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INTRODUCTION
“So That Happened”

Can I just tell you that there has never been a moment quite as scary in my 
publishing life as when I published the first issue of Pulp & Popcorn two weeks ago?

There was a period of about fifteen minutes where I just sat at the keyboard, 
everything loaded up and ready to go, and considered deleting the whole damn thing 
and just going back to my job hunt. I’m in a strange place right now. I either need to 
start generating income based on my personal work, or I need to go back to work for 
someone else. There’s a certain kind of security that I’ve grown accustomed to, one 
that is reassuring when you’re the father of two children, but that security comes 
with a price, and I’ve been thinking a lot about that price the last few weeks.

I compare the job of writing about film and entertainment on a daily basis to 
walking on a treadmill. You’re in constant motion, but you never seem to get 
anywhere or accomplish anything substantial. I can’t tell you how many things I’ve 
wanted to do over the years, only to have the demand of the daily grind gradually 
beat all of the ambition out of me. You get to a point where you’re just trying to keep 
up with the always-hungry maw, and you never really have a chance to step back and 
look at what you’re doing. The last few months, I’ve had a chance to really look 
around at the state of movie journalism and, honestly, I’m not sure where I fit in it at 
this point. There are so many good writers out there right now, and it feels like 
they’re all being asked to run a marathon with one leg tied behind their back. In a 
world of clickbait, what good is it to be a real writer? I don’t care about writing 
breathless stories every time a new trailer is released, and I don’t care who just got 
cast in a film that won’t be out for three years. There is such an ugly competitive 
thing in our business, and yet the stakes are so low and the actual things people are 
fighting over are often ridiculous.

So can I do this in a different way?

Can I do this in my own way?
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For the moment, I’m off the treadmill, and I’d like to keep it that way. I’m 
going to keep doing this until I can’t, and you guys are a big part of that. I’ve gotten 
terrific feedback from you about the first issue, and I’ve got to figure out exactly 
what I’m going to do moving forward. The fun part about how I’m doing this right 
now is that I’m not beholden to anyone else’s idea of what this can be. For now, there 
will be no other writers published here. That’s not the point. I don’t want to edit 
someone else’s work or direct it. I just want to focus on trying to do some things of 
mine for a while because I’ve spent so much of my adult life working to the 
specifications of others.

That’s not to slam anyone. Ain’t It Cool News was one of the formative 
experiences of my adult life, and my work with my co-screenwriter Scott Swan is the 
vast majority of what I did. HitFix gave me a chance to try something that was mine, 
and for a while, I think it worked. The business changed around us, though, and I 
can’t blame anyone at HitFix for trying to figure out how to weather those changes. 
Obviously, we did not come up with the right answer to that question. Now I’ve got a 
very particular picture in my mind of what it is I want to do, and part of the reason 
that I actually went ahead and made that first issue of Pulp & Popcorn live is because 
there’s nowhere out there that might hire me that looks the way I want for things to 
look. There’s no place that would satisfy all the things I want to do as a writer. In 
short, I finally came up against it: either I had to create this place, or it simply wasn’t 
going to exist.

I’ve gotten several e-mails from people asking to submit writing samples for 
P&P. For now, this is going to remain a place that is written solely by me. That’s the 
only way I can guarantee that everything I publish is exactly what I want, exactly 
how I want. The failures here, they’re going to be my failures. The successes, such as 
they are, will also be mine. Whatever this ends up being, it will be that because of the 
work I put in, and that’s got to be the way this next venture works for me.

There is a donations form available on the Pulp & Popcorn blog now at my new 
80s A! Over website, and if you feel like kicking in a donation for this issue or the 
first one, feel free. I could certainly use it. 
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But for now, I’ll continue to make these free. At least the first four issues are 
going to be available this way, and after that, I’ll be making my decisions about how 
to try to monetize things. I’m sorry to open this by talking about something as crass 
as trying to get paid for my work, but that’s the world that has evolved in the time 
that I’ve been buried in the Internet. My paid work as a writer has been going on 
since 1994, so I certainly think I’ve earned the right to say that my business is 
writing. But what that means is a very different thing now than it used to be, and you 
can consider this my attempt to define that.

I’m making some adjustments to the formatting this time around, and I may 
do a “remastered” version of the first issue to make it clearer for future readers. I’m 
not sure I should have picked that installment of Background to kick things off with, 
because I’m not sure it laid out exactly what it is I’m trying to do with the series. I’ll 
try it again next time, skipping this issue because I’ve doubled up on the original 
ongoing stories. It also wasn’t made clear that The Shadow Box will continue with a 
second chapter in Pulp & Popcorn #3, but it will. Chapter two is called “Cast of 
Characters,” and I’m excited for you to see where that story is heading in future 
installments. It’s dark, but I think there’s some meat on the bone, ideas worth 
exploring.

This time out, you’ll be introduced to two new ongoing stories. Djinn Rummy 
is a detective story set in 1948 Los Angeles, and Noel is a story that was born over 20 
years ago when Scott Swan turned to me and said, “Hey, what’s the original story of 
Santa Claus?” I’ve been playing around with Djinn Rummy for the last few years in 
several different formats, and it feels like a world that I’ve already explored 
thoroughly, one that I’m eager to share. Noel is a story that I refuse to let die, and I 
road-tested it by reading chapter one to my kids late on Saturday night.

They fell asleep, so I’m feeling good about things.

I’m glad you guys came back if you read the first issue, and if you’re new to 
Pulp & Popcorn, welcome aboard. It’s weird. And that’s exactly what I wanted.
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“Can You Dream At 120 Frames Per Second?”

The one person I knew who might have joined me for a midday screening of Ang 
Lee’s latest film Bi!y Lynn’s Long Hal"ime Walk had to beg off at the last moment, but 
I had no choice. Sony only booked the film into the Cinerama Dome at the Arclight 
Hollywood for one week in full 3D 120 frames-per-second, and there was no way I 
was going to miss seeing the film projected in the intended format at least once.

After all, I love Ang Lee. Mostly. I’ve been a fan since Pushing Hands in 1992, 
and watching him progress from that film to The Wedding Banquet, which felt like a 
“big deal” in the arthouse world of 1993 and then to Eat Drink Man Woman, it felt like 
he was going to make these small tasteful films that dealt with real-scale human 
emotion, and he was going to do it very well. The jump from there to Sense and 
Sensibility was a surprising one, and it sort of shattered any easy definition of what we 
were going to be able to expect from him. Even so, The Ice Storm and Ride With The 
Devil were particularly vigorous left turns, and both films were bracing, alive, and full 
of an intense passion for filmmaking.

For me, Crouching Tiger Hidden Dragon remains the best film that he’s ever 
made, and I adore it pretty much end to end. It’s not just one but two great love 
stories wrapped in a loving tribute to the entire tradition of martial arts cinema, and 
it entertains with ease. It is an amazing movie, and when it came out, I found myself 
going back over and over to see it on the biggest screen possible so I could just soak 
it up.

From there, things are more sporadic in terms of my overall affection for his 
filmography. I admire the eccentric beauty of Hulk, even as I can explain to you 
exactly how it fails as basic storytelling. Brokeback Mountain is a strong, simple film, 
but it’s not one I return to over and over. Lust, Caution is an overlooked gem with an 
amazing score, and it’s actually a film I want to go back to soon. I feel like I still 
haven’t fully dissected what it is I love about the movie. I don’t care for Taking 
Woodstock at all. I just don’t think the film ever figures out a tone or a direction. 

Page 6



And while I think Life Of Pi is a dazzling display of film craft, I find the 
storytelling itself infuriating. He made the best possible movie out of a book that I 
don’t like at all, and the film angered me in the exact same ways that the book did. 
That’s a successful adaptation, I suppose.

When I first heard about Bi!y Lynn’s Long Hal"ime Walk, it was over a long 
lunch with Stacey, one of Sony’s delightful publicists at the time. My editor-in-chief 
Richard Rushfield was also at the lunch, and the entire point was for Sony to lay out 
the films they had coming for the next year and offer up some information about 
each of them. Stacey told us about how Lee was shooting his new film in 3D using 
120 frames-per-second cameras, and when I asked her why, she just shrugged. “He’s 
Ang. He wants to try it.”

To some degree, my entire viewing experience with Bi!y Lynn’s Long Hal"ime 
Walk was like watching a demo reel. It almost didn’t matter what happened in the 
film. What I was looking at for almost the entire running time was the visual quality 
itself. I tried to disconnect myself from that, but it didn’t work. It was so different, so 
new, so utterly unlike film that I found myself wondering if there will ever be any 
kind of major industry using this process for narrative storytelling. I’m not sure I 
believe it. It’s so unlike film that it feels like it should be called something completely 
different. It’s not live theater, either, although the feeling I got sitting in the 
Cinerama Dome was much more akin to that than it was like typical film-going.

Instead of pretending like everyone who reads this will know exactly what I’m 
talking about, a quick explanation. Film is typically shot and projected at 24 frames 
per second. That was arrived at after much experimentation in the early days of film, 
where anything from 16 to 24 fps was in play. Thomas Edison pushed towards the 50 
fps end of things. It was sound that made the industry agree to a standard speed for 
shooting and projection, though, because those shifts in frame rate would be more 
noticeable in audio that was either sped up or slowed down. You can read about the 
nuts and bolts of this stuff if you’re really curious, but the short version is that higher 
frame rates in film begin to create some pretty profound differences, and those 
differences are going to divide filmmakers pretty hotly.
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James Cameron was a fan of early demos of the 48 fps system, and Peter 
Jackson shot The Hobbit: An Unexpected Journey in the process. When that came out, I 
went and saw it projected at Warner Bros, in their carefully-calibrated screening 
room designed to best showcase the films that they release. I was not a fan, to put it 
mildly. One of the things that immediately felt wrong to me was that the more 
fantastic elements of the film looked more fake in 48 fps. There were several scenes 
where the make-up on the actors and the wigs and the costuming all suffer because 
they are captured in hypervivid detail. Designers just aren’t used to having their work 
photographed this way. It feels like we’re standing at the edge of what could be a big 
leap in a new direction, or at a point where we push back and simply refuse to 
support the process financially, and we haven’t figured it out yet as an audience 
because we haven’t seen enough of it yet.

Did you know that X-Men: Days Of Future Past was shot in 48 fps, but not 
released in the format because Fox got understandably cold feet after the reaction to 
Jackson’s Hobbit release? That must have been a massively expensive decision at the 
time, but it underlined just how risky it is for the major studios right now. They have 
to convince audiences to leave their houses to go see movies, and they are drowning 
in an ocean of choices these days all vying for that same amount of attention. They’re 
excited to do something like 48 fps but only if they can figure out how to get the 
audience to jump past that period of acclimation.

So if doubling the frame rate provides the experience that Peter Jackson 
presented to audiences with The Hobbit is possible, then imagine how much different 
120 fps must feel. I’m not sure I can even fully describe it now that I’ve seen it, but 
I’ll try in case you haven’t seen it. And if you have, I’d be curious to see if you 
remember more than I do or if you can offer up details I can’t.

First, the film itself. It’s okay. I haven’t read the novel it was based on, so I’m 
not sure how good it is as an adaption. The film is very earnest and it’s trying very 
hard to show how PTSD begins and how it gets its claws into a soldier and how hard 
it is to step away from that. There are plenty of famous faces popping up in smaller 
roles, some of them doing solid work with what they’re given, and some of them 
barely registering. 

Page 8



I thought it was an oddly insubstantial film, and part of me wonders if the 
reason I felt so detached from what I was watching was because of the actual process 
in which it was shot. It was so alien, and the way it worked on me as an audience 
member was so profoundly different, that it almost didn’t feel at the end of it like I’d 
seen a movie. There’s definitely going to be a market for theaters to show live events 
that are being simulcast in 120 fps, and I would imagine that sports done like that 
would revolutionize the way we gather to watch sports if we can’t go to the actual live 
event. Sure, a bar is a good place to relax, but if you could go to the Alamo 
Drafthouse, have access to that menu and drink selection, and watch something that 
is in many ways even better than a live seat, you’d pay for that, right? If I could go to 
a high-end theater tonight and watch a simulcast of a live show like Hamilton that I 
can’t get seats for, I’d happily pony up a premium ticket price.

But here’s why I feel like 120 fps is not conducive to film, the way we typically 
define it. We’re already struggling with the way the workflow has changed with HD 
video taking over for film on an industry-wide basis, and so much of the effort in 
getting the switch to happen has been about making HD video look more and more 
like film. Doesn’t that seem strange to you in the broader sense? We’re replacing 
something, and in order to replace it, we have to make the new thing feel exactly like 
it even though that sort of goes directly against the nature of the new thing. But 
video is not film. They feel different when you watch them projected. They look 
different in how they capture color and light. Film is a photochemical process, and 
there is something about whatever it is that happens when you throw light through it 
and project it that’s really beautiful. 

I have lost myself in movies, and while it happens less these days, I want to 
believe that it’s more because of my own experience with the craft than it is because 
films have lost the power to do that at all. I remember being pulled into theater 
screens and simply disappearing into these amazing worlds that unfolded in that dark 
little shoebox. When you watch a film print projected, you’re watching the entire 
history of that print. You’re watching all the little things that mark each of its trips 
through a projector. 
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Yes, I’ve seen some horrible accidents with film. I was a projectionist for a 
while, and there were some wild things that went on sometimes. I had a print come 
unspooled that managed to wrap around the brain on one of the platters in our 
system, and the more the film played, the tighter it got wound around the inside 
pieces, until the entire thing snapped from the pressure. I had a film print get 
dropped once, and it got all weird and out of shape, and I had to sit next to the 
platter for the entire film, manually keeping the print in something close to the 
correct shape so it wouldn’t end up sliding off the platter completely. I’ve seen film 
burns that were just apocalyptic. But so what? Digital has its own projection issues, 
and I’ve seen plenty of examples of digital files or digital systems screwing up in 
exciting and unusual ways.

When I was sitting in the Cinerama Dome, watching this incredibly crystal-
clear 3D image unfold in front of me, there were several times where it felt like I 
could just stick my hand into the screen. It was so incredibly clear, and with such 
depth of field, that no matter where you’re looking, you can see something in focus. 
Lee uses a visual plan that repeatedly drops a character dead center in the shot, in 
close-up, speaking directly into the camera. In each of those shots, it feels like that 
person is just inches away. It feels genuinely intimate. But there are plenty of places 
where Lee does something that would be fine if he did it in film, but it doesn’t work 
the same way in 120 fps HD 3D. It doesn’t track the same, it doesn’t have the same 
impact on the viewer. There’s going to have to be a fundamental shift in the way you 
stage and shoot things if this is ever going to work, because it does not create the 
same sort of dream-state right now. Sure, not everyone goes to a movie to get lost in 
it, and people watch films in so many different distracted ways now that I’m sure it 
all seems precious, the idea of protecting some ineffable effect that film has on the 
viewer. After all, 120 fps resolution has to be better than 24 fps by definition, right? 
Isn’t it always a good thing automatically to push progress forward?

Honestly, I don’t get how James Cameron thinks he’s going to pull off the 
Avatar sequels shooting in 120 fps. The additional work that’s going to have to be 
done to make a 3D character feel real in this format is mind-boggling. It’s going to 
require an exponential jump in rendering power, and I’m not sure we’re there yet.
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Look at the reaction to the use of a CG version of Peter Cushing as Grand 
Moff Tarkin in Rogue One: A Star Wars Story. It’s been interesting to see how many 
people didn’t realize they were looking at something other than a real human being. 
There are plenty of people who say that they were taken out of the movie by it. 
There are people who think it was make-up. And there are people who knew full well 
it wasn’t real but enjoyed it anyway. Right now, though, that is as cutting edge as 
cutting edge gets, and I can’t imagine he would have stood up to scrutiny if we were 
looking at that image in 120 fps. When I was looking at scenes in Bi!y Lynn where it 
looked like the screen was a window and you could just climb over it and step into 
the film, the effect of the depth of frame was to create a very real physical space. I 
remember the first time I ever saw a demo version of 3D post-conversion. One of the 
films they used was The Two Towers, and they took some of the main Gollum scenes 
from that film as the challenge. When I saw Gollum rendered in 3D and it was clear 
that he was holding a space that was between Sean Astin and Elijah Wood, who were 
both obviously real people in a real environment. It sold the effect as real in a way 
that altered my understanding of what could be done and what impact that might 
have on making the impossible feel real. To pull that off in 120 fps, there can’t be any 
flaws. There can’t be anything that breaks the illusion that these are real physical 
beings. Looking at the moments where Ang Lee points the camera directly into the 
faces of his actors, there would be no place to hide any imperfections. There’s no way 
you can create something that would hold up to that scrutiny. 

More than anything, watching Bi!y Lynn’s Long Hal"ime Walk convinced me 
that whatever this is, it’s something new. And that’s exciting. Whatever 120 fps, it’s 
not simply another way to shoot movies as we know them now. If it is going to be a 
valid tool for filmmakers, it’s going to have to be in service of something that we 
really don’t have right now. In one sequence in the film, Billy Lynn and his platoon 
step out on stage at the Super Bowl, and Destiny’s Child is right there performing 
and they’re surrounded by dancers and explosions and fireworks overhead and a 
stadium of people and as Ang Lee takes it all in, everything is in focus, and you can 
look at any of it, at all of it, and you can examine the smallest detail, and when I 
think of it, it’s like a memory of a real event, not a movie on a screen. That is an 
awesome power, and whoever harnesses it the right way first stands to win on a scale 
we’ve never seen.
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D J I N N   R U M M Y
Part One / “Shuffle”

LOS ANGELES, 1948
AMERICA is fat, lazy, and happy to be that way.

The Great War is in the rear-view mirror.
Everything’s coming up roses,

and the city once again belongs to the dreamers…

If there was one thing Felix Fortune knew, he knew this: he was the luckiest sonofabitch in 
the world.

It was a passing flight of fancy by the otherwise-no-nonsense Elmer and Eileen 
Fortune that they essentially named him "Lucky Luck." It was not, as it turned out, 
inappropriate.

Luck had always broken his way, and he had come to count on it. He didn’t 
understand when he was younger that he had this protective bubble around him, but he saw 
the effects of it almost every day. Subtle at first, then stronger as he got older. When he was 
ten, he found $20 on the ground, and after that, it seemed to happen more and more often. 
An unclaimed bill (usually high denomination) ended up in Felix’s hands even if he wasn’t 
trying, and most days, he ended up with more cash in his pocket than he had when he 
began.

Girls were much the same. Felix was in high school by the time girls started noticing 
him. He had grown up, filled in. They all seemed to want to touch his arms, now sinewy with 
muscle, and that was fine with him. Delores Green was walking past him in the hall one day, 
and Felix suddenly had an urge to turn to his left, which was her right, just as the heel on her 
shoe snapped, pitching her forward suddenly. She was falling hard enough that she would 
have been seriously hurt, but there was Felix, right where he needed to be at the exact right 
moment, and she fell directly into his arms. They dated for the next six months. Any time 
he found himself single, circumstance would drop the next charming new friend in his path.

In college, Felix learned the rules of poker, and he also learned that he could not lose. 
He never even bothered to learn how to bluff, since it seemed that luck always put the right 
card in his hand at the right moment. It was so pronounced that within a year of him 
learning the rules, he couldn’t find anyone willing to sit down across a table from him. 
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The last time he played in a college game, some Big Ugly decided that Felix was a 
cheater and followed him out of the game, determined to beat the hell out of him and get 
his money back. He never put a hand on Felix, though, and Felix managed to put the guy on 
the ground without actually touching him, dodging a punch at just the right moment so that 
Big Ugly had to turn suddenly, snapping his ankle like kindling. Just to add insult to injury, 
Felix made sure to take Big Ugly’s decidedly cute girlfriend home with him.

When Japan attacked Pearl Harbor, Felix was just like every other red-blooded 
American man, determined to get some payback and fight the war face-to-face. He spent 
enough time enlisted to do full tours in both of the major theaters of war, and through 
everything, his luck seemed to hold, unwavering. The very first guy Felix met at boot camp 
was David Gordon. The two of them made a promise to have each other’s backs no matter 
what, and it almost seemed like Felix gave David half of his luck. When Christmas of ’44 
rolled around, the two of them were in the woods near Bastogne, doing their best to dig the 
Germans out.

At one point in what seemed like an endless day, Felix and David found themselves 
pinned down. None of their guys could reach them, and anyone who tried got cut down by a 
German sniper. At one point, David tried to make a break for it and caught a bullet in his 
left wrist for his efforts. Felix could see from his vantage point that they were surrounded 
and outnumbered. As he was trying to spot some hole in the cover that they could exploit, 
the clouds overhead parted in just the right way and a single beam of light fell on something 
in the field, catching Felix’s eye for moment. A tiny bit of green.

The rest of the world fell away and Felix stood up out of his foxhole. Rifle up, he 
began to walk out into the middle of the battlefield. One shot after another found its target, 
even as Felix felt bullets race by him so close that he could feel their heat. When his rifle 
was empty, he simply dropped it, pulling his pistol now, continuing to fire, one deadly 
accurate hit after another.

The Germans charged him, and he not only killed them all, he turned one of their 
weapons back on them once his pistol was empty. Felix barely seemed to register what was 
happening as he kept walking the entire time, finally finding himself with an empty gun and 
only one final German soldier on the field. The small patch of green was still illuminated, 
and it stood halfway between where Felix stood and where the German soldier raised his 
own rifle, yelling at Felix in German as he did so.
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Felix pulled his knife out, tested its weight in his hand. The German soldier kept 
yelling at him, frantic now. He took a few steps forward, and he finally got a good look at 
that improbable bit of green in the frozen earth: a four-leaf clover.

Smiling now, Felix looked back at the German, then started to run towards him. The 
German cried out once and then pulled the trigger. Nothing. A misfire. When Felix hit the 
German, he threw the man to the ground on his back, then dropped onto him, knife up.

As the last German bled out behind him, Felix walked back to the four-leaf clover 
and carefully picked it. He had that same clover pressed and preserved and laid into a special 
custom Zippo lighter, and he kept it in his pocket every day without fail as a reminder of 
just how great his luck was. 

After the war, Felix decided that David was a part of his good luck, and the two of 
them moved West to the promised land of Los Angeles. Felix had spent much of his life 
devouring detective stories, and he figured if there was any business where luck would be an 
asset, it would be investigation. Together with David, he opened the Lucky Fortune 
Investigations agency. His luck extended to the people they hired for the company, including 
the preposterously efficient Lillian Wunderlich, their office manager, and the business grew 
quickly. They took over most of the fourth floor of the Taft Building, putting them right in 
the heart of Hollywood.

When luck changes, as it must, it blows in like the Santa Anas, carrying god-knows-
what, and for Felix Fortune, his personal turn began late one night as he lay in a hospital 
bed, asleep and dreaming. After all, if you’re in a hospital bed, you’re probably not doing 
well. Felix had been brought in in the wee small hours of the morning. There weren’t even 
enough beds for him to get one at first. It was only after hours of laying on a gurney that 
someone finally came to put him into his bed. He had a fairly severe fever and he was 
violently sick twice in the lobby. 

All around Los Angeles, cards were being shuffled and a new game was beginning. 

Near the top of Mt. Lee, the HOLLYWOODLAND sign stood in a state of 
disrepair, visible for miles around because of the sky still free of smog. Anyone who 
happened to look up would have seen a shooting star somehow make a hard right before 
slamming into the third “O” in the sign, taking it out completely and leaving a smoking hole 
in the ground.
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Fate began to deal Felix this new hand as something flaming and alive emerged from 
that hole, burning white-hot and intent on its purpose. He lay in bed, twitching, caught in 
some bad dream, perhaps even somehow feeling that bad wind blowing. Four more of those 
same falling stars came down around the city. One hit the top of Mullholland, and another 
landed in the shallow waters of the Santa Monica shore. One hit just west of the Beverly 
Hills hotel, and the last found its way to Griffith Park.

Each strike of the earth, it was as if Felix himself was struck. He was not alone in his 
hospital room. Another patient lay awake listening to Felix, debated waking him, then 
decided he wasn’t going to risk it going badly.

In Santa Monica, a man emerged from the Pacific Ocean, and it was as if the shadows 
themselves gathered and wrapped this man in a dark, well-tailored suit. Richard Maruf 
never broke stride, didn’t glance at the few observers who had seen this happen. He had 
someplace to be, and no time to waste.

At the corner of Beachwood Drive and Franklin, Anjelica Jean took a moment to 
somehow light her cigarette simply by drawing on it deeply. She was clad in a sheer black 
dress the same midnight shade as the suit that Richard Maruf wore.

In his dreams, Felix found himself in another time and place, and somehow he was 
himself but he was not. He lay in bed, sunlight creeping in around the edges of heavy 
curtains, reluctant to move or to lose this moment with this beautiful woman. Somehow, 
Anjelica Jean was there with him, in that bed, in his dream, even as she hailed a cab on 
Franklin, in a hurry of her own. The Anjelica in his dream touched his cheek with her hand, 
touched his heart with her sad eyes full of secrets she would never share. Even when she 
smiled, that sadness was still there in her eyes. As Felix reached for her in his dream, she 
suddenly became fire. She wasn’t burning; she was the fire. And in that dream, Felix did not 
care, and he drew her closer to him, allowing those flames to envelop him, to surround him, 
to consume him.

When he sat up in bed in his hospital room, suddenly awake but not sure where he 
was or how he got there, he cried out just once, and in doing so, he let loose a huge cloud of 
smoke, dense and acrid, more than he could have possibly inhaled. Vernon Miller, his 
roommate for the moment, sat frozen as a crisp, serious nurse stepped into the room, 
turning on the overhead lights. He couldn’t have done much good anyway. Vernon was in 
traction.
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“Is someone smoking in here?” she demanded. She saw how disheveled Felix was and 
walked over to check him. “Are you okay, Mr. Fortune?”

It took Felix a moment to get his bearings. “I’m fine. Yes. I had a bad dream. But I’m 
fine.”

Once she left, Vernon Miller considered the man in the next bed for a moment. 
“Y’sure you’re fine, buddy? You seemed pretty shook.”

Felix didn’t answer for a moment. “I appreciate the concern. How about you? What 
truck did you end up under?”

The nurse returned with two covered meals before Vernon could reply. She set one in 
front of each of them and then hurried back out, so rushed that she never looked back. 
Vernon uncovered his first. He wasn’t entirely sure he could identify it, and he felt his 
stomach lurch a bit, angry at being taunted with the possibility of a meal and this poor 
excuse for one.

Felix uncovered his meal, and immediately exhaled, relieved to see a surprisingly well-
cooked hamburger sandwich and some steak fries on the side. As Felix tucked in and started 
eating, Vernon just gaped at him. Finally, he couldn’t stay silent any longer. “Hey, are you 
famous?”

“Nope.”

Felix kept right on eating. Vernon waited for more, simmering.

He grimaced as he asked, “Are you rich?”

“Nope.”

Another long moment of Vernon trying to get his head around Felix’s answer. Finally, 
sputtering: “Then what’s the goddamn deal with your food versus my not-food?”

Felix looked over at Vernon’s plate and feigned sudden concern. “Wait, what did you 
get? What is that?”

Vernon snorted. “I don’t know and I am not about to taste it to find out.”
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Felix set his fork down, considering the dilemma. “Well, I think you should have my 
meal, then.”

“Really?”

“Really.”

“So what’s the catch?”

“Nothing. You don’t owe me anything. I’m getting out of here today, so I’ll be fine 
once I’m signed out.”

Felix climbed out of his bed, moving with some difficulty. He crossed to Vernon and 
gave him the hamburger. He walked carefully back to his own bed on wobbly Bambi legs. 
“I’ve just had this bad cold for a week or so, and tonight, like an idiot, I wanted to go out. It 
was great at first. I cut a rug with a beautiful girl all night. But then I overheated. One 
minute I’m dancing, the next minute, I’m face-down on the floor. But I’m fine now.”

“What’s the string? There’s gotta be one.”

“Hey, if it makes you happy to eat that meal, who am I to say no?”

Vernon laughed at this, mouth already full of food.

“You look like you have it much worse than I do.”

“Looks bad, right?”

“Little bit.”

“It ain’t. But the guys who took a shot at me think it worked, so I’ll lay here a few 
days and then take off once they’re sure I’m telling the truth.”

“Hell of a plan. You probably shouldn’t share it with just anyone, though.” Felix sat 
up, and it took Vernon Miller a moment to realize Felix had a gun in his hand. “Especially 
not when you just cracked the home safe of a very wealthy man. You never know who he 
might hire.”
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When Vernon moved, it was all at once, an explosion of calculated action that did 
not even remotely begin to work. He lashed out to knock Felix’s hand away so he could 
lunge forward and try to overpower him. Felix fired once, and he managed to hit the exact 
spot on the bed where the traction was controlled, yanking Vernon backwards and lifting 
him into an awkward position.

As the nurse came running back in, summoned by the sound of the gunshot, Miller 
seemed more confused than furious. “I don’t get it. You were out cold when they brought 
you in here. How did you end up in the bed next to me?”

Felix couldn’t resist a smile as he stood up out of his bed. “Pure luck.”

* * *

Standing on Hollywood Boulevard just a few hours later, basking in the warmth of 
the California sun, eyes closed, Felix couldn’t have been any happier. His suit and his hat 
may have been rumpled, but the suit was hand-tailored, and the watch wasn’t cheap. Felix 
didn’t mind. He felt like a million bucks as he jumped down from the Yellow Car as he 
reached his stop. His belly was full, he had a slight buzz on, and his morning meeting had 
ended with a new client signing on.  Hollywood had been converted to Santa Claus Lane for 
the holiday season, and even with the holiday a few weeks away, the season was in full swing. 
This was as close to winter as Los Angeles ever got. 

Felix stopped by a newsstand at the corner of Hollywood and Cahuenga, and before 
he could pick anything up, Sammy appeared from the back with the afternoon’s papers in 
his hands. “Felix! You hear what Zanuck’s doing?” He gestured at the headlines on Daily 
Variety. “He’s letting that Fleming kid make some science-fiction thing. Putting together a 
dream cast for it, too. Bogart and Huston, together again.”

Felix picked up the new issue of Astounding Science Fiction. “Ha. Bogie in space.” 

“That one’s a pip. Vogt’s got another one of them Null-A stories.”

“Vogt’s a commie.”

“Fine. The new Weird Tales is pretty good, too.”

“Nah. I don’t like all that magic and monsters nonsense.” He held up the ASF cover. 
“This is based in science. Fact. Something real. That’s what I like.”
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“Your loss.”

Felix picked up the Times to go with his magazine and glanced at the headline: 
TOJO’S HANGING WILL PROCEED AS PLANNED. “They oughta sell tickets,” he 
said, as much to himself as to Sammy. As he paid and Sammy made change, he fidgeted with 
his Zippo. Snap, strike, click. Snap, strike, click. Change in hand, he headed back around the 
corner, towards Hollywood and Vine. He watched the tourists posing in front of the Brown 
Derby and Clara Bow’s “It” Cafe. He considered ducking into Al Levy’s Tavern to make sure 
the buzz kept going for a while longer, but he was already late coming back from lunch.

He watched a skinny pickpocket make a clean dunk on a smiling tourist, and as the 
pickpocket walked by, Felix reached over and scooped the wallet right back up. He caught 
up with the tourist and handed him back his wallet. “You dropped this,” he said, then kept 
walking, chuckling as he entered the lobby of the Taft Building.

Felix always enjoyed the feeling when the elevator doors opened and the first thing 
he would see was that big frosted-glass double-door with LUCKY FORTUNE 
INVESTIGATIONS written on it. There was a small, subtle four-leaf clover logo next to 
the name, obviously meant to be that same clover permanently preserved in the lighter. 

As he stepped in, Felix winged his hat at least nine feet, and it caught perfectly on a 
coat rack.

Miss Wunderlich, a vision in the absolute most chic office-wear a girl in Los Angeles 
might manage, gave him a small, polite round of applause. “Right?” he grinned over at her. 
“Should be me racking up those gold medals in St. Moritz right now.”

She walked over to hand him a stack of messages, taking his coat from him in 
exchange. “Only if they hand medals out for most martinis consumed at lunch.”

“You wound me, Lillian. I have been hard at work. I signed a new client today.”

“Bet she wasn’t half the looker the one in David’s office is.”

Felix glanced over at the drawn blinds in his partner’s office, the silhouette of a 
woman inside. “How much do you bet he needs a consultation from me right this very 
moment?”
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Anticipating his next move, Miss Wunderlich moved to put herself between Felix 
and David’s office door. “He seemed just find handling it himself.”

“Oh, I doubt that,” Felix said, ducking around her easily and throwing open the door. 
David Gordon sat perched on the edge of his desk, drink in one hand. David’s suits were 
cheaper than Felix’s, something that might have been explained by the wedding band he 
wore. He was heavier, already well on his way to fat. He looked up at Felix, surprised.

“What’s buzzin’, cousin?” Felix walked further into the room so he could get a good 
look at Anjelica Jean, dressed more modestly than the night before. Legs crossed, poised and 
perfectly coiffed, and in her mid-20s, she was dressed expensively but simply, and her eyes 
were red from crying. Looking at her, Felix felt something, like fingers on the back of his 
neck, and a creeping sensation like starting to remember something long forgotten.

“Miss Jean has a problem,” David said.

Felix offered his hand to her. “Not so’s you’d notice,” he said, hoping to charm her. 
She didn’t take his hand, though, sizing him up instead.

“Mr. Gordon says you’re very professional.” She sniffed, catching the scent of his long 
and leisurely liquid lunch. “You don’t seem very professional.”

Felix straightened up and put on an overly-serious face. “How about now?”

“A sense of humor makes some men more appealing. Not you.” She finally reached 
out and shook his hand begrudgingly.

For Felix, it was like an electric charge slammed into him. The sme" of ozone fi"ed his nose, and 
suddenly, he was in an unspoiled va"ey, somewhere in ancient China, and he could feel it… this was a 
different world, before man, before anyone had ever set foot here. He was moving, running, more light 
than physical form. Ahead of him, a pi"ar of flame roared across the va"ey, and as he got closer, he could 
see that the flame was a woman, that she was fire to his light, and just as he started to catch up to her 
and the heat grew so great that he had no choice but to scream…

And then she let go of his hand and that full-sensory blast of memory or dream or 
whatever was gone, and Felix’s smile faltered. She looked far more sure about what 
happened, and she smiled, daring him to say something. David didn’t notice, though, and 
Felix struggled to keep his cool. “So, uh… what’s it all about, then?”
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“Family heirlooms and the big bad wolf that made off with them,” David replied.

“What sort of heirlooms, Miss Jean?”

She took her time lighting a cigarette as she responded. “My family is not wealthy. 
Our most precious possessions are certain items my great grandmother owned. Valuable in a 
material sense, if someone were to take them apart and sell the individual jewels.” She 
smoked angrily for a moment, working up to it. “I still have trouble admitting this next 
part.”

Felix could see how wound up she was. “I’m not here to judge you. I’m sorry if I 
seemed flip before. Really.”

She stubbed out her cigarette and let go of some of the anger. “I have not had luck 
with men. Maybe that’s why I responded to the name of your firm.” She laughed, a flat, 
mirthless sound. “I could use some luck. My mother was sick for many years. From the time 
I was thirteen, most of my waking hours were spent helping her or taking care of my father 
and my brothers. No coming out party, no suitors. I was fine with that.”

Anjelica removed a small framed photo from her handbag. “One of my brothers 
brought him home for dinner. He started calling on me, sending me small gifts.” She handed 
the photo over to him, and he considered it. A decent-looking guy who somehow looked 
vaguely wet. “That’s Richard Maruf. He’s not the sort of man most women would look at 
twice, but the attention…”

Steeling herself, she took a small envelope out of her bag and handed that to Felix as 
well. “He seduced me,” she said, in a small quiet voice.

Felix opened the envelope and took out a letter. He wasn’t shocked by the language 
of it. He could only imagine what she must have thought when she read it the first time. He 
handed it back without comment, knowing that if he joked about it at all, he would lose her. 
“He made you happy,” he said.

“For one night. Yes.” She couldn’t look at either of them as she continued. “I read 
what he wrote, and I wanted that. For once. It was my turn, and I went to him, and it was 
animal.”

“Where did this grand night of passion take place?” Felix asked.
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“In my house. In my room.”

“And in the morning?”

“Yes. In the morning.”

“… they were gone.”

“He didn’t even close the case where I kept them. It meant that little to him. He 
knew I couldn’t tell anyone.” One tear finally escaped, and she wiped it away quickly, angry 
at herself for being weak. Felix gave David a skeptical look, not sure he bought what she was 
selling. David nodded. Felix shook his head at him, just once. David nodded again. He was 
in, for whatever reason.

“Okay. So you want your family jewels back.”

“Yes.”

“Do you know where he is now?”

“Here. LA. This is where he came from, and about a week after…” She blushed, 
unable to finish the sentence. “… I heard he came back here.”

“You’ve got his address?”

She offered Felix two more envelopes, one letter-sized, one oversized manila. 
“Please,” she said. “Will you help me get back what belongs to me? That’s everything I 
have.” David took the oversized envelope and opened it. There were photos of Maruf, of the 
jewelry, of the building where he supposedly lived. 

She handed Felix the other envelope, and he looked inside at the money, mostly 
larger bills. He saw at least $500 total. “If that’s enough for a retainer, I’ll get you more as 
soon as I can.”

“Come on,” David said, unable to stay quiet. “She practically gift-wrapped it for us, 
Felix.” David couldn’t stop smiling now. “We’ll end up owing you some of this back if it’s as 
easy as you say.”
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Felix was astonished by his partner, by how oddly giddy he was. “Well, let’s not get 
crazy,” he said. Done for the moment, Felix helped her stand and steered her towards the 
office door. She was skittish about being touched, and she moved quickly to avoid it. “It 
sounds like my partner has everything under control. You have nothing to worry about. We’ll 
be in touch with you very soon.”

“Thank you,” she said. “I was worried.”

“Well, you can stop doing that. Certainly.” As soon as she was gone, Felix turned to 
David, shaking his head, unimpressed. “No,” Felix said. “Absolutely not.”

David started laughing. “What?!”

“She’s selling us that poor librarian thing, but she’s dressed right off a Paris runway.”

“Maybe she wanted to make a good first impression.”

“She’s been polished by money in a way that makes no sense listening to her story. 
She’s phony. I’m not even sure I believe she’s American listening to her speak.”

“So what? She hands this over, pays us way too much, puts the guy she wants us to 
take down on a silver platter? And you pass?”

“Exactly. That doesn’t stink of a set-up to you?”

David looked dumbfounded. “I can do this on my way home tonight and see you here 
tomorrow morning with everything we need on this Maruf shitbird. This is an early 
Christmas present. Don’t tell me you don’t believe in Santa Claus.” David went through the 
photos that Jean gave him again, amazed at the volume of detail. 

Felix walked over to David’s wet bar and started fixing himself a drink. “There’s a 
difference between easy and laid out for you like a buffet.”

“You worry too much, partner. It’s going to be fine.” David stopped for a moment 
looking at one piece of jewelry in particular, a necklace. David recognized it, and he 
suddenly realized that things were not going to be fine. Maybe not ever again. 
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When he spoke again, he tried to sound as cheerful as he’d just been, but he felt 
deflated. “I’ve got this. Really.” He saw Felix’s skeptical look. “Felix, you’re being ridiculous. 
I can handle a quick peek at some con artist ex-boyfriend’s hotel room.”

Felix couldn’t argue with that. “Fine. You do that. I’m going to do a little footwork of 
my own. I’ll see you back here tomorrow morning.” Felix hurried down to the street to see if 
he could catch a glimpse of Anjelica Jean. She was long gone, though, and Felix headed out 
for the afternoon, still irritated by the encounter.

* * *

Rosewood and Kings wasn’t a great neighborhood, but David Gordon felt 
comfortable enough on foot. He went around the block a few times before he picked a 
vantage point, settling in on the sidewalk across the street from the boarding house where 
Maruf was supposedly staying. David was far enough back from the sidewalk that he should 
have been masked completely by shadows.

Standing in his third floor window, Maruf watched David watch the building.

It was several hours later when Maruf finally stepped out of the front door. Dressed 
for a night on the town, he stopped for a moment by the front door. He couldn’t have been 
any more perfectly illuminated, and David laughed quietly at his good luck. When Maruf set 
off down the block, David followed carefully.

Maruf went slow just to make sure.

* * *

When Felix walked into the office the next morning, Miss Wunderlich was shocked 
to see him. Whatever his strengths were as an investigator, early mornings were not among 
them. He had spent the previous night enjoying good whiskey he paid for and a warm bed 
he did not, and he had forgotten his anxiety of the previous evening. When he saw Miss 
Wunderlich’s face, though, he paused on his way to his office.

“How’d David do last night?”

“He’s not in yet.”
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Felix looked at the clock. 9:40. David was always, without fail, the first person in the 
office. He liked to take “his morning constitutional” in the bathroom before anyone else 
showed up, and he preferred it there instead of his house because he could be truly alone 
with his thoughts. “When was the last time I was in the office before Cap’n Rise’n’Shine?”

“I don’t think you’ve ever been in the office before him.”

“My point exactly. Have you called him?”

“He’s not home. Dana’s not sure if he came home last night. Sometimes he sleeps on 
the couch if he’s late, and she didn’t see him this morning at all.” Felix scowled at her, 
already worried. “You don’t think…”

“I don’t think anything. Not yet.”

She followed him into his office. He opened the file on Maruf and looked at the 
information from the night before. He checked the address.

“I’m going over there.”

“Before you go, you have to…”

“Who’s in the office already? Any of our ops? If not, can you call someone and have 
them meet me over there?”

“Felix, wait.”

He was annoyed, frustrated at the way she was killing his momentum. “There’s a 
meeting at Fox. One of you has to be there.”

“Postpone it. Cancel it. I don’t care.”

“David has been trying to get this meeting set for two weeks. If you go over to that 
boarding house and all you find is David, still waiting for the guy to show his face, you’re 
going to feel bad about burning down this thing he was working on so hard.”

One of the most maddening things about Miss Wunderlich, and one of the reasons 
she was so valued by David and Felix, was her ability to cleanly lay out the logic in the right 
choice to make in any situation. It was almost impossible to argue with her. 
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“Fine,” he growled. “I’ll do it right after the meeting at Fox.”

“The potential client said you were recommended by a friend for your discretion.”

“That doesn’t sound like me,” he answered, not in the mood to play games with 
anyone.

“He also said if you can be there by 10:30, he’ll double our daily rate. He said to be 
very specific and to tell you that you are his ‘only hope.’”

The entire drive over to the studio lot, Felix brooded, worrying about David. Good 
old reliable David. Always punctual. Never the best detective, but a huge asset to the 
company because he could sell anything to anyone, and he was the bait they used to reel in 
clients. They felt safe with him. It was just something about his manner. Felix did not like 
the idea of something having happened to his partner, but he also hated the idea of 
somehow screwing up the good work that David had already done in trying to get inside the 
studio system. Each of the studios had fixers on their payroll, people who could take care of 
situations quietly, and it was good work if you could get it. 

When he pulled up to the main gate, he was waved through immediately. They had 
clearly been waiting for him. They had a space for him right outside the executive building, 
and he was met at the front door by a young assistant in a cleanly-pressed suit. In an upstairs 
hallway, they walked past over a dozen actresses all waiting to read for someone, all of them 
rehearsing with the same script. Even hearing it over and over, Felix couldn’t make out the 
middle of the sentence. It sounded like “Help me, obeeblahbeeblohbeee, you’re my only 
hope.”

The halls were decorated with posters for some of the studio’s biggest movies. It 
took a moment for Felix to recognize that they were all films by Peter Fleming. Mickey 
Rooney in Shane. Rita Hayworth and Fred McMurray in Fatal Attraction. Abbott and Costello 
in Back To The Future. One of his Oscars was in a case in the waiting room that Felix walked 
through. Several of the waiting actors looked annoyed by his intrusion, ready to get into the 
room so they could become stars.

When Felix stepped into Peter Fleming’s office, his assistant stayed outside. Fleming 
sat perched on the edge of his desk, a rehearsed nonchalance about him. Felix began to look 
around the office, at the books and scripts and photos on the shelves, practically daring 
Fleming to speak first.
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The biggest poster in the room was a huge four-sheet for Peter Fleming’s Citizen 
Kane, written by, directed by, and starring himself. It was impressive, a reminder of just how 
much he had accomplished already. By the time Felix made it all the way around the office, it 
had become decidedly weird that neither of them had spoken, so Felix stopped 
uncomfortably close to Fleming and smiled.

“Okay. I’m here. What?”

Fleming was amused by just how hard Felix was working to offend. He gestured to 
the chairs in front of the desk. “Please. I’m getting ready to start the new film, and we’re 
still trying to fill some big roles. I need a girl.”

“I don’t normally handle casting calls, but in this one case, I’ll make an exception.”

“You’re funny.”

“Thanks.”

“Not something I look for in an investigator.”

“You should consider it a bonus.”

“I brought you here because I’m looking for something and you were recommended 
to me as a resourceful person.”

“Ooooh, good word. Who recommended me?”

Fleming shook his head. “No, I can’t tell you that. We should all try to keep our best 
tricks a secret.”

“Mr. Fleming…”

“Please, call me Peter.”

“Okay, Peter. Call me Felix.”

“Felix, I am a man who appreciates it when people speak directly with me, and I 
extend that same courtesy to others whenever possible.”
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“Admirable.”

“The problem I have is a little bit outside the purview of the various specialists that 
the studio already keeps on the payroll.”

“That surprises me.”

“Why?”

“There’s not much those guys won’t do. That’s the whole point of having them on the 
payroll.”

“I’m sure they would do it if I asked. But I don’t want them to. They are blunt 
instruments, and this requires a fine touch.”

Felix was already getting tired of the fencing, and he had trouble disguising it. 
“Flattery. Good tactic.”

“You seem to be able to accomplish things beyond the abilities of most people. You 
have an exceptional track record of success. In short, I have heard you are one lucky 
sonofabitch.”

“Even says so on the business cards.”

“Let me tell you why you’re here…”

“Or we could flirt some more.”

“How much do you know about me? And please… be candid.”

“How candid?”

“Brutally.”

“You don’t want brutally candid.”

“Oh, but I do.”
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“Mind if I smoke?”

“Yes. It bothers me.”

Felix broke out a cigarette and lit it as he considered his reply. “Peter Fleming. Early 
days a mystery. No one really knows where you came from.” Felix rose and began to gesture 
around the room to the various mementos that illustrated what he was saying. “You made 
Fatal Attraction in ’38, directing your own script, and since then, you’ve been a machine. One 
big hit after another. For Kane, you won Best Picture, Best Director, and Best Screenplay. 
You’re one of the highest paid men in Hollywood right now, and you just signed a long-term 
deal with Fox that lets you greenlight your own films.”

“What else?”

Felix shrugged.

Fleming laughed. “Either you’re less connected than I thought, or you’re holding 
back.”

Felix shook his head, already regretting what he was about to say. “You’re a pervert. 
You like to hurt women and you’re willing to pay to cover it up. You’ve got a favorite spot 
out near Joshua Tree where you’ve made at least two different mistakes disappear. And you 
cry after sex like a little girl.”

Fleming’s laugh died in his throat. He struggled not to react immediately.

“Brutal enough for you, boss?”

“How do you know that?”

“We should all try to keep our best tricks a secret... right, Pete?”

For a moment, it looked like anything might happen, and then Peter laughed again. 
Brushed it off. “Okay, you’re hired.”

“I changed my mind. I don’t want your job.”

“You don’t even know what it is.”
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“I’m sure it’s something disgusting, and I’ve got more than enough of that without 
rolling around in yours.” Felix rose and started for the door. “Now, excuse me, but I have 
something urgent to…”

“It’s a candle. That’s all.”

Felix wasn’t sure he’d heard right. “What?”

“A candle. That’s what I want you to find.”

Every instinct he had for self-preservation told him to leave the room and to forget 
anything about this guy, but the pragmatic side of him argued that was ridiculous. “If it’s just 
a candle, buy a new one. Why send me looking for it? My daily rate would buy you a 
hundred candles.”

“If I told you that you were looking for a live hand grenade, how would you handle 
it?”

“Carefully.”

“Then treat this the same way. It may look benign, but it is not.”

“… a candle. We’re still talking about a candle.”

Peter took a photo from his desk and walked it over to Felix. “Three feet high. It’s so 
black it almost looks blue. It is fixed in a heavy brass stand that looks like gold. Someone 
might think the stand has value. They would be wrong. It is old, but it is worthless. It is the 
candle itself that matters. I need it back tonight. Today. As soon as you can lay hands on it.”

“If I don’t understand why I’m doing something, I have a hard time doing it well, and 
I don’t understand this.”

“All you have to understand is that I want it. It is important to me. That’s all that 
ever makes anything special. I want it. It is mine, and someone took it, and I want it. And if 
you get it for me, Mr. Fortune…”

“Felix.”

“… if you get it for me, Felix, I am in a position to help you enormously.”
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* * *

Felix drove much too fast on his way to the boarding house where Maruf was 
supposed to be staying, playing over his conversation with Fleming in his head. It was clear 
there was something very strange about the guy, but there was a chance that was just part of 
whatever it was that made him such a reliable hit machine for the studio.

Felix was out of the car and on the hoof as soon as he pulled up in front of the 
building. He walked up and down the front of the block, looking around to see if there was 
any sign of David anywhere. He marched into the building, up the stairs, and then kicked 
the door to the third floor room open.

Maruf rolled off the far side of the bed. It only took Felix two long steps to get there, 
but Maruf was gone. No sign of him. Felix flipped the bed, but to no avail. Felix looked 
around, furious. “You think this is a game?”

Felix kicked over furniture as he walked farther into the room. “I’m missing a friend. 
Last time I saw him, he was on his way here to check up on you.”

Maruf stepped into the doorway, but somehow he did it from inside the bedroom, 
behind Felix. “David Gordon, right?”

Felix turned quickly, gun up, and Maruf stayed still. “Where is he?”

“I don’t like being followed.”

“I didn’t ask you what you like. I asked you if you know where David Gordon is. 
Don’t make me ask you again.”

“I also don’t like people coming into my room uninvited. It’s rude.”

Frustrated, Felix shook his head. “You’re not listening to me…” He fired his gun once, 
and Maruf ’s left knee exploded, driving him to the ground screaming. “That’s what’s rude. 
Because I came in here to ask a few questions and you pulled a knife on me.”

“WHAT KNIFE?!” Maruf howled.
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Felix pulled a switchblade out of his pocket, snapped it open, and tossed it onto the 
carpet between them.

“The one I’ll tell the cops you pulled on me when they get here. Now tell me where 
David is and stop wasting my time.”

“You don’t even know what game you’re playing, Felix Fortune.”

“Oh, so now you know who I am.” Felix pulled back the hammer on his gun again.

“You enjoy this tough guy routine. You like the way it makes you feel, waving that gun 
around. Like you’ve got power, right?”

Felix stepped closer and put the barrel of the gun against Maruf ’s other knee. He was 
struggling not to do it, not to just start taking this guy apart. “I will shoot you again. Tell 
me.”

Grimacing and moaning from the pain, Maruf starts to hitch up his left pant leg. “Let 
me just see how bad it is. Please… I’ll tell you… just wait…” 

Felix held himself back as Maruf exposed his knee. 

Maruf wiped the blood off, and Felix felt reality lurch around him, felt himself come 
unstuck from the world he understood. There was no damage at all. Maruf ’s knee was fine. 

Maruf smiled as he stood, and Felix was so dumbfounded that for a moment, he let 
Maruf gather himself. “You’ll find him one piece at a time, Fortune.”

That snapped Felix out of it. “What did you say?”

“Here. There. Everywhere.”

As Felix roared and brought his gun up, Maruf dove into him, the two of them 
getting tangled together as they fell to the carpet. Felix bounced to his feet immediately, but 
Maruf was gone. There was no sign of him anywhere. 

Felix tore the room apart, swearing and feeling powerless, and when the cops finally 
did arrive, he had managed to get his anger in check. He knew all of the responding officers, 
and it was a simple conversation.
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Walking to his car, though, Felix had a horrible feeling that the rules of the world, 
rules he understood and accepted as given based on his four-and-a-half decades on Earth, 
had just been rewritten, and he was the only one who hadn’t been notified. It was rare that 
he felt like he was this far behind everyone else, and he was damn sure going to do 
something about it.

DJINN RUMMY will be continued
in PULP & POPCORN #4
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NOW THAT YOU’VE SEEN IT
“Rogue One: A Star Wars Story”

One of the things that’s been on my mind since I left HitFix is the way we as an 
industry somehow let everything get turned upside down. I would estimate that at 
least 90% of the conversation about any movie happens before the movie comes out 
now, and then once it is actually in theaters and audiences can see it and participate 
in whatever conversation there’s going to be, the press has already moved on to 
something else that’s coming soon.

The thing is, that’s called marketing, and I’m tired of doing it.

My job has never been to sell a movie for the studios, and I guess I should 
have noticed at some point that the language they were using to discuss the 
relationship that the press has with them had started to take on certain implications. 
They called us their “partners” as often as not, and in that word usage, there is the 
idea that we’re in this together. Their successes are ours and vice-versa. Only that’s 
nonsense. I’ve championed films that the studios have abandoned to die, and I have 
refused to bow down before some of their biggest hits. As a critic, as someone who 
approaches film as an art form and a way of communicating empathy, I am tired of 
being part of any studio’s strategy when it comes to opening a movie.

To that end, I’d like to regularly review films here that have already opened, 
with the idea being that I don’t have to tiptoe around things out of fear of ruining a 
movie pre-release, and because it also allows us to dig deeper into the text of the film 
without hesitation. So often, reviews have to talk their way around the most 
interesting elements in the film. For example, the film Arrival is one where I think 
you have to discuss the film’s biggest story points in order to examine the thematic 
purpose of the film. Ultimately, it asks the question, “Would you make a decision 
that would bring you enormous joy if you knew for sure that it would end in pain?” 
That’s a profound notion, illustrated in dramatic manner, and when I left the theater, 
that’s what stuck with me, that lingering question that I’m not sure I could answer. 
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Would I tell someone who hasn’t seen the film that that’s what I think it is 
about? No, because that coin doesn’t drop until the third act and until then, you have 
no idea that’s the point. That feeling of having that coin drop was part of the 
experience for me, and I’d hate to be the one to take that from someone else.

In the case of Rogue One: A Star Wars Story, there are numerous things that are 
worth discussion that you can’t really bring up until people have seen the movie. I 
went to a press screening of the movie on the Disney lot so that I could write that 
early review I ran on the Pulp & Popcorn blog, but I also bought tickets so I could take 
my sons, Toshi and Allen, as well as my girlfriend, her adult son, and his girlfriend. 
We had a big family weekend that involved buying and decorating the Christmas tree 
and lots of hanging out and having fun, and the weekend culminated in all of us going 
to the Culver Arclight together to see the film. As we emerged from the theater, it 
was clear that Allen was a little shaken up by it. He’s eight years old now, and he’s 
precocious, constantly looking to demonstrate that he understands things like the 
grown-ups do. I asked him what he was reacting to, and he struggled to find the 
words. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen a movie before where everyone died, Daddy. 
Everyone. All the good guys. They all just died.” He kept shaking his head. “It’s a cool 
movie, but that’s really sad.”

What strikes me about that is how, for the first time ever, there is weight to 
the war in Star Wars. We live in a culture that glorifies war and that treats it as a rite 
of passage to some extent. War-themed videogames are one of the biggest-selling 
genres, and my own kids are addicted to several of the online Ca! Of Duty modes. 
When Toshi recently bought Battlefield 1, I spent some time looking at the campaign 
mode, and there was something they did that I found really interesting as a choice. If 
you’re killed while playing the campaign, you don’t respawn as the same character. 
Instead, that character is dead, and you have to play as someone else, and each time 
you go down, that’s another headstone, another life memorialized, and the longer you 
play, the higher that body count gets to be, and you start to actually get a sense of the 
toll of each and every inch of territory that is won in a real war. Sure, it’s a game, and 
sure, it’s still only 1/10,000th of the real experience, but it is an attempt to underline 
the more sober side of what is being played as a game.
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I wrote about showing Toshi Saving Private Ryan when he was first starting to 
talk about being a soldier. That sort of talk has ended on his part, but now he’s 
fascinated by war movies in general, and the idea of sacrifice in particular. We 
watched Hacksaw Ridge together when the screener arrived, and in our conversation 
afterwards, Toshi talked about how much more heroic he thought it was to put 
yourself in harm’s way when you aren’t going to get something directly as a result of 
it. He couldn’t believe that Andrew Garfield’s character would step onto a battlefield 
without a weapon and that he would keep putting himself in danger just to help 
someone else. It was the first time he considered that heroism during a war might 
have a broader definition than just being the person with the gun. Talking to Allen 
about Rogue One, it was clear that the same ideas were starting to occur to him, and 
he was rattled by the way it made him think about death and the finality of it. He’s 
used to good guys winning and bad guys being punished and no one really losing 
more than they can afford to, and the idea that you could win while still losing your 
life was a powerful disruption of how he thought things worked.

One of the canniest things about Rogue One is the way it forces us to reassess 
things from other chapters of the larger Star Wars saga. It has become accepted 
wisdom that the Empire had to be fairly stupid to design the Death Star with such an 
insane flaw right at the heart of things, and now, thanks to the way this film works, 
we see that it’s not a plot hole at all. Instead, it’s an act of conscience performed in 
secret by someone who could not live with the moral baggage of having helped to 
build a gun the size of a planet. Galen Erso (Mads Mikkelsen) doesn’t have much 
screen time here, but I think he emerges as a very interesting character in a film that 
is loaded up with interesting characters. When he is killed by bombs dropped by the 
rebellion, it is an unexpected detail, but it fits in this particular story, which seems to 
largely exist to point out that morality can become very grey in a time of war, and 
much of what we call heroism is simple self-preservation. Real heroism comes when 
self-interest drops away and you act in service of something greater, and we see that 
happen with Jyn Erso (Felicity Jones) when she first sees the hologram in which her 
father explains why he’s done what he’s done. If the Empire simply killed him, it 
would be easy to frame Rogue One as a revenge story. Here’s a girl who lost both her 
parents, and by the end of the film, she’s going to bring down the jerk (Ben 
Mendelsohn’s Orson Krennic) who killed them.
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Maybe it even did work like that in the original cut of the film. It’s clear from 
just looking at the trailers that the overhaul that was done over the summer was 
fairly extensive. There are major sequences that are used in the marketing for the 
film that do not exist at all in the finished movie. That’s fine. All that really matters is 
how well it works when it’s done, and Rogue One is incredibly effective. One of the 
reasons I like that they remove revenge from the equation is because it makes these 
characters and their sacrifice mean more. Jyn Erso could walk away after she brought 
the Rebels to meet Saw Gerrera (Forest Whitaker), but she stays. She stays because 
she sees what her father did, what he put up with, and how he kept finding ways to 
fight all the way to the end. She stays because she is moved to action by the threat of 
the Death Star, and she refuses to simply stand back and watch a weapon like that be 
used anywhere on anyone. She fights for reasons that are much larger than personal, 
and so do the rest of the characters. They sign on because they believe in what 
they’re doing, and because if they don’t, no one will.

It feels important that we don’t have a Jedi in the film. No one has actual 
superpowers, and it makes the choice to stand and fight feel more urgent. If 
anything, these people are overpowered from the start and they know it. Again, these 
things all add to why I feel like there’s real weight here. Hollywood has become so 
reliant on the notion of the Chosen One that when we see someone who is clearly 
not special in any way stand up, it makes that person’s choice feel like it matters 
more. If you’re told that you have special powers, then it’s not particularly surprising 
to see you use them. But if you are completely average and you still put yourself in 
harm’s way for reasons that are larger than you, then that is something to be noticed 
and commended and celebrated. The Darth Vader scene near the end of the film 
underlines what it must feel like to exist in a world where there are people with these 
insane superpowers, but they’re almost mythic figures that you don’t believe in until 
an encounter like this one.

Oh… that’s right. Darth Vader. Holy shit. In that four or five minute sequence, 
we get a Vader that we’ve never really seen on film before, and it restores every bit of 
menace to him that the Prequels ever even remotely took away.
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Let’s be honest. I’m not a Prequel hater, but I can understand much of the 
sentiment that exists against those films. One of the greatest sins of the Prequel 
Trilogy is the way it robs Darth Vader of one of his essential tools: fear. It’s hard to be 
afraid of whiny Hayden Christensen walking around in a robotic life-support suit. I 
understand the arc that Lucas wanted to portray, and it does stand as something 
fairly unique in the history of franchise films. How many other films series would 
ever back up to tell you the entire story, beat by beat, of how their bad guy started as 
a sweet little boy and ended up a genocidal half-robot dickhead? It’s sort of crazy, but 
it is also an uncommonly human approach to pulp. In pulp, bad guys are bad guys, 
and it’s got to be simple, because you’re not really doing subtle or nuanced. The idea 
isn’t what is wrong with the Prequels; it’s the execution. Lucas managed to cast not 
one but two inherently unlikeable leads as Anakin at different ages. He struck out 
with both of his casting gambles. He seemed determined to make a star with the 
roles, and instead, he managed to brand both of these actors for life.

In this film (and in the amazing new Marvel Star Wars comics that are being 
published these days), Darth Vader is once again the terrifying force that I saw walk 
onto screen for the first time in 1977. It remains one of the single greatest 
accomplishments of movie design, that helmet and his outfit and the Ben Burtt 
sounds and the amazing pipes of James Earl Jones. It’s just perfect, and he is Darth 
Vader here. He is the monstrous Lord Of The Sith, and I am so glad to see him back 
that it’s almost silly. It’s just delightful to see something this iconic done perfectly. 
I’m used to being disappointed, and I almost don’t know what to do when I’m not.

That is not to suggest Rogue One will escape controversy. I think that’s almost 
par for the course with this particular franchise now. There is a challenge that John 
Knoll set for himself with this film, and how well he and his collaborators met that 
challenge is a subject of considerable debate so far. I am speaking, of course, about 
the use of a computer-generated version of Grand Moff Tarkin as played by Peter 
Cushing and an appearance by a 19-year-old version of Carrie Fisher as A New Hope-
era Princess Leia. When the rumor first broke about this in The Daily Mail (could 
this be the first true thing they’ve ever printed?), I wrote about how I felt like it was 
disrespectful and ghoulish and I don’t like the idea and I hope Hollywood stops 
chasing this notion of resurrecting deceased actors for new films. 
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Now that I’ve seen it in action here, I’m less opposed to it than I was. I find 
the Tarkin scenes absolutely hypnotic. I’ve seen the film twice, as I said, and I 
couldn’t tell you one word he says in the movie. The entire time he’s onscreen, it’s 
like my brain is vibrating at some weird frequency. It is dark sorcery, and it is so 
completely strange that it actually does have a biochemical effect on me. There is 
some beautiful work here, and Tarkin’s second big scene in particular is a stand-out. 
The lighting in the scene and the subtle details of Tarkin’s facial performance, 
complete with a slight curl of the lip that is 100% Cushing, really blew me away. And 
the final shot, the Carrie Fisher shot, is just surreal. We’ve seen versions of this 
before, but never like this. Marvel’s getting bold with it, using the effect in both Ant-
Man and Captain America: Civil War, but never with quite the dramatic flair that is 
used here. Gareth Edwards had to know what kind of ruckus it would cause to use an 
all-CG Tarkin, but I love that he made that choice and then shot the character in 
bright light and in close-up. He’s not trying to hide the character. He’s just treating 
him like any other actor in a scene. He’s got close-ups. He’s seen from all angles. He’s 
treated like an actor who played a role, not like a special effect, and it’s part of what 
makes it really work for me.

I’ve seen people already say that it ruined the film for them, that they hate it, 
that they hate how it looks, that it doesn’t look real at all. I’ve also seen people who 
admitted that they didn’t know it was an effect. They assumed it was an actor in 
make-up or that they found someone, and considering how spot-on the casting is for 
young Mon Mothma, that’s not outside the realm of possibility. It’s funny to see 
reactions that diametrically opposed, and I think in the end, you have to call the 
work successful. We’ve reached a point where audiences are starting to simply accept 
the absolutely impossible as mundane, and while I love that because it means the 
craft is so impressive, I also wonder if that is part of why so many of our big-canvass 
blockbuster filmmakers seem to cling so tightly to formula and the familiar. 
Everything is so safe, and it doesn’t need to be. We can create anything now, 
technically speaking, and so it’s time to dream bigger. I love guys like John Knoll who 
do things like this simply to see if they can, and other filmmakers will benefit in big 
ways from the work that was done here because of the path it establishes for others 
to follow or even expand on.
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Rogue One: A Star Wars Story did one thing very, very well: it proved that you 
can do this. You can create new characters and people will go along for the ride as 
long as the ride itself is compelling. You do not only have to tell stories about 
characters we’ve already met and events we’ve already seen. There is a very cautious 
element to this film in that it so obviously plays to the nostalgia most fans feel for 
the 1977 film. Aesthetically, this is meant to take place right up against that movie, so 
it just plain appeals to me visually. I think they lean on the nostalgia button a little 
hard in places, but this is the first time they’ve ever tried to take even baby steps 
away from the Skywalkers in the feature films. I’m excited to see more films from 
guys of my generation, guys who grew up with Star Wars, who remember playing with 
the action figures and who believed in this stuff whole-heartedly.

But more than that, I’m looking forward to the films that will be made by the 
Star Wars fans who are kids now, who are growing up with a Star Wars that is filled 
with diversity, a Star Wars that takes the weight of war seriously, and a Star Wars that 
can provide a rich framework for any kind of story. We’re going to continue taking 
trips to a galaxy far, far away for as long as we’re making narrative movies, I suspect, 
and this is an ambitious, emotionally resonant first step down that long, long road.
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NOEL
Based on a screenplay by Drew McWeeny & Scott Swan

1 / Is Santa Claus Real?

One of the most important questions any child asks their parent is also one of the most 
frequent.

Is Santa Claus real?

The answer, of course, is not a simple yes or a simple no. Yes, he is real, but no, the way 
he's normally described or depicted is not correct. Some of the details are right. Some are 
wrong. Santa Claus was not created by Coca-Cola. He’s not sitting in a mall somewhere with 
a parade of kids freaking out instead of posing for a picture. He’s not that weird-ass Rankin-
Bass stop motion dude, either, and seriously… what was that about?

The true story has never been told because it was never truly known. But the children 
of the world deserve to know that truth. So, then, the truth. All of it.

Once upon a time, as these stories begin, at the very top of the world, there was a 
warrior king. His was a land of ice and snow, of jagged mountains and deep valleys. His 
castle sat high enough to see the entire surrounding land, high enough that no one ever 
dared challenge him.

When he was home, ruling his kingdom, its name long since lost to time, he sat on a 
throne in a massive room, both the court and the throne cut from the heart of the 
mountain, everything polished ice and rock. He ruled his court and his land with fear and 
fire. His name was Noel Splitskull.

The truth is, though, that he was an absentee king for most of his reign. He fought war 
after war when he was in his prime, leading legions of men with swords and spears, and he 
thrived on the brutality and the death of it all. He spent long days soaked in the blood of his 
enemies, alive and exhilarated, and longer years leading a growing force across the map. 

In the end, only one force was strong enough to slow him, the same force that 
eventually claims 100% of its targets. Nothing less than Time Itself was Noel's enemy, and 
he never stood a chance. 
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Noel, like all men, got older. Like all men, he got slower. And one day, narrowly 
avoiding his own death, he realized he had grown too slow. He had raised his last blade in 
battle. Announcing there was no more land to conquer, no more honor to chase, Noel came 
home, and he brought his armies with him. They brought along the spoils of war. And for a 
time, his was a life of endless splendor.

His court, so long silent in his absence, was filled with people, awash with activity and 
color, his signature vigil of crimson woven through it all. Noel sat in his place of honor, 
wrapped in heavy red robes, his sword and his scabbard always close at hand. 

His Royal Wives, all nine of them, reclined together, wrapped in the finest silks from 
the distant lands he had won with his massive armies, draped in the gold he had taken at 
such great cost.  Each one represented a different royal agreement, a different dowry 
designed to make his own land stronger. They were all lovely, strong women, smart and 
cultured and companionable. Of them all, only one truly held his love and affection close. 
With a Nordic cold exterior and passion beyond measure, Greta was his one true wife, and 
the other wives all loved Noel more for his true and steady heart, willing to stand aside for 
such genuine love and reverence.

Noel's Major Domo ran the court in his absence, and now that Noel was back, his job 
became coordinating the entertainment meant to occupy this now-sedentary man of action. 

Each night, he brought the court to order, then cued the guards to throw open the 
massive double doors at the end of the court, allowing a parade of entertainers, all hoping 
for the king's approval.

Jugglers, tumblers, balancers, swordsmen, dancers, singers, clowns, fire eaters, freaks, 
and animal acts. One after another they performed, trying to elicit some response from the 
king. 

Noel sat bored by it all.

He took some small pleasures, though. Each night, Noel watched a massive, broad-
framed man flirting with the pretty girls at the edge of the court, and he would smile, 
rooting for him in his pursuit. The young man, always dressed in armor so dark it almost 
seemed to pull light from the room, was at least two decades younger than Noel, and 
strikingly handsome, almost more beautiful than the women he approached each night. 
Noel had trouble believing that the same blood that produced him also produced Black 
Peter, but he was indeed Noel's younger brother, as well as his most trusted general.
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When Black Peter made his way through the crowd one night to tell Noel that he 
found something special, Noel was intrigued. He was willing to try anything, anything new, 
anything different.

The moment the doors opened, Noel felt something cold blow through the court. He 
felt for one brief moment like he could not breathe. He felt, for just that moment, that he 
should rise and run, a feeling he had never felt in all his years as a warrior.

Then that feeling passed, and a Magician came walking slowly into the hall. Calm. 
With a reserve that caused everyone to fall silent as he passed.

Behind him, the doors blew closed on their own.

The Magician stopped in front of Noel, standing in the dead center of the court, and 
took a moment to consider the aging king. He was tall, so thin he seemed to made of angles, 
head shaved smooth with eyes of pure black. He cocked his head, a hawk looking at a 
mouse, and then, making a decision, threw open his cloak. 

Everyone in the court flinched back, not sure what to expect. 

The Magician raised one empty hand, presented it to Noel so the king could see it was 
empty. Then he snapped his fingers, causing a single silk scarf to appear. It stood on his 
palm, supported somehow, and then he twisted his hand and the scarf turned to a flame that 
danced across the back.

The flame turned to a snake, which curled around his wrist for a moment before the 
Magician threw it to the ground, where it split immediately into a dozen snakes that all 
began to crawl towards the crowd, pushing everyone even further back.

Now Noel paid attention. This was something he had not seen before. He had seen 
plenty of tricks, enough to know that what he was seeing was different.

Each of the snakes targeted a different Royal Wife, crawling directly to them before 
turning into a flower that rose just high enough for each of the wives to pick. As Greta 
picked her flower, it erupted into a flutter of butterflies around her.

As waves of applause began to swell, even Noel found himself joining in. These were 
miracles, nothing less.
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The Magician paid them no attention. He produced a small box from one of his 
seemingly endless number of pockets and set it on his open palm, then removed the lid. 

He took another box from within, but somehow, the second box was bigger. The third 
one, removed from the second, was bigger still.

Noel began to laugh as the Magician produced a series of larger and larger boxes until 
finally he lifted out a box so big he could barely hold it. He dropped it with a heavy sound 
and pushed it across the polished floor of the court so it was in front of Noel.

Quickly, the Magician backed away.

The lid of the box was torn loose as the head and long neck of a dragon exploded from 
the box, whipping around to face Noel with a roar. People around the room began to scatter, 
shrieking, and the dragon let loose several blasts of flame, forcing people to crowd into the 
corners, cowering and afraid.

Only Noel stayed where he was. Even when the dragon came back around, Noel 
refused to move. He did not believe the Magician was there to hurt him. Even so, the 
dragon opened his mouth and poured a lethal stream of fire over the king, enveloping him 
completely.

People cried out in horror, but that turned to cheers of surprise and wonder when the 
dragon stopped and it was revealed that Noel was unscathed. If anything, he looked amused 
now by the display.

The Magician made a small bottle appear in one hand with a flourish and threw it high 
into the air, where the dragon caught it, snapping closed its jaws with a tiny crunch. In one 
instant, the entire dragon transformed to water, collapsing in a wave to the floor of the 
court. 

Instead of pooling, though, the water seemed to be absorbed into the ground, quickly, 
completely. With that, all signs of the Magician’s magic were gone.

For a long moment, there was only silence, and then Noel stood and began to applaud, 
and the entire court followed suit. 

Page 44



That night, the celebration felt more urgent than normal, and Noel found himself in 
extraordinary good spirits. As everyone left, Noel lingered, until finally the massive double 
doors of the court were closed tight, and it was only him and the Magician. Noel took a 
moment to look the man over, taking in the full measure of his unsettling appearance.

“Who are you? Truly.”

“I show you a glimpse of the power of the infinite, and you wish to know my name? Is 
there nothing more you want from me?”

The Magician began to circle Noel, slowly, oh so slowly, as he spoke.

“I rule all I see and have all I want.”

“So there is no gift I could make to such a man as yourself?”

“What would you propose?”

“You are the one whose heart is the issue, whose dreams can be fulfilled. I am but a 
vessel, a servant.”

Noel began to move as well, uncomfortable with the way it felt like he was suddenly 
prey, about to be attacked.

“You do tricks. Illusions. What can you possibly give me that would last?”

“You saw what I am capable of. Those were no tricks.”

“What would you call it? Real magic?”

“There are forces in this world that even a King like you cannot equal.”

“And you are such a power.”

“No. But I can summon it, and I know how to gift it to another.”

“You offer me power. I have power. I could put you to death right now.”

“That is not power.”
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“Of course it is. I control the life of every person in my empire.”

“You can take lives, but you cannot extend them. You summon death, but cannot hold 
it at bay. Age and time have power over your weak flesh. You are but a man when that crown 
is not on your head. When death calls, you will follow like any other.”

The Magician had a way of moving in close and speaking like an intimate, and he used 
it to lull a person. Noel felt himself falling under the man’s sway and did his best to hold him 
off.

“I know what fears prey on you at night, King.” The Magician said. “You see yourself 
stooped by the force of age. You would have rather taken a sword on the battlefield than 
wither away locked in this prison you call a home.”

“Stop,” Noel said, so low he almost did not hear himself.

“You surround yourself with young wives, hoping their vitality will seep into you and 
keep you alive even one moment longer. Instead, they remind you how old you’ve become. 
You should be dead already, and you are afraid to let go.”

“DAMN YOUR TONGUE, MAGICIAN!” Noel erupted.

“Why? Because I speak the truth?” He carefully regarded the king and his fury, just 
barely held in check. “Because I can help?” He watched the anger ebb as the king struggled 
to reign himself in. “I saw you watching me, and the answer to the question you are afraid to 
ask is yes. You hope I am the miracle you’ve been praying for.”

“And? Are you?”

It was as if the Magician had been waiting for this question all night. He comes to life, 
his eyes flashing read, his grin wide like that of a hungry wolf. “I am that and more. I can 
fight off the ravages of age and guarantee they never trouble you again.”

Wary, Noel asked, “At what price do you offer this favor?”

“At no price, Lord. I do this because my King needs it.”

“If what you say is true…”
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“It is, Lord. I swear it.”

“…then I thank my loyal subject… and I accept.”

Black Peter stood with the Major Domo and a number of Noel’s other servants just 
outside the double doors of the court, waiting for some word. When the doors swung open 
and Noel stepped out, his face had changed, hardened in some way from the decision he had 
made.

“Black Peter, gather your men.”

His younger brother instantly read the new tension in Noel’s visage, and he was taken 
aback by it. “Brother, it is a night of celebration. What task would you ask of us?”

“I ask nothing,” he barked in response. “I command you to go to the village and bring 
back all the children you find there.”

Now Black Peter knew something was wrong. “The… the children? But…”

Noel lashed out and slapped Black Peter, the noise like a gunshot, echoing off the hard 
stone walls. “I have given you an order. Now take your men and go.”

Black Peter stared his brother down, saying with his eyes what he could not aloud, 
then finally bowed his head. “Of course. As you wish… my King.”

In the village below Noel’s castle lived the people closest to his heart, families who had 
served his for time beyond memory. They were simple people, well cared for, and they had 
known peace for generations nestled safely there in the shadow of their King. 

At the heart of that village was a small stone church, a modest building just big enough 
to hold them all. The entire building was aglow with candlelight that night, and the entire 
village was crowded in together, every family, voices raised together in song and prayer. 

In those times, in that place, Christmas was a simple night to give thanks to God. No 
presents, no trees. The people in Noel’s land used that night as a reminder that there was a 
better world waiting. It was a holy night.

And on that particular holy night, there was a distant sound like thunder.
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They could hear it inside the church. At first, they paid it little mind. Soon, though, it 
became undeniable, building, getting closer to them, and everyone fell silent, anxious. They 
slowly streamed from the building and stood outside, listening, holding one another. 

It was the sound of the world ending, and the warriors hit the village like a wave. Black 
Peter and his men were dressed and armed for war and the villagers had only ever known 
kindness from them. They were not ready for this attack, and they could not stop it.

There was no point in running, no chance to resist. The warriors rode down every 
child they saw, scooping them up, striking down anyone else they encountered. In the chaos, 
the candles in the church were knocked askew, and before the last child had even been 
gathered, the entire village was in flames. 

The thunder rolled back out with the warriors, Black Peter at their head, every single 
child in their arms now. The villagers collected their wounded and their fallen, broken inside 
and out by this unspeakable betrayal, the flames of their church a beacon in a night that had 
just become colder and darker than any before.

The Magician had not been idle during Black Peter’s ride, though. He had built a series 
of bowls and fires and bellows, a machine that took up much of Noel’s court now. Noel 
found himself wracked with doubt as he waited now for his brother to return with his 
horrible bounty.

When the doors to the court flew open and Black Peter and his warriors poured in 
with the children from the village, the Magician let loose a laugh that sent a chill through 
Noel. “Immortality is yours, my Lord! It is simply a matter now of carrying out the act 
itself.”

Dreading the answer, Noel asked, “What act is that?”

Noel could have sworn the Magician’s eyes grow darker as he answered. “Spill the 
blood of these children into my machine. The rest will take care of itself.”

Even having braced for the reply, Noel flinched. “I can’t do that. I won’t.”

“I tell you to send your men to gather children… what purpose did you suppose it was 
for? Their lives for yours. That’s how it works.”
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Noel looked at the children, all of them dumped together in a weeping heap in the 
middle of his court, holding one another, terrified and powerless, and he shook his head, 
refusing to accept this monstrous prospect. “I’ll not be a party to such a thing.”

Now the Magician regarded him skeptically. “I deliver your heart’s true desire, and you 
would deny me?”

“I am no killer of children.”

“They would grow into adults one day, and you have killed plenty of those. This is no 
different.”

“That was in battle. There was honor in that.”

“There is even greater honor in eternal life.”

Noel considered it, looked around at his loyal men, at these frightened children, and 
he was filled with strength born from the shame he felt at his own weakness. He shook his 
head. “No. Not this way.”

“YOU WILL NOT DENY ME!”

The doors to the court suddenly slammed, locked as if sealed, and a wind ran through 
the court, putting out several lanterns and pushing Noel back on his heels.

Noel put one hand on his sword in its hilt and saw Black Peter and his warriors do the 
same. “Do you order me, Magician? In my own court?”

“I order you to listen to the voice inside yourself! I order you to take up arms against 
death! I order you to do what you must do!”

“Men have died for less impudent displays.” He gestured to Black Peter. “Take him.”

The Magician made a single gesture, and everyone in the room found themselves 
immobilized. There was no fight to be made. Black Peter’s sword was half-drawn, yet useless 
to Noel nonetheless.
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The Magician continued to approach Noel. “I would sway you with argument if time 
allowed, good King. For this to work, you must do it before this night is gone, even if I must 
force your hand. There is power on this holy eve unlike any other, and I will bend it to my 
purpose.”

A puppet on strings, Noel turned to face the crying children, and he realized that his 
own sword was out now, drawn, no longer under his control.

Far below Noel’s castle, the villagers knelt together, voices raised now in naked 
supplication, calling out for someone to deliver them from this sudden horror, this 
unexpected tragedy. They joined hands as they joined voice, and in the sky overhead, a single 
star grew brighter, as if in response. Then, somehow, it began to move.

Noel found himself fighting each step across the room, struggling to lower the sword 
he watched rise before him, wishing he could shut out the sound of those children watching 
him approach. He could only imagine what they saw.

The Magician came in close, speaking low now so that only Noel could hear him 
clearly. “And now you see the truth of it. I do not have to ask you or implore you, but I do so 
again despite that. Earn this thing, Noel Splitskull. Do this of your own will.” He released 
Noel, and for a moment, the king stumbled forward under his own weight.

Noel saw a distorted reflection of himself in the polished, curved wall of the chamber. 
He looked older than he ever had, winded and frail, and he saw something that sickened 
him, that killed off whatever last bit of good cried out against this course of action. He saw 
the tears of a feeble elderly man on his cheeks, and he rejected that sight completely.

Noel straightened up and raised his sword.

Overhead, the star fell fast, and instead of falling straight down, it began to follow an 
arc towards Noel’s castle. Before the sword of the king could fall, the star blew straight in 
through those closed doors, suddenly breaking the Magician’s hold over everyone.

Noel dropped his sword, all thought of violence gone as a blinding light, brighter than 
every lantern in his kingdom combined, suddenly filled the court. Noel saw the Magician 
backing away, saw fear on his face for the first time. The light seemed to pull together, 
shifting and swirling into a solid thing, then crystalizing into the shape of a tall, thin, elegant 
man, the light to the Magician’s darkness, an Agent of Order.
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Ageless, his face unlined by worry, the Agent of Order appeared to be dressed in the 
light that had carried him into the court. The children all stopped crying, comforted by his 
presence. He made a single gesture towards the Magician’s elaborate device and it simply 
blew away like dust.

Noel dropped to his knees and cast his sword away. “Oh, god, what have I done?!”

The Magician produced another small bottle from somewhere deep in his robe and 
raised his arm to throw it at the ground. Another gesture from the Agent of Order and the 
Magician turned to stone, frozen with his face a grimace of hate and rage.

The Agent of Order glided across the room to where the Magician stood and, with a 
single sharp tug, snapped his head from his body.

When the Agent of Order turned to Noel, the mighty king trembled at the thought of 
his own punishment. 

He could not look the Agent of Order in the eye as he drew closer. There was no wrath 
on the Agent’s face, no anger. There was only sad understanding.

“Rise, King, and look in my eyes.”

Noel shook his head, almost sobbing from fear. He stole another glance at the broken 
Magician. “I tried to resist. I did not know what he wanted of me.”

“I know what happened. Rise.”

Seeing no out, Noel stood, ashamed, and looked into the Agent of Order’s eyes. As he 
did, he felt a calm wash over him, his fear forgotten.

“If it is life beyond your years that you want, then life you shall have. A thousand years 
without age or illness.”

“What are you?” Noel asked, astonished.

“I represent the Order you sought to violate. I am here to restore the balance you have 
upset.”

“Will you turn me to stone as well?”
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“No. There is no redemption for him. He understands force, so that is what I used 
against him. You have good in you that must be given a chance to shine. You will have to 
give up that which you value the most, your position. You are King no more. Instead, you 
will be a servant to those you would use for your own ends.”

Noel felt hope dawn in his heart at the idea that he would be given a chance to do 
some good in the face of almost doing such evil. “Who must I serve, and in what way?”

The Agent Of Order smiled at the children, all of them now watching this exchange. 
“You will fulfill the wishes of those unable to defend themselves against strength like yours. 
Serve the children.”

Noel saw the children look at him quickly, saw that flicker of fear on their faces, and 
he felt a fresh wave of shame. 

The Agent of Order passed his hand in front of them, and the children were gone, 
returned to the village and their parents, even the wounded and fallen somehow restored at 
the same time, and there was a noise of great joy from the village.

Noel stood ready, accepting his fate. “Do what you will. I am ready.”

He was not ready, however, for the woman’s voice from the shadows at the side of 
court, thick with emotion. “What you do to him, do to me as well.” Noel turned to see 
Greta and he shook his head at her.

“You know not what you ask.”

She stepped up and took his hand, and the kindness of the gesture almost broke him. 
“I have pledged my place beside you, and I will keep my word. Your curse is mine.”

“No other Royal Wife would do the same.”

“No other Royal Wife loves you as I do,” she said, and that was that.

“So be it,” the Agent of Order said.

There was a sound of a great bell ringing.
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Noel cried out as if struck.

All around the court, Noel’s warriors cried out as they began to shrink and twist, their 
armor falling away from them. 

In the Royal Stables, the Horse Master backed away in fear as the war stallions all 
bucked and screamed, their own armor dropping from their shifting forms as they rose into 
the air, kicking and straining. Antlers erupted from their heads as they became something 
entirely other.

Black Peter seemed to catch the worst of it, staggering as a scream was pulled from 
some place deep within. He looked at the polished wall of the court and saw his beautiful 
face erupt with scars and boils, sagging and aging beyond his control. The sight was too 
much for him to bear, and he fell away, wailing. Even as he did, the shine on the walls dulled, 
the perfect finish sinking back into the black rock from which this place was originally 
hewn.

“Your world shall be as your heart, King. Hard and frozen.”

All around the court, Noel’s former servants and warriors rose from their torment, 
changed into Shadows of their former selves. Tiny grey men with black marble eyes now, all 
the joy pressed from them. The castle was no longer a monument, instead little more than a 
ragged cave carved into the rock. Once the transformation came to a close, an awful silence 
dropped over the cavern chamber where Noel and Greta stood, still unchanged.

Noel seemed puzzled. “You haven’t changed us at all. Only the innocents around us.”

“Those around you have been changed so that each time you look upon them, when all 
you see is misery unending and horrible, you will know that you did this. Your greed. Your 
desires.”

Noel looked around and saw his own brother, his ruined face so horrible that Noel 
drew back from him. “You hear that, King?” Black Peter snarled at him, furious and hurt. 
“You see what you’ve done to me? To this world of ours? DAMN YOU!”

Black Peter reached for his sword, lying on the ground amidst the rest of his fallen 
armament, and the Agent of Order stopped him, one hand on his shoulder. “No more 
violence tonight. Your temper needs as much taming as your brother’s fear. Come with me 
now, There are things I must show you both. Rules you must be taught.”
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Noel embraced Greta before joining the Agent of Order. The Agent took his hand and 
then Black Peter’s, and the three of them disappeared. The two pieces of the Magician 
disappeared as well, and a final gust of wind extinguished the final lantern, leaving Greta and 
the Shadows alone in the darkest night a winter could offer.

There are tales told down through time, and those stories get twisted, turned inside 
out, until they barely resemble the truth of how they began. Know, then, that this is the true 
story of the man known now as Santa Claus.

NOEL will be continued
in PULP & POPCORN #3
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REVIEW
“Silence”

scr. Martin Scorsese and Jay Cocks
dir. Martin Scorsese

There are few things more difficult for filmmakers to deal with in their work than 
religion.

Martin Scorsese has never been shy about the things that preoccupy him as a 
filmmaker, and the more you study his work, the more obvious it is that his 
Catholicism is one of the driving forces in what stories he chooses to tell and the way 
he chooses to tell them. There is more than one Martin Scorsese, though, and just 
because you like some of his movies, it does not mean that you’ll like all of his 
movies. When I look at Good Fe!as and The Age Of Innocence, what I see are two films 
that are almost wholly dissimilar on the surface, but set side-by-side, you can clearly 
see the same filmmaker at work, the same mind approaching storytelling problems in 
the same way. Scorsese’s greatest gift is his eye for detail and the way he uses that to 
present cultures to us almost as anthropological study.

A great example is the way he shows how heavy the wise guys are in Good 
Fe!as, with young Henry Hill watching the car actually rise on its shocks as the wise 
guys get out. There are scenes in The Age Of Innocence that are that exact same kind of 
observational reality, designed to pull you into the rules and manners that defined 
every single social interaction between those characters. You can’t do the scene with 
the gloves in Good Fe!as because the rules of that world are different, and what makes 
each new Scorsese film interesting to me is seeing how he approaches this new world 
we’re heading into with him. I’m not excited because Scorsese’s making films about 
gangsters; I’m excited because he’s going to apply that level of attention to detail to 
taking me into a world, and whatever world it is, I’m going to feel like I’m in good 
hands. I feel like I’m going to be fully transported. That’s what he does best.
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Sometimes, he is drawn to a subject that has an added level of appeal to 
people, and you get a film like The Departed or Wolf Of Wa! Street, movies that work as 
big entertainments that also happen to be incredibly well-crafted. There are films of 
his that are far less beloved but no less beautifully made, and I feel like those are the 
films where he really steers head-on into questions about faith and suffering, 
concepts that are cornerstones to his beliefs. When he first picked up Shusaku 
Endo’s 1966 novel Silence, it must have flattened him. It feels almost tailor-made for 
him in many ways. It is the story of the Jesuit missionaries who risked life and limb 
to bring Christianity to Japan, where it was completely illegal during the 17th century. 
In many of his films, Scorsese has featured protagonists who are willing to accept 
great pain and who suffer to accomplish things. One of his funniest films, A"er Hours, 
could be read as a wise-ass take on the tale of Job, one man being humbled by 
powerful forces beyond his understanding, for no real reason whatsoever. Travis 
Bickle and Rupert Pupkin exist on a continuum with Max Cady and even Willem 
Dafoe’s Christ, and in Silence, Scorsese has found a perfect lead character to allow 
him to pursue those thematic interests.

It is interesting that Andrew Garfield would be asked to star in both Hacksaw 
Ridge and Silence in the same basic time period. Both films deal with faith and 
violence and what we’re willing to withstand to defend the things that matter to us, 
but the way they get to those themes couldn’t be more different. Mel Gibson is a sort 
of raw force filmmaker. He doesn’t have a subtle bone in his body, and he doesn’t 
care. He will make his points, and he will make them very, very loudly. Scorsese, 
however, doesn’t jump right to the punchline because, as a filmmaker, he’s far more 
curious about the small things that make us who we are. Both films are filled with 
suffering, but only Scorsese’s film dares to explore how there may be grace in that 
level of suffering. When his boyhood priest was asked what he thought of Scorsese’s 
seminal work Taxi Driver, he responded, “Too much Good Friday, not enough Easter 
Sunday.” By that metric, this film is almost entirely Good Friday, and I think it’s a fair 
point to debate. Is there a point to this much suffering and sorrow in the name of 
faith? Or for some people, does the suffering ultimately even become the point? The 
final shot of Scorsese’s film will not offer up any easy summation of the journey that 
leads there, and that seems very intentional.
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Masahiro Shinoda’s 1971 film version of the same novel is a valuable 
counterpoint to Scorsese’s film, and it’s small wonder they each seem to take the 
perspective they take to the material. Shinoda’s film is from the perspective of a 
Japanese artist examining the impact of this foreign culture being introduced into 
Japan and the impact that had on society. Scorsese’s film is far more interested in the 
journey of the young Jesuits who are sent to try to find some sign of the vanished 
Padre Ferreira (Liam Neeson). Shinoda’s film, as with the book, definitely focuses on 
the young priests and their journey, but his film can be summed up in the moment 
when Magistrate Inoue says, “You selfishly force your own dreams on us. You never 
think of the bloodshed you are causing.” Shinoda’s film asks if the suffering is worth 
the transcendence that is offered. Scorsese’s film dares to suggest that the suffering 
may be the transcendence. Perhaps it is simply enough to suffer. Maybe that is the 
spiritual scourging that matters, the willingness to stand up for something, to put 
your full force of will behind an idea, especially an idea that threatens the status quo 
so much that they are willing to do violence to stamp it out.

What’s interesting is how this particular story structure is very archetypical, a 
Heart of Darkness journey to find a missing and possibly changed powerful figure, and 
yet I don’t think I’ve ever seen this particular variation before. From the moment 
Rodrigues (Garfield) and Garrpe (Adam Driver) are sent to find some sign of Ferreira, 
there is something doomed about the mission. There is such cruelty in this film, and 
it is hard to stomach even though it’s not nearly as graphic as some of Scorsese’s 
other films. While Rodrigues believes his mission as a Jesuit wholeheartedly, the film 
itself does not seem to be as one-sided as that. This does not feel to me like another 
misguided movie about how a white character arrives in a foreign culture, then 
changes everyone for the better. That may be how Rodrigues and Garrpe see 
themselves, but their presence puts everyone in danger. The mere idea that they are 
trying to share with these people could get these people killed, and Rodrigues and 
Garrpe know that. They do it anyway. There is an arrogance to that which feels to me 
like a thumb in the eye of the white savior archetype. Silence asks if we have that 
right, if is is fair for us to drop into other cultures like an invading virus. Is that the 
inevitable role of Western culture? Do we feel so strongly that we are so wonderful 
that we had the God-given purpose of carrying it to everyone else, whether they 
wanted it or not?
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Considering how important it is for us to understand the conflict at the heart 
of Silence, Scorsese spends almost no time explaining the backstory. The Portuguese 
were not met with armed resistance at first. When they came to Japan originally, they 
intended to spread God the old-fashioned way: with goods and money. Japan had its 
own philosophical heritage that stood decidedly apart from Christianity. Even when 
you say “Shinto,” that’s not a single faith you’re describing or one set of standards. 
Buddhism also is made up of any number of specific practices and teachings and 
traditions. It was a culture where faith was already fragmented, and the introduction 
of Catholicism was seen as cancerous. Missionaries were banned, and foreign 
religions were declared illegal. Anyone in Japan became Kakure Kirishitans, and it is 
that environment where the film picks up. Rodrigues and Garrpe hear stories about 
what happened to Ferreira, and there are reports that he has become an apostate, 
that he is now an enemy of the Church, and that he has renounced Christ. Rodrigues 
and Garrpe were trained by Ferreira, and it shakes both of them at the core of their 
own faith to think that anything could break him, that anything could cause him to 
turn on God.

As with the novel, much of Silence is communicated through letters that 
Rodrigues writes, and there is a methodical, quiet rhythm to the cutting of the film. 
Even when the film suddenly erupts with terrible violence, there is a restraint to the 
way it is handled onscreen. Scorsese is more concerned about what these torments 
are doing to the souls of the faithful than their bodies for once, and I suspect this 
film will be a commercial misfire upon initial release. Like Kundun, though, this is a 
film that will reward repeat viewing, and it is a film of small gestures, of honest 
observation, and that’s how it connects to his other work. Once again, it is the 
cumulative impact of the smallest things that defines the story that Scorsese is 
telling. Kundun opens and closes with a sand mandala, a temporary painting that is 
created simply to be blown away again. It is impermanent art, demanding massive 
amounts of time and attention only to be wiped clean once it is finished. This is the 
journey the soul of the Dalai Lama takes, and the story itself is told in mandala form, 
the storytelling itself part of the story being told.
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The performances are all solid, but there are definitely standouts. Kichijiro 
(Yosuke Kubozuka) helps get Rodrigues and Garrpe to Japan in the first place, but he 
is a moral disaster, a weak man who tries to be strong, always folding under the 
slightest threat. Over and over, we watch Kichijiro fail those around him, and 
Rodrigues in particular seems to get saddled with Kichijiro as an ongoing irritant. I 
can’t think of a greater test of a priest’s ability to live his own message than the way 
Kichijiro keeps coming to Rodrigues for forgiveness, knowing full well that he will 
betray the priest and fail him again in the future. Of course he will. That’s who he is, 
and God’s forgiveness of that is an essential part of understanding what it is that 
people see in religion. For Kichijiro, none of his culture’s faiths help him understand 
or accept his own nature. In Christianity, though, he is presumed weak and flawed 
from the start, and he is offered forgiveness without end as long as he repents. He 
craves a salvation he knows he does not deserve, and the fact that he doesn’t deserve 
it is the point. That’s why Christ suffered. He knew how weak we were, and someone 
had to take on that pain. Someone had to accept it.

Likewise, Shinya Tsukamoto as Mokichi stands as another marker on the 
moral journey that Rodrigues is taking, and his portrayal of what devout faith really 
looks like is both beautiful and almost crushing. Unlike Rodrigues, who has come 
into this culture and who can never truly understand what it’s like to be both 
Japanese and Christian, it is clear that Mokichi knows full well what that 
contradiction means, and he is willing to pay any price for what he believes is his own 
salvation. His faith is unflappable, and it is a haunting performance.

Two more significant figures come into play later in the film, and both of them 
deserve the highest possible praise. Tadanobu Asano is introduced as The 
Interpreter, but there is far more to him than just a simple translator. He is gifted, 
razor-sharp, and he has an almost surgical way of dissecting a believer verbally 
without having to touch them physically. He works hand in hand with Inquisitor 
Inouye, and Issei Ogata is flat-out awesome in that role. I feel as excited about his 
work as I did the first time I saw Inglorious Basterds and saw Christoph Waltz’s Hans 
Landa. The difference is that Quentin Tarantino gave Hans Landa enough screen 
time to feel like a genuinely important part of the film while the Japanese characters 
here are given far shorter shrift than the white priests. 

Page 59



Rodrigo Pietro’s photography here is above reproach, and the score by 
Kathryn Kluge and Kim Allen Kluge never once pushes the viewer towards an 
unearned emotional catharsis. As usual, Thelma Schoonmaker’s editorial hand can be 
felt in the restraint, the direct emotional power of many of the cuts. All of the 
technical work here is top-notch, the best money can be, so it’s small wonder the film 
is so impeccably crafted. Where Scorsese’s outsider status as a storyteller fails him is 
when it comes to tipping his hand towards the Jesuits. He makes it clear through his 
choices that he identifies with the young Jesuits who allow themselves to be broken 
and battered in order to become more Christlike in their own lives, hoping they may 
provide an example of their own for the Kakure Kirishitans to emulate. It is, in some 
ways, an act of hubris for the Jesuits to believe that their suffering brings them closer 
to Christ. There is a basic dichotomy between Eastern and Western philosophy, and 
that involves the focus of the teachings. Christianity promises a Paradise beyond this 
earth, a place where all good people go to be rewarded for eternity. It is quite a pitch 
when you’re talking to people whose day-to-day lives are so filled with random 
sorrow and hardship. Eastern thought is far more concerned with who we are during 
our time than what we’re going to do after death. That division is only one small part 
of what keeps these characters straining to push forward while hopelessly mired, 
bound to the flesh instead of free as a spirit. Scorsese clearly feels deeply about the 
material, but there are missed opportunities here, particularly in terms of how things 
are balanced.

There is nothing more human than a basic sense of empathy for another 
human being, an understanding that we all share something. We can all understand 
what it feels like to love, to fight, to suffer, and to question your place in the grand 
scheme of things. When Silence does finally transcend, it works for reasons that 
entirely outside of religion or faith. It is not about who is right and who is wrong, but 
about finding purpose in even the worst of things, and about the ways small acts of 
rebellion can serve faith better than the loudest choir in the right time and place.

Page 60



Commander Future: A Reporter’s Notebook
An insider’s look at the most controversial figure of our times

By Peter Underhill
(with additional reporting by Drew McWeeny)

“Moving Day”

I’m still not entirely sure what my new job as the Official Biographer of Commander Future 
entails, but one thing that I'm sure is important is an attention to detail.

It's definitely important to him.  He said as much when he hired me for the job.

And based on the reaction to the first piece about him that I published, it's 
important to you, the general public, as well.  I've gotten something in the neighborhood of 
273,000 e-mails about him so far, and that's not an exaggeration.

I haven't even come close to reading them all, but I see the same questions, over and 
over.  People want to understand him, and it's apparent that many people fear him.

This is not an inappropriate response.

People see him as a sign of religious apocalypse or scientific collapse, the end times 
in human form, more than anything, they want to know what he's like in person.

Honestly?  I'm not sure I can answer that yet.  I'm not sure I'll ever be able to answer 
it in the way people want.  All I can do is keep a reporter's notebook, be as complete as 
possible, and do my best to stay out of harm's way.  And if I'm going to be complete, then I 
have to actually back up a bit from when I published.  I mentioned that I'd been moved in 
to my new home for about a week.  I glossed over what happened the first few days of my 
new arrangement in an effort to give that initial story a button.

The truth is, I am only able to digest these events in small bite-size pieces.  And I am 
only now able to fully explain certain things.

When he offered me the job, one condition of my employment was that I had to 
move downtown to the Future Center, as it's called.  The city granted him perpetual 
ownership of nine square blocks of the absolute worst real estate you can imagine.  
Destroyed by crime and abandoned to rot, no one else had any plans for the land, so it 
seemed like giving it to him was, at the very least, a lateral move.  
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If he never chose to do anything with it, there was no real loss to anyone.

It only took him six weeks from the day he signed the papers to completely 
transform the area.

I remember taking a full day off work, like many other people from Triumph City 
did, to watch what Commander Future called the "Nanoforming" of his compound.  The 
entire nine-block structure appears to be made of some sort of more rigid variation on the 
material that makes up his living suit, a thought that does little to comfort me when I'm 
trying to sleep in my new room at night.

By the time I took off to watch the construction, he was well over halfway done,  
There were no crews.  Nobody assisting him.  It was like watching a conductor coax a 
performance out of an orchestra, this one man raising obsidian towers from this urban 
blight.  It was beautiful, but something about it freaked me out as well.

That's my overall reaction to the Commander so far.  He's remarkable, and he's 
undeniably weird as shit.

__________

If, by some odd chance, you haven't heard of Commander Future by now, his real 
name is Dr. Franklin Adams.  He was a particle physicist with a deeply-seeded hatred of 
travel.  Not just air-travel, even though the one time he ever flew somewhere on a plane, he 
had such a profound physical and emotional reaction that he had to be physically restrained.  
It was the very notion that you had to give up time and money just to go and do something 
on the other side of the plane that offended him, and he spent eleven years chasing a 
solution to what he saw as a fundamental problem.

He was in the same lab where he spent just over 4,000 days at the same task, 
heartbreak after heartbreak, disappointment after disappointment, when he made one small 
adjustment, crossed two wires that he'd never thought to cross.

He disappeared.

Twenty-three minutes later, he reappeared two feet to the left.
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I've tried to talk to Commander Future, as he was dubbed by the press, about the six 
years he spent in the future, from 3175 to 3181, but so far he has no interest in shedding light 
on what happened to him, or how he went from a gangly 5'11" to a solidly built 7'3".  He's not 
the man he was when he left.  I'm not even sure he still technically fits the definition of a 
"man" as we know it.

When you deal with him, one thing is important:  listen and follow directions.  
When he tells you something, it is most likely important information that will keep you 
from being turned inside out or sent to some alternate dimension.  It's crucial.

For example, I recently wrapped up all of my business obligations, then prepared 
myself for something that is stressful under the best of circumstances:  moving day.

I was not ready.

__________

"Leave everything exactly as you have it.  You don't need to box anything."

"So the movers will pack it?"

"Do not interrupt me.  Stand separate.  No touching anything."

"Fine.  I'm not touching anything."

"You're sure."

"Dude.  Yes.  I haven't packed, and I'm not touching anything."

"Excellent.  Tell me when you're ready."

This was on the phone, about seven minutes after I woke up.  It was only a little bit 
after the sun came up, and I was already stressed and freaked out.

"I'm ready, I suppose."

"Tell me exactly where you are and what you're doing."
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"I'm standing in the center of my room.  The closest piece of furniture is five feet 
away."

There was a sudden smell of ozone, and the hair on my arms and legs bristled, stood 
straight up.  All around me was a silent flash of blue-white light, just for one quick second 
and then it was gone.

And so was I.

__________

There are far more living quarters at the Future Center than are currently in use.  I'm 
sure the Commander has his reasons.  There's very little about this place that seems random 
or accidental.  My particular suite takes up the entire top floor of one of the four thirty-
story towers at the corners of the property.  It's an amazing view of the city, so much of it 
revitalized in the wake of Commander Future's arrival.  There was a time when the name 
"Triumph City" was a bitter joke, tarnished in the sixty years since its christening by 
corruption, mismanagement, and basic human weakness.  But no more.  It is alive again, and 
I can see it all now from my balcony.

When I appeared in the living room for the first time, that flat metallic smell still 
fresh in my nose and on my tongue, Commander Future stood waiting in the living room.  I 
tried to say something but just a thin, pinched wheeze came out.

"Wait.  The process plays havoc with the respiratory system for some reason.  But 
look on the bright side… almost no one throws up."

There was a moment of panic as I tried to draw a breath, suddenly aware of my 
closed throat, my tight chest, then suddenly my lungs relaxed and I gasped as I took a deep 
breath, drank it in.  "You… really… need to work… on how… you warn… people," I managed.

"I did tell you to stand clear of the furniture.  I've had some strange issues with 
molecular consolidation."

"Wait, you mean like in 'The Fly'?  Like I could have become half-man, half-couch?"

"No, of course not," he said dismissively.  "If you were combined with something, 
there's no way you'd survive."
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"Well, thank goodness for that."

I took a few moments to walk around the enormous suite of rooms.  At first, I 
thought it was completely empty, but all of my things had been transferred over.  It's just 
that I don't own that many things.  I've been living in a journalist's apartment on a 
journalist's salary.  I've got some great records, a decent little collection of movies, and 
several bookcases full of books.  Essential furniture, but nothing more.  And seeing my 
things in a space like this put my life into an unsettling perspective.  I felt exposed, like I 
was only play-acting at being a grown-up.

As I stepped into one room in particular, I was struck by the way the high windows 
bathed the place in light, and I imagined using it as my writing studio.  As I stepped further 
into the room, a vaguely man-shaped pillar of crackling energy appeared in the middle of the 
room, and I watched dumbfounded as it resolved into a specific human form, then went 
vague again.  A human scream filled the room, sudden and overwhelming, coming at me 
from all directions, and the energy resolved into human form again, holding this time.

It raised one arm, and I took a step back, afraid it was reaching for me.  Instead, it 
drew a symbol with its finger, the energy hanging there even after it put its arm down again, 
a perfect oval burned into the space between us.

One more scream, loud enough to drive me back out of the room, and I was alone 
again, my entire central nervous system on high alert now.  When the Commander put his 
hand on my shoulder, I flinched and bit my tongue at the same time, flooding my eyes with 
angry tears and my mouth with the copper taste of blood.

"What you just saw was a reflection, an echo of something that hasn't happened yet."

"What was that?  What was that circle?"

"It wasn't a circle.  It was a zero.  Or it will be.  It's complicated.  But you were in no 
danger."

"Good to know."

He turned and headed into another room, and I realized we were done with that 
particular conversation, and it was time for whatever was next on his checklist, like giant 
sentient piles of energy are an everyday thing.  I followed and caught up with the 
Commander outside a particularly sturdy closet door.
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"When you travel inside the Center or to specific locations, this is how you'll do it." 
He opened the door to reveal a metal-walled room, each surface polished to a reflective 
gloss, with a sort of ceramic ceiling and floor.  I could smell that hard ozone smell again, too.

"Is this a teleporter?"

"Yes."

"So at least you finally finished that, right?  Your original goal."

"Yes."  For a moment, he almost looked nostalgic as he looked around the chamber.  
"You just have to state your destination, then give the send command."

"Which is?"

"Let me demonstrate.  We need to get started anyway."

"It's like 7:20 AM.  You just moved me in.  What's so urgent?"

"You'll see."  He pulled the door closed.  The room was big enough for both of us, 
with room for another dozen or so at least.  "Intrusion control A.  Transfer begin."

Crackle.  Gasp.  And we were there.

__________

Part of getting used to working for Commander Future is learning the vocabulary he 
uses and getting comfortable with it myself.  I get the feeling he's doing his best to give 
simple names to complex ideas or inventions, trying to make it easy to understand.

When he first referred to an Intrusion, I'm not sure what I pictured.  A break-in or a 
burglary or some sort of event like that.  Not some ongoing interruption in time and space.  
The word "Intrusion" is almost polite.  It's not alarming.  Maybe that's the real reason 
behind the careful, matter-of-fact language Commander Future uses.

I think the truth of it is that if he described things more specifically, everyone would 
be scared shitless all the time.  Like I am.
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__________

There was a noticeable difference in the humidity, the quality of the light, the very 
taste of the air.  We'd gone much further than crosstown. I found I'd already mastered how 
to take a breath just before the jump to minimize that crushed-lung sensation, so I 
recovered quickly.  Keeping up with Commander Future, who was already walking quickly, 
seemed important. "Where are we?" I asked.  Looking around, it appeared to be an upscale 
neighborhood, but the architecture was unfamiliar.

"London.  Notting Hill."  I stopped a moment when he said it, startled, then hurried 
to catch up.  He was already climbing the front steps of a four-story house.  "This is why 
we're here."  He stopped me halfway up the steps, one arm out.  "Can you hear it?"

I listened to the street sounds you'd expect in a late afternoon posh neighborhood 
but nothing else.  "No.  What am I supposed to be hearing?"

"Get closer," he said, moving his arm.  He walked up the last few steps and pressed 
his ear flat against the door.  Motioned for me to do the same.  It sounded like a waterfall 
inside.

I stepped back.  The sound was so wrong, so out of place, that it triggered a basic 
fight-or-flight in me.  "What is that?"

He grabbed the front doorknob, which suddenly lit up from the inside, scanning him 
for identification before it opened with a click.  "Infinity.  Let's have a look."

__________

The foyer of the house featured an open plan, straight up, all four floors.  Windows 
everywhere, letting in as much light as possible.  Striking, but ordinary in fashion, it must 
have been a wonderful place for a family.  It looked like no family had lived in the house for 
a while, though, with no furniture or photos or indications of normal life.

A desk sat in the middle of the foyer, and at the desk, a tall whip-thin man with a 
grin like a radiator grill and a pointed chin that, taken with his shock of surfer blonde-white 
hair, made him look like an exclamation point.  He was typing onto the surface of his 
antique overused oak barge of a desk, which I thought odd until I got a look at the touch-
screen embedded there.
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He was typing a stream of consciousness text faster than I could have said it out 
loud, but he didn't seem strained.  There was nothing audible to me, but he sat with his head 
cocked, listening as he transcribed in real-time.  I was afraid to interrupt, but as soon as we 
stepped in, he look up at me and smiled.

"So this is the guy."

"Be nice, Eggs."

"How was that not nice?"

"I know.  I'm just asking you.."

"You don't have to.  I was just saying.  This is the guy.  That is a statement of fact?"

"Of course it is."

"So you acknowledge that this is, in fact, the guy?"

"Eggs.  Please."

The guy stood up, 6'5", lanky and laconic, overpoweringly chipper.  He put out his 
hand like he wouldn't be able to go on unless I shook it.  "Arthur Williamson."  Once he said 
it, a bell went off.  I knew the name and I knew the face.

"Williamson…" He was really working my arm, shaking the holy shit out of my hand.  
"I've seen you on TV."

"But you didn't know I was friends with the Commander, did you?"

"No."

"Speaking as a scientist, I can tell you there is nothing on Earth more important to 
study than Commander Future.  Whatever advances we make in the next 50 years, the next 
100 years… even the next 1000 years… he's where we start."

That waterfall sound was louder now, from behind a door on the left side of the 
foyer, and that entire open chamber filled with the sound, so that our entire open chamber 
filled with the sound, so that our entire exchange was shouted more than spoken.
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Commander Future stepped around the desk so he could scan what Williamson was 
typing.  "Anything unusual today?"

Williamson smiled.  "The whole thing is unusual.  Every second it exists is unusual."

"You know what I mean…"

"Our only guest is the one you brought."

"Good.  Thank you."  Commander Future laid his hand flat on the surface of the 
screen, and for a moment, I could see words flash up his arm, like the suit was somehow 
absorbing the data.  One last ripple and the suit went still again as the Commander looked 
at me.  "We're going inside now.  You're going to see an ulcer in time-space.  Prepare 
yourself."

I flashed back on the moment in Triumph Plaza, during what I later learned was my 
job interview, when I peered through what looked like a broken pane of glass in the sky.  I 
shuddered at even the fleeting thought of what I saw on the other side of that break.  Blood 
and sorrow and suffering, pure malice in physical form.

The Commander saw my reaction, saw me shrink back from the door.  He put one 
giant hand on my shoulder to steady me.  "Don't worry.  It's contained."

Even with him standing there reassuring me, my anxiety levels spiked as he reached 
out and opened the door.  Inside the room, there was what I would describe as an energy 
event, maybe eight feet in diameter, roughly three feet off the floor.  This wasn't anything 
like the broken-glass appearance of the thing from Triumph Plaza, though.  It was more like 
a clean hole, and all the light in the room bent in towards that hole, pulled towards it.  
There were several small devices in the room fixed to the wall and the floor and the ceiling 
in an irregular pattern, all of them generating a violet light that fully surrounded the event.

"That is an Intrusion."

"What does that mean?"

"Exactly what it sounds like  Something that has no rightful place in our time has 
broken in, and what that happens, there is a… scar… left behind."
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"You mean something came through that hole?"

"Yes."

"Is there danger of us getting pulled into it?"

"Not with those repressors in place.  The worst that might happen to you is a slight 
headache from exposure."

I stepped closer to the Intrusion, my curiosity stronger than my fear at that point.  If 
I moved to just the right angle, I could see into the center of it.  On the other side, there 
was something bright, polished, crystal architecture.  It was impossible to make out what it 
was exactly, but it was obviously somewhere else, somewhen else.

"So how often does this sort of thing happen?"

"There are nine active Intrusions in the world right now.  Since the original Incident, 
there have been fifty-four of them altogether."

"Is that a lot?"

"Every single one of them threatens the structural integrity of our timeline.  So, yes, 
that's a lot."

The door behind us opened again and Williamson stepped in, holding a gun the size 
of a scuba tank.  He grinned as he handed it over to the Commander.  "Something just 
tripped the first barrier alarm."

Commander Future threw a switch on the side of the gun, and the barrel began to 
spin, a low hum filling the room as it did so.

"Okay, when I said the worst that could happen was a headache, that wasn't entirely 
accurate…"

"Why?"  I felt the rush of endorphins being released as the fear hit me like a blast of 
cold water.  "What's the worst that could happen?"
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With a huge roaring sound, there was a blast of white light, suddenly blinding, and it 
was like a still photo, one frozen moment I could still see even after I closed my eyes.  In 
that moment, I saw something, or just the arm of something, looming up over the 
Commander, sharp barbs the size of a man all closing in around him as he held out the gun 
straight in front of him.

By the time I opened my eyes, the burn-in fading, the arm was gone, and the 
Intrusion had returned to its original size, as calm as a hole in time and space could be.  The 
gun in Commander Future's hand slowly cycled down, the rotation slowing, blue energy 
crackling along the surface of the barrel.  He looked over at me as he handed the gun back 
to Williamson.

"That is the worst that could happen."

My heart was pounding, and I could feel my hands shaking from the flood of 
adrenaline.  "AND WHAT IN THE HELL IS THAT?" I asked, not intending to bellow, 
but too pumped up to control myself successfully.

"That is the dominant form of life in an alternate timeline, two hundred years in our 
future."

I struggled to keep my voice down, and the effort helped me calm down, bring my 
pulse back to an acceptable level.  And what did you just do to it?"

"I killed it."  He looked at me with real anger on his face.  "Given enough time, I 
could speak to one of them and possibly even reason with it.  But the time that would take 
is longer than I'd be able to keep it from tearing apart and digesting all the organic matter in 
the room."

It took me a moment to process that.  "That thing was going to eat us?"

"Yes.  But it wasn't personal."

__________

One more jump back, and Commander Future and I were standing in the 
teleportation room in my apartment again.  In the living room, I found a chair and dropped 
into it, all of my strength gone, and I looked up at him, still shaky.  "Tell me… do you ever 
get used to it?  All of these Intrusions and teleporting and these crazy monsters and stuff?"
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"Interesting word.  Monster."

"What would you call them?"

"The human throat can't form the sounds that make up their name."

"Then 'monsters' will do just fine."

"There is nothing heroic about having to kill one of them.  There is no intentional 
anger in their response to us.  They don't even fully recognize us as sentient.  They act by 
instinct, out of pure need.  They aren't monsters.  They are too tragic to be called by such a 
pointed name."

"So… how about it?  Do you get used to this sort of thing?"

He considered the questions for a moment.  "On the day of the Incident, when I felt 
that bolt of energy hit me and I was pulled apart on a molecular level, it was both terrifying 
and thrilling.  Part of me was afraid of what was happening, but the fact that I could feel it 
happening seemed to suggest that whatever it was, it wasn't killing me."

As he spoke, he paced, not looking at me, and it was like putting these experiences 
into words was taking a toll on him.  "There was a period of what I can only describe as… 
unbeing.  I was not myself.  I was not bound in any way by any sense of self.  I could see and 
feel and experience all of time at once, an endless ribbon stretching out in all directions, and 
I could fold it in, one point to another, see things start and finish side-by-side.  I watched 
the Big Bang, and I have seen the Final Sigh.  I have watched lifetimes flash by in an instant, 
spent weeks studying single frozen moments."

Finally, he stopped.  When he looked at me, I saw that same rolling intensity of 
emotion, just barely held back, that had scared me a few times before.

"Time collapsed.  My understanding of time collapsed.  And when I did mange to 
regain my sense of individual perspective… only when I remembered that I was, in fact, 
myself, did I become aware that I was in a specific where and a specific when.  I had landed 
in a place where I had no business being.  I was the monster.  I was the Intrusion."

"That doesn't answer my question."
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"No.  You will not get used to it.  Nor should you.  I think I have been doing you a 
disservice so far.  Downplaying things.  I should be more forthcoming.  You are, in fact, in 
danger.  Great danger."

"Okay, that's not really what I was hoping to hear."

"The thing of it is that everyone is in danger.  Every single person on Earth.  All the 
time.  Grave danger.  That's why I hired you.  I need your help.  There is a threat…"

"Wait, how am I going to help you?  I'm a writer.  You're a time-traveling superhero.  
We don't really share a skill set."

"Tell me… how do you feel around me?  Do I make you feel comfortable and relaxed 
and safe?"

"Sorry, but no.  Hell, no."

"Why not?"

"These things you're dealing with make me feel like the whole universe is about to 
come flying apart."

"It might."

"See?  You say something like that…"

"You asked for the truth."

"Well, the truth is terrifying."

"Yes.  It is.  There is a threat.  And that is not the entire story, because I don't know 
how to tell you the entire story, and it's certainly not the only threat.  I need to change my 
approach.  I thought if I was careful and refused to alter the course of things, that was 
enough.  That would secure the future.  But that only works as a rule if everyone agrees to 
play by rules." He was on the move again, upset as he spoke, getting more upset by the 
moment.  "I am afraid I must finally confess the truth to myself:  there are no rules.  There 
is no order.  You can make a choice to stand in the path of the chaos, and you can make 
changes.  You can save people, save places, save whole worlds.  Or you can assist that chaos, 
encourage it, and surf abandoned and dying timelines for fun."
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He stopped by one of the large windows, looking out over the city.  "There is a 
threat…"

"You keep saying that.  It's very cryptic.  It's also terrifying."

"In order for there to be any survivors of what's coming, mankind must move 
forward, and not in the time they would if left alone.  There must be a fundamental shift in 
people, and it must be accelerated.  In order for this to work, people have to know what I'm 
doing.  They have to understand that all of my efforts are for them.  They have to trust me.  
You have to trust me."

I understood my role immediately.  And for the first time since he asked me to work 
for him, I wasn't sure if I'd be capable of what he wanted me to do.  "Did you read what I 
wrote about you?"

"I did."

"I don't know what to think of you."

"You understand me as much as anyone so far has."

"But I don't know everything."

"No.  Not nearly."

I got up, mustering some reserve of strength and pushing myself out of the chair so I 
could stand eye to eye with Commander Future.  Or eye-to-mid-chest, since he's such a 
tank.  "You understand that none of this makes sense to me, right?  I'm trying to keep up 
with you, but you haven't given me any context.  Just details."

"Yes.  I know."

"But just the fact that you reached out to me… that gesture says something.  It says 
that you're serious.  You're ready to tell us some of what you know, and you're sincere.  You 
want people to listen.  And you know enough to know that you have no idea how to talk to 
people."

"I need people to listen.  It's the most important thing there is."
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"Because there is a threat."

The relief that poured off of him was palpable.  "Yes.  You understand."

And seeing how important that was to him, and seeing how significant it seemed to 
be to him, he finally seemed human to me.  Just for that one moment, which really wasn't 
much more than an expression on his face, an emotional ripple, he was no different than me.

Then he turned and walked through the wall.

If there's any one thing that will keep me up tonight, it's not the barrage of things I 
glimpsed today, and it's not the implications of some of his statements about alternate 
worlds and infinite possibility, but is instead the effort of trying to imagine what, exactly, 
we're going to have to save the world from.

These things I've seen so far, these glimpses of realities I never knew existed, have 
been met without so much as a second's hesitation by the Commander.  Whatever's coming 
has him so scared that he's got to enlist the help of each and every person on the planet.  
So… no pressure.

At least I've got a good seat for the show.

Peter Underhill
Triumph City, NY
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IN THE NEXT ISSUE OF PULP & POPCORN…

Okay, so now we’ve got three of the serialized stories up and running. That’s not bad 
considering we’re only two issues in.

Here’s hoping you guys liked Noel, because you’re getting chapter two next time, and 
in it, we’re going to jump forward to the present day to meet a very sad young man.

We’re also going to get chapter two of The Shadow Box, and we’re going to meet the 
rest of the team that will be joining Dani Sweetman as she sets out to uncover some 
long-buried ghosts. Some she brings with her, and some she discovers anew.

I’m also going to be bringing you a second installment of Background, and I’m not 
sure I made it clear the first time that we’re not going to be doing continuing stories 
in that. Each one is meant to stand alone, giving us a different perspective on very 
different points in pop culture.

But the thing that will probably be the biggest thing next issue is my Top Ten List for 
2016. I’ll be talking about books, comics, movies, games and TV, and I’m going to try 
to make some sense out of what has been an incredibly difficult and tumultuous year 
for me.

I mentioned a fourth serialized story, The Survey, and while that is absolutely going to 
end up in these pages at some point, I may be rotating in a different story first. 
Depends on how things go, but there’s a good chance you’ll be introduced to the very 
mysterious A!endale soon as well.

We’ll have Djinn Rummy back in Pulp & Popcorn #4, and in the meantime, I want to 
hear from you guys. Please e-mail me at drew.mcweeny@gmail.com and you can tell 
me what you love, what you hate, and what you want to see as we continue this 
strange experiment.

See you back here in two weeks… I hope…
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