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Introduction


Welcome to another entertaining, sexy and – who knows – educational cruise in the shimmering waters of erotica.


The Mammoth Book of Erotica series has since the early 1990s been at the forefront of what I would term “literary erotica”. Literary as opposed to merely stories full of sex scenes in which the characters are not made of flesh but second-rate cardboard, and of course miles away from what I would consider pornography. Now I know that there are still people out there who would wish to taint anything that describes sexual acts and represents the complicated world of the senses we live in in all its often crude reality as pornographic, but it has always been my contention that erotic writing should answer to the same standards as any popular form of writing (think crime & thrillers, SF & fantasy, romance . . .) and not only entertain the reader but also make him or her think, speculate, or at any rate leave a mark on their memory and stimulate their imagination. Mere titillation is never enough.


Trawling through the myriad anthologies, magazines, websites and blogs of the previous 18 months (the periods covered by this volume are somewhat extended due to the publication of our recent Best of Best Erotica volume, before we revert to an annual selection again with volume 12) is both a pleasure and a duty I undertake on a regular basis with a heavy but trepidating heart. Sturgeon’s Law (named after the renowned speculative fiction author) states that 90 per cent of any body of work, irrespective of genre, is rubbish, and my task has always been to uncover the gems, the 10 per cent that justify my faith in the healing, exciting powers of erotic writing and, once again, the writers I’ve been privileged to collate for this 11th volume in our series have delivered with bells ringing.


Not only have they proven madly inventive, but always deeply provocative, sensual, literate, intelligent, and the adventures and dilemmas in which their characters swim will make your heart beat just that little bit faster and, I daresay, even see many of you partly identify with them. Because, after all, we all have sex lives and wonder endlessly about the lives of others, don’t we? Be honest.


For the past few years, there has been a veritable deluge, a sheer avalanche of erotic tales being issued in new mediums like the Internet and as ebooks, which I fear has been to the detriment of our beloved genre, as a distinct lack of quality control has often been sadly in evidence outside of print publications, but the nuggets we have managed to pick up from these murky streams are always worthwhile. To the extent that this volume welcomes ten writers who have never appeared in our pages before, some totally unknown to me previously (including our first ever contribution from the far shores of Malaysia) and others who have been active in other pages or genre areas. As a result, a handful of regulars to the series have not made the grade this time along; there are only so many pages available to me!


As always, not every story will be to every reader’s taste. But diversity is paramount and demonstrates yet again how varied literary erotica can prove to be. You will be delighted, you will be shocked, you will be puzzled, you will on occasion be both scared and aroused, but I am certain you will keep on reading, knowing all along there is always something intriguing and sexy around the next page.


This is the best erotica of the year without a shadow of a doubt and your life would be poorer without it.


Savour slowly!


Maxim Jakubowski




The Boiling Sea


Angela Caperton


I met the Walrus in July 1969, my first full day back in the world. Sometimes I think that everything that happened after that was only a dream, all the decades just fantasy or hallucination, but I know better. Everything changed, but it’s all as real as flying pigs, as certain as cabbages.


I came back from Nam that summer and, after my discharge, I went home for a bad afternoon and evening, just long enough for my parents to remind me why I’d enlisted the very moment I turned eighteen. Around four a.m., jacked up on white cross and thermos coffee, I took my old Ford and headed for the nearest coast, through lowland fog, to a crackling soundtrack of Top Forty radio and clear channel preachers. I wanted a taste of what I’d been reading about in magazines back in-country: hippie girls, California pot, and loud, beautiful music. I had nearly three thousand dollars and no ambition but to have a dangerously good time.


Not long after sunrise, I rolled up in a little resort town called Waling. You probably know a place just like it. Two thousand souls in the winter and ten thousand in the summer. The citizens complain about the tourists while they sell cases of beer and suntan oil. I parked the Galaxy in a dusty lot, near a hippie bus painted in psychedelic colours, and walked down to the waterfront.


Speed and sleeplessness broke golden sunlight into jagged pieces on the ocean. A boardwalk ran several hundred feet along the shore and I saw a café at the end of it. I walked in that direction, first on the sand and then the boardwalk. Both seemed like clouds beneath my feet. I was a free man. No one was trying to kill me. I was exhausted and frayed, but deliriously happy to be alive.


A few early shop workers watched me pass, probably marking me as a tourist or trouble or both. None of the shops were open yet and I didn’t pay much attention to them, but I stopped outside the big, stucco building beside the café. The peeling marquee read Theatre de Fantasia, and a banner painted in Day-Glo heralded a show called Alice, Baby! Below it, I saw a sign: “Help Wanted. Maintenance and set construction. See Julian.”


I headed on to the café, a place called Red’s. Most of the booths were full and I saw a lot of young, friendly faces, some of them female and beautiful.


I thought Waling might not be so bad a place to spend some time, so I took one of the last seats at the counter and ordered toast and coffee from a pretty, middle-aged woman who called me “hon”. Even buttered bread sounded like too much food, but the ache in my gut said I needed to eat. The waitress must’ve seen the crazy look in my eyes, because she hovered over me and smiled when I’d finished. The food anchored me enough to smile back at her. Her name tag said “Velma”.


“Saw the sign next door,” I told Velma. “You know Julian?”


“Oh, hon, everybody knows Julian. He’ll be along any minute.” She sized me up. “You going to work for him?”


I looked around the diner. Everyone else had resumed breakfast and morning chatter. “Maybe. It’s a theatre? He shows movies?”


“Other kind of theatre. Julian writes plays, and his actors perform them on summer weekends. The tourists love them. The kids, you know?”


“He owns the theatre and writes the plays? Is he rich?”


“Must be,” Velma said, taking my plate and refilling my coffee. “Anyway, you’ll like it here. Lots of folks your age this summer. Hippies.” She said the word with amusement and no animosity at all. “Some of them live in town and lots more stay at the Marlin, on East Thirty-Eight. Some of the kids call it a commune, but it’s just an old motor court. You need a place to stay, maybe they can help you out. I’d rent you a room but Ronnie’d kill me.” She winked at me and sauntered off to wait on an old man at the other end of the counter.


I watched her walk away and when I turned back around, the Walrus sat on the stool beside me. Dark hair pulled back in a tail, he looked like that guy in The Byrds, David Crosby, but bigger and heavier. He was older than me too, maybe ten years older, and he had the biggest, darkest eyes of anyone I ever knew.


“I’m Julian Brightstar,” he said. “What’s your name?”


“Tom,” I told him. “Tom Rimer.”


“You know which end of a hammer to hold onto?”


“I do, for a fact. Army construction and summer jobs before that.”


“Ten bucks a day and a place to sleep.” Julian grinned at me. “No hassles at all, man. You in?”


“Sure. When do I start?”


“Right now. I need a set built by Friday night. And you need to meet the players. You ever do any acting?”


I shook my head but when I followed Julian out of Red’s Café, I felt the gaze of every eye in the place, like I was already on his stage. As we stepped onto the boardwalk, I saw a bearded man the colour of ashes skulking in the little alley between Red’s and the theatre, a beach bum in the last stages of bumming before he becomes a corpse or a guest of the county. Half in shadow, he watched us pass with shattered eyes, and I wondered what hell had given him such a stare.


The Theatre de Fantasia smelled like incense and mildew, but I caught the sweet scent of weed in the mix, so I wasn’t surprised when Julian offered me a twisted, yellow joint. He locked the door behind us as I lit up, drawing the spicy smoke deep in my chest. I’d smoked a few times in Nam but over there, even in Saigon, it made me so paranoid I couldn’t stop my hands from shaking. Home on leave, when I blew a number with the guys, I was fine. Julian’s pot tasted strong and my head turned nicely into muted Day-Glo mush by the third hit.


Julian led me through the little lobby and into the theatre. Built for movies back when movie theatres still had stages, the place might have held two hundred people, except most of the seats in back had been pulled out by the roots. The only light in the cavernous space came from backstage, flickering orange, red and yellow, like a fire.


The pot spun my head and each step took me further from all the things I wanted to leave behind. We walked carefully up the steps to the stage and then back into the wings. The light came from a big room behind the screen, lit by a lamp hung with a slowly rotating shade that scattered flame colours across the walls and ceiling. Almost a dozen kids, boys and girls, sat around a little table or sprawled on mattresses. Flats and decorated set pieces lined one wall. A vivid ocean and a painted beach stretched into a false forever.


As my eyes adjusted to the whirling light, I saw some of the girls in the room were naked, maybe some of the guys too, but my gaze glued to a redhead stretched out on one of the mattresses. She lay there, bare and open, like the most natural thing in the world, and I saw the whirling fire in her eyes, the long, straight mane of her hair, and the tangled flame of her bush.


My cock grew three sizes in my jeans and Julian laughed. “Welcome to Wonderland, Tom,” he said, and everyone laughed, joyous and inviting. Someone clapped me on the back and I looked around to see a tall, dark kid, maybe nineteen, shirtless and muscled like a lifeguard. He offered me another joint and I blew away the last shreds of my sanity.


I remember laughter and dancing, everyone crazy happy. Two of the chicks stayed naked and we took turns, blindfolded, exploring them with our hands, trying to guess who was who. I learned their names. Sheena, the redhead, and Cowgirl, a brunette with wide hips, nice tits and a wild giggle.


Then the girls had their turn.


“Get naked, Tom,” Julian told me, and I remember thinking, what the hell. This was everything I wanted. “Lorina, Sheena, Beth, Cowgirl, make him feel welcome.”


Two of them held me down with tender force: Lorina, a beautiful blonde, the youngest girl in the room, surely no more than eighteen, wearing a long, blue, simple cotton dress; and Beth, a black girl who smiled but never laughed, dressed in a T-shirt and short shorts. They gripped my bare arms and held me while Sheena and Cowgirl worked me over with their hands, not quite touching my aching cock, but massaging every muscle in my arms and legs, my back and my hips, their touch soft as feathers but firm as coarse leather. Everything fell away from me, the blaring, bloody days in Nam, the rough ride home, home itself, until I lay in a pleasurable coma of lust.


“Okay, Sheena,” Julian commanded, “blow him.”


All that remained of my tension was in the seven plus inches of heat she took between her lips. She cupped my balls, pulled me deeper than the girls in Saigon, fearless. She worked for only a moment, slow but insistent, and I came in an endless explosion of fevered dream, the rushing road before my car, the passage out of darkness and into the dawn, into the here and now.


Into Wonderland.


After a while, people drifted away and I slept a little on a mat in that dark room. Sheena, dressed now in jeans and a stomach-baring, fringed top, woke me with a kiss.


“Get dressed. We’re going to have rehearsals on the beach.” She ran her hands over my shoulders and hips, finally catching my hardening cock in her hand and caressing the head. “Cannot wait for you to fuck me,” she purred. “But Julian wants us now.” She released me and I pulled my jeans on, my thoughts a tumble of fog and lust. “No shirt, baby,” she said and licked my right nipple. “So I can touch you.”


We traipsed out of the theatre and down the boardwalk to the bus I had seen in the lot when I drove in. The front of it had been painted with the face of a white rabbit, the hazy headlights its eyes, front bumper flocked with stiff wiry whiskers, long cartoon ears airbrushed all down both sides of the vehicle. Beautifully painted flowers scattered before the rabbit’s charge, every petal detailed and beautiful.


Under a scrubby tree, at the edge of the parking lot, I saw the ash-faced bum I had seen in the morning. He watched as we boarded the bus. No one paid any attention to him, but I felt a stab of empathy. I now recognized the look in his eyes. I knew it from men in-country, men who had seen bad things, or who had done worse things. I wondered who he was.


Aboard the bus, I wanted to sit with Sheena, but Julian had saved a spot for me in the seat just behind the driver, an enormous Nordic kid named Lars.


“Everyone is in the play,” Julian said, not looking at me, but staring out the window as the bus manoeuvred out of the parking lot full of families, children running seemingly everywhere, bright, summer chaos. “I’ll give you a role too,” he said. “Maybe more than one.”


“It’s a play for kids?” I asked. Out of the lot, the bus bumped down State Sixty, past trailer camps and motel crossroads, everything sun-bleached and holy to my shattered eyes. “Called Alice, Baby?”


“For the kiddies, yeah,” Julian said and laughed. “But the mamas and papas have to dig it too. You ever read Alice?”


“Like in Wonderland? No.” I knew the book was regarded as cool, even trippy, but I didn’t read many books. I’d heard the Jefferson Airplane song.


“I saw the movie,” I said. “And one pill makes you smaller.”


“That movie was a mindfuck,” Julian said. “All that heavy shit right there in the heads of a whole generation, man. Even Walt Disney couldn’t fuck that up.”


I had no idea what he meant but I nodded and focused past Julian on the seats across the aisle, where Sheena and Lorina sat, the baby blonde on the aisle. I stared – I couldn’t help it. She was pale as white porcelain; the afternoon light through the bus windows was warm on everyone else, but she looked like snow, her hair fair as sun on glass, too bright to look directly at.


Julian followed my gaze and grinned.


“She’s our Alice,” he said. “Every tale of Wonderland has to have an Alice, the wise innocent who falls into strange days, brother. Alice is like America, dig?”


Once again, I had no idea what he meant but I nodded and said, “I dig.”


We rode in the rabbit bus a couple of miles down the coast, by bait stands and bars, then we took a narrow turnoff to a desolate stretch of beach, a shore of grey sand sloping to choppy surf, too rough for swimming or surfing. The sunlight capered on whitecaps and kissed my bare shoulders with wellbeing as I helped unload the bus, blankets, and crates of food and drink.


They rehearsed with the sea as a backdrop, a lot of giggling at first, but then the players fell into their work, and I listened and watched awhile. Mostly Julian made them dance, repeating the steps of a complicated reel, critical but funny as he corrected the steps and timing.


“If you can dance on the sand,” he told them three or four times, “you can dance anywhere. Today you are nothing but a pack of cards. Shuffle and deal, brothers and sisters.”


I watched, hypnotized. Cards, of course. I saw it the way Julian wanted it to be, the dancers’ choreographed movements suggesting dovetails and overhand shuffling, mixing and separating again. “When they wear the costumes, the effect will be perfect,” Julian said with a triumphant smile.


They were certainly not wearing costumes now. Most of the kids had initially worn T-shirts and bathing suits but the shirts had all come off and they all danced nearly naked on the shore of the sea, all except Alice – Lorina – who wore her thin, blue dress, translucent when she moved against the slanting sun.


At the end of the rehearsal, Alice danced alone at the centre of the pack, the whirling treys and tens not quite approaching her, but others, Sheena and Lars, grew bolder, and began to pull at her arms, spinning her among the cavorting deck. The dance became a riot of flailing arms and kicking legs, sand like powdered diamonds in the merciless sun, and the pack of cards fell, almost naked, glistening with sweat, onto Alice, all of them laughing like children.


We ate rice, drank tea, smoked hash, and watched the sun burn in a slow crawl down the sky to the juncture of sea and sand. Waling was barely visible around the curving coast. Sheena sat close, leaning on me, her bare breasts a constant heat against my arm or my chest, her hand always on my thigh or my back, fingers firm and warm as brands.


Everyone seemed lost in a mellow fog and Sheena’s voice startled me when she asked, “Did you know Julian is a magician?”


“Stupid,” I grunted. “Magic is lies and tricks.” The collective, stoned consciousness of the group focused on my words. They laughed at me. My breathing quickened and I pushed back a surge of anger.


Julian eased himself out of Beth’s arms, stood up and loomed over me, his shape dark against the red sky.


“No,” Julian said. “It’s not.” His tone was light, gently mocking. “We’re all magicians, Tom. We turn food to shit and time into garbage, wasting our lives with trivia when the real world is only waiting for us to see it.”


“Real world?” I growled. Sheena scooted back as I staggered to my feet. “You don’t know what ‘real’ is!” I tried to punch the air to make my point but my arms remained immobile at my sides, too heavy to support my message.


“You think you know what is real?” Julian asked, grinning. “The only reality, Thomas, is the one we make of dreams and numbers. Lewis Carroll – Charles Dodgson – had genius for both. He knew how to open the door behind the laughing knob, and I, I am learning how too.”


“That’s a load of crap,” I spat. The whole troupe held its breath. I imagined them falling on me, swords and spades, cutting me to pieces. But Julian only watched with a smile until his smile was all I could see.


“Where are you going?” he asked.


“Nowhere,” I answered. “Everywhere.”


“Then it doesn’t really matter which way you go, does it? Walk with us awhile. You can leave whenever you want to.”


“Tom,” Sheena said and I turned to where she half-reclined on the sand. She had shucked her shorts so she lay entirely nude beneath the stars and moon, the dark red-golden bush between her legs a shadow that concealed amazing things. I forgot my anger, forgot Julian’s bullshit. In the dark, Sheena’s eyes glowed and her lips shone like blood petals. I dropped to my knees, hardly daring to reach out and touch her, but needing to fuck her just as much as I needed to breathe.


Her eyes, her lips, the dark-tipped moons of her breasts, her hands reaching out to pull my shorts down . . . I saw each of her charms in isolation: total, divine. I forgot everyone in the troupe, everyone in the world, except the girl who stretched beneath me. As I moved onto her, Sheena faded away unless I looked directly at her, her eyes suspended in the darkness, her lips, her tongue . . . then I was in her, our bodies gritty with sand, hot enough to become glass, fused like my cock in her pussy, grinding, and I neither knew nor wanted anything in the world but her cunt, her core, and I would do anything to have her.


In that moment, I knew only Sheena’s sweet pussy, but later, when I thought of the beach, I remembered Julian watching us.


Grinning like a cat.


I woke with sand between my teeth and mud in my brain, sprawled on one of the mattresses in the back of the Theatre de Fantasia, naked, with Sheena wrapped around me, sticky and hot. She rubbed against my thigh and I woke up a little and then she rolled to straddle me and ground her crotch against mine. I was only half-hard when she caught my cock and tucked it into her pussy, but the motion of her hips brought me to erection and she rode me in slow waves, her fingernails sharp in my shoulders, her eyes wide and hungry. We came together in a slow, rolling rush of sensation and she settled atop me, her hips still working just a little, milking me.


Some of the others in the troupe were already awake and pretty soon we got up and dressed too. Julian led us down to Red’s and we filled three booths with spillover. Julian insisted I sit with him at the bar.


Velma smiled at me and winked. “Found a job, eh?” I wanted to talk to her, but Julian caught me by the shoulder and turned me to face him.


“Serious question, Tom,” he said. “Who are you?”


My head hurt, but Sheena had left me with a sweet edge even Julian couldn’t temper.


“I’m a free man,” I told him.


“That’s not what I mean,” he laughed, his moustache twitching and his jowls shaking. His eyes sparkled kindly, but very dark. “Who will you be in the play? You must have a role.”


“I don’t know. Can’t I just be a carpenter?”


“Oh my word,” he said and laughed. “It is so obvious I didn’t see it. You shall be. You will be the Carpenter.”


We ate our breakfasts and Julian paid for them. I left a two-dollar tip for Velma and winked at her. She didn’t wink back. I saw something in her eyes that might have been worry, and I told myself I’d come back and talk to her soon.


Back at the theatre, Julian showed me the workshop, a padlocked shed behind the theatre with a bench and a decent set of tools. He handed me a rough sketch of the set he wanted made from plywood. I needed to shape it and join it so it could be assembled. Some of the others would paint it when I was finished.


“It’s for the trial of the Knave of Hearts,” he explained. “This will be the jury box and the queen’s throne.”


“Maybe I can be the Knave of Hearts,” I said.


“Lars is our knave for now. Maybe for you, a knight. Just now, you’re our carpenter. Get to work!” He passed me a fat joint and left me alone, which was more than fine with me.


As I measured the wood and cut it, I fought with the urge to walk away from Julian and his craziness. I’d never heard of Charles Manson then. I didn’t even know the word “cult”, but I knew Julian had some kind of hold over the troupe that was spooky. The other kids obeyed his every word. But why not? Julian had endless supplies of good dope. He treated the girls well and every guy had a girl whenever he wanted one, sometimes two of them. If Uncle Sam had offered as good a deal, I would never have left the army.


I figured I’d stay with Julian a little longer. I wouldn’t let his horseshit drive me away.


I could leave whenever I wanted to.


I worked till past midday then knocked off to look for the others and found the theatre empty. I was starving. Julian hadn’t given me the key to the shop’s padlock and I hated to leave it open, but I figured it would be okay if I grabbed a quick bite at Red’s. The worried look in the waitress’s eyes had nagged me all morning, so I closed the door tightly and made my way to the diner.


Velma came straight to me. She was pretty and maybe not as old as I had first thought, like the lines around her eyes and mouth came more from smiling than from age. She smiled now as she took my burger order, but I saw the same concern in her eyes. When she brought the food back, I took the plunge.


“Something on your mind?” I asked pleasantly.


She looked around the sparsely occupied room, gave a nod to the other waitress, and plopped down on the stool beside mine.


“None of my business,” she said, “but I’m kinda surprised you’ve taken up with Julian and his bunch. You don’t seem like an actor or a dancer.”


“I’m the . . . a carpenter,” I said. “I took that job.”


“I figured, but his last carpenter was an actor too, and a singer. He sang really pretty.”


I saw she was holding back, so I asked, “What happened to him?”


“He’s . . . You might’ve seen him. He’s still around. The local cops don’t have much use for panhandlers, but I guess he doesn’t really ask people for money and they haven’t gotten sick enough of him to run him off. I think they feel sorry for him.”


I knew she was talking about the grey-faced bum I had seen a couple of times since I hit town.


“What happened to him?”


“Can’t say for sure. One day he seemed fine, then I didn’t see him with the others for a few days, then next time I did, he was like he is now.” She smiled when she looked away. “He had a really nice singing voice.”


An overdose of something, I thought, but I just nodded. I’d done enough dex to know what being strung out felt like and, of course, I had read all the stories about LSD and what it could do to your head. One pill makes you smaller, another makes you crazy. “Do you know his name?”


“Bill maybe, but Julian always called him Brilly. You seem like a nice guy. I’d hate to see you get in trouble with . . .” She didn’t finish the sentence, but I understood well enough.


“I’ll be careful, Velma,” I told her, and smiled as reassuringly as I could. She patted my hand and went back to waiting on tourists. When she brought my burger, it was world class, though I hardly tasted it. I left her a dollar tip and gave her a wink and a smile as I headed back to finish my work.


As soon as I closed the Fantasia door behind me, I relit the joint Julian had left me, wondering if the troupe had returned. Listening as I passed through the theatre, I heard nothing besides creaks and stage ghosts. The pot turned my legs a little rubbery but I knew I’d be fine once I got to work.


Where were the others? On the beach, I guessed, with a little pang of lonely anger. Was this Julian’s way of making me take a part in the play? Or maybe he really needed the sets done that day so they could be painted before the weekend. I didn’t have more than another two hours’ work and I was already planning the cuts and joints as I walked out of the theatre towards the work shed, opened the door, and stepped into darkness.


Someone kicked the door out of my hand, slamming it. Combat instincts came back in a stoned rush as I swung into the absolute black and missed.


“Don’t,” a voice hissed, rasping and desperate, but not threatening. “I just want to talk.”


I reached for the light switch, but the voice repeated, “Don’t.”


I smelled him then, over the cut wood tang and the stale dope smoke. He stank like cat pee and rotten fruit.


“Brilly?” I guessed.


He grew very still and, as my eyes adjusted to the darkness, I saw his shape and knew I’d guessed right.


“Not Brilly,” he corrected me. “Brillig. ’Twas brillig, and the slithy toves . . .”


I waited for him to start making sense. I remembered the knife rack and my hand found the handle of a big carving knife. The hair at the base of my neck stood up and I sensed the imminence of blood.


Brillig sang, his voice just as nice as Velma had described it, “He took his vorpal sword in hand: long time the manxome foe he sought . . .” Then he watched me in the near darkness. “You don’t know the song.” He sounded disappointed. “But you will, one way or another. Julian will show you.”


“Not me, man. There’s nothing Julian can show me.”


“I thought so too.” Brillig giggled. “And here I am.”


“He didn’t make you a bum. You did that to yourself.”


He made a grunting, growling sound. “Now I can’t be too near people,” he said when he found his voice. “You don’t know what it’s like, but you will. One way or another.” To punctuate his words, he opened the shed door, startling me with how close he had crept in utter silence. I gripped the knife, more than ready to use it.


I let him go, leaving a rank wake behind him as he shuffled across the courtyard and into the alley. Just as he reached the shadows, he looked back over his shoulder, and called out, “Beware the Jabberwock, my son.”


In the sudden afternoon light, I saw his face gone almost to bones, skin stretched and pitted, his eyes dancing mad foxfire when they caught the sun. He smiled and I must have hallucinated, because it seemed like he had double rows of teeth.


I finished the sets in an anxious blaze, focusing my tensions into the saw and the drill. I worked warily, facing the open door of the shed, but Brillig didn’t return. When I finished, barely an hour later, I closed up the shed and locked it. I figured if Julian didn’t have the key, he could break the fucking door down.


Just to be on the safe side, I took the carving knife with me, wrapped its blade with cloth, and stuck it in my pocket. I’d get a clasp knife soon, or maybe a gun, and if that fucker Brillig came near me again, I’d be ready. The theatre still echoed emptily, so I headed down the boardwalk, rigid with nerves. Julian’s pot had done nothing to calm me. I vibrated with paranoid intensity, trying not to look at the tourists as I passed them, afraid of what I would see in their eyes, or what they might see in mine.


When I got to the end of the boardwalk, I remembered what Velma had told me that first morning, that a bunch of the local kids lived at an old hotel, the Marlin, on East Thirty-Eight. I started the Galaxy and sprayed sandy gravel as I hit the blacktop, weaving eastward among the Winnebagos and Airstreams. Past the town limits, I saw the Marlin on the right side of the highway, behind a broken neon sign with a tailless, smiling fish, and an asphalt parking lot full of sorry cars and Julian’s rabbit-branded bus. Behind the motel, a line of low, grass-spotted dunes marked the edge of the beach.


When I climbed out of the Galaxy, I saw, past the parking lot, a line of weathered, coral-pink cottages and, beyond them, a swimming pool shining under a couple of sunburned palms. Laughter and music swelled from the cottages and hippies cavorted in primeval abandon all around the pool, tribal dancing to amped whoops of electronic noise, feedback from a tormented Gibson. I followed the siren’s call and saw Julian’s troupe at the centre of the orgy, a dance of naked frenzy.


It was more than just Julian and the Fantasia players. There must have been twenty or thirty kids in the dance, most of them bare-assed. Sheena spun out of the sweaty storm and caught me in a hard hug, rubbing her breasts against me, licking my neck. She tore my shirt and bit me just under my nipple; she drew me with her teeth into the dance.


Someone gave me a joint and the pot bloomed, scattering my fear, rendering it irrelevant. I felt the music throb, my cock hardening as Sheena stroked it through my jeans, her lips red with the trickle of my blood, her tongue teasing my nipple.


We danced, vertical fucking to the crazy noise and then she pulled me breathless and insane, out of the dance, to Julian.


He handed me a glass of crystalline liquid. “Drink me,” he said.


I drained the glass. Sheena’s hands worked in my pants now, jacking me. I tried to meet Julian’s gaze, but he smiled and looked away. The dance had disintegrated into knots of people sprawled around the pool in inventive patterns of mutual orgasm.


Sheena’s hands insisted and all my anger and tension melted under her touch, the extremity of sensation burning new fire as she pulled me down to the ground, stripped away my jeans and took my cock in her hands. I had never been so hard.


She sat on me sure and fast, impaling herself and riding wild, until she came with a scream of pure abandon. I stayed hard, the world beginning to shimmer, my breath bright light, the space above me arced, the sky a ceiling and Julian’s face looking down, beatific, his cock hanging over me, until Sheena leaned out to take him between her lips. She ground down on me, gripped with the wet heat of her cunt, pulled me up into her, until she came in shattering colours, Julian’s spunk on her chin, then all of us together, in the moment, the golden glow of perfect orgasm.


Wonderland.


My anxiety uncoiled slowly, like a snake in winter, and Julian must have felt it because he kissed Sheena and told her to leave. I sat up, aware of how close I was to him. He was heavy but the weight of his naked body appeared solid, not flabby. His cock must have been eight inches long, even spent. I reached for my pants, stood up and slipped them on, carefully checking to be sure I still had the knife.


My heartbeat shook my ribs and the sky turned entirely to shades of gold and brown. What had he given me? LSD? Something stronger?


Julian put his pants on too and ordered quietly, “Come.” My feet moved like he was pulling their strings, like I was nothing more than a tripping marionette. I followed him away from the moans and the cries of the kids, all of them fucking and high.


We walked past the cabins, afternoon sun turning everything to crystals, the weedy grass on the dunes twitching and pulsing with the rhythm of wind and my own blood. As we cleared the last of the buildings, I saw Lorina – Julian’s Alice – waiting for us, wearing a short white skirt and a bikini top to match. Her eyes were black saucers and her smile was sweet and open.


Julian kissed her cheek and said, “Come and walk with us.” He gave me her right hand to hold and then he took her left and led us both into the dunes, towards the laughing splendour of the sea.


“This has been a good day,” he told me. “We rehearsed the play for the brothers and sisters who live here and now they see with new eyes that Wonderland is all around us if we want it, that the hang-ups and hassles of the world don’t matter unless you let them.”


“You got them high,” I said. “That’s all.”


Julian laughed, his bare belly shaking with amusement. “Oh what will it take to convince you?” he said, as much to the wind as to me.


The three of us walked barefoot through the sand, up the sloping warm dune to its crest, then down towards the beach. A nearly flat surf sparkled in breaker lines, foaming on the shore, washing soapy white, then gone again.


“Paradise is ours for the taking, Tom.” He embraced me, his bare, sturdy flesh against mine, still holding Lorina’s hand. She broke the grip and put her arms around both of us. I saw the moon like a faded ghost on the horizon, a pale, hopeless sphere. Lorina smelled like honey and roses and my cock grew hard when she laid her hands on my shoulders and back. Julian turned me towards her and I drowned in the dazzling gold of her hair, in the depthless pits of her eyes.


Alice kissed me and her lips were life itself, the promise of the world that I had earned by my survival, as precious and arousing as any kiss I ever knew, her tongue tasting me and pushing deeper, inviting a duel. I crushed her to me. She felt as ethereal as a woman in a dream, a spectre of infinite desire.


I loved her more than any woman I had ever loved and I wanted her with my soul.


She drew me down, Julian helping me because the sand beneath my feet felt treacherous as slippery glass. Together they removed my pants and Lorina lifted her skirt to show me a tangle of golden hair and the glistening cleft of her cunt. I moved over her, intending to fuck her, but Julian put his hands on my shoulders and pushed me down.


“With your mouth,” Alice said and she widened her legs so I saw her pussy lips and the wetness between them.


I had never gone down on a girl before that night. She smelled sweet, a little like vanilla, as I touched my nose to the ash-pale curls above her pussy. The afternoon light glowed golden around us and I pressed my lips against her cleft, then the tip of my tongue, tentatively at first, until I tasted her. Sweet as honeysuckle, slippery. I pushed deeper, opening her, finding complexities, folds of flesh, an evasive knot I knew was called a clitoris.


Her scent and slick heat amazed me. I had a lysergic vision of the first ocean pouring out of the cunt of a mother goddess and I drank it from Alice, even as Julian reached under me and took hold of my cock.


I’d never been touched by a guy before but it seemed right and natural. Julian handled me with rough expertise, jacking my shaft and lifting my arousal to new heights. Alice – Lorina – moaned, and I echoed her when Julian’s thumb brushed my asshole.


Lorina was the lush land below the earth and Julian the sky god manifest in the wizard, the mathematician, his lust measured and ruler-exact, and his touch upon materiality hot and irresistible.


Lorina began to cry out as my tongue and lips attacked her clit mercilessly. The rhythm was mine now, the same as the sea, the wind, the pulse in the sand, reverberations all the way to the heart of the world. Something cool and gooey creamed my rectum, then the thick head of Julian’s cock penetrated me, the sky god claiming the red horizon. Of course he knew the rhythm and he fucked me, sliding in and out of my ass in glorious, pulsing strokes as he worked my cock with his hand. Alice came, her legs wrapping my head, her hands tangled in my hair as my senses burned between gifts and giving.


She moved against me until she lost the breath to scream and, beyond her, I saw the sea turn to fire, felt the gush of my own orgasm over Julian’s relentless hand and felt him claim me, wet and hot, as he came.


We collapsed and shifted, then lay in the sand together, Lorina between us. My mind whirled and spread upon the dusk, but there was no shame, no regret, only wonder.


“Remember what I have showed you,” Julian whispered against my ear. “We are gods, all of us. We can be whatever we allow ourselves to be. Now, there is an important question I must ask you. Consider your answer carefully.”


I waited, watching the ocean whitecaps trace sunset fire.


Julian began to giggle. He seemed to suppress the laughter at first then gave way to it, merry and open. Lorina laughed too, until I couldn’t help myself and laughed with them.


We laughed until the sea stopped burning.


Then he found his voice and asked, still breathless. “So, Carpenter, how did you like the oyster?”


Thing about acid is, sometimes you can’t sleep for hours. After we left the beach, I wandered away by myself. The cascade of colour and sensation faded into grey and pearl. I embraced the encounter and accepted. I believed Julian and I thought I understood the lesson of his wonderland. So simple and so hard.


Julian had shown me true freedom.


I found a mat in one of the old motel rooms and stretched, watching the shadows crawl in pastel patterns until flickering darkness claimed the ceiling and then my eyes. I slept deep and without dreaming.


On Saturday, I watched the matinée premiere of Alice, Baby! from backstage, numb and placid with hashish. I had not seen the costumes before, had not seen the troupe in its glory, razor sharp in the delivery of their lines, each dance step perfect and professional. Every worn seat held a tourist; pudgy parents and wide-eyed kids. Sheena told me the evening crowd would be hippies, teenagers, and younger couples and there would be joints passed down the rows. When I wasn’t mesmerized by the vibrant motion on stage, I watched the faces of the audience, frowns on some of them, but most as entranced as I felt, caught in the glamour of Julian’s vision.


Alice danced better than anyone else, animated and innocent. I remembered how she’d tasted and how she’d screamed. I couldn’t wait to be with her again.


Near the end of the performance, two of the Waling cops, a big one and a little one, came into the theatre and stood at the back.


“Stuff and nonsense,” Alice said on the stage. “The idea of having the sentence first.”


“Hold your tongue,” cried the queen.


“I won’t!”


“Off with her head!”


The two cops looked at each other.


“Who cares for you?” Alice shouted. “You’re nothing but a pack of cards.”


The dancers whirled in a hallucinogenic rainbow, catching Alice and the queen up in their frenzy, spinning them, then all collapsing in a heap as the liquid, psychedelic lights dimmed to blackness absolute; even the exit signs extinguished for a moment.


Alice’s voice, Lorina’s voice, amplified and muted into an enormous whisper that settled on the hall like a veil, “Oh! I’ve had such a curious dream!”


Then the lights came back up and the tourists clapped and whistled before they shuffled to their feet and out into the afternoon sun, but the cops stayed until the audience had gone. As they came towards the stage, I looked around and realized everyone else had split too.


“What’s your name?” the big cop asked.


“Tom Rimer.”


He had a few more questions and I answered them honestly.


“Soldier, eh?” the little one asked. He was older and I wasn’t surprised when he said, “My boy’s over there. Don’t suppose you knew him, Danny Breshca? He’s an MP.”


“No sir,” I told him. “I was mostly in the boonies.”


After that, both officers treated me with polite respect. I wondered if Julian had left me to talk to them because he knew they would.


“You know a guy named Bill O’Daniel?”


I started to say no.


“They call him Brilly.”


“Yeah,” I said. “I’ve met him. Why?”


“He’s wanted for almost killing a woman this morning. Velma, waitress at Red’s next door.”


“Damn.” My chest constricted. “Is she OK?”


“She will be. She’s at the hospital up in Ludville. Lost a lot of blood. Looks like the guy tried to take her head off, but she fought him and some fishermen came along. She was lucky.”


“He cut her?” My pot-bemused glow had blossomed into an adrenaline rush.


“No, Tom. He used his teeth.”


When the cops went away, I looked for Julian, but he’d left the theatre. Most of the troupe avoided me, like the aura of cop heat had rubbed off on me. I told Sheena what the officers had said and she shivered and hugged me.


I understood that all of them were afraid, but whether of Brilly or Julian, I couldn’t say.


The evening performance played to a half-empty house and we all knew why. The whole town buzzed with evil rumour. Two fishermen had vanished from a secluded cove; a little girl had been attacked.


Already the boardwalk seemed deserted.


After the late show closed, we sat in the big room behind the stage, drinking warm wine. No one passed a pipe or joint because we all knew the cops were watching, probably sniffing at the doors eager to make a bust.


Julian sprawled on one of the mattresses. “It’s all right,” he said. “Maybe we’ll move along and come back next summer. We’ll give it a few more weeks.”


I spoke as calmly as I could. “What did you do to him, Julian?”


The room tensed. Sheena caught my arm with sharp nails.


But Julian answered, calm and thoughtful, “Hmm? To Brillig? We did nothing to him. He is what he wants to be. Jabberwocks are the price of Wonderland, you see?”


As usual, Julian’s words made no sense.


“What are you going to do about him?” I asked.


“Me?” Julian asked. I heard chuckles and suppressed giggles. He reached down, under the mattress and drew out a knife, the carving knife from the shed. My knife. He handed it to me and I accepted it from him. He hugged me and I felt a sweetly painful ache when we kissed. “There’s your Vorpal blade,” he said. “Now go kill the Jabberwock.”


The hilt felt good in my hand. I thought about Velma, how frightened she must have been. I saw myself stalking Brillig in the darkness, almost smelled his stink there in the room with us. I stood up slowly, more aware than anyone else of just how closely their Jabberwock lurked.


I held the blade and studied my reflection in its steel. The army gave me a gun and orders to kill. My family and town constructed conventional walls to cage me. Julian gave me choice.


I tossed the blade lightly, so its point stuck in the old wooden floor between me and Julian. I loved Julian with all my soul and I would thank him every day of my life for what he had shown me.


But I was a free man and I wouldn’t kill for him.


“Not me,” I told him. “I’ve done that. You kill your own goddamn Jabberwock.”


Then I walked out of the Theatre de Fantasia and I tried with all my soul never to look back.


Of course, it wasn’t that easy.


They never caught Brillig, but I had to go back to Waling three times to answer questions. The second time, well into October, the Theatre de Fantasia stood empty, its marquee blank. Officer Breshca told me that the bus had rolled out a week earlier, the troupe headed for Mexico. I thought a long time about following them, but I went home instead.


A year later, I was living in New Orleans and a package came in the mail. Even before I had peeled the wrapping away, I recognized the contents. My knife. The Vorpal blade, and a note, “You may need this yet. Love, Julian.”


I owe Julian a debt I can never repay. He freed me and, for almost forty years, I’ve lived just like he showed me. I’ve loved men and women and embraced colourful ecstasy and bright hope. I cherish the wonderland that is this world. He opened my mind and I live every day free in my heart and my soul.


I saw Julian all through the eighties, late at night, on high-numbered cable channels, selling his vision for a penny less than twenty bucks. Brightstar Ministries. Now he’s on the internet. Thousands of people follow him.


Sometimes I think about going to him, telling him how much he did for me, offering to give him my freedom like a sacrifice, but then I remember I am free.


And I keep my Vorpal blade sharp and near.




What Are You Wearing?


Matt Thorne


We’ve gone out four times when he asks me.


I’ve already decided I’ll have sex with him, if he wants me, but I’m wrong-footed by his suggestion. He claims it’s research for a screenplay but I know he’s lying.


The name of the auction-house – Greasby’s – seems fitting. They hold the viewings on Mondays between two-thirty and six. If you don’t go you have no idea what you’re buying because the details are so vague. It might say something like “Green Case containing 25 × New Knickers”, but nothing about whether the panties are La Perla’s finest or polyamide horrors from Littlewoods; for Damien’s purposes it’s too risky to take a gamble.


It used to be only the most dedicated scavengers who showed up at auctions but the downturn has removed all the embarrassment from the process, especially with all the new booty arriving from Terminal 5. There’s good money in suitcases if you’re prepared to itemize and have the patience for eBay. Not a fortune, though: most times they take out the valuables and sell them separately. Damien isn’t interested in the laptops and iPods, but he does get upset when they remove the shoes. Shoes, he believes, should be part of the deal.


“I’m no retifist,” he tells me at the end of this fourth date, after he’s explained what he wanted us to do, “but when I’m checking people out on the Tube it’s always the footwear that clinches it. That’s not just a male thing, right? Women feel that way too.”


“Nothing worse than a sexy man in cheap shoes.”


“Exactly, right? And when you see a woman in fucking Crocs it’s like she’s given up on ever wanting to get fucked again.”


“Well, maybe not ever again, but certainly not that day.”


“You agree. Now I’m not saying women should totter round in high heels the whole time, but there are plenty of other comfortable yet attractive options. What’s wrong with gladiator sandals?” He strokes the inside of my arm, our first physical contact aside from kisses of greeting and farewell. “You never wear ugly shoes.”


I stick my feet out from underneath the tablecloth and examine my shoes – white patent Escada sandals I should’ve retired by now but wore tonight because I knew Damien would appreciate them. “Yeah, but that’s different, I get sent mine for free. Maybe you shouldn’t be spending so much time on the Tube.”


He doesn’t like it when I criticize him, especially when I point out that his life is less glamorous than he wishes. His mouth gets anxious, amplified by his thick black moustache. He looks at his watch and changes the subject. “Can I tell you about something I watched on YouPorn today?”


This is his attempt at regaining the upper hand so I just smile and say sweetly, “Isn’t that why you like me?”


He returns my grin. “Cum-shots. A goth couple. Well, the girl was a goth, I’m assuming the man was too although you never saw him, just his helmet occasionally and most times not even that. You heard the fucker though. Every time he ejaculated on her, he started sniggering. At least I assume it was him. It would be just too perverse if he invited a giggly mate round to film him every time he jizzed on his girly. I mean, can you imagine that?”


We both take a moment to consider this.


“Anyway, there were about fifty splurges edited together into a five- or ten-minute film. He came on her face, between her toes, up her back, in her shaven armpit, in her hairy armpit, in her ears, on her shaved cunt, on her hairy cunt, on her tits, on her bum, up her bum, in her anus, in her hair, in her mouth, on her teeth, down her legs . . . and every time he bust a nut, that infernal sniggering. It was an amateur film but I felt more sorry for this woman than any professional porn actress I’ve ever seen. Aside from Sabrina Deep and anyone who’s ended up at the wrong end of Max Hardcore.” He looks up and makes one of his mental leaps. “Did you have sex on your wedding night?”


I don’t know why, but this question startles and embarrasses me much more than the porno talk. “No. I was too full.”


“So when was the first time? The next morning?”


“No, we slept late and nearly missed the flight.”


“On the plane?”


“Don’t be ridiculous.”


The waiter delivers our coffees, smiles and backs away.


“When you arrived?”


“No. We were jet-lagged and the complimentary champagne sent us to sleep.”


“So when you woke up?”


“No, we were hungry and we went for dinner and then we were tired again.”


“When then?”


“The next morning.”


“Wasn’t your husband anxious?”


“No. He knew we’d get round to it.”


Damien takes a moment to consider this. Then he says, “I had some friends. The first time they made love after they were married, he kept saying, ‘I’m fucking my wife, I’m fucking my wife,’ every time he thrust inside her.”


I find this less profound than he does. “Shall we discuss your proposition now?”


He smiles. “You’re up for it then?”


“It’s not what I expected, but yes, Mr Joy, I believe I am.”


“Good. There’s something else. It’s a story, OK? We’re characters. I want you to go to the Jury’s Inn in Islington and check in under the name Victoria Coles. When you go to your room you will find a suitcase waiting for you. I want you to choose some clothes from the suitcase and then go to The Castle, which is a pub more or less opposite the hotel. I’m not going to give you any back-story aside from this . . . you’ve come to The Castle because you are horny and you need to get fucked as a matter of supreme urgency. Do you understand?”


“I understand. But . . .”


“What?”


“I know this probably isn’t what you want but I’d appreciate it if we could have a safe word.”


“Why? Don’t you trust me?”


“I’d trust you more with a safe word.”


He seems reluctant. “Like what?”


“November shovel.”


When I arrive at Jury’s Inn, I’m expecting the front desk to request a credit card for extras and wondering how I’ll explain why I’m checking in under a different name to the one on my Marbles card, but instead they simply say, “Enjoy your stay, Ms Coles,” and hand me the keycard.


There are three suitcases in the corner of the room and a note from Damien:


AS THIS IS OUR FIRST TIME, I THOUGHT I’D EASE YOU INTO THIS GRADUALLY. HERE ARE THREE CASES FILLED WITH WOMEN’S CLOTHES. I HAVEN’T LOOKED INSIDE THEM AND YOU ARE FREE TO CHOOSE WHICHEVER YOU WISH. AS THE SHOES HAVE BEEN REMOVED I HAVE PURCHASED A SELECTION OF FOOTWEAR IN YOUR SIZE THAT YOU WILL FIND ALONGSIDE THE CASES. WEAR WHICHEVER PAIR BEST SUITS YOUR CHARACTER BUT YOU MUST NOT WEAR YOUR OWN SHOES! THIS IS VERY IMPORTANT. ALSO, BECAUSE I THOUGHT YOU MIGHT BE SQUEAMISH ABOUT WEARING A STRANGE WOMAN’S DIRTY UNDERWEAR, I HAVE FILLED THE DRAWER NEAREST THE TV WITH A SELECTION OF BRAS AND KNICKERS. PLEASE DO NOT MAKE A CHOICE TO PLEASE ME BUT SELECT THE UNDERWEAR THAT BEST SUITS YOUR CHARACTER. IF YOU DO FEEL COMFORTABLE WEARING A BRA AND KNICKERS FROM THE SUITCASE SO MUCH THE BETTER.


SEE YOU VERY SOON,


DAMIEN.


I read the note twice, wondering whether I’m going to get annoyed. I decide against it and lift the first suitcase onto the bed. Whoever originally owned this suitcase was clearly a stylish woman – it’s full of expensive designer gear. But she’s also a slob: the clothes smell bad and the first two dresses I pulled out were marked with off-white stains. I find myself wondering whether I believe Damien’s claim that he hasn’t looked inside the cases – what if all the clothes belonged to fat women, or old ladies? I brought some safety pins with me and I am, it’s true, an average size 12, but it still occurs to me that maybe this would force my decision and I’ll have to wear these designer duds after all. I consider this a moment, then open suitcase two.


The clothes in this case clearly belong to a poorer, and somewhat conservative woman. I’m relieved to discover that, once again, she is my size, which means I do at least now have a choice of outfits. While the other case had been cleared of anything that might identify the owner, in this one there’s a plastic wallet containing a temporary paper ID – no photo – to get her into a Greek hotel nightclub. (The club’s logo, bizarrely, is a lime-green iguana performing fellatio on an electric-pink dildo.) The name has been filled in with a pink pen and I’m amazed to see it is the alias Damien has given me – Victoria Coles. Is he deliberately toying with me? Or did he purchase this case first and decide to widen the choice later? I’m not sure how I feel about being given an identity along with the clothes and wonder whether there was anything else in this case that might fill out this woman’s character.


I dump the contents onto the bed. Among the clothes are three spectacles cases, an asthma inhaler, a toiletries bag, a make-up bag and an alarm clock. I open the spectacles cases first. Ms Coles has taken three pairs of glasses on holiday: one pair of sunglasses and two pairs of glasses: one stylish and modern with Prada frames, and a far more dowdy pair she presumably only wears indoors. I’m short-sighted myself so I go to the bathroom, pop out my contacts, and try them on. Her prescription is much weaker than mine but not so much that I can’t wear them, at least not for the few hours it’ll presumably take Damien to get me into bed.


It’s started to rain heavily. I unbutton the blouse I wore to the hotel and let it fall onto the bathroom floor. I study my body through her glasses, imagining I’m observing myself through her eyes. I still have another case to sort through, but I want, just for a minute, to imagine myself as Victoria Coles. I look at my bra and wonder whether Victoria would wear something like this. It’s not particularly stylish or elegant, just a purple and nude bra from the Elle Macpherson range, but somehow it doesn’t seem right for Ms Coles. I go back to the clothes heaped on the bed and discover my intuition is spot on – all her bras are either black or white. I take off my bra and drop it onto the bathroom floor.


I suddenly find myself with an overwhelming desire to know whether Victoria ever wears G-strings. And as this curiosity sweeps over me I remember how quickly I confessed my voyeuristic tendencies to Damien. Even before we’d gone on our first date I’d told him how I’d persuaded my brothers that the only way to secure their diaries was to entrust them to me, and about the time my first female flatmate kicked me out of our shared accommodation when she found my fingerprints on her secret snapshots of her boyfriend’s stumpy cock. Maybe it was reverse psychology; by telling me I didn’t have to investigate these ladies’ underwear he guaranteed I would.


And yes, there is a G-string in the suitcase. I knew it! Out of character, but that’s why it’s here – the contradictory detail that makes a person real. Plain girls are always kinkiest. Not that G-strings are necessarily kinky – I know lots of women find them practical – but I can’t help associating them with rappers and encouraging men to put their fingers up your anus once they’ve stripped you down. I have to acknowledge that Victoria’s solitary G-string is tasteful, a rather pretty blue Cosabella brief with pink flowers and a matching lace trim that makes me think of the icing on birthday cakes. I gingerly open them up and look inside, expecting the prettiness to hide dried secretions and crap tracks, but they’re the freshest item in the suitcase, so I take off my jeans and knickers and slip them on. Then I go back into the bathroom and as I’m looking at myself in the mirror something extraordinary happens.


I metamorphose.


At first I assume it’s the glasses I’m still wearing, but when I put my hands down to my thighs I feel the muscles lengthening beneath my fingers. My whole body is tingling and stretching, the most immediately diverting development being the way my inverted nipples right themselves and pop out like the teat on a baby’s bottle. My fingers go up to touch them and I remove Victoria’s glasses. Unable to see without them, I have to move forward and squint in the mirror. When I’m that close I see my face has changed completely. My formerly blue eyes are now hazel, my cute button nose has become long and straight, my eyebrows have thickened considerably and my pretty, angular face has filled out.


I am someone else.


But I am not unattractive. I misjudged poor Miss Coles. My hair is my best new feature. My own hair looked great backcombed when I was a teenage goth – not something I copped to as an adult, one of the reasons I felt embarrassed when Damien told his story about the sniggering ejaculator and his girlfriend – but since then it’s always been thick and hard to manage, with too much grey I can’t be bothered to hide.


All of these thoughts come quickly, of course, soon swamped by fear. But before I can panic I hear a voice – not my own – inside my head telling me, Relax, you can stop this at any time. Do you remember your safe word? Don’t say it. Just nod if you remember what it is.


I nod.


When you say your safe word aloud you will return to normal. Would you like to practise now?


I nod again and put my glasses back on, wanting to witness the transformation. “November shovel.”


For a moment I am transfixed by the sight of my pubes shrinking and vanishing back down my thighs and inside the G-string as Miss Cole’s untended thatch turns back into my neatly maintained muff, but as I stare at my knickers I feel transformations in my fanny that I didn’t notice when I was changing before. I stick my hand down the front of my G-string and clutch myself.


Ready to change back? the voice asks. I nod and feel my labia changing shape beneath my fingers. My clitoris swells beneath my fingers in an entirely new way as it becomes her clitoris. I have a very small clit, the glans, shaft and prepuce mostly hidden inside my labia, but Victoria’s is much bigger, protruding above the majora. It’s full and thick – not one of those freaky ones you sometimes see in weirdo porn films that look like a miniature penis, but big enough that I doubt any of Victoria’s boyfriends ever struggled finding it. I pull down my knickers and shuffle closer to the mirror, wanting to get a better view. Are you sure you want to go see Damien tonight? the voice asks me. We could enjoy ourselves alone. And I have to admit she has a point. But I’m too curious. I want to know if Damien has changed too. And if he is somehow responsible for what’s happened to me. I can’t believe this is possible, but I need to find out.


It’s a different receptionist when I go back down and she doesn’t comment when I hand her the keycard and head out. The rain’s got much heavier while I’ve been in the hotel and I find myself wishing that Victoria had packed a raincoat. I cross the road to The Castle, still absorbing the changes in my body. Her body. I can’t stop myself from fingering the extra weight at my hips and wondering whether Damien will find the transformation sexy. I walk up to the bar and order a Southern Comfort without thinking, even though it’s a drink I’ve never had before in my life.


I sit at a table in the corner by the window and look around the other people in the pub, wondering whether Damien’s already here in disguise. There are two men drinking alone, one of whom is sitting at the bar chatting with the barmaid and another at a table at the back drinking a pint of Guinness and reading. I don’t think either are my secret lover.


There wasn’t a watch in Victoria’s suitcase so I’m not wearing one, but he must already be at least ten minutes late. Damien’s always arrived early before so I wonder if this is also part of his new character.


The door opens and a tall man in a black suit and white shirt enters. He looks round the room, sees me and grins. It’s definitely Damien, albeit in someone else’s body. The person he’s inhabiting is nearly a foot taller, and has a sharper edge to his physical appearance, especially his face. Inside this stranger, Damien looks smug and excited, like a man test-driving a Porsche. He walks towards me. “This is going to sound cheesy, but I’m sure we’ve met before.”


“Really? I don’t think so.”


“Are you sure? Sometimes you see someone and you recognize them and you don’t immediately know why but you definitely know them. Are you here alone?”


I nod.


“Would you mind if I joined you? We could work out whether we do know each other. If that isn’t going to annoy you . . .”


“Are you confident? I’m only interested if you’re confident.”


I can see he’s surprised by this – doesn’t fully understand the new me yet – but hides it well, taking a seat opposite me and saying, “I think you’ll find I’m very confident.”


Fifty-seven minutes later we’re back in the Jury Inn, standing outside my hotel-room door. He kisses me for the first time and as exciting and bizarro and unique as this all is, I can’t help feeling wistful that our first kiss should be through other people’s mouths. The kiss becomes a passionate snog and Damien – who tonight is a man named James – dips down and scoops up the material of my long skirt as he strokes my thighs and brings his fingers up to my crotch. Victoria’s fanny feels much more active than mine – I’ve been feeling new internal wobbles and twinges all night and she’s already much wetter than I normally get until at least ten minutes of full-on foreplay. I turn away from Damien and push my keycard into the slot.


The door opens and James backs me towards the bed. I turn away from him and crawl across the duvet towards the banked pillows and cushions, pretending I’m trying to escape. He lifts up my skirt and throws it up over my hips as if uncovering an artwork. He stares at my butt for a moment, then reaches out and stretches the damp G-string back from my ass-crack. “Oh,” he says, “I like this.”


I assume he’s referring to Victoria’s underwear rather than her anus and I smile, about to reply, I thought you would, when I catch myself and manage to avoid blowing the game. I gently move away from his attentions and take off his jacket. Then I unbutton his shirt and unzip his fly. When I pull out his cock it’s one of those agaric mushroom kinds, with a thin stalk and a large helmet that is so shiny beneath the hotel room lights that it looks like it’s been polished. He whispers, “I’m bigger than him. Wider. Uncut.”


I laugh. “Was it worth breaking character to tell me that?”


“I am, I promise. Take me in your mouth and I’ll prove it.”


Since it seems to mean so much to him, I kneel down on the floor in front of James and put his cock in my mouth.


“Now, be careful,” he tells me, “I don’t want to choke you.”


“Stop boasting.”


“November shovel,” he says, and it turns out he’s telling the truth. The cock in my mouth swells in an entirely different way to a penis growing harder from oral attention. But his body changes shape too and I have to suck hard to stop the cock getting away from me as his body shrinks. I give it a couple of licks, trying to judge how he’s feeling, then put my hand around it and gently slip it out of my mouth. “You know what I’m thinking? I’m thinking this opens up lots of possibilities . . .”


He grins. “And I want to explore them.”


“Damien,” I say, feeling able to talk about this now he’s paused the fantasy, “I have to confess something . . . as fun as this is, I am a bit disappointed that you didn’t want to see me naked first. I mean, as myself . . .”


“Oh, I do want that, more than anything. But I needed to test you first . . .”


“Test me?”


“I needed to know whether this would freak you out. I probably shouldn’t admit this and I can promise you that you’re the first woman I’ve done this suitcase thing with, but this isn’t the first time that I’ve had one of these weird experiences and in the past, well, it’s been hard to find a partner-in-crime. I knew you were open-minded, that’s what all the porno talk was about, testing your barriers, but there’s a difference between being sexually adventurous and being able to cope when the usual rules of the universe no longer hold—”


“Damien, wait up, you’re going too fast. Do you mean that you’re the one who’s making us change? That you can control this?”


“No, not that. It’s hard to explain. Ever since I was a child I’ve occasionally had these incredibly lucid dreams where I see myself able to do extraordinary things. And I’ve found that if I follow what happens in these dreams . . . if I go to the places I see when I’m sleeping and re-enact what I do in the dreams, then I gain the ability to do these things in real life.


“Three months ago I had a dream where I went to an auction house, purchased a suitcase . . . I didn’t even know such a thing was possible . . . took this case home, dressed in the clothes and then . . . you can see how hard this would be to explain if you hadn’t experienced it . . . turned into the person whose clothes I’d bought.


“Now a normal person probably wouldn’t think anything of such a dream. But because I’ve had these sort of weird experiences before, I went on the Internet and looked up where these auctions take place, went and bought a suitcase, took it home, and transformed. The experience was fun, and trippy, but there’s only so much you can do in someone else’s body. I went to a club, picked up a woman, took her home and fucked her. And it was interesting, but creepy, because I knew I couldn’t tell her what was really going on without freaking her out.


“So I decided that the best way to enjoy this would be to find someone I could share it with. Of course, I had no idea whether it would work for you, but then I had another dream where I was inside someone else’s body fucking someone who looked like you do now.”


“That’s not fair,” I say petulantly, “you’ve had this experience already.”


He smiles. “Not exactly, but I must admit, I didn’t realize you’d be quite so chilled out about this.”


“I was scared when I changed,” I tell him, “but now that I know that the transformation’s not permanent . . .”


“But aren’t you frightened that such things are possible? Doesn’t it challenge your belief system?”


“I don’t have a belief system. And I’ve always been open to having my consciousness expanded. Maybe this’ll seem weirder to me once it’s all over, but right now all I want is your cock up my cunt.”


He’s gone a bit limp while he’s been talking so he wanks himself as he advances on me once more. “November shovel,” he says again, becoming James. I go to pull off my G-string but his fingers halt mine. “Take off your skirt but leave your knickers on for a moment. I do want to fuck, more than anything, but what you said before, about wanting me to see you as yourself. I wonder if we could try something. Take off your skirt.”


I unzip it and kick it to the floor. “Shoes too?”


“No, there’s something about those shoes that is just so fucking sexy.”


I laugh, pleased that I made the right choice. They’re just a pair of ordinary flat brown shoes, but somehow perfectly complement Victoria’s G-string and cunt.


“Get up on your knees,” he tells me. I do so. “Now,” he says, “show me your holes.”


I do as I’m asked, slipping my finger under the material of the G-string and pulling it back, allowing him a full rear view of my cunt and ass.


“Spread it a bit,” he instructs. I do so. “Now change back.”


“November shovel,” I say, and there’s something wonderfully exposing about returning to my normal self.


He groans. “I don’t think I could ever explain how erotic this sight is.”


I make the transformation back and forth a few more times, letting him enjoy himself as he watches the movements of my asshole and pussy. Then he gets up on the bed, holding the G-string to one side as he enters me. I let him take me as Victoria – she’s bigger and wetter – then, once he’s inside, I turn back.


“Oh God,” he moans, as the transmogrification of her cunt into mine provides his penis with a squeeze more intense than any amount of Kegel exercises would allow me to furnish. “Now you do it,” I say, while he’s inside me as me, and the swell of his cock inside me is not painful at all but more divine and intense than anything I’ve experienced before. I let him fuck me for a while and then ask, “Are you thinking what I’m thinking?”


He withdraws his penis from my vagina and I have an anxious moment wondering whether this is going to work or if it will do some terrible trauma to my insides.


But it has to be tried, so I let him finally remove my sopping G-string and lick my asshole for a while and then grease me up with some lubricant he’s brought before sliding inside my butt as James.


“Are you ready?” he asks.


“I am a little scared.”


“I won’t do it if you don’t want me to.”


“No,” I tell him, thinking about James’s cock swelled in my mouth as it turned into Damien’s and deciding my rectum can take it.


“November shovel,” he says.


It does burn badly to begin with, especially as I think he’s up to full size but then he swells again, but then his fingers find my clitoris and the pain turns to pleasure. I stuff my hand into my mouth and bite down.


“Is it too much?” he asks.


“No,” I say, “but don’t move for a moment. November shovel.” I transform into Victoria and her rectum must be wider than mine or more used to getting it this way as the pain from before immediately lessens. He continues to finger my clit as he sodomizes me without mercy.


When it starts to ache just a little too much, I ask him to turn back and he does so. After feeling the full force of Damien’s wide cock in my arse, James’s smaller penis feels much more manageable and I relax enough to let him fuck me until he comes.


He’s feeling bad because I haven’t orgasmed yet. “Is it the situation?” he asks. “Is it too weird?” It amuses me that even in this situation his ego remains healthy. “No,” I tell him, “I just find it hard to come when I’m being assfucked. It’s too intense or something. Besides, our clits need more attention.”


I roll over and just for an instant I’m not even sure who I am any more. Then it comes back to me. I’m still Victoria. He crawls up on me and puts his hands on her thighs and begins to kiss and lick me. I have this strange sensation in my head where my brain keeps trying to force me to acknowledge that it’s not my clitoris he’s expertly stimulating, a distinction that our body is finding it increasing hard to make. I transform back to myself and he takes a moment to locate my now much smaller clitoris with the tip of his tongue. But when he does find it, it’s suddenly so much more intense, and I stay as myself until he brings me to the greatest, most oddly guilt-free climax I have ever experienced.


“You want to come on us, don’t you?” I ask him afterwards, remembering his talk about cumshots on our date.


“Do you have to keep saying ‘us’?” he asks. “It creeps me out.”


“Really?” I reply. “It turns me on.”


“I definitely chose the right person for this, didn’t I? And yes, I do.”


He arranges himself on top of me and starts masturbating. I change back and forth as he’s doing it. He may not like me talking about it, but he certainly likes the reality of it, my face turning into Victoria’s and back again, and with every transformation he grips his penis and wanks faster.


It’s a game for both of us, the suspense being whether he’ll come on my face or hers. As he’s doing this I remember reading an online confession by an American teenager who said that something similar to this was all the rage at high school and college parties – ten girls would kneel in a circle while ten men would wank and rotate around them, so that you never knew whose face would get whose load. The game seemed delightfully inclusive, in a twenty-first century way, as the teen had written that the game wasn’t any fun unless there was a mix of attractive and ugly women and men.


The whole point was that the girl geek might get a face full from the quarterback, or that the boy nerd might get to shoot his sperm over the homecoming queen’s perfect features, and afterwards these people would feel closer to each other than anyone from my generation ever did. Call it sexual networking.


He didn’t transform as he wanked, staying as James the whole time. It was Elizabeth’s face he shot over, a relatively small payload but still impressive for his second time of the night. “I wonder if his spunk tastes different to mine,” he says, and then to my surprise, licks some from my cheek. “Turn back,” he tells me, “I want to see what you look like with my jizz on your face.”


I do so, and he kisses me, the sperm sticky between our lips.


Later that night, before leaving the hotel room and returning to my husband, I ask Damien, “So how long do you think this is going to last? Is it a one-time thing? If you get more suitcases will it happen again?”


“I can only go on the past,” he says, “and when this sort of thing has happened before it’s generally lasted for two or three months. And when it stops it’s usually about a year or so before I have another dream.”


“OK,” I tell him, “I will carry on doing this for as long as it still works. When we stop changing, it’s over . . . agreed?”


He doesn’t say anything for a moment. He seems to appreciate that I’m offering him a “Get Out of Jail Free” card, but at the same time is unable to quite accept it. “But if this hadn’t happened . . . how long would you have continued seeing me then? Would you have left your husband for me?”


“Never. Maybe our affair would’ve lasted longer, but who knows? Maybe this time will be different to your past experiences. Maybe we can keep transforming for years.”


“Maybe,” he says, “but I doubt it.”


“Agreed then?” I ask.


“Agreed. But just in case, in the meantime, I think we should make the most of it. How soon can you get back here?”


“Next week,” I say, looking at my watch, “but I still have another couple of hours tonight. He’s used to me coming back very late.”


“So what are you saying, the other suitcases?” he asks, and we both look at them.


“Well, I’ve already looked in one of them, the designer one, and I don’t want to turn into her, but the third one . . . I haven’t looked in there yet . . .”


He smiles. “Oh,” he says, “I think we’re both going to find what’s in there very exciting.”


“Really,” I ask, getting out of bed and walking, naked and achy, to the third suitcase and unlocking it, “let’s see.”




Cthulhu’s Toad


Robert Buckley


The Essex Street pedestrian mall throbbed with a swelling bustle of souls crowded within its confines, some in costume, some in warm-weather street dress. Girls in short shorts or even shorter skirts, skimpy tops, bare-chested young men sporting war paint, it all became a pulsing carnival of flesh and frippery bathed in warm October sunshine.


Making their way through the maelstrom of humanity a man in puritan dress dragged a similarly dressed woman bound by the wrists. Eddies of human beings swirled after them towards the Old Town Hall where they would re-enact the trial of Bridget Bishop, and where the modern-day audience would most likely vote to condemn her to the gallows for “sundry witch-crafts”.


Swept within the swirl, the Revd Walter Wright took his wife Adeline by the hand, towing her against the current like a tugboat until they neared an area roped off with tables and chairs outside a tavern and grill.


“Addie,” the minister said. “Let’s sit down. Are you hungry?”


“A little, but mostly I’d just like to sit a while.”


They entered the open air café and emphatically planted their behinds in the chairs. Adeline wiped away a fall of light brown hair from her forehead. “Whew! I thought we were going to be pulled apart.”


“Amazing, isn’t it?” her husband agreed. “All this revelry, and all in the service of the devil. Revd Hanson had warned me, but I had no idea. We can do some real good here, Addie.”


“Oh, Walter, I don’t know. It seems such harmless fun. The young people especially enjoy it.”


“Addie, it’s the young people we are most in danger of losing. Of course they think it’s all fun, but it’s subversive fun, it undermines the message of the Lord. This city is entirely in danger of losing its soul.”


“Amen to that, sir.”


Neither of the Wrights had noticed the young man sit at the table next to theirs. His eyes were dark, set back deep beneath his black brows. His hair was long and loosely curled; his beard black as his mane.


“Forgive me,” he said. “I couldn’t help overhearing. I’ve been saying the same thing since I moved to Salem, but no one wants to listen. My name’s Tovan.”


The reverend glanced at his wife. “Revd Walter . . .”


“Yes, Pastor Wright . . . I know, and this must be Mrs Wright.” The young man nodded at Adeline who responded with a smile.


“I read about your visit to the Enoch Baptist Church, all the way from Iowa. I’ve been looking forward to listening to your lectures.”


“Are you a member of the church?”


“No, sir, in fact, I haven’t made up my mind which church to join, but Enoch is one of those high on my list. It has a good, consistent message.”


“Well, it’s very refreshing to meet a young person so concerned with his spiritual welfare, uh . . . Tovan?”


“A very unusual name,” Adeline added. “Is it your first or last?”


“My only,” he answered as his eyes narrowed. A smile, more like a smirk, subtly creased his face.


Before either of the Wrights could respond, he twirled his finger in the air then aimed it directly at Adeline’s chest.


“I had no idea your wife had such full and lovely breasts, may I see them?”


Adeline’s hand went to her throat. She began to say something, but hesitated.


“Revd Wright?” Tovan pressed.


Walter’s words also backed up behind his teeth. Then he looked at Adeline.


“Well, go ahead, dear. We don’t want to seem rude.”


Adeline smiled, a nervous tic twitching her cheek.


“Um . . . of course . . . I don’t . . . that is, I suppose . . .”


She unknotted the little tie at her throat and began to undo the buttons of her dirndl blouse.


“I’ll have to reach back,” she said, as if in apology. Then she unfastened the clasp on her bra. Hesitating a moment, she lifted blouse and bra and exposed her vanilla-hued scoops of flesh to Tovan. Some passersby stopped and pointed; chortling rang out in the crowd.


“Very nice, Adeline.” Tovan nodded. Then he turned to Walter.


“You enjoy your wife exposing her breasts to others’ eyes, don’t you, Revd Wright?”


“I . . . but . . . well . . . yes, I suppose.”


“And why not? They’re such awesome tits; they should be shared.”


“Yes, yes, of course,” the Reverend nodded, but his expression was that of a man who was struggling to remember something.


“Adeline, you like to exhibit yourself, too, don’t you.”


“I . . . I suppose . . .”


“Nothing to suppose, it makes you feel good. You’re such a slut, Adeline.”


Tovan pointed across the mall. “See that young man there?”


The Wrights peered towards a hulking, shirtless man tugging at his crotch.


“Adeline, that big healthy teenager has been watching you, wanting you. Won’t you please give him some relief? There’s a van parked around the corner. Go with him; ask him if you can suck his cock.”


“I . . . I . . . well, of course, I suppose I should . . . cock?”


“Penis . . . you stupid cunt. You like being called a stupid cunt too, don’t you. Your pussy is drenched, isn’t it?”


“My . . . my . . ..”


“Don’t pretend you don’t know what a pussy is. Now, be a good Christian and go with that young man. Walter will be along soon.”


Adeline smiled and stood, her breasts jostled unfettered behind her dishevelled blouse. Her eyes fixed on the young man across the pedestrian mall.


Tovan and Walter watched her as she spoke to the young man, who put his arm around her waist and guided her around a corner.


“Well now, Walter, does she often fuck other men?”


“I . . . well . . . I can’t remember . . .”


“You enjoy it though, don’t you?”


“I . . . yes . . . Yes, I do . . .”


“Have you ever wondered what a smooth, pale teenaged cock like the one your wife is sucking on right now would feel like in your own mouth, Reverend?”


“I . . . that isn’t . . .”


“And to play with young, virile balls?”


“I’m so . . . what’s happening?”


“Come with me, Walter.”


Walter followed Tovan around the corner where a nondescript white van was parked. They approached and Tovan flung open the door. Adeline was on her knees sucking the young man’s cock. She was naked, her clothes piled in a corner.


A tall blond man stood behind her.


“Walter, this is Lars. Lars’s prick is as smooth as porcelain, just delicious. You want a taste?”


“Yes . . . yes!”


“Lars, may Revd Wright suck your lovely dick?”


“He can, after I fuck his slut of a wife. I’ll need a cleaning then.”


“Is that all right with you, Walter? Ask Adeline.”


“Addie, please, I must have some of this beautiful young man’s cock. Please, let him . . . let him . . .”


“Fuck her, Walter.”


“Yes, please let him fuck you.”


“Yes, Walter, of course he can fuck me. They can all fuck me. Walter, see, I’m a whore, they said I’m their whore.”


“Yes, yes, Addie.”


“Watch me fuck this bitch’s cunt,” Lars ordered.


“Yes, yes, please, fuck her . . . . fuck her!”


Tovan hopped outside and slammed the door of the van.


“Too easy,” he chortled.


“Ladies and gentlemen, the captain has indicated we are making our final approach to Boston’s Logan International Airport, please place your trays in the upright position in preparation for landing.”


Lois squeezed the hand that had tumbled into her skirted lap when her companion dozed off more than an hour ago.


“Hey, we’re landing soon.”


Locan groaned and stretched. “Damn, I hate sleeping on these things. I don’t usually.”


“You had quite the strenuous night,” Lois said and squeezed his hand again. “But I didn’t mind.”


“Oh?” He grinned.


“Even if it did kinda make me feel like a thief.”


“Huh?”


“Locan, it wasn’t me you were making such amazing love to last night.”


“What are you talking about?”


“You know, I was going to take another night before I headed back to DC. Maybe shack up with you in Boston one more time, but . . . dammit, I’m so envious. Who is she?”


Locan frowned. “No one I’m ever likely to see again.”


“Somehow, I think you’ll find a way. Just for my own ego, I’d like to think she’s some skanky alley cat.”


Locan chuckled. “She’s definitely no kitten.”


“Hmm, well, I guess I’ll always have Rome, even if I was just a stand-in.”


“Lois, look—”


“Shhh, it’s okay. It was a romantic weekend in the Eternal City, and all paid for by the State Department. This girl’s got nothing to complain about.”


“Don’t sell yourself short, Bouncy.”


“Bouncy? I heard you had a penchant for bestowing nicknames on people, but ‘bouncy’?”


“Uh-huh, and I’m the trampoline.”


“Oh? Yeah, I see what you mean.” She shrugged. “It must have been the chianti.”


“I didn’t mind,” he said, and kissed her hand. “At least you’re cushioned.”


“I guess I’ll take that as a compliment.”


“You should. You are a very lovely, very sexy . . . civil servant.”


“Hmm.”


They parted with a kiss at the airport where Lois hurried off to make her connecting flight to Washington. Locan gathered his one bag and stood outside the terminal. The nondescript, but official-looking car soon pulled up and he got in.


“Ever been to Salem before?” Special Agent Mullens asked.


“Yup, plenty of times.”


Mullens laughed. “I suppose I shouldn’t be surprised, in your line of work.”


Locan’s grin was wry and crooked. “I used to visit that town long before all of that Halloween shit took hold. It’s a pretty fascinating place. That whole witch trials episode was a brief hiccup in its history.”


“If you say so, but that’s all anyone ever remembers about the place.”


“That’s too bad.”


“Anyway, Rome talked to State, which talked to Justice, which talked to the bureau, and so here I am watching your back again. Just try to keep a low profile this time; it gets tougher bailing you out of shit.”


“You’re my own guardian angel, Mullens.”


“Angel, my ass.”


“So what does the bureau have on this guy?”


“Not much. He has no record. His name is Marshall Conway, but lately he goes by Tovan – just Tovan. Ex-seminary school student, left before he graduated and never got his DD. Could have been something concerning a girl, another student. Some rumours it was even a rape or sexual assault, but no charges brought. Then he shows up as an asterisk in a bank heist in New Jersey.”


“Why just an asterisk?”


“It wasn’t actually a heist . . . at least nothing he could be charged with. He said something to this little girl teller who filled up a couple of bank bags with cash and walked outside to the kerb and waited there as if she was expecting someone to pull up and scoop the loot. Probably no one would have paid any attention to her except, before she went outside, she stripped down to her bikinis. He was questioned because he was the last one who talked to her before her episode.”


“Hmm.”


“Oh, another thing I’m supposed to tell you.”


“What’s that?” Locan said, as he rolled down the window and took in a lungful of ocean air along Lynn Shore Drive.


“They’ve partnered you up on this one.”


“No. What the hell for? I work better by myself.”


“They didn’t tell me why; I’m just the messenger.”


“Shit. Did they at least say who?”


Mullens tried to avoid traffic by detouring off Route 1A through Marblehead, but as they came abreast of the state university he could see it would be a long chug into the city. They sat and stared at the bumper of the car in front of them.


“It’s a bitch getting into this town this time of year,” Mullens said, as if trying to spit a seed from his mouth. “Shit!”


“Yeah, it’s that time of year.”


“So, is your guy some kind of Halloween freak, or something? And why is the Vatican so interested in a guy who has no record? Must be some kind of spook if they’ve sic’d not one but two paladins on him. Why Salem, of all places?”


“Because this is where the landmarks are.”


“Landmarks? What landmarks?”


“The school here.”


“The state university?”


“Arkham University.”


“Huh?”


“Ever read any horror stories, Mullens?”


“I read some of King’s stuff when I was a kid. I get enough real horror tossed my way on the job.”


“Yeah, I suppose you do at that.”


They inched along Lafayette Street and turned right onto New Derby.


“Headed for the Hawthorne?” Locan asked.


“Nope. You guys are putting up at a little bed and breakfast off Derby Street.”


“A B&B?”


“I checked it out. Little place in an old house. Don’t worry; you have your own shower and a-c.”


“Won’t need the a-c at night. No matter how unseasonably warm it gets in October, the nights are always chilly on the coast.”


“Your partner’s already there. Oh, and your name for check-in purposes in Sumner Osgood.”


“Where the fuck they come up with a name like that?”


“You’re tracking your genealogy in case anyone asks. That’s why you came to Salem.”


“Not the Halloween festivities?”


“That too.”


They passed the maritime site and the old Customs House, then Mullens turned hard down a narrow street that paralleled Derby Wharf.


“Kosciusko Street?” Locan said, noting the street sign.


“Polish neighborhood. Practically on the water. You know that Seven Gables joint is just up the street.”


“I know.”


“Oh, yeah, you said you’d been here before.”


Mullens stopped the car and indicated they had reached their destination. Locan stepped out and retrieved his bag from the trunk.


“Stay in touch,” Mullens said. Locan nodded.


A small white wooden shingle affixed to the house indicated it was built in 1800 by Joshua Briggs, sailmaker.


Inside Locan was greeted by a cheery blonde girl he guessed to be about fourteen.


“Hi, I’m Jeanie. My dad’ll be back soon. I can check you in.” she said. Her grin seemed to brighten the dark-wood interior from a tiny pulpit of a desk wedged into a corner.


“Hi, yourself, Jeannie. Sumner Osgood.”


“Yes, Mr Osgood. Mrs Osgood checked in two nights ago.”


“Good. I suppose I would have had to be a bit flummoxed if she wasn’t here.”


“Well, she isn’t here right this minute, sir. She took the ghost tour; it came by to pick her up about twenty minutes ago.”


“You don’t say. Hey, would you have a copy of their itinerary?”


“Yeah, sure. Gonna catch up to her?”


“Gonna try to head her off at the pass . . . maybe here: Howard Street Burial Ground.”


“I bet she’ll be surprised. If you don’t mind my saying, Mr Osgood, your wife is really pretty. Kinda younger than you, huh?”


He nodded. “Kinda.”


“Well, nice to have you stay with us. Here’s your key.”


“Thanks.”


“Oh, and Mr Osgood?”


“Yes, Jeanie?”


“I hope . . . I mean, when I said you were older than your wife, I didn’t mean . . . well, truth is, I can see why she married you, if you don’t mind my saying.”


Locan grinned. “Don’t mind at all. You are a refreshingly candid young woman, Jeanie.”


He made her blush.


She wasn’t dressed for the season, but the translucent pale yellow sundress and floppy white hat were perfect for the weather: 80 degrees and breezy even as twilight approached. The breeze teased its way around her ankles, lifting the hem of her dress just fleetingly to reveal an enticing view of her knees and calves. Locan sighed, then admonished himself. But his cock twitched too. Had he missed her that much?


She meandered between the tourists who disembarked from a bus made out to look like a trolley that was made out to look like a big hearse. The guide led his charges through the gate of the burial ground. The kid looked to be about eighteen and was dressed in a crypt-keeper’s cowl. Locan thought he must have been sweltering.


“Now, folks,” the kid began, “there isn’t much to tell you about this dumpy old graveyard except one very important thing . . . it’s haunted.”


“Excuse me, son,” Locan called out. “Would you mind where you’re stepping? You’re about to trip over Mrs Peabody.”


The kid did a slow turn and a slow burn. Locan grinned widely from the granite tomb cap he sat upon.


“Sir?”


“Mrs Eliza Palmer Peabody . . . Nathaniel Hawthorne’s mother-in-law. Mom to Elizabeth the transcendentalist who introduced kindergarten to America, and Mary, who married the great educator Horace Mann, and Sophia, Nathaniel’s wife. She was an artist, you know. Anyway, you’re stepping on her, Mrs Peabody, I mean.”


The kid cocked his head like a confused mutt.


“Her gravestone is pretty eroded already; I’d hate to see someone accidentally damage it.”


A collective mumble rose among the tourists. Some snapped pictures of the tombstone.


The kid forced a chuckle. “Everyone’s a historian in Salem, folks. Sir, maybe you should wait for the literary tour to come along.”


“You don’t have one. Shame. There’s a lot more to Salem than witches and ghosts.”


“Well, for the moment, I’m working the hauntings tour. Think I could continue?”


“Oh, pardon me, son,” Locan grinned and nodded. “Didn’t mean to interrupt. Please, carry on.”


“Thanks.” He turned towards his group. “As I was saying, this is where the ghost of Giles Corey appears whenever there is an impending disaster facing the city of Salem. He was crushed to death right here.” The kid waved his arms, indicating Giles met his end right behind where the kid was standing.


“Oh, sorry, hate to be a pest,” Locan interjected again, “but more likely old Giles was pressed over yonder in the parking lot of the Catholic church there. It would have been right across the street from the old gaol.”


The kid was seething now. A familiar sweet giggle erupted among the tourists.


“Is that so?” the kid challenged. “Well, I’ve been conducting this tour all summer and—”


“Well, glad I could set you straight. Wouldn’t want to misinform all these good people who paid to get the accurate story. Especially since there’s nothing else to recommend this old bone yard. Except perhaps that I’m sitting on Mrs Hawthorne, Nathaniel’s mom, and his sisters and grandparents. And just a few yards away lies one of the most celebrated marine artists of his day, and a stone’s toss from Mrs H. is Colonel Carleton, who raised his own regiment and served under Washington at Valley Forge. Hey, folks, has he shown you where Captain White was murdered yet?”


There was an emphatic acknowledgement from the group.


“Good. Well his nephews are buried here too, the first defendants to be convicted of accessory murder in the United States. They were both hanged right over there at what used to be the county jail . . . looks like they’ve turned it into luxury apartments.”


The crowd was losing its cohesion with individuals snapping photos and talking excitedly.


“Folks, we really got to shove off now,” the kid pleaded, “got to get to the next haunted stop.”


Like a frustrated border collie he tried to herd them back onto the bus.


She didn’t follow the group, but instead slowly approached Locan, a careless relaxed roll of her hips with each step. He had missed her, even more than he realized.


At last she stood in front of him, the breeze carrying her scent into his nostrils. He resisted the urge to lay her down on the tomb cap and screw her senseless.


“Have a seat, Mrs H won’t mind.”


She slid her behind onto the tomb cap, her dress moulding to the valley between her cheeks.


“Planning on becoming a tour guide when you retire?”


“I didn’t know you could retire from the Palatinae. Only they can say when your penance is up.”


“Hmm, that poor kid.”


“He’ll probably get laid tonight; he’ll get over it.”


“You think that solves all problems?”


“The only ones worth solving.”


“Locan . . . I missed you.”


“Missed you too, Rachel.”


“Racey.”


He grinned and pulled her towards him, kissed her, and deftly turned her onto her back.


“Here?” She asked, feigning wide-eyed surprise.


“Uhmmm.”


“It isn’t even dark yet.”


His hand slid up her thigh.


“Stop! We have a room.”


“Too far,” he said, and kissed her neck.


“I’ll shift.”


“Nooo, c’mon.”


“I mean it. Screw me on a nice soft bed, not a table of bumpy granite.”


“But I don’t know if I can walk,” he whined.


“I’ll help you; maybe we’ll get back before you get an ingrown erection. That would be a shame.”


“Ohhhh!”


Their walk back to the B&B was more like a pursuit as she fended off his hands and endured his pinches. They greeted Jeanie and almost fell up the stairs as the teenager blushed and giggled.


Once inside the room Rachel kicked off her shoes and tossed the hat. He lifted her dress to her shoulders and held it a moment. Her body was so pale.


“You don’t get out in the sun much, do you?” he said.


“I prefer moonlight. Complaining?”


“No, no, no . . . it’s just . . . a guy could go snow blind looking at you.” He lifted the dress over her head and let it fall. Her chestnut hair tumbled over her shoulders, veiling her unfettered breasts; she wore only a flower-print bikini panty. He began to back her towards the bed, but she sidestepped him and worked at his belt buckle, zipper, and took hold of his trousers at the hips. Then she had them off and his boxers with them.


He was on the bed, naked. She had lost the panties and had straddled him. It seemed she was about to forgo any preliminaries. But he wanted to kiss her, even more than fuck her. He reached up and pulled her onto his chest, lifting her so her lips could reach his.
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