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Introduction







I distinctly recall the first time I stumbled upon a gay character in a book. The revelation hit my teenage self like spotting a schoolmate in swimming trunks. The possibility of pages upon pages of gay lives just waiting to be read filled me with as much excitement as the idea of Martin in the changing room. At any given moment, there’s always the chance Martin is toweling off after the pool. But once the sight is seen, it reveals a depth of existence one can bathe in forever.

Peter and Otto were my first introduction to fully formed LGBTQ identities in literature. This couple of Christopher Isherwood’s creation in his 1939 novel Goodbye to Berlin are a wonderfully toxic mix of flirtatious and dangerous. Playing with their sexualities in a pre-war world that my fifteen-year-old, hard-for-history self became obsessed with, much like Martin’s trunks. 

Isherwood was my first taste, and he left me wanting infinitely more. But gay, or “special interest” books were tricky to find in the Glasgow I grew up in. I was at the edge of my teens when I first ventured into the metropolis of London. Where Britain’s gay history was written, and specifically, to one Bloomsbury bookshop that was our Stonewall.

Gay’s the Word is more than just a narrow bookshop in the heart of literary London. In the 1980s, it served as home and meeting place for “Lesbians and Gays Support the Miners (LGSM)”, a story beautifully told in the 2014 film Pride. LGSM raised funds for striking mine workers fighting against Margaret Thatcher. In doing so, this brave bunch of queers cemented an alliance with the union-run Labour Party. In an act of pure solidarity, the working-class unions committed Labour to an aggressive program of gay rights out of deep gratitude for LGSM’s support during the strike. Within a few short years following Labour’s 1997 victory, gay life had fundamentally changed across the UK. From an equal age of consent to overturning the homophobic Section 28 which had stripped gay books from our library shelves, Gay’s the Word was the start of it all. The simple bookshop is the reason people like me could live our gay lives.

I have since gladly spent hundreds of hours and thousands of pounds in that little gay bookshop. My favorites are what crop up on the secondhand shelves. Books donated after someone passed on, others rescued from attics. Books where not only the author, but the publisher and most of the readers, too, have perished. Books unfound on Goodreads shelves or Amazon lists. Books uninstagrammed, unblogged, unremembered. Those are my favorites.

I’ve often felt I belong to another time; that I’d be more at home discussing Radiguet or Gide in the 1920s, or watching Hepburn or Taylor in the 1950s. Perhaps I should have lived in the far past, like in Renaissance Florence, where half the city’s men were fined for sodomy. Presumably the other half were the tops. Or maybe I belong to an unimagined future, where we are not contained to one world but infinite others. No doubt I could still be found cruising the space station toilets for men, human or otherwise. One would spy a fine-looking creature from across the urinals, or the bar, or the dancefloor, and laugh long into the night, discussing whatever version of Liza Minelli exists in that universe. 

We might bond over some drag performance of Liza, or her mother. We could share memories of the first time we saw Cabaret, and our favored belted Broadway ballads, or debate which diva delivers the better rendition of Sally Bowles. As the night bumbled on, I would share a page of my literary leanings by revealing I first encountered the character that made Liza a star in that very same 1939 Christoper Isherwood novel, Goodbye to Berlin. The creature in my sights would be so impressed that he would instantly fall in love with me, and not war nor plague nor some other lover would stand in the way of our destiny. 

If this tryst was really love, I could also explain my firm belief in Hauntology. 

Hauntology is not a cult or a celebrity-endorsed pseudo-religion. It’s a philosophical theory that there exists in our collective memory a persistence of elements from our shared social and cultural past, as in the manner of a ghost. To me it is most present in our gay world. Like that bookshop in London that sparked legal liberation for Britain’s gays, or Isherwood’s jaunts to Berlin gay clubs in the 1930s that would set the stage for Liza with a “Z”.

 I believe we are haunted, not necessarily in a bad way, by a rather sassy gay ghoul. Said specter occupies a bar stool, a bathhouse booth, a dimly lit park corner, from the beginning of time until today. A reminder that it’s all been done before. Across spaces and cultures, known, imagined, and those not even thought of, there are queers. The echoes of those lives vibrate in our present, because we live through the same desires and heartbreaks, over and over again. The greatest irony in being queer is that we all start off with feeling painfully alone, when actually we’re just reliving the oldest feeling in the world. When our ancestors looked across the firepit, and felt a tingling in their mammoth skin-covered loins for someone they shouldn’t. 

In every world ever conceived, we exist. Even when we’re unwritten, or edited out, we still live within the margins of those societies. Queer fiction should be about bringing those stories out of the shadows.

This is my goal with GenreQueer, my first collection of short stories published by my long-term collaborators and literary mentors Deep Desires Press. I wanted to sit with those gay ghosts that dwell in my writer’s mind, and bring them out into the open. I’m haunted by the shimmering specters of queer characters across the past, present, space age, and fantasy worlds.

My drive in writing is to explore the relations between queer people, and in particular gay men. Not just on the physical or emotional planes, but when faced with the broader forces of life. How do gay men fight together in a war, or face the troubles of a siege? How do we get over lost loves or reconnect with exes? What if we’re blasted into space, or grow up as the last humans in a dying universe? Or if we lived in a land of demons and beasts, sea-kings and worlds without water, or even our very own queer country. How would we relate to each other, connect with each other, love each other?

It’s important to state this collection is not a compendium of LGBTQ stories in genre fiction. I barely touch the trans experience, or explore Sapphic and lesbian stories, or consider bisexuality or identities beyond the socially-constructed gender binary. I hope to in the future. This is my first collection of short stories, at a point in my career as an author I would still classify as “early”. Presented here are seventeen short stories which have occupied space in my mind, with mainly gay characters who are the ghosts, the people which live with me, sometimes screaming for their stories to be told.

You might recognize some familiar characters or locations from my other works, or you may be reading a short piece of fiction which will later inform a greater story I have yet to tell. For these reasons and many more, I am eternally grateful to Deep Desires Press for giving me the scratch-pad space to play with these ideas, these characters and places. To let my mind wander over the complexities of our relations as gay people, ever-complicated by the tantalizing tropes of genre fiction.

As much as our times and spaces change, our fundamental commonalities as gay people remain. This may not be a radical statement, but it’s one that’s very easy to forget. As we are evermore divided by borders and class, economic systems and political biases, the unending magic of the gay community is that we can always find each other. If we live far away, we have books. If we have the means to move, there are bars and bordellos we have always gravitated toward. Legal or not. Peace or war. There were gay bars in Sumeria and in ancient Rome. 

Graham Greene has a wonderful short story May We Borrow Your Husband?, where a groom of a Holly Golightly type figure is pounced upon by two gay interior decorators after they befriend her. It was published in 1967. Before Stonewall and gay liberation. Written by a straight Catholic. But it perfectly captures two gay men; their mannerisms and personalities, their eccentricities and failings, in a way that is immediately recognizable to me as a gay, non-Catholic living in the 21st century. Despite the touchy plot, I don’t find the portrayal offensive. The story leads Greene’s collection with the subtitle: & Other Comedies of the Sexual Life. These stories of Greene’s tend to be labeled as “sad” and reveal self-portrait-drawn characters adrift in a lonely sea of nostalgia, but I was very taken by the courage of two gay characters who playfully, even dastardly, revel in their sexuality. That’s why Graham Greene has the reputation as one of the leading novelists of the last century. The story reminded me very much of my first threesome with an older gay couple. Feelings might have been hurt, but, frankly, I was just glad to get the invitation. 

 As Christopher Isherwood famously wrote on the first page of the first gay book I ever read: “I am a camera with its shutter open, quite passive, recording, not thinking.” I cannot offer a more truer statement than that, but I can provide my own filter. A way of translating what’s come in through my open shutter, and tinted with settings and plots that reveal the depth of the character’s contained within. This collection begins with stories set in the past, then present, then future, and then in other alternative realities. It is my version of a camera across those times and genres, where we can watch queer people go by.
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Queer Past




The Paris Set







Montmartre, 1941




The truest thing Jean Cocteau ever said to me was this. There are certain places in every city, pit or peak, take your pick, where queers will always gather.

In Rome, it is the Via San Giovanni. In Madrid, it is Chueca. In Amsterdam, it is, well, Amsterdam. And in Berlin, it is, or at least was, Schöneberg. Cocteau knows because he visited all these places, and many more. In the early 1920s he traveled around Europe with a young novelist named Raymond Radiguet. Cocteau was in love with Radiguet; deeply, madly in love. But it hurt him so terribly that Radiguet did not return those feelings.

Yet he stayed close to Cocteau and the modernist artists Cocteau counted as his close friends, Pablo Picasso, Max Jacob, Jean Hugo, and Juan Gris. Despite drips of drunken affection, or a brief “dipping of the quill”, as Cocteau said with unnecessary innuendo, there was no way to tell which way Radiguet bent.

At a literary salon one evening hosted by Gertrude Stein, Ernest Hemingway repeated a vicious rumor which rushed around the reading, spoiling the atmosphere as well as the mille-feuille Alice, Gertrude’s lover, had slaved all afternoon to make.

The rumor was that Monsieur Bébé (as Radiguet was known), had slept with a female model at a party the previous evening hosted by Coco Chanel. Compounding the evidence, Ezra Pound said he’d witnessed a blazing argument between Cocteau and Radiguet out on the street. Cocteau had been demanding his lover come home with him, and that he was too drunk to go home by himself. Radiguet called Cocteau a depraved fag and disappeared into the night.

When Radiguet arrived at Stein’s that evening, Cocteau addressed the rumor head on. He stood up and said: “Bébé est vicieuse. Il aime les femmes.” Meaning that Radiguet was depraved because he likes women, while using the feminine form of the adjective. Hemingway, always one to poke and prod at any form of tension, said throughout the evening and thereafter that Radiguet was a writer “who knew how to make his career not only with his pen but with his pencil.”

Although Cocteau had been the one to attack Radiguet so publicly, he was disgusted with himself, and in giving so much ammunition to Hemingway and anyone else who cared to see Cocteau fall from the perch he had climbed upon. After they made up, he took Radiguet on a grand European tour to test the theory of the young writer’s true sexuality. Cocteau dragged him to every queer bar and bathhouse and midnight park on the continent, throwing every kind and form of man in front of Radiguet to better understand how to please the boy. But it was all in vain. Radiguet remained a closed book, with Cocteau no closer to understanding the source of the young novelist’s true desires or sexuality, nor able to admit nor understand that the unknowableness of desire can be a sexuality in itself. When they returned to Paris in the winter of 1923, tragedy struck. Radiguet came down with tuberculosis and died, aged only twenty.

Everyone came to his funeral. Everyone except Cocteau, of course. Coco Chanel personally arranged it; such was the shock of the death of such a promising young writer who had become a hit at the salons, both for his work and the gossip he generated. Whether people blamed Cocteau or not was never clear, but they cast him in this tragedy as a kind of masculine temptress; one man leading another down a twisted, dangerous path which led only to death.

Nevertheless, Cocteau understood from the entire experience the stark difference between a fully-fledged queer man, and an ordinary bloke who doesn’t mind the occasional dipping of the quill. The queer will always, without a doubt and most likely in the space of an evening, find that one place in a city, the bar, the park, the bathhouse, where he may gather among people of his sort. Whereas the bloke, while he may also happen upon these places, will usually require a guide or even a map to find the place, because at the end of the day, the bloke can take it or leave it. A true queer has no such choice.

“So as a goose always knows how to fly south for the winter,” Cocteau told me, “so a homosexual’s erection will always know where to lead him.”

In Paris, that place was Montmartre. More specifically, Giovanni’s bar was the nadir which men sank into, or the apex they sought to ascend.

Cocteau spent several nights a week sitting with me in Giovanni’s. His lover, Jean Marais, had been sent to the front the year before, turning poor Cocteau into a frightful home front wife. He liked sitting with me because I could eavesdrop on the conversations between the soldiers and relay what I heard.

Every German soldier was promised Jeder einmal in Paris. Everyone once in Paris. They came like an invasion of tourists, walking around the city holding maps and cameras, their Karabiner rifles slung over their backs as they took a break from conquering Europe.

Giovanni’s did not appear on their maps or in their guidebooks. Montmartre itself was only mentioned as the “artistic quarter” of Paris. But despite the logistical difficulties, each and every night Giovanni’s was packed with German geese who’d found their way to the right watering hole.

“How long did it take you to find Giovanni’s?” Cocteau asked me one evening as we watched Claude hand out numbered tickets to soldiers who wanted more than just a drink, in order to form a more orderly and efficient queue.

“Oh, I came here straight from the train station,” I said, only after realizing exactly what that said about me. Cocteau laughed and we clinked our glasses together as Claude called out from the stairs: “Number twelve! Nummer zwölf, numéro douze.”

Claude and I, like the beginning of all great queer friendships, had attempted to find romance with each other, back on my very first night in Paris in the late summer of ’36. Fresh off the train from Austria, naturally the place I dropped my bags was Giovanni’s bar on the corner of Rue Duperré. I’d once read this bar was a gathering place for men of my sort from a discarded pamphlet I found in a certain gentleman’s facilities I once stopped in at back in Vienna. I knew one day I would make it to Paris, and on that day, Giovanni’s is where I would go.

Two drinks in at Giovanni’s and I’d already secured lodgings upstairs with Madame Framboise, who wrote my mother a very lovely letter in the most overwrought French, assuring her that not only would I have a soft bed and a warm kitchen as long as the postal orders lasted, but she’d even send her a monthly newsletter of how I was getting on at art school. Art school was, of course, purpose de jure for being in Paris, and my mother, and the executor of my father’s estate, would need some insurance that I wasn’t slacking off.

With a twinkling in her eye, perhaps from attempting to match-make two young men together, or perhaps from the fact she was permanently pissed on gin, she waved Claude over, told him with a grin she was halving his rent, and off we went, hand in hand up the stairs, to my new home among the ruins of Bohemia.




• • •




A rather plump but excited looking German officer who’d been sitting alone at the bar jumped up from his stool, ruddy-faced and sweating under his dark green cap, and rushed to the stairwell where Claude greeted him with a mademoiselle smile and led him by the hand upstairs.

“We must find a man to love only you,” Cocteau said, “and not the entire Wehrmacht.”

Claude was not the only one servicing the Wehrmacht. At first, he’d insisted that every Reichsmark go through him. And for a while, it did. But barely a month after the occupation began, no one man could supply the demand of the German army.

So to Giovanni’s came Thomas, then Gabriel, then Louis, Alexandre, Lucas, Martin, Hugo, and Nathan, and a few others who’d hung around the Roosevelt Mansion before the war, before the Germans rushed over the Maginot line and anyone with the means to attend a party decided instead to flee the city. But after the occupation had taken hold and things had settled in, many, if less than all of Paris’ monied population drifted back from their second homes in the south. A Parisian is always drawn back.

I sat with Cocteau and an older doctor, Mélenchon, in a back corner of the smoky bar. It was between rush hours. The few German soldiers waiting for a ticket upstairs fiddled around with piss-weak beer, waiting for their number to be called. Nummer zwölf finished in five minutes flat, and Claude floated down the stairs in a courtesan’s dressing gown, as the German soldier stuffed his shirt into his trousers and rushed out of the bar. Claude and I drank and talked, so much so I hadn’t picked up on the growing row enveloping between Cocteau and Mélenchon.

“But surrealism is a profound rejection of logic for the sake of itself,” Cocteau said, pointing at Mélenchon angrily while attempting to relight the stubby end of a gauloises with a burnt match. “Hitlerism is no different. It rejects the logic that we don't murder people for no reason. We don't wage war because we can. We don’t condemn millions to death and plunge the earth into the fiery pits of hell because we’re sticking it to the establishment.

“Look, what’s the difference between Hitler and Napoleon? Both men seized advantage of a nation spinning into chaos. But Napoleon wasn’t living in an age of fucking Dali and Man Ray and Duchamp and the rest with their rejection of what it means to be a human. They reject humanity and, in turn, makes it so much easier for Hitler to reject humanity. The value of human life is up for debate.”

Mélenchon sat back in his chair with a cynical smirk.

“That’s quite a leap, don’t you think? To suggest our artistic friends, my friends, your friends, are what…the shock troops for Blitzkrieg? Do you honestly think they have that much influence?”

“They might not, but art, absolutely. The power of art is terrifying. It disrupts our worldview and builds the foundation of the reality we agree upon.”

“I understand we live in a surrealist age,” Claude said, trying to calm the tempers, “but Dadaism, surrealism, it’s one of the most respected, renowned artistic movements since…I don’t know.”

“Expressionism, probably,” I added. Cocteau scoffed.

“The wet-nurse of surrealism.” None of us were coming around to Cocteau’s point of view. I understood, even sympathized with his rejection of Dali as a man, as a fascist, and Cocteau’s personal dislike of Man Ray’s defense of their attempts to control Dali’s lending of artistic legitimacy to Hitlerism, Francoism, and Mussolinism. But the world, and us, seemed to have bigger problems than the significance of one artistic movement or another on the state of the world we lived in.

Cocteau wasn’t backing down. He slid to the edge of his seat, emptied the remainder of a bottle into his glass, and began:

“Imagine, if you will, a radio station run by surrealists. Nameless ones, it doesn’t matter. But followers of Dada nonetheless.”

Mélenchon was not keen. “Why a radio station?”

“Why not? Dadaism influenced poetry, art, sculpture, literature, and theater. Why not modern mediums too?” Mélenchon rolled his eyes, but Cocteau continued.

“This radio station spews nothing but distortion and lies, simply for the sake of it. For the art, as some might say. Not necessarily huge lies, but obvious ones. The sky is red. The King of England is a vole in a trench coat, FDR’s wheelchair is oiled with the blood of German children, that sort of thing. The avant-garde understand this radio station is serving an artistic purpose; it is for entertainment, as distasteful and baffling this entertainment may be.

“But this art form is not confined to a gallery, only to be seen by those who understand the rules which are being broken. Oh no, this bizarre nonsense is being broadcast on the radio waves twenty-four hours a day, for anyone and everyone to hear. That, my good doctor, is why I am referring to a radio station. Because the masses, who, through no fault of their own, are utterly uneducated in the ways of surrealism, or even the existence of such a thing hear these broadcasts and—”

“And what?” Mélenchon cut in. “Think it truth?”

“Perhaps not at first. But as time goes on, there would be some. Contrarians, comedians, witless men who feel left out of the joke, who rally to these falsehoods, and just as the surrealists propagate surrealism for the sake of it, so the fans of this radio station repeat the falsehoods they hear as facts, purely for the sake of it.

“What is fact? A fact is something we all believe to be true. Now imagine you had never heard surrealist art played on the radio before. You would tune in as you switched between the weather and jazz, and then come across this broadcast of lies. You ask your friend in the barbershop, has he heard of this perplexing station playing these outlandish claims, and your friend says to you, with the utmost seriousness, ‘Why, it is the truth.’

“And this disease spreads. In a matter of months, the Spanish Influenza crossed oceans and seas, and so do rumors and lies. Thus, fiction becomes fact. The very nature of objectivity is up for discussion. People start to feel fulfilled by a surrealist narrative that shows them the way they want to believe the world truly is. Upside down and inside out. So every real or imagined slight they have ever suffered, every prejudice they hold or disservice the world has done to them suddenly makes sense. It’s because the sky is red, but those damn scientists are sending up zeppelins to make it blue. Some child went missing in Bremen and FDR’s chair is a little less squeaky.”

“Or Jews have horns,” I said quietly, being the only Jew.

“Do you see horns?” Cocteau demanded of Mélenchon.

“Well…no, but—”

“But you looked to check!” he said, full of excitement. “You’ve heard it so many times now, that you think ‘well I must see for myself, maybe he cut the horns off.’”

“Surrealism distorts reality. They took truth and objective beauty and turned it inside out. And not only, but they congratulated themselves for it. You heard them, Mélenchon. How many times did Man Ray explode in masturbatory self-congratulation at his latest unconscionable creation? And not only.” Cocteau thumped the table, his face twisting into anger, the line he drew from Dada to Hitler as clear as day in his mind. “They crowned themselves kings of this movement, anointed themselves as saviors of a new-found truth. Did they really believe this would cause no consequence on the world? Can I stand atop the Eiffel Tower and throw pennies for fun, then shrug my shoulders if people are injured down below?”

“What are you suggesting?” Mélenchon shot back. “Artists should stick to watercolors and lilies? Art must have walls and boundaries in case someone takes a painting the wrong way?”

“Not at all. But art either reflects the world as it was, as it is, or as it could be. The only responsibility an artist has is to finish his work. Is he creating a hellscape where nothing makes sense? If so, finish the thought. What is this hellscape he has painted? Does he believe this is the world as it is, or some aspect of it or himself he is attempting to highlight? Or does he want the world to be this way. Does he want death and destruction to rain down upon humanity, burn everything we have created in order for us to start again. If so, say it. And let others who disagree respond with art that shows the goodness in people, or the beauty in the world worth saving. If you create something, anything, then for God’s sake tell us why. Tell us what you think it means. At the very least to you. Because if you don’t, then someone else will.”

We all looked upon Cocteau as he gulped down wine. I did not know if Mélenchon was convinced. He seemed a hard character to persuade of anything, but I could only apply Cocteau’s theory to my own life. What work had I created, and what impact had that had on the world?

“Why did Anders come to Paris?” I jumped at the sudden twist of attention to me. “I'll tell you why,” Cocteau continued, “because it used to be the most open and vibrant and exciting and free city on earth. There he could be himself, could find love, could become who he wanted. But he never told anyone that. So how do we know? And how do we know that is something worth saving? Do we want a world where any young person can wake up, travel to the place their soul takes them and become the person they always want to be? If so, we must defend the places we find it, and fight those who seek to destroy it. Because those places will not defend themselves. Why, my friends. Always ask why. Why this art? Why this place? Why this man or this woman, or why does this piece of music or line of poetry stir your soul? And don't stop asking until the answer is true. Why is the most powerful word in the world. Why will reveal the truth of all things.”




The Proletarian







“I’m gonna kill my dad,” Andrei told Leon. He leaned over the slim, naked man to stub out a cigarette on his father’s face grinning up from the newspaper on the bedside table.

“Yeah, he’s a dick,” Leon agreed, thumbing the thin sheet of Andrei’s bedsit. A tram dinged along a quiet High Street below, ringing out a hot afternoon of sticky dust-light. Leon offered a sweaty hand on his lover’s scarred back. “He’s the worst mayor there’s ever been. If he becomes governor of the Oblast…”

Andrei stared through the filmy window, filthy anyway, now doused in the condensation of their hours of study. The weak fan by the desk in the corner sat atop banned books on Babeuf, Bakunin, and Proudhon, showing just how much study had occurred before they fucked.

His right leg rioted in pain as he tried to move from the bed. The bullet still lodged in his knee from the war angered by Leon’s screams for more, deeper, harder. Busted leg held straight; only powerful shoulders could heave himself from the bed.

“You don’t understand.” Andrei flexed his fist as he stood on shaky legs, annoyed there was nothing to punch. Sweat pooled on each black hair carpeting a dark chest. Muscles rippled of their own accord. Fury and spite splintered the body of a man who’d seen too much too young. “I’m gonna put a fucking bullet in his brain.”

Andrei waited, his back to Leon. Another tram dinged below. Andrei waited. A fly buzzed across the room. Waited. Waited for the impact of those sagacious words which, by themselves, cleave history. Waited for his closeted comrade to erupt a self-scribed Vanguard-Narodnik salute at the call to arms. Nothing came. No words but the telling sigh of an exhausted liar.

Andrei grunted across the room, newspapers crunching, scattered across the warped wood floor. Every image of Mayor Fritsch ripped from the pages was stacked next to the toilet down the hall. Andrei held a fist to the wall to lift pain from his leg as he pissed into the chipped sink. Leon watched from the bed, quiet, perhaps weighing Andrei’s pronouncement as the hot stream shuddered to a dribble. Leon could ponder all he wanted. Andrei didn't lie.

But Leon stretched back on the thin mattress, one white spindly leg resting on the other. He rolled a cigarette on his tight, hairless chest as Andrei shook his cock dry. The room a moldy stench of crusted sheets, tobacco and ruined dreams.

A pulsing hate as hot as the day came up like bile in Andrei’s throat. Not only enmity toward his father—for that was based on logic and reason—but a disgust of those so-called heroes of a revolution yet to come. Leon could recite every article of the German Socialist Republic and every Jacobin father. He could do it all while holding an opium pipe and Andrei’s attention across a crowded coffee house, then tempting him into night-time rooms of boarding houses with promises of stimulating discussion. Leon cursed tyrants and condemned injustice with his face buried in a pillow, screaming for his cunt to be smashed while the state remained un-obliterated.

Andrei tasted bloodlust. His vision narrowed and focused as horns of war cried over ruined plains. Kill or die flooded his veins. He could even run, knee be damned. Dive from the window in pulses and heartbeats and stick his ceremonial saber through his father’s throat. A flashback to holding a rifle over a snow-covered trench became so real he shivered.

“What’s wrong, Andrei? Leg sore? Come. I’ll add a drop of opium to your cigarette.” Andrei chewed his enraged tongue. So much to say to this bastion of reactionary theology cloaked in the scalps of Radicals. Opium dens and coffee houses and degenerate sex. Little university boys prancing around, offering their holes for soldiers’ relief as if this was their national service. “We don’t have long.”

Leon lit both cigarettes. No, they didn’t have long. Not long until his father’s secret police came for even Leon, the respectable side of the underground. Not long until the royal guards openly stole at the city gates. Not long until the poor had nothing to eat but themselves. Yet, Leon’s only answer was revolution takes time. “But there’s enough time to fuck me again.”

Andrei spat into the sink. There was no time, and what little he’d scavenged had been piled into Leon’s tight little hole now wiggling in his face.




• • •




The carriage moved quickly through gas-lit city streets. The shells of decaying buildings plastered in peeling pictures of a grinning Mayor Fritsch above lies of progress and change. Andrei’s medals jingled on his Cossack coat, fur-lined hat in his lap, and saber by his feet. Leon sat, body close, in his scholar’s tails. He screeched with Cassandra, the river boat mogul’s daughter. They dabbled in champagne talk and ballroom drama. Andrei wiped the breaths of meaningless words from the window, a soft night outside. An unseasonable chill from the Great Northern Ocean chased humidity back to the mountains. A storm passed over for another night. A city saved. Another night billeted against the extremes of change. The dispossessed would not freeze. Though they starved.

Their horse joined the herd climbing the cobbled path to the mayoral mansion. In the foothills of the black mountain peaks the city clung to for dear life, his father kept a fastidious citadel, impregnable to the needs of the people below.

When their turn came, the carriage door opened to a crystalized whirl of chandeliers just inside. Bejeweled goblets were handed to the ladies, aperitifs to their uniformed escorts who laughed through oiled beards. Andrei smoothed his own to a fashionable point as Cassandra and Leon were footmanned out. She of the ball gown hooked both men into her arms, the scholar and the colonel, for it was customary for an unmarried woman of her class to be accompanied by two possible suitors. The winner of her hand and dowry clear to society were she ever to leave a function with only one.

Andrei nodded to his comrades-in-arms and their lady wives. Men he’d shared the trenches with. Men he’d lifted, soaked in blood and bile and shit. Men he’d found battered relief within barrack showers when the wretched stench of death was washed off for one more night. But battlefield talk was not welcome in these parts. Only the delight of a brisk breeze down from the iced peaks, the grandness of the ballroom within, and whether the lady Cassandra would accept the proposition of the man on her left or her right.

“Colonel!” greeted the lady of the house. The draped entrance hall parted to welcome the first-born son. Anastasia offered her heavily powdered face—covering lines as ancient as a forest—quickly to Cassandra but with full bosom to her favored Leon.

“Anastasia!” Leon embraced her fully.

“Call me mother, already. Heaven knows our son refuses.” Anastasia fanned herself, sending whisps of perfumed make-up into the royalist furnishings. Peoples’ wealth stolen.

“The wife of my father.” Andrei said, standing straighter than the royal guards. “Third? Fourth? I forget.” She offered blinks of loathing, then turned to Cassandra of whom she’d never approved. Anastasia made a point to peel from Cassandra her untamed thoughts on the assembled guests. The duke drinking schnapps in the retiring room had made a terrible choice in marriage for his son. Cassandra agreed. An industrialist had brought his own vodka. There’s only so far new money goes. Cassandra agreed. The girl was an echo of other people’s ideas.

“Excuse me.” Andrei prepared his stiff leg to shunt away. “I must find my father.”

“Oh, I am sure he’s back in the parlor, darling. Do save my silverware from the gambling den.”

Your silverware? Andrei gripped the gilded hilt of his sword as Leon dashed to his side.

“Don’t you prefer a drink instead?”

“No.” Andrei began to wobble to the parlor. Red-tail waiters pirouetting out of his way. He snatched a glass of anything, drank, and threw it on the carpet.

“Andrei!”

Weighed down by leg, sword, and Cossack coat, Andrei could still move once moving. He kept a straight line despite obstacles of intractable cliques, eye-sore gowns, and silver samovars. It was on Leon to dash between the boulders, narrowly avoiding spill and spectacle, tinkling “Andrei, Andrei, Andrei” to the colonel and son of the house. By a crossroads between basement and butler’s pantry, Leon finally fenced him into a secluded storage room. Shelves of Caspian caviar waiting to be served climbed the walls. Andrei greeted Leon’s excitement with unimpression.

“You’re doing it now?” his whisper aflame.

“There is a better time?”

“But…you said a bullet!”

“So it’s the manner of the execution? Is a saber in the gut too bourgeois for Proudhonists?”

“To what end, Andrei? To what end? Swap your life for his?”

“Fritsch will die, and the people will rise up. Revolution needs only a spark. You taught me that.”

“And all property is theft, but I still live with a roof over my head. And so do you.”

“For now.” Andrei began for the door. But a shot leg meant a slow start. Leon blocked his exit.

“I don’t want you to die.”

The face spoke truth. The young scholar as earnest as when he pontificated on the class consciousness of the proletariat. Infatuation had the same look. Red cheeks and tired eyes.

“Don’t worry,” Andrei laid a thick hand on his shoulder. “I’m sure you’ll find someone else to fuck you.”

A butler passed by; a nose-down look at the two men leaving the storeroom. But it stopped Leon calling out. Secrets of their lovers’ tiff remained with the caviar. Andrei hobbled on his own to the parlor; unfollowed.

“My good sir,” said the butler to Leon. “Only men of rank have gathered back there. Let me direct you to the dance and fix you a drink.”

What good was a revolutionary who couldn’t fight his way past a butler?




• • •




Men of ancient whiskers in uniforms of nations which no longer existed sat, smoked, and drank in the mahogany-stuffed parlor. Wide open French doors welcomed the breeze from spired mountains; black peaks reaching against a darker sky. Rings of officers arranged by rank frisked hither and thither, but concentrically around the king of them all.

Mayor Fritsch beguiled money or more from those who played cards in the inner sanctum. He did it with the grin of a master thief. Every man knew he was being swindled, but such was the cost of proximity to power. Despite having been raised between wars, the silver-haired mayor had taken to wearing a commissar’s uniform, outranking all his guests. Ten years into his five-year term, the city had fallen to his personal fief. The entire Oblast, from the fertile valley beyond the mountains to the silver mines which buffeted the southern shore, would soon be next.

The assorted noblemen drifted from their own games of whist to watch with fazed astonishment the game played by Fritsch. Young officers sprang from couches, everyone surrounded the mayor and his opponent: a man Andrei recognized by sight as Hermann, a young privy councilor half a generation older than himself. The decks of cards lay bruised over banknotes and title deeds. Hermann dropped his smiles from stress, the crowd was willing on their lord and benefactor. It was a showdown, but one sided. A deep silence heard all around as Fritsch drew the fateful card.

“And the factory,” said the mayor, “is mine.” A round of applause—polite, nothing more—scattered the room. Hermann drowned his sorrows. Fritsch gobbled up his winnings with a troll-like spite. For a man who never lost, winning turned him an ugly color. Andrei swerved forward, the crowd letting him through on the nod. His gloved fingers gripped tightly around the saber’s hilt. He would be cut down in seconds, that much was true. More concerning was if hesitation came in their vengeance. Suffering through imprisonment and a trial with half an arm or a punctured lung would be agonizing. Robespierre had been dragged to the guillotine in screaming agony, his shot-off jaw tied up with a handkerchief.

That would be tomorrow’s concern. Today, the silver-haired despot sat on the couch, counting his winnings. Unearned, like the uniform on his shoulders. The money in his hands. The house in which he sat and the office to which he clung. Leon and his ilk were too fearful to do what must be done. But be done it must. For the people. The saber etched out from her sheath. Hard boots carried him forward, the bearded men parting. The shot was straight, space ready. One slice would do it.

“Andrei,” spoke a richly perfumed voice from the deep left. A hand pushed through the crowd, knocking back his sword-arm. “Come smoke with me, won’t you?”

Marshall Damask Liebknecht put a simple end to the plotting. Biting blooded lips, Andrei let out the faintest whimper as his father rose from the couch, winnings in hand, with barely a look at his first-begotten, long-forgotten son. He fell out of sight among his cronies, passing out thousand ruble notes like napkins at a banquet. No one could say Mayor Fritsch was not generous with other people’s money.

It was warmer out than in. The pipe Damask passed him held more than tobacco. There could be no killing tonight. They wandered to the deep edge of the garden. Not even hedges to spy on their musings.

“I thought you were about to cause a scene,” Damask said, waving away the pipe. Andrei kept smoking. “It’s oft better to chat instead.”

Damask was ten years Andrei’s senior, but they’d joined the reservists together. The horrors of a trench war several years off as they jungled through colonial postings, bathed in foreign holy waters and huddled together on naked mountain peaks.

“He plans to seize the entire Oblast. Election or not.” Andrei cut to the point.

“And that’s the army’s concern?”

“The people are. Their protection and assistance.”

“My boy, you have been reading too much Bakunin.”

Andrei stopped dead in the pathway between sleeping rose brushes. He was nobody’s boy.

“Once he has his hands on the royal guard, the shipyards and the toll gates, the people are finished, Damask. Slaves to oligarchic masters. You want to live in Fritsch’s kingdom, go ahead. I’d rather die.”

He turned away and began to march.

“Andrei, come back.”

He’d heard words such as those before. Return to me, my sweet man. I promise I have love left for you.

“Fuck you.”

Andrei did not stop in the parlor. His father now protected by layers of hangers-on. Men could see he looked disturbed, so let him pass. All the way through the hall, back toward the mansion’s front where the glass-walled ballroom reflected the ever-gaudy dances.

“Andrei!” Cassandra called him. She ran to the border of the house, quickly followed by Leon. They came no further as he broke the threshold and scattered stones to a waiting carriage. He did not turn, but simply held his unused saber close as he climbed in unaided, the footman telling the driver to go double-pace.




• • •




Andrei did not sit and stew in the rage of his room for long. It still smelled of Leonite betrayal. He re-dressed casually and turned seaward, away from the depths of the city. Here there were no gas lamps or tree-lined benches where one could gather and walk in an open evening. Toward the docks and shipyards was humid and stale air. Breathed by the aimless dispossessed. Those who fought for a urine-soaked corner among the flat warehouses of the port district. They did not come here to beg, for no one with wealth dared step foot in their bedroom.

Andrei did not turn from the main street, vaguely lit at this midnight hour by the shipyards hence. He was not here to raise the masses in rebellion, not tonight. Although marching on the mayoral mansion with torch in hand at the head of an army was a sweeter promise now than anything Leon could give with his body.

A certain type of bar awaited Andrei one street back from the chain-wire fence of the dockyards. Its edifice displayed an aesthetic of a long-abandoned shed. But like dirt that cannot cling to a scar, the steps to the door were clean. Empty bottles were neatly deposited in waste bins beneath windows deliberately sealed. A horse tied in the alley was asleep. Andrei stepped into the place that never closed.

The Brick Dam Bar was not a brothel, nor a gambling den, nor a mercenary market, nor a fomenter of revolution. But it served all those purposes and more for the patrons. Five distinct corners of wooden chairs and tables ringed around the thick brass bar as central as a wheelhouse on a Ship of the Line. A soap-box stage concealed a curtain which led to the pissoir, the closed-off back alley, then the labyrinthine maze of interconnected, burnt-out warehouses on this cursed block. The market of the damned. Men from his battalion had sold surplus weapons on the outer rings. Andrei had never known a person to find its center and come back alive.

So it was the barkeeps sloshed water from the Styx into jars for the assembled patrons of the Brick Dam Bar. Some would stay here on the edge between the worlds, while others were bound for stranger lands deep beyond the unlit snarl of the several twists and turns of the pissoir.

Sailors commanded one corner. The coins in their drinking pot fist-sized ducats. The local ship hands mixed with Venetian Maghrebians. Nearby were a mixed group of scholars from the university. Dressed like Leon, but their banned books prominently decorated tabletops where Leon feared to walk with them in his satchel. Among the other classes were hefty-sized soldiers for hire, slimy men offering stamps for hire and several sharp-whiskered turban-wearers from the Porte. A group of unaccompanied ladies were the most raucous of the lot. Their obvious wealth and good cheer could only be generated through the one profession in the city open to sole women. Since this was not a brothel, no man dared approach. Most likely they were celebrating the end of a shift from a nearby nunnery.

Andrei took a bar stool. A most dangerous position as it left his back to everyone. Yet snippets of conversation he could hear without offending by his eyes. He paid for a long drink and listened to the two groups closest: the sailors and university-bred revolutionaries.

“If the bastards cut our wages another centime, I’ll slit their throats.”

“The bourgeoisie is an exploiter class that lives off the labor of others.”

“One night here then to Alexandria in the morning. Unbearable.”

“His cronies are seizing economic control across the city, so of course he wants political power over the Oblast.”

“It’s not an import tax when they take it by gunpoint.”

“Pure historical materialism.”

Andrei became consistently knocked by passersby. Patrons came in so often from the back where the market of the damned was that the curtain was tied up. A crossroads between worlds becoming busier with each strike deeper into the night. The braying nature of the newer arrivals appeared to spook the scholars most of all. Their activities being the most illegal. But as students they also refused to leave a drink half drunk. One stumbled to the pissoir, bracketed by growling bearded mercenaries enjoying a good-natured punch up.

Andrei had bought and began another drink by the time the scholar floundered back, but his school had departed. The lost little fish reminded Andrei of Leon. Smooth cheeked, slim to the point of starved. A lostness mixed with unbothered. Andrei could likely take him home and have a hole for the night. But for another lecture on Bakunin? Another discussion of theory over action? The young scholar decided to sit back down at his empty table and open a book on the Girondins.

Someone else caught Andrei’s eye. Or more accurately, he was caught by the glare of a sailor siphoned off from his group. He leaned against the bar on the other corner, spinning a ducat but holding a drink. Broad shoulders, a wild face and copper beard. Sunburnt skin patched with freckles on an oft-broken nose. If not for his merchant navy-blue shirt unbuttoned to the breast and prim white cap, the man could have likely fit into any other class in the Brick Dam. Save for the brothel workers. He’d make a fine Janissary too if he was drinking with the men of the Porte.

Andrei could smell the man’s sweat, and it intrigued him. But, as always in these parts, it was best to tread lightly. Signals could be misread. The sailor could easily be after a mugging or in need of a new crewman. Andrei continued to drink, their eyes meeting on occasion. More interesting was the fight by the curtain. A mercenary had been hurled back and fallen, or jumped, into several of the women’s laps. They began to fight back too. Glasses smashed and the barmen took notice. One dived over the brass and into the fray, only to be the first one punched out.

A bell was rung sharply as the fight avalanched. The bar’s front door thrust open and to all’s shock, four uniformed royal guardsmen poured through, rifles at the ready. They shouted aloud, and those dozen now in the fight scattered back through the curtain without a second thought. The guards had not come to levy justice, simply push the darkness back into the place it was supposed to be. In the quiet aftermath, several fellows from among the classes also retreated through the curtain under rifle watch. The punched-out barman was awakened by the ladies with smelling salts, showing themselves to be good women and not in want of the guards’ attention.

For the rest, there was a quiet shock the royal guards had breached the frontier at all. The most demonic school master could not wish for such obedient children as the current patrons. Returning upended chairs and rejoining polite conversation with whomever they had fallen to sat beside. A Porte man in a turban appeared to blether with a brothel-worker. A Maghrebian who’d dived into the fight cheerily pretended to count pieces on a backgammon board, blind to the blood pouring from his forehead.

Under thick black mustaches, the royal guards presided over calm returning to the den of scoundrels. Even thieves must respect order in Fritsch’s city. Andrei had little doubt the guards would return later to collect payment. No, now, in fact. A short, pot-bellied fellow popped out of what seemed to be a cupboard behind the brass bar, counting out notes and passing a chunk to a barman who offered it forward to the guards. Sated and paid, they appeared to leave.

“What do you say?” one guard asked their leader. From over his shoulder Andrei monitored their line of sight. It landed straight on the scholar doing nothing but reading among the chaos.

“Yes, why not. Show something for this night.”

All at once the four guards descended on the lonely scholar. They picked him off the chair by his underarms, the commander seizing the Girondin book while also not appearing to know what it was.

“Is it even banned?” the scholar asked, although hardly from a position of strength.

“How do you know it isn’t? Get him out of here.”

Easily that could have been Leon. Would he have stepped up in the same situation? Andrei chose not to answer himself as a reticent relief returned to the Brick Dam when the guards departed.

In the commotion, Andrei lost sight of the copper-bearded sailor and his inviting furry chest. He drank and scanned the place, people moving back to their origin points, and found him again by the curtain. He was leaning on the soap box, ostentatiously looking over. After a brief meeting of eyes, he disappeared behind the curtain.

Andrei quickly finished his drink and left a few scattered ruble notes on the bar. Too much for a tip.

“Another one when I return. From the pissoir.”




• • •




The sailor was not waiting anywhere in the pissoir. A mini maze all of itself. Five or six troughs separated by branches and leaves which grew down. There were men spending time in this way station. A couple openly talking by one trough. What seemed like the gentle sounds of sucking coming from the darkness of another. But after a quick look and quicker piss, Andrei could not find the sailor. His leg was going now, and it would be too much trouble to stop, let it rest and then return.

In the closed off alley bricked up at either end, two drunks were asleep. And the sailor waited, awake. Leaning his favored pastime. Now against a doorway. It was heavy and required a few knocks to enter. It opened and he did so, not without a final look back at Andrei. Whomever was behind the door didn’t care to let Andrei through either.

The sailor was ahead in a long brick corridor. The sounds and smells of a market wafted from the beyond. He didn’t notice a rise, but soon they came to be at a height with a brass banister. Below them a covered market hosted a patchwork of stalls. Buyers and sellers scattered among them. Saltpeter, hashish, and blood were a few of the scents Andrei recognized. The market was a place of business at the professional end of the depths of secrecy. Walkways on all sides, more on their level and even more spiraling above signposted the many turns a life could take. The sailor had let Andrei catch up, and they walked, if not together, then by a heartbeat distance in a very particular direction.

They turned away from the market and back into warm clay corridors. Left and right and right again. The sailor offered an arm when they approached some narrow stairs, now keenly aware of Andrei’s irregular footsteps. A narrow rooftop awaited.

The mists of night appeared above. The long moon casting shadows on the watery bay and the ships asleep. Beyond the chimneys and the smokestacks of the factories which worked through the night, light brighter than the moon shone upon the city from the foothills. The mayor’s mansion a lighthouse of the monied class spitting on the rest. Black mountain peaks of a medieval citadel. Seeing it all from this angle brought an immediacy to a fury Andrei was unprepared for.

But the soft-smiling sailor interrupted that. They were alone in the night, surrounded by a wall of high brick chimneys. The sailor waited for no sign. He grabbed Andrei’s crotch immediately, groaning with a turned-up lip as he fondled first Andrei, then himself, through their breeches. If by some misguided notion Andrei had followed the sailor expecting a hashish sale, he would simply have no choice but to go along with whatever the sailor wanted. By final comparison under genuine light, the fellow was big. His shoulders spanned twice that of Andrei. A thick neck grunted into barrels of muscle from a lifetime pulleying sails and oars. It had gone unnoticed in the false light of the bar, but what Leon was to Andrei was half the difference of Andrei to the sailor.

Andrei returned the touch. They watched each other’s eyes as hands slid into skin. Rough hair and a monstrous heat greeted Andrei, while a cold, scabbed hand wrapped tightly around his own cock. They shook dicks, but it could not last forever. A move was expected. His only experience as a receiver, in either hole, had been with Damask. Lover may be too strong a word. After all, Damask was now a Marshall and loved only order, parades, and the imperial chancellery.

“Bryan,” said the sailor. Their hands maintained the action. “Do you suck?” he asked, his accent unfamiliar. Gently, Andrei shook his head, but only because Bryan was smiling. “You followed me.”

“I did.”

“Why?”

“I…something about you, Bryan.”

“You are?”

“Andrei.”

“What do you do?”

“I am a soldier. Was. A colonel, shot in the knee.”

Bryan grinned, but not unkindly so. He let go of Andrei’s cock and deeply sniffed his fingers.

“Come into me, son,” Bryan leaned, and offered out his arms and chest. Andrei took the offer, the rough and tumble of chest hair, muscle, and beard actually nice against his face. As much scent of sweat and shipyards as he wanted. “Sniff your hand.”

Whether because he was being hugged to Bryan’s chest, or because a hitherto unknown desire had been awakened, Andrei did so. And he didn’t stop. The copper hair from below, the memory of semen come and gone, and balls, and heavy dick. They leaned like two trees into each other. The trunk of a hand sliding down the backside of his breeches. Bryan fingered his way through the thicket of hair protecting Andrei’s hole. Bryan groaned from his chest, finding pleasure in a place Damask had only used like a utilitarian.

“You want to please me son, don’t you?” A finger breached. Andrei gasped. He gripped Bryan’s arm, but in truth he wanted more. “You want me to fuck you.”

Another finger, this time in his mouth. Opening it with a thumb. Bryan spat straight in it. He then took a little bottle of smelling salts from a pocket and gave them to Andrei.

“You hold onto these, boy.”

Bryan shifted him to lean against the chimney so he could approach from behind. He yanked down Andrei’s breeches then dropped his own. A few rounds of hocked up spit added to his shaft while Andrei sniffed all he could, the aroma turning him increasingly desperate to be taken.

“That’s a good lad. You let me into that tight little hole of yours, colonel.”

And so it was Andrei was sodomized while he stared at the lights of the mayoral mansion.




• • •




Perhaps because he was foreign, or had turned Andrei into what he might kindly call a Leonite, the two men walked the port streets past even dawn. As the coffee stall opened up by the last stop on the tram, Bryan bought them a cup, and all the sausage rolls the booth had already baked.
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