attention to how the dog hung back behind her owner, clearly terrified of the three wolves.

“Good morning,” Mother answered, and Kate wasn’t certain if she had heard the insecurity in her voice.

“Walking three of those big dogs, you must be brave,” the woman continued. “How do you do it?”

Mother glanced at them and grinned. “They are well trained,” she answered. Kate wagged her tail at the Labrador, and the dog slowly came closer, not quite trusting the friendliness.

“I think we should better wait with letting them play until they had some time to get to know each other,” Mother said gently.

“Oh, right.” The woman bent down to pat her Lab. “But most dogs here are smaller, and I’m afraid to let Bessie play with them. She can be a bit rough sometimes.”

“That shouldn’t be a problem with mine.” Mother’s voice held secret laughter. “We plan to go to the beach, will dogs be welcome there?”

“They will. Mr. Greyson doesn’t mind, if we clean up after our dogs.”

“I’ve come prepared.” Mother pulled out a number of poop bags from her pocket. Kate wanted to cringe, even though the bags were just part of the act.

“Good on you.” The woman smiled. “I’ll see you around. Always good to meet someone new.”

“Same.” Mother smiled. “Have a lovely day.”

Even if she had warmed towards them a little, the Labrador was clearly glad to move on. Kate didn’t blame her. Three wolves would intimidate almost every dog.

When they reached the beach, it was deserted. Mother unclipped their leashes, and Kate dashed down to the water in sheer delight.

While they played, Kate wondered who this Mr. Greyson was. Clearly, he owned the beach, if he could ban dogs. It was nice of him that he didn’t.

What would he say if he found out that wolves were using his beach? She’d make sure he didn’t, she promised herself.

Before they left home, Mother had a talk with all three of them, about how some people were scared by their ability to turn into wolves. There were even some bad people who wanted to kill them, she had explained, and Kate had shuddered at the thought. And then, Mother had made all three of them swear they would do nothing to reveal their secret.
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Five days later, there were a handful of children on the beach when Kate arrived there with her mother and her brothers. Of course, Mother held on to their leashes, especially as two children looked a little scared.

“Is it alright if I let them run?” Mother asked, indicating Kate and the others with a nod of her head.

From behind a screen of bushes, a man walked out, clearly having heard the question. “Are your dogs likely to hurt the kids?”

“Never,” Mother answered quickly. “They are very well behaved.” She turned to them and moved her hand downwards, palm to the ground. “Down.”

Kate threw herself on her stomach, and Jay and Sean followed instantly.

“Oh, my. That’s impressive. I’m Len Greyson.” The man held out his hand and Mother shook it politely.

“I heard you own this beach?”

Mr. Greyson nodded and pointed as he explained. “From that little promontory over there all the way to the little copse there. I just don’t believe in fencing it all in. The people here are kind, and I like kindness.”

“That sounds wonderful.” Mother smiled at Mr. Greyson and then gave a little nod as if she had decided something. “I’m glad I met you. It feels better to have your permission.”

The man’s smile was as friendly as a happy tail wag. Kate started to like him immediately. “Please call me Len.”

“Only if you call me Liz,” Mother answered.

“Gladly, Liz.”

At that moment, Sean whined, and Mother laughed before unclipping their leashes. “Alright, you can run.”

Of course, Jay and Sean dashed off to the water right away, but Kate hung around. She wanted to meet the other children, as there were at least two girls who might become friends. Kate looked longingly at them and wagged her tail.

“Oh,” Mr. Greyson said, smiling right at Kate. “Do you want to meet my nieces and nephews?”

Kate barely stopped herself from giving an answering yip. Instead, she wagged her tail even faster and perked up her ears.

“Yeah, you like attention, I can see that.” Mr. Greyson’s voice warmed as he leaned towards her.

“You can pet her,” Mother said, and a moment later, Mr. Greyson was rubbing Kate’s head, one thumb under her ear.

“It’s been so long since I had a dog,” Mr. Greyson sighed a little later. “Come, let’s meet the kids.”

“Gentle, Kate,” Mother admonished her.

Kate wanted to huff at her, what did she think? Of course, she’d be gentle. But maybe Mother just wanted to maintain the illusion she was a dog.

There were five kids, two boys and three girls, and all of them looked both fascinated and a little scared.

Kate didn’t walk all the way up to them, instead stopping at a little distance, doing her best to look friendly. Her tail wagged slowly.

“Kids, this is Liz and her dog Kate,” Mr. Greyson introduced them. “And these are Kai, Mara, Steph, Paul and Sue. They are all here for a summer visit, since our house is big enough. Oh, and there’s my husband Abe.”

Kate watched a tall man with long blonde hair stroll down a path from a house that... no, that was a mansion, very clearly. She’d never seen such a large house before, but it deserved the fancy name.

“Can we play with the dog, Uncle Len?” There was a pleading whine in the girl’s voice that Kate knew only too well.

Mother laughed. “Yes, you can play with my dogs. They are very smart and they won’t hurt you.” She pinned Kate with a hard look as she said those last few words.

Kate managed not to nod, but she knew the threat was real. Nothing was to happen to these kids. Not as if Kate or her brothers would ever do anything to hurt a kid.

“Thank you, Ms...,” the man with the long hair said.

“Call me Liz, please.”

“With pleasure.”

Kate reminded herself to think of the two men as Len and Abe. But before she could do more than that, the smallest girl gave an excited squeal and ran towards her.

At Mother’s nod, Kate jumped to her feet, just before the girl reached her.

“Slow down, Steph!” Abe’s voice cracked with sudden authority, and the small girl stopped running a moment before she would have plowed into Kate.

“We don’t want you hurting the dogs, either,” Len said, in a softer voice. “Treat them gently, all right?”

All kids nodded, Steph with some chagrin. “I’m sorry, Abe,” she apologized before moving much more slowly, carefully reaching to pet Kate’s head.

Kate held very still, except for her wagging tail, one eye on Sean and Jay who had joined them and were also getting gentle pats and scritches.

“I will say,” Abe’s voice rang out above her, “that your dogs look a lot like wolves.”

Instant fear gripped Kate’s heart, only to hear Mother laugh.

“A lot of people say that,” she parried Abe’s words. “And they do have some wolf blood in them. It’s what makes them so smart.”

“Ah, I see.”

Mother and Abe continued to talk but Kate tuned them out, more interested in playing with Steph. She ducked low, her forelegs out, before jumping to the side, a classic invitation for a chase. And to her immense delight, Steph went with it, racing after her. Together they ran, chasing each other, until Steph collapsed in the sand, laughing so hard she was completely out of breath.

Jay and Sean were similarly occupied, although they had two kids chasing them each.

Eventually, they walked back to the mansion and dropped in the shade under some trees, the children giggling, the wolves panting, their tongues lolling. Kate couldn’t remember having so much fun with other kids.

“It looks like they had fun,” Abe drawled, sharing a grin with Mother. Len brought out bowls with water for the wolves and lemonade for the kids.

“We want to do it again,” Kai said, a little whine in his voice.

Len laughed. “Of course you do.”

“Tomorrow!” Mara added, and the other kids nodded.

“Fine. I’ll bring them over tomorrow.” All three adults exchanged glances again, as well as doting smiles.

Kate secretly grinned to herself. The summer looked very promising.

Chapter 2

Kate really loved this summer vacation. Every day, Mother took them to the Greyson mansion where they played with the five kids staying with their uncles. They romped on the beach until they got tired, and then Len and Abe would feed them.

In the evenings, Mother would take them to the beach in their human form, to teach them swimming in that shape, using a different stretch of the beach so they could keep their secret. Kate didn’t enjoy that part as much, but Mother was adamant.

This morning was no different, they were already out in the street before the day got hot. With the humidity, it was better to be at the beach for most of the day, where the wind would cool them down. As usual, the kids were already waiting for them, Steph dancing in place, while Kai and Paul pretended to look bored. Those two were the oldest, at just nine and eight.

Together, they raced down to the beach, Kai and Paul just as fast as the others. For a while they played in the sand and the waves, but then Kai pointed to one end of the beach.

“Let’s explore that! I’m so bored of the sand.”

Since she was pretending to be nothing but a dog, Kate really had no option but to follow the boys when they marched off, and of course, the girls went with them. Jay ran ahead a little, which was a smart decision. If he found anything dangerous, they would be able to distract the kids.

What they found was some cliffs and a spur of rock extending into the sea. Paul pointed. “I want to go to the end. Maybe we can see Ireland from there!”

Kate knew that this was most likely impossible, but the kid was so excited that she smiled inside. Of course, all of them followed Paul onto the rock spur.

The flat rocks were slippery with algae and spray from the water, and Kate grabbed Steph’s t-shirt once to keep her from falling. The little girl giggled and hugged her. Several times, a kid stepped into a puddle of sea water between the rocks, but getting wet didn’t matter much, they were all wearing bathing suits or pants anyway.

“Ooooooh, look!” Mara was kneeling next to a puddle. “Starfish! I never saw live starfish before!”

“I want to go all the way to the end!” Paul complained. “We can look at puddles on our way back!”

Mara tore herself away from the puddle with the starfish and followed Paul, and the rest of the kids followed them. Of course, Kate kept close to Steph, not entirely happy with the fact that now they had waves on both sides of them and only a narrow, rocky path to get back to land.

Wasn’t there something about tides? Kate couldn’t quite remember that lesson.

“Look!” This time it was Sue who pointed. “There’s lightning out there!”

Kate whined at the sight. Those black clouds looked ominous, even if they were far away. And just as she looked, another bolt of lightning flashed. Clearly, they were too far away for the thunder to carry back, but something made her uneasy.

She exchanged a few glances with Sean and Jay. Both also looked worried, but there was no way they could stop Paul and Kai who were already clambering ahead, intent on reaching the end of the promontory. Instantly, Jay ran after them, while Sean stayed next to Mara and Sue.

Steph clamped her small hand into Kate’s fur on the neck, trying to stay on her feet on the uneven terrain. Kate didn’t mind, even if it hurt from time to time when the little girl slipped.

Nothing was to happen to these kids, Mother had said, and Kate took that order very seriously.

When a sudden wave engulfed them, Steph screamed and clung to Kate. Sean barked a warning, and Kate instantly turned back towards the land. Steph walked at her side, still crying a little but not resisting the change in direction.

Only then did Kate notice that the waves had gotten higher. Sean was trying to herd back Mara and Sue, but Jay had a hard time reaching the boys.

Kate couldn’t watch for long, she had to get Steph to safety as fast as she could. When the next big wave rolled in, she braced herself, and Steph wrapped her arms around Kate’s neck in terror.

“Please, please. Get me out, Kate!” the little girl wailed.

Kate did her best, but high waves now came more often. Being on four feet helped keeping her balance, but if they didn’t get to high ground fast, Steph would drown.

Making a split-second decision before the next wave could sweep both of them off their feet, Kate shifted into her human form.

“Don’t be afraid,” she said to Steph, scooped up the girl in her arms and hurried across the rocks. Yes, this was better, Kate was much taller than the little girl and could move faster.

With long strides, she hurried back to the land, in a race against the waves.

“You... you are a girl,” Steph said, sounding utterly shocked.

“Yeah,” Kate said, doing her best to downplay what just happened. “Just something we can do. And this way, I can get you out of here much faster. Alright?”

“Yes!” Steph wrapped her arms around Kate’s neck, clinging to her like a barnacle.

Behind them, Jay howled, but Kate couldn’t turn back to help him. Instead, she walked faster. Running was a bad idea on this kind of slippery rock, she knew that.

“Hurry!” Mara screamed. “Paul! Come back now! Now!”

Kate thought that Paul and Kai could swim, but struggling through this kind of turbulent waves? Not a good idea.

But first, she had to get Steph to safety. The way they had come, around the cliff, was now underwater. Kate thought quickly.

“I have to climb up there,” she explained. “Can you ride on my back?”

Steph nodded against her arm, so Kate hunkered down and let the girl climb on her back. “Hold onto my shoulders and keep your legs around my waist, okay?”

“Yes,” Steph whispered, doing so.

Kate started climbing.

Fortunately, the cliff wasn’t very tall, but high enough to keep them safe from the waves. Soon, she had reached the top.

“We’re safe, Steph,” she said, kneeling down again. The little girl slipped from Kate’s back and looked at her.

“Kate! You’re naked!” Steph’s eyes were huge.

“Well, I can’t wear a bathing suit under my fur,” Kate said, trying to turn this into a joke. But when she looked back to the others, any laughter died on her lips. The others were in deep trouble. Mara looked as if she could reach the cliff soon, Sue was on her heels, but Paul and Kai were still much too far out. Sean and Jay were with them, with waves breaking over their furry heads every few moments.

Kate’s breath caught in sudden terror.

“Steph, you must stay here. I need to help the others. Can you do that?”

The little girl nodded, her eyes wide. “Save them, Kate. Oh, save them!”

Kate scrambled down the cliff, reaching Mara in moments. The girl looked confused. “Where did you come from?”

“I’m Kate. Come on Mara! Let me help you up the cliff.”

Mara shook off her confusion and dashed towards the wall of rock.

Sue was still following Mara, and Kate reached out to grab the smaller girl’s hand. “Come, let me help you.”

A heartbeat later, Sue slipped on the algae, and Kate barely caught her before she fell into the waves. The girl came up screaming, but Kate didn’t mind that. Instead, she pulled Sue towards the cliff.

Mara had climbed up halfway and was holding out her hand. “Sue! Grab my hand!”

Kate gave her a push. “Watch Steph up there. I’ll help the others!”

Moments later, all girls were safely up on the cliff. Now to rescue the boys. Kate turned and swallowed.

Both Sean and Jay had shifted and were each carrying one of the boys on their back. The waves were now high enough to reach their waists, making the footing more than treacherous.

Kate retreated to the base of the cliff and found a rock to cling to with one hand. Sean saw her and gave her a relieved nod.

Moments later, she grabbed one of Sean’s hands and pulled him close, steadying him as he slipped on the last step. “Go up. I’ll wait for Jay.”

“Got it.” Sean climbed, one hand holding onto Kai, steadying himself with the other.

Kate watched Jay slip and fall once, but he came up a moment later, Paul still clinging to his back. Kate almost cried in relief.

“Let’s get up there!” she shouted, and Jay hurried over to her. Together, they scrambled to safety.

Once they had all collapsed to the ground, Kate noticed that Paul was crying.

“What’s wrong?”

“My leg hurts,” the boy admitted.

“He fell hard,” Jay explained. “That’s why I shifted.”

Kate looked. Paul’s legs bore deep scratches, but they were not bleeding much. “We’ll get you home, Paul,” she said, trying to make her voice calm.

“Kate, why don’t you run ahead and tell Mother, Len and Abe? You’re the fastest of us.”

“Makes sense.”

Without hesitating any longer, she shifted back into her wolf shape and took off at full speed, leaving a cry of surprise behind her.
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Kate reached the mansion panting hard. The moment she dashed onto the patio, Mother jumped to her feet while Len just frowned. Kate knew she was breaking more than one rule, but the kids mattered more, and so she shifted, carefully not looking at Len.

“Accident,” she gasped. “Paul is hurt. Everyone is safe.”

“Take us to them,” Mother commanded, and Kate instantly shifted back into her wolf.

“What the...”

Kate ignored the faint voice of Len and hurried back the way she had come, Mother jogging beside her. Moments later, Abe joined them, running all out.

“Len is getting out the first aid kid,” the man said, slowing to Mother’s speed, barely out of breath.

When the group of kids came into sight, Kate slowed down, feeling massive relief. Sean was still carrying Paul on his back, while Jay held Steph in his arms. Kai, Mara and Sue trotted next to them.

“It seems you forgot to tell us something about your dogs,” Abe said mildly.

“I’ll explain,” Mother said curtly, not even glancing at Abe.

“Kate!” Steph cried and held out her hands.

With a hidden sigh, Kate shifted and took the little girl from Jay’s arms. Steph snuggled into her and held tight.

“What’s this all about?” Abe asked, his voice still gentle. “Weren’t you supposed to be on the beach?”

“We were bored,” Kai admitted, hanging his head.

“And really, nobody could have predicted the waves.” Kate pointed out.

“Swell from the thunderstorm out there, yes.” Abe nodded. “Even so, you didn’t have permission to leave the beach.”

“We can do the scolding later,” Sean interrupted. “Paul is hurt.”

Kate could see how Abe’s lips twitched, but the man managed not to smile. “I see you have your priorities right, Son.”

Paul shook his head when Abe held out his hands. “Sean saved me. He deserves to bring me home.”

Abe just nodded at that, turned and gestured Sean to walk ahead of him.
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It took a while to get everyone settled, with Len cleaning and then doctoring the cuts on Paul’s legs, while Abe and Mother brought out extra clothes, as well as lemonade and food. Steph continued to cling to Kate, however, even after she had dressed in some of Len’s clothes that were too big for her.

For once, Mother hadn’t come prepared, and somehow, that amused Kate.

“Uncle Len, did you know that people can turn into dogs?” Sue suddenly asked.

“No, I didn’t,” Len said. “I’m just as surprised as you were.”

Mother sighed, closed her eyes for a moment, and then looked at Abe and Len. “I apologize for deceiving you. We are wolf shifters, but we prefer being called just wolves.”

Abe nodded slowly. “I was right about the wolves, then.”

“You were.” Mother pursed her lips. “We hide our ability, because there are people out there who want to kill all of us.”

Len made an exasperated noise. “Of course there are. I hate humans sometimes.” Abe patted Len’s hand.

“And a shift leaves you naked?”

“Kate said she can’t wear a bathing suit under her fur,” Steph declared, and everyone laughed.

“That makes sense.” Len made his voice serious. “And I want to do something we’ve been thinking about for a while. I want to turn this beach into a naturist club.”

Kate had never seen Mother blink in confusion.

“So you and your kids can have fun without having to hide.”

“But... naturist?”

“It means that people can walk in the nude if they feel like it. We will need a fence, though.” He and Len exchanged a glance, and then Abe shrugged.

“Privacy is nice, after all, but we can have a gate for those of the town who want to join.”

“And we’ll need a manager,” Len continued and then smiled at Mother. “Consider yourself hired.”

“I... but... that...”

Kate had never heard Mother stutter, either.

“That sounds great, Mother!” Jay jumped to his feet. “I want to stay here!”

“We’ll have to see what Dad says,” Mother said faintly.

Epilogue

“And you really got a job here managing a naturist club?” Dad’s voice held immense disbelief.

Kate stopped under the window of her parents’ room to listen.

“Yes. The lifestyle very much fits with our Wolf culture,” Mother said calmly. “They appreciate nature, they like feeling the air and the wind on their skin, they respect each other and there is no body-shaming. I find our first members quite friendly and supportive. And the pups can shift and play with their friends, and nobody bats an eye.”

“You even wrangled a position as a gardener for me?” Dad laughed.

“Abe offered when he found out what you do.”

Kate heard Mother take a deep breath.

“So would you mind staying, Eric?”

“No, I won’t,” Dad said after a while. “It was hard digging up everything that happened with us and Theo. Of course, that was necessary after they found Aunt Emily, but still. I want a new start away from it all, and this is a better place than most. Even better if your naturist friends know about us and support us.”

“They do, and they are happy to have us, especially after our pups saved the kids.”

“Then let’s stay. We’re not too far away from our pack, but I want some time to actually find my footing again.”

“I agree.”

There was the sound of kissing, and Kate shook herself and moved on.

They were staying, and that made her very happy.

The End
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PS: This story is a spin-off from my Wolf Shifter universe, which currently holds eight novels (and counting). If the idea of people turning into wolves appeals to you, take a look at my Wolves of the South series. Book 1, A Wolf’s Quest, is free. You will meet Liz (Mother) and Eric (Dad) in Book 2, when they were both still rather young. The stories are full of action and adventure (with some violence) but they also have a romance arc and a happy ending for the main characters.
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​Wings in the Woods
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Arid Lasso 
––––––––
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Karsten bent down and grabbed the ripcord on his chainsaw but then he froze. He reached up and pulled the cup of his headphones off his right ear. They were new headphones, specialized headphones. They were OSHA-approved hearing protection and Bluetooth headphones in one. He’d spent half his last paycheck to make sure he got the best ones. The most fashionable ones. 

With his ear uncovered he listened. He could have sworn he’d heard a voice. He was scheduled to be solo on this area for the next two days. If someone wandered in and a tree fell anywhere near them that would be pretty disastrous for him, even worse if it fell on them.

There it was again. So faint he was shocked he’d been able to hear it at all with the hearing protection on. A distant, feminine voice calling, “Help!”

“Hello?” he shouted back. “Did someone say, ‘help?’”

“Help me!” came the reply.

He cupped his hands around his mouth. “Keep shouting so I can find you!”

He followed the sound of the voice. It sounded sweet, even in its fear, like dew on spring leaves. He followed the voice a long way, nearly a quarter of a mile through the woods. He was surprised her voice had carried that far.

He came around a big, thick tree. Thick enough for three people to hold hands around it. Then he saw her and noticed four things simultaneously. One. She was small; not even four feet tall if she stood up. Two. She was beautiful. Stunningly beautiful with chin-length brown hair and thick expressive lips. Three. She was caught in a metal cage. It looked homemade with untidy welds, like something of a cross between a circus bear cage and a dog crate. Four. She was completely naked. She saw him too and made no move to cover herself. He started to turn away and cover his eyes when she called softly to him again. “Please help me.” As he got closer, Karsten suddenly noticed thing number five. She had wings.

They were folded back on themselves, tucked behind her the way a mantis folds them. Thin and light. They seemed almost translucent and silvery. They looked like insect wings with a strong, outer rim and an iridescent, webbed surface, but they didn’t seem like insects’ wings. She didn’t look like a person with wings stuck on, but like a person who was meant to have wings all along.

“You’re a fairy,” he said in a gasping, gulping sort of statement of the obvious that can only come from someone who is well and truly shocked.

“Yes, please help me,” she replied.

“You’re naked!” He tried again, hoping this would sound more intelligent than the first thing he said.

“Yes. Please help me,” she said again.

He looked at the trap, for a trap it certainly was. It looked like it had been suspended and had driven itself down into the earth when triggered. There was no bottom of the cage and the bars extended deep into the soil. The top was a thick-cut piece of lumber fixed to the steel frame of the cage at the corners with large, heavy nuts.

He fished in his small tool pouch and found his crescent wrench. He’d once heard it called a spanner on a British TV show and thought that sounded funny so that’s how he decided to always think of it. His spanner-wrench. One of the downsides of being a lumberjack is that when your saw broke down in the woods you had to make sure you had the tools with you to fix it. He always carried a small pack slung crossbody on his back that had a few tools, an extra chain, some oil and a quart of fuel in case he needed to do repairs. The spanner-wrench just fit the nuts and he started cranking away to loosen them.

It took him a while and a lot of effort to undo the bolts. The third bolt was so tight that for a short time Karsten didn’t think he’d be able to get it and would have to try something else. He wished he’d had a length of pipe to slip over the handle of his wrench and extend it for just a little more leverage. He planted his feet and leaned all his weight and pushed with all his might before finally it turned an eighth of a rotation. That was enough to give him hope to keep going.

All the while he tried to be respectful and not stare at the naked fairy stuck in a cage in front of him. After a few minutes of uncomfortable silence, she had started talking.

She asked, “What’s your name?”

“Karsten,” he told her.

“Kar-sten,” she sounded it out cautiously.

“My mom was Austrian,” he said, as if that explained everything.

“I see. Well, thank you for saving me, Kar-sten. My name is Zhi’eṡ.”

He paused and stared at her, working his mouth. He wanted to try to get it right and was testing out the shapes he’d have to make with his mouth to make the sounds. He gave up. “Jes?” He offered tentatively.

She giggled. “Sure,” she said. “Close enough.”

“Ok, Jes. Wanna tell me how you got trapped in a cage like this?”

“There are men who come here to the forest looking for Bigfoot. I think this trap was meant for him. But it’s ridiculous! Everyone knows Sasquatch isn’t real.”

He nearly dropped the spanner-wrench and looked at her. He scratched his brow rapidly, a nervous tick he had whenever he felt it incumbent upon himself to say the obvious thing everyone was missing. “Um. ‘Everyone knows’ fairies aren’t real either. But here you are. Are you sure Bigfoot isn’t real?”

“Yes. I’m sure Bigfoot isn’t real. I know every creature in the forest and Bigfoot isn’t real. If it does exist, it’s someplace else.”

“Ok. So that explains the trap, but not how you got in it.”

“There was a squirrel with his leg bound up. I was freeing him and the cage came down around me. The squirrel got away, but I didn’t.”

“Gotcha,” he said. “But what happened to your clothes?”

“I don’t have clothes.”

“You don’t have clothes?” Karsten asked, not hiding his genuine confusion. “Why don’t you have clothes? Did you leave them at home?”

“No, I don’t have clothes at all. Why would I need them?”

“But, if you don’t have clothes, what do you do when it’s cold or when it rains?”

“When it is cold we sit by the fire. And when it rains we sometimes will dance in it and sometimes warm ourselves by the fire. And when we are by the fire, we tell stories. That is what I do when it is cold or when it rains, Kar-sten.”

“‘We’? There are more of you?” Karsten was picturing a whole bunch of naked fairy women dancing around a bonfire.

Zhi’eṡ looked down at her toes. “There are not so many of us fæ now as there used to be. It is only my brothers and sisters, and my parents left in these woods.”

“Oh.” Karsten said feeling sorry. “That must be hard.”

Then he got the last nut completely undone and lifted the heavy wooden board off the top of the trap. It fell on the forest floor with a soft thump. Zhi’eṡ stood up to her full height, the cage rim rose to just below her shoulders. Karsten thought that seemed a little short to catch a Bigfoot, but he was no expert. He held out his hand to help her but she just smiled at him and rolled her shoulders back as she leaned her head to both sides, stretching her neck. That done, she flicked her wings out and slid gracefully a full ten feet into the air. Her takeoff was so smooth it seemed more like falling upward than jumping. Just as fast as she took off, she was setting her feet down next to him.

Karsten watched her come down, mesmerized by the graceful movement. Her feet were pointed down towards the ground and as first one, then the other, came into contact with the earth, her joints smoothly angled as she lowered her weight onto them until finally her heels touched down and she stood firmly next to him.

Zhi’eṡ giggled at his stunned silence. “What?” she asked, playfully.

“Nothing. I guess it’s just that I’ve never seen a fairy before and I’ve certainly never seen one fly. It was,” he searched for the right word, “beautiful.”

She smiled mischievously, “It was beautiful? Or I was beautiful?”

“Uh. I. I meant your flying was beautiful. But you are too. You’re very beautiful.”

Zhi’eṡ laughed again. “You humans are so silly. It’s just like in all the human tales we heard as children. Humans are always falling in love with the fæ.”

“It makes sense to me.” Karsten said. “A stunning, naked fairy shows up; how do you not?”

“You keep on bringing up naked. Why? Why does that matter?”

Karsten didn’t know how to answer that. He didn’t know that he wanted to answer that. He liked her and he didn’t want to be uncouth. Finally, he tried. “It’s just that humans don’t get naked unless they’re showering or bathing or, uh, you know...”

“That’s not true,” she said.

“Yes, it is,” he said.

“Nope. It’s not.” She lifted her chin proudly as she said it. “There are humans who spend the whole summer nude just over in the next valley.”“Oh!” Karsten said. “The nudist colony! That’s right.”

“That’s not what they call it.”

“Well, whatever. Weirdos aside, people don’t just go around naked all the time.”

“Why not? The fæ do.”

“Well, if people were all as beautiful as fairies they might. But they aren’t.”Zhi’eṡ frowned. “All bodies are beautiful, each in its own way. But many words are ugly, and what you just said was quite ugly.”

Karsten looked away, ashamed because he knew she was right and because he didn’t want to disappoint her.

“I’m sorry.” He mumbled.

She watched him silently for a long moment. Then she smiled. “Come with me, Kar-sten.” She said. “I want to show you something.”

She turned away from him and started walking.

He looked back in the direction he’d left his chainsaw. He realized that he’d already made the decision long ago that he wasn’t returning to it today. -Wherever this fairy was leading, he was going to follow.

“Where are we going?” He asked.

She turned her head slightly and he could just make out the profile of her cheekbone as she replied. “You’ll see.”

“How far is it?”

“You’ll see.”

He had always thought of himself as a good woodsman. He had prided himself on his ability to navigate the forest and keep his sense of direction and not get lost. But as he followed her through the trees, turning this way and that and he could have sworn they even went in a full circle at one point, though the trees didn’t look familiar as they passed what should have been the same spot, he realized he was lost. There was no way he’d ever find his way back here, or out of here, without help.

“Are you going to bring me back?” he asked.

“Do you want to leave already?”

“No, it’s not that. It’s just that I don’t think I will be able to find my way back on my own.” It was painful for him to admit, but he’d rather be honest than lost.

“I do not doubt that you could not find your way back. Only the fæ know this road.”

Road? He looked around at the virgin forest. There wasn’t even enough traffic to call this a game trail, much less a road. But then he noticed how gracefully she moved through the underbrush. She didn’t disturb anything as she passed, the ferns barely even swayed as she moved them out of the way, and they settled back as they had been. There was no sign of her trail behind her. He looked behind himself and saw a thin but definite path formed by his clumsy tromping. 

She led him into a clearing and in the middle stood a cottage. Like her it seemed small, maybe 3/4 scale. The roof was sharply slanted, and moss covered the wooden shingles. The chimney had a thin wisp of white smoke twisting gently upward as it faded away to nothing. It reminded him of an illustration from Grimm’s of the witch’s house that Hansel and Gretel found. He suddenly wondered if he should have left a breadcrumb trail. But he didn’t have any breadcrumbs. He didn’t have any bread. He realized he was feeling hungry and that he had no idea how long they had been walking. He had no idea what time it was.

“We’re here,” she said, interrupting his thoughts. “Welcome to my home.”

“It looks magical,” he said.

“Very probably that’s because it is,” she said with a wink. Then she skipped and lifted off the ground, hovering toward her house with her feet a full foot above the ground. Even then she was still a foot shorter than him.

He followed her as she set down in front of the door. She reached for the handle and then stopped and turned to look up at him. 

“All fæ are dressed as I am.”

“You mean undressed?” he interrupted.

“I do. So you might feel more comfortable if you took off your wrappings.”

“My clothes?” He looked down at his T-shirt and jeans. He truly doubted he’d feel more comfortable naked with strangers. “I think I’d rather stay dressed.”

“That’s fine. We don’t wish for our guests to feel uncomfortable. I just thought I’d warn you,” she said and smiled.

“Thanks.” He smiled back. As a compromise, he took off his shoes and socks and set them neatly next to the door. No sense tracking mud into a fairy house, he thought. Besides, with their wings they probably don’t track mud on their feet even when it’s stormy out.

She opened the door and led him into the cottage. He had to duck through the doorway, but once inside he froze. His brain struggled to determine which was more shocking: the fifteen naked fairy men and women, boys and girls, or the fact that the cottage was no longer the same size. While outside it was tiny, quaint and cozy; inside it was enormous and bright. Now that he was inside he turned to look at the door and found that the lintel was easily a foot above his head. The room itself was a large open area, rustic and glowing orange from the cooking fire in the center of the room. It resembled a ski resort chalet, one only Hollywood elites could afford. And it was raucous.

There were fairies everywhere. Young and old, fat and thin. There were three children flying circles around the central chimney playing what looked like tag. A teenaged fairy girl sat sideways on a couch with her legs stretched out in front of her, engrossed in a book. Two others seemed to be carving something in a corner, and at the far end was a long counter where an older fairy couple with their backs to him. There was a pile of whole vegetables on one side and a pile of chopped vegetables on the other. Their wings were gently swaying and Karsten realized they were caressing each other’s wings almost how human lovers would hold hands. There was not a stitch of clothing in sight, discounting his own.

Just as if someone had flipped a light switch, everyone in the room stopped at the same time and stared at him. Karsten had just enough time to begin to feel like an intruder before he was surrounded by a smiling charm of fairies, who were all vying to be the first to welcome him to their home and introducing themselves. He tried to remember their names, but they were all so hard to pronounce that it made remembering them nearly impossible, though there was one girl whose name sounded like Owen and another who he could have sworn was called Xylophone. 

The two youngest fairies who had been playing aerial tag waited their turn to come up to him. They were fascinated by his clothing. The boy, (was his name Frandẽo?) tugged lightly on his jeans. 

“What are that?” he said, mostly to himself.

His sister (Franjhëa?) shielded her mouth and in a stage whisper replied, “I think it’s a pants.”

Zhi’eṡ giggled and said to Karsten, “Sorry. They’ve never seen clothing before.” 

Then she squatted down to be at eye level to them. “Kar-sten prefers to wear clothing. He’s not sure if he’s comfortable being in his natural state with us yet.”

The little ones looked at each other and laughed the delighted laugh of a confused child. Then they shrugged and flew off to resume their game of tag.

The oldest fairies came last. Now that he could see their faces, Karsten knew they could only be Zhi’eṡ’ parents. She was a good mix of both of them. Their names sounded like Havarti and Lease: Karsten had them repeat them three times to try to hear a difference. When he tried repeating them her father laughed a deep, rolling laugh that made his belly jiggle.

“Not even close,” he said, “but I expect it’s the closest we’ll get.”

“Are you staying to eat with us?” Zhi’eṡ’ mother asked.

“Uh. Sure. That sounds fine,” he said. Then he realized how rude he must have sounded because of his shock. “I mean. I’d love to. Thank you.”

Karsten looked around. He had never seen so many naked bodies before. He had never seen so many different bodies before. He could tell they were all related, because they all had the same warm brown eyes and playful smile as Zhi’eṡ. Beyond that there was little resemblance. Some of the fairies were thin like waifs, others were heavier. Even their skin tones varied with some taking after their mother’s darker skin, others had a light coloring. One of the twins (Karsten decided that must be what they were) flying around the chimney even had bright red hair. She reminded him of the heroine from that cartoon about the girl in Scotland, now that he thought about it. Except she didn’t have a Scottish accent, and she was naked, and she was flying. Perhaps, he thought, the resemblance wasn’t that strong beyond the thick, curly red hair. 

Zhi’eṡ led him over to a couch and he sat down. She flitted off and returned a moment later with a cup of a warm-smelling liquid. It looked like hot water, but when he took a sip it tasted like fresh picked raspberries and honey.

One of the brothers came up and started telling Zhi’eṡ a story that Karsten gave up trying to follow. There were too many strange names and places he had never heard of. Karsten wondered why she hadn’t told her story about being trapped and freed yet. It certainly sounded more interesting than the story her brother was telling her. Perhaps it was shameful to be caught in a trap and she was hoping he wouldn’t bring it up either. He just sat and sipped the wonderful tea and watched the family interact. It wasn’t hard to believe that some of them had never even seen clothes. They were all so comfortable floating about, talking and laughing, making and cooking that he nearly forgot they were naked. Nearly.

It wasn’t long before dinner was served. All sixteen fairies (including Zhi’eṡ) plus Karsten sat down to eat at a long wooden table. It was the most elegant live-edge table Karsten had ever seen and the benches matched every undulating curve of the table. The dinner was massive. The table was piled with every garden plant imaginable as well as several different soups and vegetable stews. Karsten was shocked at how the fairies could pack in the food. They seemed ravenous. It would have reminded him of a pack of dogs tearing into a bag of treats except that there were far more pleases and thank yous, and whoops-I-didn’t-mean-to-elbow-yous (of which there were more than a few).

Finally, Haufërtii, Zhi’eṡ’ father, stopped eating for long enough to ask how it was that Zhi’eṡ had found Karsten and brought him home. He took a deep draught of his drink to hide his face when she evaded the question. But she surprised him again.

“Old man Johnston caught me in one of his Sasquatch traps.” She said in a matter-of-fact tone. “Karsten found me and freed me.”

Then she went on to tell the whole story of how she came to be trapped and how he had taken the trap apart. He wished she hadn’t gone into as much detail about how difficult it had been for him to get the bolts started. But she was being thorough in her story, up until the moment they walked through the door. Everyone was listening in rapt attention.

When she finished Haufërtii turned to him and said, “Thank you, Kar-sten, for saving my daughter. I owe you a great debt. But tell me, how is it that you had tools to disassemble the trap with you when you found her? That’s the most wondrous part of the story to me.”

Karsten didn’t think having tools on him was nearly so wondrous as fairies or houses that were smaller outside than in. That was the stuff of... well, fairy tales.

“I always have a couple tools with me when I’m working. I’m a lumberjack.” As soon as he said the words he panicked. These were forest fairies. They probably wouldn’t be happy that his job was to cut down trees. But he bit his tongue. Trying to make it better with more words wouldn’t help.

“Hmmm.” Haufërtii said. “A lumberjack. For what company?”

“Gaines and Sumner.” Karsten replied. He didn’t expect that to mean anything to the fairies and was surprised to be asked.

“Ooh good!” Liezh, Zhi’eṡ’ mother, said with a smile. “I like them. They’re very responsible. They don’t clearcut and they have a great silviculturist. Their methods will mean fewer fires.”

While they were eating, Karsten was painfully, uncomfortably conscious of his clothes. They felt too tight and restrictive and made his shoulder blades itch. He was more aware of his clothes than he could ever remember being. He couldn’t ignore that he was the only one wearing them. Somehow in a room full of naked people, he felt like he was the one that was naked instead of them.

Suddenly he realized Liezh had asked him a question.

“What?” He asked her.

“I said, ‘Are you okay?’ You seem really uncomfortable. You keep on tugging at your shirt.”

“Yeah,” he said, “I’m just a little uncomfortable and overheated.”

“Then take off your clothes,” the red-headed twins said in unison.

“Oh hush. Kar-sten doesn’t have to take off his clothes if he doesn’t want to. And it is rude to ask him to do something he isn’t comfortable doing. Just like it would be rude for him to ask us to get dressed. He’s our guest. We want him to feel comfortable.” Haufërtii said to his children.

Karsten looked behind him at the warm, inviting fireplace that was making him sweat in the small of his back, under his shirt. 

“Actually, I’m starting to think maybe I might be more comfortable in less clothing. Is there somewhere I can go to change out of my clothes?”

“Of course. Just go around the corner there and you’ll find the restroom. You can change there and grab one of the towels.” Zhi’eṡ said.

“Towels?”

“For sitting on, silly.” The twins said and it was almost creepy how they could speak in perfect unison.

Karsten glanced around and saw that they were all sitting on brightly colored towels. He wondered how he hadn’t noticed them before. He figured it was probably because he was still overwhelmed by the nudity at first.

As Karsten stood alone in the fairy restroom, he felt odd for three reasons. 

First, now that he was alone, he felt less of the pressure of being the only one clothed in the room. Alone, as he was, everyone in the small bathroom was dressed. ‘Everyone’ in this case was only one person, but that hardly mattered. With the lack of social pressure he was able to think about if he was doing it for himself or to fit in.

Second, he was standing in a fairy bathroom. Not once in all his life had he imagined that such a thing existed. Even when he was young and believed in fairies, he hadn’t ever thought about them having to use the lavatory. If he had been prompted to consider it, he might have assumed that fairies had no such base need.

Third, he felt like he was about to cross a sort of Rubicon, a line he had never crossed and from which he could not return. Part of him worried that if he tried it and didn’t like it there was still no going back; that it would change him somehow.

But he knew this didn’t make sense. If he walked out naked and hated it, the worst thing that would happen is that he would just put his clothes back on and the only thing that would change about him would be he would know the answer to a question he had never asked.

Then he started to feel odd for a fourth reason. He was so nervous and unsure about trying a new thing because he didn’t know how he’d feel. He wasn’t nervous about being mocked or stared at or made to feel uncomfortable. He’d known the fairies for only a short time, but long enough to know that they would not do anything like that. No, it came down to uncertainty over how he would feel, which felt silly. No one agonizes this way over trying pineapple on pizza for the first time. They try it and if they don’t like it they move on. Was this really so different? He thought about it but couldn’t find any principle to differentiate.

So, he took a deep breath, pulled his shirt over his head and dropped his jeans and underwear. He avoided looking in the mirror, as he picked up his clothes, so as not to psych himself out. Then he grabbed the door handle, turned it and pulled the door open quickly before he could change his mind.

When he stepped back into the room, he noticed that no one noticed. A few of them glanced at him briefly in just the same way he would if a clothed person walked into a room. They turned quickly, saw the source of the sound and turned back immediately to their respective conversations.

Karsten stepped over to the door and placed his clothes by his shoes then walked back to the table and spread his towel on the seat carefully before sitting down. Zhi’eṡ smiled at him; it warmed him inside.

“Feeling more comfortable?” she asked.

“I think so,” he answered honestly. He wasn’t feeling worse, but he was still not fully relaxed yet into this new situation. Although he found that he already felt far more natural and comfortable than he imagined possible, being nude with others.

“Yeah. I think I’m fine,” he followed.

She smiled again and the room seemed to light up.

“Good, I’m very happy for you.”

The remainder of dinner was filled with laughter and stories. Karsten felt almost as if he’d forgotten he and everyone else were naked. He didn’t actually forget, not completely, but he felt so comfortable that his mind stopped paying attention to the nudity.

After dinner they all cleared the table together before moving over to gather around the fire. Haufërtii passed out more of the fairy tea. Karsten happily took some and savored the refreshing taste. It didn’t seem intoxicating in any way and yet he would have sworn that the light grew brighter and the colors more vibrant when he drank it.

There followed more conversation, which he found entertaining, deep and engrossing. However, later he could not remember any details. 

Haufërtii smiled and spoke again. “Well, Zhi’eṡ, I think it is probably time to take our friend Kar-sten back, or it will grow too late and you won’t make it home before dark.”

Zhi’eṡ nodded her agreement to her father before turning to Karsten.

“Are you ready to go?”

He nodded and followed her to the door. He stood a moment, staring at his piled clothes.

“I think I might carry them for the first little bit.”

As she led him away from the cozy cottage, he felt a melancholy sweep over him. Looking back, he saw that there was no trail they were leaving. The ferns and underbrush closed in behind his nude body as he walked as smoothly and seamlessly as they had behind her when they’d first arrived.

Presently Zhi’eṡ stopped and turned to face him.

“This is where I shall leave you. When you crest that rise, you will be back where we started.”

“Will I ever be able to come back and visit?”

“Anything is possible.”

“Is it likely?” He asked.

“I do not know.”

They stared at each other in silence. Karsten set his clothes down and began to dress. He didn’t want this day to end, and dressing had a terrible finality to it. But he knew some things are not meant to last and trying too hard to hold them will only crush them.

When he was dressed, he smiled sadly at her. “Goodbye Zhi’eṡ,” he said.

She stepped forward and hugged him.

“Goodbye, Karsten. Thank you for saving me.”

She released him and turned to go.

“Wait! Zhi’eṡ.” He called and she turned back to look at him.

“That nudist club near here. Do you think they are accepting new members?”

“I believe they are, and I might just see you there,” she replied and with a flutter of her wings, she was gone.
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​We keep it in the barn...
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Andrew Calow
––––––––
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Police Sergeant Thompson cleared his throat before speaking. He was aware that the pressmen gathered in front of him were awaiting his words and he would be on the local news that evening. He hoped that he would be home in time to hear it.

“Earlier today, Tuesday, a woman walking her dog, found a pile of clothes, which we believed to be a uniform, on the beach at a point approximately ninety metres from this car park.”

“What type of uniform?” called out one of the reporters. “A police uniform? A shop uniform? Can you be more specific?”

“We have had a quick look at the clothing before it was sent for forensic examination, and we believe it belongs to a person from the nearby secure military facility, known as Camp Brian. Initial enquiries revealed that there were no cars in that car park.”

“Do you have a name?” called out another of the reporters.

“Yes, Sergeant Thompson. With a P. The P is silent as in Bath,” snapped the Sergeant.

The more experienced reporters winced at this old chestnut. The Sergeant’s reply was aimed at the young cub reporter who hadn’t heard it before.

“What about the missing person?”

“At this stage we cannot reveal a name. The military have yet to confirm one of their personnel is missing. Only when we have a name, and we have informed their next of kin, will we reveal the name. You will understand that this is a distressing time for anyone involved. We do not know what has happened to the owner of the clothes.”

“Do you think it was suicide?”

“Judging from the clothes, they did not appear to be wet. They were found above the high-water mark, so we don’t know any more. This location is known for its high tidal flow, so at this time we cannot rule anything out.”

“What was the condition of the clothes? Were they neatly folded?”

“Not as far as I know.”

“Have you found a body?”

“Not at this stage.”

“Is there some connection with the military?”

“We have found a uniform. That’s all I can say on the subject. Thank you, ladies and gentlemen.”

There was murmuring amongst the press corps. “It’s suicide, but they don’t want to admit it’s connected with the goings-on at that base. Everything happening there is top secret and everyone’s tight-lipped. Whatever happens there is shrouded in secrecy.”

“If they don’t want you to know, you’re not going to find out.”

“My guess is that someone was so traumatised by what happened to him behind those walls that they came to the beach and committed suicide.”

“And leaving their clothes on the beach as a protest of some kind?”

***
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There was an item on the local news, as the Sergeant had expected. Whether it was down to the editor cutting out the reporters’ comments or maybe the microphones had all been turned off, no one knew. All that was certain was that the matter was causing a lot of speculation amongst the local population. At one time they would have been lucky to have someone coming from the local paper to write a review of the village pantomime or a report about the Annual Flower Show, now this story had made their small community a news item on the television. 

There were so many unanswered questions. This was a case covered by the Official Secrets Act. There would be no statements issued by anyone from Camp Brian.

The director in charge, Peter Orford, grimaced as he watched the TV news. Something had obviously gone wrong. He needed answers quickly. It might be possible to say nothing and hope the story died of its own accord, but with national press taking an interest, this seemed a forlorn hope.

The following morning, Orford summoned a meeting to discuss the matter. He wanted to know just what had happened. The other people at the meeting were his deputy, Petra Murillo, who had been at Camp Brian for the past six years. Orford had been impressed by her record when she had applied for her post and had seen nothing in the intervening years to make him change his mind.

General Greyson was also invited to the meeting. Although he was nominally in charge of military matters, the work at Brian had seen the civilians and the scientists take command. Chief amongst the scientists was Professor Sherburn and he too wanted to know what had happened.

“Thank you all for coming.” Orford started the meeting. “I take it you’ve all seen the news. Would anyone like to say what happened? Do we know who, if anyone, has gone missing?”

“Thank you, Sir,” said Petra. “What the police aren’t saying is that as well as the uniform, there was also a Tissot watch found. The back of this watch had been engraved with a date in June four years ago. I’ve looked through the files and that date corresponds to the twenty-first birthday of Corporal Paul Grimes. For what it’s worth, I think he’s the owner of the watch and clothes.”

“Well,” said Orford, “that sounds plausible. Anyone else wish to comment?” 

“A uniform has been found and the press are having a field day. That’s as much as I know.” said Sherburn.

“Do you think I don’t know that?” exploded Orford. “I saw the news as well. General? Anything you can tell us?”

“Thank you, Sir. We have a name of the missing person.”

“So he’s missing?” asked Orford, “Just how did he get out? Security should be tight and yet it seems he’s just wandered out through the gates and along the beach. I thought you soldier types were keeping the base secure.”

It was Professor Sherburn who was the next to speak. “Something has gone wrong and we’re trying to ascertain just what. However, I don’t think our Mr Grimes walked out through the main gates.”

“So at last we’re getting somewhere..” said Orford, “Who is this Grimes? General?”

Greyson shuffled his papers. “It looks likely that it was Corporal Paul Grimes. Once we see his uniform, we should know for definite. If it’s his size, then we’ll know for sure.”

“Or maybe we’re just reclaiming a uniform.” It was Sherburn who spoke.

“Something you said just now...” continued Orford, “You don’t think he walked out through the main gates.”

“Are you accusing my men of lax security?” asked the General.

“Not at all. And I don’t think he escaped through a hole in the fence either. Pray continue.” ordered Orford.

“What do you know of Project Zebedee?” asked the Professor.

“I’ve heard it mentioned, but I don’t know any more. Anyone?” asked Orford.

The others shook their heads.

“What I’m about to say is highly confidential and at the moment, is purely experimental.” said the Professor.

“Well, we all have security clearance.” said Petra.

“I’m pleased to hear it.” 

“Project Zebedee is developing a means to transfer people from one location to another.”

“I hate to pour water on your work, Professor, but that’s been done already. It’s called the bus,” said Orford. “And we’ve been known to use helicopters as well.”

The professor ignored the comment. “It’s a means to transfer without any apparent equipment.”

“Like beaming someone up?” asked Petra.

“That’s just special effects on TV and in films. What we’re working on is reality.”

“And it didn’t work.” snorted the General.

“I wouldn’t say that.” said the Professor. “We’ve tried sending rats across the laboratory and it’s been successful. We felt it was time to step up and use volunteers.”

“A human guinea pig?” asked Petra.

The professor nodded.

“And that’s what happened to Corporal Grimes?” asked Orford.

“Corporal Grimes volunteered for the project. At no time was he coerced into taking part. We’re very strict on that.”

“So what happened to him?” asked Greyson.

“If the experiment had worked as we expected, he would have started in one cubicle and been transferred to another on the other side of the laboratory.”

“So how quickly would that have happened?” asked Orford.

“With the rats, it was barely a second. They disappeared from the departure cubicle and after a second they appeared in the other, the arrival cubicle.”

“Magic,” said Petra.

“As someone once said, anything we don’t understand is indistinguishable from magic,” mused Orford. “At one time no-one believed aircraft could fly. Then along came John Stringfellow. After him, others tried and were successful.”

“Quite so, sir. Everyone laughed at the Wright Brothers.”

Orford was silent a few moments.

“So what you’re saying is that your Project Zebedee has sent Grimes from one cubicle to... to where?”

“We don’t know. He never materialised in the
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