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What did that say? On the cover, what did that say? Did it say there will be a MONSTER at the end of this issue?

Listen,
 I have an idea. If you don’t click on any of the links, we will never 
get to the end of this issue. And that is good, because there is a 
monster at the end of this issue.

You clicked on a link! Maybe 
you do not understand. See, clicking links is what gets you through the 
issue, and there is a monster at the end of this issue. But this will–

You clicked another link! Don’t you understand what you’re doing? Don’t you see?

There.
 Maybe if I convince you not to share on social media. If you don’t 
spread the word about this wonderful free issue, filled with sexy queer 
spookiness, we will never get any closer to the monster at the end of 
this issue.

You did what? Well, then, maybe if you do not 
leave a comment thanking the creators for thier hard work! Then they 
will never return, and there will be no more issues, and there will be 
no more monsters. Problem solved!

Oh. I see where this is going.

Listen:
 The next line is the end of this patter text, and when it ends, the 
issue begins! And at the end of the issue is a monster! I’m so scared! 
Please, do not click any links, tell any of your friends, or tell the 
creators how much you appreciate all the time and effort they put into 
their creations! Please, please, please!

…Well, look at that! 
The issue is here, and the only monster is … the issue itself! Another
 heart-poundingly monstrous October issue of loveable, huggable old 
Shousetsu Bang*Bang! I told you there was nothing to be afraid of.
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Static on the Radio

by Hiwaru Kibi  (火悪 木美)

See this piece’s entry on the Shousetsu Bang*Bang wiki.

“Jesus,” said Meg. “Hop in before you catch your death out there.”

Despite being absolutely soaked with rain, the young woman hesitated. Meg supposed she couldn’t blame her — there were a lot of weirdos out tonight, and weirdos in cars especially. But Meg wasn’t a weirdo. She was a divorced mother of three with a station wagon. She had carseats in the back, for heaven’s sake.

The a crack of lightning ripped across the sky over them, and the young woman jumped. She scurried into the open door and shut it behind her, breathing heavily.

“Hey there,” Meg said. She reached behind her seat and pulled out … were they burp cloths? Christ, when had she last stashed those back there? Gavin was nearly three now, and it had been a merciful while since he’d spit up on any part of her. Well, even if they had a bit of sour milk on parts of them, it’d had literal years to dry. “It’s not much, but maybe you can get your glasses clean.”

“Thanks,” said the young woman, doing just that. She was wearing a low-cut cheerleader’s uniform, though it looked generic enough that Meg figured it was her Halloween costume, not something she wore just because. At any rate, Meg had grown up around here, and no high school she knew of outfitted its cheerleaders in yellow and black. “And thanks. For stopping.”

“Glad to help out.” Meg pulled back from the shoulder into the lane, signalling even though there was no one out, not with the weather like this. “You out trick-or-treating?”

The young woman nodded, then shook her head. “Sort of. On my way to a Halloween party with my boyfriend. But we got into a fight and he kicked me out by the side of the road. Said I could walk home.”

Meg made a disgusted sound in the back of her throat. “Men ain’t shit, honey. They ain’t shit at all. Just ask my ex. Or don’t ask my ex, because he’ll tell you he’s God’s gift to whatever. But ain’t shit, just like the rest of them. Name’s Meg, by the way.”

“Ronnie,” said the young woman. She had long black hair, almost down to her waist, though as it began to dry, Meg could see little curls start to spring up from its sodden mass. She would’ve killed for hair like that. Hers was straw-like and straight, with no real body. Her mom had put it in cold rollers for her every night in high school, and every morning, it had held the curl for maybe twenty seconds before sagging right out. After signing the divorce papers, she’d gone to the salon and had them chop it short like Diana’s, and she’d never looked back.

“Ronnie, huh?” echoed Meg. “Like Veronica, in the Archie comics?”

The young woman smiled. “Yeah, just like that.”

“Well, where can I take you, Ronnie?” Meg asked.

Ronnie bit her lower lip. “I’m not sure. I was going to stay at my boyfriend’s tonight, but … well, that’s kind of a bust.”

Meg made another disapproving snort to let Ronnie know she understood. Men! They’d make you depend on them and then they’d leave you high and dry. Or low and wet, she supposed, depending on the circumstances.

“Where are you heading?”

“Me?” Meg blinked into the rainstorm, momentarily unsure of her bearings. It was so hard to see when it came down like this, enough that even the windshield wipers didn’t help. “Home. Just home. For the night.”

“Well, if it’s not too much of an imposition,” Ronnie began, fumbling with the hem of her skirt, “do you think I could use your phone? I’ve got some friends I could try, who could come get me, but they’re probably not home yet, and I don’t want to just make you drive me all around town until we find somewhere to be.”

Meg flipped the blinker to signal her turn onto the road that would lead to her place. “Sure, no problem. I’ve even got some real towels there, get you dried off a bit more. How’s that sound?”

“That sounds great,” Ronnie said with a smile. “Thank you so much.”

Despite the weather, Meg knew the way home, and in just a few minutes she was pulling into her driveway, then her garage. The house was a bit small, but it had been all she’d been able to afford on her own. And it wasn’t so bad, even when space was tight. Gavin and Brent had to share a room, and Tiffany’s little nook was barely big enough to tuck a twin bed into, but the kids never complained. They were good kids, and they’d been through so much. 

When Meg turned around, she saw Ronnie looking at the drawings tacked up to the fridge. “You have children?” Ronnie asked.

“Yeah,” Meg said. “Three.”

Ronnie reached for one of the pages, tracing the edge of the construction paper with her fingertips. “Where are they tonight?”

“Oh, they’re with their dad.” Meg put down her purse on the table. “He and I trade custody back and forth. Split holidays. He’s a really good dad. Don’t get me wrong, a shitty husband, but a damn good father. If I had to pick one of those, at least I picked the right one.”

“I think so too.” Ronnie tugged at the sodden hem of her cheerleading top. “Sorry to impose, but could you show me where the bathroom is? I’d like to dry off a little before I drip all over your floor.”

“Of course!” Honestly, what had Meg been thinking? This poor thing was here shivering in wet clothes, and Meg was going on about her own troubles like a ninny. “Here, I’ll show you where it is, and when you’re done, the phone’s in the kitchen.”

She led Ronnie down the hall to the house’s one bathroom, a sort of jack-and-jill affair where one door led to the hallway and the other opened onto the master bedroom. She grabbed a few extra towels out of the closet, which Ronnie took gratefully. “Thank you,” she said, taking the bundle from Meg.

“You’re welcome,” Meg said, looking Ronnie up and down. “What are you, about a size eight? Maybe a little smaller? Let me get you some sweats of mine, something to warm you up. They may be a little big on you, but better big than small, and you can’t spend all night in those. Even if you don’t get sick, you’ll be miserable.”

“Thanks so much,” Ronnie said, closing the door behind her.

With that, Meg went into her bedroom and started rummaging around in her drawers. She’d been a slip of a thing when she’d been younger, but gained weight with the kids that had never come off. That was how Meg felt it was supposed to be, and that was another point on which she and her now-ex-husband had disagreed. Well, she had lost two hundred pounds in that arrangement, or so she liked to say, and now she got to wear sweatpants whenever she wanted.

Well, that was strange. She’d felt sure she’d put them right here, in this drawer. Perhaps they were in the wash. That made sense; after all, she wore them all the time, and being a mom was a pretty messy job. Maybe she could find Ronnie something a little nicer than sweats — jeans, maybe, or a comfortable dress. Anything at all had to be better than a rain-soaked Halloween costume. Just looking at it made Meg’s skin crawl.

She was so lost in the search for her clothes that she didn’t notice the bathroom door open. Once she did, though, it was hard to notice anything else.

Ronnie was there in the doorway, her long black hair cascading down around her light brown skin, which Meg could now see in great detail, as Ronnie was completely naked. Her breasts were firm and curvy, just like the rest of her, and her dark nipples stuck out in sharp, erect relief.

“I didn’t tell you the full truth earlier,” Ronnie said, looking up bashfully through her thick eyelashes. “It wasn’t my boyfriend that dumped me by the side of the road after we had a fight. It was my girlfriend.”

“Oh,” Meg said. While the sky outside poured down rain, the inside of her mouth felt completely dry.

Ronnie took a step forward, then another. “She thought the cheerleader costume was too sexy. That I was showing too much skin.” Ronnie cupped one of her breasts with her hand, rubbing her nipple with the pad of her thumb. “Do you think I’m showing too much skin?”

Meg felt light-headed, almost faint. She reached for the edge of the dresser to steady herself. Her heart was throbbing so loudly in her ears that she could barely even hear the roar of the storm anymore.

With a smile, Ronnie reached up and wrapped her arms around Meg’s neck, then pressed their lips together for a kiss. Ronnie’s skin was still so chilly, as though she’d just walked in from the rain. As she opened her mouth to meet Meg’s, though, Meg could feel the warmth there, burning inside her. It felt so sweet, so unfamiliar, that Meg found herself leaning into the embrace.

How long had it been since she’d done something like this? So long, in fact, that it seemed like a memory from another life entirely. That had been college, the days of sweet embraces with other girls, long warm nights spent exploring each other’s bodies with almost lazy delight. “Oh!” Meg gasped into the kiss as Ronnie pulled herself closer, pushing her breasts against Meg’s.

“Are you cold?” asked Ronnie, kissing her way along Meg’s jawline to her ear.

Strangely, Meg was, so much so that she wondered if one of the kids had left open a window, or turned the thermostat to the wrong setting. But Ronnie was warm, despite her naked and damp state, so Meg leaned into her embrace. Tentatively, she placed her hands on Ronnie’s back, feeling the way her smooth skin curved out to her plump bottom. She was beautiful, Meg thought, the kind of perfect that seemed impossible by human achievement alone. Meg heard herself gasp as Ronnie took the curve of Meg’s earlobe between her teeth and bit lightly, teasing the flesh between with the tip of her tongue.

Ronnie laughed and reached for the hem of Meg’s blouse. “I think you’re wearing too much clothing,” Ronnie said, and Meg found she agreed completely. She lifted her arms to the sky and let Ronnie ease it off her, in much the same way Meg undressed her younger children. This was hardly the same, though — it was the same gentle, nurturing gesture, but the context was altogether different.

Off came Meg’s jeans after, and then her undergarments, until she was naked and sprawled back on her bed. She hadn’t known anything like this was going to happen — she hadn’t shaved her legs in weeks, for heaven’s sake, not since the weather had turned for the season — but Ronnie just smiled as she eased her way between Meg’s thighs.

The first sensation of Ronnie’s tongue on her clit almost made Meg come right then and there, if only for novelty’s sake. Her married sex life hadn’t been all bad, but there had certainly been things her ex hadn’t felt were worthy of his time or effort, and this had been one of them. Ronnie, however, just smirked and dove right in, pressing her nose all the way in to the light brown thatch of Meg’s pubic hair. She teased the insides of Ronnie’s thighs with her fingernails as she did, sending almost-electric jolts through Meg’s body.

Some part of her was unable to escape the ghost of shame at this: she, someone’s mother, a middle-aged woman, letting a stranger eat her out? It was disgraceful at best and downright grounds for fully losing custody of her children at worst. But that fear and resistance began to ebb with every stroke of Ronnie’s tongue against her swollen clit. Whatever else it might have been, it felt good, and so she was willing to give that the greater part of herself.

Meg whimpered as Ronnie pressed fingers into her, first one, then a second, and a third. Meg had always liked penetration, which was why she supposed she’d been content enough satisfying her ex-husband’s carnal needs. Having it done like this, however, was intense in a completely different direction. When Ronnie’s fingers pressed inside her, they did not invade — instead, they entered as smoothly as though they were invited guests. One of Ronnie’s fingers curled up inside Meg, hitting a spot that made her whole body shake.

“Oh!” Meg cried out, grabbing for what she could. One hand took a fistful of the bedsheet; the other found a mass of Ronnie’s hair, still damp and tangled. Meg pulled hard on accident, then worried that she had upset Ronnie with the careless gesture. Ronnie, on the other hand, only made a pleased noise and thrust her tongue forward with greater intensity. She took the bud of Meg’s clit between her teeth, applying just enough pressure to make Meg lose her mind.

When Meg came, it was with an amount of noise and shaking that she hadn’t even known she was capable of making. The muscles of her pussy clenched around Ronnie’s fingers in rhythm as the orgasm washed through her. She felt as though every inch of her body had been drawn up in tension, and then released, until she was nothing but a puddle of her former self against the bed.

Ronnie laughed as she slipped her fingers out of Meg, then crawled up next to her on the bed, using her slick fingers to trace wet circles around Meg’s nipple. Meg’s whole body was still so sensitive, and the touch made her jerk and cry out again, which just made Ronnie laugh. “You taste sweet,” she said, kissing at Meg’s earlobe.

Meg swallowed and licked her lips. “God!” she exhaled, blinking up at the ceiling. “That was … it was…”

“Heavenly?” Ronnie offered with a giggle.

Meg laughed in kind. “Yeah,” she agreed. “It was … but what about you?”

Ronnie made a pleased little humming sound. “What about me?”

“What do … I mean, I’m assuming you want to…”

“You assume right!” With one more quick nip at Meg’s earlobe, Ronnie rolled on her back. She took one of Meg’s hands and put it between her thighs, which were already a sticky mess where they joined. “Whatever you want to do, I’m good. You want to touch me? I want to be touched. I want to feel good.”

She wanted to feel good. Meg could make her feel good. She had forgotten a lot of things since her college years, but she didn’t think she’d forgotten that. She pressed her hand in, feeling the soft, warm folds of Ronnie’s lower lips part with the pressure. Ronnie practically purred as Meg’s hand slipped forward, rubbing across the sensitive, swollen skin of her pussy. No wonder they called it that, Meg thought with a grin as she leaned forward to take one of Meg’s dark nipples between her lips.

For a while, she’d thought that breastfeeding her kids would have turned her off of things like this entirely. But just as it had been with removing her shirt, context was all. Ronnie’s nipple was almost a rock against her tongue, a bundle of nerves that sent sensations out every time Meg sucked it between her lips or grazed it with her teeth.

Ronnie smiled and murmured encouragement: “That’s good. You feel so sweet like that, as sweet as you taste. I love the way you touch me.”

Meg hardly needed any more goading than that. She let her fingers explore freely, sliding in deeper, finding her way around by touch. No, she hadn’t lost the hang of it — but every woman’s geography was different, or so her experience had taught her. Every one of their bodies was a new map to be learned, a new road to treasure waiting for her to discover it. Why had she ever believed anyone that the price of living would be to give up on this? What would it have been like to believe in a future for herself that had this too?

She let herself settle into the rhythm she set for Ronnie’s body, feeling it in her own as well. If she concentrated, it was almost as though the line between her and Ronnie shifted and blurred, until the difference between the two of them could not have been charted by normal understanding. Meg pressed her body up against Ronnie’s and let herself feel every movement of Ronnie’s body, every gasp and moan, every jerk and whimper. As Ronnie’s pleasure built, Meg could feel it too; every time Ronnie held her breath, Meg found that she too was waiting for the exhale.

When Ronnie finally came, coaxed to orgasm with the soft, rhythmic touches against her clit and nipple alike, Meg was surprised to find that she had a climax of her own — a much smaller one, of course, but satisfying nonetheless. It felt good to be like this, to love and to be loved, to need and to be needed. She felt as though she were becoming less solid herself, letting go of the worries and terrors that seemed so often to define her.

Once Ronnie had caught her breath again, she turned and positioned herself once more between Meg’s thighs, not stopping until she’d brought Meg off to at least three more definite orgasms, and a few little maybe-climaxes in-between them. Meg felt all but boneless, as though she were a tightly wound toy that, once released, fell happily to pieces.

When at last she cried for mercy, Ronnie threw back her head and let out a delicious laugh. “Do you feel good?” she asked.

“Yes!” answered Meg, barely able to summon enough air to speak. “I feel … I feel so good. I haven’t felt that way for a long time.”

“I know,” Ronnie said, bending down to kiss Meg’s belly. “It’s okay. Sometimes we get so caught up in what we’re worried about, what we’re afraid of, that we forget what it can feel like when we just … let go.”

Meg laughed, wiping her forehead free of the hair sweat had stuck to it. “Yeah,” she agreed. “Yeah, I guess that’s just sort of life, isn’t it?”

“It is.” Ronnie kissed her way all up Meg’s body, stopping to greet each of her nipples with a playful nuzzle that made Meg giggle and squirm. “Life is a lot of forgetting that we know what we know. Of course, death can sometimes be like that too.”

Meg frowned. Was Ronnie a goth? She had read about goths in Newsweek a few months back. They were always talking about death and wearing black, the article had said. But apart from her hair, which seemed natural enough, Ronnie hadn’t come across like that at all. “Are you okay?” asked Meg.

Ronnie nodded. “I am,” she said. “I’m really happy. Probably happier than I’ve ever been, to tell you the truth.”

“That’s good,” Meg said. She wrapped her arm around Ronnie and started stroking Ronnie’s back.

Ronnie nodded and rolled over on her stomach, propping her head up on her cupped hands. “And you can be too.”

Meg frowned. She didn’t trust where this conversation was turning. “What do you mean?”

“I mean, you don’t have to stay here,” Ronnie said.

Meg’s eyes narrowed as she looked around the room. No, she didn’t suppose she had to; in fact, she’d thought about moving across the country, just leaving it all behind and starting up a new life. But that would have made the custody arrangement so difficult on the children, and if she could make things easier on them, then that was worth a smaller house in the same city as her ex, wasn’t it?

Ronnie took a deep breath. “Meg,” she said, her voice suddenly so gentle and didactic that it reminded Meg of one of her kids’ teachers’, “where were you going tonight?”

“I–” Meg felt her stomach begin to shake. “No, no, I–“

“Shh.” Ronnie leaned forward and kissed her tenderly, taking the fear from her in the way a cloth might pick up a stain, like a mother might pick up after her child. Why had she even bothered letting it hold her in the first place? It had done her no good while it was there, and she would not miss it now that it was gone. “It’s okay. You know the answer.”

And in that moment, Meg did.

~*~

The car that pulled up to the front of the house wasn’t a station wagon; it was a Prius, and four of its five seats were already filled. Ronnie took one last look at the vacant ground floor of the house, its kitchen empty not only of children’s artwork, but the appliances that might have sported them. Then she locked the door behind her and set off down the front walk, noting the realtor’s sign in the yard. Maybe the next purchasers would have better luck than the previous ten or so occupants had.

She opened the back door and got in, squeezing her butt in with the others. She regretted not having packed better, but at least hanging up all night had mostly dried out her costume. She’d burn the damn thing later, and good riddance.

“All right, all right,” Serala said as Ali passed back a tall pumpkin spice latte, which Ronnie took gratefully. “We’ve got: crashed a seance, taunted a demon, scared two separate groups of kids playing Bloody Mary, and made all the unsold pumpkins at the supermarket explode.”

Ronnie laughed mid-drink, almost getting coffee up her nose. “Fuck, who did the pumpkin thing?”

Kayla raised a hand from the other side of the back seat. Ronnie could see bits of pumpkin guts clinging to the hem of her polyester angel robe, almost as evidence in case anyone had doubted her. “But Tamsin’s in the lead with her Bloody Mary impression, we figure, so here’s your chance: How did you spend your Halloween, and was it better than that?”

Ronnie shrugged and took a casual drink of her latte. “Fucked a ghost.”

The car was silent for a moment, as the others processed just what it was they’d been told. “Do what?” asked Serala, who had straight-up put the car into park.

“And helped send her willingly on her way to the other side,” Ronnie continued, biting the inside of her cheek to keep from bursting into the smuggest grin imaginable. No, she had to play it cool.

“Fuck,” Ali swore. “Ronnie wins Halloween.”

“Ronnie wins Halloween,” Serala agreed. “Three years running.”

“Goddamn it,” said Tamsin, punching Ronnie playfully in her shoulder. “I was so close! I even made one of those kids piss their pants!”

Ronnie smiled and leaned back in her seat, closing her eyes. She was exhausted, but she was triumphant, and she was among the best friends she’d ever had. She’d done a good deed and set a restless spirit free, and even more so, she’d gotten hella laid in the process. Life was good. “Better luck next year, witches.”


In Ossa Venenum

written and illustrated by Iron Eater

See this piece’s entry on the Shousetsu Bang*Bang wiki.
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Mr. Ward,

I regret not corresponding sooner than this, & request your forgiveness in this matter, as my relocation to my new quarters involved a great deal of unexpected elements, delays, &tc., but I wish to firstly ease any concerns you might have for my constitution by including copies of my meal records for the period of time between when I left for the other side of town & when I penned this letter. These are enclosed within the smaller envelope. I anticipate another meal to-day in the evening after the students’ sundown lessons have concluded. It will be dutifully enclosed with my next missive.

Much as we both feared, my allergy has returned as a result of the change in environs. I am being certain to collect & label samples for the purposes of any future tests you may wish to perform upon them, & there are a pleasing number of bell-jars at my disposal here which make this task trivial. At this time I am ensuring ninety-five per cent of each allergic shed is incinerated to keep any unfortunate side-effects from compounding themselves due to the proximity. It is not as bad as my condition before I was entrusted to your medical expertise, for which I am grateful, but I am nonetheless certain to note down my sense of well-being with my meal records until you are next able to more directly measure my humours via methods chemical.

The food here is not to my taste but I take comfort in the fact that I am still able to have seasoned greens with my suppers & that I have little trouble brewing cups of the tea mixture which you have prescribed to me. I have less good fortune finding anything potable amongst the foul vinegars they claim to be wine. If it would not be too troublesome I would request a copy of the recipe for the very fine leek soup you make, that it might brighten up some of the dreariness of the palate encouraged by most meal-times here, & further enrich the potential temperaments of all who might partake of it. Please disregard this statement should doing so be more taxing than I suspected.

I have inquired whether the academy keeps a pianoforte within its grounds. I have yet to receive a straight answer, though I suspect I may be able to convince someone of the value of a dedicated music room should we be lacking one. There are many little song leaflets in my collection whose notes I have yet to attempt & I do not wish my middling skill to atrophy whilst beside-of-town.

I am fast discovering that I am ill-suited to the pedagogue’s calling, at least as far as it is dictated by the academy. Perhaps it is because in teaching fundamentals I must essentially puzzle out how to teach my students something that, to me, is no different from instinct functioning on the same primal level as the way a man might gasp when he is plunged into cold water. When it comes time for matters of rite and ritual I hope I shall be of more use to them. It is not by their will that they have been given a mentor who can scarce recall what it means to be youthful.

The young harriers themselves are still raw iron that dreams of steel. Each day after lessons I take care to remind myself that it is a fine experiment to which I have tasked myself & greatly more humane than that relative kindness I myself was blessed to know at such an age. Some days I know I am poorer at playing the school-teacher than others, as it has been many years since I was a shivering neophyte, & even then my circumstances were somewhat different from each of these hopefuls’ own. I strive to understand their strengths as best I can that I might hone my teaching skills to serve them best.

One of the apprentices in particular, young Banbury, has a perplexing fixation on my fingers. It seems he has not met a polydactyl of my character before & he cannot seem to decide whether he wishes to mock me or cringe back when I demonstrate the depths of my dexterity during a lesson. I suspect he is firmly in the camp of those society minds that view a person’s inner state as some sort of flaw of character which must only be expressed as a last resort, as opposed to the splendid bridge between pure thought and pure deed that it truly is, & it saddens me that there are still so many who shackle themselves to such outmoded modes of thought. We shall see if he still feels thusly once stretching exercises have been added to the regimen.

I do not feel like I have many comrades here. It is not quite so precarious as when I lived at the refurbished manor before I was committed to your care, which I hope means that the more I grow to understand my fellow instructors the less stand-offish I will be, perhaps even finding those I might proudly call peers. This feels unlikely to me, & yet I hope. Sometimes it is all that a man can do.

Your advice & thoughtfulness for my particular condition are sorely missed. I shall be grateful to hasten to your side once my ephemeral tenure has ended, that we may continue our joint research into the nature of certain society mysteries, & that I might enjoy the privilege of conversation upon complex matters once more. Should my letters trouble you, or my supplied record-copy lack detail which would aid your study, or another relocation require the use of a new given address, I need but a single response saying as much, & my future writing shall be amended.

With all fortune it shall be a swift & uneventful stay until the metaphorical glass has drained its last crumb of sand & we may once more discuss matters of the work in person.

I remain ever-faithfully,

Hugh Robin Wainwright

Society Jägermeister

Instructor, Academy for the Pursuing Arts (honorary, temporary)

§

Hugh neatly organized the sheaf of documents, took up a bottle of the scent he’d been taking to wearing while away from home (it kept animals from being quite so frightened of him, he’d found, though he was careful to wash it away in the bath each evening), dabbed a tiny bit on the topmost letter, then bound everything up in society stationary with a big wax seal across the flap. He trotted through the empty halls of the academy to the bookkeeper’s office and gave the door a soft knock. A panel in the wood slid back to reveal a slice of one of the facility’s many secretaries, who regarded him coolly.

“These are meant to be delivered to Mr. A.O. Ward of the society, currently out of the night city at the indicated address, if you please,” said Hugh. As it was quite possible that the person on the other side of the door had no idea who that was, he added, “He is my handler and will be expecting medical records. I shall need to send them regularly. Is there a method your offices would prefer I follow when I do so?”

The door-face’s eyes glanced down to the society emblem Hugh wore at his neck, further down to the hand still holding the sealed parcel, then back up to his face again. “Don’t give us anything bloodied,” said the clerk, “and don’t try to send back little trophies unless they’re sealed up completely. I won’t be having devil stink get into the letters.”

“Mr. Ward prefers to oversee my blood testing locally. You shan’t be seeing any gore from me as much as I am able to help it.”

“Then these will go out with the midnight mail,” said the clerk.

Hugh affected a small smile to better convey his gratitude. He suspected his countenance had skewed more dour than the norm during his stay thus far. “I’m certain Mr. Ward will appreciate your swiftness, and I shall be certain to mention it myself when next I write,” he said. He handed the parcel through the slot to a beckoning hand.

The clerk’s eyes darted across the address before returning to Hugh’s. “Will that be all, professor?”

“Yes, thank you. Have a fine evening.” He was rewarded with the snap of the panel as it closed.

Most of the non-faculty staff at the academy treated Hugh with similar short courtesy. No one actor’s behavior was precisely identical to anyone else’s, as even the most faceless of scullions was still a unique human being beneath their work clothes, but he all the same felt the discomfort towards him beneath their carefully maintained distance. They were, after all, initiated society members themselves. They knew what he was.

Hugh sighed to himself, which echoed slightly in the emptiness of the hall, and returned, with somewhat less spring in his step, to his quarters.

A ritual master of his station—the rest of their nature notwithstanding—attracted books the way an old woolen coat called to moths, and in this regard Hugh did not deviate from his peers. Shelves lined the walls of his private room, each stuffed near to creaking with research materials he felt most relevant to his tutelage. A smaller shelf served as something of a night-table next to his bed; here lived the documents he felt most important to see first thing in the morning, and a packet of Mr. Ward’s unpleasant tea mixture to be prepared with his breakfast, and the novelty that was the novel he had picked up at the shops shortly after arriving from across town. Hugh had yet to make up his mind on how he felt about long-form fiction. The peculiar little tome at least gave him something to do with himself when the hour was late and he needed a rest from his usual books.

He sat himself down on the smaller of the two seats at his desk and rifled through some incomplete documents. One who had only seen his quarters yet never met Hugh in the flesh might have thought him a scribe, as he kept himself wealthy in papers and ink; the waxes, seals, and odd bottle of scent could just as easily be the tools of a busy steward as they were a homesick honorary professor. He was homesick, he admitted to himself, despite having spent a mere handful of days away from the mechanical house in the depths of the night city.
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