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In my writing career I’ve focused on novels and book-length nonfiction. Interspersed with all those longer projects, however, I’ve been writing short stories and novellas. Here are four of them, brought together as an introduction to the darker side of my work.

One of them, “To End All Wars”, needs some introduction. It was first published in the print anthology Night Lands, published by Wildside Press in 2003. This was a collection of works based on the novel The Night Land, written in 1912 by William Hope Hodgson. The original book is considered a classic of weird fiction, but few people have read it due to its turgid and overly complex style. That’s a shame, since Hodgson created a fascinating world. H.P. Lovecraft called the novel, “One of the most potent pieces of macabre imagination ever written.”

It is the far future and the sun has gutted out. The world is populated by strange monsters that try to attack the Last Redoubt of humanity, a giant metal pyramid. The pyramid is surrounded by a protective barrier of Earth Current, a benign power that keeps the monsters at bay. In the original novel, a nobleman from the 17th century is reincarnated into this far future, only to discover that his long-lost love is living in another, smaller pyramid far out in the darkness. The Earth Current at the smaller pyramid is dying out, so that city will soon perish. Hodgson’s hero ventures out to save the damsel in distress, having all sorts of adventures along the way. The entire narrative is relayed in a repetitive, awkward, pseudo-Middle English style that our editor specifically ordered us not to imitate!

I hope you enjoy my take on Hodgson’s world, as well as these three other works of fiction.
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The Night the Nazis Came to Dinner



[image: ]




The key to spending an enjoyable evening with ghosts is to not remind them that they’re dead. 

Ghosts have a remarkable pattern of denial and will cling to the least hint that they’re still alive. A few artifacts from their time, an occasional reference to the news of their day, and they’ll fill in the rest.

I am, if I do say so myself, the world’s greatest medium. My wife is a leading historian. You can see why we work together. Our specialties complement each other wonderfully. We are as much colleagues as husband and wife.

The doorbell rang promptly at nine—ghosts are always punctual, having no sense of time—and Claire and I gave a last quick look around to make sure everything was in place. The television and computer had been tucked into a closet, replaced with a floor-model radio and phonograph. We had replaced our color photographs with ones in black and white. My study was filled with books beyond the period in question, but I had laid out some older volumes on the coffee table. It would fail miserably as a museum display, but as I said, ghosts like to fool themselves. And who can blame them? Uncomfortable truths are easily ignored.

With everything ready, we answered the door.

“Henrik! Ingrid! How good to see you!” I said as I opened the door.

Obergruppenführer Henrik Schmidt stood ramrod straight in his black SS uniform. His wife Ingrid wore a green party dress and a simple string of pearls, her arm casually hooked through Henrik’s. Attire befitting a dinner party with old friends. And we were old friends, after all. The greeting we gave them was the only cue they needed.

“Ah, you look stunning tonight!” Henrik said to my wife, clicking his heels and giving a cordial bow.

“Why thank you, Henrik,” Claire said. “This is Bill’s favorite dress.”

“Right you are, Claire,” I said, following her lead of providing our guests with our names. “And Ingrid, you look equally captivating. The Master Race at its most masterful!”

Our guests laughed at our little joke.

“I hope our governments can remain as good friends as we have,” Henrik said. “I’m so glad your President Roosevelt has kept America out of the war. Our nations are more alike than many people believe. Why, look at how you handle your Negro population. A fine example of maintaining social hygiene.”

I managed to keep a poker face. Without looking at Claire I knew she had too. We were too experienced at this to give up the game. Yet.

“Oh Henrik,” his wife nudged him, “you said you wouldn’t talk politics tonight. It’s so boring.”

“I’m sorry, meine liebschen. I can never stop thinking about work. How do you say in America? ‘All work and no play makes Jack a dull boy?’”

My wife turned to me.

“Bill, how about you take Henrik into the study while Ingrid and I take care of a few things in the kitchen?”

“Alright,” I replied. 

Back in the 1940s, “taking care of a few things in the kitchen” was the way women sneaked a cigarette.

“Bill, you’re looking well,” Obergruppenführer Schmidt said, slapping me on the back as we walked down the hall. He’d only learned my name a moment before but now he believed he’d known me for years.

“It’s always a pleasure to have old friends over for dinner,” I said.

From his pocket he produced a bottle wrapped in paper.

“Something to whet the appetite,” he said, giving me a conspiratorial smile.

“A fine strategy, meine Obergruppenführer,” I replied as I led him into the study, “A long day? You look tired.”

“Ach, yes, much to do,” he sighed as he sank into an easy chair.

Yes, running a concentration camp must be demanding work.

He unwrapped the bottle. Fine Bavarian schnapps. We opened it and I poured us each a shot.

“To the Führer,” he said, raising his glass and straightening his spine.

“To the victory that will live in history books for all time,” I said as I raised my own, smiling as he took a different meaning than the one I intended.

We drained our glasses and sat back, enjoying a moment of quiet while we savored the warmth of the alcohol spreading through our bodies. Spirits from a spirit will get you drunk if you believe enough, and it was important for me to feel that this was real, otherwise poor Henrik might fade away.

I used the time to study him. A regular fellow, really—a bit tubby in the middle, losing some hair up above, only his SS uniform gave him an air of martial strength. Exchange it for a business suit and he’d look like a banker.

“Cigar?” I asked. I offered him one from a box on the side table.

“Thank you,” he smiled.

I struck a match and held it out for him. He puffed contentedly for a moment. I pulled the match away and accidentally drew it across his hand. He didn’t react. If he had seen it he would have felt pain, but since it was beyond his sight it was beyond his feeling. I lit my own cigar.

“Ah, fine Cuban tobacco,” Henrik said. “With the war on they are very hard to get. I suppose living so close to Cuba all Americans smoke these. Once we are victorious I must come to your country.”

“You’d like to visit the United States?”

“As a boy I saw every Western I could. Tom Mix, William Hart, all the big stars. I would love to see the West. Perhaps build a hunting lodge and shoot buffalo and cougar. How do you say ... ‘Home on the range’?”

I chuckled.

“Yes, a bit strange, isn’t it?” Henrik continued. “But you Americans fascinate us Germans. There is a dynamism to your nature that we recognize in ourselves. We—”

His sentence was cut off by a scream from the kitchen. My wife had sprung her part of the trap. I didn’t hear Ingrid Schmidt hit the floor, so the poor girl must have fainted her way back into oblivion.

Henrik sprang from his chair.

“There’s nothing you can do,” I said. “Sit.”

“What’s happening?” he demanded.

“She’s gone back to where you came from.”

“What? You turned her out of the house?”

Henrik looked at me in confusion, then his jaw dropped as he saw what was emerging from a dark corner of the room.

A figure appeared from the shadow—a thin, swarthy man with black hair and angular features. He wore a grubby striped uniform several sizes too big for him. On his chest was sewn a brown triangle. His dark eyes fixed a malevolent glare on Henrik.

“Bill!” Henrik said in astonishment, “What’s that filth doing in your house? It’s a gypsy! Why, in fact it’s a gypsy from my camp!”
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