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There was only one kind of weather in Camp Sunshine, and the wind threw rain by the rattling bucketload against the office window as Derek leaned myopically close to the typewriter’s platen. He dabbed a blob of correction fluid onto the stencil, biting his upper lip with concentration:


CANP NEWSLETTER, MAT 15th


Derek sighed. “I need new glasses,” he muttered, flipping them up onto his forehead so that he could squint the page into focus. A second blob followed the first, along with a sigh of exasperation. Am I turning long-sighted as well? He’d heard that happened with age. But the traveling optician wasn’t due to visit again for another couple of months. I’ll just have to wait. The correcting fluid stubbornly refused to dry:




CAMP NEWSLETTER, MAY 15th


Greetings to our new readers! This is the Camp Sunshine newsletter, brought to you by the Arts and Entertainments Office and edited by Derek Reilly.


WHAT’S NEW IN ARTS AND ENTS


We’re in for a rainy May, so this month we’re bringing you a shimmering schedule of indoor arts and pursuits. Jenny Morgan will again be teaching her extremely popular course in basket-weaving in Crafts Block ‘C’ on Tuesday afternoons, and Ryan O’Neill will be facilitating a workshop on Mayan poetry—





Derek lost himself in concentration, and laboriously typed another ten whole lines without needing any more of the precious correction fluid—it was fiendishly hard to get management to sign off on the stuff. The keys of the manual typewriter thwacked into the stencil, gouging letter-shaped indentations as he stolidly hammered out the news, referring occasionally to handwritten notes that he took from an in-tray. After transcribing each item he speared the notes on a rusting six-inch nail, where they fluttered in the draft from the window. Another jugful of water splashed off the glass and gurgled down the side of the Portakabin: Derek grunted and typed on and on, marching down the front page in disciplined single-spaced silence.


“Derek? Coo-ee!”


The door burst open, admitting a howling gust of rain and an unwelcome interloper.


“Hello, Marge.”


Marge—Margaret Nash, plump and busily forty-ish—unzipped her bright yellow kagoule and hung it atop Derek’s on the coat hook behind the door. “I brought you the Gazette,” she said brightly. “It’s Baltic out there! Is the kettle on?”


“It just boiled.” Derek peered at his nearly completed front page. He had a vague recollection of switching on the electric kettle awhile ago. Time really flew by when you were cutting a stencil. Marge sidled over to the chipped Formica worktop at the far side of the cabin and readied two tea mugs, with a prodigious clanking and clattering of crockery. “Any news?”


“Oh, you!” She chuckled as she switched the kettle on again. It began to rattle and hiss: the solitary filament bulb dangling from the ceiling flickered, a victim of the ancient camp wiring. “Iris was saying something about the public private partnership that’s just come in”—she emphasized the unfamiliar phrase—“about us all having to move out for six months while they rebuild everything.”


“What?” Derek finally looked up: “What did you just say?”


“The reconstruction! The budget’s come through.” Marge looked uncertain. “She says we’ll all have to move out. All of us lifers.”


“All of . . .” Derek trailed off uncertainly. He shook his head. “She can’t mean it. There must be some mistake?”


“Of course there’s a mistake!” She sniffed, pointedly. “We wouldn’t be here if there wasn’t some mistake. But this rumor’s true, for sure. The camp’s closing while they rebuild the accommodation blocks, and Iris says they’re going to rehouse us for the duration.”


“But what about the, the regular in-inmates?” Derek stared at his almost-finished front page, totally perplexed. “Are they going to be moved?”


“Oh, you! Of course they’re going to be moved!” The kettle gurgled to a crescendo and clicked off; Marge slopped near-boiling water into the two mugs, then put it down. “I heard they’ve got another camp all ready,” she said confidingly. “Somewhere in the Welsh borders, or maybe South Georgia. It’s going to be announced tomorrow morning at roll call.”


“But, but—” The nearly finished stencil mocked him from behind the platen. “—what about my newsletter? It’s going to the duplicator before then.”


“You’ll just have to do a special edition!” she said, showing no sign of awareness of the extra day’s work she was prescribing: “Think of it as an exclusive! Isn’t it exciting?”


Marge and Derek were both lifers: long-term inhabitants of Camp Sunshine who had arrived there through an unhappy chain of circumstances many years ago, and who had failed, for their own peculiar reasons, to reintegrate into civil society.


Most of Camp Sunshine’s population were transients, consigned to the camp therapists for reprogramming and rehabilitation prior to release back into the community. In most cases mere months separated their arrival (raving and straitjacketed in the back of a fake ambulance at midnight, their imprecations stifled by the containment grids built into the walls of the prisoner transport vehicles) from their departure (with friendly if slightly uncomprehending goodbyes, clutching a cheap overnight bag as they waited for the minibus to the railway station). If someone was still there after a year, it meant one of two things: either they were a member of staff, or the Laundry had fucked up.


The Laundry—not its real name, but it had been established during wartime in offices above a Chinese laundry in Soho, and the name had stuck—was the department of the Secret State charged with defending Great Britain against occult threats. Mathematics is more than an abstract intellectual pursuit; when we solve certain theorems we set up disturbances in the Platonic realm of Theory, creating echoes which beings in parts of the multiverse far stranger than our own can tap into. Theoretical computer science is a branch of formal logic—itself a branch of mathematics—which encompasses some very disturbing phenomena, including applications of computational demonology. And where you get demons, you get worshipful cultists.


The government had eventually learned—the hard way—that killing dissidents—or cultists—was counterproductive. It was better by far to monitor the harmless ones and only arrest the violent cases, then deradicalize or deprogram them at suitably secluded sites before releasing them back into society. Temporary disappearances could be explained with a variety of cover stories, but mass graves increasingly tended to leak ghosts these days. Furthermore, like armed political radicals, followers of the Elder Gods were less likely to fight to the bitter end if they knew they would not be killed if they surrendered. For these and other reasons, the Public Control Department of the Laundry pursued a tedious course of containment and harm reduction—and Camp Sunshine was a key component of the war against the cults.


Camp Sunshine was not exactly a prison, although an inmate who tried to walk to the gray-green fells of the Lake District visible in the distance would inevitably find their feet leading them back to the huddle of buildings at the foot of the isolated valley. (And the less said about the fenced-off driveway leading to the nearest road, the better.)


The facility had been built by Pontins Holiday Camps in the 1950s. Pontins marketed their holiday camps on the basis of sun, sand, and fun—a cheap all-included package holiday experience suitable for all the family, a short coach ride from the factory gate for those enlightened workplaces who ran annual summer clubs.1 Camp Sunshine was an experimental attempt to break out of their seaside niche and cash in on the hill-walking market. But it was doomed to failure from the very start by the whimsical microclimate of the Cumbrian valley it was situated in. The Lake District is one of the most beautiful, if hilly, areas of North West England, but it’s also notorious for its rain and Camp Sunshine sat on the lee side of a low mountain, downwind of a semipermanent hairball of dank, gray cloud.


Alternately freezing cold and raining, and cursed in the rare intervals of sunshine by midges that had apparently evolved from stealth-equipped horse flies, the package holiday entrepreneur finally gave up and traded Camp Sunshine to the government in settlement of a tax bill after three disastrous summer seasons in a row.


The Laundry had not been at the top of the list of organizations on whose behalf the Ministry of Defense bid for the land. But the Adjutant General’s Corps rejected it for a military prison (hardship pay for the guards had been an issue), then the Air Force passed on it for a radar site (not much use in a valley), and the Fleet Air Arm didn’t want it for a bomb range. At which point it defaulted to the lowest priority user: and so it was that Camp Sunshine was taken over by the Laundry and run on a shoestring budget, paint peeling, weary, and unmodernized since the early 1950s.


Camp Sunshine had never delivered on Pontins’s promise of sun, sand, and fun. Instead it rained sideways eight days a week, the local mice had evolved webbed toes and were working on gills, and such recreational necessities as paper and crayons were strictly rationed lest the inmates amuse themselves by sketching elder signs in their cell blocks after lights-out.


Derek was admitted to Camp Sunshine in 1984. Like everyone else he arrived in the back of an ambulance, straitjacketed and sedated. He was admitted as part of a batch, along with his friends Ian, Tony, and Nigel. Ian’s usual character was a level-eight halfling thief, Tony had a sixth-level dual-class half-elven fighter/mage, and Nigel a seventh-level human cleric. Derek, of course, was their Dungeon Master—or, as it said on the charge sheet, “suspected cult leader.”


What had happened was this: a concerned teacher, sensitized to the possibility of the occult dangers inherent in D&D by a Chick Publications comic someone had left in the staff break room, called an anti-terrorist tip line. “Last night I cast my first spell! This is real power!” boasted one of the children in the comic, and the teacher (being of an earnest, not to say religious, bent) desperately wanted to talk to someone about the problem pupils in Class 4B. He’d overheard them talking Demogorgon and Asmodeus behind the bike sheds, and the world of tabletop role-playing games was sufficiently unheard-of in southeast England at the time that the duty officer in Dansey House thought it better to be safe than sorry, and sent a snatch squad.


The snatch squad did their usual thing: they secured the ritual paraphernalia in accordance with their standard secure containment protocol, then detained the suspects before delivering them to Camp Sunshine for investigation and deprogramming. The family members were left memories of the disappeared going on a boating holiday in the lakes and a profound conviction that everything would be all right. Reports were written, memos sent, a case file created for Operation MIDNIGHT DUNGEON. Then the snatch squad went home—done and dusted.


But for Derek, the best years of his life were already over—and he was just fourteen years old.


The Arts and Ents Portakabin sat at one side of the fenced-off administration block. It was separated from the inmate barracks by two more fences: one of them conventional, the other featuring sacrifice poles bearing the oddly misshapen skulls of eldritch ungulates and a series of wards fit to curdle the blood of any necromancer who clapped eyes on them. The rain was still bucketing down as Derek shrugged into his kagoule, zipped it all the way up to his chin, and dashed across the gravel-strewn mud to the permanent site office.


As a trusty—an inmate who had been deemed useful and co-opted by the short-staffed management to fill a zero-risk job, in exchange for pocket money and access to the staff break room and its flickering tube television—Derek was legitimately allowed to wander freely inside the perimeter fence. (A freedom he mainly used in order to stay as far away as possible from the more deranged short-termers cluttering up the high-security zone.) Now he opened the outer door to the site office, turned left along a narrow, paint-peeling corridor, walked to the end, and knocked on a door.


“Enter.”


Derek opened the office door—sorcerously constrained to only allow entry with the permission of the occupant—and walked inside. Iris was working, or at least appeared to be working, so he sat in the least creaky visitor’s chair and waited patiently for Mrs. Carpenter to finish whatever she was reading. Admissions file, he thought absently. (Blessed with a photographic memory, he’d long since learned to recognize all the different admin documents at a glance by their table layout. He’d created some of them himself. Knowing how to design a character sheet turned out to be a useful life skill after all, despite his mum’s admonitions.) Probably another of the Golden Promise people. He tried to remember which bunch Mrs. Carpenter had been with when she was pulled in: Red Skull Cult, maybe? Or was she one of the Crawling Chaos crowd?


Like most of the other camp administrators, Mrs. Carpenter was an inmate—one who had come from the Laundry itself. She had done something unspeakable for which she was now paying the price: not so much one of the Slow Horses as a Slow Equoid. But because she’d been management level in her old job, she already had the necessary security clearances to work in camp admin. It was safe enough: she was watched and bound by geas to prevent her falling back into old bad patterns of behavior, and she could no more leave without permission than any other prisoner.


Mrs. Carpenter finally sat up and gave him a look that scattered his woolgathering thoughts like a blast of birdshot through a murmuration of starlings. It wasn’t a hostile look, exactly, but it had more than a faint whiff of what, now?


Derek cleared his throat. “I, er, heard a rumor,” he said experimentally, then his brain crashed and his lips froze and the world came to a screeching halt outside his head. “A-a-a-a—”


Mrs. Carpenter held up a hand, his cue for a time-out. “Sneeze or stutter?” she asked.


“Stutter.” Simple binary questions were easily answered. Derek took a deep breath while he got his thoughts back in order, then tried again. “Marge said the reconstruction budget’s been approved and I was w-wondering if I could ask you a few questions for the newslet-letter?” His stutter got a lot better—almost went away, in fact—if he got the words out fast enough. It was like rushing over a rope bridge, pointedly not looking d-d-d-down. Thought was the speech-killer.


“Of course. Let me just put this away.” Iris stood, character sheet in hand. She walked to the wall of filing cabinets, muttering something as she passed her fingers over the front of a drawer. It opened just far enough to suck the pages right out of her hand before it slammed shut again. There were no writing implements on her desk: she wasn’t so slack that she’d leave a pen in full view of the window, however many fences there might be between her office and the high-security zone. She walked back to her chair, dusted her hands on her jeans, then dropped her formality like a wet cloak. “How about we go to the break room for a cup of tea while I fill you in? You’ll want to take notes.” She gestured at the stationery cupboard he’d been wistfully looking at, unsealing it with a flicker of mana.


Oops, Derek thought guiltily. She’d somehow seen right through him. But—“It wasn’t a pretext,” he said defensively, “I really d-do want to write it up! Special issue, even.”


“Teatime,” she repeated firmly. Derek surrendered: he was at least a decade older than Iris but she clearly wore a +3 invisible cloak of authority, the same kind that head teachers, mothers, and policemen were all issued. She led him helplessly through to the break room, where somebody had already boiled the kettle.


Over the next half hour she gave him a quick rundown of the plans. “There is projected to be a four hundred percent increase in prisoner numbers over the next four years, due to circumstances you aren’t cleared for,” she began. Are the stars coming right? Derek pondered: there were plenty of rumors about that, an historic conjunction that thinned the walls between the worlds and brought the creepy-nasties out to play, making it easier to practice all sorts of mischief and magic. But he didn’t dare ask—loose lips didn’t sink ships half so much as they led to some energetic jobsworth organizing a fake boating accident, so that some poor fool like Derek ended up spending the next thirty years in pokey.


(Nigel, Tony, and Ian had been bound to silence and released into the wild under false identities pretty much as soon as Psych and Cults realized their mistake, a year after the midnight snatch. But Derek had swallowed too much esoteric lore about gods and demigods, then gone diving for legends and fables in the mythology section of the school library to customize the campaign he was running. It took them too long to work out that he was just a harmless Nerd of Dungeon Mastery with a stutter, some signs of mild autism, and an iffy talent. Once stripped of supportive family and friends, he was effectively institutionalized. Camp Sunshine was worse than a prison: it had become his home.)


“So we’re all going to have to move out for at least six months,” Iris was explaining. “They’ve prepared a temporary facility for you—a room in an approved safe house—and apparently there’ll be some job-related training. When the Phase One construction is complete and it’s time to move the trusties and admin teams back you’ll be offered full-time employment on-site. You’ll be an official staff member of the Arts and Entertainments department! Isn’t that good?” She smiled at him encouragingly, so Derek nodded, even though something inside him wanted to curl up and die. “You’ll be paid more, and though security will be tighter you’ll be housed in the staff wing—there’ll be much fewer restrictions there, you can even play video games and have your own DVD player.” Derek nodded. He’d seen adverts for DVD players and video games on the black-and-white TV. They didn’t make much sense to him, but he was sure there was a reason why people wanted them.


“When is it starting?” Derek asked.


“What, the phased shutdown?” Mrs. Carpenter side-eyed him. “Have you counted the prisoner intake this month?” Derek shook his head. “We stopped taking in new subjects three weeks ago—they’re all going to Camp Tropicana instead.” Camp Tropicana was on Mingulay in the Outer Hebrides, which had been vacated by its last residents in 1912. “What’s coming next is phased discharge plus care in the community for all the level-four inmates”—the ones within spitting distance of sanity, who could be trusted to refrain from sacrificing the neighbor’s children to Dagon—“then the hard cases will be shipped up to Tropicana and those of us who are essential adjuncts get rehoused along with the permanent staff. Don’t worry, it’s all planned, all you need to do is pack your personal effects when it’s time. For now, we just pretend everything is normal so we don’t upset the unstable.”


“So . . . a few weeks?” Derek asked, slack-jawed.


Mrs. Carpenter nodded. “A few weeks,” she agreed, “then all of this will be demolished!” She looked around the shabby room as if seeing it for the first time: the damp patches near the corners of the ceiling, the carpet that had once been the color of boiled Brussels sprouts, the MAGIC CIRCLE OF SAFETY public information posters. “It’ll be the end of an era. Can’t come soon enough, if you ask me.”


“I’d better g-go and write it all up.” Derek stood hastily, folding and double-folding his sheet of note paper.


“Do remember to run your draft past Barry in Censorship before you publish.” Mrs. Carpenter grinned encouragingly. “I can’t wait to see it!”


That evening, after eating his dinner in the canteen (third sitting, as usual), Derek returned to his bedroom in a state of heightened anxiety, where he considered his options.


As a trusty and a lifer Derek rated various privileges, from post-room access and television viewing rights to a room of his own. It wasn’t a cell: the door had a lock, but he had his own key to keep out other inmates. There was a narrow bed he’d never shared with anyone, a washbasin, an overstuffed armchair, and a bookcase. He had a collection of old clothbound notebooks, rule books, games magazines he’d been permitted to subscribe to, and library loans. The bookcase was an office castoff he’d been permitted to repurpose: it locked using a different key, and would sound a very loud alarm if he left the room without securing it.


Derek also had a desk with a folding camp chair. He’d spent years at this desk, studying the school curriculum they’d grudgingly permitted him—there’d been no exams, but he’d had plenty of time to study to A-level standard in those subjects that could be completed with pencil and paper. The desk, too, had a lockable stationery drawer, where he kept his writing implements, current notebook, and the papers for the play-by-mail game he ran. At the back of the drawer he kept his dice bag: it was to this that he resorted when he needed to calm his nerves and choose a course of action. And it was in an envelope taped to the underside of this drawer that Derek kept his biggest secret.


When he was eleven Derek had taught himself to type on his mum’s battered manual portable typewriter. (It had made DM’ing for his mates easier: he knew how to use carbon papers and produce legible handouts.) Now his skills came in handy for producing the camp newsletter on the antique equipment in the trusty’s Portakabin—nothing electronic, electronics were dangerous, you could summon nightmares with electronics—but he had the use of a wide-carriage Imperial ‘66’ and a 1950s stencil duplicator. As it fell to him to type up the newsletter, it had gradually also come to him to edit and write most of the contents.


The first rule of Camp Sunshine was: “Don’t upset the patients.” Too much information about the outside world was held to cause agitation and disruption among the newly committed, who were encouraged to think of their involuntary incarceration as a holiday from the bad influences that had led them to practice twisted rituals and solve dark equations. But something that outwardly resembled a newspaper in form if not content2 had been deemed to be useful, signaling normality in the minds of the disturbed, and it had to be produced locally.


Derek had been granted newspaper and TV privileges so that he could cull entertaining but essentially meaningless snippets for the Camp Sunshine Times. The highlight of his morning was scanning the local newspapers (the Lancaster Advertiser and the Scarfolk Courier in particular), and every day brought him one or two useful clippings. Every week he typed them up on four sides of A4, cutting the waxed stencil sheets in the process, then (subject to the censor’s stamp of approval) ran off fifty copies on the clattering hand-cranked Gestetner mimeograph.


What Barry in Admin (the censor) didn’t know was that in addition to the cuttings Derek culled for the Camp Sunshine Times—lawnmower road rage in the suburbs, school crossing warden receives medal for fifty years of service—Derek furtively maintained his own morgue of newspaper articles of interest. Any time an article about games showed up, he cut it out (making sure to trim some other random column-inches for plausible deniability) and added it to his secret stash. And the day before yesterday, he’d stumbled across a very interesting piece tucked away on page seventeen of the Scarfolk Courier:




Game Players Roll in to Scarfolk Hotel for Annual Conference


DiceCon 16, the North West’s annual convention for role-playing nerds and people who like to dress up as elves, is coming to Scarfolk for the first time this year. A fixture of the Blackpool off-season, the convention received a warm welcome from the Scarfolk Council Tourist Board after a massive blaze tore through their regular venue at the Blackpool Grand Hotel. The event has been relocated to the Britannia Hotels Georgia Inn, and attendees may book accommodation with a convention discount. There are also beds available at the Scarfolk Central Youth Hostel. There is going to be a marketplace, various role-playing tournaments, a fancy dress masquerade, and an awards ceremony. Memberships are still available for £30 on the door. Friday 18th to Sunday 20th inclusive . . .





Derek smoothed the clipping on his writing desk, then laboriously copied it by hand into his current notebook. He’d never been to a convention but it sounded like a lot of fun. It also sounded daunting, despite the patronizing tone of the newspaper article. Even leaving aside the challenge of getting there, he’d have to work out how to pay for a room and how to buy a membership. How to talk to people who were interested in games. How to talk to people who didn’t know how to summon a Level Three Manifestation of Inchoate Dread and send it forth to drench the walls in blood and entrails if they got their hands on a stub of pencil for just thirty seconds. How to emulate the appearance of a normality he’d only caught fractured glimpses of out of the corners of his eyes for the past third of a century. How to cross a street again, how to buy a bus ticket, what beer tasted like . . .


Agitated, Derek slid the clipping into his envelope. Then he pulled out the black velvet dice bag with the uneven stitches he’d laboriously made for his twentieth birthday, checked that the curtains were shut and the door was locked, and tipped the precious cargo onto his desk.


More than fifteen years ago he’d hatched a foolproof escape plan. Unfortunately by then he had nowhere to go. Less than a month after he and his gaming group had been incarcerated, an overenthusiastic jobsworth in Masking and Concealment had arranged a fake boating accident and four closed-coffin funerals. (Derek had been officially declared dead; when the others were released they’d required new identities—that jobsworth had ended up costing the agency a lot of money.)


But now Derek’s home was about to be demolished and he had no reason to stay. Nothing could, or would, be the same again. So why not pretend he was Cinderella and her Fairy Godmother rolled into one (albeit rather more male, portly, and middle-aged than Disney dictated)? Why not magic up a pumpkin carriage and mouse-footmen, pack up his dice bag, and say goodbye to the ashes and chores of quotidian life? Roll versus Wisdom to run away to the big city and have an adventure unsupervised by the camp administration: roll versus Intelligence to win the tournament: roll versus Charisma to get the girl (Derek had little idea what that involved, but it sounded like something normal adult males aspired to). Derek wanted it all: but above all else he wanted a taste of freedom before his fiftieth birthday.


Derek picked out certain platonic solids among the dice he had carved by hand from the car park gravel and shattered dreams littering Camp Sunshine: then he made a silent wish, and rolled the oracular bones.


Here is what it is like to awaken one morning, and discover that in your sleep, instead of being transformed into a monstrous verminous bug, you have been mistakenly detained in a camp for dangerous cultists:


It sucks.


For the first week, Derek was kept in a windowless prison cell with only his pajamas to wear. The light bulb switched off periodically. Meals—some kind of cereal with milk, some kind of gray stew, and some kind of meat pasty—came through a slot in the door. They were served in cardboard bowls with a disposable wooden spoon, and if he didn’t eat fast enough the bowl turned soggy and disintegrated. Once a day (he was pretty sure it was only once a day, going by the lights-out cycle) men came to the door and put a hood on his head and handcuffs on his wrists, then walked him to another room with two chairs, a table, and a man who repeatedly asked him meaningless questions. The first time they did this, Derek cried; the second time, he threw a tantrum—both times, the guards took him back to his cell and left him alone. There were no beatings, and when Derek realized what this might mean it scared him even more.


On the third day he answered the questions. (Have you ever summoned Azathoth? What is the square root of minus one? Can you prove the consistency of Peano arithmetic using only the axioms of Peano arithmetic, rather than a stronger system like Zermelo–Fraenkel set theory?) (His answers were: Who? I don’t know, I don’t understand this stuff.)


On the fourth day, because he was bored, he answered the questions creatively. For some reason his interrogator didn’t believe him.


There were still no beatings, but his supper did not arrive before lights-out.


On the fifth day there was no interrogation, but right after he returned his breakfast bowl the slot in the door opened and a book slid through it. It was his very own dog-eared copy of the Gods, Demigods, and Heroes supplement—he’d written his name on the third page. Derek sat cross-legged on the bed and rocked back and forth cradling the closed book, too distressed to read. Lunch came. Afterward he felt very tired, and when he awakened the book was gone.


On the sixth day . . .


The interrogations continued until Derek lost track of time. Sometimes they’d change interrogator—blindfolded, he could only tell by their voices—but always the nonsense questions, repeated in various shapes and sizes and flavors until he wanted to throw up. Had he ever tried to summon a succubus? How often did he gather with Ian, Tony, and Nigel for ritual purposes? Did he know of any other congregations (or covens, or cells)? Was there a polyhedron that admits only an anisohedral tiling in three dimensions? What bindings had he and his coreligionists performed? Could he write a computer program to prove whether another arbitrary program would halt in finite time when executed?


Then, after a timeless age of misery, everything changed.


While he slept he had been moved to a different room. He was awakened by light, but it was a more natural illumination than the electric bulb in the recessed niche behind a pane of wired glass. He had a window, and painted walls, and a battered metal locker—like the one he had at school, but without a lock—standing beside a table and chair. Outside the window he saw gray-green hills and gray-white clouds. It was, although he did not know this yet, his first view of Camp Sunshine, and it seemed glorious, so he cried.


Derek’s dice roll told him he should go to the convention, but they didn’t tell him how to get there. Not to worry: he would take it one step at a time. The first step—three steps, actually—was to escape from Camp Sunshine without being detected, so that he had a good head start on pursuit.


This was easier said than done. Camp Sunshine was designed to be escape-proof. The only people who came here were prison service officers who had been read into the program by Detention Admin, agents of the Laundry—more formally, Q-Division of the Special Operations Executive, a secret government agency left over from the Second World War and tasked with defense against occult threats—and the sundry cultists, necromancers, and computer scientists-gone-bad who were targeted by the Laundry. Sometimes the categories overlapped, as in Mrs. Carpenter’s case. Occasionally someone like Derek wound up in here by mistake. But whichever category you belonged to, you only got in or out inside a vehicle with a steel body, grounding chains, and a very special kind of pass. The side of the camp that didn’t curve back on itself through spacetime was fenced off from the outside world by concentric containment grids and the shadows between the fences lay outside this universe—as did the alien predators that lurked in them. Nobody in the camp had seen one of them and lived. So the initial problem confronting Derek consisted of (a) getting into an outbound vehicle, (b) getting out of it at its destination, and (c) not being noticed.


There were no computers in Camp Sunshine, for computers were powerful thaumaturgic tools and giving computers to cultists was like giving assault rifles and sugary drinks to toddlers. Everything ran on paper, and outside the administration block paper and pencils were rationed. Modern electronics were forbidden even in the offices: it was all manual typewriters and carbon paper in triplicate. Which certainly made things tough for any inmate planning to brute-force the perimeter firewall by throwing demons at it—but it also made things hard on the administrators.


Mail came in and mail went out every day, along with paper and typewriter ribbons and other stationery. But they inspected the underside of the mail van with a mirror on a pole before it left every time, just in case there were any fugitives clinging to the underside, and the carbon paper was double-counted. Once or twice a week a secure transport would arrive or depart. Those were usually disguised as an ambulance or a Police Ford Transit, the kind with blue lights on top, two rows of seats, and a windowless, lockable cage in the back for prisoners.


To the best of Derek’s knowledge, since he had arrived at the camp a couple of would-be escapees had gotten as far as stage (a). Familiar faces had disappeared from the canteen, only to reappear a few days later—thinner, with bags under their eyes and a perpetually haunted expression. When asked what had happened they fell silent or shuffled away, eyes downcast and shoulders hunched. And nobody had succeeded in getting as far as stage (b). One terrible day in 1996 a high priest of Azathoth had teamed up with an expert systems theoretician who’d been driven mad by Dempster-Shafer logic: they’d gone full Bonnie and Clyde and hijacked a mail van using hand-carved slide rules and a “sacrificial dagger” looted from the kitchen stores. The camp administration had revoked the protective ward on the van as soon as it cleared the inner gates, and the following day the moving shadows beyond the fence had been fat, sluggish, and horribly satiated.


But Derek had a resource that none of the other would-be escapees had: time. The average detainee stayed for three to six months before their ticket of leave came. Derek, in contrast, had lived there for decades. And over the years Derek had become aware of patterns in the cycle of escape and recapture (or escape and digestion) that eluded the transient population. He had noticed that people entered the camp all the time—and then left the camp. The trick was to do so with permission. Escapees always got caught, but permission was simply a matter of filing the correct paperwork: and Derek had paperwork down cold.


The morning after Mrs. Carpenter explained the redevelopment initiative, Derek sat down in the newsletter room and bashed out an article singing the praises of the planned redevelopment. New furniture! Fresh carpet! Air-conditioning! There were even rumors about computers with access to the internet coming to the site office, although Derek was inclined to discount such wild fantasies as too ridiculous for words. (He wasn’t sure what computers were good for, and TV made the internet out to be a dangerous swamp full of sickos and stalkers. He thought it was probably a bit like sex: something people swore was better than sliced bread, but that had passed him by for some reason.)


I suppose I’ll find out soon enough, he thought, as he wound a blank form he wasn’t supposed to have through the newsroom typewriter and filled out a travel authorization and a counterfoil pass.


Draft newsletter—and forged travel paperwork—went into a file, and Derek headed across to the site office. Mrs. Carpenter wasn’t on hand (he’d carefully checked the rota: she was on her lunch break), which meant the outer office was staffed by . . . ah, it was Mr. Berry’s turn today. Mr. Berry was sixty-ish, with sallow hair and gray skin (or maybe it was gray hair and sallow skin? In the perpetual Camp Sunshine overcast they were hard to distinguish). His suit fit him like a mummy’s windings, and he had a graveyard cough that manifested every winter.


“Derek?” he wheezed. A perpetual miasma of cheap cigarettes clung to his yellowing shirt cuffs. “Where are you going?”


Derek held up the file. “N-newsletter draft for Iris,” he announced, pausing at Mrs. Carpenter’s door. “Can I drop this off?”


“Go right ahead.” Mr. Berry turned back to face the window, which he spent hours staring out of every day. By the time Derek entered Mrs. Carpenter’s den Mr. Berry had forgotten him. Derek remembered when George Berry had arrived, a seasoned forty-something veteran of Detention Admin. Derek had already been a trusty back then: as far as Mr. Berry was concerned he was part of the furniture, a walking, cardigan-and-spectacle-wearing piece of equipment for composing the camp newsletter.


Without bothering to close the office door Derek slid the folded travel authorization form into Mrs. Carpenter’s out-tray, which would be collected in half an hour, just before the end of the second lunch sitting. Then he left the folder with the draft newsletter in the middle of her blotter, awaiting approval.


The counterfoil pass itself—the ticket which would let him onto the prisoner transport tomorrow morning, tomorrow being Friday—remained in his pocket. When he presented it, the driver and guard would check him off against an approved list. The travel authorization form (assuming nobody noticed it was a ringer) would put him on that list. If his dice had given him the correct serial numbers and approval codes—he’d rolled the oracular bones on a number of less critical form-filling experiments over the years—they’d have no reason to doubt him.


He had only to return to his bedroom that evening, assemble his kit, and present himself at the gate after breakfast and he was as good as free.


So why did freedom feel like standing blindfolded at the top of a cliff, preparing to jump?


Barely an hour after he stepped off the top of the cliff, Derek was feeling distinctly carsick. To be fair, it was the first time he’d been in a moving vehicle in more than a quarter of a century. After crawling for a quarter of a kilometer through the shades and shimmering veils that surrounded Camp Sunshine, the driver reached the exit from the track leading to the camp. He floored the accelerator as if all the eaters out of some arcane hell were after his soul, hurling the Transit along a winding, narrow mountain road with a steep drop-off to one side. The van had a shot shock absorber and lurched horribly as he took the hairpin bends too fast. Derek looked out of one side window at the dry stone wall hurtling past centimeters from his nose, checked the other—nothing but sky and clouds—and forced his eyes shut.


On today’s run, the van was empty apart from the driver, Derek, Derek’s small tartan suitcase (inherited from a long-departed transient), and a payload of inter-office mail stashed in the safe in the back. A sheep wandered onto the road ahead: the driver gurned horribly, dropped the clutch, and revved the engine until the animal shambled placidly onto the embankment. Then he took off again with a screech of tires, aiming at the edge of the cliff just past the next bend. “Where d’you want dropping, mate?” he asked Derek.


Derek swallowed. “At the next bus stop, please?” Buses were safe: he knew how to buy a ticket with cash, how to read a timetable . . .


“There’s a couple in the next town. Where you off to? Maybe I could drop you closer—”


“I’m h-heading for London,” Derek said. “I mean, j-j-just catching a bus to the train station.” Derek’s stutter tended to come out when he was lying, and although he’d rehearsed his cover story repeatedly under the bedding after lights-out, his guilty conscience prevented him from delivering it flawlessly. But the driver accepted his excuse without quibbling. Fifteen minutes later the van slowed and pulled over in a picturesque street lined with tearooms, a pub, and a couple of camping-and-hiking supply stores.


“Penrith! Bus stop’s to your right, it’s the middle of the week so there should be one along in an hour or so,” the driver told Derek as he climbed out, clutching his tartan suitcase to his chest like a life preserver. “See you around!”


“I hope—” Derek began hesitantly, just as the van screeched away from the curb in a cloud of choking diesel fumes. He coughed for a minute, then straightened up. “Oh well.”


The clock was ticking, but he’d rolled for surprise and held the initiative: so he marched across the road (there was barely any traffic) and looked around the bus shelter. Fogged Perspex sheets covered an empty white space where there ought to be a timetable. A sign at one end announced service numbers for something called FIRSTBus; another pole staked out territory for StageCoach. “Uh,” Derek said to himself, then sat down and shoved his right hand in his trouser pocket, which jingled heavily.


As a trusty, ever since 1989 Derek had been paid a stipend for his work on the camp newsletter. “All prisoners who participate in purposeful activity must be paid,” said Prison Service Order 4460, and it applied just as much to Camp Sunshine as to any regular jail. But minimum wage law didn’t apply, and Derek’s salary had been the princely sum of twenty-five pence an hour.


On the other hand, there hadn’t been a lot to spend his pocket money on. Derek didn’t gamble, it was impossible to smuggle drugs into Camp Sunshine, and consumer electronics were forbidden. He’d been clocking up a thirty-hour work week for two and a half decades, and over the years it added up to nearly 400 pounds a year. Despite nuisance expenditures—postage and role-playing game rule books (the latter took months to arrive, thanks to the censors)—he’d managed to stash nearly two thousand pounds under the bed, most of it in pound coins. He had thirty of them in his pocket right now, because he wasn’t sure quite how much an inter-city bus ticket would cost. He had another ten kilograms of coins in his suitcase, wrapped in rolls stitched from pillowcases to stop them from clanking, and a couple hundred in ten- and twenty-pound notes he’d swapped for cash with members of staff. He’d also packed three changes of underwear, a clean shirt, and his first edition AD&D rule books; his dice bag he kept in his jacket pocket.


It made him feel dangerous and nervous, walking around with a plaid treasure chest pulling painfully on his arm. But however often he swiveled his head, nobody seemed to be watching him: Penrith high street seemed remarkably short on muggers, unless muggers came camouflaged as brightly clad hill walkers.


A lilac-and-purple bus came wheezing along the high street and pulled up at the shelter. From its state of repair it had probably been in service since the end of the last ice age. A door hissed open and Derek stepped aboard. “Where are you going?” he asked the driver, who sat behind a glass screen.


“Morecambe by way of Bowness-on-Windermere and Scarfolk.” The driver didn’t look at him.


“And, er, how much is a ticket?”


“Five pounds ninety.”


Derek peered at the driver and the rather odd machine covered in buttons next to a slot in the plastic shield. “Where do I put the money?” he asked.


Now the driver looked at him, his face eloquent disbelief personified. “In the slot.” He pointed. “No change given.”


“Right. I-I knew that.” Derek counted out six pound coins and deposited them in the ticket machine, wincing internally at the extra half hour’s labor he was giving the bus company for free. The machine whirred quietly and spat a piece of paper at him while the driver went back to staring out of the windscreen, evidently bored out of his skull.


Derek took his ticket and walked to the back of the almost-empty vehicle, careful to give no sign of his inner excitement. He found a seat, hauled his bag up beside him, and tried to sit still despite everything. Eventually the driver gave up waiting for additional passengers and moved off.


Yes! Derek exulted. He was on his way to DiceCon 16, and nothing could stop him now.


In the event Derek’s escape went according to plan, and his prediction of how long it would take for his absence to be noticed was spot-on.


Camp Sunshine’s administration did not insist on a daily morning roll call. This had not always been the case: throughout the 1950s and 1960s the camp had been run by the prison service with advice and oversight from PCD and the Security Section. But as the years went by with no sign of a successful escape attempt, fashions in cult deprogramming changed, the original management team retired, and their replacements were earnest young men in tweed jackets with patched elbows who read books by R. D. Laing and Ivan Illich. They emphasized deinstitutionalization and rehabilitation, tried to turn the prison camp into a therapeutic environment, and abolished the most overt reminders of regimentation and incarceration. And when they, too, retired, their successors carried on the now established traditions of camp governance.


Derek had taken the time to eat a full cooked breakfast before he boarded the van because he was unsure when he’d next get a hot meal. So his presence had been subconsciously—if not formally—noticed that morning.


If his luck was really good, nobody would have noticed his escape until the following Monday. But Mrs. Carpenter had found his draft feature for the camp newsletter waiting on her desk, and Mrs. Carpenter was energetic and efficient. She was a former SOE subdepartment manager as well as an inmate. They’d put her in a position of responsibility for Arts and Entertainments to keep her busy. A&E didn’t need much managing, but an idle Iris Carpenter was a dangerous thing, and she even worked weekends when the urge took her: so Iris read Derek’s draft article and red-lined it. And in midafternoon, annoyed by his persistent invisibility, she picked up the draft, walked to the site office to see Mr. Berry, and asked, “Have you seen Derek today? I’ve got some edits . . .”


“I’d, er, like to buy a membership pass for the conference.” Derek sweated nervously as he stood in front of a table beneath the DiceCon banner in the drab hotel lobby area.


It was midafternoon and Derek was hungry and footsore. The bus had carried him to Scarfolk—then out to an industrial estate in the middle of nowhere, because he hadn’t known how to signal the driver to stop. Eventually he managed to get off, then walked a couple of kilometers back into town. And hadn’t that been a strange experience? Just being able to walk in a straight line without having to stop and turn round after two hundred paces had left him jittery, hyper, and weak-kneed with a sudden apprehension of freedom. Then he’d had to ask around for directions to the convention hotel.


The first few people he approached had ignored him, until he worked out that the odd white plugs in their ears weren’t hearing aids and the glowing things in their hands were phones. Then he’d had to explain that he’d lost his phone, and wasn’t that odd. But he’d finally arrived, despite being shocky from the realization that he’d managed to escape and being battered on all sides by the unfamiliar. (It turned out that black-and-white TV was a terrible medium through which to keep up with the twenty-first century.) Now he was confronted by a desk covered in brutally futuristic-looking computers, behind which sat a girl and two boys—or students, Derek was out of touch with youth culture these days—trying very hard to ignore him.


“Excuse me?” he said again.


The bearded bloke in the Munchkin tee-shirt was busy explaining something tediously obvious to the spectacled girl—no, woman: she was at least in her midthirties, Derek realized—who had crossed her arms defensively and was leaning as far back in her chair as a Red Skull initiate cornered by a Mute Poet evangelist. Beyond her, the skinny guy was rocking back and forth, repeatedly mouthing yeah, yeah, and rotating his wrist around some kind of gadget. His ears were plugged: no help from that quarter.


“Excuse me?” he repeated.


“—You can’t multiclass as shadowdancer if you started out as a vanilla rogue and then picked assassin, it doesn’t work that way—”


Wrong, patently wrong, but Derek wasn’t going to correct him. “This-this is the registration desk for DiceCon sixteen?” he asked, raising his voice uncomfortably (meaning, to something approaching emphasis).


“Registration’s closed,” said Yeah-Yeah Man, just as the woman looked at Derek and sat up straight.


“Not for another three minutes!” Spectacle Woman said brightly, giving Yeah-Yeah Man an I told you so look. Leaning forward: “So you want to buy a day pass for tomorrow?”


“Y-yes—no! I mean, I want a full membership, for the entire conference?”


“Oh, right,” Bearded Multiclass Guy looked annoyed. “That’ll be thirty pounds. You need to fill this out.” He shoved a character sheet at Derek.


“Y-yes, I can do that.” Derek eagerly accepted the sheet, then his stomach sank. “I haven’t got a pen.”


Bearded Multiclass Guy smirked. “Riiight. What kind of gamer doesn’t have a pen?”


Spectacle Woman rolled her eyes at Multiclass Guy and produced a cheap biro from the backpack beside her chair, which was bright blue and looked formidably technical to Derek. “Keep it,” she told him, “I have plenty more where this one escaped from.”


“R-right.” Derek bent over the character sheet to conceal his confusion at being spoken to by a pretty woman—he was fairly sure she was pretty—who wasn’t an initiate of some alarmingly sanguinary human sacrifice cult, and thus a lethal existential threat to any adult male virgin within a ten-kilometer radius. “Thank you.” He hastily scribbled the bare minimum of details, including the address he’d grown up at and the home phone number, leaving the space for email blank.


“That’ll be thirty pounds, please,” she said, smiling at him from behind her thick-lensed glasses. Her brown eyes showed no sign of harboring a bottomless well of deep craziness, even though she was being inexplicably kind to a complete stranger.


“Just a minute.” Derek reached into his pocket and began counting out a fistful of brassy coins, constructing a tower on the table in front of her. “. . . Twenty-six, twenty-eight, thirty. There!”


Bearded Multiclass Guy glowered, then looked at his companion. “You got the strong box, Linda?”


“I—” She froze for a moment. “Keith?”


Yeah-Yeah Man twitched guiltily. “Yeah?”


“Strong box, Keith.” She waited patiently for him to snap out of whatever fugue state he’d lapsed into. “Where is it?”


“It’s in Ops.”


“Well fetch it, then.” Her voice acquired an edge of steel. The penny dropped: Perhaps she was being nice to Derek to prove a point, to demonstrate how fed up she was with Keith and Bearded Multiclass Guy? “We don’t want to keep this nice”—she glanced at the character sheet—“Derek waiting.” Keith grumbled but shuffled off to fetch the cash tin obligingly. Meanwhile Linda looked up at Derek. “You’re new, right?” He nodded. “Your first convention?” He nodded again.


“Do you even game, bro?” Bearded Multiclass Guy asked skeptically.


Derek’s cheek twitched. “Yes, actually I do.” He hefted his suitcase. “I’ve been running a play-by-mail campaign for the past twenty-eight years—”


“Well, good,” Linda said emphatically, cutting him off: “There’s a dealer room through there, and on the other side there are breakout areas for sessions, there are talks and panels running in the main function space, they’re serving refreshments from a table there, and—” She rattled through a list of attractions as she reached down into a cardboard box and pulled out a canvas tote full of papers and, judging from its weight, a hardcover manual—“a freebie from our sponsors, Omphalos Corporation, who are giving away a copy of their game Bones and Nightmares to all attendees.”


“Bones and Nightmares?” Derek echoed: “What’s the setting? What are the mechanics like?”


“You don’t wanna play that,” Bearded Multiclass Guy said dismissively. “It’s really clichéd and there’s a strong pay-to-play grift with the accessories, I mean real games start with the d20 core ruleset then—”


Keith returned, bearing a cash tin which he ceremoniously placed on the table. “Here,” he grunted, and sat down.


Linda’s hackles rose. “Hey, just because you don’t get it—”


Derek cleared his throat. “I need somewhere to stay?” he said gently.


“Hotel front desk is behind you, I think they still have rooms. The Youth Hostel is first left when you go out the door, cross at the lights, second right, you can’t miss it. Omphalos’s games are all pyramid schemes—”


“—Eye in a pyramid, maybe—”


Linda scooped Derek’s thirty pieces into the tin and passed him a slip of paper. “Ignore them and they’ll go away,” she told him, glowering at Keith and Bearded Multiclass Guy as they went at each other over the relative merits of different rule systems. “I’m off-shift in ten minutes. See you around later?”


“Okay,” Derek said amiably: then he tiptoed away with bag in hand to book himself a room.


Buying—renting?—a hotel room was nothing like as easy as Derek had expected. Admittedly his expectations were based on endless Fawlty Towers reruns. Apparently they expected him to have a credit card or a driving license or other arcane certificates of participation that weren’t so easy to forge with the facilities at Camp Sunshine. In the end he paid for three nights in advance, which wiped out almost his entire stash of twenty-pound notes. To add insult to injury, they called the manager out of her office to inspect the cash under a glowing purple light. But in the end money was money and a room was a room, and Derek got what his pre-rolled dice told him to ask for. There was a television with a very flat screen that looked like it had been squashed, and no channel buttons. There was a cramped but luxuriously equipped bathroom with an electric shower as well as a toilet, sink, and bathtub. The window opened over the car park, and there was a desk in front of it with a pile of brightly colored tourist leaflets and a gadget covered in buttons that he thought might be a modern telephone.


Derek shoved the leaflets in the bin and spread the contents of his goodie bag on the desk. There was a stapled pamphlet titled PROGRAM that turned out to contain the convention’s Arts and Ents schedule for the weekend. Another couple of pamphlets turned out to be adverts for games. And the biggest thing in the bag was an A4 box, its lid depicting a queue of worshippers approaching an altar in a shadowy temple. It was titled Bones and Nightmares:


Build your congregation! Recruit missionaries! Infiltrate the Inquisition! Be the first to Immanentize YOUR Eschaton!


“Hmm,” said Derek, unenthusiastically running a blunt thumbnail around the plastic caul the box was encased in. He shook the box and it disgorged a thick hardback manual, several printed sheets, a cardboard GM’s screen, and a set of boringly mundane d20s. He rolled them on the tabletop but there was no buzz of magic, no softly glowing aura of possibility: they were as dead as the set of d6 from the staff room Monopoly set (which could only be signed out of the safe in Mrs. Carpenter’s office with a permission slip from the warden himself).


The dice were dull, but the manual might be worth reading later: Maybe after curfew? Derek’s stomach rumbled. The digital clock on the squished television said it was nearly four thirty. Time to look around the dealer room, then find something to eat.


The hotel might have struck a more critical eye than Derek’s as shabby and run-down, but after Camp Sunshine it felt luxurious and well-maintained. The carpeted corridors soundlessly absorbed his footsteps. The doors neither slammed nor creaked, and it took him a little while to puzzle out how the lift buttons worked. But he mastered them like a pro, feeling a triumphant upwelling of XP as the doors slid open on the ground floor. He sauntered out trying to look bored, as if he did this sort of thing every year. Someone had helpfully put up printed signs directing attendees to the game rooms and program area, but the dealer room was closer. The door was propped open, and a bored, bearded guy was going through the motions of guarding it. Derek hovered for a few seconds before he realized he didn’t need permission to enter, that he had bought permission in the shape of his membership badge. So in he went.


Half the room was lined with white-draped tables bearing displays of game boxes, miniatures, and accessories, and the other half was occupied by a passable replica of the temple from the cover of Bones and Nightmares. Derek barely had time to boggle at it before a pair of well-endowed young ladies in tight blue jeans and even tighter tee-shirts simultaneously aimed arc-light smiles at him and closed in. “Why, hello there!” purred the brunette cheerleader, while her blonde companion made an elaborate gesture with both hands. It was clearly some sort of sorcerous pass designed to take control of his limbic system: “Hi, cute guy! What’s your name?”


“D-D-D-D—” Derek zoned out briefly. The name tag he’d carefully sewn a ward inside on the back of his shirt collar stung him back into sapience: “Derek,” he finished, caught like a deer in the headlights. Wandering Monster encounter, he realized. Don’t show fear. “Who are you?” he asked.


“She’s Sister Selene!” said the brunette, pointing at her companion.


“And she’s Sister Celeste!” said Sister Selene, before they succumbed to a fit of giggling which perplexed Derek.


“Out of Bones and Nightmares?” Celeste informed him, ending on an upward intonation that made it sound as if she was asking a question, which she clearly wasn’t. “Our company’s new game! We’re launching it here and at other gaming conventions around the world this week! It doesn’t go on sale until next month!”


Oh, realized Derek. “You work for Omphalos Corporation,” he deduced.


“See? I told you he looked smart!” Selene beamed at Celeste, obviously lying through her teeth because Derek was certain she’d never seen him before in her life and therefore lacked any evidence on the basis of which to pass judgment on his cognitive functioning (or lack thereof). She focussed on Derek, targeting him with both her chest and a bright smile: “There’s a tournament running tomorrow and Sunday, would you like to join?” she squeaked.


Derek did his best to pay her breasts exactly as much attention as they deserved, which was to say no more than any other magic weapon of +1 bamboozlement: “I’d love to,” he forced out, trying not to choke on his traitorous tongue, “but I’m looking for people I run a play-by-mail game with and can’t commit until we’ve arranged a face-to-face session.”


It’s a love bombing, he told himself. They don’t actually like you, they just want to use you. Derek had come of age in a deprogramming camp for cultists. Cultists could love bomb like a B-52, and left their target in much the same state. He’d been a virgin when he arrived in Camp Sunshine, and he was still a virgin because he’d seen what happened to a desperate, unfortunate—desperately unfortunate—teenage inmate who had confessed his state in an attempt to get his ashes hauled. Cultists could extract mana—magical energy—from ritual sex, but even more mana could be obtained from human sacrifice. Derek knew exactly what they could do with the aid of a couple of crayons, a tablecloth, and a cleaver stolen from the kitchen: and he wanted none of it.


Something of this must have shown in his expression because Selene’s smile dimmed. “Well, I hope to see you around!” she trilled with a goodbye wave, as Celeste took her arm and led her toward the polystyrene altar (which glowed an eerie indigo beneath the overhead ultraviolet spotlights). “It’s not you, honey, he’s just a fag,” the brunette headhunter consoled her companion as she led her away: “or another bloody aspie, they must have a fucking vaccine factory here or something.”
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