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ONE: DEPARTURE

“OOOH, that one,” said LAX TSA Agent Fenton Samuels, 
eying the line of  travelers.  “Let’s do it to her.”

“Wow, yeah.  Will you look at those things?  Wherever she 
goes, they arrive like a half  hour before she does.”  Fenton’s 
co-worker, Agent Danny Trenton snickered like an 
adolescent, mesmerized by the woman’s not-insignificant 
assets.

They were deciding who they were going to pull out of  
the line for extra screening.  They had a quota to meet, after 
all.  Might as well make the best of  it.

“No, wait,” Samuels whispered excitedly, tugging Danny’s 
sleeve.  “Not her.  That one.  Check out the tall one.”

Danny turned his gaze, not expecting to see much that 
interested him.  But then his eyes landed on an almost 
freakishly slender and tall woman.  She was easily six foot 
five, possibly even more.  She looked nordic: with high, 
sharp cheekbones, and moon-blue eyes, big as saucers, 
glancing this way and that from beneath a bob of  straight, 
black hair.  It framed her face with Betty Page bangs, and 
curled around the sides of  her head.  

She swept into line, her unbuttoned long coat twirling 
behind her like a cape, everything about her just so.
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“Oh, wait.  That’s weird.”
“What?”
“I think she’s missing a pinky.”
Danny squinted.  As if  on cue, the woman raised her 

hand to brush an errant strand from her eyes.  It was true.  
“Oooh.  Yeah.  That is weird.  A nine-fingered Nina.”

“Still puts the B in Boom for me,” Samuels judged.  “And 
she’s rich.”

“Yeah.  You can tell,” Danny agreed.  The woman was 
non-plussed; she was not troubled by anything.  “She has 
bitchy resting face.  Richy-bitchy face.”  Danny squished his 
face into a snarl.  She pissed off  the diminutive Danny by 
simply existing.  This woman was the kind of  person who 
just slide-glided through life: some arrogant, elegant, overly-
tall faery without a worry in the world.

Well.  He was going to fix that.

DOCTOR ELSPETH LUNE was worried, however.  
Very worried.  She just didn’t let it show.  Her clinical and 
practiced exterior was a mask.  She projected serenity in the 
emergency room — as well as the real world.  

Her husband, Oscar Cyrus, had been missing for a week 
now.  He had gone to the Arizona desert for business — 
and had never returned.  Elspeth was on her way there now 
to meet with the Nogales police — who seemed to be 
exactly zero help and know exactly nothing.  In fact, they 
were rather nonchalant about the whole thing, actually, 
which really pissed her off.  They had their hands full, they 
said, what with the Mexican gangs infesting many of  the 
border towns.  It was a war there, a real war with bullets and 
bodies: a missing person was small potatoes.  Here, fill out 
these forms, we’ll email you when we have something.  
There’s also an app you can download that will —
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Bullshit!  She was going there in person to raise the noise 
level, to intimidate them.  She was good at that.  Oh, she 
didn’t have to scream.  Should could just loom.  Everyone 
noticed her immediately.  By virtue of  her height, her simple 
presence was always turned up to eleven.  

She couldn’t help that.  So she might as well use it.
The TSA line at LAX was intolerable as usual.  Bored and 

twitching, she was about to call her mother for the third 
time that evening when she noticed something very odd.  

A man in a suit was browsing the newspaper rack.  There 
was nothing odd about that, of  course.  But this man was 
bald, and his entire head was covered in white paint.  
Written over the top of  this paint were hieroglyphics, as if  
his body were the inside of  an Egyptian tomb.  The writing 
covered even his eyelids, such that when he blinked, a 
complete text was formed.  

His hands were the same way.
When Elspeth looked at him, startled by his incongruous 

appearance, he seemed to feel it.  He glanced up, and his 
eyes sizzled her soul.  

Then he smiled ever so slightly — and made a beeline 
right for her.

What the hell?
He nodded at the giant glass window of  the airport.  A 

plane was just leaving the gate, taxiing out to the runway.  It 
was small against the expanse of  sky filled with a setting sun 
and clouds: an orange flame on cotton candy.  “That plane 
will not fly.”

“Excuse me?” Elspeth said, taken aback.  Little man.  
Little weird annoying man who painted himself  for 
attention.  Oooh look at me!  I’m interesting!  She didn’t have 
time for this.

But the man continued: “Here’s a kiss from the Dolphin 
Queen: Heavier-than-air flying machines cannot fly.  They never 
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could.  The plane will crash and people will die.”
Ice sucked the warmth from her heart at that.  Crash?  

Die?  Saving lives was her thing.  She didn’t want to hear 
about people dying, and she would do anything to prevent 
it.  

“What did you say?” Elspeth exhaled the sentence, not 
realizing she had been holding her breath.

“The plane will not lift.  It cannot.”  She could see the 
hieroglyphs covering him more intimately now.  The 
makeup and paint job were exquisite, exact, precise.  He 
looked like he was made of  marble, and little black glyphs 
of  india ink were etched with molecule-thin precision upon 
him.  “It never could,” he added to no one in particular.

The man turned then and meandered off, whistling 
tunelessly.

Feeling suddenly vulnerable, and realizing this man may 
have just threatened to blow up a plane, Elspeth made her 
way to the front of  the TSA line.  She pushed and excused-
me’d.  Whenever someone turned around with an annoyed 
face and found themselves staring into her chest, their 
surprised gaze immediately jerked up to her eyes — and 
their expression changed immediately to deference.  

She ignored them and reached the front.  
“Excuse me,” she said to Agent Danny Trenton.  “Hi.  

Yes.  Hello, sir.  Listen.  Something weird just happened.  
See that guy over there?”  She pointed.  He hadn’t gone far, 
and was now looking at more newspapers.  “The one 
painted all white with the writing all over his head?  He just 
came up to me and said something about a flight exploding 
and killing people.”

Agent Trenton stared wordlessly, confused.  It was her!  
This wasn’t at all what he had expected.  In fact, this sort of  
ruined his whole plan.  She wasn’t supposed to approach 
him!
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Finally, he asked, “Did he say which plane, ma’am?”
“Yes.  The San Francisco flight right there, the one just 

leaving the gate.”  She pointed a long, manicured yet bony 
finger at the runway.  Dear God, the plane was already out 
there —!  It would take off  soon.

Agent Trenton glanced around.  “Which man, did you say 
ma’am?”

“That guy, the one right there, there.  In the suit, with all 
the weird stuff  on his —”  But now he wasn’t there.  “He 
was right there.  Did you see him?”

“No, ma’am, I did not.  Listen.  Could you come with 
me?”

“Yes — yes of  course.  Certainly.”
Agent Trenton led Elspeth off  to the side where the TSA 

extra screening booths were.  Trenton whistled to Samuels, 
who joined them presently.  

“Now ma’am … you say this man threatened to blow up 
the plane.  Is that correct?  You know that’s a serious 
accusation, and that even joking about something like that is 
a crime punishable by —” 

“Yes!  Yes, of  course I know that,” Elspeth said.  “Listen.  
I think this guy was serious.”  She saw the painted man’s 
cold gaze in her mind’s eye.  He was something more than 
crazy.  No.  He was sane, determined, sure of  himself.  He 
had a raw, primitive presence.  He had reminded Elspeth of  
a shaman or something, and it wasn’t just the face paint.  “I 
think he’s done something to that San Francisco flight.  I 
think you ought to check it out.”

“Okay, Ma’am.  We will.  Let us do our job.  Can you wait 
right here?”

“Well I’ve got my own flight to catch.  I’m going to 
Arizona.  I have some time but —”

“This will only take a moment.”  She nodded.
Samuels and Trenton left the vicinity.  She saw one of  
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them get on a walkie while the other made a phone call.
Nervously, she glanced at the tarmac.  The San Francisco 

flight was just starting down the runway —!

“WHAT DO you think?” Danny asked Samuels.  
Neither of  them had really done anything about Elspeth’s 

warning.  They had just pretended to talk into the phone 
and the walkie.

“I think she’s a bit of  a loon.”
“Yeah.  A bitchy-bitch-faced loon.  She pointed out some 

guy, said he was painted up or something: the guy looked 
totally normal to me.”

“So she’s an unreliable witness?”
“I’d say so.  Nobody’d believe her.”
“Really.”
“Yeah.”
Samuels smiled.  “Well this one’s yours, Danny.  You’ve 

earned it.”  
Danny grinned like a ghoul.  “I’ll set it up.”  

THE PLANE bound for San Francisco sped along the 
runway.  Elspeth gasped, her heart leaping in her chest.  She 
hoped she was wrong about this.  

Nothing seemed unusual at first.  But it was not lifting 
off, was not, was not, was not … 

It should be by now, shouldn’t it?  Hadn’t the other planes 
at about the same spot?

Maybe it was a heavier model, took longer, or something.  
Maybe it … 

But it didn’t.  The end of  the runway came and went and 
still it didn’t.  It just kept going at a breakneck speed, engine 
screaming and howling along.  The sound it made was 



Mark Jeffrey

9

unnatural, strained.  The pilot evidently realized his only 
chance was to speed up.  Speed would increase lift.  He 
couldn’t understand why it didn’t — impossible that it didn’t 
—!

The plane rampaged through the chain link fence and 
across the roads and storage tanks.  Fire erupted from 
everything it touched.  When the plane plowed through 
several homes and finally came to rest on the bike path on 
the beach near Scattergood Station, it erupted into a 
detonation of  jet fuel, twisted and wracked aluminum, and 
plumes of  acrid fire.  

Elspeth heard the explosion and saw the bubbling, inky 
smoke gushing up from the horizon.  She cried in alarm.  

The painted man appeared once more.  He was before 
her, and this time, he was not smiling.  He simply said, “I 
told you.  Heavier than air flying machines cannot fly.  They 
never could.”  

And then, he was gone.

AGENTS DANNY TRENTON and Fenton Samuels 
grabbed Doctor Elspeth Lune gruffly and dragged her into 
the TSA’s back rooms.  She was too shocked to think, to 
react, to resist.  First, her husband goes missing missing and 
then this —!

They put her in a chair, locked the room and left.
“What do we do?” Danny asked in a panic.  “That chick 

— Jesus!  She knew!”
“We escalate.  Just like we were trained.”
“But what about —”
“What about what?  We didn’t doing anything.  She came 

to us, remember?”
“But we were going to —”
“Yeah, but we didn’t.  We’re good, bro.  Make the call.”
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Danny nodded, finally calming down.  Samuels was right.  
They hadn’t done anything wrong.  He was just about to 
make the call when the flickering fluorescent hallway was 
filled with a mob of  police and Homeland Security people.  
They flipped their badges up at Danny.  “Where is she?” 
one of  them yelled at him. 

Danny pointed in panic to the room holding Elspeth.  
“There!  She’s in there!  Room 6-A.”

They barely acknowledged Danny as they sped by.  
He didn’t have time to realize that these people shouldn’t 

be here: he hadn’t told anyone that he’d detained a suspect. 

THE DOOR BURST open, and Elspeth jumped in 
alarm, shattering her usual calm demeanor.  In poured five 
men and two women, all dressed in dark business suits.  All 
were fit and clean cut.  Two more men posted guard outside 
the door as it was shut.

“Elspeth Lune,” one of  the men said without preamble.  
“Do you love your country, Miss Lune?  You’re an American 
citizen, right?”

She nodded.  Of  course she did.  Of  course she was.
“And are you now, or have you ever been, associated with 

any terrorist organization?”
She shook her head mutely, the impossible just now 

dawning on her.  “N - no.  Of  course not.  Do you think I 
had something to do with —”

“What do you know about the bombing of  Flight 1515 
bound for San Francisco?”

“Me?  Nothing!  I tried to warn these guys about it!”
“But how did you know it was about to happen?”
Elspeth looked at them mutely.
“Miss Lune.  How did you know that the plane was about 

to explode?”
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She snapped into focus.  “There was this man.  He told 
me.  He said the plane was going to crash.  I tried to report 
it — ask those guys, those TSA guys who brought me in!  
They’re just outside the door.”

The Homeland Security people looked at each other 
doubtfully.  

But this gave Elspeth the fractional seconds she needed 
to fully recover her self-possession.  She was used to 
emergencies: she was a Doctor.  “Listen,” she snapped.  “I 
had nothing to do with this.  Ask those TSA guys, they’ll tell 
you I tried to help.  Am I free to go?”

The Homeland people didn’t answer.
“Am I being detained?  Am I free to go?” she repeated.
“Miss Lune.  We’re conducting an —”
“I would like to leave.  Am I free to go?  I am not here 

voluntarily.  Am I being detained?”  She knew enough about 
the law to realize must most people don’t: that you are free 
to go unless you are specifically informed that you are under 
arrest.

After a brief  conference of  murmurs, one of  them finally 
said, “No.  You are not free to go.”

“In that case, I demand to speak with a lawyer,” Elspeth 
said forcefully.  “This situation has changed, I am now being 
detained against my will, and as such, I refuse to answer any 
more questions without the presence of  an attorney.  I 
would like to call mine.”  She produced her iPhone.

But the iPhone was neatly plucked from her hand by one 
of  the women, who slipped it into her pocket with a tight 
smile. 

“You are under suspicion of  being a terrorist,” one of  the 
men said.  “As such, the National Defense Authorization 
Act allows us to detain you indefinitely.  Your previous 
rights as a United States citizen no longer apply.  In plain 
English: you don’t get a lawyer.  And you don’t leave here 
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until we say so.”
Elspeth fumed.  How dare they!  You couldn’t just vanish 

a person and their rights like that in America.  That was 
impossible!

“I’m not saying another word.  I invoke my Fifth Am--”
“It doesn’t apply to you.  I already told you that.”
“I am a free woman!” she bellowed.  “I am a citizen of  the 

United States of  America!  The Constitution protects my 
rights!  You can’t just magically decide that it doesn’t apply!”

There was another conference of  hushed whispers.  
When it was finished, one of  the men faced her squarely.  
“Miss Lune.  Thank you for your cooperation.  I think we 
have what we came for.”  He smiled: this time, it was a 
generous smile, as though she has passed a test of  some 
kind.

Relief  flooded through Elspeth.  Whatever.  She just 
wanted to get out of  here, for this to be over, to get on with 
looking for her husband.  All of  this was a very unneeded 
annoyance.  

Her guard was down, which is why when one of  the 
women was able to sneak up behind her and cover her 
mouth with a wet cloth.

She inhaled sharply in surprise — and fumes of  some 
noxious variety flooded her lungs.  She recognized the smell 
as her mind clanged in alarm: ether!  Instantly, her mind 
became fog.  Her limbs were heavy as if  she were on Jupiter.  
The world tilted.

“She’s a lanky one, isn’t she?” one of  the women said.  
“We might have trouble finding clothes that fit.”

And that was the last thing Doctor Elspeth Lune recalled 
before warm darkness took her completely.
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TWO: ARRIVAL

ELSPETH LUNE OPENED her eyes slowly.  The world 
was a wash of  grey.  She wasn’t quite sure where she was, 
but she did not panic: she assumed it was yet another hotel 
room.  As her eyes adjusted, she knew it would all come 
back to her … 

And in a stab of  panic, it did.
Where —?
She had been with the TSA Agents.  They had been 

questioning her when …
That was the last thing she recalled.
Elspeth sat bolt upright.  Her vision snapped into clarity 

with the force of  a punch.  She was in a cell of  some sort, 
some kind of  a jail.  The walls were stone and the air was 
sharp and cold.  She saw her shuddering breath in puffs of  
vapor. 

There was noise — a lot of  noise.  Something playing on 
a loudspeaker or bullhorn … she couldn’t make it out.

She looked down at her lanky body.  She was not wearing 
her own clothes.  Instead, she was wearing ragged burlap or 
canvas pants, tied at the waist.  She wore a long sleeve shirt 
made of  the same material, drab blue in color.

Someone had changed her clothes! 
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Had she been raped?
A quick check reassured her.  No.  That, at least, had not 

happened.
She was on a bed, a rough metal bed with squeaky springs 

and an old mattress.  Brown wool blankets lay on it.  She 
snatched one up and threw it around her shoulders to 
contain her shivering.  

A slap of  adrenalin caused her mind to focus.  Her 
physician’s training took over.  She was used to emergencies.  
She could function even if  part of  her wanted to scream.

With the cold clinical detachment of  a triage, she 
observed her surroundings.

A toilet in the dark corner.  A desk and chair.  Two beds 
on either side of  the room.  A game — chess? — 
Something like chess on a table.  The place was Spartan, but 
relatively clean.  And stone ceilings, stone walls, she was as 
enclosed in stone as a sarcophagus.  Scrawling of  all sort on 
the walls in multi-colored chalk or marker — but she read 
none of  it yet.  

And bars — vertical black bars on the front of  her cell 
instead of  a wall.  So.  A prison or holding pen of  some 
sort.  

And beyond those bars … 
She rose to her feet and went to look out.  A gash of  fear 

flooded in her belly.
Her cell was one of  many lining the inside of  a massive 

sphere.  
A vast open space yawned in front of  her, like being on 

the inside of  a hollowed out moon.  There were walkways at 
each level, circling around the circumference of  this strange 
prison like lines of  latitude articulated in granite.  

In the center of  this hollowed-out sphere was a massive 
black cylinder.  It was supported from above and below with 
black metal column that ran through it like a rotational axis.  
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There were lights on inside the cylinder, she could see that 
clearly.  

There was someone home.
At various points on this central structure, several 

massive circular screens were attached, each pointed and 
angled in different ways such that all the cells of  this prison 
could get a view that worked for them.  The same movie 
played on each.  It seemed to be a nature film: there was cut 
after cut of  exotic insects crawling and then eating each 
other, then birds and lizards eating the insects.  

The soundtrack to this film — music, mostly, with a 
man’s voice matter-of-factly describing something — blared 
out of  loudspeakers.  She couldn’t tell exactly what he was 
saying, his voice was muffled and echoed to the point of  
inscrutability.

Thrumming shook her temples.  Where was she?  What 
was this?

The place had the electricity of  a sports arena.  Random 
howling punctuated the dark — she pictured madmen in 
straightjackets.

She smelled smoke.  
Far, far below in several cells across the inside of  the 

hollow prison-sphere, there were small licks of  fire.  
Somebody trying to keep warm.  There must be other fires 
nearby, she reasoned, fires she could not see because of  the 
curvature of  the cellblock.  

She shivered: it only reminded her of  how cold she was.  
Nearer to her cell, she now noticed several cameras.  She 

was being watched.  The tiny cameras were everywhere: red 
lights steadily on, living electronic eyes.  

What in the fuck was this?
“You’re quite a tall woman, aren’t you?” said a voice, 

coming from behind her.  She whirled. 
A man sat on the other bed, dressed much like she was in 
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drab olive burlap.  He was fortyish, and wore his ink black 
hair in a short, clipped cut.  He was smiling. 

“Who are you?” she snapped. 
“A prisoner, like you.”
“A … prisoner,” she swallowed the words.  They stuck in 

her mouth, saying them out load like that.
“Yes.”
Ok, Elspeth.  Calm down.  But she chewed copper panic.  

Visions of  Locked Up Abroad skirled through her mind.  But 
she wasn’t abroad, she reminded herself.  She had been at 
the airport, in Los Angeles.  In America.

But this place did not look like anything American.  
“Is this Homeland Security?”
The man shrugged.  “Nobody knows.  It’s somebody’s 

government, that’s for sure.”
She was a prisoner, she breathed.  Imprisoned.  Locked 

up.  
Why would anyone want her imprisoned?  She had done 

nothing wrong.  This was a mistake.  Someone had made a 
mistake … 

Unless this had something to with her missing husband?
“Who’s in charge here?”
“They are,” the man said, nodding towards the black 

cylinder that hung suspended from the metal shaft that 
pierced stone moon like a rotational axis.  “The men in the 
Panopticon.  They have line of  sight all around — they can 
see every cell from the center.  Like they need it with all the 
cameras.”  He snorted a laugh.

“And who are you?”
“Your cellmate.  My name is Titus.”  He held out a hand; 

she declined to shake it.  She went back to her bed and sat, 
facing him squarely.

“Well, Titus.  I want to know what the hell I’m doing 
here.”  She spat her words like they were laced with venom.
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Titus smiled wanly.  “We’d all like to know that.”
Elspeth blinked.  He wasn’t getting it.  “Listen.  I was just 

at LAX.  There was plane crash on the runway.  There was a 
man —”  A strange man, in a suit, his face tattooed with 
hieroglyphs.  He’d said, Heavier-than-air flying machines are 
impossible.  They always have been.  “I tried to warn them, but 
they wouldn’t listen.  Then TSA took me away for 
questioning.  The next thing I know, I’m here.   I guess they 
think I was involved or something.”

Titus shook his head.  “No.  I don’t think so.  There are 
prisoners from all over the world here.”

“So what, it’s like Gitmo?”  Had she be rendered to a 
foreign location?  She’d read about things like that 
happening since 9/11.  “Is this the CIA?  The NSA?  Are 
they trying to say I’m an ‘enemy combatant’?”  Enemy 
combatants didn’t have Constitutional rights.

Titus laughed aloud at that.  “No.  It’s not the CIA.  At 
least, I don’t think so.”

“What do they —”  She stopped short, seeing her right 
hand for the first time.

Her pinky — the one that she’d lost in the accident — 
was there.  Or at least, something like it.  

It looked like it was growing back.  It was about two-thirds 
done.  

She gaped at her own hand.  She wiggled her new finger.  
“That’s impossible.”  Severed fingers did not grow back!  
She was a physician.  She knew.  Medical science had no way 
to regrow lost fingers or toes!  She touched it with her other 
hand, horrified that she could feel the contact with her new 
pinky.

“I’m hallucinating,” she said.  
“I think they injected your hand with something,” Titus 

said.  “You were unconscious when they brought you in.”
“When was that?” she asked in a daze.
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“Yesterday.  You’ve been out for almost twenty-four 
hours.”

“So this … this grew in a day?”
Titus nodded.  
“Okay,” Elspeth said.  “Forget that.  I’m just going to 

ignore my impossible pinky for a moment.  Where is this 
place?  I mean, where is it located physically?”  She couldn’t 
bring herself  to call it a ‘prison’.

Titus shook his head.  “Nobody knows.”
“So we don’t even know if  we’re on United States soil 

right now?”
“No.”
“How long have you been here?”
“About two years,” Titus said.  
“Are you American?”
“No.  I’m from Rome.”
“Italian,” Elspeth said.  She looked through the bars at 

the Panopticon.  “I need to think this through.  None of  
this makes sense.”  After a moment, she asked, “What were 
you doing when they brought you here?”

“I was asleep.  I went to bed, and I woke up here.”
“And do you ever see anyone who runs this place?  You 

know, like guards?”
“Oh, yes.  You’ll meet them soon enough, when they 

come out for the morning count.”
“And have you asked them why you are here?”
“Oh, yes.  Of  course I have.  We all have.  It’s pointless 

though.  They never tell.  They say they’re under orders, but 
they won’t say whose orders or why.”

“Well.  They haven’t met me yet,” Elspeth said, her eyes 
crinkling.  

THE LIGHTS in the interior of  the globe-shaped prison 
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came on with bang.  Instantly, a gaudy, sharp sizzle of  
illumination cast a contrast of  deep shadows and starkly-lit 
objects and people.  The noise sent a flurry of  parrots and 
parakeets flapping and chittering, screeching and howling, 
throughout the interior space of  the great hollow bulb.

Elspeth was startled awake, and then startled again when 
she realized she’d actually been asleep.

Another bang, and the cell doors all sprang open in 
unison.  

Out of  the Panopticon came a flood of  shouting men, 
barely managing to hold their own against the din of  
tropical birds.  Bridges extended from the center to the 
various levels of  the prison, and these men now swarmed 
across, clubs drawn, seemingly eager for blood.  Elspeth 
noted that all of  the prisoners were now stepping out their 
cells and standing there meekly.   

She turned to ask Titus if  she should step out as well, but 
he was nowhere to be found.  

What the hell?
She marched out of  her cell.  But she did not stand 

obediently and patiently.  Instead, she kept moving towards 
the horde of  men heading her way.  

She saw now that they were all covered in some sort of  
black body armor — it looked like riot gear or some sort of  
futuristic exoskeleton.  Even their faces were hidden and 
enclosed completely.

“Hey you!  I want to talk to you!” Elspeth yelled, taking 
some pleasure in the fact that she was considerably taller 
than the men and women she passed: all of  whom stared at 
her like she was mad.  “My name is Elspeth Lune!  I 
demand to talk with Amnesty International and a lawyer 
right now!  You’re going to —”

She stopped short.  The TSA agent Danny Trenton, the 
same one from LAX, stood before her.  But he was not in 
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uniform: instead, he wore the same drab clothes she did.  
He was in the lineup for the count, just like every other 
prisoner here.  He stared up at her with sleepless eyes, his 
mind clearly soaked in terror.

She grabbed him and howled in his face.  “You!  What did 
you do?  Why I am here?”

But he only shook his head.  “I — I — I don’t know!  I 
was talking to you and — and then next thing I know, I was 
here!  I thought you did this to me!”

She drove her gaze into him.  But it was clear that 
Trenton was just as terrified as she was: he was not 
responsible for her incarceration.  

She threw him away in disgust.  Elspeth was about to lay 
into him with obscenity-laced tired when she spotted a 
young girl of  about ten standing calmly in front of  a cell 
just two doors down.  The girl was Indian, and wore her 
burlap garment as though it were a sari.   Her steel eyes bore 
into Elspeth’s soul.

Even children?  Kids were prisoners here as well?
When Elspeth turned towards the guards again, she 

caught a billy club squarely in the jaw.  Her skull thrummed 
in its flesh casing.  The prisoners roared with delight or 
horror, it was hard to tell which.  Despite the unbearable 
pain, she turned again.  She looked down at the guard that 
had hit her — and spat at him.  He wound up to hit her 
again, but she grabbed his wrist, stopping him.  

Instantly, the other guards were on her like a pack of  
wolves.  Blows hit every part of  her body, driving her to her 
knees.  

I’m going to have very, very bad injuries, she thought, oddly 
detached.  There would be broken bones at the very least.  
Possibly internal bleeding.  

A blow to her head knocked her out cold.
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SHE AWOKE in a chair.  She had been restrained: metal 
clasps gripped her wrists and ankles.  She was in a small 
room — there was some smell she vaguely recognized as 
medical, though it seemed somehow odd, out of  place.  Her 
head was clamped, keeping her from turning it even a 
molecule.  It pointed her gaze squarely a circular movie 
screen in front of  her.  Presently, this screen was light silver 
— and empty.

However, she did not feel too badly.  This surprised her: a 
beating like the one she had taken ought to have left her 
wracked, bones broken, organs bleeding.  

But oddly, she felt none of  these things.  
She found she could move her eyes enough to see objects 

in the room peripherally.  There was a black top hat, like a 
magician’s, resting on a table.  A magnifying glass and a 
compass sat atop a large stack of  browned paper.  Out the 
other side of  her vision, she saw a very large globe cupped 
by a dull brassy a stand on the floor, colored beige with 
cursive black writing, like the very old globes she’d seen in 
museums.  There were smudgy stains on it, and a small 
region with fierce, intense, tiny writing in bright red.  This 
mad scrawling was punctuated by a small tornado of  red 
question marks.

All of  these objects seemed from another age.  There was 
nothing digital or modern at all.

That smell!  She suddenly recognized it — it was ether: a 
medical implement from a long ago, more bloody and brutal 
age of  medicine … 

“Welcome back,” said a man’s voice nearby.  It was 
somewhere behind her, but near, intimate.  “You’re in the 
Panopticon.  That’s the thing at the center of  … Sorry 
about the chair.  But we needed to talk to you.  You know 
… without you … losing control.”



Mark Jeffrey

23

“Who are you?”
“Our name is of  no use to those who know us.”
“Fair enough.  What about those who don’t know you?”
“Who we are, is not as important as what we are.”
“Okay.  Then what are you?”
“What we are, is who we are.”
Exasperated, Elspeth said, “Okay.  Fine.  You want to 

play word games?  Good for you.”  After a moment she 
added, “I’m not supposed to be here.  You’ve made a 
mistake.  You think I’m someone else.”

She heard the voice smile.  “Your name is Elspeth Lune.  
Doctor Elspeth Lune, actually.  Yes.  We have the correct 
person, alright.”

That surprised her.  She tried not to let dismay show on 
her face.

“Why am I here?”
“Doctor Lune … did you ever stop to consider your 

loyalties?”
The screen in front of  her filled suddenly with the 

gushing colors of  a film.  Music swelled.  The flag of  the 
United States waved there: majestic, tranquil.

“I am a free woman,” Elspeth growled.  
“Are you?” the man said.  “So you don’t think you’re 

citizen of  the United States of  America?  Do you claim to 
be a so-called ‘sovereign citizen’?”

“Do I …?”  That caught her off  guard.  “No!  Of  course 
not!  I never said that!  Why — is that what all this is about?  
I’m an American!  I believe in the Constitution!”

“Then you’re not free, are you?  Your country now spies 
on its own citizens: everyone, all the time, with no warrant 
— just like the old Soviet bloc used to.  And any US citizen 
can now be imprisoned indefinitely without trial — all one 
has to do is declare someone an ‘enemy combatant’.  The 
Constitution actually means very little these days.”
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“So I’m being held as an enemy combatant?  Is that it?”  
When there was no answer, she said:  “Or maybe you’re Al 
Qaeda?  Why don’t you let me see what you look like?  
You’re all middle-eastern-looking and you don’t want me to 
see?”

“The world is big place, Elspeth Lune.  Bigger than you 
think.  There are a lot of  … competing world views.  
Confusion.  Disagreement on what is to be done.”

“Yeah?  So?  What does that have to do with me?”
Laughter.  “We are the answer to the confusion.  You 

asked who we were.  What we are, is who we are.  What we are 
is an answer to the abyss, an answer to the void.”

“Get me out of  this chair.”
“You are valuable, Elspeth.  You are —“
“Do you have my husband?”
That shut them up for a moment.  The silence hung there 

emptily.  
“Answer me!  Do you have Oscar, my husband?  Did you take 

him?  Is that why he vanished?  Is he here?”
“No,” the voice said, somewhat quietly.  “No, we do not.  

He is not here.”
That hurt her.  She didn’t want to admit it to herself, but 

that hurt her.  She didn’t realize how much hope it had been 
giving her: the possibility that Oscar was here and her 
imprisonment had somehow brought her closer to him.  But 
she believed the voice, as much as she did not want to.

“Okay.  Alright.  What about my pinkie?  You grew back 
my severed pinkie.  How does that work?”

The grin was back.  It was self-satisfied, smug.   She could 
actually sense it in the darkness.  “Call it a gift,” the voice 
said.  “This place is not without its benefits.  But they can be 
removed, rescinded.  Consider this a friendly warning — 
you’re getting a ‘free one’, as they say.  Next time, when 
morning count is called, you will come out of  your cell and 
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present yourself  — without incident, without protest, 
without a show.  Yes?”

Elspeth didn’t answer.  But this seemed to be good 
enough.  

“Oh — and, I’ve giving you the rest of  the day off.  To 
acclimate to your new life and situation.  But tomorrow, 
your work starts.”

Then the owner of  the hidden voice departed: she heard 
his footfall recede and then the slam of  a door.  Elspeth’s 
restraints popped loose and the lights snapped off, plunging 
her into darkness.  But she was not left alone long: two 
guards appeared and wordlessly accompanied her back to 
cell block 1515.

WHEN SHE arrived, Titus peeked out from beneath his 
bed sheet.  After the guards left, he pulled back his covers, 
startling her.  “Where have you been?” she asked.

“Interrogation,” Titus said, groaning.  “They do that now 
and then.”  She could see bruises on his arms.

“Did they torture you?  Here.  Let me examine you.”
“No, no,” he protested, pushing her away.  “I’m fine.  

Used to it.  Really.  How about you?”
“I’m okay,” she said.  “They beat me pretty hard … or at 

least I thought they did.  I must have been mistaken.”
“Well,” Titus said.  “That is a mystery.  But here: I have 

just the thing to take your mind off  it.”  With that, he rose, 
limping a little, and approached the chess board Elspeth had 
noticed when she had first arrived.  “This is called Pantheon 
Chess.  It is played more or less like ordinary chess, except 
the pieces are representations of  various gods and 
goddesses of  various cultures.”

“Interesting,” Elspeth muttered, actually thinking it wasn’t 
very.
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But Titus seemed somewhat intense about the subject.  
He produced several wooden boxes from beneath the 
expansive wooden chess board.  “For example.  If  you 
choose the Greek pieces, your King is Zeus; your Queen is 
Hera, your Rook is Hermes, and so on.  If  you choose 
Norse pieces, then your King is Odin, your Queen is Freya, 
and so on.  You see?  One pantheon versus another!

“You could think of  it as an actual war between the gods 
— or, at least, the cultures they represent.  That’s what 
ancient peoples thought, you know — when one land 
fought another, that their gods fought too.  What do you 
say?  Want to play?”

Elspeth took one look out of  the front of  her cell.  All of  
the other cells from to bottom were completely deserted 
and empty: all of  the other prisoners were at work.  

She plopped down into one of  the chairs and shrugged.  
“Sure.  What else are we going to do?”

“Pick a pantheon,” Titus said, waving the boxes around.
“Okay … What’s that one?  The one with the eye thing 

on it?”
“You mean the Eye of  Ra?”
“Yeah.  That one.  I’ll be that.  What is it, anyway?”
“Egyptian,” Titus said, and then he grinned so widely that 

Elspeth feared he might smile his own head in half.  “You’ve 
chosen to be Egyptian.”

They played.  Elspeth won.
Afterwards, she went back to sleep.  A new sort of  

exhaustion took her.

SHE WOKE at dinner time.  
Titus was gone.  Probably eating.  That was fine.  She 

wanted some time alone anyway, some time to acclimate.  
Looked like she was going to be here for a little while at 
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least.
What intrigued her the most was something she’d only 

glimpsed earlier: a giant work of  art on one of  her walls, 
nearly one thousand hexagons, all neatly the same size, all 
interlocking and adjacent.  

It was like looking at a giant beehive.  Only, these 
hexagons were annotated.  There were scribbles and 
drawings and notes and warnings and icons of  all sorts.  

It seemed to be a map.  But it was incomplete.  She felt as 
if  she were looking at a representation of  something only 
partially explored.  There were question marks around the 
edges.  And there were question marks inside many of  the 
hexagons. 

Near the very top was a hexagon drawn in bold red.  
Inside of  it was etched the hieroglyph of  a honeybee.

She scanned the writing associated with certain hexagons, 
reading at random:

… Water trap.  Cannot survive without air.

… Lies grate on the ears, they are palpable.  Fighting is likewise 
impossible here.

… the Heliotrope Hexagon?

… 1882 is where (illegible)

And finally, near one edge of  the strange hexagon map, 
she saw a longish note.  It read:

The Glass Prison.  You are here. 

That took her aback.  The Glass Prison?  Was that was 
this place was called?  What did that mean?  It certainly did 
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not seem to be made of  glass.  Or perhaps it referred to the 
Panopticon?  The fact that everything could be seen by 
those inhabiting the center?

And what did this map mean?
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THREE: FIRST ITERATION

THE FIRST WEEK was the hardest.
Every day started with a shriek.  There was the 

Panopticon’s howling klaxon and a shout of  burning, harsh 
white floodlight that body-slammed you awake.  Then came 
the groggy morning confusion — where am I?  Why I am not 
in my own bed?  

When Oscar had first vanished, she would wake and start 
talking to him … only to remember all over again that he 
wasn’t there.  

Now, she would recall that she was imprisoned … and 
only after that, that Oscar was not with her.

Stab, and then stab again.  Deep depression soaked her 
soul.

The prisoners piled out for morning count, all lined up in 
neat little rows: human latitude lines encircling the innards 
of  a stone moon.  Circles going up, circles going down.  The 
guards, in their black armor, ran out of  the Panopticon, 
eager and shouting, quivering with hoo-rah.  

This time, Elspeth did as she was told.  She stepped out 
and stood quietly at attention.

The air inside of  the hollowed-out moon was suddenly 
filled with hundreds of  squawking parrots and parakeets.  
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They swirled this way and that, disturbed from their slumber 
by the cacophony of  the morning rituals. 

Impossible that tropical birds could stay alive in the cold of  this 
place!

The prisoners all did their best to toe the line.  To count 
off  loudly, to answer any question that a guard put to them 
clearly and quickly.  Nobody wanted to stand out.  But it 
didn’t matter: somebody got billy-clubbed every morning.

Then, it was off  to breakfast.
On that first morning, no one would allow her to sit.  So 

she kept to herself  while wolfing down her food, trying to 
make her oversized body scrunch up into a tinier fraction of  
itself.  An elephant hiding behind a teacup.

Conversation seemed to be permitted: the guards did not 
stop it.  Elspeth was starved for information; she dearly 
wanted to speak with one of  the other prisoners.  How long 
have you been here?  Do you know what this place is?  Did we commit 
a crime?

But no one seemed interested in talking to her.
Then it was off  to work.  
Elspeth’s first few days were spent in laundry.  Heaps and 

piles of  foul-smelling canvas or burlap clothing were 
brought in giant rolling bins.  Elspeth was led to a sink.  
“Here,” a large, fleshy woman with a pin cushion of  a face 
said gruffly.  “You wash them — one at a time!  Get the 
soap in there real good.  Beat them out on this board here 
with the grooves in it.  Then rinse, rinse, rinse!  I don’t want 
to see any soap left after!  Then, wring them out real nice 
and hand them off  to Duffy here, who’ll take it over to 
drying.  

“You quota is two bins a day.  Don’t stare at me, stretch!  
Get washing!”

Elspeth went to work.  By lunch, she hadn’t cleared even 
half  of  one bin yet.  Exhausted, she returned to the canteen 
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with the others.  
This time, she was allowed to sit with several men.  They 

made small talk, exchanged names.  But when she tried to 
ask about the prison, they all clammed up and looked 
suddenly nervous.  

“My cellmate told me a few things,” Elspeth whispered, 
“but I still have no idea why I’m here — or why anyone is 
here.”

One of  the men guffawed.  “What cellmate?  Nobody 
here has cellmates.”  

And with that they all left.
Nobody here has cellmates …
Then who —?
Titus.  Titus was an imposter.  Titus had lied to her.
Somebody had been in her cell who didn’t belong there.

THE REST OF THE DAY went much the same.  She 
hadn’t finished her quota by supper, which earned her a 
tongue-lashing, but surprisingly not much more than that.

Then it was night — or what passed for night in this 
underground (was it underground?) facility.

And it seemed the men in the lunch canteen had been 
right: her supposed cellmate Titus was nowhere to be seen.  
He’d vanished without a trace.  

The lights cracked off  with a bang.  Darkness suffocated 
her as her eyes adjusted.  Then, the films started up — 
those damn films, going all night at all hours, projected on 
the circular screens, their soundtracks blaring, blaring, 
blaring … 

Sometimes their topic was nature: usually with a ‘red in 
tooth and claw’ angle, other times it was political re-
education material on ‘the role of  the citizen in society’.  

But Elspeth was so exhausted that she fell asleep 
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immediately.

LATE THAT EVENING, Elspeth heard a voice call out 
from the cell next to hers.

“Hey!  Pity puddle!  Keep it down!”
It was the new guy next door.  Elspeth had seen the 

guards bring him up and drop off  his unconscious carcass 
earlier in the day.  Presently, he was awake and yelling at his 
neighbor, another new arrival who was sobbing 
uncontrollably.

“Leave him alone,” Elspeth yelled back.  She could never 
stand a bully.

“Hey.  Who asked you, Stretch Armstrong?”
“Just because you’re a tough guy doesn’t mean everyone 

here is.”
“How many Twitter followers do you have?”
“What?”
“How many?”
“Oh that.  I don’t do that.” Doctors hate anything that 

can reach us on our off  time.  Don’t you people know that?
“Good.  That means I have more Twitter followers than 

you, which is what’s important in life.  Now come here and 
say hello,” the voice said.

Oh, what the hell.  Allies in here were bound to be useful, 
even annoying ones.  She rolled of  her bed and pressed her 
face against her bars.  Her new neighbor was a middle aged 
guy with sloppy blonde hair and a paunch.  He was still in 
the tattered remains of  his business suit, minus the tie, with 
his dress shirt untucked.  

“James.  James Card,” he said, slinking a few fingers out.  
She took them with her own lanky digits and finger-shook.

“Elspeth.  Doctor Elspeth Lune.”
“Eh.  A doctor.  That’s good to know.”  He licked his lips 
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and then said, “So what is this place?  Where am I?  The 
mother of  all drunk tanks?”

“You’re in a prison.”
“Yeah.  I can see that.”  She shook her head at this Card 

character.  “Well.  It’s finally started, then.”  When she gave 
a quizzical expression he said, “The FEMA camps.  The 
Federal Government’s been building them for years.  
Between that and every branch of  the government buying 
up billions of  rounds of  ammo — hey.  Did you know that 
even the Post Office is armed to the teeth now?  What does 
the Post Office need with hollow point bullets?”

Elspeth shrugged.  “Target practice?”
“Look at this place.  Does this look like target practice to 

you?”
“I dunno.  These guys don’t seem like Feds.”
“Of  course not.  They’re New World Order.  You know.  

NSA spying.  Agenda 21.  Black helicopters, 9-11 was an 
inside job.  This is it.  The end game is here and now they’re 
rounding people up.  Pretty clever, putting the actual FEMA 
camps underground like this.  Just like the Denver Airport, 
they —”

“No,” Elspeth cut in.  “It’s medical.  They’re testing out 
something on us.”  She wiggled her pinkie, still in denial at 
the very existence of  her digit.

“Medical?” James Card seemed to shrink.  That was 
worse than the New World Order.  “Like … what? Germs?”

“How should I know?”
Card suddenly looked like he wanted nothing more than 

to scrub himself  bloody with Purell.  “I thought you were a 
doctor!”

“That doesn’t mean —” She was interrupted by the 
sound of  an iPhone ringing.  “Hey.  What was that?”

“My alarm,” Card said, fumbling around.  “Huh.  Weird.  
If  was home right now, I’d be waking up for a run.”
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“You still have a phone?  How’d you manage —”
“Oh.  There’s a special compartment in my suit, under 

the arm.   Goddamn TSA, no way I’m going to trust them 
with this.  All my contacts and everything are in here!  
Anyway … this YouTube guy proved it’s pretty easy to 
defeat the nudie scanners: all you have to do is keep a gun 
flat against your body and it looks like bodyfat.  I figured, 
hey if  a gun … why not a phone?  Of  course, when I lose 
this weight in a few weeks, that won’t work any more …”

Never mind that!  “Have you tried calling anybody?”  
“Yeah,” Card said dejectedly.
“Yeah?  What do you mean, yeah?  What happened?”
“It was weird.”
“Weird?  Like how?”
“I called my brother and he acted like he didn’t know 

me.”
“But — you got a signal!?  You were able to make a call?”
“They got to him, or tapped the line and were listening in 

…”
“Give it to me!” Elspeth demanded.  Her long bony 

fingers clenched the air in front of  their cell.  “Give me the 
goddamn phone!”

“What?  No!”
“Card, listen to me.  It’s not like you have a charger.  We 

have to keep calling people until we reach someone who can 
help us.  If  your brother is out, then let me try.”  When he 
still didn’t hand it over she said, “Card!  I’m not going to 
steal your fucking iPhone.”

“Okay … okay.  Wait a sec …”  He fumbled around.  
“Uh oh.”

“Uh oh, what?”
“Um … oh, there we go.  Thank Odin, Jesus and 

Aquaman.  For sec, it didn’t look like we had a signal.  
Here.”  He handed her the iPhone.  Elspeth’s eyes clung 
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greedily to the one, thin line of  bandwidth.  
She had a connection!  Somehow, in the bowels of  this 

Prison, a signal had managed to escape.  Elspeth punched 
the numbers in frantically.  When the phone rang, she nearly 
cried aloud in delight.

“Hello?” It was her mother’s voice!  
“Hi, Mom?” Elspeth said.  “It’s me, Mom!  I’m okay, I’m 

not dead!”
Her Mom was silent for a long moment.  “Who is this?”
“It’s me!  Oh God, Mom, it’s me!  Elspeth!  I’m okay!  

But I’m in like … sort of  this jail … you have to help me.”  
But Elspeth’s Mom was not nearly as excited to hear from 
her or worried as Elspeth had expected.   “Mom?  Mom.  
What’s wrong?”

“Who is this?” Her Mom’s tone had suddenly taken a 
turn for the nasty.

“Mom?”
“I’m not your Mom, and you’re not Elspeth!”
That stung.
“Mom.  Don’t you recognize my voice?  How could you 

not recognize my voice? Mom!”
“Don’t call me that!”  The woman’s voice dripped with 

disgust.  “You’re not my daughter!  How DARE you!”
“Why would you say that?  Mom …”
“Why?  WHY?  Because I’m looking at Elspeth right 

now!”
Elspeth’s hand flew to her mouth to prevent a torrent of  

sobs from erupting.  
A voice in the background said, Mom?  Who’s that?
“Listen.  I don’t know who you are, or why you would 

play such a sick joke,” he Mom said.  “I guess you’re in 
prison, and you’re lonely … so you decided to dial for 
dollars and see if  you could get some sympathy.  Well, listen!  
Don’t ever call here again!  Do you hear me?  Go away!”
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Her mother hung up.
Broken, shocked, Elspeth lowered the iPhone from her 

ear.  
“What happened?” James asked.  “What did she say?”
Elspeth shook her head in shock.  “I don’t understand.  

She … she didn’t believe it was me.”
It took a full moment for this to register with Card.  

When he’d internalized it, he said, “But … but how can that 
be?  Doesn’t she know you’re missing?  Isn’t she worried 
sick?”

“She said I was already there.  She could see me,” Elspeth 
said, numbly repeating what the voice on the phone had 
said.  

“She could … see you?” James repeated.  
“Yes,” Elspeth hissed, hiding her head in her hands.  

Impulsively, she redialed her mother again — it went to 
voicemail.  “What does that mean?”

“Imposters.  Maybe they put imposters in our place, when 
they grabbed us.  Clones.”

“Don’t be ridiculous.”
“No.  Of  course not.  Don’t be ridiculous, said the seven 

foot tall chick in a ridiculous underground prison.  Give me 
my phone back.  I tried getting web and email, but can’t get 
data down here.  I’m going to shut it off  now.  Save what 
little is left of  the battery.”  There was only 10% left, 
according to the phone itself.

“Good idea,” Elspeth mumbled.  She was about to hand 
it back to him when she decided on impulse to first snap 
several pictures of  the hexagon map, being sure to include 
enough resolution so she could zoom in on anything she 
desired later on.

Only then did she give him the iPhone.
And with that, she stumbled off  to bed.
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ELSPETH WOKE with a start.
It was the middle of  the night still, she was sure of  that.  

Close to 3:00 AM.  Even without a clock, her sense of  time 
was impeccable: she could always wake at any hour and 
know within a minute exactly what time it was.  

The Prison was in cacophony.  When she reached her 
bars, she saw that everyone else was already at theirs, 
hollering and yelling.  The howl of  the crowd even drowned 
out the ever-playing movies (this time it was an obscure 
black-and-white film).  

The guards had brought an old man out of  his cell — a 
cell very close, Elspeth saw, on the same level as her own 
and just where the curvature began, giving her a close up 
view.  

“No!” the man cried out.  “I will not!  Not this time, not 
again!”

“No avoiding it, Milton.” the guard snarled at him.  “You 
know that.”

“I’m not going willingly this time!” Milton yelled.  “I will 
not —!  I can not!”  Then he turned to the guard, pleaded 
with him: “Maybe this time they won’t notice me.  Maybe 
they’ll let me go!”

The Prison’s parakeets and parrots were in an uproar as 
well, squawking and circling, not able to stay still.  They 
seemed to sense danger near the old man and had retreated 
to the far walls.

“It’s an abomination!  It’s not natural!” Milton pleaded 
again.  “You can’t throw me over the edge this time!”  His 
eyes stared at the ground far, far, below.  The inner south 
pole of  the Prison was lost in shadow: none knew what 
awaited down there, but it was certainly not good to land 
on.

The guards eyed each other uneasily.  
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“You’d rather face them, then, would you?”
Milton’s eyes snapped up, wet with fear.
“Either we take care of  this, or they do.”
Milton stood then and folded his arms, knees shaking 

visibly.  “I can’t fall again.  Not that.  Anything but that.”
“So it’s them.  Okay then.  It’s your choice.”
Milton nodded vigorously.  “Yes.  Yes!  Lock me up, put 

me in the cell, and lock it! Please!”
The guards looked at each dubiously.  They muttered 

between themselves, and then one of  them shrugged.  They 
did as he asked, and then departed.

They were only halfway along the bridge to the 
Panopticon when the air popped with a new presence.

It came from nowhere: a will-o-wisp, a handful of  
smokeless, soundless flame.  Then it divided in several 
bobbing, floating tongues of  fire.

The crowd roared with approval or terror.  Elspeth 
gasped.  The guards ran, closing the door of  the Panopticon 
behind them quickly.

At first, they floated slowly, aimlessly, like balloons lost by 
a child.  They were pretty as Christmas tree ornaments, 
magical as faery stars descended to earth.  They were 
waiting for something.  And then, the clock slipped forward 
a tick: Elspeth felt it in her scalp.  Some threshold was 
reached, and the things bolted towards Milton’s cell. 

Instantly they burned brighter, like a great quantity of  
halogen set afire.  Their mood was went from tinkling and 
dancing to menacing and vicious: a wronged sprite.  

They slipped between the bars of  Milton’s cell.  He 
screamed piteously — “Not again!  Not again!” — and then 
fell silent.   Splashes of  blood and hunks of  flesh and cloth 
rolled out from between the bars.

Milton had been taken apart at the seams.  It was like a 
pack of  piraña had devoured him, filleted him while he 
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lived.  

THE MORNING brought a dense mist — and an 
earthquake.

Long before the shriek of  the Panopticon rudely sliced 
through the endless film loops, and the parakeets and 
parrots skrawked and clawed in the open air, the entire 
prison shook with a violent wrench.  

Instinctively, Elspeth leapt out of  bed and headed for her 
bathroom doorframe, screaming for Oscar to follow her.  
But there was no doorframe, and there was no Oscar.  At 
first, she was confused — the thick fog engulfed even the 
innards of  her cell, blinding her with white swirl, masking 
everything but the shaking stone floor.  But soon her hands 
came to rest upon her bars and she clung to them as the 
tremors raged on — and it all came back her in a flood.

When the shaking stopped, she stood for a long moment, 
her heart pounding.  The rumbling had ceased, but the 
tropical birds had been set to a panic.  Dark, flapping shapes 
cawed and zipped in and out of  the white nearby, nearly 
colliding before enveloped by the mist once again.

“Well, that’ll get you up in the morning,” James Card said.  
“At least the goddamn films have stopped.”  She realized it 
was true.  Good!  Maybe the earthquake had cut the 
Panopticon’s power.  “Well, earthquake narrows it down 
somewhat.  That, and the tiki birds.  I’ll bet we’re in South 
America somewhere.  All we need are drinks with little 
umbrellas in them.”

AT BREAKFAST, she sat with James Card.  They had 
arrived early, and she had brought along the Pantheon Chess 
board so they could take advantage of  the extra time.  She 
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played the pieces of  the Egyptian gods again, while James 
went for the Greek pantheon.  

She told James about Titus and his mysterious appearance 
and then subsequent disappearance.  

“What do you think that was about?  And by the way, 
check.”  

“Eh.  Mind games.  Lunatics in the Panopticon, screwing 
with your head.  Who knows why.  Your move.”

The game was a quick one.  Elspeth won, just as she had 
with Titus.  

“Huh.  That’s weird,” Elspeth said.
“What is?”
“The board.  Where the pieces are.  It’s exactly the same 

as where they ended up when I played Titus.  I mean, 
exactly.”

Card shrugged.  “Maybe you just played the same strategy 
and I fell for your tricks, just like the vanishing Titus man 
did.”

“No.  No, this was a completely different game.  A totally 
different set of  moves and events.  And Titus, Titus I beat 
easily.  But I almost lost to you.  And I probably would have 
too if  you hadn’t made that one stupid move with your 
Queen and let my pawn nail you.”

“I so did not see that,” Card muttered.  
“Card.  What are the chances of  a different game 

producing the same exact outcome?  The probabilities must 
be lottery-level ridiculous.”

Just then a man slammed into Card as he shuffled by with 
his breakfast.  “Goddammit!” the man cursed.  “What are 
you doing, just standing in the aisle, staring at your bleeding 
chess board like that?”

Elspeth looked up and was stunned to see that this man 
was none other than Milton.

Milton?
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But Milton was dead.  Milton had been ripped to shreds 
by light-things just the night before.  She’d seen it!  
Everyone had.  Milton could not be up and walking around.  

But here we was.
Card turned around to retort, but when he realized he 

was about to tear into Milton, he just stared for a moment, 
and then finally managed to say, “Sorry.”

THAT DAY, Elspeth and James Card were assigned to 
the same work detail.  They were led to a craft shop very 
near the bottom of  the prison, the place some inmates 
called the South Pole.  

Elspeth and Card were paired off  and shown very large 
wooden blades of  some sort.  They were given tubs of  clear 
paste to apply with brushes.  It was a kind of  epoxy that 
smelled ranks and noxious, a chemical fume that waters the 
eye.  Before long, it hardened into a clear shell around the 
wood.

As they did their assigned work, they kept a watchful eye: 
Card pointed out the presence of  six of  the Latin Kings 
gang members.  They were here also, slicing the new, raw 
wood according to directions from the guards.  

“I miss my cat,” Card said.  “Most of  all, about the real 
world, I think I miss my cat.”

“Your cat,” Elspeth said, amused.  “Really?  No 
girlfriend?”

“Nope,” Card said.  “No time.  I have too much to do.   
The tech world moves too fast … or used to.  In this place I 
have an eternity to burn.”

“Not really a fan of  cats personally,” Elspeth said.  
“No?  Well, my cat’s hilarious.  You’d like him.  I just 

started to get him catnip.  I had no idea how much they love 
that stuff, they go crazy for it!  Gets them baked out of  their 
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brains and elsewhere.  
“Anyway, I remember the first time I got it for him.  It 

comes in this clear plastic bag full the powdered green leafy 
stuff.  I actually snuck it up to the counter!  I felt like I was 
scoring a bag of  weed for my cat.”

Elspeth snorted out a laugh in between brush strokes.  
“Yeah I kind of  hate cats.  But dogs!  I love dogs.”

“So what do you give a dog to get them high?”
She blinked.  “Nothing.  Dogs don’t get high.  Dogs are 

drunk.  They’re born drunk.  And they stay drunk, all life 
long.”  She laughed uproariously.

“Hey tall señorita,” snapped one of  the Kings.  “Keep 
your mouth shut.   You’re going to get us all on hard labor 
duty.”  He nodded towards the guards.    

But Elspeth didn’t back down.  Instead, she seemed to 
grow even taller.  Card hissed a warned, but she wasn’t 
having it.  She stepped towards the Latin Kings.  For their 
part, they seemed more amused than challenged.

“You.  What’s your name?”  She addressed the apparent 
alpha of  the group.

“You don’t want to know, chica.  You’re too tall for me.”  
They all laughed.

“I’m not looking for a lover.  I’m —“
“No?  Not even a Latin lover?”  His friends guffawed 

while he air-thrusted.  
She smiled patiently.  “No.  Not even.  Beside, we have a 

more immediate problem on our hands, you and I.”
“What’s that?”
“This prison.”
“Si.  It is a problem.”  The alpha suddenly grew more 

serious.  “But what is to be done?  It has swallowed us.”  
Elspeth responded with a tight grin.  “What’s your 

name?”
“My name?  Constancio.  What’s yours?”
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“Constancio.  Yes.  I’m Elspeth—”
“You’re going to learn to scream it!” Constancio grabbed 

her arm and pulled her roughly towards him.
“Has anyone ever died here, Constancio?”  She said it 

suddenly, hoping to throw him off  balance.  It worked.
His nostrils flared like he’d just smelled something rancid.  

“Morte!  Why do you speak of  death?”
“Answer the question.  Nobody dies here, do they?  Not 

really …?”
Constancio pushed her away, clearly turned off  now.  “I 

never seen it.  No.”
“What’s the matter, Constancio?”
“You ruined the mood, man.”  The Latin Kings pushed 

off, clearly annoyed with her.
“That was not smart,” James Card said.  “Those guys can 

get real mean.  You got off  easy just now.  You have no 
idea.”

THAT NIGHT, she dreamt of  the Painted Man in the 
airport.

This time, he was not wearing a business suit.  Instead, he 
was nearly naked, and dancing around a fire he’d made of  
newspapers and magazines.  But nobody paid any attention 
to him.  Next he smashed an old-style Kodak camera with 
glee; and then did the same thing with a big vacuum tube 
powered radio.  He looked around for reaction — but got 
none.  This seemed to disappoint him.

She woke up feeling the fire of  the plane burning on the 
runway — the heavier-than-air flying machine that could 
not fly and never, ever could …

Here’s a kiss from the Dolphin Queen.
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FOUR: THE ARBORETUM

THE NEXT DAY Elspeth was separated from James Card.  
She was grouped with another company of  prisoners and 
led into a narrow chamber that at first appeared to be just 
another cell.  But it quickly opened out into a vast 
underground arboretum or hothouse of  some kind.

The guards handed out wicker baskets with leather straps 
that could be worn across the body: apparently, they would 
be gathering fruits and vegetables or something.  When 
came to her turn, Elspeth accepted her basket silently, as the 
rest had done, and slung it around herself  and followed the 
company deeper into the neat rows of  growing things.

When she reached a patch of  cornstalks, the guard 
barked an order, and immediately everyone began picking 
the corn, harvesting long, healthy green ears into the 
baskets.  Elspeth watched how it was done and quickly 
began doing the same.

For long time, she moved like a robot, emotionally 
exhausted, almost thankful for a mindless repetitive task.  
Several times, she’d attempted to strike up a conversation in 
low tones with a fellow prisoner — only to be shushed by 
the guards, or given a steely-eyed refusal from the inmate.  
The corn wasn’t high enough to hide a stealthy verbal 
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exchange.  
So it was here, she reasoned, that all of  the prison’s food 

was grown.  
But as the minutes melted into hours, she couldn’t help 

but notice something strange.
The ground out of  which the corn grew was dry as a 

cough.  It was dust, sand, cobweb and rock.  Usually, 
hothouses like this simulated tropical environments — they 
were moist and damp.  And actually hot.  There should have 
been condensation everywhere.  She should have been 
soaked by now.

But she wasn’t.   This place was bone-chattering cold, like 
the rest of  the prison.  She had to keep moving to stay 
warm.

And there were no lights.  Oh, sure, there was some 
ambient flickering in here, just like in the rest of  the prison, 
coming from some vague and undefined source.  But there 
should have been white hot panels of  thousand-Watt bulbs 
everywhere, blasting ultraviolet radiation on the greenery.  
These plants needed either sunlight or artificial sunlight to 
grow, and here there was neither.

So how were they growing?  
And there was no water, no irrigation of  any kind here 

that she could see.  She had figured there would be pipes 
snaking around the ground in the cornfields — pipes that 
powered sprinklers that came on at night or something — 
and that sooner or later she would run into one.  

But no.  Nothing.  Nada, zip.
She looked up.  The top of  the cavern was merely rock: 

there was no sprinkler system there either: there would be 
no moisture raining down from the artificial skies.  

Impossible!
This whole place was impossible.  It defied her medical 

knowledge, her scientific knowledge.  She refused to accept 
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it.
There was simply no way green plants of  any kind should 

be able to grow in an underground cavern, with no water 
and no sunlight, period, end of  sentence.

AT MID-MORNING, Elspeth and her group was told 
she and her group would move to different location in the 
vast underground farm.  Along the way, they passed several 
flower beds that appeared to be tropical orchids.  
Impossible flowers growing in impossible conditions.  

Then, they encountered a group harvesting coconuts.  
These prisoners were being made to climb the slender palm 
trees and throw the coconuts down from the top.  To her 
dismay, Elspeth saw that the majority of  these prisoners 
were children.  One, in fact, was the same small Indian girl 
she had seen earlier — the same one that had a cell very 
near her own.  

The girl looked up, adjusting the folds of  her garments 
and headdress.  The clear sharp whites of  her eyes pierced 
the gloom, making her momentarily resemble a famous 
National Geographic magazine cover, her steel gaze driving 
into Elspeth’s soft moon-blue eyes insistently.

Then she looked away and the circuit was broken.
The Indian girl scampered up the long neck of  a palm 

tree and vanish between its fronds, tossing the coconuts 
down for the others to collect.  

Elspeth turned and made her way along the path.

THE PRISONERS WERE given water, and then shown 
an apple orchard.  New wicker baskets were dispensed, and 
the hard work of  picking apples began.  But this time, it was 
easier to speak in low whispers and hide amongst the 
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twisting gnarled boughs of  the trees.  In fact, it was another 
prisoner who first attempted a conversation with her.  

“Hey,” said a skinny, soft-spoken man with furry 
sideburns.  He spoke with a thick French accent.  “Over 
here.  What’s your name?”

“Elspeth,” she said under her breath, still wary.  “Elspeth 
Lune.  Fifteen fifteen.  You?”

At the mention of  fifteen fifteen, the skinny man flinched.  
“Huh.  Nobody’s been in fifteen fifteen for a long time.  
Daniel Ogden.  Twenty-Five Eleven.”

“Twenty five?  So you’re the near the top, then?”
Daniel nodded.  “Not exactly.  The numbers don’t all go 

in order.”
“So I don’t suppose you know what this place is or what’s 

going on?” Elspeth said.  
Daniel shrugged.  “I’ve only been here a month.  But you 

know what I’ve noticed?”
“What’s that?”
“No bees.  There’s no bees in this garden place.  How does 

anything here get pollinated?”
She nodded.  He was right.  One more impossible thing 

to add to the file.
“All this … it’s one big biology experiment,” Daniel 

concluded.  “All this food — it grows really fast, and in the 
worst conditions.  No bees, no water, no sunlight — but it 
all grows anyway.  So I think it’s like, genetically modified.  
Superfood.”

Elspeth nodded.  Well, it was a little crazy of  a theory.  
But she was willing to entertain anything at this point.

“Do you mean the whole Glass Prison is an experiment?”  
Daniel scrunched up his face in non-comprehension at the 
name.  “There was writing on the wall in my cell,” Elspeth 
explained, lowering her eyes and voice now as a guard 
loomed near.  “It called this place — all of  it — the Glass 
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Prison.  Does that mean anything to you?”
Daniel shook his head.  “No.  Never heard it called a 

Glass Prison.  But it would fit my theory — you know, all of  
this is just a big petri dish.”  

“Rats in a maze,” Elspeth said.  “And we’re the rats.”
“More like the space monkeys,” Daniel corrected.  “We’re 

the ones they’re experimenting on.”
Right.
“So Daniel.  You want to get out of  here as badly as I 

do?”
“Of  course I do,” Daniel hissed with a new urgency.  He 

looked up with a quick furtive glance, like a starving rat 
glimpsing hope for the first time in a long while.  “I was 
hoping … well I was wondering if  …”

“Yes?”
“You can’t tell anyone I asked you, okay?”
Elspeth nodded.  “Of  course not.”
“Do you know Sebastian Cone?”  He spoke the name with 

a kind of  awe or reverence.  
Elspeth shook her head.  “No.”  The name meant 

nothing to her.  “But I only just got here.  Why?  Who is 
that?”

“He’s the guy who can get anyone out,” Daniel said 
dejectedly, very visibly disappointed with her answer.  He 
rubbed his forehead nervously, like he was trying to dig the 
flesh off  his skull.

Elspeth was suddenly very interested.  “Is this Cone guy a 
prisoner also?”

“Yeah.  But I don’t know which one he is — I don’t know 
what he looks like.  You can supposedly cut a deal with him, 
and you’re gone.  So you really don’t know, huh?”  Daniel 
was hoping that she was lying.

“No.  No, sorry, I really don’t.  I’d like to talk to this 
Sebastian Cone myself.”
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“Well.  Okay then.  Thanks.”  And with that Daniel 
moved on away from her.  Moments later, Elspeth spied 
him chatting up another prisoner, probably asking the same 
question.

Sebastian Cone.  
She’d have to look into this.

JAMES CARD shook his head when he brought up 
Cone.  “Probably just a wacky rumor.  All prisons have 
them.  Everybody needs a fantasy tale to keep them going.  
Otherwise, everyone here would hang themselves.”

“Oh?  What’s your fantasy tale?”
“I’m not telling.  But I know what yours is.”
“What’s that?”
“Your husband.  You think you’re going to find Oscar 

somewhere in this place.  And then you’re going to escape 
with him.”

She snorted.  “I am going to find him.  But I don’t think 
he’s in here.”

“Well … I was close enough.  That’s what keeps you 
putting one foot in front of  the other.  But never mind 
about this Cone guy.  Doesn’t exist.”  

“Hmm.  Well, I’m not convinced.  There might be 
something to it.  Anyway, how’s the wood shop?”

Card shrugged.  “The Kings have mellowed out.  Well, on 
me, anyway.  Now they’re up in the collective face of  a 
Slovak gang.  Usually just at lunch though — the Slovaks are 
on a different work detail, so we only see them at meals.”

Just then, the Indian girl Elspeth had seen down in the 
arboretum walked by.  She stared at James Card.  “Hi,” 
James said.  “What’s your name?”

“Ione,” the girl said shyly.  “What about you?”
“James,” Card replied.  “I’ve seen you around.  You’re a 
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prisoner too, right?”  Ione nodded.  “Are your parents here 
as well?”  No, she mouthed.  “Oh.  I’m sorry to hear that.”  
Card exchanged a glance with Elspeth through the bars.  

“Are you lost?” Elspeth asked.  Ione shook her head, No.  
“What I mean is … usually the guards don’t let us just 
wander around.  Do they know you’re up here?”

“Yes,” Ione said.  “They let me walk back to my cell on 
my own.  They know I’ll be good.”

“I see,” Elspeth said.  
Ione turned her gaze back to Jim Card.  “Really nice to 

meet you, James Card.”
“Both ways,” James said.  “Both ways, Ione.”  When she 

was gone, he said, “Cute kid.  That must be weird, getting 
thrown into the slammer at that age with no parents.  Think 
I’ll keep an eye on her.”

LATER ON, just before lights out and the horrible films 
began, James yelled a guard over to his cell.  “Hey.  So 
there’s a little girl down the way there.  Names Ione.  You 
know about her?”  The guard nodded.  “I want you to do 
something special for her tonight, you hear?  I want you to 
bring her ice cream or something.  Or get her a pretty dress 
instead these burlap sacks you make us all wear.”  The guard 
just listened, but did not react.  “Come on.  I’m asking 
nicely.  She’s just a little girl.  I have no idea what you guys 
could want with her, why you would ruin her life like this.  
You really should let her go, let her leave.”

“That’s not possible,” the guard said finally.  “You don’t 
know what you’re asking.”

“Goddammit!  How much more simple can it be?  You 
kidnapped a little girl, stole her from her childhood and her 
parents, and put her in some crazy prison!  Not really a 
place for a kid!  Now — just do something nice for her.  
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Tonight.  All I’m asking.  Can you do that?”
The guard thought for a long moment.  Elspeth wished 

she could read the face beneath that black helmet.  But 
finally, he just nodded and said, “Alright.”  He turned and 
left.

James Card called out after him, whooping with delight.  
“Alright?  Alright!  Alright!  And get me a record player, 
while you’re at it!  And jazz albums.  Vinyl.  Not a CD 
player!  I like the honesty of  vinyl.”

“Don’t push it,” the guard mumbled as he walked away.
The guard faded in the distance.  Elspeth watched him as 

he stepped across a bridge that retracted behind him.  She 
watched him all the way until he disappeared into the 
Panopticon.

Then the lights snapped off  with a crack.  The films 
started, distorted voices and music blaring: the nightly din 
that was their lot.  

Elspeth sighed and went to bed.
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FIVE: THE ORDER OF THE BLACK 
DOVE

IN THE MIDDLE of  the next night, Elspeth realized that 
Titus had entered and left her cell by some means other 
than the front door.

It was the only explanation.
Gripped with the idea, and now wide awake at its 

implications, she started examining the walls of  her cell.  If  
there were a secret doorway, it would probably be in the 
back somewhere, away from the front of  the cell, she 
reasoned.  She dug her fingernails into every nook and 
crevice, pushing, pulling, scraping — anything to trigger a 
hidden door.

When she’d turned up nothing other than bloody 
fingertips after an hour, she sat and stared at the map of  
hexagons that both adorned her wall and taunted her.  

Was the secret here somehow?
But no.  These hexagons described a terrain unfamiliar: 

they did not relate to this place.  
Still.  She rose and examined the map, this time with her 

fingers.  She traced a hexagon with a bee in the middle of  it 
and realized that it was embossed slightly: it stood out from 
the others.  
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Without thinking, she pressed, and heard the concrete 
sound of  stone sliding neatly on stone.

Thank God for the films, she thought, knowing that the 
sound had been masked.  Warm blood leapt in her chest.  
She couldn’t see what had changed, not at first: the darkness 
covered whatever had happened.  She felt along the wall to 
the back of  the cell and found that the right corner had 
folded inward.

A dark passage lay open before her.  She didn’t hesitate, 
even though she could not see.  She entered.  

Her fingers were her eyes.  She used them to feel along 
the cold wet rough-hewn rock walls, while her other hand 
clutched out in front of  her.

I should go back, Elspeth thought.  There’s nothing down 
here but rats and dead bodies and drip drip drip.   I should get 
a light and come back.

But curiosity compelled her.
Still.
Had Titus meant for her to find this tunnel?  Had that 

been the very point of  his little visit?
Or better yet: was Titus actually one of  her mysterious 

wardens?  Had he been a plant?  Was he, at this very 
moment, watching her progress through some hidden 
camera deep in the bowels of  the Panopticon?  

The thick darkness offered no answers.
All she knew was that she was free of  her cell, by God, 

free.  There was the possibility that this wasn’t a ruse, that the 
guards did not know about this tunnel.  Either they did, and 
she was supposed to find it — or they didn’t, and she had one 
over on them.  

The latter thought made her grin.  She clung to it.  
Bastards.  Take that!

Just when she thought the darkness would suffocate her, 
she saw a faint light sloping downward ahead.  She felt her 
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way along the sopping wet wall and slouched towards it.
She could now make out the vague outlines of  her own 

form in the darkness.
Voices.
Not loud, just a conversation in low tones.
“Stop,” came a voice nearby.  Too near.  Her spirits fell, 

but she obeyed.  
Footsteps approached from behind.  Elspeth was 

surprised when a young girl of  ten or so stepped in front 
her at a safe distance, pointing a gun.

Ione.  It was the Indian prisoner girl.
“Ione.  What are you doing with that gun?  Please don’t 

point that at me.”
But her parental and commanding tone did not cause 

Ione to waver in the slightest.  Her body was young, but her 
eyes … Elspeth could see now that they were confident, 
deep, rich with subtle texture.  They were not a child’s eyes: 
they were old eyes.

This as a very different Ione than the one she had 
observed earlier in the prison, the one James Card had 
spoken with.

My God.  What have they done to you in here?  Elspeth 
thought.

 “I found a hidden door in my cell so I —”
“Shut up.  Move.  That way, towards the light.”
Shut up?  This ‘child’ Ione was surprisingly brazen.
Elspeth did as she was told, hands up.  She emerged in an 

open area with several connecting tunnels, all carved roughly 
through the rock.   Several other kids of  varying ages were 
here: Elspeth counted eight.  They all jumped up in alarm.

“Don’t worry.  I got her covered,” said Ione, emerging 
behind her.  “Found her in the tunnels.”

“Who’s this?” said another girl.  All of  them, Elspeth 
breathed.  Old eyes.  Thousand-yard stare.  None of  them 
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really children in some way.
“Jesus!  Did you check and —”
“Yes, of  course I did!  Nobody was with her, nobody 

following behind.  I tracked her for awhile.”  This seemed to 
calm everyone somewhat.

“We should wait for David,” somebody else said.  
Murmur of  assent.  

SHE DIDN’T have to wait long.
From one of  the adjoining tunnels came a small party of  

men and women.  Some wore their burlap prison clothes; 
others wore something like military fatigues with sharp 
black boots.

When they saw Elspeth, all of  them immediately looked 
nervous.  All except for one.  He was a man with kind 
looking face, a sort of  everyman, the stable pillar of  some 
small town or village somewhere.  This man did not looked 
scared when he spied Elspeth.  

Instead, he smiled and held out his hand with a quizzical 
expression.

“Hello.  My name is David.  Do I know you …?”
“I’m looking for Sebastian Cone,” Elspeth said.  
Eyes stared at her intently, fearful, silent.  There was not 

so much as a murmur.
“Hi.  Let me try this again.  My name is Elspeth Lune.  

I’m a doctor, by the way, if  anyone is ill.  I’m looking for 
Sebastian Cone.  I want to escape.  I hear Mr. Cone can 
help.”

There was laughter at this last bit.  It was not derisive — 
not as if  the thought of  Cone helping someone was in some 
way ridiculous.  It was more like Elspeth had misunderstood 
something — or misused a word.  

“Did I say something funny?”  I’m so not in a joking 
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mood.
“Doctor Lune,” said David, as if  the name meant 

something to him that he couldn’t quite place yet.  “I see 
you’ve found your way into our tunnels.  Might I ask: how 
did you manage that?”

“Someone used them to come to my cell,” Elspeth said.  
“Titus.  Do you guys know a Titus?”

David thought for a moment, and consulted the others 
with his gaze.  Then he turned and shook his head.  “No.  
Can’t say that we do.  He used the tunnels you say?”

Elspeth nodded.  “Pretty sure he did.  I didn’t catch him 
red handed or anything.  But I don’t see how else he could 
have gotten into my cell.”  

“Hmm,” David said.  “Well, he’s not one of  us.  And that 
is troubling.”

“Who are you?”
“Us?  Well.  We’re prisoners.  Just like you.  Aren’t we 

now?”
“Prisoners?”
“Yep.  Brought here against our will.”  
“So … what, you found these tunnels?  Or you made 

them?”
“Found them,” came a new voice behind her.  A large 

bearish man that reminded her of  Little John from the 
Robin Hood tales stood there.  “Sorry Doctor Lune, I’m 
going to have to frisk you.  Nothing fresh, mind you … just 
need to be sure you’ve no weapons.”  He did so, and was 
polite as one could be in doing such a thing.  “She’s clean,” 
he announced afterwards.  

Ione lowered her gun, but not her steely gaze.
Elspeth looked around at the company with a calm eye.  

There were twenty in total — men and women, all of  
multiple races.  Those not directly involved in the 
questioning of  Elspeth already hovered around fires, 
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cooking food, it appeared.  
“So what did I stumble upon here?  A secret prisoner 

meeting?”
“Well,” David said, scratching his stubble.  He flashed her 

an admiring gaze, looking her up and down.  He liked her, 
Elspeth could tell.  She always knew when a man liked her.  
“You seem like a good sort.  And I figure we have no choice 
but to take a chance and trust you, now that you’re here.”  
Ione hissed a warning, but David ignored her.  “We’re called 
the Order of  the Black Dove.  We’re working on an escape.  
And these tunnels are our way out.  Or they will be.  We 
sneak out of  our cells at night, and meet here as often as we 
can.”

“The bad prisoners,” Elspeth said doubtfully.  “You all.”
“Yep.  That’s us,” David said with a tight grin, folding his 

arms nervously.
“So what are you doing?”
“We have several digs going on,” David explained.  “We 

have exploratory tunnels going in several directions … but 
we’re not really sure which way is the right way to dig, so we 
have not had much success yet.  But we’re pursuing a 
number of  other options.”

“Like what?”
David looked nervously at Ione.  “We only just met, 

Elspeth.  None of  the other prisoners know about us and 
we’d like to keep it that way.  So let’s see how that settles in 
first and then take it from there, shall we?”

“Right.  Of  course,” Elspeth said.

OVER THE NEXT week, Elspeth spent most of  her 
night time in the tunnels that criss-crossed the outer hull of  
the Prison — and with the Order of  the Black Dove.  

For some reason that should could not name, she did not 
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share information about the tunnels or the Order with 
James Card.  It just didn’t feel like a good idea.  In the 
mornings when he asked where she had been when he had 
called out to her in the dark from his next door cell, she 
gave him excuses: she told him she was tired and had passed 
out, that sort of  thing.  

But James Card wasn’t a fool.  He knew something was 
up.  He could sense it. 

Jesus.  It felt like she was cheating on him.
When Elspeth expressed surprise to David that the 

guards in the Panopticon had not discovered the tunnels for 
themselves, David simply shrugged and said that they were 
evidently arrogant: utterly sure that they actually could see 
everything from their central location.  

“And the Prison is old,” David said cryptically.  “Older 
than those in the Panopticon know — or even guess at.”

“What makes you say that?” Elspeth asked.  
“Patience, Ellie,” David said with a smile.  “Soon.  Soon 

we’ll —”
“Um.”  Elspeth cleared her throat.  “Please don’t call me 

that.  Ellie, I mean.  Only one person calls me that, and that 
was my husband.”  Only Oscar.

“Oh,” David said, looking startled.  “I’m sorry.”
“You couldn’t have known,” Elspeth said.  “Not to 

worry.”
“Elspeth, then,” he said.  “Are you … still married?  I 

mean is … your husband still with us?”
“Oh Jesus,” she said.  “I just said was, didn’t I?  It’s 

starting.  I’m starting to think of  him as gone for good, and 
I can’t give up!  No.”  She cried for a moment, and then 
said, “No.  He’s alive still.  He’s just missing.  I was trying to 
find him when … when this all happened to me.  Great 
timing, right?”  She laughed.

“Timing is usually not great with these sorts of  things,” 
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David replied.  Then his gaze softened.  “Ah.  Look.  
Elspeth.  Knowing you’re married and all … and just as 
friends … would you like to have dinner with me?  I mean, 
tomorrow night?”

“What — here?  In the tunnels?”
“Well … it would be a nice dinner.  And yes in the 

tunnels.  We have ways of  getting some of  the good food 
now and then from the guards.  You might appreciate it if  
for no reason other than that.”

“So this is not a date, then, right?” Elspeth said with a 
small smile.

“Nope.  Honest.  Just two friends.”
Elspeth smiled.  “Okay then.  Friends, then.  Having 

dinner.  Then yes.”

THE NEXT NIGHT, Elspeth was led by one of  the 
other members of  the Order through the labyrinth of  
tunnels to a small cavern that was isolated from the rest of  
the tunnel complex.  There, David sat a candle-lit table with 
two chairs and a veritable feast on it.  He rose as she 
entered.

“Ah!  Elspeth!”  He beamed.  “So glad you could make it 
to the best restaurant this side of  the prison!”  She laughed.   
God, the food smelled so good!  She hadn’t realized how 
famished she was until this moment.  

David scampered around the table and pulled out the seat 
for her.  “I was even able to find a chair that should be just 
right for your height … here you go!”  She sat and found he 
was right: it put her at perfect table level.  So many times, 
she found herself  hunching over as she ate a meal in a 
restaurant.  She found herself  grateful — and impressed 
with this little touch — despite herself.

“I call this place The Cavern,” he said, pouring wine for 



Prisoner of Glass

60

both of  them.  “It’s an exclusive place — not everyone in 
the Glass Prison or even the Order of  the Black Dove gets 
and invite here.”

“Yeah about that … the Black Dove.  What does that 
stand for?  Who came up with that goofy name?”

David feigned hurt.  “Ohhhh.  You wound me, Elspeth.”  
He grabbed his heart.  “I came up with it.”

She laughed.  “You did?”
“Yeah.  I wanted something that sounded … you know.  

Mysterious.  I mean, this prison has lots of  gangs with their 
own bad-sounding names.  I thought we should have one 
also.”

“But you’re not a gang.  You have children in the Order, 
for crying out loud.”

David shrugged.  “Still.  This is a prison, even for the 
children.  It’s a hard life for everyone, even them.  I think 
they’ve earned the right to a bad-ass name.  It makes them 
feel protected, like they’re a part of  something also.”

“Can’t argue with you there.  Listen.  Can we eat?  I am 
dying to …”

“Yes!  By all means!  We have steak here, and stuffing 
there, and pumpkin pie over here and …”

“Oh my God,” she said, her mouth already full of  steak.  
“I have not had meat in weeks …”

She didn’t say another word for a full fifteen minutes.  
David kept the wine flowing, and she didn’t care one bit that 
a man watched her with amusement as she gorged herself.

FEELING QUITE a bit better in all sorts of  ways, 
Elspeth became a lot more talkative.

“So you have guns,” she said.  “There are enough of  you 
to storm the Panopticon.  I don’t know how many guards 
there are, but they don’t look like that many.  Why don’t you 
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try to escape by force?”
David laughed aloud heartily.
“What?  What’s so funny about that?”
When he finally stopped laughing, he said:  “Those guns 

you think we have are actually made of  soap and painted 
with shoe polish.  They’re not real guns at all.”

Not …?
“No.  We carved them.  We’ve gotten quite good at 

making ones that look pretty real.  You could call it practical 
art.”

“Wow,” Elspeth said.  “You could have fooled me.”
“We did fool you.”  They both laughed.  “But no, we’re 

not attacking the Panopticon armed with soap guns.  
Although … we do have plenty of  knives: daggers. Shivs, 
and even makeshift short swords.  Still.  All that wouldn’t be 
nearly enough against the armory of  weapons they’ve got in 
the Panopticon.”  He pause for a moment and said:  “So.  
Out there, in the real world, you’re a rich doctor.  All this 
must have been quite a shock … taken some getting used 
to.”

“Not as rich as you think,” Elspeth said, taking another 
sip of  wine, and really feeling it now.  “See, everyone thinks 
doctors are rich.  We’re not poor … but you’d be surprised 
at how not-rich we actually are.  Here, I’ll tell you story 
about that.”  

She paused for moment to wolf  down some more and 
then resumed:  “About ten years ago, Oscar — that’s my 
husband — Oscar and I, we had a daughter.  I was just 
starting my own practice, and we didn’t have a lot of  money 
yet.  Anyway … these drug companies came calling.  You 
know, Big Pharma.  They have lots and lots of  money.  And 
they spend it — God, how they spend it!

“They have these salespeople who come and visit you.  
Always attractive!  Did you know that pharmaceutical 
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salespeople have the highest percentage of  former prom 
kings and queens of  any profession?  It’s true.  All those 
kids who were the hottest in high school, they go to college 
and then, bam!  They’re done.  The real world hits them.   

“So what do they do?  I’ll tell you what.  They go into 
sales — usually pharma, because it’s so lucrative.  And just 
like that, they’re back again, just like high school and college, 
hanging with the hot crowd, and hotting around with 
doctors and nurses.  It’s sexy.  

“Only — they don’t really know what they’re selling.  And 
they don’t much care.  All they’re worried about is hitting 
their quota — and where the next kegger is come Saturday 
night.  

“Anyway, this one smooth talking guy comes along and 
introduces me to Quaofloxin.  It’s a new injectable for a 
variety of  illnesses.  The studies on it are out of  John 
Hopkins, Harvard, you name it.  They’ve got graphs that all 
go up, up, up to Mars.  Liquid sunshine, just pop it in a vein 
twice a week.  

“But the real attraction is the gifts and kickbacks that 
come with it.  The more you prescribe, the more you 
kickbacks get.  Oh it’s not supposed to work like that, but 
that’s exactly how it does work.  They structure it in ways 
that make it so it doesn’t appear to be a kickback, it’s a ‘gift’ 
or a ‘reward’.  But the result is the same: your bank account 
starts filling up.

“Well, Quaofloxin made my practice possible.  In the first 
few years when my business probably would have folded, 
those extra reward dollars worked wonders on my account.  
Even so, right around the second year, I started to have my 
doubts about Quaofloxin: too many of  my patients were 
showing side effects.  Some suffered convulsions; others 
developed severe neck and back pain.  One lost the ability to 
walk.  One even died, after losing the ability to breathe.  
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Now, mind you, I wasn’t absolutely sure that it was the 
Quaofloxin was directly responsible — and all the studies 
indicated the opposite, that the drug was completely safe.

“Even still, I might have gotten off  the Quaofloxin crack 
pipe, if  it hadn’t been for our baby.”

Elspeth paused for a moment, a spasm of  pain wracking 
her face.  “Oscar had just lost his job when I got pregnant.  
By the time I went on maternity leave, we were basically 
living off  of  what I’d managed to sock away from the 
Quaofloxin ‘rewards’.  And that’s when we got out second 
shock: our baby daughter was born with a faulty heart valve.  
She wasn’t expected to live.

“So the operations began.  There were four of  them total.  
Four!  Can you imagine that?  On a body that tiny?  And of  
course we had health insurance, but no insurance covers 
something like this, not really.  The medical bills started 
piling up.  I had to go back to work, far sooner than I 
wanted to, but there was no choice.

“We were desperate.  We badly needed money for our 
baby to live.  It was that simple.  It was an equation.  If  you 
had the money, you could pay for life.  If  not … well, then 
not.  I mean, holy shit, right?  When your child is at stake, 
you’ll do anything.  So I loaded up on the Quaofloxin.  I 
doubled down.  I prescribed it like candy. 

“And I didn’t think I was doing anything wrong, mind 
you.  The rational part of  my brain, the scientific part, it 
reasoned that the best science backed this stuff  up.  So what 
if  I made money from it?  And not just money — money I 
desperately needed?  That was capitalism.  That was the free 
market.  But I ignored the little voice in my brain, the gut 
instinct you get as a doctor, the intuition that something was 
off.  I pushed it down, chalked it up to irrational guilt.  Guilt 
over what?  Success?  That I was a Doctor?  You’re goddamn 
right I was Doctor!  I’d worked my ass off  in school for years 
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—!  
“Well.  This was my reward.  This money.  The ability to 

protect my baby.  To buy her life.  It was my goddamn 
reward!”

Elspeth was almost in tears.  David could see the story 
was tearing her apart.  “And it worked.  She lived.  She 
doesn’t have any complications at all.  You’d never know she 
was born with anything.  There are miracles in the world.  
But they cost money.  They’re expensive.”

For the first time, she saw the look on David’s face as she 
had been speaking.  He looked sad, strange.  

“Yes.  You’re right.  There are miracles in the world.  And 
they’re very expensive.”
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SIX: THE VIZIER

ELSPETH WAS kept on work detail in the arboretum for 
several days.  Her routine was mind-numbingly simple.  She 
now lived the life of  a peasant girl in the middle ages, she 
decided.  Penniless and cold, she rose to harvest the crops at 
hard labor during the day.  And at night, she slept on a bed 
that might as well have been a palette — though she did 
have the Order to keep her mind occupied.

“Hey,” James Card called out to her one night.  
“Yeah I’m here,” Elspeth said over the racket of  the night 

films.  She came to the bars.
“Oh look.  It lives!”
“Stop it.  You don’t know how hard the work is in the 

arboretum.  Ridiculous.”
“I guess not.  They have me in the metal shop now.  

Pretty easy compared to everywhere else.  I’m making 
barrels.  I think.”

“Barrels?”
“Yeah.  Big cylinder things.  We’re welding them from 

metal sheets.  Could be for wine.”
She laughed.  “I doubt it.”  Again, she felt the urge to tell 

him about the Order and even about the wine she’d recently 
had … but declined to do so.  She’d given her word to 
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David.
“Hey.  Well anyway I wanted to tell you two things.  

Ready for the first?”
“Sure.  Shoot.”
“Okay … one sec.”  He vanished from his bars, and she 

heard a big band jazz song start up in his cell — she could 
barely hear it over the din of  the movies, but hear it she 
could.  He returned, his face glowing.  “Eh?  How’s that?”

“What is that?”
“That’s my phonograph!  The one I asked for!  They 

actually gave me one!”
Elspeth stared stunned.  “They did?”
“Uh-huh!”
“Incredible.  I knew you were a good salesman but …”
“Never underestimate my salesmanship, not even in here!  

I’m always an entrepreneur, no matter where I am!”
She nodded, impressed.  “Okay.  What’s the second 

thing?”
“Ah yes, that.  Have you heard about this guy ‘the 

Vizier’?”
“Nope.”
“Well.  This Vizier is supposedly Egyptian — and super 

ill.  And getting worse, from the stories.  Nobody can even 
tell what his disease is.”

“So?”
“So you’re a doctor, Doctor Lune.  And this guy is not in 

a normal cell from what everyone says.  He’s basically living 
in a Hilton penthouse suite.”

“And again I say … so?”
“So there’s a reason why.  He knows something we don’t.  

Sure, I can get a phonograph.  But I doubt even I could get 
as set up as this guy.  He’s too sick to work, but something 
tells me that even if  he were completely healthy, he’d still be 
on permanent vacation in here anyway.”
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“I’m getting tired of  saying ‘so’.”
“So you should get the guards to let you see him.  

Because you’re a doctor.  Get him talking.  Find out what he 
knows.”

“HEY,” Elspeth said to a guard at the end of  her shift.  
“This Vizier guy I keep hearing about.  Maybe I can help 
him.  I’m a Doctor.”  

The guard ignored her completely.
The next day, she tried the same thing.  And the next after 

that.  Each time, the guard was as reactive as a piece of  
steel.

But then one evening, as she was preparing for sleep, a 
guard appeared at her door.  “Come on.  You wanted to see 
the Vizier.  I’ll take you to him now.”

“Oh,” Elspeth said, surprised.  “Okay.  Now?”  The 
guard nodded.  “Oh.  Okay.  Sure.”

THE CELL of  the Vizier was unlike any of  the others, 
just as James Card had predicted.

His was filled with amenities of  all kinds.  His inviting 
bed was large and heaped with blankets.  He had a pantry 
filled with food, and a small kitchen.  Cold, fresh water sat 
in jugs.  There was a small hearth with a fire crackling: this 
cell was warm and comfortable.  His bathroom was private, 
with folding dividers hiding it modestly. Books lined the 
walls, as well as tapestries.  He had a wardrobe with plenty 
of  clean clothes — mostly crimson robes and black belts 
and gold turbans.  A half-eaten meal on a silver tray with 
ornate silverware lay on a hard-carved and varnished 
wooden table.  And candles, candles, everywhere, happily lit, 
throwing warm light everywhere.  
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One might have thought they had stumbled into the tent 
of  a sheik.

But the Vizier himself  was not well.  That was clear.  He 
lay on a palette, coughing.  It was that gurgling cough of  the 
deeply unwell.  He held a handkerchief  up to his mouth: 
when he removed it, bright red mist-dots covered it.  His 
complexion was dark, but his gaze was even darker.  
Thunder roiled beneath his brow.

“Come in,” the Vizier said to Elspeth.  
“I’m a doctor,” she said immediately.  “Let me examine 

you.  I can help.”  She didn’t have her medical instruments 
with her, but there was plenty she could still —

The Vizier coughed a laugh.  “Your salves are effectless 
here.  Is it possible that you do not yet grasp this?  Then you 
are less than I had hoped for.”

She ignored him and stooped and took his arm, rolling 
back his sleeve.  She took note of  the bubble-growths and 
lesions that covered his arm as she took his pulse.  That, and 
the faint stench of  decay: the sickening sweet smell of  rot.  

“I’m a doctor,” she said.  “I ‘grasp’ that.”
It wasn’t like any disease she was familiar with.  She had 

never seen anything like this.
Her medical training took over.  She treated him clinically, 

like a patient with a bad attitude.  His pulse was strong at his 
wrist, same at the neck.  Without asking for permission, she 
pried his eyes apart and watched the pupil dilation response.  
His eyes were old eyes, though he himself  seemed no older 
than forty-five or so.  

“You don’t know what afflicts me, do you?” the Vizier 
said, his smile crooked and his breath foul.  

That roiled her anger immediately.  But only for a 
moment.  The funny thing was, though, he was right — and 
he was wrong.  There was something familiar about his 
condition, it was just that, it shouldn’t be possible, not now 
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… 
“Hansen’s disease,” she said suddenly, the words coming 

out of  her mouth surprising even her.
He nodded.  “Otherwise known as leprosy.”
The Vizier was a leper.
“You mustn’t worry though,” the Vizier said.  “You can’t 

catch it.”  She nodded, remembering facts now from 
medical school.  Leprosy was not particularly contagious: in 
fact, 95% of  humanity was naturally immune. 

“I know,” she said.  
“But do you?” the Vizier said, coughing out a strained 

laugh.  “I wonder how much you really understand of  your 
predicament here in the Glass Prison.”

She looked up sharply, cocking an eyebrow.  “You know 
about that name?”

“Yes.  Anyone who has been on The Road long enough 
has heard of  the Glass Prison.  But there’s nothing you can 
do for me, as I’ve said.”

“Leprosy can be cured nowadays.  We’ve got antibiotics 
that will arrest it, even reverse it.”

“But I’ve already been cured,” the Vizier said, oddly.  “I’ve 
even got my missing toes and fingers back.”  He held up a 
hand that contradicted his claim: leprosy had claimed his 
fingers.  Now a small stump with bubbling flesh was all that 
remained.  

The Vizier was delusional.  Of  course he wasn’t already 
cured.  Leprosy was gnawing on him, literally eating him 
alive.  Maybe it was eating his brain.

“When you did first notice the symptoms?  Do you even 
know?”

“Oh, yes.  They began immediately when I was brought 
here.”

That got her attention.  His leprosy had started when he had 
entered the Prison?
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The exact reverse had happened for her: she had been 
missing a pinkie.  When she entered the Glass Prison, it had 
mysteriously regrown almost overnight.

How as that possible?  
More importantly: What did it mean?
That the Prison hurt some people; but it cured others?  

Why?  How?
Part of  her mind gibbered, Maybe I have a pinkie now 

because he doesn’t.  And maybe this visit is his way of  
accusing me.  But instead of  asking about that, she said, 
“What’s ‘The Road’?”

The Vizier’s eyes flashed: she’d hit a nerve, asked a right 
question.  “The Road,” he said solemnly, reverently.  “The 
Road is what I was on when I was unceremoniously swept 
into this miserable place.  And The Road is whence I shall 
return when I leave.”  And he drew a hexagon in the dust 
on the floor — a hexagon like those covering the wall of  
her cell, she realized.  

What did that mean though?  What was with the 
hexagons everywhere?

Was there a connection?
“But it’s not a real road,” Elspeth said, her intuition 

jumping while she slapped his hand away as she continued 
to examine his legs.  “I’m a doctor, cut it out.  It’s not a 
literal road.  The Road is a spiritual journey of  some kind.  
Right?  What are you, Hindu?  Muslim?”

“Egyptian,” the Vizier smiled.  “And you could say that 
about The Road, yes.”

“So what is it, then?  This ‘The Road’.  I mean exactly.”
The Vizier shook his head.  “My wisdom is for me alone, 

for I alone have earned it.”
“So you’re going to be a dick and not tell me.  You think 

because you have a turban, that makes you a holy man that 
can’t —”
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“Oh, no,” the Vizier said, laughing.  “This I do for you.  
Wisdom burns the mind of  the unearned.  It is not your 
time; the knowledge would harm you.  Would you give a 
small child a sharp knife to play with, simply because they 
asked for it?  No.  Neither will I do this.”

“So when will it be time?”
“When you’re serious.  Tell me: are you serious?”
Elspeth fixed him with her gaze.  “Do I look serious?
The Vizier shook his head and withdrew.  “No.  You are 

not serious.  Not yet.  Perhaps you will become so.  Perhaps 
not.”

“I want to get out of  here,” she said.  “Do you know how 
to get out of  here?  Because I’m goddamn serious about 
that.”

“Yes,” the Vizier said.  “The way of  escape is plain.”“
She stopped herself  and then looked at him anew.  “Wait.  

It that it?  Do you really want to get out of  here?  To get 
back to your ‘Road’ or whatever?”

“Oh, yes,” he hissed.  There was no mistake about this: 
his tone said he desperately wanted to leave.  “I think of  
nothing else, continually.”

“Okay, then.  That makes us allies.  Right?”
“Assuredly.”
“Good.  Great.  Allies share information.  They tell each 

other things.”
He shook his head.  “Not until you are serious.  You are 

not a worthy ally until then.”
 “Look at my eyes!  I’m furious about being in this place.  I 

want to get out of  here!  You say we’re allies?  Fine.  Let’s 
escape.  I’m game.  Right now.  I’ll come with you.  Let’s go.  
Anytime you say!”

He shook his head.  “It is not yet time.”  Anticipating her 
eruption of  questions, he said, “It would be … inauspicious 
to leave.  There would be unintended consequences.”
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“Okay.”  She could barely contain herself.  This guy was a 
princess.  “So when would be a convenient time for you to 
escape this Prison you say you are desperate to leave and 
know exactly how to do so?”

“When you’re serious.”
She dropped his robe in disgust.  “Is this a goddamn game 

with you?  Because it’s not with me.  I am deadly serious!  What 
does it take to convince you?  I want out of  here!  I need to 
find my husband, and I’m running out of  time!”

At the mention of  husband, the Vizier grew visibly 
interested.  “You seek your husband.  This is good, 
auspicious.”  

“Good to hear.  Is that serious enough for you?”
The Vizier frowned.  “Alas ...”
She wanted to smack him.  “I don’t know how much 

more serious I could be.  I don’t know what you want from 
me.”

But the Vizier said nothing more, only smiling his creepy 
Egyptian smile.  His golden teeth glinted, even in the low 
light.  “I have faith in you, Elspeth Lune of  cell fifteen 
fifteen.”

“SO?” Card asked the next morning at breakfast.  “I 
heard you went to see him.”

“Hmm.  News travels fast.”
“It is a prison, after all.  What have we got, but gossip?  

So what did he say?”
“Not a lot,” Elspeth said.  “He’s kind of  a weird dude.  

He wants to escape, though he says he can get out of  here 
anytime he wants.”

“That’s BS,” Card said flatly.  “If  he could really leave, he 
would have by now.”

“Yeah.  That’s kind of  what I think as well.”
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“Still … he’s worth keeping tabs on.”
“He’s got leprosy.”
“Oh?  Oh.”  Card sounded almost panicked now.  She’d 

forgotten how much of  a germophobe he was.
“Relax, boy in the bubble.  He’s not contagious.  You 

can’t catch it.”
Still, she couldn’t help but stifle a laugh when she heard 

Card’s faucet come on — and run continuously for a full 
half  hour.  He only stopped because Ione came by and hung 
around the front of  his cell for a full hour, talking with him 
shyly, asking him if  he liked his record player.  Elspeth 
watched this act of  Ione’s suspiciously — she managed to 
pull off  a completely different persona out here in the 
prison than in the tunnels.  

Then later in the night, long after Ione left, Elspeth heard 
Card cursing up a storm.  

“Goddamn!  The record’s got a scratch on it now!  How 
did that happen?”
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SEVEN: SECOND ITERATION

IT WAS 3:00 AM.
Some kind of  ruckus had broken out, Elspeth was clear 

on that immediately upon waking.  As she squinted through 
the smoke from the nightly in-cell campfires and the light 
from the blaring projected films, she saw immediately that 
the Latin Kings were loose from their cells, as well as some 
other random prisoners.  There were the two Africans that 
nobody could understand.  There were the four Chinese 
men and their five Chinese wives (how that worked, Elspeth 
had no idea). 

Even the old woman in the wheelchair was somehow out 
and about.  

All in all, it was about a hundred people.  This was 
basically a prison riot.

But the guards weren’t doing anything about it.  The 
Panopticon remained shut and curiously silent, apparently 
having no comment on the matter.  

It wasn’t long before Elspeth saw where they were going.  
“James! James! Wake up!”  Card muttered something at 

her about not being around at night anymore when he called 
out so why should he?

Milton’s cell.
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“Come on out, dead man!” the Latin Kings howled.  
Somehow they’d gotten his cell door open.  “This time, 
we’re going to make sure you stay dead!”

Milton did as he was told, defeat already plain on his face.  
But he was also laughing.  “You think you’re badasses?  You 
haven’t been killed even once yet — let alone killed by fire 
monsters.  That’s a terrible way to go.  But you guys?  You 
guys are a walk in the park.  You guys are cake and ice 
cream.  C’mon!  Do your worst!”

The Kings grabbed him.  He raised his arms, exposed his 
viral organs, virtually saying, Please!  I’m not kidding!  Kill me 
painlessly before those things do!

And the Kings did.  They stabbed him with shivs of  all 
different kinds.  Then, they tossed his body back into his 
cell and slammed the door shut. 

The prisoners howled their approval. 
Jesus, Elspeth thought.  That was cold.  

THAT MORNING, the mist was back.
And so was the earthquake.  The entire prison rattled top 

to bottom, just as it had a little over a week ago.  Card 
cursed like a sailor — but deep fear soaked every one of  his 
little naughty words.  He hated earthquakes.

But when he played his record after breakfast, he was 
surprised to find that the scratch was gone.  Card replayed 
the same spot in the music several times to be sure.  

“Well, if  that ain’t the damnedest thing,” Card muttered.

“I WANT TO know what those goddamn things were,” 
Elspeth demanded of  the Vizier.  “Those fire monsters or 
whatever.  The things that killed Milton before.”

This time, a guard had approached Elspeth and asked if  
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she wanted a second visit.  That turbanned sonofabitch, she 
breathed.  Clearly, he was able to make the guards his 
bidding.  He could even send them around as his errand 
boys, apparently.  And the Vizier must have sensed that 
Elspeth wanted to talk.  Damn him anyway.  

She wondered if  he was Al-Qaeda, and whether he was 
secretly the warden of  the entire Prison.  It would explain a 
lot.

The Vizier shrugged.  “Everyone has their appointed 
time,” he said.  

“What does that mean?’
“You are a physician.  You know that no man can escape 

death.”
“Well, it sure seemed like he was trying to escape, getting 

himself  locked him up like that.  And what did he mean 
when he said, ‘you can’t throw me over the edge this time’?  
What was with the this time?”

The Vizier stifled a laugh.  “A while ago, the guards 
decided that it would be amusing to drop Milton from the 
top of  the Panopticon.”  Elspeth stared at him in horror.  In 
answer to her stare, he said.  “Oh yes.  They climbed the 
tower and tossed him off, sure as that.”

“Why did they do that?”  The Vizier shrugged.  “And that 
time — he lived then also?”

“Evidently.”  Elspeth pictured the fall in her mind.  It 
would be like falling from a skyscraper.  Nobody could survive 
that!  “Don’t look so surprised.  You’ve seen how things can 
come back in this Prison.  Or have you forgotten your 
finger?”  She looked down at it involuntarily and wiggled it.  
Impossible finger on her impossible hand in an impossible 
Prison … 

Things can come back … 
“So was he actually completely dead when the fire 

monsters came?  Maybe he was just wounded.”
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The Vizier nodded slowly.  “Oh no.  He was dead.  My 
sources say they removed his body right after.  Well.  
Shoveled and mopped him out, more accurately.  Poor 
Milton was no more than a pile of  pulp and mash.”

“Wow.  Yeah, it seemed like even the guards were afraid 
of  that fire thing,” Elspeth mused.  “I don’t think they 
controlled it.”

The Vizier smiled.  “You might be right.”
“Maybe we could make an alliance with it,” Elspeth said.  

“Maybe we could —” 
But the Vizier shook his head.  “One cannot make an 

alliance with the wind.  Or the sea.”
“You know what this thing is, don’t you?” The Vizier 

remained silent, his dark, old, ancient eyes fixed on her with 
a stone gaze.  “And you’re not going to tell me.  For 
absolutely no reason at all.  Just because you enjoy being 
annoying and mysterious.”

“No.  It is because it is not in my interest to tell you,” he 
said finally.  “That would work cross to my purpose.”

“And what is your purpose?”
“To get back on The Road.”
“Ah.  So we’re back to that again.  The Road.”
Silence.  
“Okay.  What is it you want from me?”
At that, he fixed her with new purpose in his gaze: “I 

want you to be serious.  Here.  This will help you.”  The 
Vizier reached into a box nearby him on the floor.  He 
brought out a golden brooch pin.  

It was made of  gold — and shaped into a hieroglyph of  a 
honeybee, framed in a hexagon.  It looked just like the one 
on her cell wall.  Black stripes were carefully hand painted 
on the abdomen of  the insect, and the hexagon was likewise 
limned in black.  

“Wear it,” the Vizier commanded.  “Don’t take it off.”
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On the way back to her cell she fingered the brooch pin.  
Should she?  Or shouldn’t she?

Oh hell!  
She put it on.
Damn that leper.  Why did he doubt that she wanted to 

escape?  Or was he manipulating her somehow?  

THAT NIGHT, when she slipped into the passageway 
behind her wall, she decided she would tell David about the 
Vizier.

But when she did, David reacted almost violently.  “Why 
did you even go see him?  Did you tell him about us?” 
David asked, apoplectic.  

“What?  No!  Of  course not!” Elspeth reacted like she’d 
been slapped.  “And I’m a doctor, David.  Even in here.  
And I don’t discriminate when it comes to helping my 
patients.”

David shook with barely contained rage.  “You can’t tell 
him about us, you know.  Not ever.  He can’t know.”

“I know, I know.  I made a promise to you.  And you 
should know that I kept it.  It’s just that … well, he wants to 
escape also.  Shouldn’t that make him a friend?”

David become very intense, whirling her towards him by 
her elbows … which made him appear small and powerless, 
even to himself  — which only fed his anger.  “Look.  Dr. 
Lune.  Elspeth.  We took a chance on you.  We extended our 
trust.  You cannot betray that trust.  This man who calls 
himself  a ‘Vizier’ is up to his own games.”

She couldn’t disagree with that.
“What else did he say?” David asked.
“He said I wasn’t serious enough about getting out of  

here.”
David snorted a laugh.  “There.  You see?  He’s mad.”  



Mark Jeffrey

79

She couldn’t disagree with that.  “Here.  There’s something 
else I want to show you.”  With that, David led her by 
torchlight through several of  the rough-hewn tunnels.  After 
fifteen minutes, they come to a new tunnel that Elspeth had 
not seen before.  Unlike all the other tunnels, this one was 
immaculately cut and carved.  

“Whoa … what is this?” Elspeth asked.  She ran her 
hands along the walls: they were wide at the bottom and 
narrower at the top, some twenty feet high.  At several 
places, squarish, stylized carvings of  snakes were laid into 
the wall.  

“Mayan,” David said.  “Those are Mayan hieroglyphs.  
Quetzalcoatl, the feathered serpent god.”

Then she realized that this tunnel was curved.  In fact, it 
seemed to run around the circumference of  the very Prison 
itself.  She snapped her head in both directions, trying to 
gauge the geometry.  “Yes, it does,” David said, confirming 
her appraisal with a smile, raising his torch higher to 
illuminate the distance.  “Goes all the way around.  It seems 
to be part of  the original construction.”  

“Original construction …?”
“What, you didn’t think those morons in the Panopticon 

carved this place out, did you?  No.  Whoever imprisoned us 
is using a construction that was here long before they were.  
They just built on top of  an older place they found.  I mean, 
the Panopticon itself, that’s a modern addition.  As are the 
bars and the locks.  But the original Prison was already 
here.”

“So the Mayans built it?”
“Looks that way,” David nodded.  “Oh, and we’ve had a 

look at the outside of  this tunnel.  It’s carved up as well.  It’s 
made to look like a snake eating its own tail.”

Elspeth ignored this last detail.  “We’re in South 
America?”
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“Probably, yeah.  Or Mexico or something,”  That was a 
shock to her.  David said it so casually.  Up until that 
moment, she had had no idea where on earth she was.  
Now, should could imagine a map, a place, a geography 
where she was located.  Something about even that little 
sliver of  information comforted her.

“So a Mayan prison.”
David crinkled his nose a bit.  “Well … I don’t think this 

was originally a prison.”
“No?  Then what?”
“I think it used to be a city.”
A city?  Elspeth had a hard time even imagining that.  

Her mind reeled at the thought.  “You mean people lived 
here … voluntarily?”

“Yes,” David said.  “I think all of  our cells were originally 
apartments.  I think whole families lived there.  This whole 
place is an underground Mayan ruin.”

Elspeth whistled in amazement.  But she had to admit it 
made a kind of  sense — the Prison was clearly not a 
modern facility.  It was not built from steel and glass, in the 
modern day and age.  It was stone.  Steel and other 
frameworks had simply been constructed atop what was 
already here.

“But who would want to live underground?  That’s just 
depressing.”

David shrugged and lowered his torch.  “Depressing to 
us, maybe.  But the Mayans might have found it comforting, 
to be out the view of  the sky.  The Mayans were scared of  
the heavens.  They thought the world was on the edge of  
extinction, that the gods that lived in the black hole at the 
center of  the galaxy were going to wipe them out.  That is, 
unless the gods were appeased with massive numbers of  
human sacrifices.  You’ve heard the stories, I’m sure, of  how 
the Spanish came and found the Mayans and their blood-
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soaked pyramids.  You know, where priests would tear the 
living, beating hearts out their human victims.”

“That’s cheery.”
“Yeah.  Well.  Anyway, they may have built this place to 

escape the end of  the world.”
“Sort like a Noah’s Ark.”
“Yeah.  Something like that.  Anyway, look at the walls.”  

David held the torch up.  “Definitely Mayan stonework and 
writing.”  

“What’s this?”  Elspeth pointed to a large round wheel 
carved into the stone.

“Ah.  A Mayan calendar.”
“Calendar?  Don’t you mean a clock?”  It was round.
“No I mean a calendar.  The Mayans thought time was 

cyclical.  See, you and I think of  time as always going 
forward — the past becomes the present, which becomes 
the future.  We’re always headed towards something new.  
But the Mayans thought everything always came back to 
where it started — especially time.  It was a big circle.  
That’s why their calendar is a circle.  The Mayans were crazy 
about time — measuring it in the most precise ways 
possible.  Did you know Mayan calendars have been found 
that are actually more accurate than anything that we even 
have today?”

Elspeth shook her head.  “Well, that’s all very interesting.  
But what’s more interesting is whether this Mayan tunnel 
has an Exit sign anywhere?”

David shook his head.  “Unfortunately, no.  We’ve been 
all the way around the circumference several times — there 
isn’t any door out.  And yes, we’ve checked for secret doors, 
everything.  This tunnel was just meant as a way to get 
around in the Mayan city.  We’re still stuck with the fact that 
the only way out is the North Pole.” 

He didn’t need to remind her that the only way to the 
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North Pole was through the Panopticon.  
“I take it the guards are oblivious to this Mayan tunnel?”
David nodded.  “Seems so.  They never come down here.  

Maybe they figure this place is so far underground that it’s 
solid rock in every direction.  Or maybe they know about it 
and figure it doesn’t matter — we can’t get out anyway.  
They’re content to let us amuse ourselves.  But that’s not 
why I brought you here.”

No?  That caught her off  guard.  David’s revelation that 
the Prison had once been an underground Mayan city had 
been pretty impressive for one night.  Abruptly, they came 
to a juncture where a rough-hewn tunnel had been 
burrowed through the rock, undoubtedly by prisoners.  
They left the Mayan tunnel and after several turns, entered a 
small room.  

David shone his torch on a table against the back wall.  
“Here.  This is what I came to show you.”  The firelight 
licked the cold rock wall, illuminating a body.

But it wasn’t a body, Elspeth saw as she got closer to it.  
Rather, it was a black armored suit, just like the ones the 
guards wore.  “Where did you get this?  Did you —?”

“No,” David said with a small laugh.  “Not that I 
wouldn’t.  But no, we didn’t kill anyone.  One of  the guards 
had an injury that needed immediate attention, it couldn’t 
wait for him to get back to the Panopticon.  So they took 
him to the prisoner infirmary.  They took his suit off  to 
treat him — and in all the confusion, we were able to steal 
it.

“Look.  Ah.  You’ve probably noticed that guy who wore 
this thing was rather tall — taller than any of  us.  So.  If  you 
were to … you know …”

“Wear the suit,” she finished warily.  “You want me to put 
this on and go inside the Panopticon.”

“Only for a short time,” David said.  “In and out.”
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“David, how would I even do that?  They’d know is was 
—”

“Nobody’s ever been inside the Panopticon!  Well, not 
where the guards go, not deep inside, anyway!” David said.  
“Look.  We’ve had the idea for a long time now, but we’ve 
never had someone tall enough to pull it off.  You’re the 
first.  You’d have to —”

Intuition snapped across her synapses.  “So this is why 
you were all so quick to accept my into your little Black 
Dove Order.  And that’s why you gave me that dinner the 
other night.  Goddamn you, David!”

His face fell.  “Look.  You have every right to be angry 
with me.  I know you do.  You’re right.  But —”

“No!” Elspeth exploded.  “You didn’t ‘bet’ on me!  You’re 
using me — for — for my height!  You didn’t choose me 
because I passed some test or seemed trustworthy!  In fact, 
it had nothing at all to do with who I am as a person.  It’s 
not even because I was a doctor.  At least that would have 
been better because then you would have respected 
something I’d done, something I’d accomplished.  No.  It 
was none of  that.  It was because I’m tall.  Am I right?”

David nodded.  “Yes.  Are you happy?  Yes it was.  
Because we’re practical.  All of  us.  We want to get out of  
here.  And the only way out is through the Panopticon.  And 
the only way into the Panopticon is with this suit, with 
someone tall enough to wear it.  That’s you.  You’re it.  
You’re not our number one draft pick, you’re our only draft 
pick.  There’s never been a prisoner tall enough.  And there 
might not be again for years — or ever.  So it’s you.  Now.  
Or nobody ever.

“We’re serious about escaping.  We’re hardcore.  So I’m 
going to ask you the same question your friend the Vizier 
asked you: are YOU serious?  Because this is what it will 
take.  And you’re the only one who can do it.”  He fell silent, 
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seemingly out of  words.
She stood there, stunned.  So that was it.  She was 

surgical tool, nothing more.  Readjusting her understanding 
of  their relationship, she understood that.  She was the right 
surgical tool, no, more than that, the only surgical tool 
possible.  David wasn’t her friend; he was an ally.  That was 
it.  She had been mistaken in feeling like he was a friend, but 
that had been her mistake.  

This was a prison, not a summer camp.  You did what you 
had to do to survive.  So he had made a practical decision.  

Are you serious?
She was.  Slowly, she nodded.  “Okay.  I’ll do it.”
Goddamn you, David.  If  we ever get out of  here, I’m 

going to rip your eyeballs out and play marbles with them.
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EIGHT: INTO THE PANOPTICON

THE PLAN was simple.
After morning count, she’d return to her cell, put on the 

suit, and follow the other guards back into the Panopticon.  
The Order of  the Black Dove called it Operation Flying 
Monkey, as this had been how the Tin Man, Scarecrow and 
Cowardly Lion had gotten into the Wicked Witch’s castle.  

“You people have goofy names for everything,” Elspeth 
said to David with an eye-roll.

But it had worked.  She had the suit on in under five 
minutes.  She stepped out of  her cell door — and James 
Card stood bolt upright at attention as she walked past, 
startled by the sudden presence of  a guard on their floor he 
had not noticed before.

Satisfied that even Card himself  did not recognize her, 
she grinned beneath her helmet.  Then, she stepped into 
line with the other guards and crossed the bridge.  The 
Panopticon opened to her, and she stepped inside, eager to 
discover its secrets …

The first room she entered was very different from the 
one she had been in during her first visit.  Instead of  
antique accoutrements, everything was polished black and 
chrome.  Several large cylindrical tanks lined the walls, mist 
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spilling off  the labyrinth of  pipes that forked in and out of  
them.  Writing on their sides read: 

BIOHAZARD: Medical Nanobot Units #34A-44D

Nanobots?  Her mind raced.  Is that what this whole 
prison was for?  

Nanobot experimentation on live human subjects?  She’d 
read about such things in medical journals.  Nanobots were 
theoretical tiny molecular machines — robots at the atomic 
level.  Doctors had written papers about using them to 
repair the body on a cellular level, even going so far as to 
construct entirely new organs from scratch.  Or limbs.

Or fingers.
Fingers!  She wiggled her regrown pinkie involuntarily.
Yes, working nanobots would explain the miraculous 

reappearance of  her severed digit.  Weaving carbon and 
oxygen, a small army of  nanobots could stitch together a 
new finger literally our of  thin air …

While she pondered this, Elspeth kept a close eye on her 
companion guards.  None of  them seemed to be taking off  
their helmets.  The suits must offer some kind of  protection 
against the nanobots, she reasoned.  True, the tiny engines 
could be beneficial, but that same power cut two ways: 
nanobots could also be extremely dangerous.  Why, entirely 
new classes of  nanobot-based diseases could be dreamt up.  
They could rip apart a body at the cellular level, like a form 
of  super leprosy …

Ice flushed in her veins.
The Vizier.
Oh boy.  Of  course.  That fit so perfectly.  Was that what 

happened to him?  Had a nanobot swarm sheared him apart 
by his molecules?  A ghastly cloud, infecting him like a virus 
… Yes, it would look like leprosy, producing lesions and 
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rough white patches on the flesh, like scar tissue.  It would 
consume him, cover him.

Dear God.  
Here it is, boys and girls!  Leprosy of  the future!  New 

wave leprosy, brought to you by the magic of  
nanotechnology.

Elspeth tried to fight down the gibbering of  her mind: 
was this the US government?  Or China?  Or …. Who else?  

Enemy Combatants were the new lab rats.  

Nanotech.  Rich horrors filled her mind: flowers with teeth, 
or even teeth growing out of  eyes; petals and leaves twisting 
in terror skyward, skittering out of  the soil in which they 
was born.  Contrast this with luscious immortality: smooth 
baby flesh, forever.  Both were made possible by the same 
thing, by machines the size of  atoms.  And why not?  
Biology itself  was basically nature’s own nanotech.    

Elspeth marveled at the beauty of  such power.   But she 
also found it radioactive, cringe-worthy, repulsive: 
something to be contained and restrained.  

One of  her fellow guards shook her from her reverie.  
“Hey!  Help me bring this over to the pad deck!”  He 
grunted at a smaller cylinder that had just received a healthy 
filling of  something from one of  the larger cylinders.  

Elspeth didn’t dare hesitate: she nodded in return, trying 
to look masculine.  She knew she was tall enough to be 
automatically assumed to be male: so long as she played the 
part, she would be fine.  And she was plenty strong enough: 
she lifted her end of  the weight and moved the small 
container to a shipping palette. 

After several back and forth trips like this, Elspeth found 
a way to move away from the main gang and go deeper into 
the Panopticon.  But each room was filled with only more 
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nanotech-looking tubs and containers.  The color of  the 
molecular machine goo shifted somewhat from green to 
grey to mustard, but it still had a metallic tinge no matter the 
shade.  

She debated with herself  now: had she discovered 
enough information for the Order of  the Black Dove? 
 Should she return with this discovery of  the 
nanotechnology vats?  Or should she double down and go 
further into the Panopticon, learn more secrets?

Two nearby doors opened briefly, providing tantalizing 
glimpses into adjoining rooms.  She saw dense plastic flaps 
and a heavy air fan that roared to life, blowing air back into 
the room she was in, which then switched off  when the 
door was closed again. 

Nope, time to boogie.  Those adjoining rooms looked like 
they were insulated from the nanotechnology, which meant 
she would probably have to take off  her helmet if  she 
entered them.  Better to escape with what she had.  

"Hey Munson," came a voice.  She turned.  Two of  the 
shorter guards stood there.  "That's you in there, right 
Munson?  Suit 15?"  The guard tapped a finger on her wrist 
where a serial number was inscribed that she hadn't noticed 
before: 0015.  

"Who else could it be, that tall?  Hey.  How's the weather 
up there Munson?"

She froze for a moment while they laughed.  Then she 
nodded and sort of  grunted a Yeah.  But it wasn't good 
enough.  Instantly, their body language changed.  She felt 
suspicion light up their nerve endings.

"Hey ... who are you?"
"None of  your beeswax, Lollipop Guild."  Elspeth 

suddenly lashed out with her whole body, shoving both men 
away from her.  

Then, she turned and ran.
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The door out of  the Panopticon opened for her, no 
problem.  After all, she was a guard.  Probably some RFID 
thing in the suit keyed the doors.  

But the bridge was not extended all the way.  In her rush, 
she had forgotten about that.  

They were going to start shooting at her now.  She even 
thought she heard shots.  Her breathing echoed raggedly in 
her ears, amplified by her helmet.  Claustrophobia shot 
through her in a gelid sizzle.  

Her feet kept running.  Primal fear had her, all her 
magical Doctor calm fell away.  Instinct took over, flight at 
all costs.

That's when she ran right off  the end of  the partially 
extended bridge.  

She plunged, falling from the middle of  the hollow moon 
all the way to its South Pole.

She landed crookedly with a sickening snap.  Somehow, 
she remained conscious and numb.  Her legs were a mess, 
mess, mess.  Bones jutted out of  both of  them.  Oh dear.  
Those would need to be sterilized and set.  And the bleeding 
stopped and bags of  flesh and muscle sewn shut.

She knew that with immediate and proper medical care, 
she could live.  Like Humpty Dumpty, she could be put back 
together.

But her hopes fell when the air above her shimmered and 
a tight fist of  fiery stars appeared.  These whirling wraiths, 
these candle-less tongues of  flame paused for only a 
moment, assessing her.  Except now she knew what they 
were: nanobots, programmed to sever atom from atom, rip 
flesh from bone.

They pounced.  She screamed.
They were killing her, ripping her apart.  Just like they had 

that old man, Milton.
An exquisite pain seared her.  But now all she thought 
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about was Oscar, and how she would never see him again.  
I'm sorry, honey.  I failed you.  I failed us both.  I'll never 
find you, I'll never save us.

Her body jumped and flopped around involuntarily while 
the numinous stars burned her nerve endings.

Then, she succumbed to her fate.  The lights went out.

SHE AWOKE on a stone table in one of  the crudely-cut 
passageways.  David was here, as were several others of  the 
Order of  the Black Dove.  She was lying down.  A 
makeshift I.V. was plugged into her arm, feeding her from a 
drip bag.

"What's in it?" She demanded groggily.
David laughed.  "Coconut water.  Elspeth.  Doctors really 

do make the worst patients."
She looked down at her legs.  They were whole.  No 

traces of  her injury remained.
She sagged.  She was sick of  saying, Impossible.
"So the fire things kill Titus.  But they saved me.  Why?"
"You're a lot prettier than Titus?" David offered.
She laughed.  "Was that a question?"
"You know I think you are.  Sigh.  If  only you weren't 

married …”  He said it like a joke, but could tell by the look 
in his eye that he was half  serious.  Maybe all serious.

"So what happened?"  She sat up.  David tried to push 
her back down but hissed him away.  "I'm fine.  Really, and I 
would know, being both me and a medical professional.  
Now tell me what happened."

"Doctors.  Alright.  You fell.  We all saw it happen.  We 
thought you were dead.  You were in pretty bad shape.  But 
then the fire things came.  They stitched you back together, 
and vanished.  Meanwhile, you passed out and the guards 
started going crazy.  They ordered everyone back into their 
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cells and put the place on lockdown.  
“So all us in the Dove, we went into the tunnels right 

away.  We beat them down to the South Pole, and we 
grabbed your body and made a run for it.  It wasn’t so hard 
really, since there’s not much between the cells on the east 
and the west all the way down here.  And it’s hard for the 
guards to move downwards quickly.  By the time they 
arrived, your body was gone.”

Elspeth nodded.  “So what’re they going to do when they 
find out I’m not in my cell during lockdown?”

“Oh, lots of  people aren’t.  It’s chaos.  Prisoners are 
locked two or three in a cell, in the wrong cells.  They’ll 
assume you’re around somewhere.  They won’t assume it 
was you in the suit.”

“They know it was someone tall.”
“There are lots of  tall people here.  They —”
“They know it was a woman.  They heard my voice.  

They know it was a tall woman.  Kind of  narrows it down.”
 David shook his head.  “I doubt it.  You’re being 

paranoid.  You were in a suit.  They could barely hear you.”
“Never mind,” Elspeth said, shaking her head.  “You’re 

probably right.”
“So.  What did you see?”
She told him.

NEWS OF THE NANOTECHNOLOGY spread like 
wildfire throughout the caverns.  Many of  the Order of  the 
Black Dove stopped by to wish Elspeth well, and to thank 
her personally for the risk she’d taken.  “We understand a lot 
more now, thanks to you,” they said.  “Now we may have 
some hope of  escape.”

Bold new plans were discussed in the hallways.  Elspeth 
caught snippets here and there.  The general consensus was 
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that the Prison was a large experiment.  Each Prisoner had 
been chosen because in aggregate, they formed a 
representative sample population of  the globe.  

But were their captors trying to heal the world?  Or 
unleash a new nano-disease?  On this point there wasn’t 
much agreement.  If  they were trying to heal it, they must 
have concluded that drastic means were necessary: people 
would have to be abducted against their will to be test 
subjects.  And other than Titus — who miraculously 
returned to life after each earthquake — there was no 
evidence of  the nano-particles killing anyone.  Well, Titus 
and the Vizier.  But the great majority of  prisoners were not 
affected.  

LATER, WHEN she had returned to her cell, she heard 
James Card cursing up a storm.  “What it it?” she asked him.

“Goddamn record,” he replied.  “It’s scratched again.  
Can you believe that?”

“But I thought that scratch went away?”
“Yeah it did.  And now it’s back again.  It skips right in 

the same goddamn place.”
“Did you do it?”
“No!  Not this time!  I have no idea how this happened.  

I could swear the scratch was completely and totally gone 
until today.”

“Weird,” Elspeth said, and for some reason her gaze 
drifted towards the hexagon map scratched into her wall.  
The hieroglyph of  the bee at the top seemed to mock her 
lack of  understanding.  There were no bees here, she recalled 
someone saying.  Nothing pollinated the plants that grew, 
nevertheless and in spite of  that.

So what was this map of?  Some kind of  giant beehive?
Bzzz Bzzz!
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THAT NIGHT, SHE DREAMED of  being nailed shut 
in a coffin.

She hated closed spaces, she was claustrophobic in the 
extreme.  This was the worst thing you could do to her — 
or to anyone, in her opinion.  Even worse, her long form 
did not quite fit in the coffin right, her legs were bent, and 
she hunched.  And screamed.

Her arms — those long arms, like helicopter-wing-long 
arms — had nowhere to go.  They bent around, going from 
one type of  bent to another, seeking release, seeking 
straightness, anything … 

At least she would be dead soon.  She realized than.  That 
was the only solace.  You couldn’t be awake long buried 
alive.  

Then she realized cats were in here with her.  Starving 
cats.  Squirming fur, meowing and clawing.  Tribbles with 
fangs.  Tribbles that would slurp blood like milk as their 
claws raked throughout flesh …

She had to get out!
But miles of  dirt were piled on her. 
Miles and miles up to the surface.  Rock and stone and 

soil.  After all, she had been down here for a forever.  
But how could she know that?  Unless … unless she 

remembered it?  A forever.  How could she know that?
Because she was immortal.  Because she couldn’t die.  

The cats were immortal also, little gods of  Egypt.  And they 
were hungry.  And they would eat her, and she would just 
regenerate and regenerate and they would keep eating her 
… Prometheus on his rock … 

Dr. Elspeth Lune awoke in the Prison in a great sweat.  
She nearly screamed herself  awake — yet even that would 
not have been enough to drown out the din of  the films.
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NINE: SANCTUARY

THE MORNING CAME like an avalanche as it always did, 
and Elspeth Lune stood next to James Card for the line-up.

Guards in black armor swarmed, checking everyone.  
Elspeth watched them with a new trepidation, wondering if  
they would somehow know it had been she inside the 
Panopticon just the previous night.  

“Hey stretchy McTwitch,” Card whispered.  “Stop 
fidgeting.”

She nodded, appreciative of  the warning.  Then she 
turned to him suddenly.  “I have something I haven’t told 
you.”

He nodded.  “I know.  I’ve been waiting for you to come 
clean.”

“You have?”
“Yes.  You don’t get as far as I did in business without 

being able to read people.  And you, longshanks, are an 
open book.”

“Okay, don’t rub it in.  Breakfast.  I’ll tell you over that 
slop they feed us in the morning.”

THEY PLAYED PANTHEON CHESS while Elspeth 



Mark Jeffrey

95

finally spilled everything about the Order of  the Black Dove 
and Ione to James Card.

“Jesus, Elspeth,” Card said.  “You really have been holding 
out on me.”

“I’m sorry!  I didn’t mean to find the secret door, and the 
secret passageways and all these people people in them.  It 
just sort of  … happened.”

“Yeah.  Well …”
“Well, I’m telling you now, which should make up for it.”
“I don’t buy the nanotech cover story.  It doesn’t ring 

true.  Remember, I have a nose for this sort of  thing.”
“But I saw it!  I was inside the Panopticon!  I’m telling you, 

it was all real.  I fell — you must have heard about that …”
“About the guard that fell to his death yesterday?  

Everyone knows about that — even I saw it.”
“Well, I came back to life — because those nanotech 

things put me back together.  That’s proof  right there, as far 
as I’m concerned.”

James Card moved his Pantheon piece and noodled with 
his sour soup.  “Nope.  That David character is hiding 
something.  I can feel it.  He’s fibbing to you.”

“I think he’s got a crush on me.”
“Oh, he most definitely has a crush on you.  But he’s also 

lying to you.  Simple as that.”
“What do you think I should do?”
“I think you should tell me how to open a secret 

passageway in my cell so I can —”
“Not every cell has one!  Yours doesn’t, I checked.”
“Okay, well if  I can’t come play with you and the Order 

of  the Whackadoodles, then you should tail this David 
person when he thinks you’re gone for the night.  See where 
he goes.  He says he’s a prisoner, right?  Well.  Have you ever 
seen him around the prison during the day?”

That got her.  She stopped for a moment, and then said:  
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“Well, no … but there are a thousand other people here.  
It’s possible that —” 

“Nuh uh.  What cell is he in?”
She shrugged.
“Right.”
“Okay.  Point taken.  Your move, by the way.”
David moved his Loki-knight into position, thinking to 

take her Isis.   But a few moves later, his Odin was pinned 
down in the corner.

“Okay.  Now that’s weird,” Elspeth said.
“What is?”
“The Pantheon Chess board … it’s in the exact same 

configuration.  Again.  These games all end exactly the 
same.  How can that be?”

“Huh.  Yeah, you’re right.  So tell me, gentle giant: how 
does your nanotech theory explain that?”

Elspeth had to admit she had no answers.
“Just follow David,” Card urged.  “Do it.  Do it tonight.”

IT TOOK HER the full day and part of  the night to 
come to the decision to follow David.  But James was right: 
something was fishy here.  She would wait until the end of  
the night, when the Order cleared out of  the tunnels and 
made their way back to their cells for the morning count.  

If  David was really a prisoner, he would go back to his 
cell.  If  not … 

Well.  She would see just where it was that he went to.
It wasn’t hard to separate him from the others in the 

Order.  She flirted with him harder than she had ever 
before, giving him little looks and smiles.  She asked him to 
show her the digs and escape tunnel projects, which he did 
eagerly.  All of  this put the two of  them far, far away from 
anyone other prisoner by the time morning rolled around.
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“Well then,” David said with a gooey smile.  “I guess … 
that’s it for tonight then.  Time to get back in our cages.”

“Yeah,” Elspeth said.  “Let’s do this again tomorrow 
night.  Okay?”

“Sure, sure!” David replied.  For a moment it looked like 
he might try to lean up for a kiss … but Elspeth stepped 
away before he tried to go that far.  “Well.  On my way then.  
Good night!”  He waved goofily.

“Good night,” she said, and turned and walked away.  She 
waited only a moment before doubling back and following 
him through the stone labyrinth at a safe distance.  

THE DOOR opened.  A shaft of  light poured out, as if  
David had opened a portal to heaven.  He gave a quick 
furtive glance around — and ducked through.  The door 
snicked shut neatly behind him, its lines vanishing perfectly 
in the rock.

Interesting, Elspeth mused.  
There was another tunnel system inside the tunnel system.
Quickly, before someone else came along, she followed.  

Up close, there was absolutely no trace of  the door in the 
rough-hewn rock.  She had expected to see a thin line, 
something, anything.  

But there was nothing.  
She pushed on the moss-covered nub of  rock, as she had 

seen David do.  The portal opened, and she stepped 
through.

There was a brightly-lit tunnel here.  It was not made of  
roughly hewn rock: instead, it was constructed of  steel and 
immaculately clean with a textured black rubber floor.   She 
followed it a short distance until it opened up into a 
wonderland.

She beheld an underground cavern made of  delirium and 
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slices of  sheer happiness.
As her eyes adjusted to the dazzling light, she realized 

that she was looking upon some kind of  luxurious living 
compound.  Bright colors and rich grasses and trees and 
flowers of  every size and shape abounded.  Living quarters 
filled the landscape, each built in one of  a number of  
different architectural styles — Queen Anne cottages, 
Victorian mansions — each bespeaking long, indulgent 
hours in the design and construction thereof.  The sounds 
of  children playing, their squeals of  laughter, were 
everywhere — she saw packs of  them running happily.  
Fields filled with rich crops of  every variety swept the 
hillsides — she could smell the rich aroma of  peat and loam 
and vegetation.

She had to blink to believe it.  This was what was buried 
beneath the Glass Prison?  This — this Munchkinland?  
This Genesis Cave, this Garden of  Eden?

She spied a nearby windmill and her breath caught in her 
throat.  The blades.  The blades!  She recognized them.  They 
had been made in the prison above with prison labor.  She 
herself  had worked on those blades, painting them with that 
smelly epoxy.  At the time, she had wondered what the blade 
was, what such a thing could possibly be for …

And now, she had her answer.
Anger swelled within her.  What did this place mean?  

Were these people somehow leeching off  the prison above?  
It was too much.  It made her want to scream.  

Before she could stop herself, she marched down the hill, 
hands bunched into tight fists swinging at her sides.  

A group of  children were the first to spot her.  They 
stopped playing, a splash of  alarm rippling through them.  
She studied their faces: she recognized none of  them.  And 
they all had modern clothes, almost expensive-looking 
clothes: not the rags of  the prison.



Mark Jeffrey

99

So.  These kids had been hidden here also.  And they 
were nothing like the old-eyed kids she’d run into in the 
other tunnels.  No.  These were true children.

She ignored them and strutted until she reached 
something that looked like a town square.

“Hello?  Hello!  David!  Are you here?”  She yelled. “No?  
Okay.  What about Sebastian Cone?  I’ve seen your little 
hidden village!  You want to come out and explain what the 
hell’s going on here?”

Cautious faces peeked out of  windows, mostly women.  
Again, no one she had seen before.

Ah.  Women and children, hidden here beneath the hard 
prison life above.  Men started to appear now — men she 
had seen before with David.  They were clearly shocked at 
Elspeth’s presence.  They drew guns.

“Oh please!  Those guns are just soap and shoe polish 
made to look like —”

“Elspeth …” David said.  She whirled.  David stood 
there, motioning for everyone else to keep calm.  

“Now,” Elspeth said deliberately, stabbing a finger at him 
with her voice quaking.  “Now you’re going to explain all 
this.”

David seemed at a loss for moment.  But then a new 
voice appeared.  “Oh, good job, David.”  It was Ione, the 
small Indian girl.  “You can stop acting all surprised.  I 
suppose she just happened to stumble on the secret door to 
the Sanctuary.”

David turned bright red.  “I — I — no, it was —”
“Right.  That’s what I thought.  You fell in love with her, 

didn’t you?  And once she knew about this place, I’d have to 
let her stay.  So presto, you make sure she’s following you, 
and you go through the Sanctuary door, making sure she 
sees how to open it.  Right?  Am I missing anything so far?”

David was silent and blushing for a long moment.  Then 
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he said, “Well you’re in love with James Card.”
“That’s not true,” Ione said, now blushing now as well.
“No?  Then why did you give him a record player, just 

like he asked for?  A secret present from little Sebastian, the 
girl who can’t grow up.”

“You don’t know what it’s like,” she said darkly, from a 
place of  deep hurt. 

But Elspeth’s eyes only darted between the two of  them.  
Sebastian?

“Yes,” the child said wearily, answering the unspoken 
question.  “My name’s not really Ione.  It’s Sebastian Cone.  
Well, Sebastienne, really, but nobody pronounces it that way.”

Elspeth swallowed.  
“And this is Sanctuary.  Welcome, Doctor Lune.”

SEBASTIAN CONE — the child — sat in the front 
salon of  a lavish, well-appointed home.  Elspeth sat nearby, 
while David brought them both tea.  

“Don’t think of  me as a child,” Sebastian said.  “You can 
get that out of  your head right now.”  Elspeth nodded.  She 
believed Sebastian.  It wasn’t all that hard, really, especially 
now that the pretense was dropped.  The way Sebastian held 
herself, the cold intelligence in the eyes … none of  it was 
child-like.  

And then there was the way that everyone deferred to 
her.  Even David.

“Why?” Elspeth asked.  “Is it the medical experiments?  
The — whatever they did to me — that made my finger 
grow back?”

Sebastian laughed.  “Ah yes.  That.  Why, yes, in a way.  
It’s all related.  Why do plants grow — with no water, no 
bees, no sunlight?  Why do dead people come back to life?  
Why is a forty year old child sitting in front of  you right 
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now?  How about why your phone calls end up in confusing 
conversations with your own relatives?  Oh yes, I know 
about James Card’s mobile.   Haven’t you guessed at it yet?”

“Well I was in the Panopticon.  I saw it.  It’s … some kind 
of  nanotechnology.  That’s why they chose me, a doctor, 
why they —”

“No.  No no no no no.  First all of  all, there is no they.  
Who do you you think they are?”

“The guards.  The people in the Panopticon, the ones 
who keep us here.”

“The guards, as you call them, are us.”
Elspeth’s jaw dropped.  
“Well, not me.  I’m too short.  It’s the men, mostly.  Some 

women.  They dress up in those nonsense black armor 
costumes, come running out of  the Panopticon every 
morning, all gung-ho.  Make sure everyone stays good and 
scared.  We’ve got an elevator that goes right up from the 
middle of  the village, up into the center of  the Panopticon.  
In fact, you see it from here.”  Sebastian pointed out her 
front window: sure enough, a dark metallic elevator shaft 
stood not far away, running from the ground all the way up 
through the ceiling.  There was something that glowed 
orange in front of  where the doors should be.  To Elspeth’s 
questioning gaze, she said.  “There’s a wall of  lava in front 
of  it.  Extra protection — just in case any prisoners actually 
ever are able to get into the Panopticon and take the 
elevator down — they won’t be able to enter the Sanctuary.  
It’s a cool Mayan thing, like so much around here …”

“It was you, wasn’t it?” Elspeth said to David pointedly.  
“When I was clubbed down at my first morning count, and 
brought to the Panopticon … I was restrained and couldn’t 
see who was talking.  It was a man’s voice … that was you, 
wasn’t it?”

“Yes,” David said, barely a whisper.
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“Oh, and all that with the nanotechnology tanks?” 
Sebastian continued like this exchange hadn’t just taken 
place.  “That was just a big show, just for you.  We had the 
metal shop make the tanks, then we had another work detail 
paint them black.  We had the stencil the words on 
ourselves, of  course.  Couldn’t have anyone else know about 
that bit of  it.  But we had no idea you’d run away and then 
right off  the bridge like that!  So sorry about that … 

“Where was I?  Oh right.  There’s usually only like twenty 
of  us up there at any given moment — it’s amazing 
nobody’s noticed how few and we haven’t had a rebellion.  
Then we just put the films on a night, make a lot of  racket, 
make sure to keep the pressure up and —”

“How dare you,” Elspeth growled.  At the same time, 
some part of  her screamed, The Vizier knows all of  this 
already.  That son of  a bitch knew all along.  So why was he 
allowing himself  to remain imprisoned?  

“How dare we?” Sebastian growled back, every bit as 
incensed.  “We dare, because it keeps us alive.”

“No!” Elspeth screamed.  “No — and don’t interrupt!  
Goddamn you people!  You’ve imprisoned me — all of  us — 
to keep yourselves alive?  That’s your reason?  You self-
righteous bastards!”

Sebastian formed her hands into a temple.  Then she said 
quietly, eyes averted.  “Yes.  That’s our reason.  Don’t you 
want to know how?”

“Never mind how!  It doesn’t matter!  You have have no 
goddamn right to put your own lives above everyone else’s!”

A slow smile crept across Sebastian’s face.  She snapped 
her fingers.  David nodded and left the room.  He returned 
with another little girl — this one perhaps six years old.  A 
glance told Elspeth that this one was not ‘old’ in the same 
way Sebastian was — this was an actual child.

“This is my daughter,” David said.  “Victoria.  Or Vicky.”
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“Hello,” Vicky said shyly, clinging to her father.  
For the girl’s sake, Elspeth held her anger in check.  She 

simply said, “Hello, Vicky.”
“Vicky was sick — very sick — on the outside.  We had a 

house in Redondo Beach.  We took her to a number of  
doctors, without much luck.  Then, we took her to see a 
certain Doctor Elspeth Lune.  Doctor Lune prescribed 
something called Quaofloxin.  Within a week, Vicky was on 
death’s door.  But we were offered a deal.  Come here to this 
place, where Vicky would be cured.  Or wait for Vicky to 
die.”

“And I got better — a lot better!” Vicky said with a huge 
grin.  Elspeth watched this little girl, feeling like someone 
just socked her in the gut.  At least Vicky didn’t seem to 
recognize her.

“Yes.  Yes, you did,” David said, eyes misting.  “Now go 
play.”  Vicky sprinted away.

Shock and ice and slashing snakes of  gushing terror 
sizzled Elspeth’s innards.  She sobbed uncontrollably.

“So you see, Dr. Lune,” Sebastian said quietly.  “You are 
not so above us.  And you are not the only one who would 
do anything — anything at all — to save your child.”

Her mind spun.  I gave her Quaofloxin.  For money.  I gave that 
girl a drug I knew didn’t work.  For money.  And now, because of  
that, for the rest of  her life, she’s imprisoned here in this place.

Oh my God.  And so is David.  
OhmyGodOhmyGodOhmyGod.
I did this. 
How many more people did I do this to?
“So this is why I’m here,” Elspeth managed to finally say 

in between sobs.  Dear Oscar, forgive me.  It makes sense 
now.  “I am guilty, after all.  I did commit a crime.  I deserve 
to be in prison.  This is my punishment.  And that’s why I 
was chosen.”
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She broke down into uncontrollable sobs.
When David offered her a shoulder and a hug, she 

refused.  How could she accept?  She knew David was in 
love with her.  But now she also knew that she had damned 
both David and his daughter to an eternity in the Glass 
Prison.  

She didn’t deserve his shoulder. 

“SO HOW DOES it all work?” Elspeth asked when she 
regained enough composure to resume the talking.  “This 
place.  How does it keep people alive?”

“Ah, the secret of  out little fairyland,” Sebastian smiled.  
“Well that’s not so hard to explain.  I can’t tell you how it 
works mind you — not the mechanism of  it.  Something to 
do with Mayans — they’re nuts about time, as I know David 
told you.  They built this place.  Nobody knows how it 
works.  But I can explain it.”

“Then explain it,” Elspeth said.
“Well, it’s like this.  We’re living the same week, over and 

over,” Sebastian said.  “Inside the Glass Prison — which 
includes our little village, it’s always the week of  July 4th, 
2002.  That’s a Thursday.  George W. Bush is President.  
And I mean right now, this very second.  We keep going 
until Thursday, July 11th 2002.  Then, the earthquake hits — 
well, it’s not really an earthquake, just us rebounding, 
snapping back in time again.”

“But that doesn’t make sense.  Are we time-traveling?  Or 
not?  I mean, time travel doesn’t explain my pinkie re-
growing.”

“Well it does, actually.  Time travel isn’t at all like in the 
movies, at least not this kind.  The Mayans always claimed 
that time was cyclical, that it didn’t go in a straight line from 
past, present to future …. and boy, were they right about 
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that!  There are certain events that have to happen at certain 
times.  They’re written in ink, you can’t change them.  For 
instance: in 2002, you still had your pinkie, right?

“Well … yeah.  I was twenty-one.”
“So here, you still have your pinkie.  Because here it’s 

2002.  So it grew back, so you’d be aligned with your fate in 
2002.  It had to.”

“No … that can’t be right.  If  that were true, I’d turn into 
a twenty-one-year old again?  Right?  Wouldn’t I … like, de-
age, or something?”

Sebastian shook her head.  “No.  It doesn’t work like that.  
Only major beats of  fate are enforced, which means injuries 
are reversed.  But you remain the age you were when you 
entered the prison, more or less.  On the other hand, here’s 
another example: Milton.  Milton, the poor bastard, dies 
every Sunday, July 7th 2002.  No way around it.  That’s his 
fate.  So he relives it every week.”

“What about that — that fire thing that came and killed 
him?”

Sebastian shrugged.  “Ah.  That.  That fire thing seems to 
be time’s way of  correcting things, when events don’t quite 
conspire right — or can’t for some reason.  Usually, we just 
kill old Milton — and believe me, we’re doing him a favor.   
Because if  we don’t, it shows up and kills him.  Which is the 
exact same reason why it healed you, by the way, when you 
fell from the Panopticon bridge.  You weren’t meant to be 
injured like that in 2002.  And there was no other way events 
could reasonably conspire to ‘correct’ that.  That fire thing 
is nature’s last resort, it seems, when it can’t solve things 
elegantly and has to resolve to brute force.”

“Okay.  I get that.  But what about Vicky?  How do you 
explain here? Vicky wasn’t even born yet.”

Sebastian shrugged.  “That’s right.  So in 2002, nothing 
has happened to Vicky yet.  As a result, she is in pristine, 
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actually textbook perfect health — and she always will be, so 
long as she stays here.  Nothing can happen to her.  Just like 
nothing can happen to me — or any of  us.  Which is why 
my body never grows older, by the way.  I have the mind of  
an adult, but I was always have the body of  a child.   The 
same will be true with Vicky — but at least she’ll be alive.  
We’re all more or less immortal here.  The only thing that 
can kill us is if  we leave — if  we re-enter the normal flow 
of  time and events outside of  this place.”

“And the food,” Elspeth said, snapping her fingers.  
“That also explains the food!  That’s why everything grows 
here — with no heat, no light, no water!”

Sebastian nodded.  “It all just regenerates every week, 
right on the dot.  If  it was alive in 2002, it’s alive here — 
nothing can stop that.  And if  somebody eats it, it just 
comes back when the next cycle comes up.  Same with the 
parakeets and parrots — not that anybody eats them, just 
that it doesn’t matter that the prison isn’t tropical enough 
for them, that can’t kill them.  Nothing can.  Nothing is 
stronger than fate.”

“Okay.  Got that.  But one thing I don’t get.  Why me?  
Why did you kidnap me?”

“Oh,” Sebastian said.  “No.  You’ve got that wrong.  We 
didn’t kidnap you.  We’re just the guards.  We don’t decide 
who enters the prison; that’s not up to us.”

No?
“Who, then?”
Sebastian shrugged.  “We don’t know.  We talk to them 

now and then, that’s it.”
“Who brought you down here?”
“They did, of  course.  I was dying from cancer in 2003 

… a man asked me if  I wanted to live, I said I did and the 
next thing I knew I was here.  I don’t know who the man 
was.  I barely remember it, actually.  We all have a similar 
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story.  Just like you don’t know much about your 
abduction.”

“So you didn’t bring Milton down here …”
“No.  Oh, no.  We wouldn’t have done that.  I don’t know 

what his story is or even why he is here.”
“Okay.  But the people who put us all here.  You say you 

talk to them.  How?”
“Notes, usually.  Paper.  We can’t leave, but we can slip 

notes out and they can slip notes in.  You already know that 
the door you came in through is up at the top of  the ball — 
there’s a sort of  mailbox up there also.”

“And you have no idea who they are.  Or why they keep 
this place running.  Or what the purpose of  the prison is?”

“Not really,” Sebastian said, as if  this were a stupid 
question.  “But we don’t care.  Why would we?  Here, it’s 
Never Never Land.  Here, we live forever.”

Elspeth nodded.  “So long as you keep everyone else 
imprisoned, you mean.”

“Yes.  That’s the price.”
“I see.”
Sebastian jumped up.  “Well!  Now that we’ve gotten that 

out of  the way … I guess it’s time to show you your new 
home.”

“My new …?”
“You didn’t think we were going to make you go back to 

your cell, now did you?”  Sebastian laughed.  “We’re not so 
heartless, Elspeth.  You’ve got a place among us now.  The 
Order of  the Black Dove was always real — just not what 
you thought it was.  We’ve got a few new houses up, some 
real nice ones that …”

“So you’re not going to let me leave.”  She crossed her 
arms.

“Well … no.”  She blinked as though this were obvious.  
“We can’t.  Even we are still still prisoners, ultimately.”
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“Well, you can’t because you’ll die if  you leave.  But I can.”
Sebastian shook her head.  “No.  We’re not to let anyone 

out.  That’s the deal.  The people who slip us the sheets of  
paper are absolutely clear about that.  That’s the price.”

“Sebastian,” Elspeth said darkly,  “You can’t do this to 
me.   You can’t keep me here.”

Sebastian seemed genuinely surprised by this.  “We just 
offered you eternal life.  Isn’t that enough?”

But abruptly, Elspeth changed the subject.  “The Vizier 
knows about this place,” she said flatly.  “Doesn’t he?”

That caught Sebastian off  guard.  Fire flared in her eyes.  
She shouted, “That old leper doesn’t know anything!”

“Then why do you keep him in a fancy cell?  Why does 
he get all the creature comforts?” Sebastian looked trapped.  
“He’s got something on you.  Doesn’t he?”

Sebastian drew a knife.  “Look.  Elspeth.  You’re staying.  
Don’t think for a minute that we’ve told you everything yet.”

Other members of  the Order of  the Black Dove also 
drew knives.  

“You see Elspeth … you really have no choice.”
But then, to everyone’s surprise, a ruckus commenced 

outside.  They could hear scuffles, yelling.  Then, the roar of  
a crowd.  A man burst into the room, panting.

“What?” Sebastian demanded.  “What is that?”
“The prisoners … they’re here.”
“What?  Where?”
“In the Sanctuary!  They’re here here!”
Sebastian went sheet-white.  “How many?”
The man’s face was ashen.  “All of  them.”

UNBEKNOWNST TO Elspeth, when she had 
descended into the Sanctuary, a small camera had activated 
inside of  her brooch pin with the hieroglyph of  the bee.  
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And with that activation, the nighttime screens, which were 
usually filled with film after banal film — suddenly lit up 
with something new.  The entire prison watched this happen 
with mild surprise.

But this surprise quickly turned to shock, and then rage as 
they watched Elspeth enter the Sanctuary.  

They saw what she saw.  They heard what she heard. 
The Vizier laughed in his cell, watching his machinations 

come to fruition.
It wasn’t long until a prison riot and then a complete 

revolt was in full swing.  The guards were overpowered.  
And then an angry crowd bearing torches and curses 
descended into the tunnels.  The Vizier led them, carried on 
a pallet by very pissed off  members of  the Latin Kings.  

When they poured into the Sanctuary, they were an angry 
mob — and they were a thousand strong.  

Elspeth was surprised when TSA Agent Danny Trenton 
was the first to burst into the Sebastian’s room.  “Ma’am! 
Put the knife down!  Now!” Trenton shouted at Sebastian.  
When she didn’t obey, he lunged at her.  With a snarl, 
Sebastian stuck her knife neatly in his heart.

But it was only moments before more prisoners poured 
into the room.  A few scuffles later, and Sebastian and her 
men were disarmed.

The Vizier arrived next, carried in like a king.  He reeked 
of  the rancor of  leprosy.

“Ah.  So this was your doing,” Sebastian snarled.
The Vizier laughed.  “My doing?  It was your own doing, 

ultimately, helped only slightly by hand.  As you know is my 
way: I do not relish accruing bad karma: such a thing 
crosses my purpose.  As such, Elspeth wears one of  your very 
own infernal spying devices.  I merely pinned it to her.”

“Every word I told you was a lie,” Sebastian snapped to 
Elspeth.  “All that about this being a time loop — a lie!  
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This man here,” — she pointed at the body of  Danny 
Trenton — “died for nothing.  And unlike Milton, he will 
not come back to life.  Neither will the countless others dead 
outside.  Immortality is only reserved for us, the Order of  
the Black Dove!  You still do not know the true secret, 
Elspeth.  Don’t let this man — if  you can still call him a 
man anymore, given all that has fallen off  him — don’t 
believe him.  Don’t trust him.”

“Now that is a lie,” the Vizier boomed.  
“See for yourself,” Sebastian said.  “Behold your dead.  

Now.  Tell me.  Are any of  them returning to life?”
 The question caught Elspeth off  guard.  She looked at 

Danny’s slack expression of  blood and drool, the lifeless 
jelly of  his eyes.  She ran to the door: the same was true 
outside.  The dead were still dead: the wraiths or willow-o-
the-wisps had not arrived to work their magic.  

And that should not be so: in 2002, these people had all 
been alive.  If  Sebastian’s story of  a time loop had been 
true, they should all be returning to life by now.  So she must 
have been lying.  Or telling half-truths, she corrected herself.  
That must be it.  Some of  her story was true … but Elspeth 
was still missing some key component.

Impossible.
How she hated that word now.
“Okay,” Elspeth said.  “Okay.  We’re going up the 

elevator.  We’re getting out of  here.  Now.”  Sebastian 
laughed.  “And you!” Elspeth grabbed her by the back of  
her neck.  “You’re going to lower that firewall, that lava-
thing.”

Sebastian shook her head.  “No.  No, I’m not.”
Elspeth looked up at David.  “I don’t know how it 

works,” he said helplessly.  “Nobody does, except for her.  
And she won’t tell you.”

The Vizier nodded in agreement.  “It is sooth: this little 
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scorpion will keep her teeth closed.  We’ve had many a chat, 
she and I.  Haven’t we?”

“Go to hell,” Sebastian sneered.
The Vizier smiled his crooked smile.  “You first.”  Then 

he turned his splattered gaze to Elspeth.  “I say to you, 
Elspeth Lune … the little girl who is not a little girl, every 
word she has told you is true.  That wall of  fire there cannot 
harm you.  You may pass safely through.”

“You’ll burn!  You’ll die, with your scalding skin dripped 
from your cooked bones!” Sebastian howled.

“So there it is,” the Vizier said.  “You either believe her, 
or you believe me.  Time to answer the question, Elspeth.  
The one I keep asking.  Are you serious?  Because the one 
way back to your beloved is through that wall of  flame.”

Serious.  Am I serious?  You bet your goddamn turban I’m 
serious.

Without a word, Elspeth left the room and walked 
towards the shimmering wall of  lava.  
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TEN: THIRD ITERATION

AN EARTHQUAKE hit, rattling the Sanctuary as Elspeth 
Lune walked.

Of  course, that only meant another reset in the time loop, 
if  Sebastian had told the truth.  And that also meant that 
somewhere above, in the Glass Prison, James Card’s record 
no longer had a scratch … and Milton had just come back 
to life.  God, what was that like?  Dying and living and dying 
and living again … 

Should she trust the Vizier?  Or Sebastian?  Hell.  Both 
seemed like bad choices.

As she approached, a blast of  heat seared her vision and 
interrupted her reverie.  Before her stood an undulating 
curtain of  lava, a very literal wall of  fire.  Shimmering 
orange and black did a slow belly dance, pounding out heat 
and distortion.

She heard Cone laugh.  And David — David, bless his 
stupid, little lovesick heart — David shouted a warning.  But 
she had had enough of  both of  them.  They were small, 
tiny, insignificant compared to what she intended to do.

For you, Oscar, my love.  This is my one chance to get 
out of  here, to find you.

Was she serious?  By hell, yes!
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She inhaled deeply and held her breath — and chose.  
She committed herself  to the lava, immolating her flesh 

and soul.  The pain of  flame scalded her.  Her nerves 
danced with the feeling of  being singed, of  being 
consumed.  

Her entire soul cracked in half.  Oh God.  This is it.  The 
shock of  the pain—! 

Somewhere, somehow, she heard the Vizier laughing 
behind everything.

That bastard!  He’d lied to her.  She was not proof  against 
fire, not not not.  She was dying right now, being consumed 
alive by flame.

But somehow, she pushed through the lava anyway, 
resisting the urge to open her mouth inhale.  It was 
surprising that she was able to keep it shut: the panic that 
flooded through her should have been enough to overpower 
any conscious thought.  And the pain—!  It was beyond 
anything.  She could hardly believe a person could remain 
conscious while swamped with sensation like that … 

And then, suddenly, she popped free with a sound like 
suction letting go of  her.  

Air!
Goddamn!
Blessed air!
She gulped it down.  
By degrees, she realized she was not naked.  She was 

surprised.  She had expected to be.  She had figured her 
clothes would have been consumed by the lava.  

Small little tongues of  flame danced around her — they 
had been there even while she had been in the lava wall, fire 
within fire, indistinguishable from each other.

So.  The Vizier had been right: Sebastian’s tale had been 
truth.  Like her own body, these clothes were likewise 
unburned in 2002, and so could not be destroyed.  In a 
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contest of  wills between the laws of  science and the laws of  
fate, the laws of  fate won every time.  

Unseen by Elspeth, far below in the Sanctuary, tongues 
of  flame were popping into existence, healing the wounded 
and restoring the dead to life.  Fate had to intervene and 
course-correct.  It had just taken a little time: perhaps with 
the sheer volume of  course-correction under way, the fire-
beasts had simply been overwhelmed.

And before her was the elevator, the one that went up, 
up, up.  The one that went to the Panopticon — and then to 
the top of  the Prison, through the North Pole and to escape 
from the Prison of  Glass.

It occurred to her just then that this elevator had been the 
very one she had arrived on.  

She tried to picture it: her tall, lanky, unmanageable body, 
unconscious, shoved into this very elevator by men carrying 
her.   It was kind of  hilarious when she pictured it.  Men 
always found it emasculating when they found a woman 
difficult to move. 

She got in.  She pressed ROOF and the doors started 
closing.  But the curtain of  lava suddenly vanished — and a 
furious Sebastian Cone rushed through where it had been.  
David chased, trying to restrain her without much luck.  
And somewhere behind them both, she saw the mob, led by 
the Vizier.

But they were all too late.  The doors sealed shut.  
Elspeth Lune ascended.  

The levels flashed by with dizzying speed.  Elspeth sped 
through the Panopticon — and kept ascending.

The elevator kept going, going, going.  It reached the top, 
and halted with an unceremonious ding.

She stepped out into a small, hexagonal room at the 
North Pole.  

A stone door was above her.  A stone door, with a single 
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Honeybee hieroglyph.  She almost laughed aloud.  She 
pushed the bee and the door popped open.  She climbed up 
and through.

She was now standing on top of  a giant stone ball.   It 
was a stone-scape of  granite and moss.  It was massive, 
literally a small moon housed in a slightly bigger 
underground cavern.

And the whole thing was ridged, as if  it were a giant 
beehive.

The small moon was rotating, rotating ever so slowly.  
Elspeth guessed this was motion was like the ticking of  a 
clock — one that eventually ended in a minor earthquake — 
and snapped time back one week on 2002.  How the Mayans 
could have achieved such a thing was beyond her.  For 
several long moments, she could just stare.

But now the elevator was arriving again.  Geez, that was 
fast.  Yet Elspeth felt safe: she knew that Sebastian Cone 
could not leave the sanctuary of  the Glass Prison — else, 
she would die.  Nothing could protect her from that.

The doors slid apart.  Sebastian Cone burst forth, 
brandishing a gun, drool dripping from the sides of  her 
mouth.

Elspeth almost laughed.  “Soap and shoe polish!” she 
shouted, calling her bluff.  David was close behind 
Sebastian.  But disturbingly, he shook his head, No.  It all 
seemed to go to slow motion now.

Sebastian raised her supposedly fake gun — and fired.
Elspeth had been waving her hand.  The bullet clipped 

her pinkie at the base, blowing it clean off.  Her digit 
became a mist of  red.  There was nothing left to re-attach.

Elspeth screamed.
That gun had been real …?
Of  course it had been.  After all, something needed to 

remove her finger again.  Outside the Glass Prison, she was 
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no longer in 2002.  She was in the present — where she did 
not have a pinkie.  The universe had to re-create her physical 
condition in the present somehow.

David tackled Sebastian.  Sebastian was small, but vicious, 
making it an even struggle.  The elevator descended again.  
Elspeth gripped her severed finger stump.  Blood agony 
pulsed from it.  Warm red spouted between her other 
fingers.  She rolled away from the opening of  the door.  She 
knew that Sebastian could not come through the door any 
more than a vampire could step into daylight.  But she also 
knew Sebastian would do more damage if  she could — 
even kill her.

And out here, it was the present — which meant anything 
could happen to her now.  A shot to her heart would kill her 
now.

The elevator was back.  Out poured James Card and 
several Latin Kings carrying the Vizier.  The Kings joined 
David in subduing Sebastian: one of  them plunged a knife 
into her belly, and then threw her lifeless heap through a 
window, sending her falling into the hollow moon.  The rest 
helped the Vizier and Card up through the doorway and out 
of  the Prison of  Glass.

Elspeth knew that none of  this would be fatal to 
Sebastian: she’d come back to life within moments.

As soon as the Vizier tasted free air, the fire beasts 
arrived and restored him to his ‘present’.  They purged him, 
burning the leprosy clean from his body.  He laughed 
uproariously — all while having every appearance of  being 
eaten alive by fire.  

As soon as he was whole, he began barking orders to the 
Latin Kings.  They formed a protective ring around Elspeth.  

“Wait … no.  I never—” she protested.
“The Vizier asked us to, Doctor Lune.”
“You’re safe now, Doctor Lune.”
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“We have you to thank, Doctor Lune.”
“No choice, Doctor Lune.  You’re stuck with us.”
Meanwhile, David recovered.  “Elspeth!  You can’t leave!” 

David cried out.  He may as well have said, You can’t leave me!
“I’m sorry David.  I have to go find my husband.”
“But Vicky!  What you did to Vicky …”
“Was horrible.  And I’m paying for it, believe me.”
“But … but I love you!”
Elspeth shook her head.  “You’re a good man David.  But 

I don’t love you.  Goodbye, David.”
The Vizier laughed.
Then the hatch to the Glass Prison snapped shut, sealed, 

abruptly cutting off  David’s Noooo!  Elspeth jumped back in 
surprise.  “Who did that?” she said.  The Vizier chuckled 
but offered no explanation.  Elspeth jumped forward and 
tried to open it again, but it was sealed as tightly as a stone 
sarcophagus.  “Come on!” she howled.  “Help me!”

But no one did.  The Vizier shook his head.  “That is the 
way of  the Glass Prison.  It has a mind of  its own which 
none may gainsay.  Those others, it was not … auspicious … 
for them to escape.”

Elspeth jabbed a finger into the Vizier’s chest.  
“Auspicious my ass!  This escape is for everybody, not just 
us.  Open that door back up!”

The Vizier shrugged.  “I am powerless where this door is 
concerned.”  

Elspeth wanted to believe that this was just another trick 
on the Vizier’s part, but her instinct said he was speaking the 
truth.

So the Glass Prison remained shut.  Its inhabitants, once 
again, fulfilled a cyclical, yet immortal, existence inside a 
terrarium of  time.  By degrees, Elspeth looked out now 
across the slick and strange granite-and-moss surface of  the 
slowly-spinning stone Mayan moon.  
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“Our way lies there,” the Vizier said.  “Follow me.”
The ceiling was lower in some areas than others.  At one 

point, it was not even three feet off  the ground.  Here 
Elspeth found a hexagon-shaped door — and pushed.  It 
opened.  She grabbed the edges — and with the help of  the 
Latin Kings — scrambled up inside.  

Her companions followed.
It was a largish Hexagonal room, seemingly made of  

wood like cedar.  There was food and water aplenty here, as 
well as as a makeshift bathroom with a working shower.  
How this could be so, none of  them knew.  But they did not 
question it.  They all took turns taking advantage of  the 
amenities.  

Elspeth’s severed pinkie had already healed at a massively 
accelerated rate.  And already, she felt no pain.  A fresh layer 
of  pink skin had grown over the bloodied finger-stump.  
She nodded in approval, realizing that in the present the 
wound was not new: it would ‘catch up’ quickly to a fully 
healed state, complete with scar tissue.
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ELEVEN: ON THE ROAD

ELSPETH LUNE watched the Vizier with awe.  Gone was 
his crippling leprosy.  He must have had it back in 2002, and 
somehow been cured of  it later on, she reasoned.  Now 
healthy and hale, the Vizier cut a figure of  health and 
strength.  There was a casual robust power in his limbs, and 
a dazzling smile filled with shiny white teeth in his mouth.  
“On the Road again!” the Vizier cawed over and over.  He 
seemed like an addict, reunited with the narcotic of  his 
heart at last.

“You have your iPhone still?” Elspeth asked James Card.
“Yeah,” James replied, holding it up forlornly.  “But it’s 

out of  juice.”
“Good.”
“Good?”
“Yeah.  There was a map on my wall — and I’m pretty 

sure it was a map of  this hexagon-maze we’re in now.  I 
took a bunch of  pictures of  it with your phone.”  When he 
scowled, she added:  “All we have to do is find a way to juice 
up your phone and we have a map, is what I’m saying.”

The Hexagon they were in had three adjoining doors, 
none of  which would open.  So the company had decided 
to rest on the floor for the night — and try again in the 
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morning.

IT WAS MORE the tickle of  the gaze of  another on the 
face that woke Elspeth more than anything.

She saw Titus staring down at her.  “Hey,” Titus said.  He 
looked over his shoulder nervously.  Then he said: “I don’t 
have a lot of  time.  Questions.  Let’s get some answered 
right now.  Okay?”

Elspeth sat up.  “Yeah,” she replied.  “That would be 
good.  Why don’t you start with the prison?  What was the 
goddamn point of  all that?”

Titus smiled.  “The purpose of  the Glass Prison is to 
escape.  To see who will become seduced by its false 
immortality — and who will break free?  Only a special 
person navigates it, completes it, frees themselves from it.  
Someone like you.

“Oh, Elspeth … you did so well!  So impressive.  You are 
indeed a sort of  a Isis.  Quite literally.  And the fire — that 
walk through lava purified your resemblance to Isis even 
more.  You know how often the number 1515 pops up in 
your life.  Don’t you realize that spells ISIS with numbers?  
You chose 1515 as your ATM pin, as your mobile unlock 
code.  That was no coincidence.  That was your 
subconscious, stating the obvious, trying desperately to tell 
you the truth.  You’ve known this your whole life.”

“So you’re saying … what, that I actually am Isis?  The 
actual Egyptian goddess?”  Elspeth shook her head.  That 
made no sense.  She was already certain she wasn’t.  It even 
felt ridiculous, just saying it aloud.

“No,”  Titus said.  Elspeth was actually palpably relieved 
to hear this.  “It’s more like, you’re an instance of  Isis, 
appearing in profane, historical time — instead of  eternal, 
archetypical time.  You’re Isis, playing out as a real person in 
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real life.  That’s never happened before.  See, the real Isis 
exists only as an idea.  Or eternally.  ‘Only’ is a bad word, 
forget I said it.  I suggests smallness where I want to suggest 
bigness.  The idea of  Isis is very big — it’s an archetype, as a 
matter of  fact.  And archetypes are about as big as you can 
get.”

“Still not getting this,” Elspeth said.  “Try again.”
“Your name is Elspeth LUNE.  As in lunar, as in the 

moon, the symbol of  Isis.  You husband was snatched from 
you, just like Isis.  He —”

“Oscar?” she broke in.  “What does Oscar have to do 
with this?”

“Oscar Cyrus.  O. Cyrus.  Come on, how much more 
obvious can I get?”

“You mean as in … Osiris.”  Elspeth’s heart sank.  Was 
everything about her life rigged to resemble that of  Isis?  
Even she knew the legend — Isis had her husband stolen 
from her as well … and she had to find him and bring him 
back to life.

“Not everything,” Titus said, seeming to read her mind.  
“Actually, we had nothing to do with arranging your life.  
You can forget about that.  We just found you and realized 
how similar your lives were.”

“And who are you, that you can just find people and 
abduct them?  Where do get the goddamn gall?”

Titus was silent a moment.  Then he said, “We’re 
travelers.  On The Road.”

“Like the Vizier.  What is this ‘Road’ everyone’s so excited 
about?  Because believe you me, I’m not all that enthusiastic 
about it.”

“Oh, Elspeth,” Titus said.  “You have no idea how many 
have spent their lives to get where you are right now.  Most 
die along the way.  For most, it is legend only: for you, even 
unwillingly, it has become reality.  So many would give so 
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much to trade places with you.”
“So let them.  I don’t give a good goddamn.  I just want 

to go home!”  She wept softly, clenching her fists.
“But they’re not you.  They’re not the Star of  Sirius, the 

Isis.  You are Sirius, just as the Vizier said.  He wasn’t asking 
if  you were ‘serious’ — no!  It was Sirius he was after.  He 
knew only a true Sirius could free himself.  You were his 
best hope.  In fact, you’re the best hope we all have.  We 
can’t let you go home, we just can’t.  For better or for worse, 
you are on The Road now yourself.”

“You took him.  You took Oscar.  So I would better 
resemble Isis.  Didn’t you?”

“No, that was not us,” Titus said.  “That was the Vizier.  
The Vizier took him — or had him taken, I should say.”

She looked down at the sleeping Vizier, violent thoughts 
flooding her cerebellum.  “The Vizier?  Why?”

“Because he needed us to take you.  He could not leave 
the Glass Prison on his own.  It would be inauspicious.  He 
needed an Isis to break him out.  You could say he needed 
the stars to line up just so.  So, he arranged for Oscar to be 
abducted, knowing that would cause us to take you.”

“You people are all sick.  Sick in the head!  I should just 
kill you, you know.  I should just rip your eyeballs from your 
skull, for what you’ve done to me.”

“I know.  But you can’t, because I’m not really here.”
Not …?
Titus’s form wavered.  He had been a projection of  some 

sort all along.  Elspeth cursed him vigorously.  His ghostly 
image frayed and faded and was gone.  

His voice called out after his vanished image:  “You will 
find your way Elspeth.  I know you better than you know 
yourself.  That’s why we chose you.”

James Card roused from a deep sleep. “Elspeth,” he 
called out in the darkness.  “Are you alright?  Who are you 
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talking to?”
“Nobody,” she sagged.  Nobody important.  “Go back to 

sleep.”
And still.  She had now seen that she had been someone’s 

pawn all along.  A pawn, just like in Pantheon Chess.
Well.  
She would be a pawn no more.

THE END
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