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Chapter One




The young doctor looked me over, peering at me from over the rim of his thin glasses. “Your name?”

“Jonathan Woodcock,” I replied.

The doctor didn’t seem to hear me. He didn’t, in truth, appear to be hearing much. He turned, moving in large and dizzying spirals as he flitted this way and that, running his fingers along labels that adorned many hundreds of bottles and flasks that were arrayed in a mind-boggling number across several hundred shelves. He snapped his fingers, as if trying to keep his attention from wandering off. “Woodcock?” he said. “I had a letter about you, didn’t I?”

“I hope so,” I said. “I’m responding to your advertisement.”

He shrugged. The doctor was a young man, fine boned and energetic. His hair was caught in thick, matted frizzles, which he had not so much combed out of his way, but shoved behind his ears in the hopes that it would stay in place. The laboratory coat that he wore may once have been white, but that was before whatever chemicals that were slathered over it had made the coat their home.

“Advertisement?” I said, as if to remind him. “You put one in the papers. Didn’t you?”

He picked up a flask, read the label, and then threw it over his shoulder. It crashed against the back wall, a strange plume of greenish-purple smoke rising from the chemical. “Papers? Yes, I need some filter papers! Good work,” he said to me, “good work. Well done, mister … urrhh…”

I stared at the man, trying to figure out just what I had got myself into. “Woodcock,” I repeated. “You did place the advertisement, didn’t you?”

“Yes!” he snapped, a hint of irritation in his voice. “Of course I did. Honestly, such trivial questions … Anyway, right, right,” said the doctor. “Current occupation?”

“English” I answered.

The doctor nodded, slowly. “Good,” he answered.

“I was an accounts clerk” I explained. “But I’m between jobs at the moment.”

That was an understatement. My previous assignment had brought me across Europe, riding through the dark nights of the Romanian wilderness in order to complete the purchase of property to an eccentric nobleman. Little had I known at the time that the nobleman in question, a mysterious Count by the name of Shagula, would open my eyes to a new world — a world full of darkness, of monsters that lurked in the night, and wild, energetic sex.

In my attempt to escape the castle and help those who were under the Count’s evil entrancements, I was forced to slay the undead monster. Which, sadly, is something that my employer would doubtless have seriously frowned upon.

The doctor seemed to have forgotten that I existed, for the seventh time since I had arrived in the office. He scrambled under the desk. I stood up, peering over to see what he was doing, only to catch sight of the young man crawl out from beneath the desk on his hands and knees, clutching a small, dead spider between his thumb and forefingers. “Life!” he announced to me.

“Excuse me?” I asked, quite bewildered.

“Life!” he repeated.

I paused, and waited for him to explain. He didn’t. After a few moments, I said, “Would it be better for me to come back another time? Perhaps after you’ve taken your medication?”

“No!” announced the doctor, dropping the spider onto the table. “Listen. Listen very carefully, mister Woodcock. If you are to be my assistant, it is vital that you understand the importance of my mission. My goal is not simply to heal the sick, or cure the lame. No, my goal — my duty — is the prolonging of life itself!”

He held out his hands, fists clenched, in a commanding pose. Uncertainly, I clapped. It was a very impressive pose.

He bowed. “Thank you. Thank you. Now, take your clothes off.”

I blinked. “What? Are you mad?”

“Mad?” he barked. “Mad? They called Michelangelo mad because he slept with his boots on!” The doctor scrambled over to a small stepladder and scurried up onto it, grabbing handfuls of bottles almost at random from the shelves. “Charles the sixth thought that he was actually a wolf and would run around his castle howling, and did they say that he was mad? No!” He started to throw several flasks in my direction. Scrambling, I rushed to grab them, clutching them against my chest. “Lord Byron collected pubic hair — did they call him mad?”

“Yes,” I replied, lunging to grab a thrown flask before it crashed on the floor, “they bloody well did!”

Pausing for a moment, the doctor looked down at me. “Huh. I guess they did,” he said. “Oh well. Mad, then. Madness. Tra-la-la.”

I sighed, glancing down at the flask, and instantly regretted it. “Good Lord!” I yelped. Inside, something with many spiralling tentacles sloshed around. “Is this some kind of octopus?” I stuttered. “Are these things alive?”

The doctor stumbled down from the stepladder, dropping an armful of flasks onto his desk. “Alive?” he said, with a grin. “Funny you should mention that. Watch.”

With that, he set about his task. Drawing a series of fluids from the beakers, he injected a small amount into the spider. Then, retrieving a thin series of needles from a box in the far corner of the room, he began to rub the needles together. “The electric charge” he announced, “ignites the chemicals, causing a reaction in the dead cells. This is my life’s work. A discovery the likes of which you have never before seen. Give me your hand.”

I set the flasks down as carefully as I could, and held out my hand.

The doctor stopped rubbing the needles together, and quickly jabbed my finger.

“Ow!” I cried out.

“Stop complaining,” he said. “Now, watch!”

I glanced at my fingers. They didn’t feel unusual. I flexed them, pressed my fingertips to the palm of my hand, but nothing seemed unusual. “What’s meant to happen?” I asked.

The doctor, already rubbing the needles back together again, turned away from me and leaned over the dead spider on the desk. “Look down,” he said.

I glanced down, and gave a cry. The front of my trousers had arched upwards into a massive tent.

“Good Lord!” I cried. “But I wasn’t even aroused.”

The doctor looked up at me, grinning. The tightness in my pants was unmistakable now. My erection ached. The pants around them were so confining, so restrictive. It began to hurt. I heard a straining, creaking sound. Then, with a powerful ripping, the front of my trousers gave way. My shaft shot up, bouncing into view. My erection stood, smooth and triumphant, as if it were defying me.

“You see?” smirked the doctor. “Life. That’s the key, that’s the ticket! My God, man, do you have any idea just what kind of genius I am?”

I shook my head, desperately trying to squeeze my wild erection back down.

The doctor barely seemed to notice me. Instead, he leaned over the desk. With a simple flick of his wrist, he jabbed the needle at the dead spider. Another quick jolt of electricity passed into the creature. The doctor set the needle down. “Now,” he said, “observe!”
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