
 
 

#1: The Pilot 
By Geoffrey Greer 

 
I can see the point where this variation begins. It is in a space he names “France,” but in a 

time whose number is not quite clear. For the moment, he puts the number at “one thousand, nine 
hundred forty-two.”  Not for the first time, Reginald Eugene Dow wonders if he will go to 
Heaven or to Hell. And—also not for the first time—he wonders if both of these mythological 
places actually exist, and what would be the point of either. Long flights are times a man is 
trapped with his thoughts, and Reginald thinks perhaps that flying this plane is the closest he will 
ever come to that angelic experience so touted in his parochial youth. Meanwhile, the pebbled 
shore of a beach in northeastern France is not far off. He can see the fire and smoke in the sky 
already, and he wonders why he doesn’t just turn this angel’s wings around and fly away from 
that hellish frontier, rather than willingly descending into it once again. How many missions is 
this now? I’m not certain if it’s Reginald or myself asking this question. Considering all that is, 
sometimes it’s hard for me to think separately from him. Alas, we can’t remember how many 
missions it is. I should just fly away, he thinks—and on this point I’m clear: it is his choice, his 
thoughts. The war—and the world—will carry on just the same with or without me. 
 Not for the first time, this is a critical juncture in Reginald’s history. 
 It is no secret that the Nazis have invested tremendous energy and resources into all 
manner of designs, both experimental and sometimes hideous in nature. It is, in fact, a blessing to 
a certain extent. Even in these first six months since he volunteered, Reginald has often 
shuddered at the thought of just how much more effective the German war apparatus might be if 
so many thousands weren’t so preoccupied with warding slave labor camps, worshipping the 
occult, and testing so many dubious and deadly sciences. The fellows in M.I.5 have knowledge 
of all of these things. They are grateful for the siphoning. 
 What also does not appear to be a secret to anyone is the very fact of this raid, to which 
he and his fellow airmen are now woefully committed. It would seem, after all, that he did not 
turn about and simply fly away, though he has no bridging memory of traveling through the time 
and airspace of those last few miles. It is only that he was thinking of Heaven and Hell, and now 
it’s as if he’s only just awoken in this place. Through the glass of his Supermarine Spitfire, and 
looking down on where the River Arques lets into the harbor, one truth is painfully clear: the 
Germans have somehow known this attack was coming. The positions of their batteries and the 
terrible efficacy with which they rain retaliatory hell on the amphibious armada suggest a 
foreknowledge on their part that can only be described as prescient. Lips have been somewhat 
loose on this operation, Reginald admits. But still, how could the Germans have been this 



prepared? Perhaps, he thinks, that in their black investigations they have indeed stumbled on 
some manner of beholding the future. And furthermore, he worries—less eloquently than I might 
state it myself—just what terror and chaos that mustachioed son-of-a-bitch could raise with such 
technology. Reginald cannot yet conceive of how the Germans came by this intelligence—he is 
limited. Indeed: he still sees them as “Germans,” himself as “American.” 
 On the beach below, dead men lay piled on top of one another, some close enough to the 
tide that the ebb and flow of the Channel pushes and pulls their limp appendages in the fashion 
of shaping bloody angels on the pebbled shore. But these angels are damned; the vision of hell is 
made complete by the fiery hulks of dingos and Churchill tanks abandoned along the coast. Their 
columns of smoke twist into the air, a charcoal colonnade obscuring his vision and making 
difficult the spotting of the squadron of FW-190s with which he now must contend. 
 The dogfight is not going quite as they all had hoped. His fellow Eagle Squadrons and 
their British and Canadian allies are able to give the Luftwaffe enough of a time of it that the men 
on the ground might make some headway, but in the air is a battle of attrition. Planes and pilots 
on both sides of the argument fall from heaven like a cosmic shower, their tailspins trailing 
smoke and fire like comets. Even those who remain in orbit have only minutes to contribute to 
the fray. So far from the airfield in Lympne where they must return, their time and fuel are short. 
Already Reginald sees several angels coming round on their final passes, veering back towards 
the relative safety of England. He checks his gauges between machine gun bursts. He, too, must 
soon follow. 
 Atop a cliff to the east of a town they name Pourville stands an outpost which has been 
the point of much clandestine discussion in the weeks leading up to this raid. It is here that the 
British have hoped to infiltrate and gain some intelligence on the value of this relatively new 
field of detection his countrymen back home have termed RADAR. Reginald knows nothing 
more of the corresponding mission nor whether it has been successful or even attempted at all, 
but the location makes for a convenient reference point on the ground while he turns a wide 
circle, putting the RADAR outpost at the center. Peculiar to this scene, however, is what appears 
to be a railroad line coming from the south and running up the elevation beside the outpost. He 
can’t remember having had any knowledge of a rail line in that location at all, nor having seen it 
in any of the recent aerial photographs of the place they’d all memorized in preparation for this 
mission. How could the Germans have lain a rail so fast? Even as he wonders this, a locomotive 
comes bearing down the line and climbing up the slope. Its smoke trail had been previously 
unremarkable amidst those of a hundred abandoned vehicles and downed planes, the way a 
single tree trunk is unassuming within the forest. 
 Intermittently, his interest in the spectacle on the ground is broken by the need for 
evasive maneuvers or to shoo off some pestering German fighter. Moreover, their planes are 
much faster than those of his father’s era, so to anchor himself above the train is to make infinite 
loops upon loops—infinity trails, so to speak. He knows his fuel is precious, and every pass is 
one click further from England, but he cannot bring himself to pull off. Something is beginning 
here. 
 He feels a tremendous gravity. 
 The locomotive is rigged with and is trailing some massive and bizarre cannon—
something not entirely unlike the Krupp-built designs, or like a larger and more convoluted 
version of the Big Berthas the Germans used during the first war. The train comes to a stop at the 
peak of the cliff, and some fifty of more infantry, now suddenly and strangely disinterested in 
holding the line, swarm to the train and its cargo. They amass, crawling all over the machine and 



each other. As I see them through Reginald’s eyes, they appear to me much like the agitated 
mounds of ants that surface on muddy garden walls after a heavy rain. 

The personnel are meant to serve as crew to this awesome device, which, after another 
pass, Reginald sees extends in twisted mechanical lines along the length of two or three 
additional cars. Indeed: the train is not carrying a weapon at all; the entire train is the weapon, 
retro-fitted from end to end with whatever state-of-the-art misery these Nazis have concocted 
today. The question is whether this new one will prove to be dubious or deadly. 
 A dozen of its crewmen all about the machine crank levers and operate pulleys that seem 
strangely anachronistic to him. Others still scamper along rails and platforms or jump across 
couplings, altogether affecting the feverish coordination of an 18th-century seafaring crew hastily 
trimming the sails. The long, cylindrical piece of the weapon, which reasons to be the ordnance, 
and which Reginald thinks must have the girth of the Holland Tunnel, raises by degrees towards 
the sky. They are acquiring the necessary angle. Reginald panics and climbs altitude, bracing 
himself for what he trusts is about to be the worst shelling of his career—and quite possibly the 
last. 
 A slow, yawning roar, as if from some titanic bear waking from a ten-thousand year 
hibernation, resonates from the area of the machine and through every atmospheric molecule in 
between, until reverberating in the fuselage and in Reginald’s skull. Pressure from behind his 
eyeballs increases commensurately with the decibel level of the thing, which intensifies over an 
interval he puts at five or six seconds. Now an inexplicable silence—not just quiet but still, like 
the middle of the night. For a moment: that looseness in his bowels felt in freefall, but the plane 
isn’t falling. On the contrary, it almost seems suspended, as if he were sitting in a model hung in 
a museum. I am dead, he pines, spoken from within himself. This is how death begins. But the 
death is only a singularity: one tick on the clock. One heartbeat. 
 Hear the scream of the weapon like the cries of every calf, pig, man, woman, and child 
ever slaughtered by men and industry. The ordnance vomits a great, violet column of fire and 
light, the range of which seems to anchor the earth back to the sun itself. Reginald’s Spitfire 
rattles like a cheap toy in the turbulence of the blast, and the glass over his cockpit shatters into 
stardust. He is clear of the blast itself—not directly in its path—but the percussion of the thing is 
like God. Blood runs in sudden streams from his nostrils; he senses the same is happening with 
his ears. The gauges spin wildly, leaving him to his own equilibrium and brute strength to 
manhandle the plane back into a manageable attitude. He can hardly breathe; the pressure is 
wrong and he may be hyperventilating, but the near-freezing wind on his face informs him that 
he is not yet dead. Stabilizing the plane and craning his neck, he sees that not all have been quite 
so fortunate. Those aircraft either directly in the blast or even within a good thirty yards of it, are 
obliterated. Worse than exploded into shrapnel, nuts, and bolts: the vessels and their pilots are 
reduced to… what? Where are they? No noticeable debris plummets to the ground. All that is 
worth mentioning is limited to a kind of dust or starshell burst that dissipates into a glittering 
cloud and then into nothing. At a later time, when Reginald is not so limited, he remembers the 
scene, and assigns the word “atomized.” So small is the residue that the pilots seem never to 
have been there at all, and the crew serving the weapon make no distinction between enemy and 
ally in their attack. 
 After three or four seconds, the weapon ceases, its column of fire abruptly extinguished. 
The battle on the ground—indeed, this entire war—seems to have suddenly lost all importance. 
Such rivalry and nationalism, which had been so paramount only moments before… these are the 
complaints of children. The dogfighters have quit every maneuver beyond simple control over 



their planes, and some are unsuccessful at that. They crash into the cliffs or into the Channel; 
some few collide with each other in fireballs. Skyward, in that sector where the weapon has just 
fired its furious blast, the clouds are pierced and parted in a perfect circle, as they would be in the 
eye of a hurricane. They seem more shadowed than they were this morning, threatening an 
unscheduled storm. Worse still is the scene on the ground below, specifically on and about the 
train. The fifty-odd personnel who crewed the device lay all dead. Some are slumped over 
platforms and hand rails or otherwise entangled in the complicated machinery. Most, though, 
look as if they’ve been thrown outwards in every direction of the compass from the engine. Their 
bodies lay long on the ground, all arranged in perfect geometric radiation like some Aztec sun 
dial. The grass and foliage in that same circle lay similarly uprooted and flattened out for thirty 
or more yards. All of this, but damned if it makes no difference to them. In typical, heartless, 
fascist efficiency, another platoon scrambles up the cliff to repopulate the weapon. 
 And yet, none of this carnage is the worst by measure. The weapon’s beam is gone, but it 
has left a kind of wake in the air through which it cut. Reginald knows he should pull off, and 
pull off now, but this… He… feels. He must stay. He wants to stay, the way we linger around 
that someone just met, that someone we dream will be our lover, but reason will be our ruin. He 
comes about for another pass. He wants to see. 
 There. There in the sky. Or rather, there, where the sky should be. But it isn’t. Where the 
blast had been, the sky isn’t there. The blast has not left a residue behind, but somehow has taken 
the airspace away, as if reality itself were little more than a cheap tapestry draped over a 
window, now torn and revealing a glimpse of the night beyond. It is ten o’clock in the morning, 
and there is a starry, black rift in the blue and gray morning sky. 
 Once more the weapon roars into wakefulness; once more the shriek of the blast; only 
now the Spitfire is too close. The attitude is fine, but the plane starts to whirl like a ceiling fan—
a flat spin, spinning faster by the moment and drawing ever nearer the epicenter, as if descending 
some electromagnetic maelstrom. He tries to veer down and out of the spin, but his efforts are 
useless. Some insurmountable force holds the plane level from both above and below; it is like 
no updraft nor any other natural current he knows. He struggles and curses at the controls, but no 
amount of brute strength can right him. 
 Later, whether days or months or years, he can’t be sure, but he remembers this moment 
as well, falling horizontally towards that violet light as if being delicately drawn from the 
weightlessness of outer space and into a planet’s gravity. He remembers how long it seems to 
last, though it can’t be much more than a few seconds, and he remembers how clear his thinking 
is, despite everything. You’re dead. This time spoken as if outside himself. You’re dead. So you 
can do nothing, if you choose. You can let it all go. No would blame you… …Then again, you 
could fight against the force anyway. You could try to reorient the whirling world and set it right 
and level again in your own view. You might even succeed. Of course, you’ll be dead someday, 
regardless. But perhaps… just not today. 

Not for the first time, this is a critical juncture in Reginald’s history. 
 He releases the controls and resigns himself to the universe. He does what he can to 
breathe. Dizziness muddies him, while the pressure in his brain and behind his eyes swells to the 
point where his head must surely burst. He knows he will black out soon; his vision is already 
failing. And it is for all of these reasons, that when he later remembers all of this, he holds 
absolutely certain that what comes next must have been pure hallucination. 
 In the wake of the second blast from that experimental rail gun: another rift in space. 
Only this one is bigger, and from the rift, as if stepping out from behind a magician’s curtain: a 



creature. A monster. I believe there are some cultures who name this thing “golem,” but I think 
that isn’t quite right, either. Reginald has no name for it. It is a thing of epic proportions, fifty 
stories tall and black as slate—so black, it seems, that the morning light and the light of the fires 
are not simply unreflected by it, but moreover consumed by it, as if it carries the gravity of a 
jealous sun that will suffer no other source of illumination in its presence. The wreckage of 
planes and vehicles seems to whirl around its gargantuan feet as if swept up by tornado. The 
pillars of fire and smoke all along the beach appear to warp and bend towards the giant, as if 
bowing in reverence. Even the tide and crashing waves seem to rise from the Channel to greet it. 
It must be delusion, Reginald thinks, or—if not—then perhaps I need no longer wonder whether 
I will go to Heaven or to Hell, and here is that black god in this fiery kingdom to process me. 
 And now, not for the first time, Reginald Eugene Dow awakes on the pebbled shore of a 
beach, in a space he names France, but in a time whose number is not quite clear. 


