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Introduction:
On the Shoulders of Giants

There is something cathartic about watching giant monsters trash cities. The films that feature them are like disaster movies – visual and endlessly entertaining spectacles of uncontrollable annihilation – but with the fantastical image of a living creature at their core. At their best these cinematic tales of monstrous beings represent a profundity that is hard to articulate. Perhaps it’s the morbid pleasure of seeing humanity’s greatest achievements crushed underfoot and humanity itself humbled – and yet somehow, despite this imposition of out-of-control relativity, surviving.

And the purest form of this impossible fantasy of destruction is the kaiju.

Kaiju is a Japanese term that has been little known in the West except among aficionados of a particular tradition of monster cinema – up until recent times, that is.

The word means “monster” or “giant monster” (though more accurately it translates as “strange creature”) and the cinematic tradition such monsters spawned is called kaiju eiga (“monster film”). As the term “kaiju” can refer to any monstrous creature, the more specific term “daikaiju” (“giant monster”) is sometimes used to refer to the giant monsters of the film tradition. Either way, what we’re talking about here is really, really big monsters – impossible monsters compared to which we humans are little more than insects.

Kaiju eiga as a film genre began with the creation of the now iconic giant monster Godzilla, known in Japan as Gojira, and in re-packaged form in the US as Godzilla, King of the Monsters. Gojira was made by Toho Studios in 1954 and directed by Ishirô Honda – a respected film-maker who was a close friend of the great Akira Kurosawa, often acting as the latter’s second-unit or assistant director on movies such as Stray Dog, Kagemusha and Ran. Gojira was, for the time, an expensive film, and deservedly well thought of, though some later Godzilla films – weak in themselves but made worse through poor dubbing and cuts applied to overseas releases – tended to brand the entire genre as cheap and ludicrous in the eyes of many. The original Gojira itself was a relatively serious attempt on the part of director Honda to create a metaphor evoking issues raised by the nuclear attacks that annihilated Hiroshima and Nagasaki at the end of the War, and more widely to encompass the moral implications of “super-science” in the post-war world. Such thematic “discussion” was anathema under Occupation rule, but nobody takes any notice of absurd monster movies, do they?

Audiences in Japan did, in a big way, and Godzilla’s iconic status developed through following decades with twenty-eight Japanese feature films (plus their Americanised counterparts) being produced, all starring the monster and assorted gigantic friends and enemies. There have been two official US Godzilla films since then, with a sequel to the 2014 Godzilla scheduled for release in 2018. Recently Toho announced a planned new Godzilla film of their own, thus re-igniting the Japanese franchise that had gone into abeyance after 2004’s Godzilla: Final Wars. As a character, Godzilla has also appeared in various comic series (from Marvel, Dark Horse, IDW and others), two animated TV series, various novelizations and advertisements, and on innumerable T-shirts. Everyone knows who the Big G is, even if they’ve never seen any of the films nor read the comics.

But that’s not the end of it. Godzilla was the catalyst for an entire genre of tokusatsu (live-action, special-effect driven entertainments), a genre that includes the giant-sized humanoid alien superhero Ultraman and his progeny, fighting an endless array of bizarre kaiju. Ultraman was originally created in 1966 for a TV series of that name produced by Gojira special-effects guru, Eiji Tsuburaya. The franchise has been ongoing ever since, almost without interruption, both on TV and in the cinema. Godzilla alumni Rodan (an oversized pterodactyl-like creature) and Mothra (a battleship-sized moth) also received their own spin-off movies, as Toho went on to make a horde of non-Gojira kaiju eiga. A goodly number of them were directed by Ishirô Honda himself. Other studios joined in the party and started making their own kaiju eiga, the most successful being Daiei Studios’ giant fire-breathing turtle, Gamera, who has been flying around on and off since his debut in 1965.

Strictly speaking then, the term “kaiju” refers to monsters in this particular Japanese tradition. The tradition itself, beyond Godzilla, is characterised by a high level of absurdity, and not all of the kaiju concerned are even vaguely reptilian. The monsters are much bigger than is physically viable; taken literally, these strange creatures are indeed impossible fantasies, despite the frequent science-fiction trappings given them. They come in all shapes and sizes; latter-day Ultraman series have been particularly inventive in this regard, as evidenced by, for example, Gan Q from the Ultraman Gaia series of the late 1990s – a gargantuan eye with two legs, arms ending in spikes and smaller eyes scattered over its clay-like body. Weirdness is par for the course.

Kaiju origins are as diverse as imagination allows, from traditional nuclear mutation, through outer space and inter-dimensional invasion, to the incarnation of emotional and metaphysical states via the imagination of unsuspecting humans, often children. They all have names. Their favourite pastime is rampaging through cities and trashing buildings, though they’re not averse to appearing at sea, on tropical islands, in space, or . . . well, anywhere really. They tend to be all but impervious to humanity’s conventional military might (even nuclear) and as a result often come with science-based human nemeses in the form of anti-monster squads and huge robotic fighting machines. Whatever the imagination can come up with is likely to be utilised at some point, whether or not it makes scientific, physical or economic sense.

Interestingly enough, a detailed history of the development of Godzilla and kaiju eiga reveals an older ancestry for cinematic giant monsters that points outside Japan to earlier Western influences. Gojira itself was inspired by the US monster film The Beast from 20,000 Fathoms (US-1953; dir. Eugène Lourié), for which stop-motion expert Ray Harryhausen created a large, prehistoric beast known as a Rhedosaur, awakened by nuclear testing in the Arctic regions and now bent on destroying New York City. Toho executives had seen that film and, inspired by its success, wanted to make a Japanese version of it. They gave the job to Honda, little expecting he would produce something not only recognisably his own but also arguably more influential in the long run.

Of course, the non-kaiju rampaging giant monster tradition in cinema goes back even further than The Beast – and giant monsters in literature further still. The 1925 movie The Lost World was based on an original novel by Sir Arthur Conan Doyle, and directed by Harry O. Hoyt, with monster FX by Willis O’Brien, the “father” of stop-motion effects. It offered up the first giant monster city rampage on film, when a brontosaurus brought back from the regressive lost plateau escapes from captivity and goes on a brief but effective rampage through the streets of London.

Some years later O’Brien would create a giant monster perhaps even more iconic than Godzilla, even if this King starred in fewer movies: King Kong (directed by Merian C. Cooper and Ernest B. Schoedsack in 1933). This giant ape beauty-and-the-beast classic also had its own relationship to the kaiju eiga tradition. Initially Toho had planned on creating Gojira via stop-motion, just like Kong, but lack of available expertise and the time-consuming nature of stop-motion led him to utilise man-in-a-suit techniques and miniature sets instead. This, too, became a key component of classic kaiju eiga, until recent times when CGI radically changed the landscape.

Post-The Beast from 20,000 Fathoms and Godzilla: King of the Monsters, Hollywood would spend a decade or so creating a plethora of giant monsters (mostly reptilian or insectoid) that are awakened or mutated by the Bomb, though few of them display the thematic seriousness of Honda’s Gojira. Non-Japanese giant monster films since then have rarely drawn on the full range of absurdity or revelled in the sheer delight of imaginative abandonment that true kaiju eiga offers. But the giant monsters have kept coming nevertheless, often totally outlandish in their own right.

There have been bipedal reptilian Godzilla-clones, of course, such as the titular monster of Gorgo (UK-1961), also directed by Eugène Lourié. Giant snakes have been common. Mega-sharks (and related mutant sea-life) have gained quite a fan-base, and giant spiders proved very popular (in particular, I recommend the recent Big Ass Spider, directed by Mike Mendez in 2013). Giant insects remain de rigueur, classically epitomised in Them! (US-1954; dir. Gordon Douglas), but more recently with Infestation (US-2009; dir. Kyle Rankin). Hybrid monsters, such as the self-explanatory Sharktopus (US-2010; dir. Declan O’Brien) or the equally ridiculous but rather cool Piranhaconda (US-2012; dir. Jim Wynorski) have given a B-film nod to the ludicrous side of kaiju design. There are even movies that offer hybrid monsters fighting other hybrid monsters (Sharktopus vs. Pteracuda (US-2014; dir. Kevin O’Neill). Cloverfield (US-2008; dir. Matt Reeves) made a decent attempt to give metaphorical resonance to an alien giant monster attacking New York City post-9/11, just as Godzilla had encapsulated the destruction of Hiroshima in 1945. Significantly, in 2013 writer-director Guillermo del Toro created Pacific Rim, his epic vision of a war in which a desperate humanity struggles to survive incessant attacks by giant creatures (referred to in the film as “Kaiju”). These kaiju arrive through a dimensional portal in the depths of the Pacific Ocean, and humanity fights them using giant mecha called Jaegers – huge robotic machines controlled by human pilots. This film more than anything else has made the word “kaiju” currency outside the more confined geek community. A sequel has been mooted.

As the preceding seems to indicate, the kaiju tradition has all along been driven by cinema rather than existing within a pre-existing literary genre. However, while that’s essentially true in its purest form, giant monsters have made their fair share of appearances in other types of storytelling over the centuries. Tales featuring giant monsters go as far back as the Mesopotamian Epic of Gilgamesh (circa 2100 BC). Nordic myths in particular are full of giant creatures, such as Jörmungandr (the Midgard Serpent), Níðhöggr (a huge dragon), Fenrir (a mighty wolf), Ymir (the Frost Giant), or the Kraken, a gigantic octopus with a penchant for disguising itself as an island and destroying ships. Though perhaps less monster-centric than this, Greek mythology, too, has its fair share of giant monsters, including the multi-headed Hydra and Cetus, a gargantuan sea monster, but also the humanoid pre-Olympian Titans. Most mythological giants end up fighting heroes and gods, of course – and generally harken back to earlier less-civilised times. They represent primal forces, which have been, if temporarily, driven back. Even the Old Testament (Genesis 6:4) mentions that “There were giants in the earth in those days”, a statement often associated with the Nephilim – whom some interpret to be large cross-bred beings, half angel, half human, who will return at the end of days.

Giant monsters, mythological and otherwise, have also had a prolific life in Golden Age comics, such as early non-superhero Atlas/ Marvel lines Strange Tales and Tales to Astonish. In their heyday, Jack Kirby’s eminently recognisable covers dominated the market. Like the kaiju of Ultraman and his ilk, Kirby’s monsters were often weird, and had names such as Groot, Moomba, Fin Fang Foom, Gargantus, Grogg, and Spragg, the Living Hill. When superheroes took over the comicbook market, some of the giant monsters still remained, size being an excellent balance to the heroes’ superpowers. Japanese manga has likewise included giant things, especially robots, and has burgeoned in popularity in the West over the past few decades. Meanwhile, giant monsters have appeared on and off in many of the genre and comicbook-based movies that continue to dominate the box office, mostly in secondary roles (see, for example, Guillermo del Toro’s Hellboy from 2003 and Hellboy II: The Golden Army from 2008). Their presence has been facilitated by the evolution of digital animation, which allows convincing interaction to take place on screen between man and giant monster. Using modern CGI techniques, literally anything is possible, so why not giant monsters? Giant monster stories generally, in whatever cultural format, have thrived on spectacle, massive destruction and larger-than-life threats. Convincing effects have given them a new cinematic life, as impressively demonstrated by the 2014 remake of Godzilla.

But what about literary fiction?

In 2003 we were still in the early beginnings of the Age of the Geek, a time when pop-culture fans such as Peter Jackson, Joss Whedon and Guillermo del Toro would increasingly push genre boundaries into the mainstream. This trend has become a flood of genre geekdom over the past decade or so, thanks to super-popular TV shows such as Buffy the Vampire Slayer, The X-Files, Battlestar Galactica, Smallville, The Walking Dead and Game of Thrones, not to forget genre-based blockbuster movies and in particular such fantasy franchises as those based on the Lord of the Rings and Harry Potter books. The superhero movie invasion that was facilitated by the success of Christopher Nolan’s Dark Knight films and subsequently unleashed in full force by Marvel Studios, beginning with Jon Favreau’s Iron Man in 2008, is the latest incarnation of this geekification of the modern entertainment industry. These days nearly all the big box-office movies are genre-based. Comics and graphic novels are suddenly not only popular but also accepted as a valid artistic medium.

In 2003, believing there to be a lack of giant monsters in literary fiction, I decided I wanted to edit an anthology of original giant monster tales – stories featuring really huge monsters inspired by the Japanese kaiju eiga tradition. I corralled Perth-based film commentator Robin Pen, a fellow kaiju fan (that is to say, geek), into the plan and we went to work. It seemed to us that giant monsters could ride the wave of the pop-cultural renaissance, though the scale of the coming tsunami was hardly something we anticipated.

As far as Robin and I could determine, no other anthology of original giant-monster fiction had ever been produced. There were isolated stories that more-or-less fit the bill, of course – and novels, such as Herman Melville’s Moby Dick (1851) and Anne McCaffrey’s Dragonriders of Pern series, as well as myth-based fantasies that dealt with gods and monsters, ogres and humanoid giants. Anthologies featuring dragons, dinosaurs and largish creatures on alien planets, as for example Jack Dann and Gardner Dozois’ Ace Anthology Series entry, Dinosaurs! (1990), had existed for some time. Assorted science-fiction tales in the pulp magazines of the 1920s onward dealt with giant otherworldly beasts, most notably the Cthulhu mythos of H.P. Lovecraft, with its huge alien monstrosities ever lurking at the edge of reality. But there seemed to have been no original anthologies of kaiju-like ultra-gigantic creatures.

Robin and I felt this situation was something that needed to be addressed, so we negotiated with Australian independent publisher Agog! Press and finally announced we would be putting together a collection of original giant monster stories. We had no idea what the response would be. As it happened, it was overwhelming. We received hundreds of stories from writers – both professional and newbie – from around the world. After a long reading period, intensive editing and some aggressive re-writing, we put together a collection of twenty-eight stories we were extremely happy with (plus some added haiku, or “daihaiku” as they came to be known), and the book, titled Daikaiju! Giant Monster Tales, was published in 2005.

Critical and reader reactions were positive, emphasising the unexpected originality of many of the stories and the diversity of tone and approach. In 2006, the anthology won the Australian Ditmar Award for Best Collection and at least one story appeared in an international Year’s Best anthology. Subsequently, we decided we had so many good stories left over that we should publish two sequels over following years, soliciting some new tales from established authors to fill the gaps. These volumes, along with a second printing of the first book, were produced through a partnership between Agog! Press and Prime Books in the US: Daikaiju! 2: Revenge of the Giant Monsters and Daikaiju! 3: Giant Monsters vs the World.

I’m pleased to say that The Mammoth Book of Kaiju you are now about to read includes eleven stories from the Daikaiju! books. These stories are inventive and unusual, effectively displaying the excitement, insightfulness and diversity of giant monster fiction as a sub-genre.

Since the Daikaiju! books appeared, other worthy anthologies of giant-monster fiction have of course been published. Stories in The Mammoth Book of Kaiju have also been selected by editor Sean Wallace from the most prominent and effective of these – especially Kaiju Rising: The Age of Monsters (edited by Tim Marquitz and Nicholas Sharpe in 2014) and Monstrous: 20 Tales of Giant Creature Terror (edited by Ryan C. Thomas in 2009), with a representative from the newly released original Cthulhu-mythos anthology, World War Cthulhu: A Collection of Lovecraftian War Stories (edited by Brian M. Sammons and Glynn Owen Barrass). Stories have also come from more general anthologies, such as Ellen Datlow’s excellent Fearful Symmetries, and prominent genre magazines such as Asimov’s SF Magazine, the online Clarkesworld and Interzone.

Overall these stories by writers both well known and less well known represent an amazing wealth of monstrous goodness and ably demonstrate how entertaining a giant monster can be. They are more than worthy of bearing the name that the giants of cinema have made famous: Kaiju!

Read them now, and revel in the sheer joy of their awesome, and strangely meaningful, unreality!

_______

Robert Hood


Occupied

Natania Barron

_______

Maker:

Julian moves through the narrow sewers and drainage pipes without hesitation. More a mole than a woman, she navigates with perfect precision, her thick boots trudging through every kind of detritus provided by the city. She is immune to the bloated rats, the stench, the slimy mold crawling up the side of the glistening brick. It’s only the things out of place: the sound of a small gator slipping into a stream, or an unanticipated moan, that would stop her. And nothing does for quite some time.

Then, just as she is about to take the final twist toward her own alcove, near Berfa the Engine, she stops cold. Something glows. Not the light of a lantern or candle, not even the odd luminescence of the mushrooms that sometimes grow in the depths. It is something blue and cold and frosty.

Creature:

We have been asleep for so long; so long that all is dust. Our tongues. Our eyes. Our bodies. Our shrunken phalluses. These sick and sad reminders that we had bodies, once. That we felt the power of blood, felt the coursing of the Holy Spirit within us. Tasted and rutted and blazed. We were passion and power and knowledge. Too much knowledge.

A thousand thousand years, and we have suffered in the miasma of loss and excommunication and forgotten our names. Once, we were feared, favored, loved. Now, we only whisper to ourselves, with no knowledge of our names or our purposes. One among us was a healer; another a poet; another still, a guardian and warrior of a kind rarely seen. We were astronomers and visionaries and, for no reason other than our lust for life, we were cast aside. Forgotten.

We have lived without hope. What power made up our bodies has been dispersed so far and wide that we have given into the monotony. The pain. Suffering gave way to anger, and back again to suffering, and it has gone on so long that we had forgotten that once, before we had been reduced to such nothing, we had plotted. Planned. Planted seeds, however far-flung, of the hope of rebirth.

A sword. Forged from the heart of a star. Melted down and changing hands, century after century, passing borders and oceans. Coveted, cursed, stolen. Our last hope.

Maker:

Julian curses. She cannot help herself. The sudden disruption causes her to stumble, losing her footing, twisting her ankle. It cracks under her weight, sending bright sparks of pain up the side of her leg and she gasps in spite of herself, wishing she had opted for another route. The last thing she wants is dischord. Her routine is all she has – it’s what keeps her from losing time, and whatever else precious she has left to her.

Part of her is sensible and tells her that she ought to keep moving, albeit it slowly, back to her enclave. It is the safest option, and safety is one of Julian’s most intense concerns. She knows how difficult it is to langor in pain and suffering after safety has been ignored. With a gloved hand she reaches up and touches the stump of her ear, feeling the ragged bumps and twisted skin, hearing the strange scratching noise such a motion produces.

But the light. That blue. As she braces herself against the wall and finds her way toward breathing more regularly, she notices that it flickers and dissipates with a certain rhythm. Not quite a pulse, but it is regular. And there’s a smell, too. She feels as if she can remember the scent, but not entirely – it’s a distant memory. A part of her brain fires, but she can’t attach any strings to the thought. It just floated a moment, and then was gone, no connection made. But the memory is not a warning. What’s left in Julian’s mind is something burning and bright, something strong and dangerous.

Julian slides across the grimy bricks and twists her head to get a better look. Her glasses are dirty enough as it is, but it doesn’t seem to matter – her eyes are still dazzled by what she sees. The luminescence centers around the small object, half buried in the mud and mold at the base of one of the drains. The color is cold, she thinks, even though she hasn’t touched it yet. As if it were ice. Which is strange, she realizes, because she is very hot and very sticky. The room is not cold. The color is cold.

Why would it be here, she wonders? Perhaps there was a deluge above, and it got knocked clean. Perhaps someone threw it down here to hide it. Or to get rid of it. Such a beautiful thing should not be let go of, Julian thinks.

Either way, Julian doesn’t think much as she lunges forward to grab it. Every muscle in her crooked body twists as she moves – faster than she has moved in a decade – and as she tumbles forward into the muck, she wonders for a moment if it is pulling her. If the cold and light is reaching toward her, desiring her touch as much as she desires it.

She gasps, seized with a strange concern that someone else will take the object, and in a moment, she holds it in her hands, blinking down through grimy lenses, dazzled.

Scissors. A pair of scissors. When she touches them . . . whispers rise around her like steam.

Creature:

We all shout out as one. That touch! A touch of a human, but not entirely human. We feel her body; know her immediately as a descendent of ours. One of our children, a thousand generations removed from the perfect babes we birthed upon the earth. She is a broken, weak thing, and she has no idea what she has in her hands. No concept that we, the Watchers, are rising up from the depths in ecstasy – have waited a thousand thousand years for this moment.

It is pain and anguish and love and grief we all feel in that moment. Through that cursed, magic metal, that single touch is as powerful as the breath of life we were once given. How small it has become! How simple. What was once a flaming sword, wielded by the greatest among us, has now become a tiny thing.

The touch is enough to wake us, to rouse us. But she must do more. She must remember what she is. She must awaken herself.

We wait. We have waited long, it is true – but we would not be in existence if we had not waited so long. So, again, we pause. We draw breath. We poise on the edge and anticipate.

Maker:

The scissors are so cold, so perfectly cold, in her hands. Julian smiles, tries not to laugh as she covers them up with a piece of burlap to dampen the light. They are so beautiful. So ornate. So delicate. It reminds her of the kit her mother had, back when she lived Above. The scrollwork looks almost Eastern, and she runs her fingers along the side and smiles. She loves the cold. It’s a welcome cold. A bright cold. The cold of stars in the firmament.

We are a many. We are a waiting. We are a hunger. We are a watching.

She has heard the voices before, and she is not afraid of them. In a way, she is relieved. That the whispers have intensified means she’s less mad. It means that something – this pair of scissors – has been waiting for her all these years. It means her work has not been in vain. It means the years of ridicule and scorn . . .

But no one has ever understood Julian, not even Brother Barrier. No one except her companions, all awaiting her in her nook. And that is where she goes, her breath caught in her throat as she makes her way without hesitation, the scissors pressing against her breast as she navigates the sewer to the place of her own.

There are a half-dozen locks on the door of her space, and she quickly goes about releasing them, though she fails twice on the third lock. When she finally makes it inside, she is breathing so heavily that her spectacles start fogging up. Julian won’t let go of the scissors, even though they bite into her hands with their unearthly cold. Her whole arm is numb now, up to the elbow, and she takes a quick stock of the room.

The specimens line the room from floor to ceiling, in jars and boxes and cans, depending on the individual situation. Arms, legs, fingers and toes are the uppermost tier, while the most easy accessible drawers and shelves are lined with the more delicate matter: eyes, tongues, and silvery webs of nerves and veins. Most are preserved, thanks to Brother Barrier’s help with obtaining ingredients and fluids from above – he has always been oddly fascinated with her work, even though it has nothing to do with the steam pumps. The day he stumbled upon her, she was terrified that he would judge her, make her stop. He wore the robes of a priest, after all. But instead of fear, he was full of awe. Full of support.

What specimens aren’t preserved wait in the experimental section, one level below. As Julian takes the burlap off the scissors, something miraculous happens.

The light from the scissors brightens the room, bouncing off red wet brick, and trembling through the formaldehyde, ethanol, and methanol solutions. Brilliant blue flashes across the surface, like an electric charge, and every eye turns, every finger points, every submerged ear and floating brain matter turns to focus upon her.

We are a many. We are a waiting. We are a hunger. We are a watching.

Creature:

To be awoken is an experience akin to no other. To see, however dimly, after thousands of years blind and hungry. To hear. To sense. To know. We tremble and cry out, lips making no noises, choking and drowning and screaming at once. At first, we are jubilant, in spite of the pain (for pain means life). But we realize, quickly, that in this moment of pain and awakening is confusion. Broken. Not as promised.

We are further shattered. We are fragmented. Some of us see – some of us hear – but none of us can do both. When once we suffered and dwindled as one, now we each remember and splinter. Our names come back to mind, our knowledge, but not complete. Uriel. Azazel. Samyaza. Baraquel. Kokabiel. More.

And my name. My name. I want to speak it. But all I am is an eye. The eye of a goat. The light from the metal of that ancient sword – no longer a sword, and much diminished – makes my existence a misery. I cannot look away from the cruelly misshapen Daughter of Nephilim, and she stares back at me stupidly. And the voices of the other Fallen pulse around me, filling the water in which I’m suspended. They are mad, trembling. Their fury will ruin this for all of us.

I panic. I am nothing but an eye. A mad, wide-seeing eye, slowly losing the only chance I have had in a thousand thousand years to breathe the air again. I do not want destruction and death. I do not want revenge. I want escape.

I know what I must do.

Maker:

Julian falls to her knees, and one cracks and shatters against the white tile. But the numbness has moved through her body so completely that she merely notes the sickening snap of cartilage, distantly. One moment her body is filled with a vibrating, orgasmic pleasure, and the next she is crawling toward a jar in the middle of her collection. She holds up the scissors and looks through the holes, as if they were another pair of spectacles. And indeed, she does see better through them. She notices that each of her specimens, now following her every breath and movement, each glow different shades. Some are the red of fresh blood; others shimmer silver and gold, tendrils of light refracting across the glass surfaces. Every color in the spectrum.

Dazzled, Julian stares for a time out of mind until she notices one different than the others. One of her favorite specimens. Not human, this one, and a rarity for that. It is the only specimen she killed with her own hands. Perhaps that is why she glances at it longer than the others, why she notices the blue hue of the dappled light – it is the only one unchanged by the view through the scissors.

She leans forward. She raises her fingers, scraped and bloody. The wide pupil regards her intently. It swims forward and backward within the glass, but it never loses focus. Julian has been a master preserver for years, and the golden goat eye is one of her favorites – she remembers well plucking it from the skull of the so recently expired creature. She’d roasted the other one. But it had been blue. This was gold, and too beautiful to be eaten.

We are a many. We are a waiting. We are a hunger. We are a watching.

Now she wants to eat it. Now she wants to touch it. To listen to it. To know it. It tells her things, whispers her name again and again.

Julian does not lower the scissors, but with her free hand she presses fingertips to the glass. She tries to recoil for the heat is overwhelming – her skin immediately bonds to the glass, and she smells burning flesh though feels nothing. A heartbeat more and the glass shatters, impaling her hand with a thousand tiny lacerations. Blood drips freely now, filling the room with a coppery, burnt scent.

She picks up the eye with her bloodied fingers and writes the word it commands her to, pressing the soft organ to the floor. On the bright white tile, Julian weeps with joy as she writes a single name: Penemue.

Penemue:

My name is spoken, and I arise. Unlike my fallen brothers, I am released from the nightmarish hold between life and death, animation and oblivion. It is bliss. Joy. Fury. To know my name at last is a pleasure beyond all memories. And there are so many memories.

My first thought is to take our Maker’s body from her – it is not holding up well, and she may not have long in this life. But I cannot. I have ever believed in my own innocence, having been damned to eternity for loving a mortal man and bringing the gift of writing to him. Every living human being owes me a debt of gratitude for my so-called sin, but I will not make more sins out of my own hatred to God. I will not. If I am to live again, I must do it purely and without trespass. I have learned . . .

Our Maker stares at me, and I can see myself as a pillar of blue fire in her eyes. I am beautiful and horrible, but I am weak and frighteningly vulnerable in this state; this she does not know.

My brothers know, though. My hesitation to do her no harm has given them space to call her back. And I, bodiless, am powerless. I try to blaze brighter, but the voices of my brethren rise louder and louder, a dissonant clamor of commands and cries, and our Maker is frozen. Her body twitches, her neck twists, and with those delicate scissors in hand she starts to make her way toward her macabre collection – the collection she has been putting together for so long, for this purpose alone.

Maker:

Julian knows few thoughts of her own. Except a sense of gladness. A sense of purpose. The blue flame creature burns brightly, but it no longer speaks words she knows. It can no longer command her. The others, the Watchers, whom she has waited her whole life, command her steps now. Command her movements. She understands now, yes. She understands that collection around her has not been only to keep her company, it has been part of a grand plan – a plan to make her more. Greater. It’s what Brother Barrier has told her, time and again. She is part of a bigger, more divine plan. And the awakened specimens, her friends, have come at last.

The scissors. She understands.

This is the blade that binds, no longer the blade that sunders. Cleave and join, Daugher of Nephilim, and give your body new life.

The first cut is the hardest, even though there is little pain. Julian has spent so much time cutting and dissecting other things, that even in her dimming consciousness, it seems wrong. But she needs another arm to do this task, and the only way she will be able to add another appendage is to make room for it on her chest.

She picks the corded arm from the sewer worker she’d harvested two months before. Or, rather, it picks her. Its container falls to the tiles and shatters, then it climbs its way up her soiled petticoat and leather vest as she leans back to accept it.

That moment of connection is a black terror, but Julian has dreamed of this her whole life. She has only not remembered the dream. Now, as it’s happening, this moment of rebuilding and transformation, she recalls every detail. Of her dying. But not dying. Her ecstasy.

Again and again she plunges the scissors into her body, through cloth and skin and muscle, and again and again the specimens come to her, merging with her body. She is their mother and Maker, giving them blood and life again – saving them from death. Every step in her life has been leading to this moment – every spewed word of hate, every uttered curse below her breath. She has never believed in God, no. Julian has only relied on herself and her connection to a greater, wilder, madder design out there.

Julian plunges the scissor blades into her heart, and it is done.

And now she is all greatness and power, and mad beauty. Her body swells and grows to accommodate the appendages of her new friends, roiling and undulating, filling up the small space, pushing out that blue fire into the passageway beyond. There comes the sound of feet, but it is distant and unimportant to her now. For she is a creature of a thousand eyes and arms, a thousand voices, a thousand terrors.

And she is hunger. She is wanting. But she is no longer waiting.

Penemue:

It has gone wrong. So wrong. I should have known my brothers would never manage a peaceful entry – they are too full of fury. She has welcomed them, but she cannot see what I see. It is not that they are granting her power, but that they are fighting for it among themselves. Her humanity is swallowed up in moments as she grows beyond imagining, her form undulating like the long body of some many-armed creature of the deep, or monstrous arachnid.

My brothers fight among themselves for control of the body. Arms and teeth rend one another, and by virtue of blood and filth birth more – grow even more repulsive.

Penemue. My name still lingers on my mind and I taste something I have not in centuries: fear. I am afraid. Who am I? I have never been like my brothers. I have been outcast from heaven and hell, and now moments from my freedom, I am shoved out into the strange, dark corridor from where I was awoken, and my flame begins to diminish. Without a host, I know I will fade to nothingness. True nothingness. Perhaps that is better. I am sinless, now. I am reborn and perfect.

But I cannot. I know their hunger. Finding a host means a harsher judgement, but only I know how to stop the creature, the many-eyed beast growing fast along these strange hallways running with filth.

He stands there, clutching his heart, my blue flames flickering in his eyes. There are tears coursing down his cheeks, and his lip trembles. A priest, I can tell, even in this strange place. He wears black with a swath of white at his collar, and his bald pate reflects. He whispers ancient words familiar to me, an invocation of an angel. Of Gabriel. I remember him well. A friend in brighter times. That this man thinks I am Gabriel is a balm to me, a moment of strength in this weakened state.

“I must welcome you, messenger,” the priest says, bowing his head and going down to one knee. “I am your servant, all body and soul.”

I enter him in an instant. I do not think beyond that, for I can hear the walls around me shaking as the creature expands. It groans, as well, this leviathan of the deep.

I become the priest, and the priest becomes me. He is not gone, but he is no longer. I take from him his life, his memories, his intelligence, his faults. To the human eye this priest – this Brother Barrier – is like all others save for the gentle glowing of his eyes and fingernails. He tells me what I need to know of this world that has grown in my absence. I am in a sewer, where all the filth of humanity flows. Julian, the name of the Child of the Nephilim, has lived here for thirty years, since she was but a newly flowered girl, and has collected these specimens for her own pleasure, to quell the voices in her head. Brother Barrier found her fifteen years before, and helped her out of pity – but also out of understanding. He, too, has heard our voices. Not through his blood, as Julian has, but through his own preternatural abilities.

The body I have now is painfully human. The muscles are atrophied in places, the stomach soft. The heart trembles with some sort of ailment. I can heal what I am able, but there is little hope he will last beyond this task.

Creature:

The creature of a thousand corpses cries out in agony and joy, feeling the pulse of humanity above, and sensing the waters not far. The cleansing waters of the ocean. Food and drink. Revenge and lust. With nothing more than the stars to guide, the creature looks up with a thousand eyes through grates and slits in the ground, pulled toward the center of the city, along the great bend in the river.

Sliding up through the sewer, its shape changed a dozen times, rearranging its girth. Arms and legs, paws and muzzles, teeth and hooves, all slither against each other to slip through the narrow space. Up and up in an endless ladder of bodies and bones, snapping and mending over and over, dim eyes lighting up and down each unfathomable arm.

Toward the whitest, tallest building, pulled as if by magical impulse. The most holy place in the city – it must be taken down before the feeding can begin, this alone the fallen brothers agree upon. The creature of a thousand corpses knows the dark memories of their host, knows the way she had been turned away as an abomination. It feels the dead beneath the streets, smells the murder and chaos. All these beautiful and horrible gifts – they, not God, has given them to mankind. And now, it is a great reckoning.

When the creature’s full girth meets the air a great fog begins, as something in the smoky atmosphere reacts against the living dead. The many fallen brothers begin to argue, surprised by the sudden pain. The creature lunges forward north, spilling white smoke throughout the streets in huge, stinking pillars. As the brothers disagree, the mass of the beast smashes left and right, crushing buildings beneath it and smothering all living things in its wake. Brick and wood and steel crumble as if mere afterthoughts, and those caught below see nothing but the massive arms casting shadows. Hands and mouths reach for any useable weapon, and so the seething creature becomes sharper and more deadly.

Penemue:

I am slow in this body, and breathing – something I had dreamed of doing so long – is an abysmal pain to me. I know where the creature is, where my fallen brothers move, but I cannot catch up to them fast enough. I pause as I exit the sewer, feeling something digging against my hip. I had not noticed it before, and I have to listen to Brother Barrier tell me about it before I throw it away. It is a weapon, which he calls a “firearm”. It is intended to kill others, though I cannot imagine how. He explains it is full of ammunition. I still do not understand, so he shows me. Turning it over in the moonlight I feel the cold metal and understand better. There is a charge within, and with the proper aim, I could send a menacing bolt.

But not to the creature. Not to my brothers. Only one thing would undo them, and likely me. I pause to catch my breath and renew my focus. At my feet, fog swirls, smelling of sulphur and decay. I could see better than the other humans now running past me, away south. Some carry bodies, severed in unspeakable ways. Livestock knock over humans in their terror, trample them.

Trying to keep a distance, I make my way slowly north. I can see straight through the strange square buildings, and know immediately where the fallen brothers are going. Even though they continue to squabble, and through their squabbling grow and absorb all around them, they seek a holy place. A high, holy place. From there, they will fight. Or they will seek to storm heaven. Or they will seek more blood until they have summoned the Devil himself. Or all at once.

The skies crackle with lightning, and the fog rises. In the distance I can see the arms of the great beast limned against the dwindling starlight.

“She buried the blade in her breast,” I tell Brother Barrier. He is rather quiet, and does not seem to understand. “I must reach it – I must remove it.”

“Don’t angels fly?” he asks slowly.

“Sometimes,” I tell him. “I mostly burn.”

“Seraphim,” he says.

“Once,” I reply.

“You were close to Heaven.”

“I thought I could go back. But I see now, I cannot.”

I run, now. The air smells of blood and fire. Shrill noises – sirens, Brother Barrier tells me – whine in the distance. The salt air from the sea drives tears to my eyes, remembering a life for which I earned a thousand centuries of torture. Remembering a face. Remembering hands, perfect and strong feet. A perfect human, touched by none of this terror. What became of him? We bore no children – how could we? – but his love cost me so much. Those perfect ebony hands which I loved and taught the holy marks upon paper.

The cathedral rises before me, three steeples stretching to the skies, but darkening against their white sides as my fallen brothers rise. There is no time for me to marvel in this creation of humanity, for I hear voices in the air, now. My fallen brothers. Hear their wailing cry, their furious oaths of destruction and death. Destruction of humanity, destruction of each other. They loved once, as I did. But they birthed the Nephilim. I was merely caught up.

And now. I watch in horror as I hear the side of the cathedral snap. One long tendril reaches up and squeezes, working as leverage so the fallen brothers can climb higher, that the massive creature may get a better view of the city.

In the distance I sense that the waters rise from below, Julian’s steam pumps failing. Soon the city will be submerged. What does not die from the hand of my brethren will drown.

I can see the beast better now, as I come around to the square behind the cathedral. It arranges itself over and over again, the center glowing blue where the scissors lie, but never rids itself of the massive tentacles. Sometimes six. Sometimes thirteen. They lash and break and bend all around them.

I approach the cathedral at a dead run, ducking as debris falls down. There are still people inside. Many of them. No doubt they came here seeking refuge. I can smell their fear mingled with incense. The closer I get the more I see the muck and sludge the fallen brothers have dropped over the building. It hisses and oozes, stinging my face as it drips on my skin. I wipe it away, and with it comes some of my flesh. I cannot even imagine what it would do to a mortal.

Then, in a moment of sudden inspiration from Brother Barrier, I stop. I look to the heavens in between a swath of cloud. The stars blink at me. I wonder . . . the other angels. Would they hear me? Did they forget me? In this moment of need, would they heed my cry?

No. I am too afraid they will not answer. As the beast rages above me I move through from pillar to pillar around the cathedral, until I find a door unobstructed by bodies or debris. The sound from inside is somehow worse, though dampened. I do not have time to wonder at the strange symbols and drawings, so alien to me. The straining of the building rips my breath from my body, but I keep the pace while Brother Barrier sings strange hymns I do not know.

The center tower is still holding, and that is where I must go. I pass humans, many of whom recognize me as Brother Barrier until they see my eyes. Some scream, others fall into a sort of silent reverie, giving me knowing smiles. He tells me their names, and I say them aloud, and they are blessed by it.

Up and up I go, pushed ever onwards by the passing of time and the groaning of the building. On top of it all I hear the keening of the bell at the top of the tower, straining with the cries of the creature. The fighting, rending battle. It grows. More and more it grows as the fallen brothers continue their squabbling. And it will continue to swell with hatred and fury until not only this city is swallowed, but the entirety of humanity is black with its insatiable search for blood.

Just below the bells, I make my exit into the night air. My brothers feel me, but they do not yet understand where I am. Brother Barrier’s body is like a blanket across their eyes. From where I stand I can see down into the gaping maws of the beast, faces and mouths open in anguish, eyes spinning in invisible sockets. They sing a thousand curses at me, but I search for only one thing. That glittering metal, stuck fast in the heart of what was once a woman.

I have never been the brave one among my brothers. My hands have rarely wielded swords, and instead have written poems and ballads and songs of old. I hesitate again, up on the ledge, and it nearly does me in. A thick cord of sinew comes up and around my ankle, snapping it but not sundering it. The pain is strange and welcome, burning with my heartbeat and the searing in my face.

Now they know.

I am a Seraphim. I am a creature of flame. With one hand I steady the pistol, with the other I draw a word in the air with blue fire: thunder. I shoot the bullet through the word as it still lingers in air, and when it hits the creature, a sound erupts from its center and shakes it to its core. Another sinew shoots out, this time around my middle, but it is with less precision. I am able to shake it off, and I can see a new fire alight down the impossible monster’s gullet of a thousand mouths. Some of the pieces begin to fall, mostly those which were acquired during the creature’s journey from below the city. The weapons fall, too – long metal poles, broken iron doorways. They clatter and spark as they hit the rocky ground below.

“There are only two more bullets,” Brother Barrier whispers to me.

I do not hesitate with my second spell. I mark the word “silence” in the air and shoot through it again, and the whole beast shudders and stops its wailing. Now I can hear the screams from all around the city. People are dying everywhere. But if they are screaming, it also means some are living.

We are a many. We are a waiting. We are a hunger. We are a watching.

“No longer,” I shout down. “Release yourselves and return to the darkness! You will win nothing by your madness!”

We are a many. We are a waiting. We are a hunger. We are a watching.

I remembered that strange liturgy. I had escaped it. But I had held out hope. That was my greatest sin. I had held out hope for myself alone, and I had abandoned them. After a hundred thousand years of suffering together, I sinned before I had even begun again.

“I am so sorry,” I tell them, and Brother Barrier.

It is with that I draw the last word. I drop the gun and close my eyes. With a final, blessed breath, I dive through the word “brother” and plunge into the belly of the beast to withdraw the key to our salvation, and doom us all back to oblivion.


Titanic!

Lavie Tidhar

_______

10 April 1912

When I come on board the ship I pay little heed to her splendour; nor to the gaily-strewn lines of coloured electric lights, nor to the polished brass of the crew’s jacket uniforms, nor to the crowds at the dock in Southampton, waving handkerchiefs and pushing and shoving for a better look; nor to my fellow passengers. I keep my eyes open only for signs of pursuit; specifically, for signs of the Law.

The ship is named the Titanic. I purchased a second-class ticket in London the day before and travelled down to Southampton by train. I had packed hurriedly. I do not know how far behind me the officers are. I know only that they will come. He made sure of that, in his last excursion. The corpses he left were a mockery, body parts ripped, exposed ribcages and lungs stretched like Indian rubber; he had turned murder into a sculpture, a form of grotesque art. The Japanese would call such a thing as he a yōkai, a monster, otherworldly and weird. Or perhaps a kaiju. I admire the Japanese for their mastery of the science of monstrosity, of what in our Latin would be called the lusus naturae. I have corresponded with a Dr Yamane, of Tokyo, for some time, but had of course destroyed all correspondence when I escaped from London.

And yet I cannot leave him behind. I had packed hurriedly. A simple change of clothes. I had not dressed like a gentleman. But I carry, along with my portmanteau, also my doctor’s black medical bag; it defines me more than I could ever define myself otherwise; it is as much a part of me as my toes, or my navel, or my eyes; and inside the bag I carry him, all that is left of him: one bottle, that is all, and the rest were all smashed up to shards back in London, back in the house where the bodies are.

I present my ticket to the steward. There is no suspicion in his eyes. He smiles courteously, professionally, already not seeing me as he turns to the ones behind me; and then I am on board. Perhaps infected by the other passengers’ gaiety, perhaps just relieved at my soon-to-be escape, I stand with them on the deck, against the railings, shouting and waving at the people we are soon to leave behind. My heart beats faster; my palms sweat; I am eager for us to depart, for our transatlantic journey to begin. I long for escape.

At last it happens. The horn sounds and the gangplanks are raised and we are off! I sigh with relief; I had not realised how tense I had been. But fear had taken its hold on me, in all the long years of living with him; his presence in my life had made me fearful; the day he would get careless, or go too far, and leave me to be captured.

No longer!

England is a cesspit of corruption. It is too small, too confining. It looks not to the future, but to the past; it is rigid and unyielding. It is time for me to look elsewhere, to the New World, where a scientist may work in peace, where there is space to grow . . . and where he, too, could roam more freely, for it is a vast land and people may disappear there more easily; and never be seen again. Yes, he could be controlled, there. But for now he is dormant within me. He will not emerge on this voyage. Not unless I will it.

A near-accident. Our huge bulk causes waves in the harbour. We nearly drown two smaller ships: The SS City of New York and the Oceanic. I watch them rise on the waves, thinking of the size and power of the Titanic, like the power that I, myself, hold within me. It is a power all human beings have; yet I alone have found the means of liberating it. Only in Japan, perhaps, is there science greater than mine – but that land is far and their experiments have taken them in a different direction to my own. No, I am confident in my heart, my potion is unique; and I, a true original.

The passage out goes without a further hitch. The two smaller ships are not harmed, and I feel neither satisfaction nor disappointment. I stand on the deck and watch the harbour recede from view for a long time. I watch England grow smaller in the distance. I cannot wait for it to disappear.

11 April 1912

Cork.

How I loathe the Irish!

The docks swarm with these Irishmen and their equally squalid women. They come on board, several obviously drunk and singing riotously. I stand on the deck and smoke a cigar. A man of middle years and a somewhat stooped posture engages me in conversation. “You are a doctor?” he says, on noticing my black bag (I do not dare part with it. These Irishmen may steal a doctor’s bag as easily as they would slit a man’s throat!). “Yes, yes,” I say, “what is it to you?”

Instead of taking offence he chuckles good-naturedly. “I myself am in the medical profession,” he says. I say, “Oh?” and roll the cigar in my mouth. “Yes,” he says, “I am a purveyor of the snake oil cure. Are you familiar with that panacea?”

“Enhydris chinensis,” I say. “It is a medicine of the Chinese people, is it not?” I do not tell him I had studied it intensively; my research has increasingly taken me to study the obscure and arcane sciences of the East. “Yes,” he says, “it is a marvellous medicine, a cure-all.”

I make a dismissive gesture and his moustache quivers at that. “Do you not agree, Sir?” he says. I tap my cigar and watch the ash blow in the wind. Will the ship never leave? I am unsafe as long as we are in these European waters. Have the bodies been found yet? Has Hyde been implicated? He is well known to the police. “Excuse me,” I say. “I meant no offence.”

His good humour returns. He gives me his calling card and asks me to call on him once in New York, promising me a bulk discount on his stock. It is of the utmost benefit to any doctor, he assures me. I am glad to be rid of him. At long last the ship departs. There are thousands of us on board.

12 April 1912

At last, the open sea!

The ocean is calm. The weather is mild. A sense of wild freedom grips me. The New World beckons! I have successfully avoided pursuit, capture. In New York I could start again, and the name of Jekyll will be forgotten. I pat my bag, thinking of the bottle it holds. Already I am craving it. In America I will make more of the potion. He wants to get out; I can feel him, pushing.

13 April 1912

A cold front. Strong winds and high waves. Nevertheless I brave the deck. I find being confined below excruciating, the press of people is repulsive to me. I take in the sea air but my attempts to light a cigar prove futile.

Last night I tossed and turned, the need burning inside me. I could feel Edward leering inside me, pushing to be let out. I find myself regarding women with Hyde’s eyes, with his hunger. I see men and think of the blood coursing through them, and of the glint of knives. More than two decades ago when my experiments had just begun, he and I were sloppy. Jack, they had called him. I had less control of the formula then. The cold air revives me. Anticipation of the New World soothes me. I feel as though I have been given a second chance.

14 April 1912

The sea is very calm, but there is a chill in the air. It is a fine morning. I have spoken to no-one. It is a lonely life, sometimes. But I have him for company, always. The presence of the bottle in my bag reassures me. It will not be long now.

14 April 1912

An ungodly crash!

I had just been climbing up to the deck when the entire ship groaned and creaked as if hit by some vast and monstrous hammer. I fell but found my balance. My black bag was with me and I assured myself the sample inside was intact. I hurried up the stairs, finding the decks in a confusion of people. What could this mean?

“Sir?” I hear an officer speak near me, and I find myself pushed to the front, and realise the man resplendent in magnificent uniform further ahead is the captain. “Sir? We’ve hit something!”

“It is an iceberg?” the Captain says, his manner outwardly calm. “No, sir,” the officer says. “It isn’t an iceberg. It’s a—”

Someone screams. It is a high-pitched scream, but I cannot tell if it is made by a man or a woman. “Look up! Look at that – that thing!”

As if on cue, the ship’s powerful spotlights come on at once, piercing the night, momentarily blinding me. I hear a terrible sound, a roar as of a thousand engines cranking up to their utmost power and beyond their breaking point.

“It’s a . . . it’s a—!”

My God, I think, awed. How could anyone mistake this for an iceberg?

It towers over the ship, and the Titanic looks like a toy in comparison. An enormous, beautiful monstrosity, like a cross between a gorilla and a whale: it opens its mouth and roars, and a lizard’s giant claws land with a deafening roar on the deck of the Titanic, splintering wood and cutting deep into the underlying levels. I hear screams, and see a man’s head explode like a wet red balloon where the monster had crushed it in its wake.

“It’s a—!”

“It’s a daikaiju,” I say, though they do not hear me. I breathe out. A giant kaiju! The scientist in me is enthralled. The beast within me is hungry. Hyde responds to the creature like a drunk; he bangs against the walls of his prison to be let out. Screams rise into the air. The monster, angered or afraid, lashes again at the ship. Its powerful tail slams into the side of it and the deck tilts alarmingly. Bodies fly through the air. “Abandon ship! Abandon ship!” Panic takes over the Titanic. “To the life boats!” A press of bodies as the people down below attempt to climb up to the open deck, to find escape. They shove and push each other in their panic. I see a woman trampled underfoot. I, too, try to make my way to the life boats, but the swell of people is too strong, and I am old; and panic rises in me as I am sidelined, pushed, shoved, hurt, and all the while the beast roars above our heads, lashing with talons and tail at the Titanic, ripping it slowly apart.

“To the boats!” And there they go, while, unbelievably, the ship’s orchestra plays on, at least until the beast, annoyed, perhaps, by the noise, slashes at them with its claws and the music stops abruptly with a clatter of panicked notes. The ship tilts: we are sinking. I hear the boats dropping into the water, hear a gunshot ring out as officers attempt to control the manic passengers. “Children and women first!”

And something breaks in me. Something that has no name, no label I could easily affix to it, like to a specimen bottle, or a beaker of potion. I can escape, I realise, and yet . . .

“Doctor!” I hear the cry. “We need a doctor! Please, help!”

A woman lying on the deck, holding an injured child in her arms. Her face is panicked. There is blood on the deck.

I still tightly hold my black medicine bag. Now I open it. All of a doctor’s requirements are there. I could help them . . .

I reach inside and find the bottle.

The potion. My life’s work.

I could help the child, I think. Or I could let out Mr Hyde.

I stare at the bottle in my hands. To swallow its contents would liberate me, would Hyde me, would allow me to fight my way to the life boats, and to escape, to live.

I had lived half my life a monster, I realize; and that had led to my eventual ruin, and my disgrace, and finally my exile.

I look up at that titanic being towering over the ship. It is frightened, I think. Monstrous, yes: but also beautiful. And I am glad I have lived long enough to see one.

I look at it for a long moment, and then I look at the bottle in my hands.

“Please! Help him!”

I could live a monster, I realise; or I could die a man.

I stretch my arm as far back as it will go, then back, in one smooth motion, and throw the bottle as hard and as fast as I can into the roiling sea.


Now I Am Nothing

Simon Bestwick

_______

May 1942

Below, a green meadow; the glittering band of a river; white-painted houses. A blue warm sky unmarked by the vapour trails of bombers. Along the riverbanks, trees burst into shocks of frothy white blossom.

Rolf surveyed it all without reaction, trod out his cigarette and went inside.

The church was pleasantly cool, also empty. He crossed to the confessional booth and stepped inside, pulling the curtain behind him.

In the cool dark, smelling of wood polish and old incense, he waited.

Footsteps clicked on the church floor. The curtain in the neighbouring booth was pulled back, then drawn across again. A soft creak came from the booth as an unfamiliar weight tested the wooden seat.

“Bless me, Father, for I have sinned,” said Rolf.

“How long has it been since your last confession?”

“It’s my first.”

Silence. Then the man in the neighbouring booth turned his head away from Rolf and lit a cigarette. The match’s glow gleamed off grey hair around a balding pate, and a green tunic with a colonel’s rank.

The colonel settled back and released smoke. “Hauptmann Koenig?”

“Yes, Herr Oberst.”

“You know what is expected of you.”

“Yes.”

“You know what will happen if you are caught.”

“Yes.”

“This is your last chance to turn back.”

Rolf didn’t answer. Behind the screen, the colonel nodded. “Very well.” He took another drag on his cigarette. “The facility is a military compound in the Black Forest. A Waffen-SS garrison, near a small
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