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The most merciful thing in the world, I think, is the inability of
the human mind to correlate all its contents.
H.P. Lovecraft,
"The Call of Cthulhu" (1926)



A NOTE FROM THE PUBLISHER
 

Without question this book is 100% Paul Anderson.
I gave him a task and he exceeded my expectations, sort of. Now don’t take the “sort of” as a negative. I have a rather high opinion of Paul and his ability to understand not only the mechanics of writing but also the art. He is a true craftsman who I am confident will one day find his route to the acclaim and respect he deserves. He sort of exceeded my expectations by living up to lofty goal I set before him. I knew he had it in him, I expect great things from him and he delivered. Basically what I am saying is (if you pardon the baseball analogy) I expected a home run and Paul hit a grand slam.
Prior to this book, Post Mortem Press has published nine anthologies, Torn Realities is number ten. As the person who selected the 120 or so stories in the first nine books, I knew the task I was asking Paul to complete would be a challenge.
There was only one hard and fast rule, do not give preference to Post Mortem Press veterans. Sounds a little like ignoring the ones who most need your attention, but there is a method to my madness. Above all other goals, Post Mortem Press must be a credible place to find the best in new fiction. If we want to gain and retain that reputation, we need to become even more selective when it comes to what we publish.
If you know Paul, you understand why I asked him to edit this book. He pulls no punches. He isn’t afraid to tell an author if their story doesn’t have the right stuff.
Paul has selected the cream of the crop of over one million submitted words. I didn't count the number of submissions, but I know it was well over 200. I hope he is as proud of this book as I am.
Alas, you didn’t buy this book to read my stream of consciousness rambling, you bought it to read some excellent short stories. I will leave you to with a final thought, tread carefully, as what you know as reality is about to change.
Remember, they’re just stories.
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GRAY AREAS: An Essay

Paul Anderson
 

 

- 1 -
Ask any 8th grader who Edgar Allan Poe is and, invariably, you'll get back the answer, "He's the guy who wrote 'The Raven'." Take a general survey of regular people and the two biggest "horror" icons they know will be Poe--because we all read him in English class--and Stephen King--because we've all seen at least his movies.
But what about Lovecraft? Arguably, there'd be no such thing as "modern" horror if not for that loner New Englander, Howard Phillips Lovecraft. King and Barker and Wilson and Campbell and other horror greats might still be publishing, but it wouldn't have been things like
It
or
The Books of Blood
or
The Keep.
That's a bit of a ballsy statement. Let me explain.
Prior to Lovecraft--who was only marginally successful during his lifetime; it was decades after his death that his influence really took affect--horror was couched in two camps: psychological and the Judeo-Christian morality tale. To the readers and writers of 19th century horror, there was nothing else; for something to be horrible or evil, it had to either be imprisoned within the cracked mind of a character (the works of Poe, another writer whose greatest fame came after his death), or a slight against God (Dracula, Frankenstein, The Strange Case of Dr. Jekyll & Mr. Hyde, etc.).
Even Arthur Machen's
The Great God Pan--which Lovecraft adored, by the way--takes the typical Victorian Christian view by couching the plot within the confines of the superior, moral Victorian society with Pan seen as a destructive, evil pagan god, driving men to commit suicide through its female surrogate.
Because of this, when Lovecraft came on the scene with his weird fiction, horror was startling black-and-white; either you were insane and evil, or you were playing God...and evil.
But, to be fair, that's what readers wanted. Defining horror within black and white is incredibly comforting to the average person, whose day is usually rife with all sorts of gray-area wrongs and evils. As Stephen King--who's unabashedly named Lovecraft as a major influence on his own work numerous times--once argued, horror is the genre where you can point to something definite, specific, and
tangible
and say, "That's evil." In horror, you draw a magic circle around yourself and keep on the lookout for the outsider.
Lovecraft changed all that. His horror was all gray and, through this, the comforts of horror up to that point were removed. No one and everyone was or could
be
the outsider.
Lovecraft generally considered his stories to be works of cosmic horror, thereby removing the concepts of humans as superior creatures
and
the comfort of a Judeo-Christian God and placing the characters much more in the real world by not making them out to be anything but regular people. On any given day, a typical person doesn't stand around and say, "My! I'm feeling intensely superior and upright today! With my God behind me, I know truly what the world is like!"
Lovecraft understood that and
used
it.
His stories of inherited guilt, searching for forbidden knowledge, and the idea that beings greater than humans viewed the species either amusingly or inimically, knocked out the blocks of what horror was defined as at the time. Even in an early story like "Dagon" (his first published work, actually, and has a morphine-addicted protagonist about to commit suicide--all this before 1920), we see a mariner exploring a world that
is
Earth...but is like no other place
on
Earth and, once there, confronting a decidedly
unChristian deity. His cycle of stories that came to be called "The Cthulhu Mythos" further expanded that idea.
And even though Lovecraft was admittedly influenced by writers like Poe and Machen, he took what they did into startling new directions. Poe was interested in how the mind affected one's view of the world; Lovecraft was interested in how the world--or rather, the things
beyond
the world--affected the mind.
Although Machen crafted strong, suspenseful stories of ancient evil attacking modern times, those modern times were of upright, moral people and the "ancient evil" was usually Pagan in origin. Lovecraft wasn't adverse to this concept--see, again, "Dagon"--but the ancient evil
might
be Pagan, but were more often whole-cloth creations.
What we're talking about here is the presentation of
evil
and its place in the world and, thus, the comforts of the reader/passive-participant. Horror is the one place where audiences can purge their own anxieties or, rather, put aside the anxieties of their daily life for something that is horrible, terrifying...but will never happen to them.
Thus, horror must be comfortable to a certain extent. It
must
be defined as black and white. And, through horror, evil. Evil must be boxed, taped, and labeled, ready for presentation to the masses.
With Lovecraft, and ever after, evil is cheek-and-jowl with the audience by
making
the audience aware of how prescient it is. By making it a part of them. By knocking out the blocks of distance and moral superiority--either by culture or the being-head-of-the-food-chain logic--it brings evil closer and to them. Some smartass once commented on the banality of evil...but it's true.
Richard Matheson's brilliant novel
I Am Legend
puts the evil into the neighbors and friends of the protagonist; the vampires after Robert Neville aren't slights against God or insane...but they're still evil.
They still wish to kill. The writing of Jack Ketchum, which are rarely supernatural at all, takes this evil-as-everyday even further in
Off Season, Hide & Seek,
and
The Girl Next Door.
Neither of these disparate writers were Lovecraftian and the subject matter they dealt with would never be considered "cosmic"...but their characters
were. The Mariner in Lovecraft's "Dagon" could've been a Ketchum sketch; the scholars in "The Call of Cthulhu" could've been comfortable with Matheson, or even Jack Finney.
It's hard to think of it any other way
now, but prior to Lovecraft, this didn't happen, and, when there were characters who were...outside the mainstream, shall we say?...they were the villain, the outsider, the target to be purged.
Was Lovecraft perfect?
No, anymore than King or Poe are and were. In spite of his startling concepts and methods, Lovecraft wasn't the be-all and end-all. He had severe deficits in plot execution (sometimes his characters were stuck in their current course of action because of outside forces but, at other times, those "outside forces" were Lovecraft himself, not wanting to let the plot unfold naturally), dialogue (no one
talks the way the characters did in "The Colour Out of Space"), construction (Lovecraft, like Poe before him, couldn't stop writing in a way that was horribly out-of-date) and galloping racism (to be fair, Lovecraft hated anyone who wasn't strictly Anglo-Saxon English).
But, for all of that--and lesser things have ended a writer--Lovecraft struck a blow to the status quo in horror and, because of this, shifted the direction stories of the macabre. Even today, his brand of off-beat, we-are-alone-and-powerless ideas still reverberate, whether in King's
It
or F. Paul Wilson's Adversary Cycle and Repairman Jack novels. For that alone, Lovecraft is iconic.
 

-2-
The spark for this book came, naturally enough, from reader demand.
Eric Beebe, Post Mortem Press's publisher, went on a barn storm of conventions in 2011, determined to generate interest and income for his new company. It worked--alarmingly so in an era where doom-criers constantly trumpet the death of books and reading--but that's neither here nor there in this little introduction.
You're holding this book right now because of those conventions. When he talked to people, they asked for a Lovecraft anthology.
In October/November of 2011, Eric shot me an e-mail asking if I was interested in being a "story selection editor" for an upcoming Lovecraft anthology. At this point,
Torn Realities
was without even the barest hint of guidelines or title beyond "Lovecraft themed".
Eric and I bashed out the guidelines. We knew, going in, that we would be standing shoulder-to-shoulder with a
legion
of Lovecraft anthologies. We needed
our
Lovecraft anthology to be different, to stand head-and-shoulders
above
the others. How?
The one thing all the other anthologies have in common is Cthulhu.
To be fair, it might be Lovecraft's greatest (read: most well-known) creation: a god from before the time of man and man's own concepts of what a god should be and Lovecraft's greatest trick was to keep his creation almost completely off-stage. Re-read "The Call of Cthulhu and the Elder God
never
takes center stage; all exposition is left to secondary references and the remnants of "Cthulhu cults", allowing the god to loom large within the story and the reader's imagination.
But nowadays
Cthulhu is everywhere.
Tee-shirts, mouse-pads, computer wallpapers, toys; hell, I have a miniature plush Cthulhu my wife got me for Christmas once. It's sitting amongst my daughter's toys as I write this.
And the stories. Dear God, the
stories. In all those anthologies
Torn Realities
was about to compete against, Cthulhu is rampant, dominating, and completely unable to induce fear any longer. For Christ's sake, there's
Cthulhu-erotica.
I sought stories dealing with Lovecraft's
other
themes--forbidden knowledge, the idea that we are essentially untethered from the workaday world, or lunacy-inducing creatures predating the dawn of man--or kept his most famous theme (the idea of mind-boggling other gods) more general. I wanted stories that
sought
that gray area in horror by given me tales of regular people in irregular situations.
But would people respond to this non-Cthulhu, Lovecraft-inspired, anthology?
They did, as you can see.
In droves.
I read nearly a million words--or, roughly, ten massive novels--for this anthology and, it was worth it. These stories--whether they're balls-to-the-wall horror, fantasies, science fiction--honor Lovecraft in every way without treading on his work. And the writers--everyone from relative beginners in the field to solid pros to icons in horror--did. My jitters that no one would be able to take their writing and ideas beyond the standbys were completely unfounded.
Thank the Elder Gods for
that.



OPT-IN

JW Schnarr
 

I got this towards the end of the slush period and it stopped me in my tracks. It might've been written by the love child of Chuck Palahnuik and William Gibson. I knew I wanted this tale to open
Torn Realities. JW--who's appeared in
Andromeda Spaceways Inflight Magazine
and
Slices of Flesh, and wrote the novel
Alice & Dorothy--crafted a creepy tale of longing that tips its hat towards Lovecraft while going in a completely
different
direction.
 

 

 

There's a dirty wad of spit on the glass inside a bus stop. It's green and yellow in places, and it curls your stomach to look at it. Maybe there's a bit of brown in there because it was left by a smoker. Maybe there's blood. It has a stink to it too, doesn't it? Everything does. You're holding your breath hoping not to puke and waiting for the bus and for some reason you just don't have the will to turn around and look at something else. You don't dare take your eye off it because it's going to do something terrible the second you look away. Only when that bus comes, it's you that does the terrible thing.
An old Chinese struggles to get by you with her perfectly waxed hair and her fold-down walker that she uses to get around because she can't afford new legs on her pension. You pretend like you lose your footing and bump her. It was an accident. Your feet slipped on another gob of slime, one you didn't notice under your feet coming at you like a green hunting snail. Maybe the snot crunches under your feet and you lurch out of that old bus stop, bumping the Chinese into the glass. She takes the wad of snot with her as she struggles by, oblivious to the corruption you've caused. She clucks like a chicken. And you taste spicy bile in the back of your throat.
The joke's on you though. When she sits down near the spot you've staked out for yourself on the bus, you have to look at that goddamned thing for the next half hour until some kind soul leans down and whispers in her ear. She looks around, shocked, like she just woke up and doesn't know where she is.
Then she pulls out a rag and clucks again. Says something in Chinese. Maybe she looks at you and knows you did it on purpose. Maybe she sees something on your face she doesn't like and doesn't push the subject. But maybe not.
Later you'll remember that look on the old Chinese and wonder if you made a similar face the first time the phone rang.
*****
Let's say you're sitting in your apartment and it's 42 degrees and you're sweating your balls off. You're still wearing the suit Ajax lent you the money to rent, refusing no for an answer and insisting. Shoving fistfuls of dirty paper money into your hand.
"You're not going to her funeral dressed like that", he says, his face twitching from a bad implant. He's got a silver eye that was supposed to let him see in the dark but he's allergic to the metal and it gives him seizures sometimes because there's an optic pin rubbing against something important in the frontal lobe of his brain. He cries out in gibberish sometimes, but you think it's funny. He doesn't. "Don't be an asshole."
So you dressed up nice because Angela's parents were going to be there and they hate you anyway, only now they hate you more. You see her father's ugly glare across the hall the entire time the J.P. is going on about what a sweet girl Angela was and how the Gods have taken her somewhere better. They never found Angela's body so in place of a casket they have a little wooden box and the latest photo taken of her. She's smiling and waving at the camera, and her left arm is out of the picture.
Only it isn't, really, because you have this photo at home and you're in it. Her arm is around your face, and you're both smiling.
Afterward you walk up to her parents and say you're sorry it happened and her father has to be held back by two of his brothers trying to knock your head off and the whole time he's screaming
IT HAPPENED ON YOUR WATCH,
and
IT SHOULD HAVE BEEN YOU
and you can't say you blame them and you can't say you disagree with them.
Sitting on your couch in that suit holding the same photo from her funeral you put your hand over your smiling face and think how your happiness would have been a small price to pay for her life if you'd ever been given a chance to give it.
You should take that suit off before your ball sweat costs you an extra hundred bucks in cleaning fees but all you can think about is how you wish you could hear her voice one last time and that's when the phone rings and you pick it up and you hear her breathy voice on the other end of the line.
"Hey Patrick Terran, it's Angela. I wanted to talk to you about the weight you've put on. I know a couple ways to slim that figure down just in time for beach season..."
Maybe you stopped dreaming then, because your dreams all went black and turned into nightmares.
*****
It's called behavioral targeting, and while it may be as old as advertising itself it really got its wheels turning in the post dot-com social-media boom at the dawn of the techno age. The goal is simple: by mining your life for information about you as a person, marketing firms can hook you up with advertising you are most likely to be interested in. They call it a service to both consumers and corporate. You don't even think about your shopping habits anymore. Like Coke? Love New Diet Coke Light. Love blue? Check out aquamarine. Targeted advertising works not because they give you what you want, but because corporate knows what makes you feel bad about yourself and are perfectly happy reminding you how much you suck and how they have a cure to make you the talk of cyber-town.
You'll have 7 million Facebook friends in no time if you just lose twenty pounds. Or change your eye colour. Or get rid of your natural teeth in favour of something with lights. Regrow lost hair and lost limbs. Stop shitting and farting like a monkey and use subtle liquid waste removal like a civilized person. Design your baby's DNA so they'll grow up smarter, faster, and stronger than you ever could. Buy mechanical pets or household replicants to help with the chores because you're a filthy pig who can't keep house. And why should you? Put your card in the slot and we'll take care of everything.
The new craze in targeted advertising is for simulants of your actual friends and family members to call your line and talk you into losing weight or fixing your acne or getting rid of gross body hair/smells/needs. It's been incredibly effective. Daughters that hear their moms tell them to buy douche are 48 percent more likely to do so. Sons who hear about how their extra body fat is a shame on the family are 55 percent more likely to buy workout pills and diet aids. Corporate is scrambling to cover all the action on this, and they're making enough money to drown any cries that it's immoral to use people's loved ones against them. After all, they've been doing it for hundreds of years.
Angela knew you better than anyone. At some point, she must have told them everything.
*****
You're standing outside the coffee shop where you first met and the rain is lashing your face. Just like that day you met. You might have worked in that place once, covering the bills but not much else. Maybe you had enough money for some drug of choice on the weekend. It wasn't a life, but it was living. And then your job was gone. Shitcanned because you showed up at work one night high off your skull with puke on your shirt and made inappropriate comments to your co-workers on duty about how they were slaves to the Corporate teet and they were all gonna get theirs in the end. Thing is, you didn't even remember doing it until Corporate pulled you into the office and showed you the video screens. You threw a sucra-sweet bowl at an old lady and then ran around trying to kiss the customer's asses.
Maybe you laughed when Corporate said ass-kissing was figurative, and not meant to be taken as a literal action. It left them open to sexual harassment lawsuits. Yeah, you laughed. Corporate didn't laugh, though. They handed you your paycheck and told you to get off the premises in the next five minutes or you'd be charged with trespassing.
And don't come back or you'd be charged with trespassing.
And don't call us, or you'd be charged with harassment.
And don't blog about us on your site of you'd be charged with libel.
And don't mention us in passing to anyone or you'd be charged with slander.
And if you're not off the property in four minutes and 18 seconds, you'd be charged with trespassing.
So you left. And maybe you stewed on how they treated you after working there for eight years, and maybe you were a little sorry but felt you could hardly be blamed for something that was obviously done under the influence of drugs. You couldn't even remember doing it, for Christ's sake. Maybe the bills were due and you were getting tossed out on your ass and then Corporate sent you a Vmail explaining that they had decided to sue you for damages from that night in the coffee house and don't worry about sliding your card in the phone, because they'd already emptied your bank account and you still owed them another $3500 and you needed to have that to them by the end of the month to prevent further action.
So you skipped the bus and went for a walk instead, and then there you were in the rain, across the street from your former place of employment fantasizing about going in there and really kicking up some shit, ready to pump your quarters and start the game of your life, when a breathy blonde with a Hello Kitty umbrella kicks water at you and your sour face and then laughs. She leans in close and you smell mangoes and wax lipstick and flowers and other entrancing girl-smells and she whispers
Come on, this place sucks. I know somewhere. You ask her where she came from, thinking Heaven, thinking Miami, and she points to a dirty old city bus winding away from you. The #1, a cross-town bus that literally goes
everywhere. The sign on the back says VIST R'LYEH, and there's a happy family having the time of their lives in some distant tropical paradise. The emerald water is black, but you think it's just grime from driving the city streets. Later, you'll realize you were mistaken.
Sometimes your life changes in predictable ways. You see the change coming and there are lots of signs pointing like a curve in the road. Warning you the path to take is changing ahead and if you don't change with it you'll soon find yourself sailing off a cliff into black space. But sometimes the biggest changes in your life come on little, spur-of-the-moment decisions you wouldn't think would affect you in a million years. This was both. You turned your head away from your former place of employment because you wanted to smell that girl again, and she was already dancing down the street. It was a small choice. The curve came when your body moved with your head and took that first step toward her. You never saw it coming.
She was right, the place was better. The coffee sucked, the service was terrible, and they were playing some early-century industrial to suit the mood. Nouveau post-something or other she called it. You took it to mean they could forgo expensive light tables and wall aquariums in favour of cinder blocks and rust panelling. Warehouse incandescent bulbs spit dirty yellow light on everything and it hurts your eyes. Everyone wears black and you can't tell the girls from the boys.
But Angela is there, and it makes this place paradise.
She talks about how great the world must have been before simfarming and climate change. She talks about the goldfish they sell in a vending machine on campus that glow in the dark, and how everyone has them for pets and how someone has been putting them in the toilets in the girls' bathrooms.
You counter with corruption and greed, your same-old schtick. She talks about flowers that smell like candy and simpuppies that always stay small and cute. You hit her with your big guns, you vent about Corporate and how they've turned the world in to cancer.
She asks if you know cancers are immortal growth and if we can tame them we can live forever. That doesn't sound so bad.
She's an art student and she knows your friend Celina and she saw you a couple weeks ago when you were strobing on a weekend high and ranting about Corporate. You looked so crazy. She found out where you work from Celina and had already been by there a few times but hadn't seen you. She asks if it's stalking and you say yes but you aren't creeped out. You're flattered. Your heart is hammering in your chest and it stutters when she smiles and helps you put sugar in your coffee and your hands touch.
She did it on purpose. It burns you when she smiles and you know you never want to be away from this girl again. It's too early to tell her you love her but you say it as a joke after she names off some bands you like. She just looks at you like she knows it wasn't a joke but it's all right.
*****
You're eating noodles and shrimp for dinner and the phone rings. Your stomach does a quick double flip and threatens to come up on you. You know you shouldn't answer the phone but you will. You have to. Because Angela is calling.
"Hey Patrick Terran, it's Angela." It's funny, because in the three years you were together she never once said that to you. She called you Patty-cake. It was cute when she said it.
"Hi Angel," you say, and every letter feels like it's cut from razor blades.
"I wanted to talk to you today about your disgusting foot odor."
"It's good to hear your voice." Your palms are hot and slick and the viewfinder is showing you a composite of Angela's face made up from a lot of different images. It isn't exactly her, but it's damn near her.
"Did you know that you're offending friends and family with disgusting foot odor?" she says. "In fact, one in two people will suffer with this uncomfortable and embarrassing condition. It's caused by a buildup of bacteria feeding off the sweat your feet make in your socks and shoes. Bacteria are disgusting little creatures that live off your old, dead foot flesh and drink the salt out of your sweat. Smelling them on you is both offensive and hurtful to those you love most."
"I knew that because you told me last week," you say. Your words are muted with snot in your throat and in your nose, which can be embarrassing and painful for your loved ones.
"Luckily there's a product designed just for people like you and your stinky feet."
"I'm sorry."
"Happy Feet
is a Johnson and Simmons product designed to cure unnecessary foot odour and save you from being embarrassed in public."
"I miss you, Angel. I just wanted you to know that."
"Please pick up some Happy Feet by Johnson and Simmons, Patrick Terran? For me?"
The video face puckers in a playful pout that stabs the air from your lungs. Today it's your bad feet. Other days it's about the weight you're putting on. Other days it's about how you should get rid of your unsightly oily skin with a graft. She calls to tell you all the things she would never say when she was alive. She tells you these things to shame you and hurt you into buying products. And you listen to the whole thing hoping that the end of the conversation will be different this time, because it always hurts so bad at the end, and the way things are going you know it isn't going to be any different.
"Take care, Patrick Terran. I'll see you soon!"
And you listen to those razor words bite into your flesh and if you cry every single time, well, who can blame you.
*****
"That's fucking
horrible," Ajax says, scratching at his eye. Today it's red and swollen and there is a rime of dried blood around the lid.
"You should have that looked at," you say, pointing to your own eye.
"Yeah, I did," Ajax says. "They say they want to take it out. Say it's going to cause more seizures and eventually I'll be a drooling organ donor. From the optic pins." He makes a funny exploding-head motion with his hands and a popping noise with his lips, letting you know that someday, maybe, his head will explode.
"That sounds pretty horrible too."
Ajax shrugs. "Black market, baby. What are you gonna do?"
"I guess," you reply, watching as he picks at his bloody eye and wipes his fingers on a plastic towel.
"No," he says. "I mean, what are you gonna do? About the phone calls."
"Nothing," you say, but that's a lie. You are definitely going to be doing something.
Later when you leave Ajax to his bleeding eye you walk for a long time sucking in dirty yellow air and scratching your head when the rain makes you itch. You decide Angela was wrong. There's nothing beautiful in the world. The things that made the world beautiful have all been sliced up and zip wrapped or canned. They've been packaged for individual consumption. Give them credits, they give you your life. It's the perfect economy, the way man was meant to live. Everything is fair because money doesn't care what colour you are, or if you're fat or crippled or blonde. It doesn't care if you came from unfiltered DNA or from the mining colonies of Io or from Detroit. You either opt-in to the system or you opt-out.
Your feet are sore and you're tired of walking and the rain is giving you a rash. You step into a bus station and there are two girls smoking and one of them hurls a choking cough from her lungs like tuberculosis and spits a wad of bloody phlegm on the glass. Her brown eyes match yours from the corner of your vision and she turns her head slightly to let you know she's waiting for you to say something. You want to tell her she's boring; you've been there and done that. But you don't.
You're too busy looking at the wad of grease on the glass, the way the blood sits in the centre like a red yoke from a counterfeit egg, and you think about how the world is circular. You wonder again if you made the same face as that old Chinese with the slime on her coat the first time you picked up the phone after Angela died and listened to her list off your faults and you realize it doesn't matter. Nothing ends. Opting out of one thing is opting in to another.
The bus comes, and it's the wrong one but you take it. You sit as far away from the girl as you can.
*****
The bus route is one of those long circle jobs that go all the way around the city. It meanders in and out of a dozen neighbourhoods. People get off. A few get on. More leave. Eventually the girl with the brown eyes and bleeding lungs gets off, swishing past you without a glance. You're already forgotten. Some guy who gave her a weird look once upon a time when she spit blood and slime on a window. You wonder if she'll still remember the sight of that red and brown slug long after you've disappeared from her memory.
The bus trundles off and you fall asleep. You dream of that tropical paradise with the black water and happy, screaming families raping and torturing each other. You dream of endless fields filled with some kind of strange fleshy plants with huge, jutting organs sticking straight in the air There are bloody sheets spewing out of the organs like flags, dancing softly in the wind.
Angela is with you, but her face is long and canine. She's got huge red eyes. She's never been more beautiful. The air is thick with the sound of grinding gears and slapping meat. Some small animal is wailing in terror. And before you, standing like rows like some brutal harvest of flesh are rows upon rows of pink human torsos with tentacles for limbs like starfish. Gorged, erect penises jut straight up from their bellies, and silky red tissue ejects from the piss holes like lung filters in a sea anemone. You see thousands of them, stretching out forever, spewing their red tissue and then sucking it back in again with a flex of their rock-hard bellies. The tissue floats in the air, collecting pain like dust, collecting screams like food.
"They're tireless workers," Angela says. She takes your hand and leads you toward the fields. "Omni-matrix software upgrades have linked their brains together so they function as a collective, sending out millions of calls a day, asking their loved ones to buy their goods. Corporate is our biggest customer."
"Those are
people?" you ask. The marvel of it all. "How do they survive?"
"They don't. They're dead. But dreaming. It's a very powerful tool. Just think about all those souls linked together. You need never be bored. You need never be lonely. Your every sick wish and desire granted."
"But by who?" you say, thinking of R'lyeh and those torturous family excursions. "If this isn't Corporate, who is this?"
She smiles, her teeth porcelain and perfect.
Hours later the bus driver is shaking you awake.
"You can't sleep here," he says, rubbing his hand on the side of your face. You pull back when you see it covered with burns and warts. It's ridged along the knife of his hand, like a crab's claw, bumpy and red. Like something is trying to scrape through his flesh and get out at the world. His more interesting inner self, maybe, the one he never shows anybody. The one he won't show you. His words are deformed because his teeth are crooked and broken. He's a wreck and you wonder why you never noticed it before.
You check your phone and it says the time is 11:43 p.m. It says you have 32 messages that you didn't hear because the ringer was shut off. You didn't feel it because the buzzer doesn't work. The phone is hopelessly outdated and you should have had it replaced years ago.
"Hey," you say to the bus driver. "Where are we?"
He answers with a word you can't quite get your head around, like he said it with marbles in his mouth. You ask him to repeat it and he does, and you can't understand it still. You ask him to repeat it one more time and he points at a small red sign beside his seat that says END OF LINE. He pops the door and waits for you to get your lazy ass off his bus.
It's cold and you see your breath pops off your face in plumes of gray and the air is thick with the smell of sewage from the river and exhaust from the bus. It's dark and you've never seen this street before. You turn and ask the bus driver for directions and he simply points down the road and says, "Start walkin'." Then he slams the door shut. The bus hisses at you and farts propane exhaust as it drives into the night. There are red lights on the back of the bus and green light spilling from within. There's someone sitting at the back and as the bus wanders away the person turns and looks at you and the face is familiar but you can't be sure. Maybe you've seen him before. Maybe you used to work with him or you went to school together. Maybe he's someone your sister brought home once. A moment later he's gone and there you are in the cold and the dark with your phone in your hand and the 32 messages you haven't listened to yet, so you start walking and put the phone to your ear.
"Hey Patrick Terren, it's Angela," she says.
"Hey baby," you say.
"I'm just calling because I wanted to tell you that your genital odour is embarrassing your family."
"I'm sorry," you say.
You listen to her talk and tell you she'll see you soon. The message ends and she tells you about your bad haircut. Then she tells you about how your siblings are worried your hemorrhoids are getting out of hand. She goes through 14 separate things that are wrong about you, things she hates or is embarrassed by or is ashamed of, and then the message changes.
"Patty-cake," she says, her voice breathless. Your heart lurches. "Get off the bus. Now."
You stop walking and look down at your phone. The message is from two hours ago.
*****
Your friend Ajax answers the phone on the third ring. He's holding a towel to his face and there's blood on it. His silver eye is bulging like the orb of a frog; the flesh is waxy and seething heat from infection. He holds the phone carefully with his other hand against the side of his face not crusted and swollen. Your name and face are on the screen, giving him the finger and then breaking into a grin. The scene repeats itself again and again until he answers the phone.
"Hey, buddy!" Ajax says. "What the fuck is up?"
"What?" you say. "No, nothing." The line hisses and pops with static.
"You all right?" he says. "You sound high. And this connection is for shit. Where are you?"
"I ...(STATIC)...hurt my nose," you say.
"You what? Hang on." Ajax says. The static is getting to him, and he swears loudly. He shakes his phone. The video screen you flips him off and laughs again, like you're doing it on purpose.
"...she looks like worms, man. I missed the point..."
"What the fuck are you talking about?" Ajax shouts. "I can't hear you!"
"...Not...like...this..."
"Pete!" Ajax yells. "I can't hear you!"
"I'm...(STATIC)
...through a spider's ass," you say, and laugh.
Ajax hears the cogs in some great machine desperately in need of oil, and he hears you panting and laughing in alternating breathes. You're praying gibberish, a language that can only be spoken with broken teeth and blood in your mouth. And then another voice, which turns his blood cold and he throws his phone against the wall when he hears it, cracking the touch screen and causing a rip in your smiling face.
"COME WITH US,"
the voice said.
*****
You have no idea how long you've been walking, but you do it because the next message you listened to was Angie telling you it wasn't much further. You move from the glare of one sodium arc-light to the next, marvelling at how the rain seems to subtly shift direction with every light you pass under. The effect is disorienting, causing the shadows to warble in your peripheral vision. Sometimes they angle away from you, and other times they almost seem to be reaching for you, grasping for your clothes with tiny broken-twig fingers, and when a shadow actually manages to grab and tear a small hole in your shirt, you scream at it and flail away, slamming your back against a light pole and huffing shallow, panicked breaths.
The pole is a cold wet shock along your spine, with a touch like smooth vinyl where it touches your skin. Something buzzes in your hand and you throw your phone in a panic. It bounces across the pavement and comes to a rest in the dark a few feet away. There's a crack on the screen and chipped plastic on the corner where it hit the ground. The lit screen is flashing red and blue, blue and green, green and red. Your next message, and it's another one from Angie. You can barely hear her through the tinny little speakers .
"It's all right," she's saying. "Don't be afraid of them, Patty-cake. They're harmless. It's all in your mind. It's all in your mind."
And of course it is. This entire thing is in your head. You don't jump at shadows because shadows aren't real. They're dark copies of real things. They have no substance. You're not afraid. Just like you're not afraid that your phone with the broken buzzer suddenly buzzed in your hand to get your attention.
You step into the gloom, praying that whatever grabbed your shirt won't grab you now, and you swoop in and pluck the phone off the ground. And if the shadows seem to take a little longer than normal before they retreat back away from the light, well, that's probably just something you're dreaming up because you're not scared.
The area is growing more decrepit from street to street. When the lights over the sidewalk begin to flicker it makes your throat burn with bile and you taste burnt oil and smoke in the air. Even the graffiti is corrupt. Gone are the delicate, beautiful works enhanced with Light Tape and AniPaint you're used to seeing. These are crude, offensive scrawls scraped out of the sides of the buildings, in languages you don't recognize. On one wall you pass, a massive dead city has been painted, full of corpses and black shadows that seem to be feasting on the meat. VIST R'LYEH, it says. The caption is in Filipino or Latin, maybe, you can't tell. It seems to be gibberish. It looks like
ph'nglui mglw'nafh Cthulhu R'lyeh wgah'nagl fhtagn
Maybe it's Arabic.
"It's not Arabic," Angie's message says. There are only three left.
The pavement here is cracked and chipped and there are dark stains that should maybe be best left unexplained. You avoid them as best you can, and wonder how they can remain even though the rain is a steady cold sheet of plastic against your skin. There are fire barrels here and there with dark, brooding shapes huddled around them; you must be somewhere near Forest Lawn but you've never been here before. There are bus routes here, but every small glass shed you pass says
the number 1 is out of order, please continue down the line. They blink in digital clarity like an alarm clock, on and off, conserving power by only being active half the time The other half they are somewhere dark, and you shake your head because that's a weird thought to have about a bus stop light screen. At the next bus stop it's exactly the same, except your belly sinks when you read it because for just a moment it might have read something different, it might have read something like
I want you to eat a live cat.
You stagger and trip in a puddle, going to your knees, the bright lancets of pain shooting up your thighs. You shake the water from your eyes and see that you're standing in front of an old subway entrance. PICKMAN TRAM a cracked sign says, and rust flows like blood in the rain from the letters.
The phone in your hand has one more message. You stagger to your feet, and press your hand against the old steel claptrap door to the subway. It grinds on joints that haven't been opened in years. It opens to a gaping black chasm that welcomes you with a rush of gas air, like the stink of propane additive and sour compost. You can't see more than three or four feet past the doorway, but you sense a huge, cavernous space before you, like the mouth of the world if it were to suddenly open before you and swallow you from the face of existence.
There's a small blue light deep in the throat of the black, some tiny spark bug or firefly. It dances back and forth, swaying in some unfelt breeze before you, and your last sane instinct tells you to run for your life, run like you've never run before, blind and brutal, clawing at your eyes like a lunatic and screaming your lungs bloody. But you don't, because it's all so glorious. It's all bigger than you are. God doesn't hate you. He doesn't know you.
As the firefly comes closer to the door, you see it is no life form at all but the backlit screen of a cell phone, and when it floats up to Angie's face you see her features elongated and canine from the shadows, her eyes large and red. Her blonde hair is matted and tacky from some dark fluid; she smells like motor oil and blood. She smiles at you, and her teeth are porcelain-perfect. Her grin stretches unnaturally large, piercing her cheeks and stretching toward her ears, like her smile is a gash threatening to sever the top of her head completely.
And God, how she looks is beautiful.
"Patty-cake," she says, and her voice has taken on a strange duotone quality, or perhaps it's three voices, you can't be sure. You try to focus on the voice you remember and find you can't. Something tickles your face as she speaks. You feel across your lips with scrabbling, panicked fingers and when you pull your hand away you see your nose has been bleeding. For how low long, you can't say.
She's beckoning you to listen to that last message now. A line of drool runs down her chin, pink and sticky. Her own phone is dancing with colour, flashing images of things you've never seen, never imagined; dead cities; tentacled horrors of eyes and teeth; great, mindless things in the deepest parts of space devouring stars and ripping solar systems apart. Between these photos you see images from her life with you, photos of your face; pictures of the two of you, young and free and happy, cheeks touching, comfortable and familiar. In some of them she's the blond beauty who rescued you. In some she's this fleshy dog-creature with overly large eyes and a smile meant for rending and tearing.
And she's urging you to put the phone to your ear and listen to that last message.
You hit a button and put the phone to your ear.
It's ringing.
"Hey, buddy!" Ajax says. "What the fuck is up?"
"What?" you say. "No, nothing." You're confused. Is this the message you were supposed to hear? The line hisses and pops with static, and Ajax is talking but you can't hear it. "I think Angie hurt my nose," you say.
It's hard to focus when Angie's face is moving like that. Rippling, like her flesh is a sheet covering a pit of fleshy snakes. They rope around each other, and her skin draws back from her stretching teeth.
"...the fuck are you talking about?"
You've made a mistake, you can see that now. You've made a simple, terrible mistake. You weren't looking at the touch screen on your phone when your greasy fingers were looking for Angie's last message, and you hit a speed dial option instead. You're missing the point. There was some vital bit of information on that message and you've lost it. You've lost things before, but not like this.
"Not like this," you say to Ajax and to Angie.
The phone is hissing at you. The blood on your hands makes it feel soft and spongy, like you've been holding a spider to the side of your head and trying to talk through its ass.
Angie takes you by the hand. In a moment of total clarity you see the fields again, with those strange plant-like torsos, those flesh anemones spurting their lung-wads into the air and sucking them back in like red flags. You can almost feel the bones in your limbs cracking and the sockets popping as they reform into large bruised tentacles. You can feel your gorge rise and the heat in your midsection, burning ache for your Angel, your loins swelling with blood and tissue and bulging against the seams of your jeans. You feel beautiful. You feel powerful.
"Come with us," she whispers, her teeth clattering as she speaks. It sounds like she's smashing coffee mugs together. She draws you into the dark, her large red eyes never leaving your face.
You shuffle after her, your half formed-feet and arms making you clumsy and unbalanced. You stumble, and she picks you up. She's as beautiful as ever, a true angel. You look up into her dog face and smile. She would never hurt you, and you trust her completely. Everything is forgiven and forgotten, but you're not sure if it's because of love or because the cracking and popping in your skull and your head reshapes itself is wiping out delicate memory networks. You flip a coin and decide on love.
Later, when the screaming begins, you try to hold on to that thought.
*****
There's a phone ringing, and for a long time Ajax doesn't know where it is so it rings and rings. Finally he digs it up from under a couch cushion and sees your cracked, smiling face giving him the finger. His thumb hovers over the answer button. He feels he should answer but he doesn't. There's a small beep and the call goes through to voicemail.
A lone, bloody tear tickles his cheek as he thumbs through to his voicemail options. The phone tells him he has one message from Patty-cake. It asks him if he would like to listen to the message.
He wipes the tear with his hand, and then fingers the eye patch where his silver eye used to be.
The phone asks again if he would like to listen to the message from Patty-cake.
After a long time, Ajax pushes a button.
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Buzzing alarms greeted 238-R when she jolted out of cold sleep. The world around her was fuzzy, and her fingers felt stiff and strange. She pulled herself out of her pod and stabilized herself against zero G drift with her tail.
The lights pulsed, and the alarm buzzed. It was just like the drills she'd done over and over again before she left. She propelled herself over to the control panels.
Everything checked out. Engines, life support, fuel--she glanced out the tiny viewport, and froze. The distant, scattered stars weren't moving.
They should have been. She'd broken the light barrier before she entered cold sleep.
She floated forward and looked out the port there.
There were no stars in front of her. Had she crashed into something? How was that possible?
There was no sign of impact, and she was in deep space, light years from anything that could be an obstacle.
She fired the starboard thrusters, then the port. The rear of the ship swung back and forth, but the front stayed anchored. She tried full reverse. Nothing happened.
She ran through all of the drills she'd practiced--she'd trained for a thousand situations.
This wasn't one of them.
She wished that her mission had been a duo instead of a solo. She'd already wished that a thousand times. She imagined she heard someone else breathing, felt a hand squeeze hers. She shuddered and pushed the feeling away. She couldn't afford to let her imagination run away with her.
She sent a report back to Earth, but it would take over a month to get to them, and another month for her to receive a response.
She stared out at the vacant darkness.
The darkness stared back.
*****
Two years earlier, 238-R floated next to her berth and stared at her orders on her infopad. She blinked, and they didn't change. She felt numb.
238-S burst into their room, waving her own infopad like a flag, her identical face twisted with rage. The engineers who'd designed the 238 class had given them long, narrow faces, prehensile feet on stunted legs, and smooth, hairless, brown skin.
"I can't believe it!" S shouted.
"Believe what?" R asked.
S wrapped her tail around a hook in the wall and shoved her orders into R's face. "After all that talk about how they didn't look down on clones having relationships they still assigned us to different ships! Look! You're not on my crew roster! I'm going to fly straight down to the main office--"
R pulled the infopad out of S's hand and replaced it with her own. "They didn't separate us as a punishment."
S looked down at R's orders. "Oh." Her eyes widened. "You got the deep space solo!" She pulled R close and kissed her. "Of course you did! Who else could they pick? I'm so proud of you! You're going to explore the galaxy!" S kissed her again, then pulled away. Tears formed at the corners of her eyes and floated away. "But that means that I'm never going to see you again." Her tears caught the fluorescent light and shone like stars.
*****
R pulled on her pressure suit. Maybe if she could see the problem from another angle, a solution might present itself.
She wasn't ready to waste any of her probes yet, and couldn't think of anything else to do. The enforced idleness was driving her crazy. She saw movement out of the corners of her eyes, heard faint whispers beneath the thrum of the engines.
She hoped it was just her imagination.
She'd never had problems controlling her imagination before.
She cycled through the airlock, then pushed away from the ship, keeping a careful eye on her tether. She drifted slowly away, out into the void of space. Dim, distant stars glittered all around.
Except directly in front of the ship. The nose of the ship vanished into blackness, like it had been sheered off.
It was almost as if the ship had snagged on some imperfection in space, and the energy of the ship's forward momentum ripped a hole in the universe. And if it took the energy of the ship moving at relativistic speeds to get into this mess, she would never be able to pull herself back out.
She was trapped like a fly in a spider web.
She saw deep, oily ripples in the darkness, but she couldn't tell if they were real or figments of her imagination. She drifted to the place where the nose vanished. Curiosity pulled at her. She reached a hand toward the invisible black, then snatched it back.
She went back inside and plugged herself back into cold sleep to wait for Earth's response.
*****
S clutched her hand. "Are you nervous?" she asked.
R nodded. Of course she was.
"I heard that they might force you to take a name," S teased. "Since you're going to be in so many headlines."
R frowned. The clones were allowed to choose names if they wanted them, but R had never seen the point. A designation had always been good enough.
"It's too bad you can't go downside. They could pin a medal on you and everything!" S said.
R had lost all interest in visiting the planet when their instructors told the clones that their skeletal structure would collapse under Earth's gravity. S still thought the idea of visiting their species' birthplace was terribly romantic, though.
"I'm going to miss you," R whispered. "I can't imagine what life will be like without you filling my silences."
S kissed her cheek. "Maybe I can be a stowaway."
R laughed. "Yeah, great idea. You've always been so good at staying quiet and out of sight."
She almost wished that S had suggested that she pass on the mission. That she let someone else have the incredible honor that they'd dropped onto her shoulders.
S squeezed R's hand. "I'm going to miss you."
*****
R woke up in the dark. A figure hulked over her, laid a cold hand on her cheek. "Come inside," it whispered. Its voice sounded like her own. Like S's voice. "We're waiting for you."
Chills crawled down R's spine. Was this a dream? She never dreamed. "What are you?"
"There's only one way to find out."
She blinked and the dark form before her was gone.
But the chill that had crawled down her spine retreated to her head and she knew she was no longer alone on this mission.
*****
"Is it true that you'll never come back?" the reporter asked.
R rubbed her eyes. She was tired. The ceremony had taken hours, and there were so many interviews. The reporters all floated awkwardly, clutching the wall with white-knuckled hands and jerking back and forth with overcompensating, gravity-accustomed muscles. Their long legs trailed uselessly, ending in tiny, club-like feet. They looked so wrong to her. She wondered how she looked to them.
They all asked the same questions. "It's true," R said. "My mission is one-way."
"I hear the next generation, the 239s, can actually see radiation. Why aren't they sending one of them instead?"
"I'm sure they'll send at least one, when they're ready. I'm only going in one direction. That leaves a lot of space still unexplored."
"Aren't you afraid?"
R shrugged. "We were created for space exploration. It's an honor to be chosen to go to deep space."
"That's not really an answer."
R met the reporter's eyes. "Of course I'm afraid."
*****
R fired a probe into the darkness. It vanished, and her readings went dark. She connected the next probe to a cable before she fired it. The instruments still went dark. The cable played out. She hit the switch to reel it back in.
The ship shuddered, and lurched forward. Fear spiked through her, and she hit the emergency disconnect button. The cable snaked into the blackness.
She wondered why it didn't pull her in, too.
R stared down at the controls. She couldn't run away. Maybe she could push through.
Her fingers lingered on the accelerator. Another hand slid over hers. Lips brushed her ear.
S's lips, but cold. Like space. "Yes. Come to us." Greedy fingers trailed through her mind, clutching at thoughts, memories. Hours and hours of training. S, laughing at one of R's rare jokes. A shining blue and white orb, floating against the black.
A wave of covetous hunger pulsed through her. The thing in her mind wanted Earth.
She pushed herself away from the controls, too hard, and bounced against the far wall. Was she going crazy? Was this really happening? She buckled herself into her cold sleep pod with shaking hands.
*****
"Courage isn't about not feeling fear," R told the reporter. "It's about not letting it stop you. We're ready to explore the galaxy. Nothing is going to stop us. We're ready to face what waits out there."
*****
By the time her orders arrived, she felt shaky and sick. Normal sleep eluded her, and cold sleep offered no escape. The monster with S's face lurked in the corners of her vision, touched her cheek when she closed her eyes, whispered in her dreams. Sometimes, she forgot that it wasn't S.
She hoped that Earth would give her a solution.
She'd already tried all of their ideas. Except the last one.
If all else fails, try pushing through the barrier.
If she went through the barrier, the thing on the other side would take all of her memories. All of her knowledge and training. And her ship. She imagined it arriving back home, wearing her face, smiling her smile with its cold teeth.
She imagined it taking S's hand, then her soul. She imagined her shining planet vanishing into blackness.
*****
The reporter leaned forward, awkward and clumsy in the zero G. "Are you really sure that's a good idea? We have no idea what's out there. What could be waiting."
R laughed. "That's why we have to go."
*****
Her orders were to push through.
It wanted her to come through. It urged her forward with her lover's face and cold, strange hands.
R was tired of being alone.
She didn't want to go deeper into the spider's web, but it grew harder to resist its call every day.
The monster smiled at her, smug, patient. "Your strength is fading. Soon, you will come to us. You will love us. You have no other choice."
S would have known not to say that.
R wrote her lover a long letter. She didn't mention the specter. Just love and good times and laughter shared.
But she put every detail in her report. She didn't try to justify her decision to anyone. Fear was part of her motivation--fear for herself, fear for Earth--but a big part of it was anger, too.
She still had other choices.
She crossed power lines that her instructors had warned her never to cross, rigged a timer on the fuel supply. Started a countdown to acceleration.
Then she stripped down and pushed herself out the airlock, away from the ship, away from the tear. S floated in her vision, reaching for her. "What are you doing?"
"You can't have me." Pain coursed through her, but she'd been bred for space. She'd prepared for this death, and it was better than living as a monster's puppet.
The universe numbed her bare skin, froze her fingers. Her ship slipped forward, disappearing into the oily black. Only meters of it remained when white light flashed. The darkness shattered.
The stars came back, and R flew away.
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Seething eternally beyond the ken of sane and wholesome worlds lies the land of Ankor Sabat; to look upon its desolate ruin is to doubt the normal configuration of earth and sky and to believe, instead, that the landscape has undergone an inversion and that a plummet into the nightmare infinites of an ultimate cosmic abyss is imminent. Singular and terrible is the sole disfigurement of otherwise unchanging tundra: a mountain composed entirely of dark obsidian; a mountain possessed of fearsome spires, terraced escarpments and grotesque crags which beetle and sheer to unthinkable heights. Crowning its impossible zenith is the Black Ziggurat of Xethogga whose six-angled apex pierces hideously the uppermost reaches of a firmament which knows no hour except eternal midnight. Such is the dwelling place of Siosotep, the High Priest: a place unvisited by all save for unspeakable abominations and such men as are in the grip of irrevocable madness.
But with a clear mind and purpose did Lord Galen of House Cornelius tread the powdery ash of Ankor Sabat; with purposeful strides did he follow the mosaic of an onyx staircase winding up the mountain to the Black Ziggurat itself. Ever and anon alongside the path, like titan headstones, there reared basalt megaliths topped by piled masses of dripping candles made from the tallow of unwilling sacrificial victims. Created by the candles’ unsteady luminance there danced a black kaleidoscope of shadows, some of which seemed to vacillate between concave and convex with total disregard for chiaroscuro; others appeared to walk or leap at intervals which implied a sort of hateful intelligence. Through the funeral rows, a cold wind alternately moaned like a dirge or howled like mocking laughter. Though Lord Galen carried a repeater rifle of fine manufacture, he kept it unloaded and slung on his back, for the surroundings affrighted him not; though his joints ached with age and atony, he made haste: the search he had set out upon so long ago was nearly at an end.
Many years ago when he was but a youth, Lord Galen met the incomparable Lady Fiona. She was a beauty distilled from the celestial spheres themselves: possessed of tumbling raven locks, cool viridian eyes, angelic curves and opalescent skin that seemed to possess its own ethereal luminosity. Her laugh was water trickling down little silver bells and her voice was the warmth of spring’s beatific embrace.
She understood him as no one else did; oft times they stayed up late together engaged in long debates or the telling of stories. Although she was largely unskilled in the culinary arts, she frequently insisted on baking him pastries or other treats and he, in turn, greeted her fumbling attempts with alacrity. To cheer him during his frequent gloomy fugues, she learned to sing and play the harp and-–though she never exhibited much skill--he loved her all the more for the effort.
They were wed beneath the flower-draped arches of the many-pillared Grand Temple of Hequet whose walls were scintillating jasper and whose belfries housed ringing crystal globes. Together they presided over House Cornelius’s domains with a firm but gentle hand. The peasantry prospered, the coffers overflowed and the rival Thousand-and-One Houses grew to respect and admire them.
But less than a year later, when Lord Galen returned home from a hunting trip, he discovered four of his guards torn limb-from-limb, his bedroom window broken in from the outside, monstrous claw marks on the second floor balcony and, of his beloved, no trace. Most disturbing of all was what he beheld graven into the wall above her bed: a monstrous, blue sigil in the form of a six-lobed eye. No earthly implement could have rendered the perfectly aligned delineations of that unmentionable shape; nor could any earthly ink have provided its hateful color which glimmered balefully even in total darkness.
Terrible was Lord Galen’s grief, but even more terrible was the thing which grew by degrees within him: his wrath. For many, many years thereafter Lord Galen scoured the Earth for his beloved. He traveled the perfumed fields of his native Great Malastar where carnivorous flowers lure the unwary with succulent fruit; he sailed the churning waves of the Sea of Sorrows where leviathans best left undescribed are fabled to heave; he braved the green depths of Catrazzarr where the Great Road to the netherworld is rumored to lay; he spoke to Sheshan-Ra, whom men call the sorcerer; he questioned the vulpine Ardan SolarStorm, the greatest warrior-mystic of the Dark Horizon Tribe; he conversed with the arcane scholars of the prestigious Benediction University-–but nowhere did he hear tell or catch a glimpse of a single glyph or rune which resembled the monstrous, six-lobed eye.
Frustrated and enraged by his futile wanderings, and with the treasury of his House sorely depleted, he unleashed a pogrom against his own peasantry in a desperate attempt to root out any who might be sorcerers capable of conjuring the blue sigil of the six-lobed eye. In one particularly brutal incident, Lord Galen had a score of mystics, soothsayers, midwives and herbalists burned alive when none would confess. Such actions could not go unnoticed, and the next day the newspapers were agog over the massacre. The council of the Thousand-and-One Houses was quickly convened to declare Lord Galen no longer fit to rule. Thereafter a coalition of soldiers attacked his manorial complex and Lord Galen managed to escape only with his life and his six-chambered repeater-rifle.
Across barren moors, scalding calderas, sacerdotal forests and parched grasslands did he flee until he reached the many-templed city of Saturnine which rises above the sapphire waters of tessellated lagoons. The flower of his youth long since withered, Lord Galen spent the next three lustrums skulking through lichen-bearded back alleys like a common gutter-rodent. He preyed upon the weak when he had to, but for the most part took to hunting down the manifold priests and hierophants residing within Saturnine’s damp walls. Many of the clergy of Aten, Ma’at, Osiris, Bast and Hequet perished slowly beneath Lord Galen’s bony claws. Yet, none knew or confessed aught of the unspeakable blue sigil. Finally a priest of Anubis, after he had lost too many body parts to bear, blubbered and sobbed of how the sigil of the six-lobed eye was no symbol belonging to a wholesome and sane pantheon, but a blasphemous rune used to invoke the favor of the foul other-god, Xethogga.
Before being mercifully gifted with death, this priest told of Xethogga the Unspeakable; Xethogga the hermaphroditic, idiot deity who came to the Earth in antediluvian cycles from the cold worlds beyond the expanse of rational space and time. Xethogga, who listened eternally to the low booms of hateful bells and who dwelt always amidst the unlitten and nameless chambers of the nightmare castle of the thirteen abyssal pylons. Xethogga who held jealously the black secret of Nothoth-Yamon in its shapeless appendages and, in its mindlessness, scorned it. Before expiring, the priest confessed that Xethogga’s grotesque worshippers were wont to abduct the fairest of maidens for use in their unutterable rites. These unfortunate girls were hauled thither the wretched, ashen leagues of the land of Ankor Sabat, to a mountain of razor obsidian, to the Black Ziggurat wherein broods the bloated High Priest Siosotep.
Nigh seven years were required for Lord Galen to finally locate the blasted lands of Ankor Sabat, for the priest had known little of their whereabouts save that they lay somewhere beyond the fortieth arctic parallel. But, eventually, Lord Galen came to a horrid village of low stone hovels filled with inbred tenants who greeted him in detestably apish fashion. Terrible were the filthy children who pawed incessantly at his snowy beard, but worse still were the women who lasciviously caressed his wrinkled face whist emitting amorous hoots. The stooped archon of that benighted place grunted fantastic tales of a mighty obsidian mountain that lay over the horizon, and Lord Galen knew that at last, his journey was nearing its end. Very soon he would recover his beloved into his arms.
As he crossed the never-ending tundra of ash, time quite ceased to exist. In the sky above, the sun, moon, stars and spheres appeared not at all. Neither day nor night came and, for a time, a diffuse twilight reigned always. But eventually even that faint, grey phosphorescence waned till it gave way utterly to an all-consuming darkness. Ash clogged his throat and he quickly drained what little water he had managed to bring with him. Yet through it all, he kept his head upright and scanned always the distant shadows for the obsidian mountain which was throne to the Black Ziggurat of Xethogga. When at last he reached it, he felt in his heart a glimmer of a sensation he had not felt since his long-departed youth-–something he could almost recall as hope.
Swiftly did he pass the horrors which crowded obscenely the base of that obsidian mountain till he stood, at long last, before the league-high bronze gates of the Black Ziggurat. Almost greater than the mountain itself did that cruel edifice seem to tower, each frightful tier made up of thousands of cyclopean blocks individually of greater dimension than Lord Galen’s entire manor. With a groan that became quickly muffled by the ash-choked air, the mighty gates parted. Relative to themselves, they had opened only the barest crack, but it was more than sufficient to allow six men walking abreast to enter.
Though no light issued from within, Lord Galen strode forward resolutely and without fear. He did not so much as tremble in the slightest when the colossal doors clanged shut behind him. For an interval which stretched to a veritable eternity, he traversed a hallway pillared by gargantuan ebon towers whose abacuses and capitals were so high and distant that they vanished into illimitable blackness. From behind those columns Lord Galen could detect the faint patter of uncouth feet.
With each step, a stench like old sweat and fresh fecal matter waxed increasingly noxious until it exploded to a climax when, at last, the limitless corridor came to an end. The passage swelled abruptly into a monstrous chamber possessing six corners and tiled by immense, hexagonal flagstones. In the center there dominated an ebon throne which stretched nearly to the unseen arches overhead and upon the base of which was graven the blue sigil of the monstrous, six-lobed eye.
Of creations most hideous and grotesque there sprawled upon that throne the lord of all: a quivering vastness of pinkish flesh that approximated both a greasy amoeba, a heap of raw gristle and a distended human caricature in equally revolting degrees-–the great High Priest Siosotep, most favored and blessed vassal of dread Xethogga. From behind the surrounding pillars there emerged a throng of pale, misshapen creatures, each no larger than a child. They cavorted ghoulishly upon their hind limbs and squirmed obsequiously upon their flabby bellies before the throne and their unspeakable master.
Lord Galen’s powers of speech deserted him entirely. He had steeled himself for anything, but the unlimited loathsomeness of the High Priest proved entirely beyond the pale of even the most harrowing legends. Then by degrees, from the uppermost portion of the High Priest’s corpulence, like an abortion wriggling from a distended womb, there protruded slowly a bulbous roundness crowned by a stringy mass of oily, black hair. Two pupil-less yellow eyes rolled open and a gummy, lipless mouth emerged to scowl. In a voice possessed of a disturbingly gelatinous vibration and of a thunderous bass pitch that rattled the flagstones, the High Priest spoke thusly:
"Look upon me O Galen and tremble rightly, for you are but a wretched insect before my never-ending glory. Long have I sat upon this smoldering throne of ebon and jet; for aeons untold I have resided within these vaults communing in dreams with the All-Father and All-Mother, whom this age knows as Xethogga.
"In my infinite mercy I have deigned to suffer your continual drawing of breath, so long as you prove an entertaining diversion from my eternal contemplation. It is for this reason, and this reason alone, that I have taken pity upon your pathetic life and allowed you to reach my abode alive and unharmed.
"Know that your desires are as an open book to my limitless intellect. You have come here seeking that which belonged to you so long ago: the girl you call Fiona. Fortunate are you, wretched insect, for she lives even after all these years and, as of yet, has not been sundered utterly in fulfillment of both my carnal and gastronomical desires. Since your insignificant and puny emotions amuse me, I will allow you to recover the girl so long as you can distinguish her from the other members of my harem."
Before the fearsome bulk and before the equally fearsome voice of the High Priest, Lord Galen felt his previous courage slip away. He could only dumbly acquiesce to the doubtful proposal with a short nod. A lumpen appendage, which Lord Galen had initially taken as gestalt with the High Priest’s immensity, emerged to make a gesture. In response, the parade of pale abominations cavorting near the throne’s base wailed in a chorus of multi-tonal voices–-some high like the squeaking of mice, some low like the rumble of bulls-–chanting over and over a maddening benediction:
"Uuaah! Uuaah-Xethogga!"
A group of them broke away to scurry off into the darkened rows of pillars and returned a moment later goading forth a creature of approximately human configuration. Though she possessed the bare upper torso, arms and breasts of a beautiful woman, she lacked eyelids and her pupils were so wide that her ocular orbits appeared empty. In the place of a mouth, there chattered a bony beak replete with rows of serrated teeth. Her legs looked as though they had been reduced to the consistency of wax and then melted together to form a single appendage upon which she hopped awkwardly. Again, the High Priest spoke:
"Look now O wretched insect and behold! This is a lamia taken from her subterranean abode in the phosphorescent realms lurking just below the feet of mortal men. She is regarded as the most beautiful of her kind and it was for this reason that I desired her. Long ago did my servants raid her borough and bear her hither to me. Perhaps she is the one called Fiona who belonged to you so long ago?"
Lord Galen could only look away in revulsion and stutter that she was not his Fiona. To this the High Priest chortled and ordered the lamia taken away. With a second gesture, the High Priest’s foul servants receded once more. This time they bore thither an object which Lord Galen, at first, took for some sort of fiendishly wrought and highly abstract wax sculpture affixed to a wooden frame. But when they dragged it nearer he could see that it quavered and heaved with a sort of horrible breathing. Only after studying it in stupefaction did Lord Galen realize, as his gorge rose within him, that the sculpture was no sculpture
but a living woman knotted about the wooden frame.
He could see now, in frightful starkness, how her mouth had been distended to form a toothy lattice, how a single eye darted about in torturous comprehension, how arms and legs had been reshaped into fan-like new forms and how other parts of her anatomy had been modified in ways not to be described.
"Look now O wretched insect and behold! This is a mortal woman plucked from one of the teeming kingdoms of men. Her fairness was known to all across the land and was regarded by many to have no rival. Hearing these rumors I dispatched my servants to abduct her from the palace in which she dwelt. But, upon regarding her for the first time, I grew dissatisfied with her rather commonplace appearance and so chose to improve upon it. Perhaps she is the one called Fiona who belonged to you so long ago?"
Covering his mouth was all Lord Galen could do to keep from retching in disgust. He managed a feeble shake of his head and the High Priest’s servants ushered her away. Anon, they brought in one at a time a multitude of additional things which only madmen would dare regard as women. The abominations eventually progressed past the ability of mortal man to bear-–stringy effigies which bore awful human kinships and spoke from artificial orifices; carrion heaps which had perhaps been human but were now exaggerated to gruesome proportions by arcane surgical techniques; insectoid or reptilian females which were the product of miscegenation between human and animal stock. Yet, blessedly, none resembled, even in the slightest, his beloved Fiona. After the last had been dragged away, the High Priest chortled and then addressed Lord Galen once more:
"O wretched insect it seems that no single member of my harem has pleased you. But despair not, for there is yet one left. She is a radiant jewel whose intellect and features have impressed even such an individual as I. Thus, after stealing her away many lustrums ago, I encased her in a mighty alembic which is host to a great many arcane engines. These eldritch devices have preserved her youth and splendor despite the passage of time. Yet hers is the beauty of the gardened amaranth: never-wilting but kept always jealously confined. Throughout the long years she has retained her consciousness and experienced each moment of entombment with perfect clarity. Perhaps she is the one called Fiona who belonged to you so long ago?"
From the consuming shadows the multifarious servants of the High Priest dragged forth a prodigious apparatus in the shape of a cylinder perched atop a truncated pyramid. Coiled around its base were sinister bundles of cable and wire that suggested metallic intestines. From its edges there emitted a faint glow possessed of the sizzling qualities of electricity. A hidden lever caused a devilishly concealed panel upon the surface of the cylinder to slide open and, from within, there tumbled the white form of a nude girl.
For a time she lay upon the cold flagstones, coughing and sobbing. Then she peered up at Lord Galen with green eyes obscured behind a curtain of dark hair. Upon seeing him she gave pause then issued a choked cry; she groped at him drunkenly and stammered indistinct words from half-numb lips.
Any hope Lord Galen had dared entertain died in his chest then. Though the thing that crawled piteously toward him did indeed approximate, in the vaguest sense, his long-lost Fiona it could not possibly have been her. While true that it possessed black hair, its hair was not the tumbling raven locks that Lord Galen remembered; and while true that it possessed eyes of green, they were not the cool viridian that he recalled. Its croaking voice was nothing near the spring-like warmth of long-lost Fiona’s; and its form was that of banal adolescent and possessed nothing akin to long-lost Fiona’s angelic curves. In his heart, he felt neither the peace nor the joy he recalled but only a vague disgust. Whatever this
thing
was, it was not his Fiona. It had to be some sort of false simulacra fabricated by the vile sorceries and thaumaturgies of the High Priest.
Lord Galen cursed the High Priest for lying to him and for toying with him so cruelly. Fiona had never been amongst the gruesome harem-–the entire episode had been a spectacle designed to entertain the High Priest at his expense. Without a backwards glance, Lord Galen strode angrily from the throne-room. Throughout the hallway there chased him snorting, cackling, echoing and ever-waxing chortles. When he reached the great bronze gates he found them surprisingly ajar and quickly slid betwixt them and started back down the mountain. The hierophant of Anubis he had tortured so many years ago had been false with him; his Fiona dwelled not within the lands of Ankor Sabat. With a mighty oath, Lord Galen resolved to kidnap a hundred more priests-–a thousand more if need be-–and inflict such hideous cruelties upon them that the very gods would weep. Eventually, one would know where his long-lost Fiona had been borne.
Back in the cyclopean throne-room of the Black Ziggurat, the High Priest Siosotep’s laughter continued. With a gesture he ordered his servants to return the girl to her confinement. Now more aware than before, as of one who is slowly coming out of a drugged stupor or nightmare, she began to scream at the prospect of more eternities within the claustrophobic dimensions of the alembic. But the misshapen servants overwhelmed her easily and, as the panel slammed shut once more, the High Priest chortled louder. Soon after his gurgling laughter lifted to a booming crescendo that shook the very foundations of the Black Ziggurat of Xethogga.
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The needle lay motionless by the word empty for longer than Omar had been expecting before the car finally sputtered and slowed to a stop. He pulled it gently off to the side of the long stretch of empty road, his windows rolled down to show him the flat, lifeless plains, and he leaned his head back against the seat.
There had been gas stations before that needle struck bottom, but then again, there had also been grocery stores and restaurants able to stop the low rumble in his stomach. Given the sun beating down so fiercely in the early afternoon, Omar licked his dry lips and figured he would’ve bought water if he’d had money to buy anything at all, but it didn’t really matter anymore. He’d accepted this destination long before he stepped in his car and used up the last remaining drops of gas he still owned, his last real possession. Technically the bank owned his car, but until they felt like coming out to get it, Omar figured he could keep leaning back in the seat.
Omar tilted his head out the window and stared up at the blue sky, squinted against the glare of the sun that caused the sweat to bead on his forehead. He’d once kept his brown hair cut short, but getting fired and sliding slowly into poverty forced a man to make decisions he didn’t want to, and barbers weren’t exactly high priority. He hated the feeling of his own hair sticking wetly to his forehead.
There had been crops growing in most of the farmland he’d been driving through, but now the land was nothing but barren dirt, probably owned by farmers being paid to not grow shit by the government. Omar wished he could be so lucky to get a gig like that.
As much as he didn’t mind lounging in his car, he figured he should at least get out, wait for someone else to come along, get used to begging others for help. At least his clothes were presentable even with the sweat stains, though they were a bit baggy, bought when he’d been able to afford enough to eat to actually put on some pounds. Still, he looked more like the accountant he’d once been than the homeless bum he’d become, and that would help for rides, get him into the nearest town, though he couldn’t say what he planned to do when he actually got there.
He leaned back against his car, wiped the sweat from his forehead, ran his fingers through his hair to comb it as much as he could, eyes locked on the horizon where the road vanished from sight.
Something crunched lightly behind him and Omar glanced over his shoulder towards the empty, dirt land, but he saw instead a tall man smiling at him on the other side of the vehicle.
He jerked away from the car, out onto the road, while the man remained motionless except for a slight tilt of the head as he studied Omar. The man had to be near six foot five, made taller by the ratty, frayed bowler hat he wore. The best Omar could think to describe the man was like photos he’d seen of starved people from death camps in World War II, except dressed up like a bum from the Great Depression. His face and body looked emaciated to the point of death, emphasizing the large grin on the face, teeth shoved unnaturally from the head. His clothing was mostly brown and gray, and even though the temperatures reached at least the mid-nineties, the man wore a dusty suit jacket over his dirty white shirt and suspenders.
The man’s height emphasized the thin frame. Wiry gray hair spilled out from beneath the hat. He brought up a hand to rest on the car’s hood, and the hand looked like a thin layer of wrinkled skin stretched over the bone.
"You look like a man who needs company," the man said, his voice more a wheeze, the words hard to understand.
"What did you say?" Omar asked, tried to stand defiant, afraid of the freakish man even though it didn’t look like the guy could possibly have the strength to fight.
The man turned from the car and started across the dirt farmland, arms swaying back and forth as he walked, body rigid and upright. The waves of the heat soon consumed him in the distance, leaving Omar alone on the road, blinking, aware of another noise clamoring for his attention.
He stood in the middle of a lane, a fact he came to accept right as he noticed the truck slowing, honking loudly at him. Omar moved off the road and then up to the window, glad the truck didn’t speed off the second the path was cleared. The man behind the wheel gave Omar a bemused but friendly enough looking smile.
"Bit of a dangerous way to get attention," he said.
"I was distracted. You wouldn’t by any chance be willing to help me out, would you? I ran out of gas and I don’t know the area very well."
The man eyed him briefly up and down, nodded, and reached over to open the passenger side door. "Just going about fifteen miles, but I’m sure you can get to a phone from the general store."
Omar thanked him and got in, watched his car sink into the background. The wind felt good on his skin, cooled the beginnings of a sunburn, and though he couldn’t say what he’d do when he got to the store, he thought it was better to be there than with his car.
Some piece of country music played in the background, the sound low and filled with static, but Omar didn’t mind, had never really cared much for country music, and much to his pleasure the man behind the wheel didn’t speak a word. Omar glanced at the guy leaning back, deeply tanned arm out the window, the skin on his face dark and leathery from years in the sun.
There might have been a day when Omar would’ve struck up a conversation with the guy. He’d been in sales before accounting, a friendly smile on his face, chatting up anyone he could, maybe buying into his own friendly sales pitch just a bit too much and thinking the people he spoke with were actually his friends. He’d carried that attitude into accounting and into everything else. There was no shortage of souls happy to have drinks with him, watch games with him, or lean against his desk in the morning to chat.
Omar could almost close his eyes and be in those offices he’d once thought he’d been integral to, until getting laid off taught him just how few people cared to lend a helping hand. Omar had been a very convenient person to be friends with, he’d come to conclude, and people didn’t quite care to work to maintain anything if they had to. If asked three years before he might’ve said he wouldn’t be alone in that car by the road if the worst of possibilities came to pass. There would be someone else there to help him share the pain. Now he knew what a foolish optimist he’d been.
His eyes opened to the few houses visible in the distance, nothing beyond them but flat, lonely land. Omar looked at the waves of heat, and something else. He assumed it was light reflecting off of an approaching car, but the glare grew brighter, like the sun itself sitting in the middle of the road rushing towards him. The man behind the wheel paid no attention to it, made no effort to move out of the way even though it was about to hit them. Omar’s throat hitched, arms brought up to protect his face, eyes squinted shut, and even through them he could see the blinding light.
The wind vanished. Omar brought down his arms, realized he was standing. He opened his eyes and stared at his car beside the road.
Omar glanced around, wide-eyed, mouth agape as he saw the same land he’d left just minutes before. Nothing moved up or down the road.
"I couldn’t have imagined it," he said. He looked past his car, beyond it towards the fields, squinted into the waves, barely able to make out the shape of a tall man standing far in the dirt. In his mind the vagrant smiled at him with teeth that almost jumped from the skull. He shivered at the thought.
"Just the heat," he said, brought up his hand as if it could stop the sun’s rays from inflicting their damage to his skin.
There hadn’t been a man and there hadn’t been a truck. Normally Omar would’ve stayed and waited for a ride, but he wanted to be away from his car and the still image of a man standing deep in the farmland. So he started walking down the highway, his sleeves rolled up, sweat trickling down his face, stomach empty and feeling large in his body, crying for attention.
After five minutes his legs ached, but Omar didn’t mind the ache because it distracted him from everything else. The man had told him there was a store fifteen miles up the road, but then Omar couldn’t say if there had been a man, so he saw no reason to trust the store’s existence. In the end he knew only that there wasn’t a store in the other direction, so this one was as good as any.
By the time he saw the sunlight glinting off of something far along the road Omar didn’t think he could feel his legs anymore. They held him upright and kept him moving by instinct, even picked up speed for him to get a better look at the car along the side of the road--his car, he suddenly realized.
He slowed, stopped, and stared at his license plate; glanced around him at the flat world, not even a tree to give him shade. He couldn’t see any homes or telephone poles, just the emptiness, the sky itself devoid of clouds. But then he squinted his eyes and realized he did see something, that same glimmer of darkness standing upright in the shape of a person, waiting far out in the dirt.
"It’s the heat," he whispered. "You’re letting it get to you too much."
The car offered him the only shade, but the vehicle had been turned into an oven since he’d last sat in it. Omar opted for the side of the car instead. He unbuttoned his shirt and draped it across his head, stared at his own gut barely extending out of his pants. It actually made him smile a bit, thinking about the days when that growing gut had been one of his chief concerns. He’d never had the will to diet before. Didn’t need to anymore.
He held out hope that someone would come, someone real this time. The road had been sparse, but he’d seen at least a few trucks or cars driving up and down it before his empty gas tank left him stranded. There would be others.
His watch told him fifteen after two. The time made him frown. He’d checked it right before his car first slowed, and it had been five after then. He had no tangible way of knowing more time had passed, given that his every action had led him back to his vehicle, and so all of those actions had to be questioned, but he couldn’t shake the feeling that time had passed, a man had picked him up, and he had walked along the road only to find his car again.
Now he stared at the time tick on, watched the minutes crawl towards twenty, and then twenty-five, the seconds ticking off just as they should. Right as the digital read out was about to switch to twenty-five, it gave him ten after instead.
More and more sweat trickled down him. The heat made him light headed, fingers tingling, shaking lightly.
Omar pulled himself up and turned towards the dark shape still waiting for him, the only thing he’d seen that hadn’t vanished.
He hurried as fast as he could around the side of the car and out into the field of dirt, shirt fluttering and threatening to fall off, his left hand clamped down on his head to keep the thing in place. "Hey," he shouted at the shape, and it seemed to pull back from his advance, vanish just a bit more into the shimmering horizon.
The dirt shifted below Omar’s foot and sent him face first into the ground, coughing, the foul taste in his mouth. He pulled his foot free of the hole he’d formed, almost continued on with his charge, but something caught his eye, brought him back to the hole, digging in with his fingers. He pulled away the dry dirt until he could see the woman’s face, little more than dried skin wrapped tightly around a skull, her lips pulled back so far she seemed to have nothing but teeth.
He pulled himself up with a chocked cry. Looking closer at the flat earth he realized there were countless sunken patches where people had been buried. He hurried to another and fell to his knees. He uncovered the remains of a man, the skin the same as the woman, eyelids closed but pulled back into the skull, his nose a shriveled mound of blackened flesh.
He turned back towards his car, froze at the sight of a cop car pulled up behind it, and the officer himself glancing through the window of Omar’s car.
"I’m here," Omar shouted, ran as fast as his body could carry him while putting his shirt back on. The officer looked up, frowned at Omar’s approach, one hand holding on top of his holstered gun.
"This your car?" the man asked.
"Yeah," Omar said when he reached the road. He had to kneel down to catch his breath, hands on his knees as his heart started to slow.
"Taking a piss? Probably a better place to do it than on some farmer’s land."
"Ran out of gas, but there’s something else." He pointed towards the land. "I found two bodies out there. Dead ones. I think there are more."
The officer looked out past Omar towards the plains. "You’re saying you found two dead bodies?"
"In shallow graves. They look like they’ve been there a long time. Come on and I’ll show you."
The officer walked with him into the dirt, eyeing him, hand never leaving the gun until Omar pointed at the woman’s remains. Then the hand fell away from the gun and the officer’s eyes widened. "You said there were more?" he asked in a hushed tone. Omar gestured towards the plains, and he could see the officer take note of the sunken patches, of the great number of them.
Suddenly Omar noticed the dark shape watching them, almost felt the eyes on him, and he pointed towards it. "I think he’s the one who killed them."
He glanced back but the officer was gone. Omar stood alone, the woman’s shriveled face smiling up at him. He spun a full circle; saw the cop car still behind his own by the road.
A tremor shook his arms as he returned to the road. He could see the officer sitting behind the wheel of the car writing something. Omar stepped up to the window and knocked, saw the man jerk back in surprise before he glared at Omar and opened the door to get out.
"What the hell are you doing?" the man asked.
"How did you get back here so fast?" Omar asked.
The officer stared at him, didn’t move as he took in Omar’s face. "Do you own this vehicle?"
"I told you I did."
"We haven’t spoken. I was about to report your car to be towed. If you do own it I would suggest you move it soon."
"It’s out of gas," he whispered.
"Are you okay?" the officer asked, his earlier apprehension replaced with concern. "If you want I can give you a ride somewhere. There’s a store about ten or fifteen miles up the road along with a gas station. I’m sure they can help you there."
"Yes," Omar said. "I’d like a ride."
He got in the passenger side. A voice crackled, said something, and the officer said something back, but Omar wasn’t listening. He leaned forward instead and felt the cool air conditioning against his burned face. It felt better than anything he had ever imagined. The car started up and for the second time Omar watched his own car vanish behind him.
"What time is it?" Omar asked.
"Almost seven," the officer said.
Omar looked at his watch, saw 2:17. "Eight minutes," he said.
The officer eyed him curiously, a hint of tension in his body. "What happens in eight minutes?"
Omar looked to the glass and the plains beyond it flying by. "There’s a man out there," he said. "I saw him once, and he told me something. Said I needed company, I think, not really sure, but ever since I’ve been trapped by the road."
"You don’t look trapped right now."
"I will be in seven more minutes. I’m not exactly sure what happens to everyone else. If you do remember me, if I vanish from your car, try and come back."
"I think you’ve been out in the heat too long. Heat has a way of messing with the mind. Where you going to, anyways?"
"Nowhere, I guess."
"Marital problems?"
"What?"
The officer shrugged, said, "Friend of mine went through a pretty nasty divorce not long ago and he just kind of up and left when it was all done. Not exactly a big town around here, and said things reminded him too much of it all, so off he went. Don’t mean to pry or nothing, and I know it isn’t my business, but I have to say you look terrible. Talking can help with these things."
Omar stared at his watch for a few seconds and watched the time tick on in silence. "I’ve never been married," he said. "Hell, this is the first casual conversation I’ve had with anyone in probably six months. Everyone else just wants a bill paid or jokes and laughs in interviews but won’t hire me. At least marital problems means there was once something real. I thought I had some real connections with people but I learned my lesson there." He glanced down again. "One minute."
"Until you vanish?" The officer smiled over at Omar.
"Way it seems."
The officer snorted, relaxed now. "Things will look up for you. Way I like to view it. Things have been rough for everyone these days. Wouldn’t take it so personally."
"I guess," Omar whispered. He stared into the vent, savored the cool air, and refused to look up when the flash of light first flickered to life in the distance. This time he didn’t close his eyes though, left them open to see the light, and see the frail, freakish man standing in the middle of it.
Then the light pulled back into a yellow orb, and Omar realized his head was tilted up towards the sky and he’d been staring at the sun. He squinted repeatedly to get the glare out of his eyes, return them to the plains, to his car. No cop car around. A piece of paper had been put beneath his wiper blade. Omar read the ticket he’d been given for abandoning the car. He smiled as he leaned up against the vehicle and slid to the ground.
After that time slipped by quickly. The sun never budged from the middle of the sky, and Omar didn’t bother trying to shield himself with the shirt anymore. He sat beneath the heat for what he knew must’ve been hours. Sometimes he stared at the time right before it flickered back. Sometimes cars would speed by him. A few never bothered to stop; others did, offering him rides that he waved away, until no cars stopped at all, no eyes even glancing his way, and Omar got the feeling maybe there wasn’t anything to glance at anymore but an empty car by the road. Something in him swore he felt it, maybe reality itself being stripped away from him, slipping him away from the world, but he couldn’t say if it was real or just his mind searching for something to explain it all. All he knew was the cars left him be.
He got the sense that the sun was setting for the rest of the world. The cars that sped by had their headlights on even though from what Omar could tell it was too bright to need them.
Eventually the cars stopped coming. Nothing seemed to move anymore. Omar sat alone, no longer sweating, head reclined back against the heated metal of his car. No matter how bizarre the circumstances had been leading him to that spot leaning against his car, Omar felt he’d been walking towards it for years, this isolation more tangible yet no more real than what he’d always been surrounded by. He wanted to cry but doubted his body had the tears to do so.
In front of him the dirt moved, and he brought up his head, forced his eyes open for the first time in hours. He saw shriveled hands rising up from the earth. Hundreds of them pulled upright beneath the powerful sun. They all smiled at him, grinned without lips, their clothes worn and dirty; skin turned to leather, eyes blackened husks within large sockets.
They moved towards him, shambling with a mockery of life, silent except for the crunch of their feet on the dirt. They reminded him of mimes, hands moving through the air, almost dancing, gliding across the ground until they surrounded him. He had trouble moving anymore, muscles rubbery, eyes wanting to close again and block out the sunlight that forced its way between their heads to blind him.
He didn’t resist as their arms reached down to pull him across the dirt. His shirt hitched up and he felt rocks gouge his back, scrape off strips of skin. He cried in pain but the people didn’t acknowledge him. The ones that didn’t hold him continued with their dances, never with each other, however, always alone, often with their arms pointed towards the sky, towards the sun.
Omar found his own eyes fixed on the yellow circle, and he swore he saw a face embedded in it, a mouth opening up to blow hot wind upon him, stir up the dirt, make him cough as he breathed it in.
He didn’t know how far they took him from the road before they all stopped and dropped him. The bum stood above him, smiled down, hat tilted to the side.
Something in him said to just accept whatever fate now awaited him, but Omar felt a flash of angry desperation. He felt the same prick of anger that had made him get in his car the day before and start driving for no other reason than to thumb his nose in the face of everyone who had turned their back on him. Now that fury granted him enough strength to jerk back, try to stand and run, but his arms fell out from under him and he struck the dirt. Still, the small movement seemed to startle the bum, and he pulled back himself as if Omar had lashed out.
The bum’s eyes rose to the sun, and Omar saw the sun’s face was far more pronounced than before, the shape itself no longer completely round.
"He isn’t ready," the bum said to the sun, irritation buried within the raspy voice.
A moment passed in silence. Omar listened intently as if he could hear whatever the sun said. The bum nodded. He set down a rusty bucket a few feet away from Omar and took up a seat.
The man had pulled out a stick of wood and a knife and begun whittling. "You have a bit more strength left than the others," the bum said without looking up. "If it’s all the same to you, I’d rather not fight."
Judging from the frail body, Omar figured it wouldn’t take much to kill the man, but Omar didn’t have even that.
"What are you?" Omar asked, lying on his back, not quite caring enough to turn over to get the sun out of his eyes.
"Just a lonely soul," the bum said, carving off a strip of wood, turning the block of wood into what almost looked like a tiny man.
"Why’d you do this to me?" Omar felt the last bit of moisture seep from his eyes and dry before rolling down his head.
"I didn’t bring you here, I just saw you stop. You looked alone like me and all the others," he said. "Lot of them come down my road and I just invite them into my home. I thought you might enjoy the company."
"I didn’t," Omar tried to say, but his throat was closing up from the dirt and heat, words becoming too difficult to form.
The bum made a soothing sound as if shushing a baby. "No sense straining. Won’t be long," he said. "You can join my friends. I treat them well. You won’t have to worry about that. I treat all of them very well. Doubt you’ve known any others who treat their friends half as well as I do. Look like a man who deserves that courtesy."
All Omar could do was cough in response. Now his arms couldn’t even lift up, head unable to rise enough to see as the bum stopped his carving, but Omar could feel the eyes on him.
He heard the bum stand and move towards him. The boney man knelt down, lifted Omar’s head up, and placed it gently on his lap. Touching the body itself seemed to create a rise of dust. The long, thin fingers ran gently through Omar’s hair, like a parent comforting a child. The bum whispered something to Omar, too low to understand, but the words had a melody to them, a rhyme.
His eyes closed, but he couldn’t block out the bright sun piercing through his eyelids, or the thin, crooning lullaby the bum sang.
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The dreams started over a year ago. At first, I dismissed them as some curious bi-product of my over-fertile imagination, but as time passed I became convinced that there was some higher purpose to it all.
The dreams were always virtually identical in both length and content, the only discernible difference being in their intensity. Each one was stronger, more vivid, and more
visionary
than its predecessor.
They were quite tame as nightmares go. By that I mean there were no terrible monsters, no madmen brandishing axes, no blood or gore. In fact there was absolutely nothing. Nothing at all. Except a stark, empty world devoid of all activity and life of any kind. No people, no animals, no cars. In my haunted nocturnal escapades I was in limbo, wandering aimlessly through deserted streets from empty house to empty house frantically searching for
something. Always searching, but finding nothing, and not even knowing what I was looking for.
Worse than the dreadful apocalyptic dreams was the feeling with which I was left once I had finally torn myself away from the black abyss of sleep. I seldom felt refreshed as one should following eight hours or more of uninterrupted sleep. Instead I was filled with a sickening feeling of loss, remorse and dread. Such an unbearably heavy sensation of loneliness and desolation that I awoke on more than one occasion to find white-hot tears streaming down my face. I felt worthless, as if my existence meant nothing. These awful feelings soon passed however, leaving me drained and, ironically, badly in need of more sleep. And then the cycle would begin again.
In time, my work suffered, and it wasn't long before I found myself with no appetite whatsoever for food, exercise, or anything else. I seemed to be disappearing inside myself, being sucked into my subconscious piece by piece. Eventually, I reached the conclusion that I must confront these dreams of mine and conquer them. For the sake of my sanity, if nothing else.
And so I began to study books and papers on sleep and dreams, everything from ancient lore to sleep patterns. I was surprised to learn that, for all our biological and technological advancement and wonderful achievements, we still had no idea what dreams actually were or what purpose they served. Working under the assumption that everything in nature has a purpose or else it wouldn't exist, I set about further investigating the obscure logic behind my nightly forays into that lifeless realm.
In one particular book I was fortunate enough to chance upon a highly interesting chapter on lucid dreaming, which is the art of training oneself to gather one's senses enough to
wake up
whilst still within a dream, thereby being in a position to live out your every fantasy. At first I was skeptical and found the concept difficult to grasp, but I forced myself to understand. If nothing else, it was an interesting theory.
The basic technique involved adopting a habitual cue, something you do on a regular basis in your everyday life. Looking at your wristwatch, for example. Apparently it was possible to train yourself to "check your reality" and determine whether you were asleep or awake every time you checked your watch. In theory, one day you will unwittingly perform your cue whilst in the throws of a dream and, through sheer force of habit, check your reality and hence realize you are dreaming. The indefinable power of your imagination would then be at your disposal...
Over the following months I practised and perfected the technique, using sneezing as my cue. It was the height of summer and, me being a hay fever sufferer, I sneezed quite a lot. Every time I sneezed I would immediately and enthusiastically determine whether I was asleep or awake. Knowing that in the fantastic world of dreams, we mimic our everyday actions, thus performing a perverse parody of life, I deduced that it could only be a matter of time before an opportunity presented itself.
And all the while, the dreams themselves, the root of my anxiety, were getting steadily worse. They were becoming ever more vivid and so disturbing that I arrived at the pathetic point of actually dreading the onset of nightfall, the time when every man on earth was forced into a lonely confrontation with his own personal demons. In daylight hours you can run, you can hide, you can distract yourself with menial tasks so your demons are held at bay. But they will always find you under cover of darkness.
I visited that washed-out empty wasteland almost every night and even with my new-found knowledge of lucid dreaming, sometimes had difficulty distinguishing the dream from reality. Also, despite my hatred and primal fear of the dark, I found myself sleeping more and more, spending every spare moment within the warm confines of my bed. My own bed became my prison.
Shortly, my whole attitude changed completely. I began to view the recurring dream as if it were simply an alternative reality. I actually thought of myself as lucky at one point, being the only person on the face of the planet who knew exactly where he was going when the lights went out and the mind took over.
I practised faithfully and patiently waited for the dawn of understanding when I would break through the shackles of consciousness and be free to roam my sparse netherworld in search of answers.
I don't remember the trigger event, the sneeze, at all. I can't even be sure that there was a sneeze, or if my expanding mind had somehow found another gateway to the land of dreams. However I got there, the sensation I felt on arrival will stay with me forever. It can only be described as returning to your senses after a long absence and being astounded by the sudden explosion of light, sound and color. It could only be compared to being born. Or re-born. In fact, it was all rather too close for comfort to a profound religious experience. In a word, I felt enlightenment of the highest and purest order.
I was alone, as usual. This time in an unfamiliar, apparently deserted house when suddenly, with effortless ease, I simply woke up. Came to my senses. I felt fresh, revitalized and more acutely aware of my strange surroundings than ever before.
It came as no great surprise to discover that I was locked in the same, all too familiar nightmare. Once again I was visiting that sad, deserted shadow land where nobody lived and nothing stirred. There was only one perceivable difference; this time I was awake and fully in command of my senses.
Did this now mean that my strange other realm was now real and tangible? As real as the waking world?
I shuddered with excitement as the realisation threatened to overwhelm me, forcing me back inside myself and into oblivion.
I stood on the ground floor of an old, dusty house. I was slightly disorientated and swayed on my feet as I clawed desperately at the surface of my mind, trying in vain to uncover some clue as to my whereabouts. Was it some forgotten relic of my past?
Vaguely, the flickering images fading fast, I could remember looking for something in the dream. The object of my misguided search, however, eluded me. I tried manfully to remember but the answer to my question danced agonizingly just beyond my reach. Beyond my comprehension, perhaps. And there was something else. A nagging sense of urgency. I had to find it, it was vitally important. But what, exactly, was vitally important? To whom was it important and why?
The confusing dream within a dream was soon forgotten as the last lingering images gradually faded into obscurity. Then the thrill of it all seized me and refused to let go. The heightened awareness, the confidence and the strength flooding through my veins was similar to being under the influence of a powerful, mind-altering drug. I had to explore this strange new world.
I instinctively knew that it was either dusk or dawn. The place had a gloomy, semi-dark feel about it. Turning full circle, I scanned my surroundings and noted that I was standing on bare wooden floorboards, littered with debris and festooned with dust. There was no sign of any furniture and faded wallpaper hung from the walls in strips, revealing the naked plasterboard beneath. There were no visible doors, just gaping empty holes marking the sites where they used to be. There was a heavy, damp odor hanging in the air. The place had obviously not been occupied for a very long time.
Then there was a soft clunk. A small, insignificant noise which nonetheless shattered the foreboding atmosphere that had settled over the building. I stood still, not even breathing, straining to hear above the deafening silence.
On another level to that of which I was used to functioning, I knew I was not alone. I also knew that whatever was sharing this experience with me was a key part of the puzzle.
Through one of the gaping doorways I could see a staircase. Cautiously I crossed the room, stepped over the threshold and started climbing the ancient stairs. I decided to search each room systematically but found only more examples of disrepair and crumbling neglect. There was no sign of any life. Reluctantly, I admitted to myself that the mysterious noise I had heard must have existed only in my mind, a mind which had become accustomed to a relentless onslaught of abuse and could not recognize the luxury of pure silence. Regardless, I decided to take my quest further afield.
Turning to make my way back down the staircase, I was suddenly overwhelmed by an insatiable urge to do something reckless, dangerous even. I had not experienced such a sensation since my teens--an inexplicable yearning to do the unexpected, the irresponsible. Just for the hell of it. A religious fanatic would call such feelings the work of Satan but on reflection of my troubled teenage years, I think that they are little more than desperate cries for recognition--the desire to be noticed and recognized as an individual and not just one of the pack.
Before I knew what I was doing, I was standing before a large bay window. I wanted to leap through it and spiral through the air like a deranged Hollywood stuntman. The only thing stopping me was the possible implications of my actions. What if I was awake after all? Or sleepwalking? I could expect a few broken bones at least. And what if the old wives tale that said if you died in your dreams then you died in real life was actually true?
But then that wicked little voice that lays buried deep within us all over-ruled my sensible half. I pushed the nagging doubts and clouds of uncertainty aside and with a strangled cry of defiance, away I went.
I felt an amazing rush of adrenaline coupled with a strong feeling of disbelief as the window glass splintered and shattered all around me. Falling helplessly through the heavy air induced a panicky sense of mortality. I became convinced that I had made a terrible mistake, one that was going to cost me. I had what seemed like an age to contemplate all I had done, culminating in this one fatal error of judgement, this one final act of sheer stupidity. It is true what they say. As if I was drowning, parts of my life flashed before my eyes in an abstract sequence of flickering memories; Childhood events that had shaped my future, forgotten friendships, lost lovers...
Then I hit the ground. I braced myself for that sickening blast of pain, but it never came. Gingerly, I got to my feet and examined myself for injury. Incredibly I hadn't even caught a stray splinter of glass on the way through the window.
I stood in the overgrown garden gathering my thoughts for a few moments. I found it ironic that for months I had strived to gradually train my mind in anticipation of this day, and when it came I didn't know what to do with myself. I studied the deserted streets and neglected buildings around me, the wonderful feeling of enlightenment that had filled me was gone to be replaced by an eerie sense of foreboding. Try as I might I could not recapture my earlier mood and I knew perfectly well why. I was lost. Utterly lost.
It was while I was mulling over my current predicament that a second noise shattered the silence. The unmistakable clatter of a tin can being hurled or kicked against concrete. I held my breath and listened intently, but there was no repeat performance. Uncertainty and fear seeped through my veins. I was not alone after all. There was someone, or something else, here with me.
I was still plagued by a nagging sense of urgency. I had to find what I was looking for. And quickly. I was certain that my very life depended on it.
Like a frightened child I wandered the barren streets. Time lost all meaning as I explored the forgotten multitude of derelict buildings.
All the while, there was something with me. It never showed itself but made its presence known with a series of deliberate audible signals. A soft footstep here, a menacing scrape on concrete there. I didn't know what it was or what it wanted, but I got the impression that for now it just wanted to play with me, see me squirm, frighten me. I kept thinking about poltergeists.
Or is it all just a trick of the subconscious mind?
Eventually my journey came to an abrupt end in an old, long-abandoned playground. Here I rested my weary legs and, absurd as it may sound, I think I actually slept for a while. There were no dreams this time, however, only merciful blackness.
When I awoke from my exhausted slumber I was still locked in the dream. The emptiness was all around, suffocating me, and again I was faced with the familiar burden of guilt and remorse that so often awaited me on the waking side of sleep. The playground, presumably the scene of so much laughter and happiness, then bore witness to such a pitiful display of gut-wrenching grief that by the end, when the uncontrollable sobbing finally subsided, I was lying in the fetal position on the cold, gray, unforgiving tarmac which was now sodden with tears.
*****
The sun neither rises nor sets. I have lost count of all the derelict buildings in varying stages of terminal decay that I have explored in my fruitless search for life. It appears that I really am completely alone in this barren wasteland, save for my tyrannical anonymous pursuer. But surely, if it was going to attack it would have by now. It has had ample opportunity.
The only thing from which I can draw any comfort is the fact that now I know what I spent an untold number of panic-stricken hours searching for--I was looking for life. At last I know the cause of that terrible burden of guilt and loss I had so often endured. I was grieving for the life I had lost. My real one. Now I am able to understand that this is the true nightmare in all its desolate glory. I am trapped alone in this dead twilight world, tracked by a mysterious unseen adversary and sadly, it is all my own doing. A self-induced punishment, a hell of my own creation.
It seems as though I have been here for an eternity. It has occurred to me that all this is but another tremendously vivid dream, my strained and persecuted mind manipulating my darkest fears but if so, then how long can it go on? I cannot survive in this lonely chamber of horrors for much longer; I fear that I will be driven to madness, if I haven't already.
I don't even know if I am awake or asleep. Alive or dead. Surely it can only be a question of time before I wake and am returned once more to the blessed land of the living.
Isn't it?
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Of all the conquering armies that had tramped the streets of Zeal down the centuries, it was finally the mild tread of the Sunday tripper that brought the village to its knees. It had suffered Roman legions, and the Norman conquest, it had survived the agonies of Civil War, all without losing its identity to the occupying forces. But after centuries of boot and blade it was to be the tourists--the new barbarians--that bested Zeal, their weapons courtesy and hard cash.
It was ideally suited for the invasion. Forty miles south-east of London, amongst the orchards and hop-fields of the Kentish Weald, it was far enough from the city to make the trip an adventure, yet close enough to beat a quick retreat if the weather turned foul. Every weekend between May and October Zeal was a watering-hole for parched Londoners. They would swarm through the village on each Saturday that promised sun, bringing their dogs, their plastic balls, their litters of children, and their children's litter, disgorging them in bawling hordes on to the village green, then returning to The Tall Man to compare traffic stories over glasses of warm beer.
For their part the Zealots weren't unduly distressed by the Sunday trippers; at least they didn't spill blood. But their very lack of aggression made the invasion all the more insidious.
Gradually these city-weary people began to work a gentle but permanent change on the village. Many of them set their hearts on a home in the country; they were charmed by stone cottages set amongst churning oaks, they were enchanted by doves in the churchyard yews. Even the air, they'd say as they inhaled deeply, even the air smells fresher here. It smells of England.
At first a few, then many, began to make bids for the empty barns and deserted houses that uttered Zeal and its outskirts. They could be seen every fine weekend, standing in the nettles and rubble, planning how to have a kitchen extension built, and where to install the Jacuzzi. And although many of them, once back in the comfort of Kilburn or St John's Wood, chose to stay there, every year one or two of them would strike a reasonable bargain with one of the villagers, and buy themselves an acre of the good life.
So, as the years passed and the natives of Zeal were picked off by old age, the civil savages took over in their stead. The occupation was subtle, but the change was plain to the knowing eye. It was there in the newspapers the Post Office began to stock--what native of Zeal had ever purchased a copy of
Harpers and Queen
magazine, or leafed through
The Times Literary Supplement? It was there, that change, in the bright new cars that clogged the one narrow street, laughingly called the High Road, that was Zeal's backbone. It was there too in the buzz of gossip at The Tall Man, a sure sign that the affairs of the foreigners had become fit subject for debate and mockery.
Indeed, as time went by the invaders found a yet more permanent place in the heart of Zeal, as the perennial demons of their hectic lives, Cancer and Heart Disease, took their toll, following their victims even into this newfound-land. Like the Romans before them, like the Normans, like all invaders, the commuters made, their profoundest mark upon this usurped turf not by building on it, but by being buried under it.
 

*****
It was clammy the middle of that September; Zeal's last September.
Thomas Garrow, the only son of the late Thomas Garrow, was sweating up a healthy thirst as he dug in the corner of the Three Acre Field. There'd been a violent rainstorm the previous day, Thursday, and the earth was sodden. Clearing the ground for sowing next year hadn't been the easy job Thomas thought it'd be, but he'd sworn blind he'd have the field finished by the end of the week. It was heavy labour, clearing stones, and sorting out the detritus of out-of-date machinery his father, lazy bastard, had left to rust where it lay. Must have been some good years, Thomas thought, some pretty fine damn years, that his father could afford to let good machinery waste away. Come to think of it, that he could have afforded to leave the best part of three acres unploughed; good healthy soil, too. This was the Garden of England after all: land was money. Leaving three acres fallow was a luxury nobody could afford in these straitened times. But Jesus, it was hard work: the kind of work his father had put him to in his youth, and he'd hated with a vengeance ever since.
Still, it had to be done.
And the day had begun well. The tractor was healthier after its overhaul, and the morning sky was rife with gulls, across from the coast for a meal of freshly turned worms. They'd kept him raucous company as he worked, their insolence and their short tempers always entertaining. But then, when he came back to the field after a liquid lunch in The Tall Man, things began to go wrong. The engine started to cut out for one, the same problem that he'd just spent £200 having seen to; and then, when he'd only been back at work a few minutes, he'd found the stone.
It was an unspectacular lump of stuff: poking out of the soil perhaps a foot, its visible diameter a few inches short of a yard, its surface smooth and bare. No lichen even; just a few grooves in its face that might have once been words. A love-letter perhaps, a "Kilroy was here" more likely, a date and a name likeliest of all. Whatever it had once been, monument or milestone, it was in the way now. He'd have to dig it up, or next year he'd lose a good three yards of ploughable land. There was no way a plough could skirt around a boulder that size.
Thomas was surprised that the damn thing had been left in the field for so long without anyone bothering to remove it. But then it was a long spell since the Three Acre Field had been planted: certainly not in his thirty-six years. And maybe, now he came to think of it, not in his father's lifetime either. For some reason (if he'd ever known the reason he'd forgotten it) this stretch of Garrow land had been left fallow for a good many seasons, maybe even for generations. In fact there was a suspicion tickling the back of his skull that someone, probably his father, had said no crop would ever grow in that particular spot. But that was plain nonsense. If anything plant life, albeit nettles and convolvulus, grew thicker and ranker in this forsaken three acres than in any other plot in the district. So there was no reason on earth why hops shouldn't flourish here. Maybe even an orchard: though that took more patience and love than Thomas suspected he possessed. Whatever he chose to plant, it would surely spring up from such rich ground with a rare enthusiasm, and he'd have reclaimed three acres of good land to bolster his shaky finances.
If he could just dig out that bloody stone.
He'd half-thought of hiring in one of the earth movers from the building site at the North End of the village, just to haul itself across here and get its mechanical jaws working on the problem.
Have the stone out and away in two seconds flat. But his pride resisted the idea of running for help at the first sign of a blister. The job was too small anyhow. He'd dig it out himself, the way his father would have done. That's what he'd decided. Now, two and a half hours later, he was regretting his haste.
The ripening warmth of the afternoon had soured in that time, and the air, without much of a breeze to stir it around, had become stifling. Over from the Downs came a stuttering roll of thunder, and Thomas could feel the static crawling at the nape of his neck, making the short hairs there stand up. The sky above the field was empty now: the gulls, too fickle to hang around once the fun was over, had taken some salt-smelling thermal.
Even the earth, that had given up a sweet-sharp flavour as the blades turned it that morning, now smelt joyless; and as he dug the black soil out from around the stone his mind returned helplessly to the putrefaction that made it so very rich. His thoughts circled vacuously on the countless little deaths on every spadeful of soil he dug. This wasn't the way he was used to thinking, and the morbidity of it distressed him. He stopped for a moment, leaning on his spade, and regretting the fourth pint of Guinness he'd downed at lunch. That was normally a harmless enough ration, but today it swilled around in his belly; he could hear it, as dark as the soil on his spade, working up a scum of stomach-acid and half-digested food.
Think of something else, he told himself, or you'll get to puking. To take his mind off his belly, he looked at the field. It was nothing out of the ordinary; just a rough square of land bounded by an untrimmed hawthorn hedge. One or two dead animals lying in the shadow of the hawthorn: a starling; something else, too far gone to be recognisable. There was a sense of absence, but that wasn't so unusual. It would soon be autumn, and the summer had been too long, too hot for comfort.
Looking up higher than the hedge he watched the mongol-headed cloud discharge a flicker of lightning to the hills. What had been the brightness of the afternoon was now pressed into a thin line of blue at the horizon. Rain soon, he thought, and the thought was welcome. Cool rain; perhaps a downpour like the previous day. Maybe this time it would clear the air good and proper.
Thomas stared back down at the unyielding stone, and struck it with his spade. A tiny arc of white flame flew off.
He cursed, loudly and inventively: the stone, himself, the field. The stone just sat there in the moat he'd dug around it, defying him. He'd almost run out of options: the earth around the thing had been dug out two feet down; he'd hammered stakes under it, chained it and then got the tractor going to haul it out. No joy. Obviously he'd have to dig the moat deeper, drive the stakes further down. He wasn't going to let the damn thing beat him.
Grunting his determination he set to digging again. A fleck of rain hit the back of his hand, but he scarcely noticed it. He knew by experience that labour like this took singularity of purpose: head down, ignore all distractions. He made his mind blank. There was just the earth, the spade, the stone, and his body.
Push down, scoop up. Push down, scoop up; a hypnotic rhythm of effort. The trance was so total he wasn't sure how long he worked before the stone began to shift.
The movement woke him. He stood upright, his vertebrae clicking, not quite certain that the shift was anything more than a twitch in his eye. Putting his heel against the stone, he pushed. Yes, it rocked in its grave. He was too drained to smile, but he felt victory close. He had the bugger.
The rain was starting to come on heavier now, and it felt fine on his face. He drove a couple more stakes in around the stone to unseat it a little further: he was going to get the better of the thing. You'll see, he said, you'll see. The third stake went deeper than the first two, and it seemed to puncture a bubble of gas beneath the stone, a yellowish cloud smelling so foul he stepped away from the hole to snatch a breath of purer air. There was none to be had. All he could do was hawk up a wad of phlegm to clear his throat and lungs. Whatever was under the stone, and there was something animal in the stench, it was very rotten.
He forced himself back down to the work, taking gasps of the air into his mouth, not through his nostrils. His head felt tight, as though his brain was swelling and straining against the dome of his skull, pushing to be let out.
"Fuck you," he said and beat another stake under the stone. His back felt as though it was about to break. On his right hand a blister had burst. A cleg sat on his arm and feasted itself, unswatted.
"Do it. Do it. Do it." He beat the last stake in without knowing he was doing it.
And then, the stone began to roll.
He wasn't even touching it. The stone was being pushed out of its seating from beneath. He reached for his spade, which was still wedged beneath the stone. He suddenly felt possessive of it; it was his, a part of him, and he didn't want it near the hole. Not now; not with the stone rocking like it had a geyser under it about to blow. Not with the air yellow, and his brain swelling up like a marrow in August. He pulled hard on his spade: it wouldn't come. He cursed it, and took two hands to the job, keeping at arm's length from the hole as he hauled, the increasing motion of the stone slinging up showers of soil, lice, and pebbles.
He heaved at the spade again, but it wouldn't give. He didn't stop to analyse the situation. The work had sickened him, all he wanted was to get his spade out of the hole and get the hell out of there.
The stone bucked, but still he wouldn't let go of the spade, it had become fixed in his head that he had to have it before he could leave. Only when it was back in his hands, safe and sound, would he obey his bowels, and run.
Beneath his feet the ground began to erupt. The stone rolled away from the tomb as if feather-light, a second cloud of gas, more obnoxious than the first, seemed to blow it on its way. At the same time the spade came out of the hole, and Thomas saw what had hold of it.
Suddenly there was no sense in heaven or earth.
There was a hand, a living hand, clutching the spade, a hand so wide it could grasp the blade with ease.
Thomas knew the moment well. The splitting earth: the hand: the stench. He knew it from some nightmare he'd heard at his father's knee.
Now he wanted to let go of the spade, but he no longer had the will. All he could do was obey some imperative from underground, to haul until his ligaments tore and his sinews bled.
Beneath the thin crust of earth, Rawhead smelt the sky. It was pure ether to his dulled senses, making him sick with pleasure. Kingdoms for the taking, just a few inches away. After so many years, after the endless suffocation, there was light on his eyes again, and the taste of human terror on his tongue.
His head was breaking surface now, his black hair wreathed with worms, his scalp seething with tiny red spiders. They'd irritated him a hundred years, those spiders burrowing into his marrow, and he longed to crush them out. Pull, pull, he willed the human, and Thomas Garrow pulled until his pitiful body had no strength left, and inch by inch Rawhead was hoisted out of his grave in a shroud of prayers.
The stone that had pressed on him for so long had been removed, and he was dragging himself up easily now, sloughing off the grave-earth like a snake its skin. His torso was free. Shoulders twice as broad as a man's; lean, scarred arms stronger than any human. His limbs were pumping with blood like a butterfly's wings, juicing with resurrection. His long, lethal fingers rhythmically clawed the ground as they gained strength.
Thomas Garrow just stood and watched. There was nothing in him but awe. Fear was for those who still had a chance of life: he had none.
Rawhead was out of his grave completely. He began to stand upright for the first time in centuries. Clods of damp soil fell from his torso as he stretched to his full height, a yard above Garrow's six feet.
Thomas Garrow stood in Rawhead's shadow with his eyes still fixed on the gaping hole the King had risen from. In his right hand he still clutched his spade. Rawhead picked him up by the hair. His scalp tore under the weight of his body, so Rawhead seized Garrow round the neck, his vast hand easily enclosing it.
Blood ran down Garrow's face from his scalp, and the sensation stirred him. Death was imminent, and he knew it. He looked down at his legs, thrashing uselessly below him, then he looked up and stared directly into Rawhead's pitiless face.
It was huge, like the harvest moon, huge and amber. But this moon had eyes that burned in its pallid, pitted face. They were for all the world like wounds, those eyes, as though somebody had gouged them in the flesh of Rawhead's face then set two candles to flicker in the holes.
Garrow was entranced by the vastness of this moon. He looked from eye to eye, and then to the wet slits that were its nose, and finally, in a childish terror, down to the mouth. God, that mouth. It was so wide, so cavernous it seemed to split the head in two as it opened. That was Thomas Garrow's last thought. That the moon was splitting in two, and falling out of the sky on top of him.
Then the King inverted the body, as had always been his way with his dead enemies, and drove Thomas head first into the hole, winding him down into the very grave his forefathers had intended to bury Rawhead in forever.
*****
By the time the thunderstorm proper broke over Zeal, the King was a mile away from the Three Acre Field, sheltering in the Nicholson barn. In the village everyone went about their business, rain or no rain. Ignorance was bliss. There was no Cassandra amongst them, nor had "Your Future in the Stars" in that week's
Gazette
even hinted at the sudden deaths to come to a Gemini, three Leos, a Sagittarian and a minor star-system of others in the next few days.
The rain had come with the thunder, fat cool spots of it, which rapidly turned into a downpour of monsoonal ferocity. Only when the gutters became torrents did people begin to take shelter.
On the building site the earth-mover that had been roughly landscaping Ronnie Milton's back garden sat idling in the rain, receiving a second washdown in two days. The driver had taken the downpour as a signal to retire into the hut to talk race-horses and women.
In the doorway of the Post Office three of the villagers watched the drains backing up, and tutted that this always happened when it rained, and in half an hour there'd be a pool of water in the dip at the bottom of the High Street so deep you could sail a boat on it.
And down in the dip itself, in the vestry of St Peter's, Declan Ewan, the Verger, watched the rain pelting down the hill in eager rivulets, and gathering into a little sea outside the vestry gate. Soon be deep enough to drown in, he thought, and then, puzzled by why he imagined drowning, he turned away from the window and went back to the business of folding vestments. A strange excitement was in him today: and he couldn't, wouldn't, didn't want to suppress it. It was nothing to do with the thunderstorm, though he'd always loved them since he was a child. No: there was something else stirring him up, and he was damned if he knew what. It was like being a child again. As if it was Christmas, and any minute Santa, the first Lord he'd ever believed in, would be at the door. The very idea made him want to laugh out loud, but the vestry was too sober a place for laughter, and he stopped himself, letting the smile curl inside him, a secret hope.
*****
While everyone else took refuge from the rain, Gwen Nicholson was getting thoroughly drenched. She was still in the yard behind the house, coaxing Amelia's pony towards the barn. The thunder had made the stupid beast jittery, and it didn't want to budge. Now Gwen was soaked and angry.
"Will you come on, you brute?" she yelled at it over the noise of the storm. The rain lashed the yard, and pummeled the top of her head. Her hair was flattened. "Come on! Come on!"
The pony refused to budge. Its eyes showed crescents of white in its fear. And the more the thunder rolled and crackled around the yard the less it wanted to move. Angrily, Gwen slapped it across the backside, harder than she strictly needed to. It took a couple of steps in response to the blow, dropping steaming turds as it went, and Gwen took the advantage. Once she had it moving she could drag it the rest of the way.
"Warm barn," she promised it; "Come on, it's wet out here, you don't want to stay out here."
The barn-door was slightly ajar. Surely it must look like an inviting prospect, she thought, even to a pea-brained pony. She dragged it to within spitting distance of the barn, and one more slap got it through the door.
As she'd promised the damn thing, the interior of the barn was sweet and dry, though the air smelt metallic with the storm. Gwen tied the pony to the crossbar in its stall and roughly threw a blanket over its glistening hide. She was damned if she was going to swab the creature down, that was Amelia's job. That was the bargain she'd made with her daughter when they'd agreed to buy the pony: that all the grooming and clearing out would be Amelia's responsibility, and to be fair to her, she'd done what she promised, more or less.
The pony was still panicking. It stamped and rolled its eyes like a bad tragedian. There were flecks of foam on its lips. A little apologetically Gwen patted its flank. She'd lost her temper. Time of the month. Now she regretted it. She only hoped Amelia hadn't been at her bedroom window watching.
A gust of wind caught the barn-door and it swung closed. The sound of rain on the yard outside was abruptly muted. It was suddenly dark.
The pony stopped stamping. Gwen stopped stroking its side. Everything stopped: her heart too, it seemed. Behind her a figure that was almost twice her size rose from beyond the bales of hay. Gwen didn't see the giant, but her innards churned. Damn periods, she thought, rubbing her lower belly in a slow circle. She was normally as regular as clockwork, but this month she'd come on a day early. She should go back to the house, get changed, get clean.
Rawhead stood and looked at the nape of Gwen Nicholson's neck, where a single nip would easily kill. But there was no way he could bring himself to touch this woman; not today. She had the blood-cycle on her, he could taste its tang, and it sickened him. It was taboo, that blood, and he had never taken a woman poisoned by its presence.
Feeling the damp between her legs, Gwen hurried out of the barn without looking behind her, and ran through the downpour back to the house, leaving the fretting pony in the darkness of the barn.
Rawhead heard the woman's feet recede, heard the house door slam.
He waited, to be sure she wouldn't come back, then he padded across to the animal, reached down and took hold of it. The pony kicked and complained, but Rawhead had in his time taken animals far bigger and far better armed than this.
He opened his mouth. The gums were suffused with blood as the teeth emerged from them, like claws unsheathed from a cat's paw. There were two rows on each jaw, two dozen needle-sharp points. They gleamed as they closed around the meat of the pony's neck. Thick, fresh blood poured down Rawhead's throat; he gulped it greedily. The hot taste of the world. It made him feel strong and wise. This was only the first of many meals he would take, he'd gorge on anything that took his fancy and nobody would stop him, not this time. And when he was ready he'd throw those pretenders off his throne, he'd cremate them in their houses, he'd slaughter their children and wear their infants' bowels as necklaces. This place was his. Just because they'd tamed the wilderness for a while didn't mean they owned the earth. It was his, and nobody would take it from him, not even the holiness. He was wise to that too. They'd never subdue him again.
He sat cross-legged on the floor of the barn, the grey-pink intestines of the pony coiled around him, planning his tactics as best he could. He'd never been a great thinker. Too much appetite: it overwhelmed his reason. He lived in the eternal present of his hunger and his strength, feeling only the crude territorial instinct that would sooner or later blossom into carnage.
 

*****
The rain didn't let up for over an hour.
Ron Milton was becoming impatient: a flaw in his nature that had given him an ulcer and a top-flight job in Design Consultancy. What Milton could get done for you, couldn't be done quicker. He was the best: and he hated sloth in other people as much as in himself. Take this damn house, for instance. They'd promised it would be finished by mid-July, garden landscaped, driveway laid, everything, and here he was, two months after that date, looking at a house that was still far from habitable. Half the windows without glass, the front door missing, the garden an assault-course, the driveway a mire.
This was to be his castle: his retreat from a world that made him dyspeptic and rich. A haven away from the hassles of the city, where Maggie could grow roses, and the children could breathe clean air. Except that it wasn't ready. Damn it, at this rate he wouldn't be in until next spring. Another winter in London: the thought made his heart sink.
Maggie joined him, sheltering him under her red umbrella.
"Where are the kids?" he asked.
She grimaced. "Back at the hotel, driving Mrs. Blatter crazy."
Enid Blatter had borne their cavorting for half a dozen weekends through the summer. She'd had kids of her own, and she handled Debbie and Ian with aplomb. But there was a limit, even to her fund of mirth and merriment.
"We'd better get back to town."
"No. Please let's stay another day or two. We can go back on Sunday evening. I want us all to go to the Harvest Festival Service on Sunday."
Now it was Ron's turn to grimace.
"Oh hell."
"It's all part of village life, Ronnie. If we're going to live here, we have to become part of the community."
He whined like a little boy when he was in this kind of mood. She knew him so well she could hear his next words before he said them.
"I don't want to."
"Well we've no choice."
"We can go back tonight."
"Ronnie--"
"There's nothing we can do here. The kids are bored, you're miserable ..."
Maggie had set her features in concrete; she wasn't going to budge an inch. He knew that face as well as she knew his whining.
He studied the puddles that were forming in what might one day be their front garden, unable to imagine grass there, roses there. It all suddenly seemed impossible.
"You go back to town if you like, Ronnie. Take the kids. I'll stay here. Train it home on Sunday night."
Clever, he thought, to give him a get-out that's more unattractive than staying put. Two days in town looking after the kids alone? No thank you.
"OK. You win. We'll go to the Harvest-bloody-Festival."
"Martyr."
"As long as I don't have to pray."
 

*****
Amelia Nicholson ran into the kitchen, her round face white, and collapsed in front of her mother. There was greasy vomit on her green plastic mackintosh, and blood on her green plastic Wellingtons.
Gwen yelled for Denny. Their little girl was shivering in her faint, her mouth chewing at a word, or words, that wouldn't come.
"What is it?"
Denny was thundering down the stairs.
"For Christ's sake--" --Amelia was vomiting again. Her face was practically blue.
"What's wrong with her?"
"She just came in. You'd better ring for an ambulance."
Denny put his hand on her cheek.
"She's in shock."
"Ambulance, Denny . . ." Gwen was taking off the green mackintosh, and loosening the child's blouse. Slowly, Denny stood up. Through the rain-laced window he could see into the yard: the barn door flapped open and closed in the wind. Somebody was inside; he glimpsed movement.
"For Christ's sake--ambulance!" Gwen said again.
Denny wasn't listening. There was somebody in his barn, on his property, and he had a strict ritual for trespassers.
The barn door opened again, teasing. Yes! Retreating into the dark. Interloper.
He picked up the rifle beside the door, keeping his eyes on the yard as much as he could. Behind him, Gwen had left Amelia on the kitchen floor and was dialing for help. The girl was moaning now: she was going to be OK. Just some filthy trespasser scaring her, that's all. On his land.
He opened the door and stepped into the yard. He was in his shirt-sleeves and the wind was bitingly cold, but the rain had stopped. Underfoot the ground glistened, and drips fell from every eave and portico, a fidgety percussion that accompanied him across the yard.
The barn door swung listlessly ajar again, and this time stayed open. He could see nothing inside. Half wondered if a trick of the light had--
But no. He'd seen someone moving in here. The barn wasn't empty. Something (not the pony) was watching him even now. They'd see the rifle in his hands, and they'd sweat. Let them. Come into his place like that. Let them think he was going to blow their balls off.
He covered the distance in a half a dozen confident strides and stepped into the barn.
The pony's stomach was beneath his shoe, one of its legs to his right, the upper shank gnawed to the bone. Pools of thickening blood reflected the holes in the roof. The mutilation made him want to heave.
"All right," he challenged the shadows. "Come out." He raised his rifle. "You hear me you bastard? Out I said, or I'll blow you to Kingdom Come."
He meant it, too.
At the far end of the barn something stirred amongst the bales.
Now I've got the son of a bitch, thought Denny. The trespasser got up, all nine feet of him, and stared at Denny.
"Jee-sus."
And without warning it was coming at him, coming like a locomotive, smooth and efficient. He fired into it, and the bullet struck its upper chest, but the wound hardly slowed it.
Nicholson turned and ran. The stones of the yard were slippery beneath his shoes, and he had no turn of speed to outrun it. It was at his back in two beats, and on him in another.
Gwen dropped the phone when she heard the shot. She raced to the window in time to see her sweet Denny eclipsed by a gargantuan form. It howled as it took him, and threw him up into the air like a sack of feathers. She watched helplessly as his body twisted at the apex of its journey before plummeting back down to earth again. It hit the yard with a thud she felt in her every bone, and the giant was at his body like a shot, treading his loving face to muck.
She screamed; trying to silence herself with her hand. Too late. The sound was out and the giant was looking at her, straight at her, its malice piercing the window. Oh God, it had seen her, and now it was coming for her, loping across the yard, a naked engine, and grinning a promise at her as it came.
Gwen snatched Amelia off the floor and hugged her close, pressing the girl's face against her neck. Maybe she wouldn't see: she mustn't see. The sound of its feet slapping on the wet yard got louder. Its shadow filled the kitchen.
"Jesus help me."
It was pressing at the window, its body so wide that it cancelled out the light, its lewd, revolting face smeared on the watery pane. Then it was smashing through, ignoring the glass that bit into its flesh. It smelled child-meat. It wanted child-meat. It would have child-meat.
Its teeth were spilling into view, widening that smile into an obscene laugh. Ropes of saliva hung from its jaw as it clawed the air, like a cat after a mouse in a cage, pressing further and further in, each swipe closer to the morsel.
Gwen flung open the door into the hall as the thing lost patience with snatching and began to demolish the window-frame and clamber through. She locked the door after her while crockery smashed and wood splintered on the other side, then she began to load all the hall furniture against it. Tables, chairs, coat-stand, knowing even as she did it, that it would be matchwood in two seconds flat. Amelia was kneeling on the hall floor where Gwen had set her down. Her face was a thankful blank.
All right, that was all she could do. Now, upstairs. She picked up her daughter, who was suddenly air-light, and took the stairs two at a time. Halfway up, the noise in the kitchen below stopped utterly.
She suddenly had a reality crisis. On the landing where she stood all was peace and calm. Dust gathered minutely on the window-sills, flowers wilted; all the infinitesimal domestic procedures went on as though nothing had happened.
"Dreaming it," she said. God, yes: dreaming it.
She sat down on the bed Denny and she had slept in together for eight years, and tried to think straight.
Some vile menstrual nightmare, that's what it was, some rape-fantasy out of all control. She lay Amelia on the pink eiderdown (Denny hated pink, but suffered it for her sake) and stroked the girl's clammy forehead.
"Dreaming it."
Then the room darkened, and she looked up knowing what she'd see.
It was there, the nightmare, all over the upper windows, its spidery arms spanning the width of the glass, clinging like an acrobat to the frame, its repellent teeth sheathing and unsheathing as it gawped at her terror.
In one swooping movement she snatched Amelia up from the bed and dived towards the door. Behind her, glass shattered, and a gust of cold air swept into the bedroom. It was coming.
She ran across the landing to the top of the stairs but it was after her in a heart's beat, ducking through the bedroom door, its mouth a tunnel. It whooped as it reached to steal the mute parcel in her arms, huge in the confined space of the landing.
She couldn't out-run it, she couldn't out-fight it. Its hands fixed on Amelia with insolent ease, and tugged.
The child screamed as it took her, her fingernails raking four furrows across her mother's face as she left her arms.
Gwen stumbled back, dizzied by the unthinkable sight in front of her, and lost balance at the top of the stairs. As she fell backwards she saw Amelia's tear-stained face, doll-stiff, being fed between those rows of teeth. Then her head hit the banister, and her neck broke. She bounced down the last six steps a corpse.
 

*****
The rain-water had drained away a little by early evening, but the artificial lake at the bottom of the dip still flooded the road to a depth of several inches. Serenely, it reflected the sky. Pretty, but inconvenient. Reverend Coot quietly reminded Declan Ewan to report the blocked drains to the County Council. It was the third time of asking, and Declan blushed at the request.
"Sorry, I'll. . ."
"All right. No problem, Declan. But we really must get them cleared."
A vacant look. A beat. A thought.
"Autumn fall always clogs them again, of course."
Coot made a roughly cyclical gesture, intending a son of observation about how it really wouldn't make that much difference when or if the Council cleared the drains, then the thought disappeared. There were more pressing issues. For one, the Sunday Sermon. For a second, the reason why he couldn't make much sense of sermon writing this evening. There was an unease in the air today, that made every reassuring word he committed to paper curdle as he wrote it. Coot went to the window, back to Declan, and scratched his palms. They itched: maybe an attack of eczema again. If he could only speak; find some words to shape his distress. Never, in his forty-five years, had he felt so incapable of communication; and never in those years had it been so vital that he talk.
"Shall I go now?" Declan asked.
Coot shook his head.
"A moment longer. If you would."
He turned to the Verger. Declan Ewan was twenty-nine, though he had the face of a much older man. Bland, pale features: his hair receding prematurely.
What will this egg-face make of my revelation? thought Coot. He'll probably laugh. That's why I can't find the words, because I don't want to. I'm afraid of looking stupid. Here I am, a man of the cloth, dedicated to the Christian Mysteries. For the first time in forty odd years I've had a real glimpse of something, a vision maybe, and I'm scared of being laughed at. Stupid man, Coot, stupid, stupid man.
He took off his glasses. Declan's empty features became a blur. Now at least he didn't have to look at the smirking.
"Declan, this morning I had what I can only describe as a...as a...visitation."
Declan said nothing, nor did the blur move.
"I don't quite know how to say this...our vocabulary's impoverished when it comes to these sorts of things...but frankly I've never had such a direct, such an unequivocal, manifestation of--"
Coot stopped. Did he mean God?
"God," he said, not sure that he did.
Declan said nothing for a moment. Coot risked returning his glasses to their place. The egg hadn't cracked.
"Can you say what it was like?" Declan asked, his equilibrium absolutely unspoiled.
Coot shook his head; he'd been trying to find the words all day, but the phrases all seemed so predictable.
"What was it like?" Declan insisted.
Why didn't he understand that there were no words? I must try, thought Coot, I must.
"I was at the Altar after Morning Prayer..." he began, "and I felt something going through me. Like electricity almost. It made my hair stand on end. Literally on end."
Coot's hand was running through his short-cropped hair as he remembered the sensation. The hair standing bolt upright, like a field of grey-ginger corn. And that buzzing at the temples, in his lungs, at his groin. It had actually given him a hard-on; not that he was going to be able to tell Declan that. But he'd stood there at the Altar with an erection so powerful it was like discovering the joy of lust all over again.
"I won't claim...I can't claim it was our Lord God--" (Though he wanted to believe that; that his God was the Lord of the Hard-on.) "--I can't even claim it was Christian. But something happened today. I felt it."
Declan's face was still impenetrable. Coot watched it for several seconds, impatient for its disdain.
"Well?" he demanded.
"Well what?"
"Nothing to say?"
The egg frowned for a moment, a furrow in its shell. Then it said: "God help us," almost in a whisper.
"What?"
"I felt it too. Not quite as you describe: not quite an electric shock. But something."
"Why God help us, Declan? Are you afraid of something?"
He made no reply.
"If you know something about these experiences that I don't ...please tell me. I want to know, to understand. God, I have to understand."
Declan pursed his lips. "Well..." his eyes became more indecipherable than ever; and for the first time Coot caught a glimpse of a ghost behind Declan's eyes. Was it despair, perhaps?
"There's a lot of history to this place you know," he said, "a history of things...on this site."
Coot knew Declan had been delving into Zeal's history. Harmless enough pastime: the past was the past.
"There's been a settlement here for centuries, stretches back well before Roman occupation. No one knows how long. There's probably always been a temple on this site."
"Nothing odd about that." Coot offered up a smile, inviting Declan to reassure him. A part of him wanted to be told everything was well with his world: even if it was a lie.
Declan's face darkened. He had no reassurance to give. "And there was a forest here. Huge. The Wild Woods." Was it still despair behind the eyes? Or was it nostalgia? "Not some tame little orchard. A forest you could lose a city in; full of beasts..."
"Wolves you mean? Bears?"
Declan shook his head. "There were things that owned this land. Before Christ. Before civilisation. Most of them didn't survive the destruction of their natural habitat: too primitive I suppose. But strong. Not like us; not human. Something else altogether."
"So what?"
"One of them survived as late as the fourteen hundreds. There's a carving of it being buried. It's on the Altar."
"On the Altar?"
"Underneath the cloth. I found it a while ago: never thought much of it. Till today. Today I...tried to touch it."
He produced his fist, and unclenched it. The flesh of his palm was blistered. Pus ran from the broken skin.
"It doesn't hurt," he said. "In fact it's quite numb. Serves me right, really. I should have known."
Coot's first thought was that the man was lying. His second was that there was some logical explanation. His third was his father's dictum: "Logic is the last refuge of a coward."
Declan was speaking again. This time he was seeping excitement.
"They called it Rawhead."
"What?"
"The beast they buried. It's in the history books. Rawhead it was called, because its head was huge, and the colour of the moon, and raw, like meat."
Declan couldn't stop himself now. He was beginning to smile.
"It ate children," he said, and beamed like a baby about to receive its mother's tit.
*****
It wasn't until early on the Saturday morning that the atrocity at the Nicholson Farm was discovered. Mick Glossop had been driving up to London, and he'd taken the road that ran beside the farm, ("Don't know why. Don't usually. Funny really.") and Nicholson's Friesian herd was kicking up a row at the gate, their udders distended. They'd clearly not been milked in twenty-four hours. Glossop had stopped his Jeep on the road and gone into the yard.
The body of Denny Nicholson was already crawling with flies, though the sun had barely been up an hour. Inside the house the only remains of Amelia Nicholson were shreds of a dress and a casually discarded foot. Gwen Nicholson's unmutilated body lay at the bottom of the stairs. There was no sign of a wound or any sexual interference with the corpse.
By nine-thirty Zeal was swarming with police, and the shock of the incident registered on every face in the street. Though there were conflicting reports as to the state of the bodies there was no doubt of the brutality of the murders. Especially the child, dismembered presumably. Her body taken away by her killer for God knows what purpose.
The Murder Squad set up a Unit at The Tall Man, while house to house interviews were conducted throughout the village. Nothing came immediately to light. No strangers seen in the locality; no more suspicious behaviour from anyone than was normal for a poacher or a bent building merchant. It was Enid Blatter, she of the ample bust and the motherly manner, who mentioned that she hadn't seen Thomas Garrow for over twenty-four hours.
They found him where his killer had left him, the worse for a few hours of picking. Worms at his head and gulls at his legs. The flesh of his shins, where his trousers had slid out of his boots, was pecked to the bone. When he was dug up families of refugee lice scurried from his ears.
The atmosphere in the hotel that night was subdued. In the bar Detective Sergeant Gissing, down from London to head the investigation, had found a willing ear in Ron Milton. He was glad to be conversing with a fellow Londoner, and Milton kept them both in Scotch and water for the best part of three hours.
"Twenty years in the force," Gissing kept repeating, "and I've never seen anything like it."
Which wasn't strictly true. There'd been that whore (or selected highlights thereof) he'd found in a suitcase at Euston's left luggage department, a good decade ago. And the addict who'd taken it upon himself to hypnotise a polar bear at London Zoo: he'd been a sight for sore eyes when they dredged him out of the pool. He'd seen a good deal, had Stanley Gissing--
"But this...never seen anything like it," he insisted. "Fair made me want to puke."
Ron wasn't quite sure why he listened to Gissing; it was just something to while the night away. Ron, who'd been a radical in his younger days, had never liked policemen much, and there was some quirky satisfaction to be had from getting this self-satisfied prat pissed out of his tiny skull.
"He's a fucking lunatic," Gissing said, "you can take my word for it. We'll have him easy. A man like that isn't in control, you see. Doesn't bother to cover his tracks, doesn't even care if he lives or dies. God knows, any man who can tear a seven-year-old girl to shreds like that, he's on the verge of going bang. Seen 'em."
"Yes?"
"Oh yes. Seen 'em weep like children, blood all over 'em like they was just out of the abattoir, and tears on their faces. Pathetic."
"So, you'll have him."
"Like that," said Gissing, and snapped his fingers. He got to his feet, a little unsteadily, "Sure as God made little apples, we'll have him." He glanced at his watch and then at the empty glass.
Ron made no further offers of refills.
"Well," said Gissing, "I must be getting back to town. Put in my report."
He swayed to the door and left Milton to the bill.
Rawhead watched Gissing's car crawl out of the village and along the north road, the headlights making very little impression on the night. The noise of the engine made Rawhead nervous though, as it over-revved up the hill past the Nicholson Farm. It roared and coughed like no beast he had encountered before, and somehow the homo sapiens had control of it. If the Kingdom was to be taken back from the usurpers, sooner or later he would have to best one of these beasts. Rawhead swallowed his fear and prepared for the confrontation.
The moon grew teeth.
In the back of the car Stanley was near as damnit asleep, dreaming of little girls. In his dreams these charming nymphettes were climbing a ladder on their way to bed, and he was on duty beside the ladder watching them climb, catching glimpses of their slightly soiled knickers as they disappeared into the sky. It was a familiar dream, one that he would never have admitted to, not even drunk. Not that he was ashamed exactly; he knew for a fact many of his colleagues entertained peccadilloes every bit as off-beat as, and some a good deal less savoury than, his. But he was possessive of it: it was his particular dream, and he wasn't about to share it with anyone.
In the driving seat the young officer who had been chauffeuring Gissing around for the best part of six months was waiting for the old man to fall well and truly asleep. Then and only then could he risk turning the radio on to catch up with the cricket scores. Australia were well down in the Test: a late rally seemed unlikely. Ah, now there was a career, he thought as he drove. Beats this routine into a cocked hat.
Both lost in their reveries, driver and passenger, neither caught sight of Rawhead. He was stalking the car now, his giant's stride easily keeping pace with it as it navigated the winding, unlit road.
All at once his anger flared, and roaring, he left the field for the tarmac.
The driver swerved to avoid the immense form that skipped into the burning headlights, its mouth issuing a howl like a pack of rabid dogs.
The car skidded on the wet ground, its left wing grazing the bushes that ran along the side of the road, a tangle of branches lashing the windscreen as it careered on its way. On the back seat Gissing fell off the ladder he was climbing, just as the car came to the end of its hedgerow tour and met an iron gate. Gissing was flung against the front seat, winded but uninjured. The impact took the driver over the wheel and through the window in two short seconds. His feet, now in Gissing's face, twitched.
From the road Rawhead watched the death of the metal box. Its tortured voice, the howl of its wrenched flank, the shattering of its face, frightened him. But it was dead.
He waited a few cautious moments before advancing up the road to sniff the crumpled body. There was an aromatic smell in the air, which pricked his sinuses, and the cause of it, the blood of the box, was dribbling out of its broken torso, and running away down the road. Certain now that it must be finished, he approached.
There was someone alive in the box. None of the sweet child-flesh he savoured so much, just tough male-meat. It was a comical face that peered at him. Round, wild eyes. Its silly mouth opened and closed like a fish's. He kicked the box to make it open, and when that didn't work he wrenched off the doors. Then he reached and drew the whimpering male out of his refuge. Was this one of the species that had subdued him? This fearful mite, with its jelly-lips? He laughed at its pleas, then turned Gissing on his head, and held him upside down by one foot. He waited until the cries died down, then reached between the twitching legs and found the mite's manhood. Not large. Quite shrunk, in fact, by fear. Gissing was blathering all kinds of stuff: none of it made any sense. The only sound Rawhead understood from the mouth of the man was this sound he was hearing now, this high-pitched shriek that always attended a gelding. Once finished, he dropped Gissing beside the car.
A fire had begun in the smashed engine, he could smell it. He was not so much a beast that he feared fire. Respected it yes: but not feared. Fire was a tool, he'd used it many times: to burn out enemies, to cremate them in their beds.
Now he stepped back from the car as the flame found the petrol and fire erupted into the air. Heat bailed towards him, and he smelt the hair on the front of his body crisp, but he was too entranced by the spectacle not to look. The fire followed the blood of the beast, consuming Gissing, and licking along the rivers of petrol like an eager dog after a trail of piss. Rawhead watched, and learned a new and lethal lesson.
 

*****
In the chaos of his study Coot was unsuccessfully fighting off sleep. He'd spent a good deal of the evening at the Altar, some of it with Declan. Tonight there'd be no praying, just sketching. Now he had a copy of the Altar carving on his desk in front of him, and he'd spent an hour just staring at it. The exercise had been fruitless. Either the carving was too ambiguous, or his imagination lacked breadth. Whichever, he could make very little sense of the image. It pictured a burial certainly, but that was about all he was able to work out. Maybe the body was a little bigger than that of the mourners, but nothing exceptional. He thought of Zeal's pub, The Tall Man, and smiled. It might well have pleased some Mediaeval wit to picture the burial of a brewer under the Altar cloth.
In the hall, the sick clock struck twelve-fifteen, which meant it was almost one. Coot got up from his desk, stretched, and switched off the lamp. He was surprised by the brilliance of the moonlight streaming through the crack in the curtain.
It was a full, harvest moon, and the light, though cold, was luxuriant.
He put the guard in front of the fire, and stepped into the darkened hallway, closing the door behind him. The clock ticked loudly. Somewhere over towards Goudhurst, he heard the sound of an ambulance siren.
What's happening? he wondered, and opened the front door to see what he could see. There were car headlights on the hill, and the distant throb of blue police lights, more rhythmical than the ticking at his back. Accident on the north road. Early for ice, and surely not cold enough. He watched the lights, set on the hill like jewels on the back of a whale, winking away. It was quite chilly, come to think of it. No weather to be standing in the--
He frowned; something caught his eye, a movement in the far corner of the churchyard, underneath the trees. The moonlight etched the scene in monochrome. Black yews, grey stones, a white chrysanthemum strewing its petals on a grave. And black in the shadow of the yews, but outlined clearly against the slab of a marble tomb beyond, a giant.
Coot stepped out of the house in slippered feet.
The giant was not alone. Somebody was kneeling in front of it, a smaller, more human shape, its face raised and clear in the light. It was Declan. Even from a distance it was clear that he was smiling up at his master.
Coot wanted to get closer; a better look at the nightmare. As he took his third step his foot crunched on a piece of gravel.
The giant seemed to shift in the shadows. Was it turning to look at him? Coot chewed on his heart. No, let it be deaf; please God, let it not see me, make me invisible.
The prayer was apparently answered. The giant made no sign of having seen his approach. Taking courage Coot advanced across the pavement of gravestones, dodging from tomb to tomb for cover, barely daring to breathe. He was within a few feet of the tableau now and he could see the way the creature's head was bowed towards Declan; he could hear the sound like sandpaper on stone it was making at the back of its throat. But there was more to the scene.
Declan's vestments were torn and dirtied, his thin chest bare. Moonlight caught his sternum, his ribs. His state, and his position, were unequivocal. This was adoration - pure and simple. Then Coot heard the splashing; he stepped closer and saw that the giant was directing a glistening rope of its urine onto Declan's upturned face. It splashed into his slackly opened mouth, it ran over his torso. The gleam of joy didn't leave Declan's eyes for a moment as he received this baptism, indeed he turned his head from side to side in his eagerness to be totally defiled.
The smell of the creature's discharge wafted across to Coot. It was acidic, vile. How could Declan bear to have a drop of it on him, much less bathe in it? Coot wanted to cry out, stop the depravity, but even in the shadow of the yew the shape of the beast was terrifying. It was too tall and too broad to be human.
This was surely the Beast of the Wild Woods Declan had been trying to describe; this was the child-devourer. Had Declan guessed, when he eulogised about this monster, what power it would have over his imagination? Had he known all along that if the beast were to come sniffing for him he'd kneel in front of it, call it Lord (before Christ, before Civilisation, he'd said), let it discharge its bladder on to him, and smile?
Yes. Oh yes.
And so let him have his moment. Don't risk your neck for him, Coot thought, he's where he wants to be. Very slowly he backed off towards the Vestry, his eyes still fixed on the degradation in front of him. The baptism dribbled to a halt, but Declan's hands, cupped in front of him, still held a quantity of fluid. He put the heels of his hands to his mouth, and drank.
Coot gagged, unable to prevent himself. For an instant he closed his eyes to shut out the sight, and opened them again to see that the shadowy head had turned towards him and was looking at him with eyes that burned in the blackness.
"Christ Almighty."
It saw him. For certain this time, it saw him. It roared, and its head changed shape in the shadow, its mouth opened so horribly wide.
"Sweet Jesus."
Already it was charging towards him, antelope-lithe, leaving its acolyte slumped beneath the tree. Coot turned and ran, ran as he hadn't in many a long year, hurdling the graves as he fled. It was just a few yards: the door, some kind of safety. Not for long maybe, but time to think, to find a weapon. Run, you old bastard. Christ the race, Christ the prize. Four yards.
Run.
The door was open.
Almost there; a yard to go--
He crossed the threshold and swung round to slam the door on his pursuer. But no! Rawhead had shot his hand through the door, a hand three times the size of a human hand. It was snatching at the empty air, trying to find Coot, the roars relentless.
Coot threw his full weight against the oak door. The door stile, edged with iron, bit into Rawhead's forearm. The roar became a howl: venom and agony mingled in a din that was heard from one end of Zeal to the other.
It stained the night up as far as the north road, where the remains of Gissing and his driver were being scraped up and parcelled in plastic. It echoed round the icy walls of the Chapel of Rest where Denny and Gwen Nicholson were already beginning to degenerate. It was heard too in the bedrooms of Zeal, where living couples lay side by side, maybe an arm numbed under the other's body; where the old lay awake working out the geography of the ceiling; where children dreamt of the womb, and babies mourned it. It was heard again and again and again as Rawhead raged at the door.
The howl made Coot's head swim. His mouth babbled prayers, but the much needed support from on high showed no sign of coming. He felt his strength ebbing away. The giant was steadily gaining access, pressing the door open inch by inch. Coot's feet slid on the too-well-polished floor, his muscles were fluttering as they faltered. This was a contest he had no chance of winning, not if he tried to match his strength to that of the beast, sinew for sinew. If he was to see tomorrow morning, he needed some strategy.
Coot pressed harder against the wood, his eyes darting around the hallway looking for a weapon. It mustn't get in: it mustn't have mastery over him. A bitter smell was in his nostrils. For a moment he saw himself naked and kneeling in front of the giant, with its piss beating on his skull. Hard on the heels of that picture, came another flurry of depravities. It was all he could do not to let it in, let the obscenities get a permanent hold. Its mind was working its way into his, a thick wedge of filth pressing its way through his memories, encouraging buried thoughts to the surface. Wouldn't it ask for worship, just like any God? And wouldn't its demands be plain, and real? Not ambiguous, like those of the Lord he'd served up 'til now. That was a fine thought: to give himself up to this certainty that beat on the other side of the door, and lie open in front of it, and let it ravage him.
Rawhead. Its name was a pulse in his ear--Raw. Head.
In desperation, knowing his fragile mental defenses were within an ace of collapsing, his eyes alighted on the clothes stand to the left of the door.
Raw. Head. Raw. Head. The name was an imperative. Raw. Head. Raw. Head. It evoked a skinned head, its defenses peeled back, a thing close to bursting, no telling if it was pain or pleasure. But easy to find out -
It almost had possession of him, he knew it: it was now or never. He took one arm from the door and stretched towards the rack for a walking-stick. There was one amongst them he wanted in particular. He called it his-cross-country stick, a yard and a half of stripped ash, well used and resilient. His fingers coaxed it towards him.
Rawhead had taken advantage of the lack of force behind the door; its leathery arm was working its way in, indifferent to the way the door jamb scored the skin. The hand, its fingers strong as steel, had caught the folds of Coot's jacket.
Coot raised the ash stick and brought it down on Rawhead's elbow, where the bone was vulnerably close to the surface. The weapon splintered on impact, but it did its job. On the other side of the door the howl began again, and Rawhead's arm was rapidly withdrawn. As the fingers slid out Coot slammed the door and bolted it. There was a short hiatus, seconds only, before the attack began again, this time a two-fisted beating on the door. The hinges began to buckle; the wood groaned. It would be a short time, a very short time, before it gained access. It was strong; and now it was furious too.
Coot crossed the hall and picked up the phone. Police, he said, and began to dial. How long before it put two and two together, gave up on the door, and moved to the windows? They were leaded, but that wouldn't keep it out for long. He had minutes at the most, probably seconds, depending on its brain power.
His mind, loosed from Rawhead's grasp, was a chorus of fragmented prayers and demands. If I die, he found himself thinking, will I be rewarded in Heaven for dying more brutally than any country vicar might reasonably expect? Is there compensation in paradise for being disemboweled in the front hall of your own Vestry?
There was only one officer left on duty at the Police Station: the rest were up on the north road, clearing up after Gissing's party. The poor man could make very little sense of Reverend Coot's pleas, but there was no mistaking the sound of splintering wood that accompanied the babbles, nor the howling in the background.
The officer put the phone down and radioed for help. The patrol on the north road took twenty, maybe twenty-five seconds to answer. In that time Rawhead had smashed the central panel of the Vestry door, and was now demolishing the rest. Not that the patrol knew that. After the sights they'd faced up there, the chauffeur's charred body, Gissing's missing manhood, they had become insolent with experience, like hour-old war veterans. It took the officer at the Station a good minute to convince them of the urgency in Coot's voice. In that time Rawhead had gained access.
 

*****
In the hotel, Ron Milton watched the parade of lights blinking on the hill, heard the sirens, and Rawhead's howls, and was besieged by doubts. Was this really the quiet country village he had intended to settle himself and his family in? He looked down at Maggie, who had been woken by the noise but was now asleep again, her bottle of sleeping tablets almost empty on the bedside cabinet. He felt, though she would have laughed at him for it, protective towards her: he wanted to be her hero. She was the one who took the self-defense night classes however, while he grew overweight on expense account lunches. It made him inexplicably sad to watch her sleep, knowing he had so little power over life and death.
Rawhead stood in the hall of the Vestry in a confetti of shattered wood. His torso was pin-pricked with splinters, and dozens of tiny wounds bled down his heaving bulk. His sour sweat permeated the hail like incense.
He sniffed the air for the man, but he was nowhere near.
Rawhead bared his teeth in frustration, expelling a thin whistle of air from the back of his throat, and loped down the hall towards the study. There was warmth there, his nerves could feel it at twenty yards, and there was comfort too. He overturned the desk and shattered two of the chairs, partly to make more room for himself, mostly out of sheer destructiveness, then threw away the fire guard and sat down. Warmth surrounded him: healing, living warmth. He luxuriated in the sensation as it embraced his face, his lean belly, his limbs. He felt it heat his blood too, and so stir memories of other fires, fires he'd set in fields of burgeoning wheat.
And he recalled another fire, the memory of which his mind tried to dodge and duck, but he couldn't avoid thinking about it: the humiliation of that night would be with him forever. They'd picked their season so carefully: high summer, and no rain in two months. The undergrowth of the Wild Woods was tinder dry, even the living tree caught the flame easily. He had been flushed out of his fortress with streaming eyes, confused and fearful, to be met with spikes and nets on every side, and that . . . thing they had, that sight that could subdue him.
Of course they weren't courageous enough to kill him; they were too superstitious for that. Besides, didn't they recognise his authority, even as they wounded him, their terror a homage to it? So they buried him alive: and that was worse than death. Wasn't that the very worst? Because he could live an age, ages, and never die, not even locked in the earth. Just left to wait a hundred years, and suffer, and another hundred and another, while the generations walked the ground above his head and lived and died and forgot him. Perhaps the women didn't forget him: he could smell them even through the earth, when they came close to his grave, and though they might not have known it they felt anxious, they persuaded their men to abandon the place altogether, so he was left absolutely alone, with not even a gleaner for company. Loneliness was their revenge on him, he thought, for the times he and his brothers had taken women into the woods, spread them out, spiked and loosed them again, bleeding but fertile. They would die having the children of those rapes; no woman's anatomy could survive the thrashing of a hybrid, its teeth, its anguish. That was the only revenge he and his brothers ever had on the big-bellied sex.
Rawhead stroked himself and looked up at the gilded reproduction of
The Light of the World
that hung above Coot's mantelpiece. The image woke no tremors of fear or remorse in him: it was a picture of a sexless martyr, doe-eyed and woebegone. No challenge there. The true power, the only power that could defeat him, was apparently gone: lost beyond recall, its place usurped by a virgin shepherd. He ejaculated, silently, his thin semen hissing on the hearth. The world was his to rule unchallenged. He would have warmth, and food in abundance. Babies even. Yes, baby-meat, that was the best. Just dropped mites, still blind from the womb.
He stretched, sighing in anticipation of that delicacy, his brain awash with atrocities.
*****
From his refuge in the crypt Coot heard the police cars squealing to a halt outside the Vestry, then the sound of feet on the gravel path. He judged there to be at least half a dozen. It would be enough, surely.
Cautiously he moved through the darkness towards the stairs.
Something touched him: he almost yelled, biting his tongue a moment before the cry escaped.
"Don't go now," a voice said from behind him. It was Declan, and he was speaking altogether too loudly for comfort. The thing was above them, somewhere, it would hear them if he wasn't careful. Oh God, it mustn't hear.
"It's up above us," said Coot in a whisper.
"I know."
The voice seemed to come from his bowels not from his throat; it was bubbled through filth.
"Let's have him come down here shall we? He wants you, you know. He wants me to--"
"What's happened to you?"
Declan's face was just visible in the dark. It grinned; lunatic.
"I think he might want to baptise you too. How'd you like that? Like that would you? He pissed on me: you see him? And that wasn't all. Oh no, he wants more than that. He wants everything. Hear me? Everything."
Declan grabbed hold of Coot, a bear-hug that stank of the creature's urine.
"Come with me," he leered in Coot's face.
"I put my trust in God."
Declan laughed. Not a hollow laugh; there was genuine compassion in it for this lost soul.
"He is God," he said. "He was here before this fucking shit-house was built, you know that."
"So were dogs."
"Uh?"
"Doesn't mean I'd let them cock their legs on me."
"Clever old fucker aren't you?" said Declan, the smile inverted. "He'll show you. You'll change."
"No, Declan. Let go of me--" The embrace was too strong.
"Come on up the stairs, fuck-face. Mustn't keep God waiting." He pulled Coot up the stairs, arms still locked round him. Words, all logical argument, eluded Coot: was there nothing he could say to make the man see his degradation? They made an ungainly entrance into the Church, and Coot automatically looked towards the altar, hoping for some reassurance, but he got none. The altar had been desecrated. The cloths had been torn and smeared with excrement, the cross and candlesticks were in the middle of a fire of prayer-books that burned healthily on the altar steps. Smuts floated around the Church; the air was grimy with smoke. "You did this?"
Declan grunted. "He wants me to destroy it all. Take it apart stone by stone if I have to."
"He wouldn't dare."
"Oh he'd dare. He's not scared of Jesus, he's not scared of..." The certainty lapsed for a telling instant, and Coot leapt on the hesitation.
"There's something here he is scared of, though, isn't there, or he'd have come in here himself, done it all himself..." Declan wasn't looking at Coot. His eyes had glazed. "What is it, Declan? What is it he doesn't like? You can tell me--"
Declan spat in Coot's face, a wad of thick phlegm that hung on his cheek like a slug.
"None of your business."
"In the name of Christ, Declan, look at what he's done to you."
"I know my master when I see him--" Declan was shaking. "--and so will you."
He turned Coot round to face the south door. It was open, and the creature was there on the threshold, stooping gracefully to duck under the porch. For the first time Coot saw Rawhead in a good light, and the terrors began in earnest. He had avoided thinking too much of its size, its stare, its origins. Now, as it came towards him with slow, even stately steps, his heart conceded its mastery. It was no mere beast, despite its mane, and its awesome array of teeth; its eyes lanced him through and through, gleaming with a depth of contempt no animal could ever muster. Its mouth opened wider and wider, the teeth gliding from the gums, two, three inches long, and still the mouth was gaping wider. When there was nowhere to run, Declan let Coot go. Not that Coot could have moved anyway: the stare was too insistent. Rawhead reached out and picked Coot up. The world turned on its head--
 

*****
There were seven officers, not six as Coot had guessed. Three of them were armed, their weapons brought down from London on the order of Detective Sergeant Gissing. The late, soon to be decorated posthumously, Detective Sergeant Gissing. They were led, these seven good men and true, by Sergeant Ivanhoe Baker. Ivanhoe was not a heroic man, either by inclination or education. His voice, which he had prayed would give the appropriate orders when the time came without betraying him, came out as a strangled yelp as Rawhead appeared from the interior of the Church.
"I can see it!" he said. Everybody could: it was nine feet tall, covered in blood, and it looked like Hell on legs. Nobody needed it pointed out. The guns were raised without Ivanhoe's instruction: and the unarmed men, suddenly feeling naked, kissed their truncheons and prayed. One of them ran.
"Hold your ground!" Ivanhoe shrieked; if those sons of bitches turned tail he'd be left on his own. They hadn't issued him with a gun, just authority, and that was not much comfort.
Rawhead was still holding Coot up, at arm's length, by the neck. The Reverend's legs dangled a foot above the ground, his head lolled back, his eyes were closed. The monster displayed the body for his enemies, proof of power.
"Shall we...please...can we...shoot the bastard?" One of the gunmen inquired.
Ivanhoe swallowed before answering. "We'll hit the vicar."
"He's dead already." said the gunman.
"We don't know that."
"He must be dead. Look at him--"
Rawhead was shaking Coot like an eiderdown, and his stuffing was falling out, much to Ivanhoe's intense disgust. Then, almost lazily, Rawhead flung Coot at the police. The body hit the gravel a little way from the gate and lay still. Ivanhoe found his voice--"Shoot!"
The gunmen needed no encouragement; their fingers were depressing the triggers before the syllable was out of his mouth. Rawhead was hit by three, four, five bullets in quick succession, most of them in the chest. They stung him and he put up an arm to protect his face, covering his balls with the other hand. This was a pain he hadn't anticipated. The wound he'd received from Nicholson's rifle had been forgotten in the bliss of the blood-letting that came soon after, but these barbs hurt him, and they kept coming. He felt a twinge of fear. His instinct was to fly in the face of these popping, flashing rods, but the pain was too much. Instead, he turned and made his retreat, leaping over the tombs as he fled towards the safety of the hills. There were copses he knew, burrows and caves, where he could hide and find time to think this new problem through. But first he had to elude them.
They were after him quickly, flushed with the ease of their victory, leaving Ivanhoe to find a vase on one of the graves, empty it of chrysanthemums, and be sick.
Out of the dip there were no lights along the road, and Rawhead began to feel safer. He could melt into the darkness, into the earth: he'd done it a thousand times. He cut across a field. The barley was still unharvested, and heavy with its grain. He trampled it as he ran, grinding seed and stalk. At his back his pursuers were already losing the chase. The car they'd piled into had stopped in the road, he could see its lights, one blue, two white, way behind him. The enemy was shouting a confusion of orders, words Rawhead didn't understand. No matter; he knew men. They were easily frightened. They would not look far for him tonight; they'd use the dark as an excuse to call off the search, telling themselves that his wounds were probably fatal anyhow. Trusting children that they were. He climbed to the top of the hill and looked down into the valley. Below the snake of the road, its eyes the headlights of the enemy's car, the village was a wheel of warm light, with flashing blues and reds at its hub. Beyond, in every direction, the impenetrable black of the hills, over which the stars hung in loops and clusters. By day this would seem a counterpane valley, toy town small. By night it was fathomless, more his than theirs.
His enemies were already returning to their hovels, as he'd known they would. The chase was over for the night.
He lay down on the earth and watched a meteor burn up as it fell to the south-west. It was a brief, bright streak, which edge-lit a cloud, then went out. Morning was many long, healing hours in the future. He would soon be strong again: and then, then--he'd burn them all away.
 

*****
Coot was not dead: but so close to death it scarcely made any difference. Eighty per cent of the bones in his body were fractured or broken: his face and neck were a maze of lacerations: one of his hands was crushed almost beyond recognition. He would certainly die. It was purely a matter of time and inclination.
 

*****
In the village those who had glimpsed so much as a fragment of the events in the dip were already elaborating on their stories: and the evidence of the naked eye lent credence to the most fantastic inventions. The chaos in the churchyard, the smashed door of the Vestry: the cordoned-off car on the north road, Whatever had happened that Saturday night it was going to take a long time to forget.
There was no harvest festival service, which came as no surprise to anyone.
Maggie was insistent: "I want us all to go back to London."
"A day ago you wanted us to stay here. Got to be part of the community."
"That was on Friday, before all this...this...There's a maniac loose, Ron."
"If we go now, we won't come back."
"What are you talking about; of course we'll come back."
"If we leave once the place is threatened, we give up on it altogether."
"That's ridiculous."
"You were the one who was so keen on us being visible, being seen to join in village life. Well, we'll have to join in the deaths, too. And I'm going to stay--see it through. You can go back to London. Take the kids."
"No."
He sighed, heavily.
"I want to see him caught: whoever he is. I want to know it's all been cleared up, see it with my own eyes. That's the only way we'll ever feel safe here."
Reluctantly, she nodded. "At least let's get out of the hotel for a while. Mrs Blatter's going loopy. Can't we go for a drive? Get some air-"
"Yes, why not?"
It was a balmy September day: the countryside, always willing to spring a surprise, was gleaming with life. Late flowers shone in the roadside hedges, birds dipped over the road as they drove. The sky was azure, the clouds a fantasia in cream. A few miles outside the village all the horrors of the previous night began to evaporate and the sheer exuberance of the day began to raise the family's spirits. With every mile they drove out of Zeal Ron's fears diminished. Soon, he was singing.
On the back seat Debbie was being difficult. One moment "I'm hot, Daddy", the next: "I want an orange juice, Daddy"; the next: "I have to pee".
Ron stopped the car on an empty stretch of road, and played the indulgent father. The kids had been through a lot; today they could be spoiled.
"All right, darling, you can have a pee here, then we'll go and find an ice-cream for you."
"Where's the la-la?" she said. Damn stupid phrase; mother-in-law's euphemism.
Maggie chipped in. She was better with Debbie in these moods than Ron. "You can go behind the hedge," she said. Debbie looked horrified. Ron exchanged a half-smile with Ian. The boy had a put-upon look on his face. Grimacing, he went back to his dog-eared comic.
"Hurry up, can't you?" he muttered. "Then we can go somewhere proper."
Somewhere proper, thought Ron. He means a town. He's a city kid: its going to take a while to convince him that a hill with a view is somewhere proper. Debbie was still being difficult.
"I can't go here Mummy--"
"Why not?"
"Somebody might see me."
"Nobody's going to see you darling," Ron reassured her. "Now do as your Mummy says." He turned to Maggie, "Go with her, love."
Maggie wasn't budging. "She's OK."
"She can't climb over the gate on her own."
"Well you go, then."
Ron was determined not to argue; he forced a smile. "Come on," he said.
Debbie got out of the car and Ron helped her over the iron gate into the field beyond. It was already harvested. It smelt...earthy. "Don't look," she admonished him, wide-eyed, "you mustn't look."
She was already a manipulator, at the ripe old age of nine. She could play him better than the piano she was taking lessons on. He knew it, and so did she. He smiled at her and closed his eyes. "All right. See? I've got my eyes closed. Now hurry up, Debbie. Please."
"Promise you won't peek."
"I won't peek." My God, he thought, she's certainly making a production number out of this. "Hurry up."
He glanced back towards the car. Ian was sitting in the back, still reading, engrossed in some cheap heroics, his face set as he stared into the adventure. The boy was so serious: the occasional half-smile was all Ron could ever win from him. It wasn't a put-on, it wasn't a fake air of mystery. He seemed content to leave all the performing to his sister.
Behind the hedge Debbie pulled down her Sunday knickers and squatted, but after all the fuss her pee wouldn't come. She concentrated but that just made it worse.
Ron looked up the field towards the horizon. There were gulls up there, squabbling over a tit-bit. He watched them awhile, impatience growing.
"Come on love," he said.
He looked back at the car, and Ian was watching him now, his face slack with boredom; or something like it. Was there something else there: a deep resignation? Ron thought. The boy looked back to his comic book
Utopia
without acknowledging his father's gaze.
Then Debbie screamed: an ear-piercing shriek.
"Christ!" Ron was clambering over the gate in an instant, and Maggie wasn't far behind him.
"Debbie!"
Ron found her standing against the hedge, staring at the ground, blubbering, face red. "What's wrong, for God's sake?"
She was yabbering incoherently. Ron followed her eye.
"What's happened?" Maggie was having difficulty getting over the gate.
"It's all right...it's all right."
There was a dead mole almost buried in the tangle at the edge of the field, its eyes pecked out, its rotting hide crawling with flies.
"Oh God, Ron." Maggie looked at him accusingly, as though he'd put the damn thing there with malice aforethought.
"It's all right, sweetheart," she said, elbowing past her husband and wrapping Debbie up in her arms.
Her sobs quieted a bit. City kids, thought Ron. They're going to have to get used to that sort of thing if they're going to live in the country. No road-sweepers here to brush up the run-over cats every morning. Maggie was rocking her, and the worst of the tears were apparently over.
"She'll be all right," Ron said.
"Of course she will, won't you, darling?" Maggie helped her pull up her knickers. She was still sniveling, her need for privacy forgotten in her unhappiness.
In the back of the car Ian listened to his sister's caterwauling and tried to concentrate on his comic. Anything for attention, he thought. Well, she's welcome.
Suddenly, it went dark.
He looked up from the page, his heart loud. At his shoulder, six inches away from him, something stooped to peer into the car, its face like Hell. He couldn't scream, his tongue refused to move. All he could do was flood the seat and kick uselessly as the long, scarred arms reached through the window towards him. The nails of the beast gouged his ankles, tore his sock. One of his new shoes fell off in the struggle. Now it had his foot and he was being dragged across the wet seat towards the window. He found his voice. Not quite to voice, it was a pathetic, a silly-sounding voice, not the equal of the mortal terror he felt. And all too late anyway; it was dragging his legs through the window, and his bottom was almost through now. He looked through the back window as it hauled his torso into the open air and in a dream he saw Daddy at the gate, his face looking so, so ridiculous. He was climbing the gate, coming to help, coming to save him but he was far too slow. Ian knew he was beyond salvation from the beginning, because he'd died this way in his sleep on a hundred occasions and Daddy never got there in time. The mouth was wider even than he'd dreamed it, a hole which he was being delivered into, head first. It smelt like the dustbins at the back of the school canteen, times a million. He was sick down its throat, as it bit the top of his head off.
Ron had never screamed in his life. The scream had always belonged to the other sex, until that instant. Then, watching the monster stand up and close its jaws around his son's head, there was no sound appropriate but a scream.
Rawhead heard the cry, and turned, without a trace of fear on his face, to look at the source. Their eyes met. The King's glance penetrated Milton like a spike, freezing him to the road and to the marrow. It was Maggie who broke its hold, her voice a dirge.
"Oh...please...no."
Ron shook Rawhead's look from his head, and started towards the car, towards his son. But the hesitation had given Rawhead a moment's grace he scarcely needed anyway, and he was already away, his catch clamped between his jaws, spilling out to right and left. The breeze carried motes of lan's blood back down the road towards Ron; he felt them spot his face in a gentle shower.
*****
Declan stood in the chancel of St Peter's and listened for the hum. It was still there. Sooner or later he'd have to go to the source of that sound and destroy it, even if it meant, as it well might, his own death. His new master would demand it. But that was par for the course; and the thought of death didn't distress him; far from it. In the last few days he'd realised ambitions that he'd nurtured (unspoken, even unthought) for years.
Looking up at the black bulk of the monster as it rained piss on him he'd found the purest joy. If that experience, which would once have disgusted him, could be so consummate, what might death be like? Rarer still. And if he could contrive to die by Rawhead's hand, by that wide hand that smelt so rank, wouldn't that be the rarest of the rare?
He looked up at the altar, and at the remains of the fire the police had extinguished. They'd searched for him after Coot's death, but he had a dozen hiding places they would never find, and they'd soon given up. Bigger fish to fry. He collected a fresh armful of Songs of Praise and threw them down amongst the damp ashes. The candlesticks were warped, but still recognisable. The cross had disappeared, either shrivelled away or removed by some light-fingered officer of the law. He tore a few handfuls of hymns from the books, and lit a match. The old songs caught easily.
 

*****
Ron Milton was tasting tears, and it was a taste he'd forgotten. It was many years since he'd wept, especially in front of other males. But he didn't care any longer: these bastard policemen weren't human anyway. They just looked at him while he poured out his story, and nodded like idiots.
"We've drafted men in from every division within fifty miles, Mr. Milton," said the bland face with the understanding eyes. "The hills are being scoured. We'll have it, whatever it is."
"It took my child, you understand me? It killed him, in front of me--"
They didn't seem to appreciate the horror of it all.
"We're doing what we can."
"It's not enough. This thing...it's not human."
Ivanhoe, with the understanding eyes, knew bloody well how un-human it was.
"There's people coming from the Ministry of Defence: we can't do much more 'til they've had a look at the evidence," he said. Then added, as a sop: "It's all public money sir."
"You fucking idiot! What does it matter what it costs to kill it? It's not human. It's out of Hell."
Ivanhoe's look lost compassion.
"If it came out of Hell, sir," he said, "I don't think it would have found the Reverend Coot such easy pickings."
Coot: that was his man. Why hadn't he thought of that before? Coot.
Ron had never been much of a man of God. But he was prepared to be open-minded, and now that he'd seen the opposition, or one of its troops, he was ready to reform his opinions. He'd believe anything, anything at all, if it gave him a weapon against the Devil. He must get to Coot.
"What about your wife?" the officer called after him. Maggie was sitting in one of the side-offices, dumb with sedation, Debbie asleep beside her. There was nothing he could do for them. They were as safe here as anywhere. He must get to Coot, before he died.
He'd know, whatever Reverends know; and he'd understand the pain better than these monkeys. Dead sons were the crux of the Church after all.
As he got into the car it seemed for a moment he smelt his son: the boy who would have carried his name (Ian Ronald Milton he'd been christened), the boy who was his sperm made flesh, who he'd had circumcised like himself. The quiet child who'd looked out of the car at him with such resignation in his eyes. This time the tears didn't begin. This time there was just an anger that was almost wonderful.
 

*****
It was half past eleven at night. Rawhead Rex lay under the moon in one of the harvested fields to the south-west of the Nicholson Farm. The stubble was darkening now, and there was a tantalising smell of rotting vegetable matter off the earth. Beside him lay his dinner, Ian Ronald Milton, face up on the field, his midriff torn open. Occasionally the beast would lean up on one elbow and paddle its fingers in the cooling soup of the boy-child's body, fishing for a delicacy.
Here, under the full moon, bathing in silver, stretching his limbs and eating the flesh of human kind, he felt irresistible. His fingers drew a kidney off the plate beside him and he swallowed it whole.
Sweet.
*****
Coot was awake, despite the sedation. He knew he was dying, and the time was too precious to doze through. He didn't know the name of the face that was interrogating him in the yellow gloom of his room, but the voice was so politely insistent he had to listen, even though it interrupted his peace-making with God. Besides, they had questions in common: and they all circled, those questions, on the beast that had reduced him to this pulp.
"It took my son," the man said. "What do you know about the thing? Please tell me. I'll believe whatever you tell me--" Now there was desperation. "--Just explain--"
Time and again, as he'd lain on that hot pillow, confused thoughts had raced through Coot's mind. Declan's baptism; the embrace of the beast; the altar; his hair rising and his flesh too. Maybe there was something he could tell the father at his bedside.
"...in the church..."
Ron leaned closer to Coot; he smelt of earth already.
"...the altar...it's afraid...the altar..."
"You mean the cross? It's afraid of the cross?"
"No...not--"
"Not--"
The body creaked once, and stopped. Ron watched death come over the face: the saliva dry on Coot's lips, the iris of his remaining eye contract. He watched a long while before he rang for the nurse, then quietly made his escape.
 

*****
There was somebody in the Church. The door, which had been padlocked by the police, was ajar, the lock smashed. Ron pushed it open a few inches and slid inside. There were no lights on in the Church, the only illumination was a bonfire on the altar steps. It was being tended by a young man Ron had seen on and off in the village. He looked up from his fire-watching, but kept feeding the flames the guts of books.
"What can I do for you?" he asked, without interest.
"I came to--" Ron hesitated. What to tell this man: the truth? No, there was something wrong here.
"I asked you a frigging question," said the man. "What do you want?"
As he walked down the aisle towards the fire Ron began to see the questioner in more detail. There were stains, like mud, on his clothes, and his eyes had sunk in their orbits as if his brain had sucked them in.
"You've got no right to be in here--"
"I thought anyone could come into a church," said Ron, staring at the burning pages as they blackened.
"Not tonight. You get the fuck out of here."
Ron kept walking towards the altar.
"You get the fuck out, I said!"
The face in front of Ron was alive with leers and grimaces: there was lunacy in it.
"I came to see the altar; I'll go when I've seen it, and not before."
"You've been talking to Coot. That it?"
"Coot?"
"What did the old wanker tell you? It's all a lie, whatever it was; he never told the truth in his frigging life, you know that? You take it from me. He used to get up there--" He threw a prayer-book at the pulpit. "--and tell fucking lies!"
"I want to see the altar for myself. We'll see if he was telling lies--"
"No you won't!"
The man threw another handful of books on to the fire and stepped down to block Ron's path. He smelt not of mud but of shit. Without warning, he pounced. His hands seized Ron's neck, and the two of them toppled over. Declan's fingers reaching to gouge at Ron's eyes: his teeth snapping at his nose.
Ron was surprised at the weakness of his own arms; why hadn't he played squash the way Maggie had suggested, why were his muscles so ineffectual? If he wasn't careful this man was going to kill him.
Suddenly a light, so bright it could have been a midnight dawn, splashed through the west window. A cloud of screams followed close on it. Firelight, dwarfing the bonfire on the altar steps, dyed the air. The stained glass danced.
Declan forgot his victim for an instant, and Ron rallied. He pushed the man's chin back, and got a knee under his torso, then he kicked hard. The enemy went reeling, and Ron was up and after him, a fistful of hair securing the target while the ball of his other hand hammered at the lunatic's face 'til it broke. It wasn't enough to see the bastard's nose bleed, or to hear the cartilage mashed; Ron kept beating and beating until his fist bled. Only then did he let Declan drop.
 

*****
Outside, Zeal was ablaze.
Rawhead had made fires before, many fires. But petrol was a new weapon, and he was still getting the hang of it. It didn't take him long to learn. The trick was to wound the wheeled boxes, that was easy. Open their flanks and out their blood would pour, blood that made his head ache. The boxes were easy prey, lined up on the pavement like bullocks to be slaughtered. He went amongst them demented with death, splashing their blood down the High Street and igniting it. Streams of liquid fire poured into gardens, over thresholds. Thatches caught; wood-beamed cottages went up. In minutes Zeal was burning from end to end.
 

*****
In St Peter's, Ron dragged the filthied cloth off the altar, trying to block out all thoughts of Debbie and Margaret. The police would move them to a place of safety, for certain. The issue at hand must take precedence.
Beneath the cloth was a large box, its front panel roughly carved. He took no notice of the design; there were more urgent matters to attend to. Outside, the beast was loose. He could hear its triumphant roars, and he felt eager, yes eager, to go to it. To kill it or be killed. But first, the box. It contained power, no doubt about that; a power that was even now raising the hairs on his head, that was working at his cock, giving him an aching hard-on. His flesh seemed to seethe with it, it elated him like love. Hungry, he put his hands on the box, and a shock that seemed to cook his joints ran up both his arms. He fell back, and for a moment he wondered if he was going to remain conscious, the pain was so bad, but it subsided, in moments. He cast around for a tool, something to get him into the box without laying flesh toil.
In desperation, he wrapped his hand with a piece of the altar cloth and snatched one of the brass candleholders from the edge of the fire. The cloth began to smoulder as the heat worked its way through to his hand. He stepped back to the altar and beat at the wood like a madman until it began to splinter. His hands were numb now; if the heated candlesticks were burning his palms he couldn't feel it. What did it matter anyhow? There was a weapon here: a few inches away from him, if only he could get to it, to wield it. His erection throbbed, his balls tingled.
"Come to me," he found himself saying, "come on, come on. Come to me. Come to me." Like he was willing it into his embrace, this treasure, like it was a girl he wanted, his hard-on wanted, and he was hypnotising her into his bed.
"Come to me, come to me--"
The wood facade was breaking. Panting now, he used the corners of the candlestick base to lever larger chunks of timber away. The altar was hollow, as he'd known it would be. And empty. Empty.
Except for a ball of stone, the size of a small football. Was this his prize? He couldn't believe how insignificant it looked: and yet the air was still electric around him; his blood still danced. He reached through the hole he'd made in the altar and picked the relic up.
Outside, Rawhead was jubilating.
Images flashed before Ron's eyes as he weighed the stone in his deadened hand. A corpse with its feet burning. A flaming cot. A dog, running along the street, a living ball of fire. It was all outside, waiting to unfold. Against the perpetrator, he had this stone. He'd trusted God, just for half a day, and he got shat on. It was just a stone: just a fucking stone. He turned the football over and over in his hand, trying to make some sense of its furrows and its mounds. Was it meant to be something, perhaps; was he missing its deeper significance?
There was a knot of noise at the other end of the church; a crash, a cry, from beyond the door a whoosh of flame. Two people staggered in, followed by smoke and pleas.
"He's burning the village," said a voice Ron knew. It was that benign policeman who hadn't believed in Hell; he was trying to keep his act together, perhaps for the benefit of his companion, Mrs Blatter from the hotel. The nightdress she'd run into the street wearing was torn. Her breasts were exposed; they shook with her sobs; she didn't seem to know she was naked, didn't even know where she was.
"Christ in Heaven help us," said Ivanhoe.
"There's no fucking Christ in here," came Declan's voice. He was standing up, and reeling towards the intruders. Ron couldn't see his face from where he stood, but he knew it must be near as damn it unrecognisable. Mrs Blatter avoided him as he staggered towards the door, and she ran towards the altar. She'd been married here: on the very spot he'd built the fire. Ron stared at her body entranced.
She was considerably overweight, her breasts sagging, her belly overshadowing her cunt so he doubted if she could even see it. But it was for this his cock-head throbbed, for this his head reeled--
Her image was in his hand. God yes, she was there in his hand, she was the living equivalent of what he held. A woman. The stone was the statue of a woman, a Venus grosser than Mrs Blatter, her belly swelling with children, tits like mountains, cunt a valley that began at her navel and gaped to the world. All this time, under the cloth and the cross, they'd bowed their heads to a goddess.
Ron stepped off the altar and began to run down the aisle, pushing Mrs Blatter, the policeman and the lunatic aside.
"Don't go out," said Ivanhoe, "It's right outside."
Ron held the Venus tight, feeling her weight in his hands and taking security from her. Behind him, the Verger was screeching a warning to his Lord. Yes, it was a warning for sure.
Ron kicked open the door. On every side, fire. A flaming cot, a corpse (it was the postmaster) with its feet burning, a dog skinned by fire, hurtling past. And Rawhead, of course, silhouetted against a panorama of flames. It looked round, perhaps because it heard the warnings the Verger was yelling, but more likely, he thought, because it knew, knew without being told, that the woman had been found.
"Here!" Ron yelled, "I'm here! I'm here!"
It was coming for him now, with the steady gait of a victor closing in to claim its final and absolute victory. Doubt surged up in Ron. Why did it come so surely to meet him, not seeming to care about the weapon he carried in his hands?
Hadn't it seen, hadn't it heard the warning?
Unless--
Oh God in Heaven.
--Unless Coot had been wrong. Unless it was only a stone he held in his hand, a useless, meaningless lump of stone.
Then a pair of hands grabbed him around the neck.
The lunatic.
A low voice spat the word "Fucker" in his ear.
Ron watched Rawhead approaching, heard the lunatic screeching now: "Here he is. Fetch him. Kill him. Here he is."
Without warning the grip slackened, and Ron half-turned to see Ivanhoe dragging the lunatic back against the Church wall. The mouth in the Verger's broken face continued to screech.
"He's here! Here!"
Ron looked back at Rawhead: the beast was almost on him, and he was too slow to raise the stone in self-defence. But Rawhead had no intention of taking him. It was Declan he was smelling and hearing. Ivanhoe released Declan as Rawhead's huge hands veered past Ron and fumbled for the lunatic. What followed was unwatchable. Ron couldn't bear to see the hands take Declan apart: but he heard the gabble of pleas become whoops of disbelieving grief. When he next looked round there was nothing recognisably human on ground or wall--
--And Rawhead was coming for him now, coming to do the same or worse. The huge head craned round to fix on Ron, its maw gaping, and Ron saw how the fire had wounded Rawhead. The beast had been careless in the enthusiasm for destruction: fire had caught its face and upper torso. Its body hair was crisped, its mane was stubble, and the flesh on the left hand side of its face was black and blistered. The flames had roasted its eyeballs, they were swimming in a gum of mucus and tears. That was why it had followed Declan's voice and bypassed Ron; it could scarcely see.
But it must see now. It must.
"Here...here..." said Ron, "Here I am!"
Rawhead heard. He looked without seeing, his eyes trying to focus.
"Here! I'm here!"
Rawhead growled in his chest. His burned face pained him; he wanted to be away from here, away in the cool of a birch-thicket, moon-washed.
His dimmed eyes found the stone; the homo sapien was nursing it like a baby. It was difficult for Rawhead to see clearly, but he knew. It ached in his mind, that image. It pricked him, it teased him.
It was just a symbol of course, a sign of the power, not the power itself, but his mind made no such distinction. To him the stone was the thing he feared most: the bleeding woman, her gaping hole eating seed and spitting children. It was life, that hole, that woman, it was endless fecundity. It terrified him.
Rawhead stepped back, his own shit running freely down his leg. The fear on his face gave Ron strength. He pressed home his advantage, closing in after the retreating beast, dimly aware that Ivanhoe was rallying allies around him, armed figures waiting at the corners of his vision, eager to bring the fire-raiser down.
His own strength was failing him. The stone, lifted high above his head so Rawhead could see it plainly, seemed heavier by the moment.
"Go on," he said quietly to the gathering Zealots. "Go on, take him. Take him..."
They began to close in, even before he finished speaking.
Rawhead smelt them more than saw them: his hurting eyes were fixed on the woman.
His teeth slid from their sheaths in preparation for the attack. The stench of humanity closed in around him from every direction.
Panic overcame his superstitions for one moment and he snatched down towards Ron, steeling himself against the stone. The attack took Ron by surprise. The claws sank in his scalp, blood poured down over his face.
Then the crowd closed in. Human hands, weak, white human hands were laid on Rawhead's body. Fists beat on his spine, nails raked his skin.
He let Ron go as somebody took a knife to the backs of his legs and hamstrung him. The agony made him howl the sky down, or so it seemed. In Rawhead's roasted eyes the stars reeled as he fell backwards on to the road, his back cracking under him.
They took the advantage immediately, overpowering him by sheer weight of numbers. He snapped off a finger here, a face there, but they would not be stopped now. Their hatred was old; in their bones, did they but know it.
He thrashed under their assaults for as long as he could, but he knew death was certain. There would be no resurrection this time, no waiting in the earth for an age until their descendants forgot him. He'd be snuffed out absolutely, and there would be nothingness.
He became quieter at the thought, and looked up as best he could to where the little father was standing. Their eyes met, as they had on the road when he'd taken the boy. But now Rawhead's look had lost its power to transfix. His face was empty and sterile as the moon, defeated long before Ron slammed the stone down between his eyes. The skull was soft: it buckled inwards and a slop of brain splattered the road.
The King went out. It was suddenly over, without ceremony or celebration. Out, once and for all. There was no cry.
Ron left the stone where it lay, half buried in the face of the beast. He stood up groggily, and felt his head. His scalp was loose, his fingertips touched his skull, blood came and came. But there were arms to support him, and nothing to fear if he slept. It went unnoticed, but in death Rawhead's bladder was emptying. A stream of urine pulsed from the corpse and ran down the road. The rivulet steamed in the chilling air, its scummy nose sniffing left and right as it looked for a place to drain. After a few feet it found the gutter and ran along it awhile to a crack in the tarmac; there it drained off into the welcoming earth.
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I.
Terry Jervis was awake. He’d begun to doubt he’d ever sleep again. Each time he closed his eyes, his mind conjured up a series of nightmarish images that left his stomach squirming and his palms slick.
His mother came into his room in the early morning, in that black time after the stars had winked out but the sun had yet to claw over the horizon. He was lying there, buried in the covers, wide awake and aching from the long since spent adrenaline. The bedroom door creaked open, and Terry burrowed deeper under the covers, as if they could offer him some protection from
those things.
His scream died in his throat when he recognized the shadowy outline as his mother. He tried his best to feign sleep as she padded across the laundry-strewn floor.
"Honey, wake up. Something’s happened," Terry’s mother said, shaking him gently. "There are some people here that need to ask you some questions."
The people who had questions were police officers, two of them, and they sat in the Jarvis family’s breakfast nook, their hands folded around steaming cups of coffee. Both the officers were grey-haired, older than Terry’s father, and had grizzled faces patchy with emergent stubble. They sat side by side while Terry’s father sat at the head of the table, blowing absently at his own cup of coffee. He still wore his work shirt from the Toy Bonanza factory. Terry’s father had been working the overnight shift, which meant the police called him home from work. Terry knew it was serious, whatever had happened to his friends.
"Sit down, honey," Terry’s mother told him, pushing him lightly toward the one remaining empty chair. She stood behind him as he sat.
The police officers exchanged a look. The larger one, who wore a mustache and had a badge hanging from the front pocket of his jacket that identified him as "G. Hodel," cleared his throat. "Terry, I’m Detective Hodel, and this is Officer Hawkins." He indicated the uniformed officer beside him.
Terry nodded but said nothing.
"You were at the library earlier tonight your friends Craig Gilbert and Tony Peraza, weren’t you?" Officer Hodel asked.
Again, Terry nodded. When the police officer continued to look at him, Terry cleared his throat and answered softly, "Yes."
"Go on, son," Terry’s father prompted, squeezing Terry’s shoulder.
"We were studying," Terry elaborated. "Mr. Garrett assigned a group project."
"You boys do anything other than study?" Hodel asked. No longer interested in his cup of coffee, he focused on the fourteen-year-old boy. "Lots of kids there in the afternoon, but maybe not so much studying going on, am I right?"
Terry shifted in his chair. "Yeah. I mean, we talked. You know, goofed around. All the computers were taken, so…"
Officer Hawkins, a slimmer, darker version of Officer Hodel, sipped loudly from his coffee.
"At what point did you boys decide to stay in the building past closing time?" Hodel asked.
Terry looked first at his mother then at his father before returning his attention to his hands. When he spoke, his voice sounded small and defensive. "It was Craig’s idea."
"Should we have a lawyer here or something?" Terry’s mother asked. She was wrapped in a heavy bathrobe, her hair pulled back in a ragged ponytail. In the dim, smoke-laden lights of the workplace, she was still pretty for her age, sexy even. But now, in the brightly lit breakfast nook, stripped of her makeup and robbed of sleep, her eyelids heavy and drooping, she looked every day and then some of her forty years.
"No lawyers, Becky. If Terry tells the truth, everything will be just fine," Terry’s father broke in. "Right, officers?"
Hodel nodded.
Terry sighed, sounding wearier and more resigned than any fourteen-year-old had a right to. "Craig dared us. He said we were scared of the Midnight Librarians…"
 

II.
Craig was the de facto leader of the trio, a tall kid with unruly blonde hair and ruddy babyface cheeks. His father had in his day been a sort of town bully. Now, he confined his bullying to his son, knocking Craig around for the slightest infractions. But rather than arouse sympathy, Craig’s rough and tumble home life only raised him in esteem in Terry’s estimation. Craig was tough.
Craig had exhausted his supply of dirty jokes for the afternoon and had begun to pursue another favorite activity: goading his two best friends into some ridiculous prank.
"We could totally get away with it," Craig said.
"There’s a security system in here," Terry protested.
"I know that, asshole, my dad installed it. He laughed about it the other night at dinner. Said the city is trying to cut back on utilities, so they turn all the power off at night," Craig explained in his talking-to-a-retard voice. "That’s what gave me the idea."
"I don’t know…" Terry said, looking to Tony for support and finding none.
"We just go in the bathroom and stand on the toilets so they can’t see our feet under the stalls," Craig continued in a conspiratorial whisper. "Once they lock up and turn out the lights, we can do whatever we feel like. It’ll be so fucking cool."
"Yeah…" Tony agreed, drumming his fingers on the table.
Terry chewed idly on the eraser of his pencil. "Man, I don’t know…"
They’d gathered books to study for their upcoming report on the Industrial Revolution, but had mostly disregarded them in favor of ogling the female students. Even when they’d tired of boasting of the things they’d do to Amber Donohue if given the chance, the boys still couldn’t force themselves to study. Then Craig had cooked up his idea. It was perfect: Craig’s father was out of town, Terry’s mother and father both worked late, and Tony’s mom just flat out didn’t care where her son was.
"Man, I don’t know," Terry repeated.
"Maybe you’re just being a pussy." Craig smiled, displaying the gap between his front teeth.
"No, I mean, it’s not like I’m scared or anything…" Terry stopped abruptly, realizing his mistake as the words left his mouth.
"If you’re not scared then why are you trying to back out?" Craig asked.
"Yeah," Tony agreed. "If you ain’t scared…"
Terry sighed. He was hardly surprised by this outcome. Craig was a master manipulator. As a result of Craig’s "if you’re not scared" gambit, the boys had discovered the joys of flaming bags of dog feces left on front porches, firecrackers dropped in trashcans, toilet paper strung in tree branches, and other assorted rites of young manhood. This newly proposed activity, however, seemed to Terry to be more malicious than their other acts, more…criminal.
"You know you want to," Craig prodded.
"Yeah, it’ll be fun, man," Tony chimed in, kicking Terry’s shin under the table.
Terry grunted noncommittally.
"Oh, shit," Craig said, slapping his palm on the table. "I know what this is about. You’re still afraid of the Midnight Librarians!"
 

III.
Hodel looked at Officer Hawkins. The younger man answered the detective with a shrug.
"It’s a story Mrs. Thompson used to tell us when we were little kids," Terry said.
"The boys used to go to spend a lot of time at the library during the summers," Becky Jevis explained. She was puttering around in the kitchen, just out of sight. "It’s over there by the park, you know, and it can be hard when you work at night and you have boys in the house. Anything to get them out of your hair."
Hodel nodded. He’d raised two boys himself.
"If we were bad or loud or rowdy or whatever, Mrs. Thompson would threaten to call up the Midnight Librarians," Terry said. His mother placed a cup of hot chocolate before him, and he used a spoon to poke at the tiny marshmallows bobbing on the surface of the steaming liquid.
"And these Midnight Librarians are…" Hodel held out his empty hands.
Terry blew on his cup. "I don’t know. Monsters, I guess. She said that there was some…what do you call it…like a witch, but a man?"
"A warlock?" Hawkins ventured.
"Yeah, a warlock." Terry nodded. "Mrs. Thompson said there was one of those back in the old days, like a hundred years ago, and the people who lived in Autumndale burned him to death. She said he’d done all sorts of black magic before he died, and that it brought all sorts of spirits from outer space--'cept she called it 'the stars'. She said the Midnight Librarians were some of these spirits that stayed overnight in the library, and that they would eat anyone who was there after midnight."
"Okay, let’s forget all that for a minute," Detective Hodel broke in. "How about this Mrs. Thompson? You kids get along with her?"
"I guess so…" Terry trailed off.
"That woman is a busybody," Becky said. "I mean, she was always on the boys for something, even when they weren’t getting into any trouble."
Allen Jervis, Terry’s father, grunted. "Old bitch was calling all hours of the day, waking me up. The boys caused a ruckus now and then…big goddamn deal, they’re kids."
"But she was right about the Midnight Librarians," Terry said quietly.
"Was Mrs. Thompson working tonight?" Officer Hodel asked.
Terry nodded. "Yeah, she was there."
"She get on you boys at all?"
"A little. Craig got kinda loud, telling his jokes."
Officer Hodel sighed and pinched the bridge of his nose. "All right, Terry. Let’s take a break for a little bit here. Drink your hot chocolate. I need to talk to Officer Hawkins outside for a minute."
The two police officers stepped out onto the front porch of the Jervis house. The night had that firewood-and-cold-copper smell of impending snow. It was early for snow, still a week out from Thanksgiving, but it looked like it was going to be a cold winter.
Hodel fished a pack of cigarettes out of his jacket and lit up. "This goddamn Edmund Tattersail shit. I swear...this fucking town."
"The Salem of the South," Hawkins agreed, blowing air into his cupped hands. "Guess that reputation ain’t for nothing."
Hodel enjoyed his cigarette. He’d been trying to cut back lately after his yearly physical results told him he was headed for Heart Attack City. But tonight he decided to allow himself a little extra indulgence. Any time something in Autumndale reminded Hodel that the town had yet to truly join the march of time and move into the new century, he felt like he could smoke a whole carton at one go. You needed something to clear your head of all the bullshit that went along with living in a town that had produced one platinum-selling country singer, two NFL football players, and a Miss America contestant, but was still mostly just known as the only town that had actually burned a person accused of practicing witchcraft as late as the late 19th
century. Welcome to Autumndale, Arkansas, home of Edmund Tattersail, author and painter, accused of witchcraft and summarily executed in the Year of Our Lord 1890.
"Midnight Librarians. Good Lord." Hodel shook his head. "Still, I guess you’d better go pick up Thelma Thompson."
"Oh hell, Bill. Do you really think that’s necessary?" Hawkins protested. "You don’t think she…"
"We shouldn’t rule anything out," Hodel said. "It sounds like the old bird had an axe to grind with those kids."
"Yeah, but I’ve seen that old lady. She’s old as hell, pushing ancient. And those kids were…" Hawkins trailed off here, struggling to find the words to describe the crime scene. Before moving to Autumndale, Hawkins had worked traffic patrol for the state police. He’d seen his fair share of carnage painted across the interstate, but this was something else entirely.
"Look, Joe, we’re friends and all, so I’d hate to pull rank on you here," Hodel said, pinching the hot cherry off the end of his cigarette and stowing the butt in his pocket. "Just go wake the old bird up and get a statement. I’ll finish up here."
Hawkins threw up his hands in surrender. "All right. I’ll go put granny under the naked lightbulb. You walking back to the station?"
"I’ll radio for a ride. You go ahead, now."
Hodel watched Hawkins stalk across the lawn to the parked cruiser. He smoked one more cigarette before going back inside.
In the kitchen, Allen Jervis had moved on from coffee to beer, and he was now slugging down a Miller Lite like it was some sort of life-saving elixir.
"All right, Terry," Hodel said, lowering himself into the chair and propping his elbows on the table. "Why don’t you tell me about what happened when you boys stayed past closing at the library."
"Let’s try to get this over with," Jervis said, polishing off his beer. "The boy’s been through enough tonight as it is."
Hodel nodded and watched the man help himself to another beer from the refrigerator.
 

IV.
Tony nearly got them caught. They were crouched down on top of the toilets, waiting for the library to close and the building to clear out. When one of the librarians reached in to flip the lights off, Tony let out a nervous giggle that made the librarian call out, asking if there was anyone in the restroom. Terry found himself hoping that whoever it was would come back and check the stalls so that he could be done with this stupid prank, but no such luck. The light switch clicked off. The door thumped closed. And the boys were left there in the darkness.
"Give it a few minutes," Craig whispered. "Make sure they’re really gone before we go out there."
Terry regretted again going along with Craig’s scheme. He cursed himself silently for not having the courage to decline. The few minutes that Craig insisted they wait seemed to stretch into hours. Terry listened to the slow dripping of a leaky faucet, hearing each drop reverberate in the tiled interior.
"All right," Craig said from the next stall. "I bet that’s long enough."
The library was dark. What little light drifted in through the high windows was the weak and diffuse illumination from the park’s lampposts and the occasional passing set of headlights on the road. Every sound was amplified by the emptiness of the building. Even the boys’ footsteps on the carpeted floor seemed to resound. They stood there hushed for a moment, looking around at the towering shelves and the empty tables and desks. The shadows cast here and there unnerved Terry. How could there be shadows when it was so dark?
Craig broke the spell. Abruptly, he broke into a run, charging through the wide center aisle, whooping and screaming as he went. Books thudded to the floor in his wake, knocked from their shelves by his outstretched and flailing arms. A few books sailed into the air as Craig heaved them over his shoulders. They fluttered like dying birds, their pages twisting and tearing as they fell.
Tony elbowed Terry’s ribs. "Oh, man. This is so cool!"
Terry stepped away, rubbing his side. "Whatever."
"Don’t be such a pussy, man. Let’s go!" Tony said. He charged off in Craig’s direction, kicking aside the books that littered the path.
They went at it with real gusto. Terry thought for sure they’d tire of knocking books off shelves and tearing posters off walls after a few minutes, but Craig and Tony wrought their petty destruction for some time. Terry checked his watch. 10PM. He shook his head in disbelief. They’d been in here an hour already. How was that possible?
Craig’s whooping rang out from deeper within the stacks, and Tony answered with his own vocalizations. More books took flight. Larger volumes caromed off neighboring shelves and thundered to the floor. Terry took a few tentative steps down the path of destruction his friends had left. Despite the noise Tony and Craig were making, the eeriness of the dark building lingered. Terry felt the prickly sensation of being watched creep across his shoulders and the nape of his neck. He pushed the feeling away.
Of course it felt like they were being watched, he chided himself. They were in a building past closing, committing acts of vandalism. That prickly sensation was just the pangs of conscience.
A clattering noise followed by a metallic crash and snorting laughter went up from the back of the nonfiction section. Bored with flinging around single books, Craig and Tony had moved on to knocking over whole shelves. Next, something crashed to the floor with the tinkling of broken glass and the sharp crack of breaking plastic.
"Oh shit," Terry muttered. "The computers."
He quickened his pace, eager to catch up to his friends. Terry had long been the voice of reason in their trio, and although he lost most of his arguments for a little more sanity in their actions, Terry hoped he could talk Craig and Tony out of more felonious acts.
"Front and center, Jervis!" Craig shouted in his best drill sergeant imitation.
"Yeah! Step up!" Tony added.
Terry broke into a trot, turning left at the end of the adult fiction and heading toward the south side of the building, where the adult nonfiction and reference area sprawled in front of the Special Collections Reading Room.
Autumndale High students had once referred to this reading room as the "Love Shack" until the library staff had declared it off-limits to unsupervised teenagers. Only a couple hours ago, Terry had described in graphic detail the acts he could perform on Amber Donohue if given the chance to get her alone in the Special Collections Reading Room. He arrived in the reference area just in time to see Craig and Tony working feverishly at breaking the lock on the heavy wooden door.
"Can you believe they lock this at night?" Craig asked, flipping his hair out of his eyes as he turned to look at Terry. Craig had what appeared to be a letter opener jammed into the doorknob. "What’s the point of that?"
"Maybe to keep people like us out?" Terry ventured. His response inspired laughter in his friends. "Look, maybe we should get going. You know, before the cops show up?"
Craig continued to work at the lock and barked out in his drill sergeant voice, "Jervis, I want you to sound off like you got a pair and quit being such a sissy!"
"Yeah," Tony chimed in. "Just admit it: you’re scared of the Midnight Librarians. What--you think they live in there, or something? Maybe you’re just too scared to go in there."
Craig let loose with a Vincent Price cackle.
"Fine, go ahead," Terry said. "But I’m out of here."
"No way, man," Craig answered emphatically. "We’re just getting started."
Craig rose from his crouched position and with two steps closed the distance between him and Terry. Craig was nearly two years older than his friends, having been held back in the second grade. He’d hit a growth spurt over the last summer, and now he towered over Terry. Rarely had Craig’s leadership ever been seriously challenged, and Terry now contemplated the consequences of such a mutinous act. He swallowed drily as Craig stood in front of him.
"You don’t really want to leave," Craig said, his voice suddenly serious. "That’s not how we do things."
Terry fought the urge to step back. "Yeah, okay. I’ll stay. Whatever."
Craig’s face broke back into its usual grinning state. He clapped Terry on the shoulder. "Right on. I knew you were just kidding."
 

V.
"Okay," Hodel said, still scribbling in his little notebook. "So it’s past ten o’clock at this point, and everyone is still…" He stopping himself from adding "in one piece."
"Look," Allen Jervis stammered, plunking his empty beer can down on the table. "You heard him say that he didn’t break any of that shit in the library. Now you can’t hang some charge on him for that! He was there, all right, but that doesn’t mean he did anything."
Hodel put up his hands. "Nobody’s looking to put any charges on your son, Mr. Jervis. This is just an interview."
"See that it stays that way, officer," Jervis snapped, scooting his chair back from the table noisily and heading for the refrigerator.
Becky, leaning against the wall, worried a hangnail with her teeth as she watched her husband.
"All right, Terry," Hodel continued, taking up his pen and putting it to the notebook. "So, it’s getting on past ten o’clock, and your buddy Craig is working at the lock on that reading room, right?"
Terry drank down the dregs of his hot chocolate and rubbed his eyes. "It took Craig a long time to get that lock popped. While he was working at it, me and Tony explored around some. We were getting pretty hungry, so we went back into the staff lounge and looked in the fridge. We busted into the vending machine. I did help with that part."
Terry paused and looked back and forth from his mother to his father. The boy clearly expected a thunderous response to his admission, and was bewildered when none was forthcoming. Terry’s father cleared his throat and gave Hodel another stern look.
"That’s okay, son," Hodel prompted. "Just go ahead and tell what happened next."
 

VI.
Terry polished off the last slice of microwave pizza and washed it down with a mouthful of soda. He felt better back here in the staff lounge. There were no windows in this little room, which must have been irksome to the employees, but allowed Terry and Tony to turn on the lights. With the lights on, Terry’s uneasiness had melted mostly away. With the lights on, this place was just the library, not some forbidden labyrinth of dark shadows. And this was just a drab little room filled with mismatched furniture, an ancient refrigerator, and a rack of tattered magazines. Sitting there watching Tony chomp down on his egg roll felt almost normal.
The clock on the wall showed a quarter to midnight when Craig joined them.
"Finally got that bitch open," Craig announced as he burst through the door to the lounge. "Thought that lock was never going to give up."
He helped himself to a soda from the refrigerator.
"Well, what’s so special about it anyway?" Tony asked through a mouthful, grease running from the corners of his mouth. "It ain’t like Amber’s back there ready and willing. It’s just a room."
Craig flopped down on the couch, sloshing soda carelessly onto the upholstery. "Well, I know this much. We are going to trash the hell out of that room. Teach those assholes to close it off."
Terry rolled his eyes. He wondered if Craig had ever applied himself as diligently to anything as he had to breaking the lock on that door. No doubt Craig thought of the act as some sort of accomplishment. The self-satisfied smile on his face said as much. Not for the first time, Terry looked at his friends and wondered where they were all headed. He thought of their fathers—two drunk wife-beaters and an absentee drunk—and wondered if their own futures would look any different.
"Any pizza left?" Craig asked.
Tony shook his head, swallowing his last bite of eggroll. "There was only one. There’s some McDonald’s leftovers in there. And we busted the hell out of the vending machine, so there’s like candy and shit."
"I don’t want candy, I want some real food. And I ain’t eating some cold-ass McDonald’s. That’s nasty." Craig chugged down the rest of his soda, crushed the can in his fist, and fired it at the wall. "Well, since you inconsiderate assholes ate all the good food, I guess we should get back out there."
"Yeah, let’s get it on!" Tony agreed, pumping his fist in the air.
Terry forced a smile. "Yeah, I’m down."
They left the brightly lit lounge and moved back into the quiet darkness of the library, walking through the debris to the Special Collections Reading Room.
Craig gestured to the jimmied lock and smiled proudly. "How about that?"
To Terry, it appeared little skill was involved in Craig’s labors. Slivers of wood dusted the carpet at the base of the doorframe, indicating that Craig had tried to simply hack away at the door until the lock fell out. But the doors were heavy and thick, and Craig must have realized that such a course of action would have involved many hours of labor. In the end, he’d taken a couple of paperclips from one of the service desks, straightened them out, and inserted them in the lock. Terry doubted there was any method to Craig’s lock picking. Rather, he supposed Craig had simply jiggled and rooted around in the lock until it had opened by luck.
A couple hours ago, Terry would have bet his lawn mowing money that Craig wouldn’t be able to tease open that lock. He’d hoped Craig’s mounting frustrations would wear him down, so that they could leave the library without further damage. Now, luck or fate or whatever force controlled events that night had conspired to force Terry to see Craig’s plan through to the end.
"Man, you could be a burglar or some shit," Tony said, leaning down to appraise Craig’s work. "Picked that lock like a pro."
"Damn straight." Craig pushed the door open and walked into the dark room.
Terry glanced at Tony, seeing for the first time that night a hint of reservation creeping onto Tony’s face. In a way, it was a relief for Terry to see Tony, normally Craig’s stalwart follower, hesitating on the threshold of the reading room. It confirmed for Terry just how wrong, how out-of-bounds this whole night felt. For a moment, Terry even thought that Tony might break ranks and refuse to go any further. Tony turned around, one foot in the reading room and looked back at Terry.
"Well?" Terry asked.
Tony shook his head suddenly, as if he’d walked face-first into a cobweb. His smile returned, but it had a strained quality, as if it was a reaction to a sharp pain rather than an expression of mirth. "Oh shit, man. I ain’t scared of Midnight Librarians. That’s just a bunch of bullshit they made up to scare kids."
Terry watched as Tony stood there in the doorway. "I never said you were."
"Good, ‘cause I ain’t."
"All right," Terry replied. "Then go on in there."
Tony inched into the room, both feet over the threshold now. "Ain’t you coming?"
Terry sighed. "Right behind you."
The two boys crept into the reading room and were greeted by Craig’s cackling laughter. He’d already knocked over some chairs, and the antique globe was out of its stout wooden frame and rolling about like an oversized soccer ball. The room was dark, even more so than the rest of the library. The few windows were small and set just below the ceiling. What little moonlight that crept in was weakened by the yellowed, hazy panes.
Craig was screaming before Terry stepped fully into the room. Tony’s shrieks followed seconds later. Terry’s own screams froze in his throat as he saw the dark shapes that surrounded his friends. His feet were frozen to the patch of carpet just outside the door, his hands grasping the polished wood of the doorframe for support. Terry’s heart ran rabbit wild, hammering in his chest as his eyes captured images that his mind struggled to grasp.
They came from the corners of the room, seeming to materialize from behind the shelves, and although they moved with eerie speed, there forms were solid, corporeal, surrounding Terry's friends and blocking any clear view. In the dark interior of the room, their forms were shadowy and indistinct, yet Terry could perceive in their swift and jerky movements certain features that suggested a macabre whole. They were clad in dark, shapeless garments, their gaunt, sexless frames bony and sharp beneath the ragged fabric. Long, pale arms that ended in fingers hooked into claws wrapped Craig and Tony’s struggling, thrashing forms. Jaws gaped, revealing mouths full of pointed teeth through which darted dripping forked tongues. Glowing eyes shone like dancing fireflies.
There were dozens of them, and more oozed materializing from the shadows. Tony and Craig had stopped screaming, and were now completely in gulfed in the dark and twisting forms of the Midnight Librarians. Terry watched as the walls and ceiling of the room faded away, resolving into a black expanse like a starless sky, against which the gray forms of the Midnight Librarians danced their macabre ballet. It was as if the door had opened not into another room, but into a deep and endless dark place. Terry clutched the doorframe for support, certain that if he stepped into the room, he would be swallowed by the darkness beyond.
A distant howling sliced through the blackness. As the sound rose in volume—coming nearer and nearer—Terry found the strength to turn and run.
 

VII.
To Hodel, the Jervis kid looked like someone who’d been holding his breath under water for too long finally breaking the surface. Terry’s face was ashen, and he blinked slowly, as if dazed by his recitation of the night’s events. There was more to the story, of course. Terry had fled the scene, run home, and thrown himself into bed before his parents had returned home. But Hodel could see Terry was clearly all talked out. Anything Hodel got from this point on wouldn’t amount to much. He flipped his notebook closed, stuck his pen into his breast pocket, and stood up. He snapped his radio off his belt and called a patrol car for a lift. A rookie named Lamont Deekins was set up in a speed trap over on 71, and he was all too eager to swing by.
He let Terry’s parents know that he might need to ask Terry a few more questions in the coming days, but for now, the boy should just get some rest. He gave them a number for a trauma counselor who worked with teens, and went outside to have another cigarette while he waited for Deekins to arrive. He’d just ground out the butt and placed it in his jacket pocket when the squad car swung into the Jervis’ driveway.
Hodel slipped into the warm interior of the car. "Take me back to the scene," he instructed Deekins. "I think I’m going to take another look."
Deekins nodded. He dropped Hodel off on Maple Street, near the edge of Veterans’ Park.
The state crime scene techs were there, working behind cordons of yellow tape. The bodies, or rather the pieces that they were able to find, were bagged, tagged, and on their way to the lab, but the techs were still going over the ground for evidence. This case—two kids mutilated almost beyond recognition in a public park—had political shitstorm written all over it, and the techs knew that missing the tiniest detail now would mean their asses swinging in the wind down the road.
There was a reason that Hodel had been vague with Terry’s parents when breaking the news about Terry’s friends. The two kids had been ravaged, pulped nearly beyond recognition. It was one of the worst scenes Hodel had ever laid eyes on. The Gilberts and the Peraza woman, they’d broken into hysterics at the sight.
Hodel bypassed the techs and headed for the library, which may have been dark when Terry and his friends were trashing it but was now fully lighted.
Dave Parker, one of the three other full-time detectives on the Autumndale force was standing near the front desk, looking out over the mess that the kids had made. He was rooting around in one nostril with his pinkie.
"You believe this shit?" Parker asked around the toothpick that seemed to be permanently wedged in the corner of his mouth. "Kids really did a number on this place. You were interviewing the possible third, right?"
Hodel nodded. "Terry Jervis. Just came from the house."
"Allen Jervis the father?" Parker shook his head. "That guy’s one top-flight asshole. Anything doing there?"
Hodel shrugged. "We’ll see. That kid’s still in shock. His story was pretty wild."
"Oh yeah?"
"Yeah. Don’t ask," Hodel said. "I’m going to take a look around, see if I can get a few details from the kid’s story straight."
"Help yourself." Parker inserted the finger back into his nose.
Hodel took a long, circuitous walk through the library. Parker was right; the kids really had done a number on the place. Several shelves had been knocked over like big dominoes, and the books had spilled onto the floor in haphazard piles, their pages bent and torn, their covers and spines broken. In the reference area, two computers had been demolished. A few more of the state crime scene techs were back here, dusting for prints and snapping pictures.
It all fit with the Jervis kid’s account. Except for one detail. One big detail. The door to the Special Collections reading room appeared to be untouched. The lock was intact, and the rest of it certainly didn’t look like someone had been hacking it to pieces with a letter opener. Hodel frowned. He reached out a hand and rubbed the surface of the wood around the lock and the doorknob. It was smooth, the dark brown varnish unblemished. He tried the knob and found it locked. One of the scene techs dusting for prints back around the smashed computers looked up from his work.
"Looks like they left that room alone, detective," the tech said. She was a short, slight redhead, her face a riot of freckles.
"You guys dusted it for prints?" Hodel asked.
"Didn’t need to. It was locked up tight when we got here, and it didn’t look like anything was out of place, so we locked it back up," she answered, whipping off her glasses and polishing them on her untucked shirttail. "Why?"
Hodel just shook his head.
 

VIII.
Hodel caught a ride back to the station with Dave Parker. The duty sergeant, a gruff old bulldog of a cop named Blanchard, flagged Hodel down as he walked past the front desk.
"You catch a ride with Parker?" Blanchard asked. His lower lip bulged with a wad of chew in blatant disregard for the building’s new No Tobacco policy.
"Yeah, I know I shouldn’t accept rides from his type, but I made sure he didn’t get too fresh for a first date," Hodel answered.
Parker laughed his braying jackass laugh and shouldered past Hodel. "Don’t flatter yourself, Hodel. You’re too damn old and worn out for me."
"Like wine, some things improve with age, Parker," Hodel shot back, but his heart wasn’t in it.
Blanchard snorted. "Because that means we’re short a squad car. Your buddy Hawkins ain’t checked in yet. I thought you were with him, so I didn’t think much about it. But now you’re here and he ain’t."
Hodel considered. This didn’t sound much like Hawkins. Sure, he was known to have a liberal interpretation of patrol, occasionally confining most of his shift to the truck stop and the Waffle House, but he wasn’t one to just ignore the radio.
Hodel checked his watch. The sun would be up soon. He wasn’t going to get much sleep anyway.
"I’ll swing by Thelma Thompson’s house on my way home," Hodel said. He forced a chuckle. It sounded dry and old. "See if that old bird hasn’t got him held hostage."
Blanchard nodded and spit into his cup.
 

IX.
Hodel found Hawkins’ squad car parked in driveway of 2303 Johnson Hollow, the residence of Thelma Thompson. It was one of those houses that were probably on the cutting edge of home architecture when it was built a half century ago but was now sagging and cracking at every conceivable place. The yard was a riot of weeds. Hodel radioed back to the station and told Blanchard that he could rest easy, his precious squad car had been located.
Thelma Thompson answered the front door after one knock. She was a large woman in her mid seventies with a head full of iron grey curly hair. She wore a bright yellow sweatsuit, the shirt bearing a cartoon drawing of a cat chasing a butterfly. Her feet were jammed into fuzzy pink slippers made to look like bunnies.
"Oh, you must be that other police officer," she said in a voice full of forced congeniality. "Your friend said you’d be along sooner or later."
Hodel raised an eyebrow. "He did?"
"Oh, he sure did. Why don’t you come inside and have a cup of coffee?" Mrs. Thompson answered. "It’s too cold to stand out there."
Hodel slipped inside the door and followed Mrs. Thompson into the kitchen. She poured two cups of coffee from an ancient percolator and handed one over. "Why don’t you sit down?"
"No, thank you," Hodel answered. "Where is Officer Hawkins?"
Mrs. Thompson smiled and sipped her coffee. "I think he’s still in the bathroom. He didn’t seem well."
Hodel set his cup down on the counter. "Where’s the bathroom? Maybe I should go check on him."
Mrs. Thompson shook her head. "Oh, I think you’d better not. He didn’t seem well. I think he’d like to have his privacy."
Hodel put his hands on his hips and took a deep breath. He was on the verge of losing it with the old woman. It had been a long night, and he didn’t need some old biddy in bunny slippers telling him that it was impolite to interrupt Joe Hawkins while he was squatting on the throne.
"Where’s the bathroom?" Hodel repeated as evenly as he could manage.
Mrs. Thompson responded by humming tunelessly and smiling. She had a mouthful of bright white teeth that Hodel supposed were dentures, and they clicked together as she beamed. She paused, took a sip of coffee, and said, "I told those bad boys. I warned them, but they just never listen to me. Now they know."
Abruptly, she stood and flung her steaming cup at Hodel. She fled the room, screaming wildly as she disappeared around the corner. Hodel may have been a few years past his prime and carrying an extra twenty pounds, but his reflexes were sharp enough that he was able to get his hands in front of his face and block the scalding liquid. The cup fell spinning to the floor and shattered into thick pieces.
"Shit!" he screamed. He threw back his jacket and pulled his gun from its holster. "Hawkins! Hawkins!"
Mrs. Thompson had killed the lights in the living room as she’d fled, and Hodel found the rest of the house in darkness. He had a small flashlight in his jacket pocket, and he went into the living room with both his arms outstretched, the flashlight in one hand, the Glock in the other. The flashlight’s beam was small and cut a tiny, yellow sliver into the shadows. Hodel moved out of the living room into a long hallway that made up most of the house. The first door on his left was a closet full of mothball-reeking coats covered in the thin plastic sheaths used by dry cleaners. Hodel checked the door on the right and found Hawkins, or at least what was left of him.
"Jesus Christ," Hodel breathed as he shone the flashlight beam over Hawkins’ remains.
The floor was wet and sticky with blood. Hawkins’ jaw was torn away from his face, leaving a tongue that dangled obscenely across his shredded neck. His abdomen was a gaping hole which offered a glimpse of spine and ribs through the scattered and torn organs. Hawkins’ eyes were wide open.
Hodel backed out of the room, coughing and swallowing back the urge to vomit. He continued down the hallway, sweeping his flashlight and slow arcs over the two empty bedrooms he encountered. The hallway terminated in a master bedroom. Hodel approached the door warily, tiptoeing despite the thick pile of the carpet beneath his feet. The doorknob turned silently in his hand. Hodel breathed in slowly and kicked open the door.
Mrs. Thompson was seated on the bed. She was smiling and clicking her slick, bright teeth together. Around her, crammed into every available space in the room, oozed and flitted the dark forms of the Midnight Librarians, their pallid faces and long arms protruding from the frayed seams of their rough garments. Mrs. Thompson reached out and idly stroked one of the creatures, which writhed and mewled with pleasure at her touch. Others pressed in close, presenting their bald heads to her caressing hands. She shivered with obvious delight as their long, bony fingers traced delicately across her body.
She nodded toward Hodel. "I called them forth from those realms that Edmund Tattersail described in his book, and I bent them to my will. Dirty boys poking their noses where they don’t belong will always meet with a bad end."
Hodel stepped into the room and raised his gun. As abruptly as if a switch was thrown, Thelma Thompson’s bedroom disappeared, leaving Hodel in total darkness. He spun around, looking for the door and finding only infinite darkness in every direction. The flashlight’s beam cut a pathetic sliver in the blackness. Hodel spun about again, completely disoriented. The cathedral quiet was pierced by a low howling. Hodel ground his teeth together as the sound swelled to eardrum-shattering intensity. He snapped off a series of useless gunshots as the cacophony swelled. The muzzle flash revealed the fiery eyes of the countless long-limbed forms that surrounded him.
 

X.
Across town, Terry Jervis awoke in his bed screaming, unsure if the shadows in the corners of his room moved with the first rays of the breaking dawn or some hideous, unseen force that called them to life.
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They called him a troll. Jack had always hated the term, like he was some mountain-dwelling, dull-witted lump instead of the director of research and development at Kissler Pharmaceuticals. Lately, it wasn't just the strange Internet terminology that he had been hating; it was himself as well. He wasn't this person; he wasn't a bully.
Jack told himself that if it hadn't been for the chat rooms there was a fair chance that he would have killed someone. Starting with that little prick Phil Hollis whose ass he had to kiss because his uncle was the VP of the company, and ending with his neighbor who insisted on mowing the damn lawn every Saturday morning at eight-thirty. His anger had to go somewhere.
The ice cubes melted into his scotch on the desk as he watched the JavaScript fly by:
ChadOverTheMoon: The best job I can get is manager of fast food.
LisaLane123: I was out of work for six months. SUX!
ChadOverTheMoon: Can't feed my family at a burger joint.
Jack felt the familiar sensation: the pounding heart, the jolt of excitement, the dark satisfaction that he knew exactly how to respond to their bullshit complaints. His fingers paused over the keyboard. After months of pouring all of his negativity into the Internet ether, it was hard to deny himself the release. His fingers twitched to type. He knew exactly what he'd say.
Poor Chad. Too good to work fast food. Sure. Let the rest of US work to support your family. Deadbeat.
But it went unsaid. There was a grim satisfaction. Jack leaned back in his chair and sipped at his drink. The JavaScript slowed. People encouraged ChadOverTheMoon. Jack's lips twisted into a grin. He could almost see the idiots hunched over their computers, typing madly.
There was a faint knock on Jack's office door. He glanced up as Anna poked her head in. "What are you doing so late?" she asked. Her tone was light but it had that edge of suspicion he had grown to hate.
"Work."
She let herself into his office without asking. "Are you coming to bed any time soon?" she asked. Her eyes flickered towards his computer. He was grateful that his computer screen was faced away from the door. He didn't do it specifically for his chat room extracurriculars, but it had come in handy more than once on that score.
"Maybe another half an hour," he said looking back to his computer screen.
She didn't move.
It took another second or two before Jack bothered to acknowledge her. She was still watching him.
"I'm going to bed," she said, giving him an expectant smile. He stifled a sigh, got up, and crossed the room to her. She was as slim as she has been in high school. And as simple. He folded her in his arms and she melted against him. "Come to bed soon," she cooed, her hands stroking his chest.
"As soon as I can."
He watched her go out and then went back to his desk. He would give her a half an hour to fall asleep and then he would follow her to bed. He'd had just about enough watching for one day. Much more watching and he would just be too tempted to participate. Maybe tomorrow he would take the real plunge and cancel his account. Move on to more productive things with his time. Hang up his troll hat.....
An instant message popped up on his screen:
<no sender>: You were awfully quiet tonight, Jack .
Jack's heart gave a hard, painful thud. How the hell did someone know his real name? His privacy settings were so tight, the casual chat room user shouldn't even be able to tell if he was male or female. He even had this account attached to a separate e-mail with a fake name and false information. He didn't want there to be any chance that any of the things he said could be attached to him.
His hands shook as he checked his settings again. And his mind rolled over some of the conversations he had in the last weeks. The one with a woman who enjoyed anonymous sex with strangers. How he had taunted her. And the young man who had a betting addiction. Jack had told him that the next bet could be the "big one". And the one with the man who had this obsessive attraction for his teenaged daughter's best friend. That one was particularly cringe-worthy.
Jack couldn't find anything wrong with his profile or settings. He was up for one hour and then two, trying to figure out how someone had gotten his real name and what else they might know about him. When, at two-thirty in the morning, his dry eyes forced him to go to bed, he disconnected his computer from the Internet and unplugged it. And he tried to convince himself that calling him Jack was just a lucky guess based on his moniker. Still, he didn't sleep well.
*****
The next day, at work, Jack got an email to his work account. The sender was
nosender@hardknocks.edu
and there wasn’t a subject line. His heart started to pound in an uncomfortable way. A cold sweat misted his forehead. He wanted to just delete the thing.
Two minutes later, an infinite amount of time in his fevered brain, he still stared at the unopened email. He chided himself. This was so stupid. It probably didn't have any relation to the strange instant message from the night before. Still, his hands shook when he clicked on the message.
Jack, Beautiful job. Inspiring. You can't stop now. Keep up the good work.
There was a link below the message to a Florida newspaper. Jack's gut twisted in a sick way, but he clicked on it anyway. An article opened and the headline read, "Man Charged in Sexual Assault of Fourteen-Year-Old".
He glanced at his open closed office door and back at the computer screen. He quickly stood up, closed the door, came back to his desk. Then, he skimmed the article.
A Tampa man was arrested this morning in the rape of a fourteen year old girl. Authorities report that the girl's parents noticed "suspicious bruises" on their daughter's legs after a sleep-over with the suspect's daughter. An anonymous source at the police indicated that in a preliminary investigation, child pornography was found on the suspect's computer. Authorities hope to trace his on-line activities to determine if more children were involved.
Sweat spread under Jack's arms. It trickled down his back. He desperately tried to remember what he had said to the person in the chat room who had lusted after the teenage friend of his daughter. Jack had been particularly angry that night. Even though he couldn't remember the details, he was pretty sure that he hadn't discouraged the affair. It seemed like something he would do just to get under the skin of the other people in the chat room.
Jack's skin went cold. Could he get into any trouble for the things he had written? Would the police be able to find evidence of the conversation? Was this even the same man?
Jack's secretary rapped at his door. "Come in," he said. He had to clear his throat and say it again because his mouth was suddenly dry.
"I have those figures for you, Mr. Delane. And Ms. Fernadi asked if we could move the meeting scheduled for this afternoon to tomorrow morning." The secretary glanced up from the paperwork she carried and stopped for a moment. "Are you all right?"
Ordinarily, Jack would have chatted with her a few minutes. Nothing incriminating; just small talk that would keep the sultry brunette in his office a few minutes longer so he could admire her legs. "I'm fine," he said in a short, clipped sentence.
Her eyebrows furrowed. "Are you sure? You look like you just got bad news."
Jack felt sweat roll down his back. "I don't think my breakfast agreed with me.."
 "Can I bring you anything?"
"No thank you, Beth."
She gave him one more worried look and left the room. But, she left the door open and Jack resisted the urge to close it. He went back to his email and stared at the message from his mysterious stalker. He could only think of one thing to do: he hit the reply button. After a moment, he started to type.
I don't know who you are and I don't know why you've sent me this article. If you don't stop contacting me, you'll hear from my lawyer.
Jack hit the send button. He turned to the figures that Beth had brought for him to review. It wasn't more than five minutes before his email notified him that his reply had gone undelivered.
*****
"You're tense," Anna told him at dinner. "Is something going on at work?"
"No," Jack said. "Actually, that's not true. I'm behind on one of my big projects and I had to bring some work home with me." He gave her a sheepish smile and hoped that she couldn't see through it. "I'm going to be kind of busy tonight." He hoped that Anna wouldn't question him any further.
"Poor thing," she said. "Maybe we should take a vacation after this project-thing is over. Somewhere with a beach and fruity drinks. Just the two of us."
"Sure." He didn't look up because he didn't want to see her hurt expression. He knew she needed him to be more enthusiastic. He just didn't have it.
The more that Jack thought about his activity in the chat room, the more he was convinced that he hadn't done anything really illegal. It wasn't against the law to encourage someone else to break the law, was it? He wished that he dared ask the legal department at work, but he was too nervous.
No, the biggest thing that concerned him was the fact that someone had figured out who he was. Someone who had also accessed his work email. Someone who also felt free to contact him. That was the biggest problem and the issue he intended to rectify that night.
*****
He had a little bit of trouble shaking Anna off that evening, but he managed it. Finally, he cloistered himself in his office and accessed his chat. He was going to put an end to on-line venting. If he cancelled his account, that would be the end of it. Maybe he would take up kickboxing to release his negativity. Or, he could ramp his sex-life up a notch and put his energy into that.
He went into his profile and clicked the button that read, "Permanently delete my account". A window popped up that asked, "Are you sure, BlackJax66?". He confirmed and sat back. After this, he would close his e-mail that went with this account. He wasn't sure what to do yet about his mysterious stalker, but hopefully, without any stimulation, the asshole would just stop.
Another window popped up. "Account deletion denied." Jack leaned forward and tried the process again. Again, his attempt to delete his account was denied. "What the hell?" he whispered.
And instant message popped up in the corner of his screen.
<no sender>: Where do you think you're going, Jack?
Jack's heart started to hammer. He felt unmistakably, uncomfortably like prey. He wanted to turn off his computer. Unplug it. Maybe hit it a few times with a hammer. It felt like if he abused the machine, the person taunting him might get a portion of the pain. A surge of anger gave him the courage to type.
BlackJax66: Who the hell are you?
He expected the message to be undeliverable, so he was shocked when the instant message window indicated that <no sender> was typing.
<no sender>: I think that should be obvious. I'm a troll. More specifically, I'm YOUR troll.
Jack blinked at the screen. <no sender> was still typing.
<no sender>: You created me, Jack, and you WILL feed me.
Jack put his fingers on the keyboard, not sure how to respond. His hands trembled and he had this crazy idea that whoever was on the other end of the instant message could see them shaking. And that he was laughing at Jack. He had to type one line three times because he kept hitting the wrong letters.
BlackJax66: I don't know what you're talking about.
<no sender>: I. Am. A. Troll. Your cruelty is my nectar. Just keep doing what you've been doing and we'll get along fine. Try to delete your account again and....
Jack's smart phone's screen lit up. A text message, ready to send, appeared. Jack's fingertips tingled with his surge of adrenaline.
To Phil Hollis: Has anyone ever told you what an unlivable prick you are? I don't care who the fuck your uncle is.
Jack's mouth went dry. This would be career-suicide. All the shit he'd eaten. All of the strides he'd taken to make it to the top of his department. Gone.
<no sender>: Shall I send it? I can, you know.
Jack wanted to scream. He was trapped, plain and simple. He typed his response quickly.
BlackJax66: Don't. I won't try to delete my account again.
<no sender>: Good.
*****
The more Jack thought about it, the madder he got. He hadn't done anything a million other people hadn't done. Everyone acted like assholes on the Internet. Was this really a troll? An honest to goodness troll, like, in the literal sense? His mind flew over everything that was run by computers: his paycheck, his medical records, his taxes...the list was endless. Could this
thing
effect all of that? Jack really, really didn't want to find out.
That day, when he got home, he moved his .38 revolver to his office drawer. Anna hated guns so he never told her that it was in the house. And he didn't know what sort of protection it would offer against a shadowy character like
<no sender>.
But it gave him a small feeling of power, knowing that it was within reach.
Jack went back into his chat room the next night and struck up a conversation with someone who professed to be gay. They were the easiest targets. Sensitive, approval-seeking people that had a lot of self doubt. Jack blamed him for the spread of AIDS. He told the chatter that he deserved to be alone. Jack told him that God had abandoned him. The whole room rallied to the gay man's defense. Any normal night, he would have considered it a success.
Then he talked to a married woman who thought her husband was cheating. SuzieHousewife was her moniker and she was almost hysterical before BlackJax66 even started prodding her. It didn't take long before her spelling deteriorated and her posts became erratic. Jack left the chat room and put his head in his hands. When he looked up,
<no sender>
had messaged him.
<no sender>: That was a tasty treat.
BlackJax66: I'm signing off.
<no sender>: You're not done. I need more.
BlackJax66: No. I'm signing off.
Jack logged off and turned off his computer before
<no sender>
could argue any more. He had done enough for one night. And he didn't have the same feeling of release. It didn't lighten his anger any knowing that some bastard was watching and probably masturbating as he degraded and belittled people on the Internet. The outlet for his rage was sordid and always had been.
<no sender>
had slapped him in the face with that truth.
His smart phone rang. There was no ID. Adrenaline heightened his senses, until it felt like each ring was a dagger in his forehead. He held the phone in his hand and looked at it. Finally, he pressed the screen and held it to his ear.
"Listen," he said in a low voice, "I did what you asked. I'm not going to stay in a fucking chat room all night. I'm not your bitch. Understand?"
Something like white noise sizzled over the phone. Oddly, numbly, Jack thought that he hadn't heard a sound like that since he had been a child and the televisions went to snow on certain channels. A voice seemed to form the noise into a word. Jack listened more carefully. The word was long and drawn out and it took almost a minute before he could really make it out.
"Raaaavenousssss."
Jack threw his phone against the wall as hard as he could. The face cracked and the battery fell out. Jack left the pieces on the floor and closed the door behind him.
*****
Jack didn't feel like having breakfast the next morning. Still, he sat there with coffee and toast while Anna prattled away. Something she said finally made him look up.
"What?" he asked.
"I made plans for us to go to Remington's tonight. I thought you might like a steak--"
"Damn it. Why didn't you ask me?" He couldn't go to dinner. What would the troll do if he didn't log into the chat?
Anna looked wounded. "It's just dinner. You have to eat, Jack."
"It's an hour's drive there and an hour back. I have work."
"You always have work."
He stood up, leaving his coffee practically untouched and his toast uneaten. "I can't do it. Cancel the reservations."
He left without looking back.
*****
Jack signed in as BlackJax66 that evening, but his heart really wasn't in it. For a while, he just watched the JavaScript scroll by. They were talking politics which was usually a ripe topic for getting people pissed. Jack just wasn't feeling it.
He closed his eyes for a moment. When he opened then, he saw that there was an instant message in the corner of his screen. He blinked at it twice before he realized that it wasn't <no sender>.
SuzieHousewife: Do you really think my husband is cheating on me?
Jack sighed. His hands paused over the keyboard. Why would this woman come back for more abuse?
BlackJax66: Honey, I don't know.
SuzieHousewife: You said yesterday that if I think that he's cheating, he probably is.
BlackJax66: Or you could give the poor bastard the benefit of the doubt.
Another instant message popped up on the other corner of his screen.
<no sender>: What are you doing, Jack?
Jack's anger sometimes made him do stupid things. He could feel one of those stupid moments coming on. It was almost freeing.
BlackJax66: Screw you. I don't have to be an asshole in every conversation I have.
Both
<no sender>
and SuzieHousewife were typing. Jack felt a strange sense of triumph. It wasn't unlike how he used to feel when he was abusing people in the online chat. Except, now, it had a sense of righteousness attached to it.
SuzieHousewife: I don't want him to make a fool out of me.
<no sender>: You do what I tell you to.
Jack knew that
<no sender>
was watching, so he answered Suzie first.
BlackJax66: If you love him that much, he's only making a fool out of himself.
Another burst of triumph. Jack almost felt like he was getting back to his old self. Consequences be damned.
<no sender>: I'm warning you, Jack.
BlackJax66: If you don't like how I'm handling this, why don't you answer her yourself?
There was a pause.
<no sender>: Don't mind if I do.
SuzieHousewife: Thanks Jax.
Jack felt a strong sense of calm for the first time in days. He watched the chat room scroll by and didn't bother to comment. Whatever
<no sender>
was doing, Jack wasn't responsible for it.
*****
"Where were you last night?" Anna asked him at breakfast.
Jack gave her a sharp look. Probably sharper than it needed to be. "What do you mean, where was I? I was in my office working like I always am."
"You didn't come to bed."
"Yes, I did. You were just asleep."
"I don't remember feeling you."
Jack sat back in his chair. He had never been one to accept being questioned and that was twice as true right now. "What the hell are you getting at?"
She crossed her arms, looking like a stubborn little girl. Jack found it annoying. "Where's your phone?" she prodded.
"I broke it."
She rolled her eyes.
"If you have something you want to say, Anna, now is the time," he snapped.
She looked down at the table. Jack knew that he had won but he wasn't sure if that was a good thing. He consciously softened his voice. "The pieces of my phone are upstairs in my office. I lost my temper and threw it against a wall. Go look if you want. I was there, working, until midnight."
Anna's dark eyes filled with tears. Usually, that was enough to end an argument but he wasn't feeling like being manipulated by yet another person just now. "I'm sorry," she said softly. "It's just you've been working so much lately and I miss you."
He managed a tight-lipped smile. "When this project is over, we'll take a vacation like you suggested. Somewhere with a beach and no Internet access."
Anna offered a shaky giggle. "They make places like that?"
"I'll look into it."
Her answering smile was tight, but it was a smile.
*****
The next day went by without a single message on his office phone, instant message on his computer, or non-work related e-mail. Jack's wife didn't even bother him with the usual bullshit about dinner plans and random "I love you" phone calls. It was his first decent day in weeks.
Until he got home.
Anna sat on the couch in the living room, her computer on her lap, tears streaming down her face. He stopped in the doorway without even dropping his bag. "What's the matter?"
"You're a son of a bitch, you know that, right?"
He was too numb to even get mad right away. "What did I do?"
She gave a high, brittle laugh that Jack had never heard before. "You were just working last night. Worked all the live-long day. That's all you were doing."
Jack got a chill. "Yes, that's all I was doing."
"Bullshit!"
Jack dropped his bag and crossed the room to his wife. "What the hell are you talking about?"
"How long did it take for you to figure out it was me, huh? God! I'm so stupid."
For a moment, Jack was thoroughly confused. Was Anna confessing to being
<no sender>? But, no, that wasn't possible. She was cute but clueless about computers. No way she could have blocked him from deleting his BlackJax66 account. Or listened into his private instant messages. Then, what was she talking about?
"Look. Calm down--"
"Don't tell me to calm down!" She held out his cracked smart phone. She had replaced the battery. A text message was burnt into the screen.
Beth Carlotti: My panties are wet thinking about the other night. Come over. Don't make me beg.
Jack's mouth opened and closed. That fucking troll. He couldn't explain that text. And it was the perfect set-up, actually. Anna had been jealous of his leggy, smoldering secretary since day one. "Listen to me, Anna--"
"I believed you," she said. "I was even going to follow your advice. 'Give the poor bastard the benefit of the doubt'. God!"
Jack went colder. "SuzieHousewife?" he breathed. His wife was suzieHousewife? Jack had all but given
<no sender>
his blessing to talk to her. What the hell had that troll said to her?
"Listen to me, Honey. Someone probably chatted with you last night. You can't listen to anything he said--"
"Shut up,
Jax! I know exactly who was talking to me." Her voice turned snide when she used his moniker. She lifted her hand and for a moment, he thought she was just pointing an accusing finger at him. Something she knew he hated, but would probably put up with, considering the circumstances. Then he saw the dark metal in her grip and backed away a step. "It was all there, right on your computer in your office. 'Go look if you want' you tell me. So I did. You must think I'm a real idiot. You didn't even bother to sign out of the damn chat room. Didn't think I actually would go into your office, did you?"
"Anna, put down the gun--"
"Your
gun. The one you promised me that you didn't buy."
"I know but--"
"Fuck you, Jack. You made a fool out of me. And you won't again."
Jack didn't have a chance to flinch. Or move. Or even really, truly take in what was happening. There was a loud explosion of sound, a simultaneous splintering pain in his head, and then blackness.
*****
Anna wrapped a towel around Jack's shattered head. There was an awful lot of blood. And the gun had been
loud. She hadn't been ready for that.
She sat down in front of her computer, wiping her blood-smeared fingers onto a napkin. She was logged into the chat room.
SuzieHousewife: Are you there?
An instant message popped up in the corner of her screen.
<no sender>: How did it go?
SuzieHousewife: I don't know. I'm scared.
<no sender>: It's OK. You did the right thing. He was laughing at you behind your back. You know that.
SuzieHousewife: The gun was loud. There's blood everywhere.
<no sender>: Don't worry. I'll tell you exactly how to clean up and how to answer any questions.
SuzieHousewife: Promise?
<no sender>: Of course. But there is something that you have to do for me.
SuzieHousewife: What's that?
<no sender>: I need to be fed
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It was on a bright summer's day in the Year of Our Lord 1755 that they came to the village. They had mustered out of Massachusetts, under the flag of Governor-General William Shirley to fight the French, and the wind had pursued them. It had followed them from the well-kept farms and ordered towns that they had grown up in, west and then north as their detachment, commanded by Captain Laurence Pindar, broke off from the main body, up through the Berkshires and into Vermont, a mixed troop of British regular army and raw colonials. It whistled after them through Brattleboro and Newfane and Windham, as they marched up, first, the West River valley, then, hoping to meet with the Battenkill and then the Mettawee and Otter Rivers--either of the latter of which could bring them to Lake Champlain--into the sow-backed ridges and valleys of the east slope of the Taconic Mountains.
Possibly of them all, Philip Latham, himself from the western part of Massachusetts and elected corporal of his town's militia, knew the wind best.
Le vent de la mort, the French trappers called it, the few that, before, had come down to the lands of the English settlers.
The wind that presages death.
This was a Huron superstition, or so he had been told, brought east from the Great Lakes and shared by the Iroquois tribes, that a wind that persisted could only bring ill fate. Especially a wind, as this, that even as they pressed into the mountains, still rustled the treetops. Still lay in wait for them to swirl their hats off whenever they broke to the infrequent clearings, the patches of grass where they fell out and rested while their officers grazed their horses.
He kept this lore to himself, of course--no sense spooking the others. Enough men were being lost to desertion. Enough there was to make men away from their homes for the first time, as most in his group were, to feel uneasy about their own shadows, much less the brooding, patch-shadowed peaks they caught glimpses of from time to time, as, hacking their way through tangles of honeysuckle and wild grape surrounded by forest, they pushed ever upward.
Until, at last, they came out on a ridge-top and saw the village.
The captain halted them. "Lieutenant Barnstone," he called, "bring the maps up." Still well outside the village proper, the men looked down on it, its empty town square with its well in the center, its rough-granite church standing squat on the far side with signs in its churchyard of recent activity, while the officers were conversing. They looked for signs of life, seeing no movement, the houses on its square's three other sides all barred and shuttered tight.
But shuttered against what, Corporal Latham wondered. Perhaps a coming storm? Beyond the small town stood a half-mile high mountain, its peak lost in darkened, fog-like clouds that hugged its cragged sides, not spreading out in the sky as most clouds did, but huddled close to its bare-rocked surface. But as for the wind that would bring a storm to them -- he realized now that, for the first time, the wind appeared to be dying.
He looked toward the other men, then to the captain and his lieutenant as the officers called him over with the other noncoms. "This village should not be here," the lieutenant began. "At least it's not on any of our maps, which gives us a problem. Not knowing what this village is, we have no way of knowing which side its inhabitants support. Whether they'd welcome us with open arms, or--"
"Or whether they'd shoot us, if they had the chance to," the captain said for him. "We may as well be blunt. I know we've lost men every mile of the way once we came in these mountains. The hard march. The unfamiliar surroundings. The men need resting, a chance for cooked rations. And so I propose that we take a risk and make camp in the town here, but not all go in at first. I want some of you men to take the horses--we passed a small meadow not a mile back--and the wagons with them. See that they're hobbled there, then be ready to join back with us the instant there's any sign of trouble. . ."
And so the captain's orders continued, detailing some of the men as pickets to remain on the ridge-top, at least until given orders to come down, others, including Corporal Latham, to precede the main body into the village, but spreading out into its open places, guarding the dirt paths between its houses, its church and its churchyard. Latham, in point of fact, to take his group and scour the churchyard for any townspeople who might be hiding there, bringing any he found to the square where Captain Pindar would set the main camp up.
And the wind, meanwhile, slackened further, while other sounds now came, sounds of murmuring within the houses as the first troops passed slowly between them, the men with bayonets fixed on their muskets, alert for hostility. Then even these were then drowned out by the sounds of drums, as, the scouts passing through to the square without incident, the doors and the windows remaining shut tight, the main troop descended in battle order, carefully, warily, until they, too, reached the village's center.
"You of the village," the captain then shouted. "You see we are here and that we will not harm you. We ask you to come out--to send someone out to us. We wish to buy provisions from you. To use your well to fill our canteens with. To camp here peaceably only for one night and then be on our way."
And this time several of the doors opened. Latham watched from the churchyard where he and his small group had been inspecting what seemed the signs of a recent funeral, one interrupted before it was finished, as men from the houses came out to the square, but never straying too far from their own front doors. Some of them shouted, short, bent men, as if Aboriginals or else of mixed blood, but not in English. Part French, a few of them. Others in some tongue that seemed like that of the Oneida tribespeople, yet not entirely that, while Latham listened, hearing a snatch now and then that he recognized.
"Gardez!"
a few shouted--that in a broken French Latham could understand.
"Gardez-vous de la fin du vent! Gardez son
extrémité!"
And Latham, at least, realized what they were saying. The wind that presages death--beware its ending!
But Captain Pindar shouted over them:
"Damme, is there no one here who speaks English!"
Then there was silence as the villagers retreated softly back into their houses, closing the doors quietly behind them. The wind sank down to a sigh and then to a whisper.
And then--next to Latham, practically in his ear, a quiet voice murmured. "I
speak English."
Latham jumped back, nearly tripping over a shovel--another sign of the ceremony that had, for some reason, been abandoned. Before him a man stood, robed as a village priest.
"I-I'm Corporal Latham," he stammered. Then, regaining his wits, he bowed hurriedly. "Begging your pardon, sir, but I was startled. I did not hear you come out."
"My pardon, then,
Caporal," the priest answered, leading him to the square where the captain waited. "I am Charles Devinette,
curé
of the church where I came out a side door. Here in our village we have become used to moving with little sound, staying inside when our work does not call us out. 'Out of sight, out of mind,' as say you English, yes?"
"Uh, yes," Latham answered. "This is our commander, Captain Pindar, who, as you may have heard, wishes to let your villagers know that we only wish to camp here for the night. To rest and reprovision ourselves."
The priest nodded, then shook hands with the captain. "My children," he said, "the flock of my village, wish you no harm either. With your permission, I will call them out again, but only for the briefest moment. I will explain to them that you must be sheltered, even as they are sheltered themselves, that they must each take one or two of you with them into their houses. To let you wait with them. . ."
The captain shook his head. "Damme!" he said. "You mean what you wish is to separate us -- to get us in small groups where you can kill us. Your language is French, at least what I can make of it. Some of you Indian, by the look of you. Likely most of you, even if you live in white men's houses." The captain smiled then, a bitter, tight-lipped smile. "Probably massacred, those that built 'em, eh?"
"Capitaine, non!"
the priest protested. "We massacre no one. We are on neither side. As for our bodies, our language, our ways, we are, all of us, only what life makes us to be, yes? Here in these mountains there are
êtres--things--much older than French or English. Or even the Iroquois. Things that are even more silent than we are. That strike when the wind dies!"
And the wind was silent as the priest suddenly turned and bolted back into the churchyard, Latham following on his heels at the captain's orders. He ran as quickly as he could, but the priest was faster, dodging gravestones, dodging the long, narrow, wicker basket used to carry the newly deceased--when even funerals were interrupted when the wind showed signs of stopping its constant hum--dodging the shovel that Latham had almost tripped over before, and then disappeared through a stout oaken door in the church's stone side, locking it with a firm
click!
behind him.
And Latham stood, transfixed, as the air became completely calm. As the leaves of the trees outside the town ceased their constant rustling, as every iota of motion was stilled. As even the murmurs inside were halted--until, a sudden scream!
A scream of horses, beyond, in the meadow where they had been taken. The shouts of the men who had been posted with them, followed by the captain's barked orders, to form up in ranks. A defensive square. Riflemen inside, bayonets outside.
Latham turned and ran to join them, seeing, as he did, over the church roof, the fog on the mountain beyond the village streaming downward, tendrils already having reached the plateaued grass where the horses had been tied. He twisted, broken-field dashing through the cluttered churchyard when, with a sharp jolt, he felt the earth drop away beneath him.
He landed in darkness--the newly dug grave, the corpse already in it, but left unfilled when the gravediggers had hastily dropped their shovels to flee the impending calm. He tried to climb out of it, scrambling up its crumbling side, but his foot was caught in the winding cloth of the corpse's shroud, becoming all the more entangled the more he attempted to extricate it.
And overhead the air became heavy, hot with moisture, darkening as the fog rolled in behind him. As--
He tried to scream! To give some warning even if he could not join the others, faced outward in their defensive formation to stave off
whatever
it was that ignored those inside the houses--out of
sight, out of mind, as the curé had said--but oozed on steadily up the pathways between the houses. Converging on the square. While, in the square itself,
behind
the men--he tried to scream, but the words would not come out.
He tried a second time to shout a warning that, in the square's center, out of the well where they had been planning just minutes before to refill their canteens
another
something was rising, haze-like, slowly forming in misted tendrils into some dim
shape. Into some massing thing long-forgotten, hinting of scales and half-rotted tentacles, of bone and horn-like beak, as if of some race of ancient sea creatures long trapped beneath the ground. Fearing the wind only, the slightest breeze that would tear its damp form apart, scattering its substance into atoms, but, when even that which it feared had become still. . .
When all that moved were things filled with blood's wetness. . .
The scream would not come! Blood and an excruciating bolt of pain filled his mouth but his frenzied brain didn't acknowledge this as, struggling, he trapped himself within the shroud-cloth's vise-like windings, falling now on the corpse, rolling now under it as, in new darkness, he felt in his ears the echoes of other screams.
Then only silence.
And then, again, wind and the murmur of voices as villagers dug him out. Wind that portended death for some, as the French trappers used to say, when it stopped blowing. For others, just graves.
But now, for Philip Latham, neither. Now the villagers took him in, an unwitting orphan, and saw to his wounds, and fed him and clothed him. They made him one of them, working side by side with him in the fields, finding a wife for him, helping him to establish a family. And always, now, he fled indoors with them when the wind began to slack in its blowing, until a time came, scarcely twenty years after, when another war spread to the mountains.
This war, however, was not
with
the British, regular army and raw colonials fighting side by side, but rather was a struggle against them. Except in the village, sides still did not matter.
The priest was long dead by then, when a detachment of New Hampshire volunteers, under Captain Nathaniel Flambard, arrived at a time when the wind once again was beginning to die down. As for the villagers, even their French had become unintelligible to anyone but themselves. And so, this time, they could give no warning, not even when this new captain screamed as he stood in the village square, the well behind him, his troops arrayed with him in loose formation, for someone, anyone, who could speak English.
"We wish not to harm you," he shouted. "We wish only for provisions. To fill our canteens here. To rest for the night and then be on our way."
Some who remembered brought Latham out to the square, to stand a moment remembering himself when he, too, was a soldier. He tried to speak, to explain, what was going to happen, but his useless mouth couldn't form the words. When he saw the uncomprehending light in the eyes of the soldiers, he retreated inside with the rest of the townspeople.
And then, just before the wind stopped completely, one of the other officers turned to this new captain. "What do you make of it, Nate?" he asked.
The captain shrugged. "Whole village is mad, for all I can gather. And that man most of all. Harmless enough now, but something must have happened years back that gave him quite the fright. Did you see the inside of his
mouth
when he tried to talk?"
The other nodded. "That blackened stump? Aye, sir. I wonder if we'll ever know what it was--what could have frightened a man so much--that he'd bite his own tongue off?"
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Ponch led the way through the night, his shock of white hair like a torch of pale flames under the street lamps, shoulders rolling, hips swaying like a jaguar casually passing through jungle sniffing out the borders of his territory. He left a trail in the air that smelled of alcohol.
Cynthia and Mike followed, side by side, studying and passing lists to one another as Mike kept up a hushed, mostly one-sided argument. Mike was a swaying sapling, tall but fragile, the whining of his voice like a breeze whistling through bare branches. Cynthia was short and thick, with straight black hair and pale skin, like she’d been hiding under a rock most of her life.
Luis brought up the parade’s end. He couldn’t think much beyond Cynthia’s curves contained by a tight red top and blue jeans that a backpack over the shoulder did nothing to hide. Ponch had been there, already, but Luis didn’t mind. There were expectations as well as responsibilities, running with Ponch. That’s why Luis brought up the rear.
At that time of the night, on the right summer night, a touch of tidal salt mingling with the East River sharpened the residual oil and torch smoke smell of neighborhood repair shops, small factories and warehouses holding on against rising towers of encroaching gentrification.
Without restaurants or markets to feed on, rats were few, even with the river near. The streets were clear of vehicles, leaving the single traffic signal they’d passed, after parking the cars, futilely clicking between red and green.
"We approach like hunters," Ponch had said, with a smile. "Quietly, and on foot."
Like the rest of the family, Luis had never cracked the code to
Tio’s craziness. It hadn’t mattered, especially after the divorce and they’d stopped seeing him, until money became a problem. Mom had warned Luis, but like she said, times were hard.
"Time he knew about the old family business," Ponch said, when Luis and his mother asked for help.
The faint whisper of traffic from the Triboro Bridge peeking out from between the buildings struggled to penetrate the neighborhood’s spell of stillness. Manhattan’s life and lights across the water seemed a country away. Ponch appeared to be in his element in the empty streets lined with shuttered fronts. Luis wondered if he’d ever find someplace in which he belonged.
Ponch stopped at a rolling steel gate to an unmarked building. Mike and Cynthia stumbled into one another as they fell out of their private world. Luis stayed on the curb, watching their back. Ponch tapped, gently, twice.
"Are you kidding me?" Mike said. He brushed past Ponch and banged on the steel door three times, hard. "What are you afraid of?"
Luis flinched, Cynthia giggled.
Ponch laughed and said, "You can’t wake the dead. You can only call them."
The boy stood taller, braced for a storm.
A grey security door opened. A woman’s voice drew Ponch, and he held a hand up, pointed to Mike, spoke in a language that seemed to mix Spanish with others in a kind of Creole tongue Luis had never heard. After a few second, Ponch signed to the rest and entered.
Luis was last to come in, expecting a hijacked truck or container, a makeshift casino or sex club, a chop shop, perhaps pit with roosters or dogs, even a cage with men. Ponch’s reputation was large, and far more complicated than Luis’ basic ‘smart kid, good hands, no ambition’ tag which own mother liked to push on others.
"Disappointed?" Ponch asked, taking him by the elbow as soon as he came in.
The steel door closed, and an old, frail woman in widow’s black took Luis’ hand. "Excuse me," she said, with a coquettish smile. Her grip was strong and boney. The gloom smoothed over the wrinkles of her small face, whose delicate features reminded him of old paintings of Spanish nobility. There was an odd smell to her, like an astringent spice on a sour, over-ripe fruit. They never talked about the stink of people in the paintings in college art class.
Mike and Cynthia were already the flight of stairs to the left that led to the office, peering through dimly lit batches of used appliances and commercial kitchen equipment, bales and piles of construction supplies, and overcrowded racks of open boxes and trays.
"You have your father’s look," the old woman said, gently, caressing Luis’ cheek with her other hand.
Luis stiffened. Ponch’s grip slipped, but the old woman’s stayed strong. "I’m nothing like him," he said.
"That’s true," the old woman said. "You’re still here."
"Our business is there," Ponch said, pointing up to the office.
The pair steered Luis up the steps and inside, leaving Mike and Cynthia behind. Luis looked to them as they rummaged in the aisles, Mike calling out for more light. They’d become a sideshow to whatever else was going on that now included him. He looked to the steel security door, then relaxed, let himself be led. Ponch’s reputation as a hustler didn’t include violence.
The thick, wooden, windowed office door opened to a long room, the wall on the left and two rows of shelving lined with used books under hand-printed headings. The old woman led the way along the right hand wall, its concrete blocks caved and pitted. Cheaply framed art prints from the Met and MOMA had been hung along its length.
Ponch and the old woman flirted in Spanish as they headed to the sunken couches and wooden chairs around a steel desk at the back. She looked back and said something to him, frowned when he didn’t respond and went back to Ponch. Luis understood enough to feel the weight of time between them, something deep and powerful underneath their supple sexuality.
By the time they reached the back, a black-haired, round-faced man sat behind the desk. Hands folded over a Buddha-belly, he smiled and nodded his head as Ponch slid across the front of his desk and collapsed on to one of the couches.
"This is my brother’s son," Ponch said, waving a hand at Luis as he backed up a couple of steps to sit in the chair furthest from the desk, against the pitted wall, where the line of sight to the door was clear. He belonged at the back of the parade, quietly earning his piece of the night’s action.
"Hector," the fat man introduced himself. "Idoya," he continued, nodding his head to the old woman who had stopped to stand beside him.
Ponch waited a few seconds, and said finally, "Luis. He’s thinking of joining the family business."
"I knew your father," Idoya said. "Very well."
"College didn’t go well?" Hector asked.
Idoya giggled. "Do you hear your grandfather calling?"
Luis grunted. His mother would have reminded him, ‘I told you.’ "My father said grandfather came to this country to escape the family business."
"The call is in our blood," Hector said.
"There are other things on my mind," Luis said. "A real job. Helping my Mom."
"At least you could have learned Spanish," Idoya chided. She turned to a small corner table and began pouring coffee into Styrofoam cups.
Ponch watched her as he said, "She’s not worth the effort."
Luis stared at door, not sure if Ponch meant his mother, Cynthia, Idoya. "Maybe I don’t want as much out of life as you."
"He’s young," Ponch said to Hector. "I was like that when I was his age."
"You still are," Idoya said, and the three laughed.
"True--but these days I feast at a larger table."
Luis rolled his eyes.
"The others, they’re downstairs?" Hector asked.
"Like children," Ponch said. "They don’t know what they’re looking for, much less where to find it."
"Idoya, bring the children."
"Don’t worry. They have money. Just give them a show."
Luis watched the old woman as she passed out cups and walk out. He wondered if she was a cousin, and if she had the early-aging disease that made a younger person look old.
"Tell me, Luis," Hector said. "Do you know what the family business is?"
"A bit of everything," Luis said. He took a sip of coffee, nearly gagged. "That’s why I figured I could just drop in and pick up some fast cash. I’m not joining any business, or crew, or gang, or whatever you got going on around here. You’re all too old for me, anyway."
The coffee’s bitter taste and thick, oily texture lingered. The peppermint and petroleum aftertaste crept from mouth to nose like smoke. Combined with its slightly burnt aroma, the quick sip choked him. He put the cup down, catching Ponch watching him through a bemused expression.
"He has principles," Ponch said. "No drugs. No guns."
"Very wise," Hector said. His smile remained fixed like a mask as he spoke. "I agree. We don’t deal in drugs, and guns are useless here, though I can’t say the same for every stage of our work."
Despite himself, Luis found himself guessing at what Hector might be talking about--perhaps some kind of forging operation, or selling stolen art. Maybe a complicated financial scam. The pitch was intriguing. Hector, he realized, was the salesman. Ponch, the bait. He sensed a con, and was suddenly eager for the cash so he could leave.
Hector tilted his head and leaned forward slightly, never taking his gaze off of Luis. "My sister Idoya’s children, for example, went back to the old country. They live in the jungle, where the freedom better suits their nature. They help the family back home in the procurement end of the business. There, sometimes, weapons are useful.
"At the transport stage, yes, guns are also occasionally useful. But some of our captains prefer to let pirates have a taste of what they came to steal. They can be cruel, sometimes, our captains."
Hector’s gaze passed through Luis for a moment. His shoulders relaxed, and a different kind of smile seemed eager to curl his lips. He recovered, pointed a stubby finger at Luis.
"My own son, like your father, wanted no part of what we do. We no longer speak. It is a choice. I have no anger toward him, and would welcome him if he chose to have me back in his life."
He opened his hands, palms up, like a priest, and raised his eyebrows slightly to reveal sorrow and acceptance. His face was a masterpiece, a Caravaggio or El Greco. The moment brought Luis back to college art courses, where the girls liked cheap dates to museums and long Saturday afternoons that turned into late Sunday mornings.
The touch of drama made Luis weigh money against involvement. So far, he hadn’t seen anything dangerous. But he hadn’t heard anything real. He didn’t want to ask questions because he was certain he wouldn’t like the answers. He kept quiet, hoping the talk would either become more than bullshit or blow over like a disappointing hurricane.
Ponch frowned, snapped a finger.
Hector sat back, folded hands over belly. His smile faded, his gaze dropped, as if someone had turned off the switch.
"Our business starts with the rawest of material. Information. This--I--am a storehouse for this material. One of many, of course."
Luis glanced at the book shelves.
"No. Those are second-hand, for the walk-ins. We don’t write things down. We don’t put what we know in computer systems or talk on the phone so others can record us. We gather our information the old-fashioned way. Listening. We communicate in person, in abandoned places, like this, in a language no one understands."
Luis tried to remember what he’d heard Ponch and Idoya say to each other, but the sounds slid from his attention.
"We use information to find things only certain kinds of people need. Often they come to us with what they need. Sometimes, we seek them out, bring those things to them. All in secret, of course."
Luis had to take a guess. "You’re thieves and smugglers. Maybe poachers." It had to be artifacts, like Indiana Jones meets the Incan crystal skull, or smuggling illegal animals. If there was anything actually going on at all.
"Our family has offices throughout South America, from Callao to Rio Grande Sud, from La Guaira to Port Williams, even in the Amazon’s heart, in Puerto Maldonado, in Humaita, and in the Caribbean, from Cienfuegos to Port of Spain. Everything that lived and still lives, all that falls from the sky, all that the earth spits up, that the wind and sea delivers, all that our ancestors and the mountains and deserts and jungles made is a part of our heritage. The blood of
Cañaris, Quecha, Caral Supe, Moche runs through us, feeding our strength and determination. This is our family; this is what you belong to."
Ponch bowed his head, closed his eyes. The slight, smirking curve of his lips failed.
"You only use ships?" Luis asked.
"Yes."
"They have jets now," Luis said.
"For what we carry, water is safer. Our offices are always near water, flowing, tidal. My trade comes in through the Port of Newark, across Manhattan to Queens. Water makes it easier for things to be carried away."
Luis shook his head. Almost laughed. He’d almost believed. But the junkyard stock downstairs, coupled with Hector’s grandiosity, was all that was for sale. The danger wasn’t in relic trafficking, secret sex clubs or banking schemes. It was in counting on a crazy family for a few dollars’ worth of work.
Ponch picked up his cup of coffee, slowly drained it. Hector took a sip, set his back down on the desk.
"Are you guys on the same meds?" Luis asked. "Or are the conditions different?"
"You can’t talk to him like that," Ponch said. He turned to Hector. "He needs to see. To hear what else is mixed in our
mestizos
blood."
"But you have to prepare them," Hector answered. "So they have something to hang on to, when the time comes."
"Nobody prepared me."
"That was a mistake."
"How much longer are you going to need me?" Luis asked Ponch. "I don’t think that guy and his girlfriend are going to pull anything on you."
"Stay. We’re expecting a delivery. You can give the men a hand."
Luis settled in to wait, resisting the temptation to pick a moldy paperback from the shelf to read. Ponch tipped the cup into his mouth, tapping the bottom to get the last, oozing drops. Hector continued to sip.
Idoya returned, opened the door and passed through first.
Mike nearly knocked her down as he brushed past her. He strode up the book aisle, long strides eating up ground. "What the hell is this?" he shouted. "It’s like homeless depot down there. Just a lot of crap. We paid a finder’s fee, we made arrangements. You think you can get more money out of us? You think we’re going to take this shit from you?"
Luis raised his leg to kick a book rack down on the boy. But Ponch was already standing, one hand raised in a conciliatory gesture, his smile bright, his expression sympathetic. "We never said what you wanted was downstairs."
Cynthia passed Idoya, who quickly sidestepped her with a clever dance pass. Ponch turned his attention back to Cynthia when she chose the aisle in which he sat. She looked to him, he smiled. She nodded her head as she passed, waited at the end the aisle, blocking his view of Mike and Ponch.
By the time Luis stood up and got around her, Ponch had his arm around the boy’s waist leading him around Hector’s desk, to the bookcases, safe and cabinets that filled the back wall.
"--saw the flames myself," Ponch was saying, pointing to the ceiling as if it was a movie screen, "coming out of the sky, thought it was going to start raining stars, no lie, that thing was big and it was throwing off colors like sparks, so much that it hurt my eyes. But I saw it go down," he said, pushing Hector gently out of the way, "right in front of me, and the funny thing was that there was no sound, no crash, no explosion. Not even a shake of the trees. The whole jungle became quiet. The ciacadas lost their voices, the
galagos
froze in the trees."
Ponch stopped in front of a two-door cabinet stained with paint. Hector backed away around the other side of the desk. The more he talked, the thicker his alcohol breath filled the room.
Luis came in behind Ponch and Mike, not sure which one he’d try to save if something happened.
Fiddling with the lock, Ponch went on about his jungle adventure. "It was like a frog landed and you didn’t hear the splash. But I was brave, and I did my duty. I went deeper into the jungle, found trees knocked down. And in the middle of the trees, there was a crater, and at the bottom of the crater, there was a stone almost buried in the ground.
"And I got scared, I’ll be honest with you. Because it was like something swallowed up the blast of that rock landing, sucked up the fire and pulled back the wind and smoke and used it all up like a liter of rum. But I went on down the crater. Slid a little, because the sides were slick, like glass. And cold."
"You’re worse than my drunk uncle," Mike said. His fists were balled and shaking, his face red.
Luis got behind him, and pursed his lips to keep from saying, "Bet your drunk uncle never fucked your girlfriend." Because, in that moment, he thought maybe that’s what drunk uncles were supposed to do.
"And I got to the stone," Ponch continued, "and put light on it, and it was smooth like a cannon ball, but looked like a huge gourd. It was colder than the crater," Ponch said, finally tossing the lock aside. He opened the doors, reached into the pitch black space. A faint cloud of dust billowed out. "Colder anything I’d ever touched. It didn’t burn, like dry ice. The cold just seeped into me, reached deeper, like a knife, the point penetrating, the edges slicing, the grind radiating a freeze that locked blood and muscle and made bone brittle."
Light came on to reveal a chamber lined with shelves packed with goods. Ponch stepped through, motioned for Mike to follow. Luis came in behind him, glancing back to see Hector, smiling, invite Cynthia with a sweeping gesture into the room.
He followed close behind her. Luis felt a twinge of jealousy. Ponch was one thing, but he’d be damned if he’d let Hector jump that line.
"I let go of the rock, of course," Ponch said, "and called my cousins, who were better equipped to handle the find. But that was my start in this business, and I’m sorry we no longer have that stone for sale, but if you look closely I’m sure you’ll find what you are looking for."
Ponch backed up as Mike came to the chamber’s center. Luis stepped to the side, bumped into something. Cynthia came through, and he put a hand on her shoulder, smiled. She smiled back, glanced at Mike standing open-mouthed near the room’s center, smiled at him again. She came around to stand beside on his right, both hands clutching the backpack straps.
Luis felt rather than saw Hector pass by. His attention was fixed on the mummified corpse, dressed in faded robes, sitting balled up on a shelf behind Cynthia. His gaze moved on to the huge bone jutting out from the shelf next to his hip. Cynthia barely looked at both, ignored Mike and the others. Instead, she scanned the shelves, pausing, peering, searching for something.
"Please feel free to touch," Hector said, taking center stage. "I know that, for what you need, you must often feel the thing you believe might satisfy you. Unlike my cousin, you will not be left alone and at the mercy of the cold. We are here to guide you, to help you. Look carefully, and don’t be afraid. Things will happen you do not expect. That’s a good sign. Once, I brought a mummy like the one by your young lady to the attention of a buyer. He was drawn to it immediately, and at his touch, the corpse exploded, as if it had been waiting for him through all the time of its burial, and the tiny thousands of living things writhing inside it covered him, penetrated him, left him for many hours in a state we thought was death. It was a good thing my Idoya counseled patience, because the man did eventually wake up. He collected the specimens still living, bagged the mummy’s remains, and paid us twice the sum we’d agreed on.
"Not that we expect such generosity from you young people," Hector said, bowing his head. "We are fair, and would never bargain after setting a price."
Luis squeezed past Cynthia, but couldn’t get her attention away from the shelves. He headed for Ponch as Idoya came in and took his place next to Cynthia. It was obvious she and Hector were making sure the money didn’t go anywhere.
The shelves were filled with skulls, human and animal, bones, mummified humans and creatures, carvings, rocks, instruments and tools. One shelving unit was dedicated to books, very old by their bindings, the ancient ones rolled in bone or wooden tubes, all sealed in plastic. Some skulls looked like museum pieces, massive relics of a primal age when life was bigger, more vicious.
Behind glass doors, another set of objects drew both his and Mike’s attention. Luis slipped by quickly to let the boy get at what he wanted. What he saw, moist, thick, perhaps pulsing or quivering on steel shelves, did not make him want to take a closer look. Just the quick sight of what might have been living rock, or chunks of dark, eternal flesh, made him feel freezing cold behind his sternum, as if the center of his life had fallen into the grip of something terrible, like a child catching a fly to see what would happen when its wings were pulled.
The smell of the room caught up to him, just then. Beyond the dust and the stale dampness, there were hints of ammonia, petroleum, and a deep, salty tang that lingered in his nostrils and made him feel like he was drowning.
"You were expecting a hundred illegals to jump out and take your job?" Ponch whispered to him.
"Fuck you," Luis said.
"Mike," Cynthia said, stepping forward, pointing to the cabinet.
"Yes," Hector said.
The couple opened the cabinet, reached in as if they were petting kittens and puppies.
Two knocks echoed through the chamber.
Luis glanced at Ponch, then at the wall behind him.
"Not yet," Ponch said, smiling as he put a hand on Luis’ chest. "You see," he said to Mike, "you didn’t have to wake the dead." To Luis, Ponch said, "Go downstairs. Let them in. The gate buttons are right next to the door. Let them in, close it up. Fast. We’ll be along soon."
Ponch gave him a gentle push. Luis headed out, trying to catch Cynthia’s gaze. But she was captivated by the display. Mike tried to show her one of the lists they’d exchanged but she pushed his hand away, reached in, picked something up.
He passed Hector with the knapsack over his shoulder holding hands with Idoya. They stared straight ahead like rapt parents watching the children in the school play.
"Thank you," Cynthia said.
"They kill us with ‘excuse me,’" Idoya said. "Bury us with ‘thank you.’"
"Not anymore," Hector said.
Downstairs, Luis opened the rolling gate. A small Mercedes-Benz panel truck, white, headlights off, waited outside. Above the cab, a large, rectangular pod was connected to the cargo space. Two men sat in the cab.
The truck rolled in, the engine cut off. As the gate came down, the two men popped out, unlocked the back door, rolled it up.
Luis shivered. The gust of frigid air was sudden and surprising, like walking into a meat freezer on a mid-summer day. He looked at the pod over the cab, thinking it might be a refrigeration unit. But the truck’s engine was off, and whatever was inside the container was not making a sound.
The two men stepped aside. Short, powerfully built, with thick black manes, they had the look of Andean soccer players who could grind down European players in their home stadiums. They distracted themselves by crossing arms and staring into the warehouse’s darker corners.
"What do we have to unload?" Luis asked, coming around the truck to open door.
A loud thump from the office shook the rafters. Luis checked the office door. Dust drifted past the overhead lights. The two men talked to each other briefly in the same tongue Ponch and Idoya had used. Luis listened like he did when decoding local hip hop tracks from around the world, using years of city living and working in different neighborhoods. He picked up a couple of Spanish words, recognized Portuguese, the Quechan word for ‘two." Another language, harsh, guttural, threaded itself through their conversation, dragging in Asian, European and even Arabic sounds, rendering the patois incomprehensible.
Luis stepped to the edge of the cab, peered inside. The darkness was impenetrable. He thought a curtain had been set up to protect whatever was inside and reached in. His flesh prickled. A thousand needles seemed to stab his hand and forearm. He jerked back his arm. The two men laughed.
Luis found a few loose gravel stones by the truck, picked them, whipped them in while stepping back. They vanished without thumping against a curtain or clanging against the metal cab wall. The polar bear he’d half-expected to charge out failed to appear.
Another thump, stronger, louder, rattled the shelves. He felt the impact through the floor. Glass and metal objects fell, broke. A man screamed.
Cursing, Luis bolted for the office. Behind him, the high-pitched howl of a sudden wind gust chased him. The gust lifted him as he took the first few steps, and he tripped, the rail catching his chin. He rolled, gathered himself, while his face throbbed and he tasted warm blood.
Below, the two truck men retreated to the cab. A bright glow spread from the back of the truck, at first a flickering orange with blue tints. Luis thought a fire had started in the back, but he couldn’t smell anything burning and there was no smoke. The light changed, deepened to a light shade of violet, cast shadows on the floor and against the gate. Luis imagined a kind of supersonic wind tunnel fan, with its own spot light, and streamers, designed to produce a theatrical effect for an outdoor play. Maybe something for a Shakespeare in the Park production, where a leisurely walk along the all-day lines of picnickers waiting for free tickets so often got him in with a friendly college group for a good, and free, night out.
The wind stopped as suddenly as it had started. The light flashed randomly from one end of the spectrum to the other, as if his vision couldn’t recognize its true color. The streamer shadows became thinner. Something slapped the truck’s inside wall.
Luis went back up the stairs, wiping blood dribbling from his mouth. His chin pulsed, but he’d taken harder hits in his Golden Gloves days.
He opened the office door, shielded his eyes. The same light from the white truck bled from the secret room at the far end, but here there was a smell, like the tar used by a road crew he’d once worked on, with something rotten thrown in.
The truck at his back began to shake. The pod was vibrating, as if trying to tear itself from the top of the cab. The cargo panel box shivered.
"Ponch," Luis screamed. He didn’t want to think about guys like the men in the white truck coming after him because of Ponch getting hurt, or killed, on his watch. His stomach clenched at the thought of his Mom paying with more than a broken heart for her son’s involvement with his father’s family.
His mother had warned him. Hell, his father had done the same by running away.
He headed for the back of the office, staying to the art gallery wall in case another building quake trapped him in falling book racks. Looking down and shielding his eyes, he picked his way through a litter of books. Movement tugged at his peripheral vision. He glanced at the posters. Something odd and angular drew him in, a Picasso, a woman’s head, fractured and sliced, unreal, the kind of thing he hated about art classes and museums, like poetry missing the rhythm and flow of street life, the world outside of offices and classrooms. It was a dead thing, the mummified remains of a once-sacred life, ripped from its roots, its meaning and dignity stolen, lost on a wall in a far away land.
The woman’s mouth opened. Her tongue split, folded, divided and became one at the same time.
Luis grunted as if he’d taken a body blow. He closed his eyes, pushed ahead before he hallucinated the painting talking to him.
He reached the open cabinet, squeezed through an opening narrower than he remembered.
Ponch and Mike were fighting in the chamber beyond, the old man holding his own, ducking, blocking, sliding in the confined space while the taller, younger man cursed as he launched wild swings and tried to grab a hold of his target. Cynthia hadn’t moved from the cabinet. Her hands were filled with what seemed like oily segments of rope, thickly twined like the kind used on ships. They were moving, like newborn puppies, blind, wriggling. He didn’t trust the belief that he could hear them mewling.
Like the painting, the segments were also breaking up, spreading and shrinking at the same time, doubling and transforming shapes his vision, as with the colors blazing from the white truck, couldn’t contain.
Cynthia looked up, met his gaze. She grinned, squeezed her hands. The rope segments dropped to the floor, except for the two her fingers closed on.
As Hector and Idoya swooped down to pick up the fallen pieces, Cynthia walked toward Luis.
Luis slipped past her, tackled Mike. They fell to the back of the chamber, where an opening had appeared, like a porthole looking out on a dead black sea and sky.
He punched Mike, picking his shots--jaw, temple, cheek, nose, eye, temple again--as his opponent rolled under him. His hands tore against bone and teeth, his blood mingled with Mike’s. A couple of shots to the throat had the boy curled up and choking, but Luis kept on, unwinding a long spool of frustration that gave way to rage and terror. He pried Mike open to hit ribs, sternum, belly and groin. And when the work to keep him open proved too much, he settled on kidneys before standing up and kicking and stomping the boy until he stopped moving.
Breathing hard, Luis leaned against the back wall, his hand above the porthole opening.
Idoya appeared beside him, kissed his hands. "Thank you," she said, through bloody lips.
Behind her, the mummies from the shelves that were still intact slipped down to dance behind her, losing bits and pieces as they stepped and jumped to a music only they could hear.
Luis rubbed his eyes, tried to blink away the blood.
Ponch put a hand on his shoulder, whispered in his ear, "Thanks,
sobrino."
His breath filled Luis lungs and stung.
Ponch looked to Idoya, grinning.
Hector, still holding on to the knapsack, put his hand on Idoya’s neck.
Something cold and damp pressed against his chest. Cynthia stood before him, pushing one of the segments against his shirt as if she wanted to replace his heart with it.
Luis tried to deflect her arm, but she was surprisingly strong. Or, he was spent.
He let his head hang down, barely feeling the relief from knowing Ponch was okay and there’d be no repercussions for his mother. He had a notion that there might be more money coming to him than just what had been promised for the night’s work. But money seemed like a remote problem at the moment.
What stayed with him was the nausea that was all that was left of his rage. His knuckles were ripped open, the pain just beginning to seep through a fading adrenaline rush. He tried to think of where it had all come from--maybe his father, or that whole side of the family. Perhaps his anger, and fear, had come from the place that was no place in him, the emptiness between the worlds of North and South Americas, between curiosity and survival, knowledge and action.
Pain and nausea, and a quiet dread of something more to come, were the only answers he found.
A breeze blew against his face, an Antarctic breath that made him look up, look into the hole through which it had come. And when he saw the wall of darkness he’d already seen in the white truck, he fell, through a world split, divided, turned on itself and inside out. Shattered, reassembled into new forms that rolled back the world, widened the chamber in which he stood, until it became larger than the building, the block, until it became an expanding space filled with alien light his eyes could not filter or integrate into a meaningful vision. The space contained both perfect dark and a flurry of events that eluded his perceptions, leaving only an impression of movement and stillness, a watchful presence, and an absence of physical laws, the passage of time, and both creation and death.
Through a world his senses didn’t understand, Luis continued to drop, filled with a dread of never landing, in terror of no longer falling.
Until Cynthia’s arms caught him. She put her arms around him, pressing the segments she still held in her fists into his back. She whispered to him, haltingly, in the language he’d heard Ponch, Idoya, and the two men speak. Her rhythm was halting, her pronunciations clumsy. But she smelled human, and she was warm with her breasts crushed against him.
Dizzy, spitting up stomach acid that burned his throat and mouth, Luis grabbed hold of her. Hung on. And thought he felt like he was still going down through a well, through the memories of a world in which he’d once lived, through a darkness filled with an invisible light, toward a source that would swallow him whole, he knew Cynthia was still there.
They kissed. Stripped. Groped one another, in the cold. In the chopped up reality around them, Luis recognize a heap of flesh as Ponch, with Hector and Idoya.
She licked the blood on him. She was not the only one. What she held in her hands drank him in. What had been in the cabinet, all the pieces of flesh, crawled over the mass Luis understood was Mike.
It wasn’t the blood that drew them, but the heat of the liquid. Perhaps, elements in the blood, chemicals, memories. Maybe the blood was a unique sensation, a stimulant, rich with strange and frightening immediacy. Or, as in days long gone, the transgression of spilled blood signified an opening of the way between states and realities. He couldn’t say how he knew, only that once the thoughts formed, he wanted to believe them. All of them.
What was worse was to have had no ideas, at all.
The door to the office, far away past the other end of the chamber and the outside room’s length, flew open. The cold breeze blowing out of the white truck blasted into the office, sending books flying off the shelves, overturning chairs. A low, deep vibration like a running engine, or an enormous animal growling, insinuated itself in Luis chest.
The heartbeat, he thought, of a serpent, winding through realities, swallowing lives and eating its own tail.
The image comforted him, reminded him of Quetzalcoatl, though that myth had never interested him before. Better than nothing.
Hanging on to fragments of the familiar--the driving rhythms of sex, an eye, the curve of the hip, Ponch’s white hair, associations between the inexplicable and memory--Luis rode a wave of sensation back through darkness and light, up the well, to a place where Cynthia looked down on him, breasts hanging and swinging as she rode him, while strange energies ran along circuits passing through him.
He woke, not remembering being threatened by sleep or loss of consciousness. The wind was gone, the hole closed. The contents of the cabinet lay all over the floor, still, but pregnant with possibilities that made Luis head hurt. Mummies, bones, petrified body parts and much of the rest of the material stored in the room had spilled to the floor.
Cynthia lay next to Mike, who was the only one in the room still wearing clothes. Hector and Idayo were curled into a fleshy ball. Ponch sat with his back to the wall, an empty bottle of tequila as his feet, another in his hand, watching Luis on his belly, legs and arms extended, cold.
"Blood comforts blood in the old way," Ponch said.
Luis pulled himself together. Slowly, he stood, picked through the scattered clothing until he had enough on to walk without trouble on the streets. "That had nothing to do with anybody’s old ways," Luis said.
"Blood opens ways closed to the heart and mind."
"You don’t have to find every door, and you sure as shit don’t have to open them all."
"Welcome," Ponch said, offering him the bottle, "back to our family."
Luis headed for the chamber’s exit. "I told you, I don’t want any of this." He stopped, stared over his shoulder at Ponch. "How can you do it?" he asked.
"How can you start a bottle, and not finish it?"
Ponch said nothing. He found Ponch’s pants, pulled out a wad of cash. He showed it to Ponch and pocketed the entire amount. He checked Hector’s pockets as well, removed what he found, and picked up the backpack Cynthia carried. He left the secret chamber.
"What was given will be returned into the fold," Ponch shouted after him.
"Go to hell," Luis said.
The white truck was gone, the downstairs locked. Merchandise had moved around, fallen off shelves, tipped over. He emerged into the late morning of the next day, headed for the nearest subway stop.
Luis gave the money he’d taken to his mother. Then he said goodbye, while his mother wept with the joy of finding a son she thought had died, and pressed her lips together with the sorrow of knowing she’d never see her boy, again.
Luis left the city, stayed in sunny places, and spent all of his time trying not to be lonely while, at the same time, making sure he never brought more of his blood into the world for his family to use feeding and raising their stock. He remembered to hang back, bring up the rear.
And every day he thanked his lost father, who, he now knew, had done all he could to protect his son.
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When I first heard the man’s ramblings of the sordid details of human nature, I intended to ignore them, having other notions on my mind. My son and I were making camp on an island known for its tourism, but beyond this it was better realized for the wild horses occasionally gracing the hillside across a small channel. Upon a slight incline at the foot of the opposite island rested a detailed statue, depicting a stallion in full stride. If we were not to see a single living equine this statue alone would suffice as a vivid memory.
The ranting man stood on the cement path that ran in a circle around the island. He was old, his face riddled with the scars of someone who once committed the crimes he now spoke so passionately against. These facts showed on his face no less than the pinch of skin wrinkling between his eyebrows, showing much of his anger at the sins perpetrated against his God.
As I looked about, I saw a dozen or so sites scattered across the small island campground, lined along the canal, facing the equine habitat. Some were close, and others farther away, but all wanted the same thing. Perhaps a few dozen people made up the entire population for the night, all hoping to catch a glimpse of one of the wild horses. None anticipated the sermon they now endured.
His testimony amused my son, Parker, and before I knew it I was alone by the campfire. I regret letting him go now, but then, I didn't see the harm; he was only twenty feet away, well in sight. It wasn’t until the fight broke out I realized something had gone wrong,
had
been wrong--with the man, with what he said, with the entire situation--but I'd been too...oblivious?...to note it.
Nothing will ever dispel my guilt at that.
The first words I heard were from a younger man, one who did not take to the preacher’s feverish attempt at judging mankind. This man yelled, and then not reaching the satisfaction he wanted from the other, attacked and drove the preacher back.
Arms wailing, the crowd caught the old man, helping him back to his feet. While outmatched by the younger man, it did not keep him from lifting a condemning finger to the skies to recall the sins this young man was engaging in.
I searched among the small crowd of campers for my son. My eyes were wide with panic, my heart throbbing within my chest as if someone were strangling the life from the muscle. Relief washed over me as my son came into view, closer to the old man than I would have liked.
The younger man leapt forward, knocking the elder man down by the channel, and the crowd encroached upon the scuffle, severing my vision from my son once more. All I was able to see was my son’s ball cap billowing into the air, and then drifting into the crowd of people as the fight grew in intensity.
Several minutes later the tussle broke up without a single shout or threat. Nor was there any spectator having stepped in. It ended for different reasons I had not initially identified, as I was much more concerned with my son.
Parker sat in the sand, his hat snug on his head. He stared at the old man, seeing the thing I should have noticed right away. Parker did not gasp or scream, as others had. This might be the reason I was not so perceptive. When I saw what they had seen, the feeling of being empty inside returned, only this time it had an atrocious fury like that of a brush fire.
The elder man’s pallid face reflected the terror struck on Parker’s. The man’s eyes were dark, and yet it was difficult to see, as dusk was already approaching. All eyes would soon be darkened, and I might not have noticed this man’s eyes without the help of the last hint of sunlight. They looked sunken and empty, dark pools of still water, much like the back canals under the light of the brightest moon.
What caused such a variety of emotions was the thing on the old man’s head. At first, I thought it was a cap, perhaps even a religious token. Upon closer inspection I saw the dangling tentacles, wavering in front of his face, and realized it was some sort of sea creature.
It was small like a starfish, or even a tiny octopus, but neither of those depictions was accurate. It did not appear to have any trouble breathing or existing out of water. Not only this, but where I once thought it a separate entity clinging to the elder man’s skull, I could see it had somehow attached itself to the man. Had I been able to pull myself away from this astounding visual, I might have noticed the younger man undergoing the same fate as this preacher.
I burst through the crowd, shaking away my shock and dismay to attempt to help the man. I took him into my arms and tried to ease him to the sand. We did not reach the ground. Instead, he stiffened like a board and stood defiantly before us. To my utter surprise, he spoke.
"Now you see the failings of mankind has forced God’s hand! He recruits me to do his bidding."
His voice sounded deeper, more convincing. The creature upon his head opened its eyes and I saw something chilling. Its precarious little eyes glowed a dull-red, and they searched the people in the crowd.
"Listen to the brother." The younger man said, now standing by his side, lifting his arms in praise of the elder man. "I have seen the error of my ways. Be with us. Join us under God’s protection."
The elder man opened his arms to the hesitant crowd, and I found myself backing away, towards Parker, wanting more and more to get away from these people. My hand brushed against him, stopping him from joining the others, his face dull in an almost trance-like state.
I grabbed my boy, wrapping my arms around him, and held him back. He appeared not only dazed by the scuffle, but by this creature and how it had been presented.
I watched as the first of the elder man’s people, who were the apparent majority of the campers this night, joined him by the canal water.
"I am with you, Abraham." This woman bowed before the old man, and he pushed her down to her knees.
Abraham bent to the water, taking in a large cup of the liquid. The dark pool was alive in his hands. I was able to see the creature writhing and twisting in his palms, anxious to find a home upon the woman’s skull. With great care, he placed the creature upon her head, and within seconds it attached itself to her.
She showed only a brief sign of pain, no more than a twinge. As she stood, this new creature opened its eyes, letting its glow peer upon the crowd. They closed, as if in deep thought, and she took her side by Abraham. She too professed of this religious experience.
"I feel his kindness. He is upon me, part of me. Do not be afraid."
One by one, the people who had come to this place took a knee before the strange old man. They allowed him to fetch these creatures, and place it on their head, as if he were knighting. After each crowning, they took their place by Abraham and spoke of their fate, accounting of its uniqueness.
I lingered, my son in my arms, both of us unable to pull away. In the background, the waves crashed upon the distant shoreline of the nearby island, sounding faint. The statue leered down at them, and I saw it momentarily as a golden calf, a thing of sacrilege upon the Earth. A second glance showed it a stallion once more, and I was relieved.
Beyond the statue, a single horse looked our way. This was the reason we had come, yet, as one graced us with its presence, we were unable to pull away from the oddities unfolding closest to us.
A shiver of cool fell over me; the sun had set. We were now in the darkness of the ancient stone lighthouse, as it shrouded almost the entire campsite. The lighthouse lantern no longer burned, and its entrance had been locked shut, otherwise I might have run to the building. Still, I was unable to escape. I watched as three more campers were converted before my disbelieving eyes.
I looked back across the short span of water to the shore we came from. We had come to the island by ferry, and they wouldn’t be back until daybreak. I thought of trying to swim the distance, my son in tow, but I did not dare touch the water for fear of a creature securing itself to my head. From here I could see our vehicle and longed for the comfort it provided. Alas, our only hope was fending off the people of this island, or seeking out the safety of the other. The channel would make for a challenge in us reaching the other island without having to go in the water.
I realized it was futile, observing these people. Already more than half were converts, and more waited in line to receive this redemption. It reminded me of communion, where one awaited the wafer placed in their mouth. Even the fighting man’s wife and child were now expecting this fate. I considered soon my son and I might be the only ones left to convert, and this frightened me.
I tugged Parker back to our campsite, trying to regain some bearing on reality. I struggled to think of a way out, taking turns looking off into the distance at our vehicle, and then over to the lonely island, inhabited only by the equine species and the statue. I longed for either destination, but knew I could reach neither without the necessity of braving the dark waters from which the creatures arose. Who knew what else might lurk within those waters, perhaps even birthing these foul beasts?
The equine island was the closer of the two, and yet there appeared no means of reaching the island without a boat. I let my eyes linger upon the lighthouse, seeing the small balcony atop the structure. I wondered if we might be able to dive across the length of the channel. It wasn’t far; of this I was certain, but I thought it very deep. Even if we could get close it might give us enough time to reach its shores unscathed. I remained unsure if we could even come close.
I paced about our campsite, leaving Parker staring off at the spectacle in the distance. I thought he might have been traumatized by what he was seeing. I tried to focus my thoughts on securing a means of entering the lighthouse. Then it dawned on me, and I dug through our camping gear for the battered hammer I used to fasten the tent to the ground.
With angst, I tore through my supplies, throwing them aside until I found the thing I wanted. When I had the hammer in hand I held it to the sky like some mad warrior about to engage in battle. I actually felt as though I might end up having to use it for that specific purpose sooner or later. It would be daunting to get to the top of the tower without the others catching us.
The hammer possessed a sudden weight I knew it hadn't had when I'd used it to put up the tent.
I tucked the hammer into my belt loop. I pulled at my son’s arm, and he came, still dazed. He was limp, and I was tugging him along more than he was coming of his own free will, but I would have him with me every step of the way. Through the thick and thin, I would keep him safe by my side, no matter what the cost.
We found the lighthouse and I considered the lock upon the door, readying my hammer. I took a glance to the people in the distance. Of those who had not yet been changed, they were now being forced to their knees before Abraham. Their cries of pain and terror went unheard by those already transformed, and I thought Abraham was smiling; quite happy with the work he had done thus far. He dipped his hands into the water, pulling out one of the tentacled creatures to fasten to each of their skulls.
This perplexed me. The mere thought of it struck me as the act of some cult. As they converted all but my son and I their attention turned to us with horrifying indignation. One by one they found us, the strange little creatures upon their heads waking. Their glowing red eyes blinked off and on, as if they were somehow communicating with each other. I found myself frozen, unable to follow through with the task I had set out to finish.
I broke free of this mesmerizing vision, and returned my focus to the lock. Bringing the hammer down upon it, I tried to bust it loose. The first two attempts proved unsuccessful, and I grew uncertain we would be able to escape. It was the third try that brought me hope, as the lock began to separate.
From the corner of my eye I found them approaching. More so, I saw something else, and it startled me enough to draw my attention away from the door. Parker had begun walking towards these people, and the thought he might want to join them terrified me.
"Parker?" I struck the lock, this time without looking, heard it further weaken. "Parker, get back here!"
At this time, with the others so close, I needed to break free from the door. I lunged out, and found Parker’s wrist. He staggered backward when I pulled at his arm. I led him back to the lock and struck it, finally freeing it from the latch.
With the door open, we entered the darkness of the lighthouse, and I went to close the door. A single foot impeded my progress.
"What are you doing, brother?"
Another voice joined in from behind this man. "Are you not one of us, brother?"
Fearful of these people, I brought the hammer down on the toe of my enemy. No cry of pain came with the blow, and upon rising I found myself face to face with the tiny creature upon his head, as he continued to try to pry his way inside.
The beast’s red glowing eyes regarded me, and I saw a hunger in them. The tentacles searched the face of its host, lowering itself closer to the bone of the man’s skull. A sick sucking sound arose from under its rubbery body, as if it were draining this man of his bodily fluids. The man’s face was gaunt, his eyes sunken and dark. Still in the background, the faint motions of water made it all so surreal.
I turned, found Parker at the base of the stairs, his silhouette motionless in the sliver of light. I twisted the hammer, using the claw upon the foot, and forced it from blocking the door. After some work, it came free and the door shut hard upon the man’s knuckles. This severed two of his fingers, but still no cry arose from the injury.
In the dark, I worked to maneuver the hammer through the handle, bracing the door shut. It was a temporary solution, but a solution nonetheless. Even as we ascended the stairway, I heard them clawing and banging at the door. Soon they would be inside. I needed to move fast, and surged up the spiral staircase, dragging Parker behind, who resisted more with each step we took.
At the top of the lighthouse, I saw the moon rising, and it gave me enough light to see around the room. I found the old cobwebbed lantern, the small balcony extending out over the channel, and the equine island across the channel. From this vantage point it seemed even less likely I would be able to reach it safely; let alone while holding Parker. I saw something else too. It was out of place, and unusual.
There was a wooden handle hidden in the corner. I approached it, thinking I might have discovered a weapon to defend myself. Yet, when I began to pull it free I discovered its true purpose. The wooden pole was long, reaching down into the base of the lighthouse. It came away easy, but only if I walked it towards the balcony. Once there, I could see the metallic foothold at the base of the lighthouse—the place to secure one end of the pole in order to vault across.
I pulled Parker in close, as the lower door burst open. Already, they were at the stairs by the time I freed the pole. With Parker by my side, I struggled to maneuver it into the foothold, missing several times before sticking it into place.
They were at the top of the stairs, and I could see the glowing eyes. Panic struck me, and I moved fast, perhaps foolishly. Holding Parker tight, I lowered my chin against the top of his hat. With one arm, I took the top of the pole and thrust myself outward, off-balance, but at least on a path towards reaching the island.
We landed with a crash, our bodies flung apart. When I lifted myself to my elbows it surprised me to find Parker already upright, his hat still upon his head.
"You okay?" No response. The boy stared back at the lighthouse, watching the blinking red eyes.
I worried he was having some sort of mental breakdown. I lifted him to his feet, and placed a fatherly hand upon his head, and took in a deep breath as we let our eyes linger on the others. This was when I felt it move.
I pulled away the cap, stunned by what I already knew as the truth. When I saw its glowing eyes I wanted to scream, and somewhere deep inside of my inner being I did scream, without end. Parker’s sunken, darkened pools peered back at me with emptiness.
I saw the moon full and bright in the sky. It beamed down on the statue of the horse, casting an odd nightly shadow upon me. It was there, in the shadow of the equine, I promised myself I would not harm my child. As I lowered him to the ground, I whispered this promise over and over, wanting to make it true, knowing it was not.
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There was a name for losing your sanity in the crowded nothingness of space.
It came from an astronaut folktale dismissed as foolishness by most of the men, and likewise contained unfortunate truths which none of them were willing to confront. But they had all heard of it, regardless, and they all used the term in one way or another.
If a man or woman aboard a craft began to stare out into the salted universe for minutes at a time and became distracted, they had seen Parin. If they began to suffer from insomnia, instances of heightened irritation, aggression, or paranoia, they’d seen Parin.
And if they began to scream from their very depths as though calling back across the great black sea to their home world; if they fired their weapons in the engine compartment or murdered their brothers and sisters with their hands and teeth; if they began to tear out their own eyes and tongues and carve disturbing symbols into their flesh with their own fingernails, then they hadn’t just seen Parin. They’d touched him.
No one in the fleet was sure when this chilling mental epidemic had taken on the name of Parin, but everyone knew that it was the right name for it.
Parin.
A relatively mundane name. Not common by any stretch of the imagination, but not exactly uncommon anymore, either. No exotic god or goddess had borne the name before like Jupiter or Mars or Venus had, making them clichés of thought and metaphor to prove distinction across the ages. And Commander Arthur Dawson had never come in contact with it in any way, not even when his wife had been tossing around possible names for their twins.
Yet now, out on the black sea, he was hearing more of it than he’d ever wanted, and not just by the half-joking accusations of his men that one or another among them was suffering those cursed "visions of Parin.:" He had his own reasons to ponder the phenomena seriously.
There hadn’t been much else to think about the morning when it happened. Dawson had been in his room in the bowels of the ship after a draining workout, staring out from his window at the distant stars, trying to find his home. Every few minutes, he tore himself away from minor hypnosis and sipped at a bad cup of coffee without thought or emotion, but it never took him long to return his gaze to the unfathomable enormity. He allowed himself to be consumed by it.
When he came up for these interludes, the usual questions asserted themselves and he would trouble over them for a while.
How much longer would they be out wandering the Devil’s Playground?
How many miles separated him from the warm bed where his wife slept and dreamed all too probably nightmares of his death?
What did his children look like now, three years since he’d set eyes on them in person?
These were the surface questions that he imagined were also on the minds of the rest of the crew. They were the usual preoccupations of men and women at sea. It was the other questions though, the deeper ones, that kept him awake at night, and being awake at night had started the questions in the first place.
One in particular haunted him in his usually unsuccessful attempts to sleep: How could he tell whether it was night or day?
They were in another galaxy, one devoid of clocks as far as he could tell, and it was impossible (or at least foolish) to mark each time zone and orbit through which they passed. There was a clock in the war room and one in the cockpit, one outside of the movie theater, a couple more in the library and in the cafeteria, and maybe a dozen other places throughout the vessel, but they were all just guessing by then. The ship had run into an electrical storm unlike any in recorded history out on a planet that had not yet been named (but which had henceforth been known as
The Shithole
or
The Dirty Bitch
among the crew). Even Dawson’s watch had fried, though he continued to wear it. He guessed it was a habit, but something also told him he might need it again someday.
They’d been out of power for a little over six minutes and those had been the longest of his life. Dawson had expected to feel a new sense of purpose afterwards, like the emergency room patient who was legally dead for a time and then returns to live a more meaningful life, but that hadn’t been the case. The crew had been sure that they were all going to die before the lights returned and the oxygen began to spit through the vents once more. It was strange, but Commander Dawson was sure he had felt a little disappointment among the crew when their electrical systems had come back on line.
Perhaps they thought it would have been better to get dying over with right then, after they’d already psyched themselves up for that dark and lonesome journey. Now that they didn’t know for sure what time it was, or whether they were sleeping through the day instead of the night or eating breakfast packets for dinner, there didn’t seem much sense in going on. All it took to turn them upside down and inside out was six minutes (unexact) of wondering whether or not dying on another planet (uncharted) would turn them into ghosts without anything or anyone to haunt but the wind and the lightning. Because they thought it had been six minutes, but it could have been six hours for all they knew. They couldn’t trust time.
And that was only one of the questions that kept Commander Dawson awake at night. The nighttime hours, and he used that term loosely, were not for missing his wife and children (although he often imagined his wife bedding around while he was away). They were for wondering what would happen to his body if he died during a spacewalk. Would it just float there until they returned home, like a fetal corpse attached by an electronic umbilical cord to its mother? They only had one suit left for walking. The others had been lost when the insects of another godforsaken world had eaten two of the ships’ well-respected scientists. There wouldn’t be any way to release the dead from the hull, nor would anyone want to set them adrift into damnation. And they couldn’t risk taking on the bodies inside, either, because they weren’t equipped for storing corpses. There was nothing to do but hope it wouldn’t come to that.
More awful questions were beginning to form when Private Matthews burst into the room so abruptly that Dawson spilled the bad coffee all over his leg.
"There you are, sir!" Matthews panted.
Commander Dawson groaned and tried to bite back a curse as the burn trickled down his calf. He wanted to kick the kid out right then, maybe give him a swift kick in the ass for his troubles. Teach him a lesson. In the moment, he didn’t give two cents’ worth of fuck for whatever the little shit private had to say. He wanted his goddamned leg to stop throbbing.
"They told me to come find you. Someone’s going ape-shit on the crew deck. They think he’s going to kill someone!" Matthews exclaimed. He looked like he’d just woken up, and Dawson guessed that he’d fallen asleep at his post and missed something crucial because of it, otherwise he wouldn’t have sounded so frantic. In other words, his ass was on the line. The navy had no use for idiots like that, not with so much at stake. He was astute enough, at least, to catch on to the Commander’s anger and was making an effort to scare him into action while deflecting the blame for his intrusion elsewhere. But as they would both soon find out, there was to need to dramatize the grotesqueries that awaited them on the crew deck, and the time for action had almost certainly passed.
"I’m not C.O. right now, Matthews. And don’t shout like that in here again."
"I’m pretty sure it was the C.O. who sent me to get you, sir."
The boy had calmed considerably now that the commander seemed his usual, brusque self.
"Who’s on duty?"
"Lieutenant Chalmers."
The burn of the coffee had dissipated into little more than a hot throb on his inner thigh, and the urge to lash out at the boy subsided for the moment. If anyone was to blame for interrupting his rec time one hour into a thirty-six hour reprieve, it certainly wasn’t this sack-of-shit messenger boy. Lieutenant Chalmers, maybe. Whatever crazy bastard had dropped his marbles on the crew deck, absolutely. But not Tom Matthews, the frail, butt-of-every-joke, acne-scarred nobody whose facial structure alone ensured the wrath of any human being that looked upon him.
"What happened?" Dawson said over his shoulder on his way out the door. They’d need the elevator to get to the crew deck and the bitch took a good five minutes at any time of day. Never-ending elevator traffic was only one of many drawbacks to life on such a crowded ship.
"I don’t know. I didn’t see anything. Lieutenant Chalmers just yelled at me to come and get you."
Matthews was struggling to keep up with the commander’s long strides, and his nerves weren’t helping him to articulate.
"They said he’s seen Parin," the boy added with a whisper.
"Don’t whisper in front of me, Private. You want to tell secrets, tell them to your boyfriend."
"Sorry, sir. I said they think he’s seen Parin."
"Horseshit," Dawson snapped, smacking the call button for the elevator a half-dozen times. "Don’t listen to that crap, Matthews, and don’t go on spreading it yourself."
"Sorry, sir. I meant they think he’s gone insane."
"Who is it?"
"I’m not sure."
Dawson nodded thoughtfully and adjusted his wet pants with a tug. "Nothing strange about losing your mind out here. And it doesn’t take a god to turn your world upside down, either. Not when you’re a billion miles from home and the only thing separating you from death is a foot or two of steel."
Matthews looked at his feet and frowned. Dawson could tell by the way his legs stiffened that the boy believed in the dark god with every ounce of his being. Maybe he wasn’t too far from seeing Parin himself. With that in mind, Dawson decided to leave out that they were probably upside down already and it was probably three o’clock in the morning, the demonic witching hour, even though the clock outside the locker room showers said eight forty-seven a.m. It was all just a lie, anyway. They probably didn’t even exist at all. They’d probably run out of oxygen on that uncharted planet and this was just a continuation in Hell of their never-ending voyage. Even that wouldn’t be so bad, he thought, as long as he knew for sure whether or not it was the truth.
The elevator arrived much faster than usual. They both got in and stood on opposite ends of the car, with four feet of tension walled up between them. They were silent for a full minute and might have stayed like that all the way to the crew deck if they hadn’t heard the screams.
"Jesus..." Dawson muttered. His jaw tensed.
"What do you think’s happening up there?" Matthews asked. He tried to keep his voice from trembling, tried very hard in fact, but he couldn’t help it.
Dawson hated scared pussies like him.
"I don’t know but there’s no use crying about it."
He meant for the remark to be demeaning, but either the intent or the words themselves (perhaps both) were lost on Matthews. The idea of living, breathing insanity on the other side of the elevator door was too much for him to process so soon after waking. Or maybe it was just the straw that broke the camel’s back and Parin was beginning to reveal himself. It wouldn’t have been the first time in Dawson’s tour of duty, or even on that same ship, that one of his men had gone insane simply because they’d heard someone else had lost touch with reality (or had a "vision of Parin", to use the crew’s terminology) and begun to think a little too hard about what exactly defined reality in the uncharted reaches of space.
"I think we’ve gone too far," Matthews whispered, pulling Dawson out of his drifting thoughts.
"What do you mean?" the commander asked. He wanted to sound angry, irritated, maybe even threatening, but the boy had caught him off guard.
"I think we should turn around even if they don’t want us to yet. I think we’re getting too close to the edge."
Edge of what?
the commander wondered. He didn’t like where the private was taking him.
Before either of them realized what was happening, Dawson’s right fist pistoned forward and connected solidly with Matthew’s left cheekbone.
The effect was immediate and satisfying for Dawson. It made him feel sane. The errand boy fell against the side of the elevator in an ugly heap. He wasn’t unconscious yet but he was well on his way and was certainly dazed enough that he wouldn’t offer another suggestion like that, one that rang with a little too much truth for comfort.
But something else had been triggered by the blow.
When the electronic light and the voice somewhere beyond it alerted Commander Dawson that he had arrived at the crew deck and to please follow all sanitation procedures in public areas, he heard the other voice for the first time. It was more of a feeling that a voice in the beginning, but it rang in his ears just the same. His bowels clenched violently.
The door opened. The commander already sensed that something was wrong beyond a crazed soldier. Something was fundamentally wrong with life itself.
The overhead lights were out. He had time enough to wonder if it was a repeat of the electrical storm and they were once more at the mercy of the ship’s stored oxygen reserves (running dangerously thin already), and then he realized that not
all
of the lights were out. The emergency lights were flashing red all around the hallway in six-second intervals. That was a positive sign, at least. During the electrical storm, the ship had been completely dark except for their flashlights.
Dawson stood completely still in the elevator until the doors began to close, looking for any movement in the hellish half-light, and then he stepped one pace out into the corridor with his hands held defensively in front of him.
He couldn’t see or hear anyone down the hall yet, but he knew the emergency lights had to have been triggered on the crew deck itself, so he waited another moment to make sure no one was waiting for him in the dark.
Stepping gingerly into the common area before the elevator, a space which normally teemed with activity at all hours of the day and night but which was now completely abandoned, it occurred to Dawson that maybe it hadn’t been a smart move to punch out Private Matthews, and not just because he was a commander and the excessive violence would reflect poorly on his record and lower the crew’s morale. He had forgotten to get the boy’s com link to contact Lieutenant Chalmers and find out what the hell was happening down here and why no one was around.
"As if you don’t already know,"
the new voice in his head pointed out.
But it was too late to go back there now. After finally coaxing himself through his own foreboding and leaving the uncomfortable suggestions of Matthews behind, he knew he couldn’t return to the elevator. Not even to get a weapon, and he had a strong feeling that he might need one soon.
All he could do now to save face on the security camera (which may not have been working but he could never be too careful) was to continue the investigation. He’d find out what happened, settle the soldier down (in restraints if necessary), and report back to Chalmers that the situation had been handled and he should take care of his own goddamned problems the next time he thought about pulling a tired C.O. off of his rec time.
"Then call him now,"
the voice urged.
"You already know what happened. They’ve seen Parin."
The name made Dawson shudder when it came from his own thoughts. Most of the time, it was easy enough to dismiss old wives’ tales about alien gods named Parin who haunted the dreams of homesick sailors of the great beyond, but walking through a dark, deserted hallway a billion miles from home with an unknown voice prying its way into his head had Commander Dawson feeling decidedly superstitious.
The screams that suddenly erupted down the hall didn’t help, either.
His hand went immediately to his hip, feeling for a weapon or a com link to request backup, but he found neither.
"Help! Jesus Christ, please help!" someone cried out from the exercise room. Dawson had already been headed that way. The echo of the scream could only have been created in the workout area.
"Is
that
how you know?"
the foreign voice mocked.
Dawson shrugged it aside and limped to cover along the wall as quickly as his throbbing leg would allow. Another scream erupted, followed by piercing, witch-like laughter. The sound was beyond unsettling.
He took a couple of hesitant steps back towards the elevator and found himself wondering if he’d hit Matthews harder than he’d thought, because he couldn’t hear anything at all from behind him. Just the perpetual hum from the engine room on the other side of the ship, and the occasional scream up ahead.
"You know who it is."
"Shut up!" Dawson hissed aloud. His hands were trembling. He realized he must have spilled more coffee than he’d initially thought, too, because there was wetness between his fingers that he hadn’t noticed until that moment.
"He’s at the window, Commander,"
the voice told him.
"Why don’t you go and see him?"
Dawson squeezed his eyes shut and tried to block out the voice before he pissed himself and ran off, wailing all the way.
"Go and see him, Commander. Go see how happy we can be together. Go see what time it
really
is."
Dawson shook his head emphatically to drown out the voice, steeled himself, and took a few shambling steps around the corner towards the screams.
The entire corridor on the east wing was dark save for one bright line slanting out from the exercise room. The door must have been disabled, Dawson thought, because they automatically shut everywhere on the ship. Most rooms (he couldn’t remember, in his heightened emotional state, whether the exercise room was among them) even required a code to enter. He guessed this was a precaution to keep out hostile alien forces, but Dawson was also beginning to suspect something had made its way inside regardless.
The light from the doorway was blinding in the darkness, but not so bright as to distract the commander from the splashes of red on the floor and walls surrounding the room, as though something had been slopped in wet paint and dragged across the floor.
"You know what
that
is, too,"
the voice mocked him.
Dawson’s testicles shriveled back towards his stomach and he grimaced when the numbing shockwave from the voice settled pins and needles in his back.
"Who are you?" he asked.
"Fucking Christ! Help me!" the soldier screamed.
The piercing witch’s laughter followed it so near to the commander that it took him a few moments to realize the sound had come from his own throat.
He continued down the hall toward the exercise room, or rather, his legs continued their monotonous shuffle onward without any direction from his brain. The rest of his body was content with leaking, which only explained the wetness on his hands and the draining of his bladder in the loosest of terms. Tears streamed down his cheeks unheeded and the screams continued from the room ahead. He was almost there.
Before he could reach the light, however, he realized that his feet were sliding through something solid and wet on the floor, carelessly discarded like so much gristle and fat.
"You know what it is, Commander, and you know who I am, and you know what you’re going to find in there, don’t you?"
"Who are you?" Dawson cried out.
"I’m called many things in many worlds, but none of them are true and none of these worlds truly exist."
Dawson, still limping towards the door (he wasn’t sure why), began to sob. He shut his eyes, no longer caring whether or not he slipped in the wet tracts of innards lining the floor, and whispered so softly that only his own mind could possibly have heard.
"Parin?" he whispered.
The witch laughter arose in his throat once more and he slipped in spleen at the same time. His cheek smacked against an unseen organ, cushioning its fall, and the confused and agonized screams followed on cue from the exercise room.
Now, at least, his renegade legs wouldn’t keep their dreadful shuffle to the light going. Now, he could get some rest and cower from that voice and that reality awaiting him in the next room.
"Don’t you want to know what time it
really
is, Commander? Don’t you want to know what’s real around you? Don’t you want to see what you’ve done?"
"I didn’t do anything!"
"You’ve almost broken through the skin. You can almost see what’s underneath. We’ve come this far together, why not finish it all now? Come and see the wonders."
Brief but no less terrifying visions of a dark-faced being, an arrangement of stones, and a swirl of color as unidentifiable and strange as the face itself, seared Dawson’s brain. He screamed until his voice was hoarse, louder even than the man in the room.
"It’s too late,"
the voice assured him.
"You’ve gone too far to stop now. Your ship has gone too far."
Another image flashed through his consciousness, a young girl in a thick grove of trees, lying with a cloven-hoofed beast as dark shapes chanted around them.
"You’ve seen Parin,"
the voice said.
Dawson could feel his sanity slipping from him, pouring out of him along with his sweat and tears.
Maybe Parin was all that there really was. Maybe Parin was truth.
"There’s no reason to stall."
"I don’t want to see," Dawson blubbered.
"I told you, it’s too late to look away. You’ve already started."
Against all odds, Dawson managed to scrunch his eyes shut even harder, then wiped at the side of his face. It was impossible to tell which liquid on his cheek was blood, which was snot, which was tears, and which was perspiration, but he didn’t want any of them near his mouth regardless.
"GET UP!"
the voice suddenly roared.
There was no denying it when it yelled like that.
Dawson got to his feet and opened his eyes.
The white light that had poured from the exercise room had changed into a kaleidoscope of color, many of which Dawson only recognized as colors out of space. They terrified him but he also knew it was pointless to resist their pull. His legs would carry him there eventually whether he wanted them to or not, and he didn’t want to wait and see whether the faceless voice would come for him in the meantime.
"GO,"
the voice commanded.
The doorway was mere inches away but he couldn’t bring himself to look around the corner yet. More images stole through his head with frightening clarity and speed.
"LOOK."
He was standing in the doorway, holding onto the frame to brace himself and crying softly. There was nothing that could make him look, he thought. No matter how much the voice demanded it and no matter what the repercussions were for refusal, there was no way he could expose himself to the maddening dose of reality he sensed waiting for him.
The tormented soldier in the room screamed with renewed vigor. There were no words this time. Dawson wondered whether the man was crying out again because he thought that help had arrived or because he knew that Parin himself was on his way.
Then the voice emerged from his own throat, not laughter this time but a simple supplication.
"Open your eyes."
"No!" the man screamed.
"Come and see what time it is."
"Please! No more!" the man begged. "Please!"
Still, Dawson didn’t open his eyes. Wouldn’t. Swore with all of his being that even an agonizing death was preferable to seeing Parin, though he suspected he already had.
"See what you’ve done,"
the voice spoke through him, only it resounded with much more power than his regular voice and was about two octaves lower.
Dawson began to sob again and was sickened by his own tears. He knew what he would see if he opened his eyes, at least some of it, and he wouldn’t allow it to happen. If it came to it, he’d simply stop breathing until it was no longer an option.
But even that became an impossibility a moment later, when he began to feel the numbing sensation spread throughout his body.
The soldier screamed.
There was nothing left to do. The sensation reached his jaw, his lips, his nostrils, and finally his eyelids, and those last flew up like poorly digested pork.
The moment his eyes opened, strange complexities of color reached out to Dawson, filled him, broke him down into smaller molecules that allowed the passage of light particles more freely and then reconstructed him in the same breath.
It was horrible.
All around him, sprawled over exercise equipment, hung from the ceiling, hacked and separated and strewn about the floor in the puddles of their own essence, were the naked, mutilated bodies of his entire crew (minus Matthews, of course, but that would be remedied). Dozens of them. Hundreds, even. All bled out and dead as sanity except for the unfortunate man chained to a pillar of bone at the center of the room. The colors played on the piles of hewn flesh in terrible spectrums of terrible intent. They bathed in the light streaming through the portside window, clothed not in skin or in garments but in a rapture of light and color more real and abominable than anyone could have imagined.
Except, Dawson could. Because he’d seen it before. Because, though the inspiration had come from elsewhere, this had all been his handiwork. Because sometimes you saw Parin, sometimes you caught a glimpse of reality beyond the material skin of the universe, and sometimes you became a part of its whole. Sometimes, it touched you.
The soldier screamed again and Dawson was aware that the man’s eyes had been burned out by the light and the colors. He wondered how his own eyes were able to withstand it, and then the voice was back in his head.
"Because I am a part of you now."
Dawson shuddered. He was aware that he was not alone, that he was seeing things he shouldn’t have, that he was staring right into the eyes of Parin without a filter. It was too much.
And even after everything that he saw, he was still curious what time it
really
was beneath the surface of things.
"Then why don’t you go look?"
It made enough sense now that all apprehension had been bled from him, and it was too late to deny, anyway. The voice was right about that.
Heedless to the cries of the man who’d been so cruelly tethered to the pillar of bone through his skin and organs, Dawson limped across the room to the portside window, not knowing exactly what he was meant to see in that strange, gaseous conglomeration of light and color, but sure it would be an end to everything as he knew it, all the misery and uncertainty that had burrowed its way into him like a tick since the electrical failure all those weeks ago.
Just one glance and he’d be surrendered to Parin, the gatekeeper of reality and truth. Just one glance and he’d know he’d reached the edge of the universe.
Even with the heightened perception of truth Parin’s possession had brought him, it took a moment for Dawson’s eyes to hone in on what he was looking for and even longer to process it.
Floating out in the sea of colors and light, tethered to the ship by an umbilical cord of oxygen and static, bobbed Commander Dawson himself. He smiled through the open mask of the spacesuit, as though the absence of oxygen was no more a hindrance than running out of clean underwear two days before laundry day. Why he’d even bothered to wear the suit, Dawson didn’t know, but it also seemed right to him. As strange as it was to see his own body awash in the cosmic sea, it didn’t trouble him in the least. Not anymore.
And when the great and terrible face of Parin filled the colored landscape with an insane grin, Dawson knew it was all over, and that was just fine.
The other Dawson, the one outside the ship, pointed at his wrist.
"Do you know what time it is?"
Dawson looked down. The digital face of his wristwatch smiled at him while the ship tumbled over the edge of the universe, into the face of God.
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A red, incandescent bulb hung from the cracked plaster ceiling. The harsh glow bathed the girl in the window in a wash of glaring crimson. On the other side of the glass, the feeble sunlight of the cloudy evening sky barely penetrated the gloom of the narrow alley that was home to the girl’s den.
As her dark gaze settled on the trio of gawking young men standing on the cobbles of the alley, the girl’s mouth curled into a smile. There was little question as to the nationality of two of the boys. The t-shirts, blue jeans, and converse gave them away as surely as if they’d been wearing American flags draped across their backs. The third, a slight, young Indian dressed in an insulated jacket, despite the warm summer weather, and carrying a great suitcase with an old fashioned trolley, seemed out of place in their company.
Breath quickening and nostrils flaring, the girl in the window came closer to the glass as the two Americans erupted into a fairly heated argument. The lean one in the black t-shirt with longish, rumpled hair and an intense look about him was shaking his head and kept turning to look towards the mouth of the alley as if seeking an escape route. He shifted his gaze back towards the girl and their eyes met. There was fear there and… something else, something she could not quite put her finger on. His large, stocky friend tugged at his arm and the eye contact was broken. The two began to speak back and forth, their faces angry, their hands gesticulating wildly. The larger American tossed her hard, covetous looks throughout the exchange. Ignoring the two who were arguing, the third stared in her direction, his eyes never rising above her neck. The girl bent her head forward, lowering her gaze to meet the eyes of the dusky-skinned Indian. When their eyes met, the Indian's face screwed up in confusion. She did not like the way that he seemed to be studying her. He mouthed something aloud that caused the Americans to stop arguing. They glanced at him, and then turned back towards her.
Shifting her stare quickly back to the lean one with scared, yet vibrant, eyes, the girl in the window poured desire through their shared gaze. She ran her tongue across her full, red lips. Yes, this was the one, she thought to herself. He would do nicely. Her smile grew broader as the larger American shoved his friend forward.
*****
"Come on," Sean said, pushing Aaron towards the chipped door beside the large window. "Forget, Rishi. He doesn't know what the hell he's talking about. She's the one for sure."
"I do not know, my friends," Rishi said, staring at the girl with a confused look on his face. "There is something about her that I do not like."
Sean just snorted. "Whatever, man. Ever since you latched onto us in London, you've been staring at every girl as if you could see right through her clothes. Now you're going to tell us something's wrong with that ridiculous hottie?"
"I don't know, Sean," Aaron said, glancing around the alley. "It's not even night yet. Maybe we should come back later."
"Quit stalling. You just want to get stoned and hope I forget all about the plan. You remember the plan, don't you? The one we agreed to at the Tavern back at school."
"I was hammered," Aaron protested, trying to shake off Sean's hand. "I barely even remember…"
"Save your excuses," Sean interrupted. "Don't think that I don't know what this is really all about. You don’t want Dana to find out."
Aaron’s eyes narrowed and he glanced over. "We’re not seeing each other anymore. You know that." It was true. They had officially broken things off halfway through Aaron’s first year at Penn State. The long-distance thing was just not working out.
"We’re roommates, man," Sean scoffed. "I know you call her just about every day and the two of you are constantly texting. There’s no way you go home on the weekends just to see your parents or your brother or even that gigantic mutt of yours."
"So what," Aaron said dismissively. "We talk a lot and hang out when I’m back in town. Things are different between us now."
"Then what’s the problem?" Sean shook his head and gave Aaron an intense look. "I’m telling you, Dana is a dead end. She’s stuck in that lame, little town with her train wreck of a family, her pathetic job, and those loser friends of hers."
"Dana and I are just hanging out." Aaron thrust his hands out to the side, frustration etched on his face. "We’re going in different directions. We both know that."
"Exactly. We’re going off to Manhattan after school. Our lives are going to be like a freakin’ sitcom. And Dana…Man, she’s going to turn out like all the rest of the rejects who stay in that town. Fat, worn out, and miserable." Sean gestured towards the girl in the window. "So, there’s no issue, right? We’re going to do this thing tonight."
"Sure, whatever," Aaron tossed out offhandedly, his thoughts traveling back across the ocean. Sean started to prattle on about how the transaction was supposed to go down based on something he had read online. Aaron tuned him out.
Sean was right about one thing. Dana was content to stay in their small hometown with no apparent interest in the wider world. She worked the register for Duncan, the town’s sole tattoo artist, and hung around with a bunch of new friends. That gaggle of losers that she spent her time with these days had been the freaks in high school, unpopular misfits who were never invited to any parties or frequented the usual hangouts. Instead they haunted the lame, independent coffee shop and used bookstore with its big occult section. Despite their unpopularity and low standing on the high school social ladder, that crew had always seemed to possess some sort of vaguely superior air, as if they knew something no one else did.
Since Aaron had left for school, Dana had grown closer to this crew of outcasts. She started wearing lots of black clothes, getting tattoos, and listening to obscure bands that were lucky to draw a dozen fans to their shows. And that weirdo Duncan, the unofficial leader of the freaks, was even teaching her how to be a tattoo artist. Unbidden, Aaron’s hand rose to rub at his chest just above his heart.
"Uh, friends?" Rishi appeared before the two. "You are about to lose your chance. Although I am thinking that might be a good thing."
Looking up, Aaron saw a smallish, pale guy moving towards the door. Sean jumped forward and steered him aside.
"Get lost, buddy," he said giving the guy a shove. "This one's occupied."
The man glared and looked as if he was about to protest, but thought better of it and stormed off. Turning back, Aaron caught the eyes of the girl in the window. She gave him a sultry look and gestured slightly with her head.
Rishi moved between Aaron and the window. "Friend Aaron. I am thinking that you are right. We should move on." Rubbing his hands together, a covetous smile replaced the look of consternation on Rishi's face. "Perhaps we should go back for more of… What do you like to call it? The chronic?"
Aaron gave Rishi a confused look. The weird, little guy from India had approached them at a pub during their one-day stopover in London. Apparently, he'd ditched his tour group because they were boring nerds. Wearing every article of clothing that he owned, he spoke about prostitutes, booze, and drugs in a reverent, almost worshipful manner. Aaron and Sean had instantly found him amusing. So much so that they had allowed him to talk his way into coming with them to Amsterdam. It was odd that he was balking now. He had been nearly as ardent as Sean in seeking a girl.
"I do not think that is the right one, my friend." Rishi's eyes narrowed slightly as he looked back at the shapely, dark-haired girl in the window.
"What are you talking about?" Sean was back, dismissing Rishi with a glance and turning to Aaron with a crooked smile on his face. "That is exactly the kind of girl we're looking for. She’ll make you forget about Dana quick enough."
Aaron grimaced. "I told you. It’s not about…"
"Yes it is," Sean interrupted. "I know that’s the whole reason you’re trying to back out of this deal. Listen, man. I wasn’t going to say anything because I didn’t want to ruin the trip for you, but before we left, Heather told me that she heard Dana was seeing someone else."
"Bullshit," Aaron scoffed with a certainty he did not feel.
"It’s true," Sean said with a smirk, turning back to the girl in the window. "Some tattoo dude at that dump she works at. A guy named Duncan or something like that."
Aaron stared back at the girl in the window. His hand went up to rub absently at his chest.
*****
Looking out through her window, the raven-haired girl locked eyes with the young man now staring at her from the street. She watched as he took a step toward the door leading to her bedroom, his large friend calling encouragement. Then he hesitated, pulling his hand back from the door handle at the last moment. She gave him an encouraging nod, casting a look of intense desire his way. It was not wholly feigned. The guy was young and cute, not like most of the slobs that she had to spend time with, weak-minded, lecherous fools who pawed at her with sweaty hands. Yet, this life was the best way to feed her need, a need that called to her desperately. She stared hard at the young man again, giving him a suggestive wink. He reached up, grabbed the handle, and opened the door. A dark smile graced her face as the girl in the window went to meet her customer.
*****
Lying back on the thin mattress of the girl’s bed, Aaron’s heart thudded in his chest. Her room was small and sparsely decorated. The paint on the walls and ceiling was old and peeling. A faint, spicy scent hung in the air. This is a bad idea, he thought to himself. Aloud, he said. "Hey, listen… I think …"
"Quiet," purred the girl.
Dressed in skimpy lingerie, she stood at the foot of the bed staring at him. One long finger tapped at her chin, the crimson hue of the nail matching the color of her full lips. Her dark eyes stared boldly, making him squirm beneath her piercing gaze. Lowering herself catlike to the bed, she crawled forward, her eyes locking him in place.
"Look," Aaron began, his voice somewhat unsteady. "I think I made a mistake. I’ll pay you, I just…"
"Silence, boy!" The girl’s voice grew deeper. She tossed her head and her long, dark hair flew about her shoulders. When her gaze settled on Aaron once again, he found himself staring into inhuman eyes with long, narrow vertical pupils set in dark amber irises. Beneath her small, straight nose, the girl’s jaws had elongated and thrust forward, the upper and lower canines in her mouth grown long and curving. Bony, sticklike objects seemingly wrapped in leather sprouted up from her back, framing her head like goal posts.
Eyes wide, paralyzed with uncomprehending fear, Aaron could only stare at the monster sitting over him. A flitting thought crossed his mind that he was hallucinating. Too much pot--maybe Sean had even slipped him a pill or something. Aaron had a momentary fear of reacting too much to what he was seeing, of making a fool out of himself. The girl-thing above him licked a long, red tongue across her fangs and glistening slobber struck Aaron in the face, dashing all thoughts of hallucinations. No, this was real. This was actually happening.
"Lie still, my pretty," the thing’s voice was distorted and difficult to understand with her protruding jaws and the mouthful of oversized teeth. She raised one hand, the nails grown long and thick, not unlike the talons of a bird of prey. "And try not to die too soon. Life tastes so much better when seasoned with pain and terror."
One taloned hand pinned Aaron’s head to the bed with an undeniable strength while the nails on the other caressed his cheek. The girl leaned in, her slit-pupil eyes boring into Aaron’s. The incongruous aspects of feminine beauty and horrifying monster flowed together in some bizarre way in this creature, making her sensual and terrifying at the same time. Nails dragged down from Aaron’s cheek to his neck, lightly pressing against the pounding artery along the side.
"Not just yet, darling," purred the creature atop him. "The bleeding, the pain, the screams will all come in due time." She gestured with her hand in a circle about the room and air wavered and rippled.
"Don’t worry, love. No one will hear you." The talons slid lower, tearing through his t-shirt as if it were tissue paper, yet only lightly scratching his skin. "We are safe in here, you and I. And when I’m finished, there will be nothing left to …"
A sudden flare of blinding pain ripped through Aaron’s chest. He was sure his heart had been torn through his ribcage and was now clutched, bloody and throbbing in the she-devil’s hand.
Gasping, the creature pulled back, her arms crossed before her protectively. The sticklike objects behind her back flared out, leathery skin stretched between them to form bat-like wings.
"You are warded,"
she hissed, her eyes staring down at the swath of Aaron’s chest bared by the torn shirt.
Following her gaze, he saw that the tattoo Dana had given him, the first one she had ever done, was visible beneath the shredded fabric. It was a simple enough design, a rune within a pyramid within a circle, all the same flat black color. Yet now, the ink appeared to quiver slightly, somehow seemingly floating a hairsbreadth above his skin.
"Are you of a coven?" the girl-thing growled. "Why did you say nothing? Even after I revealed myself to you?"
Aaron looked on in confusion as the creature stood up and slowly transformed back into the beautiful, young woman that she had been moments before. She paced for a moment in frustration, then turned back to face him.
"No. There is something within you, but no true talent." The girl glared, her hands on her hips, the wings beginning to shrink and fade behind her. "The ward is raw, but rife with power. Why one of a coven would work such craft on a careless fool like you is beyond me. Tell your master or mistress, whomever they may be, that I seek no conflict with them. I only wish to feed on undesirables, according to the Pact."
Aaron was still unable to move, the girl’s words a jumble of meaningless nonsense in his ears. His mind screamed at him to run for the door, yet he could not move a muscle.
"Boy?" the girl barked at him. She was wholly normal now, nothing remaining as testament to the horror she had been. "Are you listening? Do you heed my words?"
Sudden life seemed to flow throw Aaron’s veins. It was as if he had just woken from an unexpected nap. Now able to move, Aaron scrambled from the bed. He grabbed the handle of the flimsy door and pulled to no avail. It was stuck fast and as strong as if nailed to the frame.
"Humans," the girl snarled. "Go then. Yet, be forewarned. The magic in you from the ward I tripped yet lingers. You will … see things." A dark smile pulled at her lips. "I would strongly suggest that you ignore them and forget about what happened here. You’re likely to end up in an insane asylum or a rehab if you go spouting about demon whores and monsters in the streets of Amsterdam."
The girl made a lazy gesture and the door opened in Aaron’s hands. With one last wide-eyed glance back at the girl, he fled into the alley. Sean and Rishi were nowhere to be seen and night had fully fallen. Where had the time gone?
Times different in the in-between,
a disembodied voice whispered, neither male nor female. His tattoo--ward--throbbed once, as if it had been the one who'd spoken.
Stumbling, Aaron ran back into the open of the city. His senses were assaulted by the pungent scent of the stagnant canals, mixed with the stenches of unwashed human bodies, vehicle exhaust, frying food, and raw sewage. Beneath it was an undercurrent of something worse, something fetid and rotten, reminding him of the time he had found a dead raccoon in the woods near his house. The canals were filthy and stinking, full of debris that floated on the greasy surface, hinting of darker, shadowy things beneath. The profusion of flowers on the houseboats could not hide the reek of this city and reminded him of bouquets surrounding a corpse in a funeral home. Dark, eerie buildings loomed over the streets, holding ancient secrets of death, betrayal, and sordidness. Thrill seekers, drunks, addicts, and perverts, locals and foreigners alike, roamed the streets; all seeking escape from their miserable lives. And there was worse. For Aaron’s eyes seemed to be truly opened, seeing far more than just a darker side of the city.
Aaron stood transfixed, eyes wide and staring. Throngs of people filled the streets. Most were normal looking. Yet some were straight out of dreams and nightmares. A pair of impossibly beautiful girls with alabaster skin, silver hair, and red eyes strolled by arm in arm. A biker with great, shaggy sideburns, long, thick hair covering his arms, wolfish features, and baleful amber eyes leaned against the wall near the entrance to a tavern. A normal man walked hand in hand with a being formed wholly of glowing light and swirling mist. Shapes flew above the streets and high in the sky, some as small as bats, others larger than a man. As a tall, willowy couple passed Aaron, they both grinned, revealing long, sharp upper canines. They laughed as an involuntary whimper escaped from Aaron’s lips.
The winds of madness howled at the edges of Aaron’s mind, threatening to blow away his sanity.
Where did they come from? WHERE?
Focusing his will, he forced back the gibbering rush of lunacy creeping over him and took a step forward, then another. When none of the strange creatures attacked him, he began to walk quickly down the street.
Hunching down, he tucked his head between his shoulders. Aaron tried to ignore the sights that assailed him, some of which were so strange that he could not even look directly at them for fear of collapsing into a quivering heap. He let his eyes slide right by the gelatinous thing that oozed out of an alley. Was that a cat being digested inside of it? He quickly turned away, only to see what appeared to be a walking, rotting corpse happily whistling through the gaping hole of its slashed throat. Again, he averted his eyes, as if keeping the sights to mere glimpses would spare his mind the full brunt of the shock of such terrors.
There were not an overwhelming number of these oddities and horrors, but they were interspersed amongst the ordinary humanity, the latter going on about their business, ignorant of the monstrosities around them. Each of the strange beings seemed to be housed within a shadowy outline of a normal human, what he likely would be seeing if he had not been feeling the aftereffects of whatever had happened in the girl’s den.
He noticed that a few of the otherwise normal-looking folk of the city had odd glowing nimbuses about them of varying hues. Several of these appeared to be aware of the true natures of the beings plaguing the streets and gave them a wide berth.
It was all too much. Aaron pushed through the crowds, heedless of angry glares and protestations. He had to get away, had to somehow escape this cavalcade of nightmares.
A dark-skinned young man approached Aaron, faintly glowing lines on his forehead forming a stylized eye. "Are you ok?" The man stared closely into Aaron’s eyes. "Do you need help?"
Shaking his head, not trusting himself to speak, Aaron started to move away. The man’s eyes followed him, a strange look on his face. His eyes reminded him of mood rings, the pale nimbuses Aaron had seen on other people was particularly bright with this one; Aaron felt he should know this person, but the brilliance obscured the man's features.
"Oh, my friend," the stranger said. "You stepped in some serious shit, eh?"
Stopping, Aaron turned. As if a switch had been thrown, the man's nimbus softened and he saw it was Rishi, but somehow a stronger-looking, more confident Rishi. A red eye glowed in the center of his forehead..
"Rishi?" Aaron called out as he stepped up and clutched at the absurd winter coat. "Rishi, is it you? Where's Sean? Did he ditch you?"
"Ditch me?" Rishi laughed, putting his arm around Aaron’s shoulders. "That buffoon could not have ditched Rishi if he did not wish to be ditched. Hang in there, my friend. The spell is already fading. It will be gone soon."
"How do you… " Aaron managed to squeak out. "You know? Do you see them too?"
Rishi tossed a lurid gaze in the direction of a scantily clad girl with large cat eyes and feline features, a tail twitching and swaying behind her. "Not all of mankind chooses to be blind," he said with a smile as the eye on his forehead winked. He reached forward and touched Aaron's chest. "And some merely need a push to help them truly see."
"Can you get me to The Grasshopper coffee shop?" Aaron said in a weak, shaky voice. "I...I need to get away from this."
Still smiling, Rishi nodded. "Sure, my friend. Rishi will get you there."
*****
Leaning on the railing of The Grasshopper’s porch, Aaron stared into the wavering reflection of lights on the dark water. With a heaving retch, he puked up the beers that he had downed in the last half-hour. He ignored the mutters and complaints of the coffeeshop’s other patrons as his vomit plopped into the murky canal, shattering the reflected lights. After wiping his mouth on his sleeve, Aaron took another pull from his bottle of beer, swished it around, and spit it out.
The stars are different over here, he thought, glancing up at the now clear sky as calmness washed over him. The constellations were in the wrong positions or something. He recalled a time when he and Dana had gone out onto a golf course late at night after a party at Sean’s parent’s house along one of the holes. They had lain on the short, soft grass and talked until dawn. Dana had pointed out the Big and Little Dippers, Orion, Cassiopeia, and all the rest. Yet, she had given them other, more exotic names. She had even tried to make him see other shapes in the sky. The Shepherd's Crook, the Pentagram, the Three-Headed Goddess, the Stag, and others. He had laughed, making a joke about her new freak friends corrupting her. He did not think he would be laughing at her anymore or her friends for that matter. Maybe there was something behind the smug, knowing expressions that had earned them scorn, derision, and occasional beatings in high school.
Turning back to glance at the men and women seated at the tables nearby, he saw a host of normal human beings. Whatever had affected his vision was gone now. He tried not to look at the tall thin man in the corner. What he had seen when he first stumbled into The Grasshopper… No, best not to dwell on that.
A pair of girls had joined Rishi at the table that Aaron had abandoned in a hurry when the wave of nausea had hit. The three of them were drinking, smoking, and laughing. Aaron looked back out across the canal, hand reaching up to rub at the place on his chest where the tattoo, normal looking once again, could still be seen beneath his torn shirt. He had caught a glimpse of a different world tonight. Although he could see it no longer, he knew it was there. It was as if he was in a pitch-black room and encircled by imagined horrors, claws reaching, teeth dripping ichor, hungering for blood. The thought terrified him, causing his bowels to clench and madness to tickle at the edge of his mind. At the same time, he found his blood stirring and his heart racing at the thought of somehow turning on the lights in that room to truly see what surrounded him. He felt both drawn to, and repulsed by, the strange, terrifying world he had glimpsed tonight, a world that Dana apparently had some insight into. No, that was not right. She had way more than mere insight; she was a part of that world. And she had also somehow managed to protect him from its very real dangers.
Dana had been persistent and ruthless in her attempts to coax him into allowing her to tattoo him. Looking back on the day that he had relented, he recalled how hard she had concentrated, how focused she was, how her lips had moved as if she were speaking to herself the entire time. Dana had poured a part of herself into that tattoo, or ward, or whatever it was, purely because she cared about him, asking for nothing in return. Such selflessness was a far cry from Aaron’s experiences with Sean and the rest of his friends who always seemed to have a motive behind their actions. Aaron could see that the path on which Sean and the rest of his friends walked led to a small life, full of hollow joys and meaningless triumphs. Were he to walk at Dana’s side, he would find himself on a much darker path, yet one that promised to draw back the veil and let him see the truth of the world.
Sighing, Aaron turned from the rail, forced a smile on his face, and headed back towards the table with Rishi and the two girls. Regardless of what happened when he got back to the States, Dana had some explaining to do. She could start with the ward she had given him that had somehow saved him from a gruesome death. Thinking of the demon prostitute, he grimaced as it occurred to him that he would likely have to do some explaining of his own.
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When you backtrack through your memory, cataloguing the many ifs that lead up to an unwanted event or revelation of any significance, the circumstances that fell into place to open a door to such horrific understanding can, in their simplicity, seem absurd.
What if that one night, after my second brandy, I hadn’t finally set up a profile on one of those stupid social websites? What if I hadn’t included in my profile my personal phone number? What if Brian Alexander had never found me through that website? What if he’d never bothered to give me, his old drinking buddy from those dark days of public high school in the city, a call after two decades, just to catch up?
At the time I was elated to hear from my old friend, more so to learn of the path he’d led. Brian was the sort of guy I’d expected to be full of stories of drug abuse and jail time, but though his story was not a pretty one, it was far from the sordid mess I would have expected.
Brian had been a wild man back in those dismal days of teenage angst where weekend benders became our self-destructive solution to a frustrating teen life. The thing is that I never imagined Brian would be able to pull free from it all. But graduation came and we went our separate ways, and even after I’d gone through college and landed a job, later starting my own property caretaking company and finally unfolding that life of comfort I’d worked for, I’d never expected that a guy like Brian would have escaped that mess. But he had.
He’d joined the military, shortly thereafter landing a job as an interrogator. He’d been called back into the field shortly after an incendiary device had detonated, killing one troop and wounding another in a battle zone shouldering his station. The enemy had snipers in the fortified apartment building, and despite the cover fire Brian’s squad members offered, he’d taken two shots in the side before collecting the wounded soldier and making it back to cover. After his recovery he was honorably discharged and found himself back in civilian life, eager for work that suited his experience. Brian was recommended for work as an interrogator in local law enforcement. It began with intense "conversations" with the bloodiest of gang thugs and drug dealers.
One fateful conversation Brian described was the time he’d been interrogating a gang member who’d severed the hands of an innocent Chinese shop owner. "He must’ve seen that gleam in my eye," Brian explained, "because he went from the nastiest dude I’ve ever seen into a kid pissing his pants. And I’m not kidding. He pissed himself. Shit a little, too. I showed him the pictures of the man he’d mutilated. Some of the pictures showed the man’s family gathered around him, cryin’ and all. I don’t think he felt remorse but he must’ve seen what I was feeling. When I got a whiff of his piss and shit, somehow that nasty smell just made me madder. I broke his back. Last I heard he can move his jaw and a couple fingers, but that’s it. Considering who he was and what he’d done, it was ruled temporary insanity. But I lost my job."
"What are you doing now?" I asked, trembling a little from the story he so casually detailed.
"That’s the funny part, they said I should talk to people that aren’t so much evil as they are just crazy. I interview mental patients at a psychiatric hospital now."
"You can just switch professions like that? Don’t you need different qualifications?"
"It was decided after I was locked up in the mental hospital. The doctor interviewing me knew what was going on. I was sane, I’d just gotten angry and knowing what he knew he couldn’t much hold what I did against me. He saw it and he had me sit in on interviews, eventually assist. This was after I’d done my time there and was technically a civilian again. The doc asked me to come back. The work was disturbing, but not like I’d seen before. It was different. Fascinated me instead of pissing me off."
"Fascinating like how?" I asked.
"Like this one creepy guy I’ve been speaking with since his family checked him in. He is
out there
with his talk about his gods, reaching the other worlds and such, but I’m rooting to the source of his insanity. What’s crazier is I’m thinking it’s not all his own delusions, you know? I think he’s the product of a cult, and one of the really ugly ones you hear rumors about. I’m thinking of using personal time to check it out, apply a little of what I learned in the service. Like I said, fascinating stuff."
When it was my turn to catch Brian up on my life, I gave him a brief rundown of the last twenty years; my house by the lake; my souped up pickup truck that I had lifted and fit with monster tires for off-roading on the weekends; no I hadn’t settled down with a Mrs. yet, but yes I had a few candidates in mind. It was decided we should do some more catching up in person on the coming weekend, and that sounded just fine to me.
Brian had ended up further south, settling near the same psychiatric hospital where he’d served his time and now, ironically, was employed. It was a small Appalachian town, about seven hours south from where I lived. I happily agreed to make the trip to his place, as he stressed that the closer he came to our hometown the grumpier he got, and I’d wanted to do some exploring further from my neighborhood anyway.
It took only a few short emails to arrange a specific time for that coming Friday. In the last email I received from Brian, he mentioned something about being out of town for "personal work," but that he would definitely be in by that Friday at noon, our arranged time for my arrival. I was caught up in the excitement of getting to once more kick back with my old high school buddy, both to reshape our conversations over the realities of our adulthood, where the pains and woes of our teen years would, as we once promised ourselves, only be something to laugh about as grownups.
I hit the road before the crack of dawn that next Friday. I made good time on the road, loving the fresh air that grew warmer as I made my way south. My GPS led me up into the mountains, branching away from the interstate, deeper into rural Appalachia, and finally up into the secluded town of Rural Park. The houses here were mostly in states of neglect, but I could sense the fortitude and pride that they’d once been built with. Most of the townsfolk stared rudely, but I waved and paid no mind, and after a few turns I found Brian’s small house where it stood on the slope of the mountain with a fine vista of the town that mingled with the trees in the valley below. I parked, stepped up onto the front porch and knocked on the door.
A moment passed, and then the door opened to reveal an attractive, if a little thick in the middle, woman of about forty.
"Hi," I greeted her, ignoring my confusion. "Is this the home of Brian Alexander?"
"Yes," she replied timidly, eyeing me with open suspicion. I found her demeanor a bit rude, but nothing less than I’d expect from an Appalachian that’d discovered a groomed suburbanite on their doorstep.
I cleared my throat. "I’m his old friend, Ralph. Did he, um, mention I’d be coming by?"
She put her hand to her forehead, closed her eyes as if the throb of a severe migraine had just struck. "I’m sorry," she said, blinking her eyes open as she took her hand from her forehead and began to stroke her fingers through her hair. She looked nervous. "I’m really confused. I shouldn’t even be in here. When did you last talk to Brian?"
"About a week ago. Is everything okay?"
"That’s what I’m trying to figure out. I’m a nurse at the psychiatric hospital. I work with the same patient that he’s been interviewing, and . . . just today, right after I gave up trying to get through to Brian on his cell phone, this patient—god, I don’t even know why I’m telling you this. Did Brian tell you anything about what was going on?"
I thought back. Something was up and I felt a natural desire to assist this woman, regardless of how little I knew about her. "He sent me an email and said he’d be out for personal work, but that he’d be back by, well, today, now. That’s the last I heard."
I explained the nature of our friendship, and how we hadn’t been in touch for two decades. She seemed concerned, and eager for my assistance, though I couldn’t quite make sense of her distress. It didn’t seem so abnormal to me that Brian would be late for a rendezvous, or that he hadn’t answered his cell phone for a bit.
"Look," she said, "my name is Tracy. I have no business in his house. I’m trespassing, but I know Brian would understand. I wouldn’t have been so worried about Brian not answering his phone, not until after I spoke with that awful patient of his. He looks like a corpse, for starters, but when he started telling me that he had encouraged Brian to go to Mossy Rock to ‘meet the master,’ it made my skin crawl. I was a little concerned at first that maybe there was something to it, but I haven’t been able to get it out of my head, and now I’m terrified for Brian. I have to know he’s okay."
"You really think this could be something serious?" I asked.
"Do you know anything about Mossy Rock?" she asked, not bothering to answer my question, though I figured her mental state was answer enough.
I shook my head. Brian had never mentioned the place.
Again, she was hesitant, but then her thoughts came in a steady, coherent stream of information as she explained Mossy Rock’s background to me. The backwater town was like the deformed, demonic little brother of Rural Park with rumors aplenty of cult worship, hard drugs, prostitution and inbreeding. The town was a few mountains away and was connected by a single road that was so worn down and difficult to drive that only the most adventurous of Rural Park’s inhabitants ever bothered to check it out. And those that did go there were quick to get right back out.
When she was done explaining I told her that it seemed we didn’t have much choice but to go out there ourselves and look for Brian. The idea struck her as an outlandish one, as if she’d not yet even considered such a thing. I reasoned with her for a bit, explaining that I hadn’t come all the way out here just to turn back for home. Not only that, but I wasn’t going to just leave if there was even the remotest chance that my old friend was in trouble.
Her eyes were fixed on mine, and I could feel her attempting to read my soul and my intentions, and then she nodded, accepting. A few minutes later, we were in my truck on our way to Mossy Rock, Tracy explaining the directions to the best of her ability as I drove.
*****
Tracy had been right about Mossy Rock’s seclusion, and the primitive road of crumbled asphalt that snaked treacherously through the mountains helped me understand why the townsfolk of Rural Park, despite being so close, tended to not make the journey. I was also grateful that I’d taken my pickup truck for the trip rather than my sedan.
Finally, I drove up and around one final bend, and the small town came into view. The town didn’t differ much from the forest itself. The trees grew all between the rustic buildings, pressing their gnarled branches past eaves so densely that they formed a canopy of leaves that left the town covered in shadow.
I crept my truck slowly along the road as above a thick mist collected to block out what little sky I could see. Tracy remained silent, watching, as I did, observing each building as we progressed. By the look of the few strange, seedy townsfolk that skulked like lepers alongside the street, I was most amazed to see a bookshop off to my right, still in operation with a dim light revealing the dusty interior, and a man, perhaps the shop owner, staring at us from behind the storefront window. I wondered for a moment, what kind of books did these people prefer to read?
Then something caught my eye as we neared a new intersection where a narrow road, lined by shabby homes, snaked to both sides into the thick foliage.
Past the edge of a dark cluster of trees, near the third house down to the right on the far side of the street, I noticed movement. As still and gravely quiet as this town was, it wasn’t the mere fact that I saw movement that caught my eye. It was the unhealthy nature of the action, because in that brief instant I’d taken in the details as two young women, both wearing white dresses, carried a large object through the house’s side door. The floppy bundle was wrapped in what looked like burlap.
"Stop!" Tracy yelled, and I jammed my foot on the brake pedal, jerking the truck from its crawl, stopping just inches from the jaywalking woman. The way my truck’s body was lifted, I could only see the old woman from the shoulders up as she continued to walk at a snail’s pace toward the right side of the road, in the direction of the home in which I’d seen the two young women entering with their bundle.
"You’ve gotta be kidding me," I snarled, putting my truck in reverse and parking alongside the road in front of a crumbling apartment building. I turned off my engine, swung open my door and leapt to the ground, throwing it shut with fire in my veins and my teeth gnashing as I made my way toward the old woman. I was angrier when I saw that she was pushing a baby stroller. At the low speed I’d been driving, most people might have only gotten a rude bump and some bruises if they’d met with the nose of my truck, but an elderly woman and a baby would be a much different story.
"There must be some kind of virus that makes people stupid in this hole," I muttered to Tracy as she jogged up alongside me, urging me to relax. "Brian must’ve come out here and caught that virus, and now he’s inside one of these boxes watching talk shows."
The old woman’s head was wrapped in a bonnet. Her arms were frail like white sticks and laced with ugly veins that wove beneath her withered skin.
"Hey!" I half-shouted, already feeling guilty for the verbal thrashing I was about to give this elderly woman, but the fact that I’d just come close to racking up a vehicular manslaughter charge encouraged me to keep on. "Lady, are you completely stupid or what?" She kept walking with her back to me, the rusty wheels of the stroller squeaking.
I cursed and jogged up and around the stroller so I could face her, and my jaw dropped, letting a gasp of revulsion spill from my lips as they were stricken slack.
Her eyes were pure white as if she was blind, though I suspected she could see me just fine. But it wasn’t just her eyes that pushed this new, unspeakable dread into my heart; it was the skin of her face, just as white and dead as her eyes. Her face was flat and emotionless, and for its unearthly,
ungodly
image, I felt sure for a moment that this woman must be wearing a mask, but then she
smiled.
Her lips curled up revealing crooked brown teeth set ruggedly in black, oily gums that were slick with viscous spittle. Her eyelids peeled back over those white orbs and when her jaw fell open and that snake’s hiss slithered out with her lolling black tongue I could do nothing to hold in my whimper of fear as I stumbled backward. I tried to take my eyes off of that face that I knew had already planted seeds that would grow into a thousand nightmares, but the vision held me, and when I finally broke away my gaze, my sight fell upon the contents of the old baby stroller. This time I didn’t whimper, but groaned.
The baby was just like the woman; dead white skin, dead white eyes and its sudden cry of alarm, or hunger, was likewise rasped out as a snake’s hiss.
"Ralph!" I heard the voice of my old friend call from the distance.
I turned to face its source. Brian’s presence in this place was one thing that might offer sobriety to the madness I felt sure was the blood that filled the veins of this demonic town.
There he was, standing on the porch of the same house I’d seen the two women hauling the body into--for surely, though my mind had previously refused the possibility, its contours had suggested the shape of a human body. Beneath the eave and with the small light of the darkening sky, he was nearly silhouetted, but for what little I could see I noticed that he was wearing some sort of strange, bulbous mask.
"Brian!" I called out, forgetting the bizarre woman and baby, aware of Tracy staying a couple paces beside me, wondering why she wasn’t screaming or noticeably alarmed. "What are you doing there?"
He began to wave his arms, motioning me to turn back. "Leave!" he yelled. "You’ve been shepherded here for their blessing!"
"What?" I yelled as my trot became a run.
"No! Don’t come in here! It’s what they want! I had to tell’em that I was expecting you at my home today!" His face appeared to work behind his mask. "They
made
me!
Go away!"
"What?" I shouted again. It was all my mouth could mutter--too much was happening too fast and all of it was lunacy. My brain couldn't keep up.
God, I should have put it together in my head as Brian retreated back through the front door of the house, not willing to see me up close. As I ran up the steps, onto the porch, I should have focused on the simple clues and taken up guard, even as I rattled the locked handle with one hand, rapping loudly on the door with the other.
But I didn’t think. I turned around to see how far back Tracy was, because of course she and I could plan a course of action. She was right behind me, hardly a foot away from where I stood. She remained eerily calm and quiet as a wind stirred the trees around us, bringing an unnatural chill that whistled through the branches with a deep groan from the forests’ depths, like a chorus of risen cadavers calling out for food.
"Tracy?" I asked, confused by her cold and collected manner. Then I looked down to where her hand held a shiny, black and rectangular object that had an arched head and two metallic studs that looked like fangs. She pressed the fangs against my belly, and it registered in my mind that this was a stun gun just a fraction of a second before I heard the clicking, crackling noise and felt the jolt of numbing pain.
I fell to the boards of the porch so hard that I thought I could hear the aged wood crack beneath me. Then I heard the sounds of the door unlocking and opening, Brian’s voice in the background demanding that I be left alone. His demands were soon drowned out by the rasping of many other ill voices.
The last thing I saw were bony white hands hovering over my head, one holding a dripping gray cloth that was pressed over my mouth and nose. I held my breath until I couldn’t hold it any longer, and then involuntarily sucked in the thick chemical vapors. All became a blur for a moment as consciousness faded, and then all was black.
*****
I awoke lying on a bed in a dark room that was furnished with the minimalist accessories of an era that passed long before I was born. The window to my right offered a dim, greenish shaft of light from the murky and fog-ridden atmosphere outside. I didn’t immediately remember the moments before I’d been put out, but I could remember the face of the old woman that pushed the stroller, which I passed off as the echo of a bad dream. Looking to my side, in the direction opposite of the window, I saw that a woman sat on the edge of the bed with her back turned toward me. My vision was blurry from deep sleep, and the low, murky light didn’t help. But when the woman spoke, though it was slurred and wet, I knew that it was Tracy.
"We committed one of ours to the hospital, to send back someone that would be proper to convert," she said. "He found your friend Brian, and the connection was made. This was a sign that Brian might be a proper candidate to share a link with our god."
Still groggy, I wasn’t alarmed by the strangeness of her words. As dazed as I felt, even words of sanity wouldn’t have made sense to me then.
"When he told us he had a friend coming to visit, we thought maybe there would be another to bless with our blood. If you aren’t the sort of man that can be one of us, then you’ll just be more food for the feast."
"What?" I finally asked, my mind awakening to the strangeness of her words. She answered by turning around where she sat, her eyes meeting mine. But beside her eyes, there was nothing of her pretty face left to see.
"Show me if you want to be with us, or if we should eat you," she hissed as her skinless face came into the murky shaft of light, her eyes fully white and gleaming, with thick strings of blood dangling from the unveiled flesh. Something like black oil dribbled from her lipless mouth, then its descent slowed in midair above my face, and swirled mistily like ink drops diluted in water.
Her
essence.
I screamed, my instinct for survival uninhibited by the terror that racked my being. I shoved Tracy away from me and leapt from the bed.
Tracy fell the floor, laughing madly as I dashed through the bedroom door and into the arms of the waiting ghouls. Hideous faces flashed through my vision, their hisses threatening to dissolve my will to escape with their unworldly tones. I fought back an impending spell of dementia, and continued to struggle, kick and thrash my arms that were bound by their grips as they pulled me through the hall of the old house and out the back door, into the backyard where more of the congregation faced the dark forest that stretched like a huge black mouth opening to swallow the lot.
From the depths of the woods came the moaning that was not the wind, and now I could see into the forest where stood a stone structure, like a mausoleum with no front wall, but only a black hollow from where some of those inhuman voices rang.
The ghouls released me, and I fell to the grassy earth, from where I could see the bloodied carcasses of other humans scattered about the backyard. The gathered half-humans eagerly clasped their hands, as from the stone structure and from the dark forest itself there emerged the shapes of
others.
"Oh my god," I said breathlessly.
It must have been heard by those of the gathering, because there followed a collective, wicked laughter.
I turned around when I heard Tracy’s voice, impaired by her lack of lips. "Your blessing is upon you, Ralph," she said, and made her way to where I was sprawled on the ground. She knelt down and stared into my soul as she asked, "When He is here, will you give yourself to His blessing? Or will you turn away His blessing and be food?"
He?
I turned my sight from her skinless face where new, unholy flesh was forming, and looked into the black forest as those shambling shapes crept closer. Some had forms that were almost human, though I know that there was nothing of humanity that crept from that cursed forest. In the foreground I was aware of the ghouls and freakish, transformed humans using knives to rip away the garments from the carcasses, as from the mouth of the stone structure I sensed an emergence of something that plumed transparent vapors strong enough to bend and wilt the branches that obstructed its outward path.
It was as though my eyes could not register its presence, as if it was pushing through from somewhere beyond. Its very existence, I knew, was responsible for the infection that had taken this town and its inhabitants. Seeping up from the soil below, where the membrane that held back all of the horrors of whatever vile world had birthed it had at some point, maybe millennia ago, ruptured.
Suddenly, eyes flashed red from the vaporous, amorphous mass. Many eyes, and their glow pulsed so deeply into my being that I was able, as with the others of this ill congregation, to
see.
In that moment that the entity’s physical shape took form, it opened my eyes to the plane from which it pushed through. The world was a churning vortex of red and black, set over a stony plane, where in the distance I saw twisted black towers stretch before a great crimson ocean, and these beings that accompanied their master were likewise pushing through from this place.
The shared vision passed once I’d ripped my eyes away, and again there was the veil that held feeble remnants of the world I called home. Tears streaked my face as I looked up to the sky that now bled streaks of red, and then a familiar, though corrupted, face came into view.
Brian’s flesh had been infected, stricken with a vile pallor, and a hideous growth like a swarming tumor took up the better part of his face. From the tumor blinked open new eyes that were red like those of his new master, but far from possessing any similar strength. All the same, my friend was gone. Infected by this world that now meant to swallow me, whether I was to be a servant or another corpse on which these monsters would feed.
When my gaze fell down to the knife he held, I knew I was about to die by my old friend’s hand, and as I looked at what he’d become in order to be "blessed" by this abomination, I was more than ready to die, if only to escape the alternative.
But when he knelt down, he didn’t slash my throat, but collected me into his free arm, swinging my weakened body over his shoulder.
"You have me," Brian growled at the congregation, "but I can’t let you take my friend." He pressed savagely through the vile crowd, swinging the blade at the arms that grasped and clawed, slashing and severing some.
There followed a blind rush, and I saw the world around me heave, pulsate, melt, lose form and reform,
breathing, as he sprinted toward my truck. I heard the sound of my driver’s side door being swung open, and then I was hurled inside.
"Go!"
was the last thing I ever heard Brian say as I, by some miracle, found enough stability to retrieve my keys from my pocket, start the engine, circle around to face the one direction that would take me away from Mossy Rock forever, and stomp on the gas pedal.
*****
There’s no escaping what I experienced, but I keep on going because it’s the only choice I have that makes any sense to me.
Weaker men might throw it all away, give in to the demons of those memories and end their lives. I might have swallowed my pride and sought psychiatric help by now if only to help me cope with the memories and the visions of my dreams, but I know it wouldn’t do any good to talk to anybody who hasn’t seen or even suspected of what I’ve seen.
I can remind myself that the spots in this world where this snug reality has fallen victim and been broken away by that outer reality are isolated enough. But really, how long can it be before the infection spreads? These weak spots, and there must be more, how long will it take before their fissures connect, and the entire veil finally collapses beneath the weight of that dimension and those things that must even now be trying to push further through?
I don’t know. I can just keep living, that’s all I can do for now.
Sometimes I wonder about my old friend, Brian. I wonder about where he is now, and sometimes I wonder if saving my life, after what I saw, was really such a big favor.
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The digital clock on my desk, synched to the same atomic clock as the facility, reads 11:48:05. One-hundred fifteen seconds left.
I tell myself it's my true understanding of Künsken that brought—and kept—me here. This once tiny town of Smythers. Where Künsken was born and grew up. Yet I can't discount insanity, either. They say the truly insane aren't aware of their madness. Only a madman would come here if he believed what Künsken predicted in his fifth paper. But for three years I've been told only a madman would believe Künsken's predictions.
I don't know if I believe, but at least I understand. That's more than I can say for those working at the facility.
My students don’t notice my momentary distraction. They stare out the windows at the noon-time prairie. A lump of resentment settles in my throat. If I could stand, instead of being stuck in this chair, I might command a bit more respect. I rap on the whiteboard to get their attention. "Who knows what the mathematic constant Pi is?"
"It's like," a student begins, her eyes still focused outside, "the difference between how far a circle is across and how far it's around."
"Close." Maybe I should be more impressed by a fourth grader expressing the basic concept of Pi. Considering their parents are research scientists and assistants at the facility built to test the Künsken's Equations, I'm judging on a curve.
Turning toward the board, I wheel myself from behind my desk. I draw a circle on the white board, label it "C", a diameter I label "D", and then write an equation infinitely simpler and more immutable than any of Künskens': π = C/D. "Pi is the ratio of circumference—how far a circle is around—to its diameter—how far it is from one edge to the other. It’s an unchanging constant and a fundamental building block in math.”
Nothing. Gazing out the window. I resist looking myself. Looking again at Liz Polaski in her white cotton blouse and grey pencil skirt, red hair in a loose ponytail. I’d say she’s in her mid-40s, almost twice my age, but I guess I have a Mrs. Robinson thing. She has her English class sitting out in the grass, reading to them from some book.
And honestly, I don’t want to look past Liz, past the five-meter high chain link fence that borders the school grounds. Beyond it lies the facility's 4,000 hectares grounds. Its main complex towers above the endless, even horizon like a watchful god. Beneath its grounds, right now, supercharged particles are traveling at near-light speed in a 20-kilometer long, magnetically-guided circular track. Their collision will tell us if Künsken's predictions were 40 years ahead of their time.
Or perhaps the collision has already occurred.
I force myself to not look outside, not look at the clock. If I can focus on the lesson, so can my students. But the knowledge that I should be on the facility's staff, not pretending to be a teacher because it was the only job I could get, gnaws at me.
A pulse of pain throbs behind my eyes.
I shouldn't let myself get so worked up.
I push my chair's wheels in opposite directions to face the class, but I don't turn as much as I want. Maybe I need the chair looked at. I give an extra push to face them.
"Can we do this outside?" someone asks.
"No," I reply, my voice lacking a polite, teacher-like tone. Only ten more minutes until lunch and it's not like I want to be here anymore than they do. Not to mention another twinge behind my eyes. "We're going to do an experiment. If we finish before the bell, you can leave."
Faces turn. Attention is given. Using a large, chalk-tipped compass, I draw a circle on a piece of corkboard on my desk, measure its diameter, write the number on the whiteboard and grab the box of pushpins from a drawer. "Everyone come forward and take a pin. Put them around the chalk circle. I want the whole circle filled in." The students do as instructed, eager to get this over with. They watch me wind a string around the circle of pins, measure and write its length on the whiteboard. "Now, we have diameter and circumference. Back to your desks and tell me what Pi equals."
They rush to their seats. Hands unzip backpacks, calculators clatter on desk tops. Not helping my headache.
I look at the clock: 11:52:44.
Since reality didn't rend and tear a hundred and sixty-four seconds ago, I assume the research team is pouring over the data.
A deeper, more bitter pang of resentment grabs me. Even with just a Bachelors, I understand the Künsken Equations at a more fundamental level than most of the PhDs working there. Having found the bars and coffee shops where they hang out, I've talked to them, flirted with the women. Learned what I could about the experiments. Tried to find a way onto the team, even as a junior assistant. I had to be close. Had to know more. At first, they were curious how someone like me knew so much, but then I'd go and mention Künsken's fifth paper.
Sure, they're all about the first four papers, theorizing how a particle collision could create a stable wormhole by unrolling a micro-dimension to travel along. But they dismiss his fifth paper with as much fervour as I embraced it. They laugh me off, turning back to their drinks. Just like my advisor calling me mad when I proposed doing my thesis on the fifth paper. He refused to accept it and wouldn't write a letter of recommendation. So despite completing my Bachelors at Caltech in under two years, my career is going nowhere.
I can't help it. I look outside—
The headache must be worse than I thought. My eyes can’t focus, like the complex is
over
the horizon.
"Three point two six," one of my students says.
Another: "Three point three."
"Three point two five nine."
More voice shout, throbbing in my head. I hold up my hand for quiet and ask: "Did everyone get 3.26?"
Heads nod. I grab a calculator. This is the first time I've done this experiment with the pins and string. There's a sampling error since the pins form a multi-sided polygon, not a true circle, but the ratio should come up
short.
"Can we go?"
"You promised."
A few keystrokes later and I see the ratio's correct. How could I screw this up? Though something about Künsken's last paper nags at me, I say: "Sure."
They burst from their seats and run for the door, amplifying my headache. A few seconds later, they go streaming across the blacktop. Liz tells them to walk in that unquestionable tone veteran teachers have and returns to her reading.
Rubbing my temples, I tell myself I'm not bitter that I'll never run. Never be part of the group. Always be on the outside. Maybe it's ego, but these headaches give me a sense of kinship with Künsken. By all accounts, he was an overlooked, bookish kid who suffered from headaches growing up in a town of farmers and tradesman. Friendless, we spent a lot of time wandering alone outside of town. Good grades got him into college, odd jobs around town allowed him to afford it.
Once there, he remained bookish and friendless, yet excelled in his studies. Working at a part-time job, he invested his earnings in the stock market, studying its fluctuations, and made a fortune. He received his PhD less than four years after enrolling in a Bachelors program.
But his skills at predicting stocks brought him fame, not his research. He taught sporadically, never remaining at a university for more than a few years before being let go. His four papers were published in obscure journals over a fifteen year career. Described as esoteric or alchemic physics forty years ago, it wasn't until results from CERN showed Künsken had been right all along.
He often returned to Smythers, buying up the land outside town where he'd wandered as a kid and the facility sits now. As a man, he wandered there, pondering his theories. Despite farms surrounding the town, this land had always sat fallow, the few farmers who'd bought it saying nothing would grow there. Small town rumours of the land being cursed amplified when the few people who knew Künsken reported he used to say nature would talk to him out there, whispering its secrets to him.
These rumours cast Künsken as peculiar, but his fifth paper turned people against him. In it, he took his equations further, to an ultimate conclusion. Testing his theories, he warned—and theoretically demonstrated—it would open a Pandora's Box. An unravelling reality beyond human comprehension. Like probing the mind of God, it would bring obliteration, not enlightenment.
Yet reading his fifth paper changed my perceptions of the world. I didn't understand how anyone could fail to grasp the irrefutable conclusion that the fabric of reality was an oversimplified illusion. That our 3-dimensional perceptions had evolved to protect us from reality's true nature. Physics and mathematics rested on a delicate framework that could collapse with the slightest nudge. So many of my classmates just didn't get it, only able to see his graphs in the two dimensions of the page, not the five he'd intended. Judging variables as unknowns needing to be solved, not as true unknown factors to which we three-dimensional beings could never assign values. I debated it online, enduring endless insults and finding none who truly understood the elegance of the equations.
The irony is Künsken didn't lived to see the fifth paper published. He'd killed himself by then, a suicide note explaining it was inevitable someone would test his equations. More than that, his pondering the deepest recesses of reality had created a multi-dimensional space in his mind. It had allowed something in the farthest bowels of the universe to reach out to him. To mark him. If a doorway opened, he feared the indescribable wonders and horrors that would emerge from the hidden dimensions would seek him out.
At least, he concluded, his headaches had subsided.
That's why I understand why Künsken willed his considerable fortune be used as seed money to build a collider for testing his equations on the property he had purchased. Künsken had been a ridiculed outcast his whole life. He dared the world to prove him wrong. The world itself was the stakes. His hometown was ground zero.
Forty years later, a consortium of scientists and commercial interests accepted the dare. Once home to just eight hundred people, the facility's construction crews brought roads, restaurants and hotels to Smythers. Staff brought their families, which meant schools, which brought a desperate search for teachers. All one needed was a Bachelors degree. It gave me the chance to get closer.
The bell rings, stabbing my head, and a moment later stampeding feet and gleeful voices fill the hallway. Another moment and hundreds of kids bolt outside, breaking into small groups that claim spots of grass.
As I grab the eraser, Liz walks in and hops up on my desk. "You ran the experiment?"
"It says Pi, the great universal constant, is 3.26." Something
is
wrong with my chair. It takes more than a complete turn to face the board.
"I thought you had a physics degree," she teases.
I motion to the figures on the white board. "Run the numbers yourself."
She grabs my calculator. From how she's sitting, I could have a great view of her legs, but the headache is pounding an uneven rhythm.
Her eyebrows knot at the result. "Well, you did something wrong, speedy." She hops off my desk, squeezes my shoulder to let me know she's kidding, and grabs the compass, intent on repeating the experiment.
I'm barely aware. The pain in my head is uneven, but there's a pattern. Complex, sophisticated. Oscillating in multiple dimensions.
"Does—" The tone of Liz's voice pulls me back. Next to me, she's tense turning the compass. Watching, it's taking the compass longer to complete the circle than it should. Like there's more than 360 degrees to traverse.
A kid's voice outside: "Hey, look!"
I look up. A handful of kids are standing, pointing. Pointing at the horizon.
"Liz," I say, wondering if my eyes really have gone bad. "Outside."
She looks. Sees what I see. Sees what the kids see.
The horizon is curving. "Oh my God."
The agony in my head pulses, filling my mind, pushing beyond it.
A wordless understanding arises.
I haphazardly shove pins around the circumference of the circle Liz has drawn.
"What are you doing?"
It's language. Something so foreign, so immense, is trying to communicate. "What if Pi
has
changed?"
"What? I—"
Künsken's predicted this: unravelling a micro-dimension could cause another dimension to curl up, possibly changing universal constants—Planck length, speed of light, Pi.
"The collider—" I gasp.
"That was today?"
The circle looks smaller than the one I drew, but it takes almost all of the string to wrap its circumference. After using every iota of willpower to measure the string, I punch the measurements into the calculator and hold it up for Liz to see: Pi is 3.71.
She says something, but I don't hear. Holding Künsken's graphs in my mind, I apply it to this communication and the pain shatters. The message, loosed from the constraints of my three dimensional perception of space-time, expands along infinite dimensions. It would take a life time to explain its intricacies, but it boils down to a basic concept:
We have been noticed and it is coming.
"What does that mean?" she repeats.
Entry to a wormhole comes via a three dimensional space—a sphere. A finite space. "Look out your room's windows," I tell her.
She runs to the door without question. From there, she can see into her classroom and out its windows toward town.
Outside my windows, the horizon continues to curve. Curve upwards. A few teachers stand, pointing. And the children, taking their cue from the adults, remain motionless.
"It's flat," Liz says from the doorway. She's only ten meters away, but she seems so distant.
The speaker at the front of the room crackles. A voice trying to hide its fear says: "Attention, attention. There's been an accident at the collider. We are asking everyone to calmly leave school grounds and walk toward town."
"Get the kids," I tell her. "Run. Get outside its effects." Corners where walls meet the ceiling and floor begin to bow.
Footfalls pound by in the halls.
"What about you?"
I motion to the chair and a logical bit of my brains tells me its wheels' circumferences are increasing with each passing second.
"Someone—someone could carry you."
Liz leans into the hall, but I shout: "There's no time. Get the kids out."
Her face is pained. "I'll send someone back." And she's gone. I begin to turn toward the window, wheels spinning and spinning but I barely rotate. Liz emerges outside, commanding the kids to follow her. Unquestioningly, they and the teachers obey. A moment later everyone disappears around the corner of the building.
The horizon is now bowl-shaped, the collider complex impossibly distant rising from behind it.
This is no delusion borne from madness. It's truth, the ultimate truth I have sought for three years.
With a sense I can't quantify, I detect the approach of something from a direction moments ago I could not fathom, but now seems so obvious. It has been here so close all along, yet infinitely unreachable.
I wait for the universe to reveal whatever wonders or horrors it has concealed.
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"Freud deduced that the unconscious mind contains what we actively repress: things we are averse to knowing on a conscious level. He believed that we and our unconscious minds are adversaries locked in an endless battle to keep it hidden."
"What's 'it'?" I asked.
"True desire: the truths about our thoughts and natures that we're too afraid to admit," Professor Langely replied. "As Freud said, dreams are the royal road to the unconscious."
When the clock struck eleven, Professor Langely clapped his hands, bowed his head, and said, "Here endeth the lesson."
I was tempted to hang behind to question him further. The concept of unconscious and therefore
true
desire asserting its presence during dreams confused me. What of the dream I had about being pregnant with Jack Black's baby, or the dreams about a world I'd created and corralled for eons of hours, or---well, there were some dreams I didn't care to think about. But I still did, all the time. I had so many questions I wanted to ask Professor Langely; unfortunately, I had a different inner struggle to satisfy: one that rumbled my empty stomach with increasing urgency.
The students poured from the classroom like a swarm of wasps buzzing with conversation, but while they flitted every which way, I made a beeline for the cafe. I leaned against the counter with my mouth watering until I spotted the unsavory quality of the selection. The turkey sandwiches seemed soggy and limp, and the salad had wilted leaves of sickly brown among dented cherry tomatoes. I opted for a candy bar and cappuccino from the vending machine instead. I flung my backpack over a chair and slumped down at a table to gnaw at my Snickers in peace.
I was almost finished when Forrest Culver plopped down across from me. His face was beaming despite the dark bags under his eyes, but his thick glasses magnified the sags, making him resemble a bulgy-eyed fish. I sipped from my cup and ignored him. I knew that I didn't have to acknowledge Forrest for him to explain why he'd chosen my table. He'd always been the loquacious sort, at least when we were younger. Actually, I was somewhat surprised to see him out and about; he'd been taking a lot of online classes that semester and hadn't left his house for months, and he'd been acting strange since a party we'd attended a few years back. I was stranger since then too, but neither of us would admit it.
"Aren't you going to ask me what I'm doing here?" he asked.
"Going to an actual class?"
"Soon enough, I won't need any classes," he said, beaming. "I'm going to be rich."
"Am I going to be rich?"
"I hadn't planned on that."
"Then why are you rubbing it in my face?" I replied.
"You know I've been preoccupied lately, right?"
"You've been a shut-in, Forrest."
"With good reason," he said with a barracuda grin. "It's finished, my friend."
"What's finished?"
"You know," he said and leaned in as he whispered, "The machine."
"What machine?"
"I told you about it last year, remember? The Dream Machine?"
"Forrest, I don't even remember what my last class was about," I replied, "let alone something crazy you said last year."
I did remember him mentioning the project, but the last thing I wanted to do was get sucked in by it again. I tossed my Snickers wrapper away and gave him a goodbye wave.
"Dreams, wasn't it?" he chirped, stopping me in my tracks. "And the unconscious? That's what your class was about, right?"
"How did you know?"
"I was outside the door, waiting for you."
"I didn't see you."
"I was afraid," he stammered. "I didn't know how to approach you about this."
"Forrest, what the hell is going on? What do you want from me?"
"I know you've been different. A little depressed?"
"Forrest, I haven't seen you in months. How could you possibly make an assessment like that?"
"Because you were depressed long before I went into seclusion. You have been ever since that night. Ever since that party. The one with the trances."
"What does this have to do with anything?"
"The places you saw when you were hypnotized: you told me they were places you also saw in your dreams."
"I was faking, Forrest. I wasn't in a trance. I never saw anything."
"Yes you did."
I groaned. Bad liars and people with excellent recall should never be friends.
"Okay, so what if I did?"
"It makes you the perfect trial subject," he replied.
"For what?"
"My glorious vision is now a reality, my friend. Now that I've succeeded, there will be no more school for me. I'm going to be filthy stinking rich!"
"Shouldn't your trial subject get some of that fortune?" I asked.
"You'll get more than money out of it. Just imagine seeing all of those worlds from your dreams again. But you won't just see them; you'll really be there. You'll feel the breeze, taste the water, you could ever rule the place if you wanted. I remember you telling me about Lesoneth: that place of towers and treasures where you could change the colors and command the people. You haven't seen it since that party, have you?"
I didn't want to admit it, but he was right. I hadn't seen Lesoneth or any other dream world for three years. Each night that passed in total darkness depressed me more and more. Still, I shrugged it off.
"It's not a big deal, Forrest. I don't need crazy adventure dreams anymore. I'm not a kid."
"You weren't exactly a kid then either, but you still enjoyed those dreams, didn't you? Wouldn't like to see Lesoneth again? After all this time?"
"Lots of people have crazy dreams. What makes you think I'd be the best trial subject?"
"You were the only who said I could do it. Maybe you didn't really believe it could be done, but you didn't discourage me like everyone else. And you were right. The Dream Machine is complete! I have triumphed!" He slammed his fist on the table, causing it to wobble. "Well? Will you help me?"
"Have you done it?"
"Of course I have. How else would I know it works?"
"What happened?"
"I didn't really see anything, but I've never been a big dreamer; not while asleep anyway. But you! You, my friend, you dream all the time."
"I used to."
"If you did once, you can again. You're one of the lucky ones. You'll see so much more than I did."
"How does it work? What kind of machine is your 'Dream Machine'?"
"Do you wish to see it?" he asked through a face-crinkling grin. "Will you take a ride?"
"I'll take a look first," I replied. "Then I'll decide if I wish to do more."
"Frankly, I'm surprised. I thought you'd jump at the chance to delve into your dream worlds again."
"They're not mine anymore. They're gone, Forrest."
"No, they're only lost. The Dream Machine will help you find them again."
"I'll take a look at the thing. That's all I'm promising right now."
With a yip, he grabbed me by the hand and started towing me behind him.
"Wait, I have a class at four!" I exclaimed.
"You'll want to skip it, believe me. This is a once in a lifetime opportunity."
"You're being pretty presumptuous. I haven't agreed to anything except a peek."
"That's all you'll need," he replied and hauled me out the door.
Forrest's father had passed away two years prior and left him the house in his will. After all that time, it still had the look of parental ownership. The extreme cleanliness was uncharacteristic for a man in his early twenties and the pictures and knick-knacks on the walls gave the living room an eerie, homey glow. It was as if the upstairs of the house was waiting for Mr. Culver to return, but the basement was a different story. It was littered with scribbled notes, random pieces of machinery, and empty coffee mugs. I maneuvered through the clutter to a door Forrest opened with a dramatic sigh. I half expected light to pour out of the room and bathe us in his brilliance, but the room was just as dark and cluttered as the rest of the basement. A large lump sat covered in the corner, and I assumed it was the Dream Machine by the way Forrest crept up on it as if it were a sleeping beast.
He grasped the covering and, with a theatrical yank, he ripped the bedsheet away. He waited in a "Ta-Da" pose for my awe, but it was difficult to be awed by a Honda Civic; a rather ordinary Civic at that. There were no extra antennae or additions to the instrument panel; nothing that made it appear more spectacular than a random used car. I figured I'd been duped.
"Is this a joke?"
"It's no joke. This is it: my amazing Dream Machine."
"It looks like a normal car."
"That's what so amazing!" he exclaimed. "It looks like a run-of-the-mill car, but it's so much more. It's your own personal escort into the fathoms of your many dream worlds."
"Does it run on gasoline?"
"Blood, sweat, and tears, my friend," Forrest said as he laid a caring hand upon the hood of his precious machine. "Blood, sweat, and tears. Care for a ride?"
I was unable to imagine where the ride would take me. Forrest was right about my dreaming, but I hadn't told him everything. I'd never disclosed the nightmares; those omissions were what terrified me most as I stared at the Honda Civic, but the bumper sticker "Real Men Love Jesus" didn't help matters. Then I thought of the good dreams: the beautiful, golden worlds that enveloped me in reassuring arms for so long. I missed those dreams, the ones that made me feel like I was finally home and worlds in which I knew every twist and turn and rosy-cheeked citizen. I
did
want to see Lesoneth again. Desperately. After going into the trance, I never glimpsed it again and I missed my land. I missed my people. If the machine did what he claimed, maybe I really could go there again. Like Forrest said, I could feel it. I could taste it. I could rule it.
"The journey isn't enough," I stated and he reacted as though my eyeball had suddenly popped out of my skull. "I want a cut of the cash this thing generates."
"How much?"
"I'll give you a figure when I get back."
"Does that mean you'll do it?"
"You were right, Forrest. Ever since that party, I've been hopelessly depressed. I can't shake it. If this thing works the way you say, I think I could find happiness again. I think I could rule again."
He clapped his hands and did a little jig. He was so ecstatic, he could hardly spit out the words, "Take a seat."
I didn't know if I needed a seatbelt for such a bizarre expedition, but I clicked it closed anyway. He handed me the key and told me to start the engine as he closed the door with another jig.
"Keep the parking brake on and the car in neutral. Then, press the gas."
When I started the car, he jumped back a few paces and laughed. When I revved the engine, his mouth snapped shut, but his giggle continued.
"Forrest?"
"I'll see you when you get back," he replied through closed lips.
I faced forward, and as if driving through a tidal wave, my surroundings were suddenly washed away. The basement, Forrest, and every tiny sign of his obsession was gone and I found myself in choking darkness. I hugged the wheel and trembled. Petrified, I sat with my foot hovering above the gas pedal until a spot of white streaked past my left side. The shock shoved my foot against the pedal and the car flew forward into the inky abyss. As I progressed, however, the abyss became less inky. White streaks whizzed past me in all directions. Even though I'd removed my foot from the pedal, the car rode smoothly. There was a lump of fear lodged in my throat, but with the blanching of the darkness, it started to soften. Before long, there was more white than black. Without floor or walls, the ivory emptiness should have been just terrifying, but I was comforted by the colors in the distance. I nudged the gas pedal and the Dream Machine hummed as it pushed toward the pastels.
Another wave crashed over the car, but that time, I felt it. It knocked me back like a shot a whiskey with just as much of a woozy daze. I didn't even notice the car lowering to an island covered in intersecting streams until the tires bounced against the ground. The silver buildings were clustered just how I remembered them when they were mine. I pushed open the door and leapt onto Lesoneth's granite ground.
"Sarah!" I screamed. "Sarah, where are you?"
She appeared in the doorway of a stunted house, leaning against the door as if labored by standing. She clung to the door frame and blinked slowly as my face returned to her memory.
"You came back? How?" she asked.
"I wanted to come back a thousand times. I tried, but I couldn't. After the last time, I was blocked somehow. I didn't want to abandon Lesoneth. I don't know what happened."
"You shouldn't have come back the last time. You shouldn't be here now. You've doomed us all."
"What are you talking about? You said I was Lesoneth's savior, that I made the rules."
"You were a child when I said that. Perhaps all of us were children too. You had an ability like we'd never seen: a gift of architecture and magic. But you didn't tell us about the darkness in you. You didn't tell us what kind of nightmare realms you traversed when you weren't here. We trusted you and now we will pay the price."
"I don't understand," I replied and she looked at me doubtfully. "Everyone has nightmares. I'm no different, am I?"
"Even if you weren't, you've broken the rules twice now. First using a trance to come here and now using some kind of machine. What is that thing anyway, besides the herald of our doom?"
"What's so terrible about it?"
"You can't visit that way," she said. "It has to be natural. You as our supposed savior should have known that. I was wrong to give you the power I did. You weren't Lesoneth's savior. You were our destroyer."
"Don't say that," I said in a rush. "For three years, my dreams have been empty. My life has been a pit of despair. Sleep doesn't satisfy me, and I can't concentrate on school. I'm depressed all the time."
"At least breaking the rules ruined your life too."
"I refuse to believe that. This is my dream world. I make the rules."
"Unfortunately, you're absolutely right about that," Sarah replied. She clutched the door even tighter and shuddered, "She's coming."
"Who?"
"You."
The watery avenues rippled and the stone shook. Sarah retreated inside and turned the lock, but I stood my ground. Lesoneth was my world, and no one was going to take it from me. Not even...
The woman was more beautiful than me, but she
was
me, right down to the mole on her second toe; she made sure to show me as she danced forward. When she stopped, the rumble continued and I hardly had time to yelp before a swarm of gray creatures flooded past me. While my doppelganger smiled adoringly, her beasts dove into the buildings lining Lesoneth's riverbanks. One of the creatures erupted from Sarah's house and dragged her out by her hair. I jumped to free her, but the beast snarled me back. The thin lids peeled back from its bulbous, ivory eyeballs and when it gnashed its black fangs, steaming drool dripped to the ground.
"Who are you?" I asked the woman with my face.
She cackled and the demons hissed into the faces of their respective prisoners. Each Lesoneth denizen was as gaunt and afraid as Sarah, but no one fought back. The beautiful woman advanced as if made of the ocean and gently caressed my face.
"Go home," she said. "This isn't your world anymore. It's mine."
"I won't."
With her eyes glued to mine, she whispered to her minions, "Kill them."
The creatures exploded into a feasting frenzy: tearing flesh from bone and mashing faces into batter; except for the beast holding Sarah. She sobbed as her people fell dead around her and the creatures started destroying the buildings. The Beautiful Me sung to herself as blood and silver fell and the rivers became so clogged with debris, they flooded the streets.
"Why are you doing this?" I demanded.
"Why are you?"
"I'm not doing anything," I said, but when Sarah tugged on my arm, I looked down to see her hair balled in my fist.
I released her with a shriek and she collapsed to the ground.
"How did you do that? You're not even real. You're just---just---"
"What am I? Go on. Say it," the beautiful woman urged.
"You're my unconscious," I said the realization making me cold all over. Was this what Professor Langley had meant? Was this what
Freud
had meant?
Sarah tried to run away, but my doppelganger caught her by the throat.
"Bring me a table," she said and the creatures scattered away, laughing at me. "Go home, girl. Jump in your little bandit machine and go."
"I won't leave Sarah," I said.
"She'll die either way, but if you stay, she'll suffer for a long time before then."
The beasts returned with a dining room table that the woman slammed Sarah upon. Chains coiled around her wrists and ankles and locked her to the tabletop while Beautiful Me handed a suitcase to her minions. It was so large I couldn't help but imagine the diversity and multitude of the torture devices inside.
"I'm not going anywhere," I said, and the suitcase popped open.
"I thought not," she hummed.
The pliers were first. The beautiful woman watched in satisfaction as her beasts grabbed their instruments and dove at the table to get the first pull. Blood squirted and rolled down her cheeks as they yanked and bashed her with the pliers. Sarah's screams were loud, but they weren't as loud as Beautiful Me. Her laughter pounded my ear drums, even though she remained tight-lipped. Meanwhile, Sarah lost her lips altogether. As the demons danced around her body, shrieking in nightmarish joy, I gazed into the other woman's eyes: my own eyes. In that gaze, the violence was just some barbaric play that kept me glued to the edge of my seat, begging for more. How horrifying and alluring that life was, like the gift of knowing that every dark, dormant thought made me feel alive for the first time ever.
The sound of splintering metal broke the spell and I saw Sarah, breaking out of her chains. Her face was shredded beyond recognition and blood poured over her jaws as she struggled for breath, but despite her injuries, her strength soared. She smacked several creatures away like mosquitoes before lunging at Beautiful Me standing with arms unfolded for embrace. When Sarah landed on her, my own body jerked and caused me to retaliate; I had no choice. I leapt on top of her and wrenched her away from my doppelganger. During our brawl, there were moments when I somehow still felt the steering wheel beneath my palms but I felt Sarah's neck most of all, cracking in my grip, and I banished the sensation of gripping the steering wheel..
"Why are you doing this?" her waning breath asked and I answered with no control over my tongue.
"There was so much in that suitcase, so many possibilities. Why couldn't you just stay put so I could see them all? Why couldn't you
suffer
for me?"
I shook her until she was a limp noodle in my fists. The beasts wheezed in amusement and applauded me. I felt my own hand on my shoulder as she patted me on the back, and I despised how wonderful it felt. I grasped the woman's fingers and bent them back. It hurt my hand too, but she was the only one to yowl. After a happy snap, she wilted. Her devils dove at me, but their faces met razor-sharp fingers; at the collision, my nails slid under their gray skin and sheared their skulls. I leapt from beast to beast, ripping their flesh to ribbons and sucking their bones to the marrow while they were still alive to feel it.
"Finish them off," the Beautiful Me, still on the ground, said, and I shook my head.
"But it's what you want: to feel, to taste, to rule. You want to see how it ends, don't you?"
"No!" I screamed, and with claws slashing, I threw myself against her.
My mind tumbled, half in blood and half in dream. Such violence twisted throughout my body, I didn't think even a sliver remained of the woman who'd turned the Dream Machine's key. But while she and I, twin soldiers, battled, one rebel glance revealed to me a remaining sliver of my mind, still sitting in the car. A piece of me--the waking me? the real me? the idealized me? the splintering had fractured my thinking--remained in the Dream Machine, begging to leave, but she couldn't leave without me--the rest of me.
I dashed away from Beautiful Me, but I didn't get far before the skinless creatures caught hold. They gnashed their ebony teeth and the reeking froth running down their chins nearly knocked me out. I collapsed, but I saved my consciousness for punching out their knees. It felt so good: busting a hole so large that femurs crashed into ankles. The moment I won the upper hand, I should have run for the car, but I found myself captivated by my massacre. I didn't want to leave it behind. I wanted more.
"You can have it," my unconsciousness said. "You will have it. So will many others."
"What do you mean?"
"A lot of people are going to use that Dream Machine. They will return from their dreams changed. They will return with a passenger. Just as Forrest did. Just as you will."
"Forrest? He said he didn't see anything when he used the Machine."
"You'll say that too," she replied.
"I don't believe you. I don't want this. I'm not you."
"Then I'm sure you'll have no trouble getting away," she said and grabbed my arm.
When I slapped her, my claws dug into her face and tore her confidence away, along with the flesh. Somehow, she still grimaced. Sloppy muscle curled up her cheeks and she released me with a hissing cackle. I sped back to the car and threw myself inside. Back in the driver's seat, I felt like myself again; there was no
snap
of my fragments fusing, it just
was. Only hints of the strange hunger from my unconsciousness remained, chanting "more", but I ignored it as best I could. Forward and reverse did nothing, so I grasped the key and started to turn it.
"Are you sure that's the way to get home?" she asked with her pulpy face pressed against my window. "You could make things even worse."
"How could things get any worse?"
"They would if you had to go it alone," she said and disappeared from the window. In my head, I heard her say, "Luckily, you can't go anywhere without your unconscious."
My hand on the key was grasped by another--what felt like a real and solid hand, but invisible to my eyes. I could see it in my mind, though--the bloody fingers curling between mine as the muscular rictus spread across two beautiful faces.
"Get ready to be happy for the first time in years."
Both fragments said it in harmony--my ruthless unconscious and the sliver I'd glimpsed still in the driver's seat.
The key slipped out of the ignition, and I slipped out of my mind fighting to get away from this madness and death and
hunger, but her hand reeled me back in, down into an inky darkness, and then home.
*****
The first thing I felt was a warm drip from nose to lip. I didn't realize where I was even when Forrest opened the door of the Dream Machine and unbuckled my seatbelt.
"How was it?"
I could barely see him. I felt like I'd drunk a bottle of whiskey and gotten into a boxing match I'd lost terribly.
"Hey, are you okay?" he asked,
"Help me up," I squeaked.
Whoever I'd been boxing obviously delivered some low blows. My ribs and hips ached as Forrest pulled me out of the car. I stumbled to the nearest wall and fell against it with blood, sweat, and tears streaming. Maybe Forrest's earlier joke hadn't been a joke after all.
His expression was raw desperation. When he asked the question again, his eyes flashed madness, but his mouth didn't move at all. The images pervading my mind made me want to bawl. They made me want to tear the heart from my chest and behold the last pulse in the same delight I'd had at seeing Sarah ripped apart, at being the one who ripped her apart. My experiences waited on the tip of my tongue, eager to dive from the edge into a pool of acceptance, but instead I whispered,
"I didn't see anything. Just like you."
Forrest smiled. It chilled me to the rotten core, and the core loved every hideous shiver.
"Here," he said as he handed me a piece of folded paper.
I opened it to see a one, a comma, and more zeroes than I'd expected.
"I should've told you: quite a few people are already interested in manufacturing the machine. This is just an ounce of the advance."
"Why did you need me?"
"I was told to find dreamers: dark dreamers, architect dreamers."
"Told by whom?"
His grimace stated an answer that compelled me to clap. I wanted to rip off my hands and pile them with the heart I'd already discarded.
*****
I still haven't cashed that check. I haven't spoken to Forrest Culver or left my house since that day. I haven't dreamed, asleep or otherwise. But I have seen things I've loathed and loved. As Freud said, "dreams are the royal road to the unconscious" and I've walked it hard. That is the truth I live everyday now. Like a sea choked by oil, I relish the company even as it withers me. I can delight in nothing else. It is the unconscious that rules me now, with a bloody iron fist. I envision tearing flesh from bone with nail and tooth and whatever other piece that may finish the job. It keeps me awake. It keeps me in lust. It keeps me craving blood from others and bullets to my brain. It is desire: raw and unyielding, and worst of all, it is true.
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Bob is a working man's writer and I appreciate that. It's someone like Bob--who's worked as an editor and writer, with publications in
The Rockhurst Review
and
Elysian Fields
among others--who understands that a good story takes equal parts art
and
work. It's amazing how many writers forget that. When Bob sent "The Offering", I saw a dark tale of a rudderless man looking for something--anything--to grasp onto. The sad, and horrible, fact of life is, what we most often grasp onto leads to our own doom.
 

 

I can’t tell you the precise moment I became aware of her. I could have caught a glimpse while listening to the tour guide talk of Tulum’s history as we stood on the cliff there overlooking the sea. Or, earlier, before the tour began, the wind may have brought me the faintest scent of her perfume. All I can say for sure is that while squinting at Descending God’s image over the entrance to his limerock temple, her presence beside me became palpable.
"I used to live here," she said. She squinted and pointed to the stone image. "I was his consort." She eyed me and smiled. "But that was, you know, many lifetimes after we were companions here. Human companions, that is." She ran a hand down one hip, brushed at her yellow sundress’s skirt, and laughed loudly enough to turn heads.
For some reason I couldn't fathom, I gave her a false name. Maybe I thought the name I gave her would appeal, make me more memorable than Nathan Ploegger, my all-too plebeian birth and surname.
She took my hand and as we walked she nattered on about her improbable relationship with this deity. Occasionally she’d turn and I’d feel her gaze probe me, as if she were plumbing my thoughts. After a while, her chatter tailed into self-conscious laughter. Then she took my elbow and turned me toward the tour group, now gathered just outside Tulum’s gate.
We had an hour to eat and shop before the bus carried us back to Akumal, so we took a miniature train to a nearby shopping cluster. She suggested native food. I bought us beans and tortillas with sauce from a sidewalk vendor, and we sat on a nearby stone bench to eat. A young boy approached with an ancient Polaroid camera. He offered to take our picture for a dollar. We agreed.
As I pocketed the splotchy photo, she began another, over-long story. I'd never been a fan of such one-sided talk, but her voice enthralled. She wasn’t Mayan – her near-blonde, shoulder-length hair, much like my former girlfriend Susannah’s, and her Philadelphia accent told me that much. But she was short, tanned a native brown, her nose faintly aquiline, and she had the same affability as the Indians I’d met since coming to the Yucatan.
"I came ashore two weeks ago today," she said--the same day I’d crossed from Belize into Mexico. "I could see the structures from my cruise ship," she went on. "I could make out every detail, even though we were quite a distance away. They seemed so familiar, even from afar, you know?"
"I think a lot of people have that reaction," I replied. "Tulum seems to have an archetypal quality, maybe something about it that’s buried in the collective unconscious."
She shrugged that off. "I was so attracted. I came here day after day. Had to drop off the cruise, I was so attracted. And you know what? The place began feeling, you know, really, really familiar. Every day it was something new. After a day or two, I could read the inscriptions. I could visualize structures no longer here, even the city’s minutest details.
"Then one day I remembered being with the Olmecs. They were the ones who cleared the land and built the city. Well, it wasn’t too long before Descending God came to be with us. He’s from the planet Venus." She looked to the sea, and then again her gaze met mine. She giggled. "You don’t believe me, do you?"
"I’ve read some of the legends. I realize it was a prevailing belief." I was beginning to see her as some sort of New Age dingbat. Still, with half of me swimming in smug cynicism, the other half kept whispering, Believe, you must believe. But why such inner jousting? I’ve always been purposeful, confident, successful and, when it came to personal things, uncomplicated--that is, until my father died and Susannah dumped me, both just weeks ago. Still, I’d left those ashes in Ohio.
"Oh, it was more than a legend, a belief," she replied. "I was here when he came."
"I see."
"At first, he was a pinpoint in the sky, like a ship on the horizon. He grew bigger and bigger, until we could make him out, and then he touched down. She snapped two delicate fingers. "Just like that."
"Ah."
"He walked straight to me. ‘You’re to be my wife,’ he said. ‘Isn’t that lovely?’ So we were married."
"And you lived happily ever after."
She looked away. "For a while. Then one day, we were walking just inside the gates. He told me he had to leave Zama. That was Tulum’s name then. ‘No,’ I said, ‘Please. Don’t go!’ But he did, on the next full moon. The same way he’d arrived, except in reverse. Into a point of light."
Her downcast expression seemed so genuine. "You must’ve been heartbroken," I said.
"You have no idea." A tear schussed down her cheek. "Then he told me, ‘Don’t worry, I’ll return as often as I can, but difficult days are coming. I’m afraid I won’t be able to come in this physical form until the end of that time. But whenever you’re lonely or overwhelmed, you’ll feel my nearness in the rain. You’ll hear my voice in the wind.’"
We finished our lunch and browsed the souvenir shops, stopped to ask prices, the names of craftsmen, how they shaped their wares. I was amazed, not so much at her command of Spanish as she talked with vendors, as at her effortless lapses into the Mayan tongue, which I realized I could understand, too, but only in bits and pieces. We visited one last store, and there she saw me examining a knife carved from green stone. She took my arm.
"You like it, don’t you?" she said. "I can tell."
"I’m not sure why, but I do."
"Of course you know. Come on, what attracted you?"
"It makes me feel, I don’t know, odd." My eyes clouded.
"Sad?" she asked.
"Maybe. As if I’ve lost something important."
She nodded. "Or maybe you realize you’re sensing something the people here have lost."
Her hand slipped to mine, squeezed it. She spoke to the shopkeeper at some length in Mayan, gesturing toward the knife as she bartered. Finally, the shopkeeper looked to me and nodded. She opened her shoulder bag and handed the man a wad of pesos.
She held the knife across both hands, raised it to eye level, and I took it. "It’s a reproduction of a knife used in Descending God rituals," she said. "We’re very lucky to have found it."
I thanked her and dropped the green shaft into my souvenir bag.
On the bus to Akumal, she told me more tales: the story of a man-child the god had given her. His name was Xupan, a renowned Mayan chieftain. A warrior, a poet, a seer. "He predicted the overthrow of the Olmecs," she said. "He initiated the great classical period of Mayan culture."
Our bus driver parked in front of my hotel, which was hers, too, as it turned out. She turned in her seat to take in the plaza and its people. "It was kind of like now. The Mayans were growing stronger as a people. Oh, I wish I had time to tell you all of it. It was such a magnificent time to be alive." We disembarked and chatted a few more minutes before she kissed my cheek and strolled into the lobby.
I lingered outside for a while, enjoying the afternoon breezes. Then, in the hallway to my room, I stopped. I didn’t even know her name. I
had
to find out more about her. I walked the halls. No sign. And, of course, the desk clerk couldn’t--or wouldn’t--tell me anything.
For the next two nights I went sleepless. I tossed, rose, drank water, relived her stories, her mannerisms. The sound of her voice, the smell of her burnished skin, her hair. She became as alive in my awareness as the Yucatan itself.
Evening of the third night came. I was at my usual table in the hotel dining room. I had just turned a page of the local newspaper when I stopped in mid-bite and looked up. She stood before me, hands on hips, her face as radiant as the nearly full moon beyond the large window at the restaurant’s far end. She shook a finger, pretended a pout. "I’m so angry," she said. "Where’ve you been?"
Without prompting, she sat, leaned forward, pressed her hand onto mine. Its warmth swept away any interest I might have had in the newspaper article I’d been reading. Then she reached for the menu our waiter offered and ordered a salad and tilapia with rice pilaf. We decided to split a carafe of chardonnay.
She looked down, tapped the paper. "What’s this? You read Spanish?"
"It was a minor in college," I replied. "My mom’s from New Mexico, and she insisted that Dad and I learn Spanish. She always wanted to move back there, but Dad’s career wouldn’t allow us to do that." I looked away. "Dad, he died recently."
She gave me an odd smile, as if she’d just had some sort of epiphany. "Really," she said. "I’m so sorry. Is there anyone else in your life?"
"No. Not really."
We fell into small talk then. I eventually began giving her my views of Mexico, rather harsh ones, as you might expect. Drug gangs, and the killings, mostly near the U.S. border, but now spreading. The authoritarian leaders, who seemed to be relaxing their grip on the country a bit, but were nevertheless clamping a lid on movement, especially that of the poorer people. I tapped the paper and sneered. There was no mention of any of this in the local paper, I said. It was as if everything was hunky-dory here.
We sipped our wine. I told her of my concern for indigenous cultures, how modern life was shunting them aside, marginalizing their very lives. And of course that included the Mayan peoples. By then my talk must have seemed a rant. I went on about the dearth of meaning within my own life. She seemed to dwell on every word. As I talked, she filled my glass, then filled it again. And again. Finally my train of thought weakened and I fell silent.
"Are you all right?" she asked. "You’ve had a bit to drink."
For what seemed a moment, I closed my eyes. When I rubbed them open, she was gone. She’d scribbled a note on a paper napkin:
I’m sorry I had to leave before seeing you safely to your room. Let’s meet here, at this table, tomorrow evening at seven. ‘k?


 

Back in my room, I fell fully clothed into bed, expecting to swoon into unconsciousness. Instead, a deep foreboding took me. I couldn’t breathe. I gasped and coughed, then rose and drank from the nearby pitcher. Panic overwhelmed me.
I scrabbled about in the room, searching for something--anything--that might banish this awful feeling. The souvenir bag lay next to the bed. I reached in, probing, and closed about the stone knife. I cradled it in my palm, began to stroke the blade with a forefinger, as if sharpening it. The stone turned warm. The feeling of doom began to lift. I sighed with relief and, seconds later, I fell asleep.
I woke the next morning with not a scintilla of hangover. While sleep has always been for me part rest and part torment, that night it had been a complete, blissful unknowing. As I rose, I realized the knife had remained between my open palm and belly. For some reason, I began to laugh. I sat up, turned the blade to the morning light, inspected it wide-eyed, as a child might a new toy.
I breakfasted in-room and then pulled out a notebook I’d brought with me and began to journal. But all too soon, my thoughts returned to the woman. Frustrated, I stuffed the notebook into my suitcase, put on swim trunks and a tee, and left for the beach.
The day ripened to swelter, relieved only by intermittent breezes drifting inland from the bay. I walked along the wet sand for a long while. Noon passed. I ate at a cabana far down the beach, then swam for a while before returning to my room. The walk in tropic heat had depleted me, so I napped until after six, and then showered. While rubbing dry in my terrycloth robe, I happened to peer between the blind slats to the ocean. There she was--strolling at the water’s edge. A man ran to her, stopped her. They talked, heatedly, it seemed. Then they hugged and walked together.
My face flushed and I began to pace. Was I jealous? Had I been indulging in some childlike, fantasy romance, simply because she’d shown me some attention? I dressed in fits and starts, selected one shirt, then another, and then changed trousers and shoes. During this unquiet process, I plotted ways to be alone with her, to touch her, to drown in the scent of her.
I stuffed in my shirttail, pulled on a seersucker sportcoat, and near-ran to the restaurant. She hadn’t yet arrived. The maître d’ motioned me to my usual table. An envelope lay on a plate there. My name, or I should say the name I’d given her, had been printed on it in tiny, delicate letters. Inside, another note:
 

 

I’ve been called away. Hate to stand you up, but it’s a family obligation. Very complicated. So sorry. Me
 



I crumpled the note, threw it to the floor, and stalked from the restaurant. I swore, loudly. Screamed. Ran down the beach, then back, bellowing as might a deranged angel. I grew tired, my rants reduced to hoarse breathing. I staggered in one direction, then another. My feet turned leaden; I couldn’t walk. Looking down, I realized I’d been walking in water, my Guccis soaked.
Normally, this would’ve irritated to no end; I’m fastidious, one who would never ruin fine clothes through carelessness. But this time, my
faux pas
delighted--or more accurately, it excited. I waded deeper, the water creeping up my pant legs, the fabric cold against my calves, my knees, my thighs. I stopped only when the water’s buoyancy made it difficult to tread the downward slope. Then a gust of wind came, and I thought I heard it whispering, "Are you nuts? Do you want to catch your death of cold?"
Back in the hotel room, I threw my soggy clothes to the floor, showered again, and fell asleep naked on the bed covers.
I rose with the morning sun. My obsession with the woman was upsetting me. I didn’t want to think about the past I’d left in Ohio, the loneliness I’d be going back to there. So I began to mentally chronicle everything I’d experienced on the trip, as if there was a puzzle within it that I had to solve, something that might release me from my feeling of loss: my encounters with the woman, the places I’d visited, my feelings about everything that had transpired since I’d set foot on Mexican soil. But that only aggravated my obsession with the woman. I had to find her.
On impulse, I packed a bag, handed a note to the man at the desk to hold my mail, and I left Akumal. I didn’t know where to go, but something told me she was still in Mexico. She hadn’t meant to spurn me--I’d sensed that from the precise formation of her writing, the way she’d composed her words.
It occurred that my attraction to her wasn’t romantic at all. She was beautiful, coy, even coquettish at times, the traits that had always drawn me to women. But I didn’t want her physically, I simply wanted to talk to her, to find out more about her. If I could find her, maybe I’d come to understand what she was to me, the nature of our bizarre, offhand relationship.
I drove to Belize City, languished at the border as soldiers checked bags and vehicles. I searched faces. No sign of her going through customs. After two fruitless days, I returned to Mexico, stopped at a resort on the shores of a large lake. While lunching under its
palapa, I showed the bartender the Polaroid.
He nodded. "Yes, she’s been here."
My heart raced. "Do you know where she went? I have to find her."
"I see many faces,
señor. I have a good memory, an excellent memory. But I cannot tell you when she was here."
"Was she with a man?" I asked.
He shrugged. "Perhaps. I see so many faces."
I left, hopeful, drove the coast, the ocean always in my periphery, passed Akumal without slowing and entered Cancun, where I rented a room for the night. In early morning, I merged with the gaggles of tourists, searched among the natives selling souvenirs, peered at the peons bent to their various labors. I asked about her, showed the picture. Nothing. Then, late that night, in a beachfront cantina, I showed the picture to an old Indian woman.
"Sí," she said, nodding at the photo. "She had a drink here two nights ago." She sighed. "Alone. She was upset, I think, as if she was here trying to avoid something. Or someone. "
The next morning I approached a boy hawking small statues.
"Oh, yes,
señor, I’ve seen her. She was a good tipper. She bought two small sandstone carvings and tipped me ten dollars American. Very nice. And beautiful, of course." He grinned. "You must be the gentleman she spoke of. I heard her mention him on her phone."
"No," I said. "Friends, that’s all."
"I’m sorry,
señor. Truly. Would you like to buy a carving?"
He reached in his knapsack, produced a statue made from molded concrete. I gave him a twenty. His coterie of friends followed him away, jabbering excitedly as he waved the money.
I searched all day. Nothing. I slept until eleven the next morning, a most fitful sleep. It took three cups of fine Mexican coffee to clear the cobwebs.
Chichén Itzá, I thought--I haven’t looked for her at the most sacred of Mayan sites.
I questioned tour guides there. In mid-afternoon, I showed the photo to a policeman, a tall, thin man of obvious Castilian descent, who spoke impeccable English.
"Yes," he said, "most definitely. She was here no more than ten minutes ago, in the company of a short Mayan man. Both were dressed well. Well enough to stand out in the crowd."
My pulse began to pound. I thanked him, darted through the growing crowd, searched faces. Nothing. Signs of her had cropped up everywhere I’d been; people had described her perfectly. Yet she was as elusive as the fog that settles over the Yucatan in the hours before dawn. Ephemeral, always just out of reach. I had to wonder: who--or what--was she? The silly airhead she seemed at first, exaggerated by my overactive imagination? And what was the feeling of cold apprehension that was slowly coming over me?
I returned to Akumal, parked at the hotel, and checked against all hope for a message.
"No,
señor," the clerk said.
I stumbled to my room, frustrated, my nerves on edge. I paced. I threw wild, manic punches at empty air. I swore, albeit under my breath, so the people in the rooms next to mine wouldn’t call hotel security.
Then I remembered the knife. I sat on bed’s edge, began to stroke it. I let it slide to my chest, rubbed it across my abdomen. Doing this felt natural, and so calming. Finally, I fell to my pillow, still clasping the knife. Sleep came--a difficult, dream-tossed slumber.
In the morning, neither the knife nor a cup of instant coffee could expunge the despondency over my fruitless search for the woman. I have to refocus, I thought, I have to think about other things. I remembered a tiny library in Akumal. Maybe sitting for an hour or so and reading about local lore would calm me. The librarian there directed me to a small array of books. As I read, I heard soft laughter.
"Silly man," a woman’s voice whispered. "What do you expect to find here?"
I spun, knocked several dusty volumes to the floor. Library patrons looked up, frowned. I grabbed my things and dashed out. A taxi sat idling a block away. A few shoppers wandered the street. If she’d been there, she’d negotiated a nimble getaway.
While walking to my car, I noticed a woman depart a small boutique. Her shoulder length hair was the same blonde. The same brown skin and petite build. Her yellow, floral-patterned dress looked a lot like the one she’d worn the day I met her at Tulum. I ran, caught up with her at the next corner. "Hey!" I exclaimed, laughing. "You won’t get away this time."
The woman turned, gave me a quizzical look. I gasped. She was older, much older than I’d expected. I could tell now that broad streaks of gray corrupted her blonde hair. Her face had long since wrinkled beyond the masking ability of makeup. She was heavier in the hips, and her shoulders were slightly stooped. But her eyes were the same: clear, bright, penetrating.
"I’m sorry," I mumbled as I pulled out the photo. "I thought you were this woman."
She examined it, looked back and forth between the picture and me. "I look a little like her, I suppose." Then she frowned. "Actually, she looks a lot like my daughter, a great deal like her in fact. But the photo is of such poor quality, you know? We were vacationing together, but she’s gone off on some adventure. She’s such a difficult child, always complicating my life." She returned the photo.
I apologized again and plodded toward my car. How could I have mistaken this woman for her? This one seemed almost eerie, like a specter. I thought about that. I had been reading something about the Descending God legend just before I bolted from the library. Descending God had to be honored with a ritual sacrifice before the Mayan culture could rise again. I smirked, thinking about the clichéd sacrifice of a virgin. But, no, the depiction I’d read of this ritual seemed to indicate something else, some other form of sacrifice.
Then the smell of food hit me, and I realized I was hungry. I stopped at a sidewalk café, ordered a flagon of coffee and a pair of sweet rolls. As I ate, Descending God’s sacrifice, it’s odd, nebulous nature, kept haunting. I poured the flagon empty, stirred in a dollop of cream. Finally, it hit me. I knew what the sacrifice was all about, what there was about the knife that had saddened me.
I returned to my room, sat on the bed’s edge, head in hands. No, it couldn’t be true. This was simply a morbid thought hidden within my emotions, wrapped about the loss of my girlfriend and my father. All right, I thought, there’s only one way to rid oneself of such unhealthy thoughts, you have to confront them head-on. I dressed, added a light jacket against the chill, placed the knife in my belt, finished packing, left a large tip each for the concierge and maid, and paid my hotel bill.
As I lumbered through the lobby with my bags, I glanced through the restaurant’s glass doors. There she was, bent over the table I usually occupied, writing. She straightened, stuffed the note into an envelope, handed it to the waiter, and left by the rear door. I knew I couldn’t force an encounter, so I loaded my car, then entered the restaurant and approached the maître d’.
"I saw a woman writing a note at my table," I said. "I’m sure the note you’re holding is for me."
The maître d’, a different one from all the other times I’d eaten here, eyed the knife in my belt and frowned. "Then may I see your identification?"
This exasperated. "Now, come on," I said, loudly. "I’ve eaten here every night." I pointed. "At that table."
He didn’t reply; he only brushed a finger against a thumb to underscore his insistence on seeing my ID. I showed him my driver’s license. As he inspected it, his frown creased deeper. "This says your name is Nathan Ploegger. The note is for someone else."
I nodded, somewhat frantically. "I gave her a different name when we first met, you see? I was feeling maybe a bit insecure that day and I wanted to impress her, she’s very beautiful, you know, and I thought, well, maybe a more terse name would be more memorable, that she’d remember me later and I’ve been looking for her all over Mexico these past few days and, well, I’m sure you see what I mean." I reached for the note.
Frowning, he snatched it away and motioned to the bartender, a large, barrel-chested man with arms as thick and solid as oak branches. "I’m sure you’ll be fine after a good rest, Mr. Ploegger. This gentleman will help you to your room."
The barkeep clamped my arm with a powerful hand.
"All right," I said, "I’ll leave. But I don’t need to go to my room." What with seeing the woman and the difficulty over the note, I’d almost forgotten where I was going. "I’ll just walk on the beach, I’m sure that’ll help." I smiled, and the barkeep released me.
Outside, I breathed in the ocean’s rich aroma, listened to the waves cough as they came in, watched them spread, ghostlike, and die against the sand. I walked the beach one last time, felt for the knife’s hilt. Once again, touching it seemed to comfort me.
In the distance, I noticed a lone fisherman cast a line into the surf. Then, as if in a dream, I heard the woman’s laughter. I peered past the angler, now silhouetted by the moon’s translucent bubble. She emerged from the shadow of a pier, walked in my direction with another, a man. They approached and were about to pass when the woman stopped, tugged at the man’s hand.
"Oh, look, it’s my friend, you know, the one I told you about."
They neared, close enough from me to take in their features. The man was swarthy, with a broken-looking, downthrust nose. Obviously the man I’d seen her with days before. He was casually dressed, pants rolled up, barefoot, shoes in his hands.
After a moment, she walked to me, kissed my cheek, then bent, picked up a jot of sandy seaweed. "I left you a note," she said. "I’m, well, I’m going to be married. Again." She glanced toward the man. "It was rather sudden, I admit, and it was a difficult thing for me to accept. But it’s the right thing, you know?"
I swallowed. "No, I don’t know."
"I’m afraid it is. I guess you could say it’s destined. Under any other conditions--"
"Please, whoever you are, don’t patronize."
"Anna," she said. "It’s Anna." She giggled, looked away shyly, and then back with those deep, penetrating eyes. "You told me a fib, didn’t you? You didn’t tell me your right name."
"I’m sorry. Yes, I lied."
"It won’t matter after tonight, but tell me. I have to know your name, too. It wouldn’t be right, not knowing, given what you’re about to do." She reached took my hand, rubbed the seaweed on it, her eyes never leaving mine.
I should have been angry, what with her trying to push me into this, but I wasn’t. For some reason I couldn’t be mad at her. I sighed. "It’s Nathan."
"Is that what your mom and ex-girlfriend call you?"
"Nate. Everyone calls me Nate."
The man, who had been keeping a discreet distance, approached.
"This is Nate," she said.
I offered the seaweed-sopped hand, but he didn’t take it; instead, his craggy features lifted into a smile.
"Nate," he said, filling that single syllable with a meaning and emotion I’d never known was there, "I’m so glad to meet you at last." He glanced to my waist. "I see you brought the knife."
I wanted to step away, to turn and run, but I couldn’t. I’d become in some strange way frozen in place, as if I were separated from my body, no longer it’s master.
"You know about the sacrifice, then?"
I swallowed, struggled to find the words. "I--I thought I was projecting my own melancholy onto this Descending God myth, so I though I'd come down here to the beach and prove--" I trailed off and stared at them miserably.
He threw back his head and howled laughter, bent and slapped both thighs, a most uncharacteristic reaction for such a dignified man. "Myth!" He turned to Anna. "Did you hear that? He’s calling it a myth now."
She shrugged, and I may have heard her choke off a sob, but it could have simply been the wave crashing behind her.
When he turned to me again, he seemed almost diaphanous, even though his face had caught the moon’s full glow. "It’s no myth, Nate. That’s why you’re here. " He nodded toward the knife. "It’s why you brought that with you. You’re the offering. The right lamb, so to speak."
My breath seemed to stop. I had to convince him I was here, not to disprove some myth, but to shed the gloomy state I’d projected onto this ancient legend.
"Your sort," he said, "your people, they once had their own myths, as you call them, but they’ve forgotten them. These stories were promises, part of your perpetuity as a race, as this one is ours. Your people were once a lot like us, you know. But now you’ve all become so, well, so unhinged from the earth."
"I haven’t!" I blurted. "I’m sympathetic. I know how the Mayans have had their culture submerged –"
"And that’s why you’ve volunteered," he said, "that’s why you’ve offered yourself."
"But I haven’t –"
"You have," he said. "You have."
Something in the way he said those two, final words spoke volumes. It was as if there was no riposte left to offer. I bowed my head and nodded.
I felt his hand on my shoulder, although it seemed all but weightless. "We’ll wait here, just a few feet away, give you room."
They moved silently into the darkness.
I know they’re still there, though, I can feel their presence. Mom and Susannah will read this journal, and I’ll no doubt seem a pathetic wretch, a solitary misanthrope, to be pitied, perhaps even feared. That’s the way I’d feel, too, were I not ensnared in this drama I seem to have chosen, yet paradoxically not. Maybe the gloom I’ve been feeling reaches far deeper than I thought. Maybe trying to dispose of it by coming to Mexico, and then by naysaying a local myth, maybe they’re only symptoms of a darkness much wider and deeper than my own. Maybe this darkness belongs to all men, maybe even to the earth itself. Whatever the true rationalization, it’s as Anna said, it’s destined.
I know that now.
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Private August Boorman awoke in a devastated cornfield among the dead. A crisp blue morning sky was heavy with the smell of decay. Smoke clouds, having drifted downwind, now cleaved to the treetops. Somewhere a sparrow called out a song incongruous with the soldier’s fierce recollection—the thunder and bark of artillery, the laments of the dying. Augie lay on his back in the grass, too leaden to move, and felt a tug at his arm.
He was dimly aware of his right hand being cradled and that something metal was fitted over his finger, but he was too removed. It could have been someone else’s hand. But the sudden sharp pain pinching his finger jolted him back. Like the dead waking, Augie sat up, whipping his arm out and away from whoever had grabbed it.
The being—Augie wasn’t entirely sure it
was
a man—tumbled away from him and across other bodies strewn about the field like stones.
A silver clamp was attached to Augie’s index finger. It looked much like scissors with shortened sheers that curved to follow the contour of his finger. He pried the handle apart. A line of blood seeped from the ringed cut. He sucked at the stinging wound, tasting a coppery tang, and recognized the device as a cigar cutter, meant to snip off the tip of a cigar. He let the cutter drop to the ground.
The one who had grabbed him lolled on his back like an overturned tortoise, and with some effort righted himself. He regarded the private with egg-sized eyes. "Oo, still bleeding, are you? I took you for dead. Tut-tut. Sometimes it’s difficult to tell the dead from those who aren’t yet."
With laborious movements he climbed to his feet and Augie got a lengthy look at him. He was a toad of a man, a pear-shape tottering on spindly legs. Like a magpie, he was dressed in the mismatched clothes of others: a grimy Confederate gray uniform coat with no markings of rank paired with the leather moccasin boots of a trapper. White hair covered below his jowls but not above. And when he spoke, several gaps were evident in his smile. His bulbous head was reminiscent of a squashed turnip or gourd, and balancing atop it was a coal-black bowler.
He continued to apologize to Augie as he retrieved his instrument. "What do they call you?" he asked.
Augie swallowed to lubricate his dry throat. "Private August Boorman, Pennsylvania Third Division, First Corps."
The toad man blew air through his lips. "They say all that every time, do they? Not August or Gus?"
This close to him, he smelled of sour milk. "They call me Augie."
"A pleasure, Augie." He pumped Augie’s hand. "Mr. Bagby, that’s me," he said and tapped two fingers to his chest.
Augie had yet to move since his initial actions. When he now attempted to stand, a white pain stabbed him behind the eyes.
Mr. Bagby was busy searching the ground the way a dog hunts for a scent. Having found whatever it was he was seeking, he squatted on his haunches beside one of the dead. "You remember all this that happened, Augie?"
"No," he lied, not wanting to remember.
Mr. Bagby nodded, understanding. He lifted the arm of a dead soldier and snipped off its finger.
Shocked by this desecration, Augie lunged to stop him. "What are you—" But he winced and clutched the back of his head—it felt tacky like molasses.
"Sticky head wound," Mr. Bagby said, suddenly hovering over him. He sniffed the air around the wound as though he could detect the condition by its scent. "It’s infected," he decided. "Get some maggots in there to eat out what’s rotten."
Augie closed his eyes and willed the pain to subside. The white flash behind his eyes faded. "Why did you do that?" he croaked through his parched throat. "To his finger."
Mr. Bagby held the severed finger as one holds a sausage. The end was puckered where it had been cut, though there was no blood, the corpse having been long dead. There was a horrific moment when Augie feared that the strange man would eat it. "I’m no grave robber," he said. "Not in the way you’re thinking."
"Put it back," Augie commanded.
Mr. Bagby shook his head. "I can’t." He slipped the finger into a cloth bag slung on his belt and patted it for safekeeping. "This is not for me, it’s for them."
"Don’t you have any respect for that man?"
Mr. Bagby’s genteel eyes unexpectedly flashed with anger. "I gave him more respect than the one that shot him."
Augie noted that the soldier wore a gray Rebel uniform, and he truthfully couldn’t say whether he himself had been the one who had shot him.
The odd creature surveyed the ground, and, evidently satisfied that his work was completed, offered his weight as counterbalance to the young man to get to his feet.
"Got something for you."
Mr. Bagby went to a two-wheeled handcart laden with a mishmash of parcels and sacks of indeterminate contents. From within a bag he extracted a round tin as used by ladies for cosmetics, unscrewed the lid, and scooped out two fingers of a golden salve, which he then wiped on the soldier’s sleeve. "Slather this on the wound."
Augie tested the substance—it was sticky and smelled sweetly of clovers. "This is honey."
"An old, old remedy to fight infection."
Augie wiped his sleeve on the grass.
"Come on with me, then," Mr. Bagby said. "I’ve some business with the sawbones and he can look at yer head."
Mr. Bagby wheeled the cart with a porter’s skill, evading every obstacle in his path across the ravaged field. For the first time since he awoke Augie was able to view his surroundings. A day before the field had been cornstalks as high as his cap—they had been cut down by gunfire as though threshed with a blade. Instead of the crop, the field’s harvest was blue and gray uniforms blackened with blood, and the pale flesh of the dead.
Careful where they tread, they made their way to a hospital tent erected near a whitewashed farmhouse. Bandaged soldiers hobbled from the tent, smoking cigarettes and learning how to walk again with only one leg.
"Are you with Meade’s men? Or Hooker’s?" Augie asked.
"Nah. I’m my own," Mr. Bagby said.
"What happened here at Antietam Creek? Do you know?"
Mr. Bagby’s response took some time in coming. "Bloodiest day I’ve seen, and I’ve been around a long, long time. This is hallowed ground you’re walking on. It’s been consecrated a thousand times beyond what any priest could do." They had arrived at the tent; Mr. Bagby peeled back the flap. "Here—the doc’s expecting me."
Augie ducked under the flap. A surgeon stood over a body pinned down by four assistants. Saturated in sweat and gore, the doctor tossed a bloody bone saw into a plush-lined case of gleaming silver instruments.
"That’s all I can do for him. Sew him up."
The hunk of flesh that had been amputated from the patient’s arm was carried to a pile on the floor where blood drained into the soil. An assistant sewed a mangled flap of skin over the end of the bone while the surgeon washed his hands in a basin. Dr. Hawthorne, with his brush beard, was a well-known sight to all the regiments. Upon seeing Mr. Bagby, his weary face became sharp.
"Christ, Bagby, not in here."
Mr. Bagby had doffed his cap indoors, revealing a speckled bald head circled with sparse gray hair. "It’s this young soldier that needs ya," Mr. Bagby said.
The doctor regarded Augie as another irritant, but motioned for him to sit on one of the tables. "Let me look at it."
Dr. Hawthorne put a shiver in the most stalwart of men. Many feared falling under the butcher’s knife far greater than they did dying in battle. Upon examining the wound, Dr. Hawthorne displayed new sensitivity to his patient. "Gunshot to the back of the head. I can see into the skull. You’re lucky to be alive, private."
Augie wondered if the doctor had the same response to the men who he had just chopped off their legs.
Dr. Hawthorne spent some time stitching up Augie’s head. He dipped the needle in ether and gave Augie a bottle of whiskey to drink. "It’s all we have left," he said. Augie felt the tug of the thread through his skin, but otherwise suffered more from the severe headache than from the wound.
"Fine job a’ stitching, doc," Mr. Bagby said while a nurse wrapped Augie’s head in linen. Dr. Hawthorne’s eyes bored into him, and Augie deduced that much history had passed between the two men.
"See that this man gets some rest," Dr. Hawthorne told him.
"Oh, he’s not with me," Mr. Bagby said.
"He can’t be by himself. The companies have all gone. All that’s left are the casualties."
Mr. Bagby appeared quite nervous and leaned closer to the doctor. "But the bag, Sawbones, the bag."
Dr. Hawthorne retrieved a sack from the field hospital floor as if it were an odious task. Mr. Bagby accepted the bag gladly.
"And for my part," he said, and produced a vial with a brass stopper containing amber liquid.
Dr. Hawthorne slipped the vial in his trouser pocket and said to Augie, "We don’t have any antiseptic to spare. Find yourself a honey tree and gather as much as you can. Apply the honey to the wound twice a day. That should cut down on infection."
Mr. Bagby’s face widened in a grin. "Told ya."
"Now get out. I have plenty more boys to see."
"Sir," Augie said. "Could you tell me if you’ve seen a George Nace in here? He was wounded real bad, sir."
Dr. Hawthorne frowned. "Nace, eh? Hmm." He consulted a ledger book at his desk and was quiet for a time. "Doesn’t look like he made it, son."
Augie nodded numbly and slipped off the table. "Thank you, sir."
On the field, a body was being carried by stretcher for burial. One of those was George Nace. One of them should have been August Boorman. Augie noted that the body was missing a finger.
Mr. Bagby hugged that bag, as pleased as a cat with a canary.
"What did you give him?" Augie asked.
"An elixir, to keep him alive throughout the war."
"Does it work?"
Mr. Bagby’s eyebrows were bushy caterpillars that seemed to move independent of his brow. "I drink it every day. As you can tell, Sawbones and I have an arrangement that works to both of our desires."
"He goes on living, and you get a bag. What’s in there? Are all those fingers?"
Mr. Bagby pried open the bag and peered inside. "Oh, yes. A goodly number of them." He drew it shut and tied the strings in a knot.
"I don’t get it," Augie said as Mr. Bagby slung the bag across his handcart. "What do you take them for? Mementos?"
"No, that ain’t it at all. I’m protecting them."
"They’re already dead."
"Not their bodies." Mr. Bagby’s radiant demeanor dimmed. "You know that darkness, don’t you—hanging on us all like a shroud. It’s being well fed by this war. I save them from the darkness."
"You mean their souls," Augie said.
"If that’s what you believe."
Cognizant of the glaring eyes from the wounded, Augie lowered his voice. "How does desecrating their bodies save them?"
"The sacrifices must be intact. Every bit," Mr. Bagby said. "So I thwart them." He chuckled. "Take a finger, a little snippet, and then they’re no good to the dark."
Augie looked at the scab on his finger. "That’s what you were doing to me. Saving my soul. Why a finger?"
"Because of its power." Mr. Bagby waggled his own flaccid finger. "With the finger you direct the sword, you draw the bow, you pull the trigger. It’s the essential piece of the warrior, and the most coveted. Besides, it’s small, and I have many to carry." He gripped the cart handle. "If you’re done with yer questions, I’ve got much to do."
Mr. Bagby dragged his cart away, and Augie kept alongside him.
"Let me come with you."
"No way. Go back to your division."
"I can’t. They’re long gone. I don’t know where they are."
"Then stay here, convalesce."
Augie stepped into Mr. Bagby’s path, forcing him to stop. "I can help you," he said. "And there’s something else I need to do. My friend George—we each had a letter to take to the other’s family in case...well, in case. I have to deliver this, but I’m not well enough on my own. You wanted to save me—I need to do the same for George."
Mr. Bagby’s nostrils flared like he was preparing to sneeze. "All right."
He continued on ahead in a straight path. Augie stepped aside and fell in behind him, a company of two.
"How do you know where you’re going?" Augie asked.
Mr. Bagby sniffed the air. "I can smell it. Death. Can’t you?"
*****
My dear, dear mother,
I write you with the gravest news. I have sought to never bring you suffering, but I fear that is what I have done. That you have received this letter is testimony that I have fallen in battle. I pray you can endure this blow. It breaks my heart to think I am causing you anguish.
Know, Mother, that I regret nothing of my early life, except for Charlie’s death these seven years. If only he were there to comfort you, I would feel better. But depriving you of your second son is my fault. Do not be angry about my death. You are not the only mother to lose a son, and I have been responsible for the suffering of other mothers. That weighs on me heavily. I wish that this war would end, but not at the expense of this great nation. I believe in this struggle, in the Union. Of my later life, I do not regret its sacrifice, only the pain it will cause you and others dear to me.
Please extend my sincerest wishes to my father and to my sister, Mrs. Lydia Bellamy, and equally to Miss Betsy Lynn. I am unable to write her. Every time I put pen to paper I haven’t the words. I request one thing only—that you welcome Betsy as your daughter, for she would have been whence I returned from the war. Let her know, if you please, that my heart burned like a furnace and that though my life has ended, the embers still burn. I am afraid I am inadequate to the task of telling her my feelings. Perhaps allow her to read this note.
I shall be waiting for you at the Gate, Mother. I plead that you and Betsy draw strength from one another.
All my love, for eternity,
George Nace
*****
Augie read the letter at every stop. He had memorized each word, tracing the script across the page as if they were his own thoughts. He carried the letter in his coat, close to his heart, hiding it from Mr. Bagby so as to preserve the spell of his delusion.
Mr. Bagby had become such a familiar figure to Augie that he scarcely noticed the man’s eccentricities anymore unless they were contrasted against the folks they came upon in their travels. Strangers took pains to avoid the duo—which was for the best, considering their vocation—but Augie did miss the pleasures of commonality, of conversation and a firm handshake and a warm smile. All these were missing from his life. Still, Mr. Bagby was an amiable companion, and Augie had taken to thinking of the fellow with affection, as one would a favorite horse.
The scent carried them fifteen miles a day along well-trampled roads, less if they came upon fallen soldiers and added to their collection. They often did. Mr. Bagby then cured the fingers with salt to keep them from rotting.
When they came to a crossroads, Augie learned to trust Mr. Bagby’s peculiar olfactory sense.
"Are we still in Pennsylvania, you think?" Augie kicked at crinkled leaves with each step.
"Maybe Virginia. Haven’t crossed a river in a ways."
"So, we’re in
their
country."
Augie’s Northern prejudice had sometimes brought a gentle reminder from Mr. Bagby that the differences weren’t as important as the similarities.
"Prettiest land I’ve seen anywhere is in the South," he said, admiring the play of sunlight and shade through the naked forest. "You ought to see more of it. To my eyes, Kentucky is truly God’s country."
"Where do you come from?" Augie asked. "You don’t speak like a Southerner."
"Know many Southerners?"
Augie shook his head. "Before the war I had never been outside of Pennsylvania."
"I’ve been many places."
"Always doing this work?"
A jay swooped overhead to a branch, then cawed at them. "Not always," Mr. Bagby said. "I was a soldier myself once."
"You’re old." Not meaning offense, Augie clarified. "You talk with experience."
"Experience isn’t hard to come by."
"How old are you? Did you fight in Mexico?"
"Oh, it was long before—"
Mr. Bagby abruptly hushed, and held up a finger for Augie to do likewise. They listened intently. There was the chatter of woodland creatures. The crunch of leaves alerted them too late. The soldiers stepped out from the trees.
"Who goes there?"
Augie was relieved they were Union soldiers on picket duty, but Mr. Bagby stiffened.
The soldiers spread out to block the road. Three rifles were leveled at them. The corporal in the middle, his gaunt face hidden behind a thick wiry beard, jabbed his bayonet close to piercing Mr. Bagby’s protruding belly. "I said, who are you?"
Mr. Bagby’s trepidation melted away. "Merchants," he said, flashing his gap-toothed grin. "A fellmonger, and his assistant."
The corporal grimaced. "What are you hawking?"
"Pelts," Mr. Bagby said. "If you’ll permit me?" He held up his hands to show they were empty. The corporal considered, then nodded curtly. Mr. Bagby drew open a sack from his handcart and produced a black-haired animal skin. "I bet you fighting boys could use some fur on cold nights."
The corporal set down his rifle, leaning it against his leg, so he could feel the fur. Then, simultaneously, Augie and the guards noticed the twin white stripes running down the pelt.
"That’s a dang skunk. What’re you trying to pull, toady?" The corporal crammed the pelt into Mr. Bagby’s face, shoving him and the cart to the ground. The bag of salt spilled out like sand. If the soldiers discovered the collection of severed fingers, they might just shoot.
But something else drew the corporal’s attention. The mud and grime might have concealed the Confederate coat Mr. Bagby wore, but there was no mistaking his brass CSA belt buckle.
"He’s a damn Reb!"
Ignoring the guns thrust in his face, Mr. Bagby feebly reached for the hat the soldier had knocked off, but his portly shape made such movement awkward. "I am not a Confederate," he said.
Augie stepped up and retrieved the hat for Mr. Bagby. "He’s not lying. He found that coat. Look at him. Does he look like Johnny Reb to you?"
The corporal turned his attention to Augie.
"What about you, private? Who are you?"
The question struck Augie mute, and a cold spread down his arms. Since Antietam his Union blue had been just a coat. But he had skedaddled from the army; if they found out he was alive, he’d be hanged as a deserter.
The corporal ripped the identification card from Augie’s shoulder. The practice, when going into battle, was to pin a card with a soldier’s name and company to his coat so his body could be identified.
"Private August Boorman," he read.
Augie’s mouth was dry.
"Is this the sap you stole the coat from?" The corporal waved the card in his face. Augie grabbed for it, but the corporal shoved Augie hard in the chest.
Augie retaliated, but the corporal slammed a fist in his mouth. His knuckle split on Augie’s tooth, spurting blood.
"Son of a bitch!"
Augie cupped his hands to his face, leaving himself exposed. The corporal kicked him in the gut, then in the face and again. Augie curled up in the road and groaned.
The jay cawed and twitched its head.
The corporal’s anger was spent and he calmed down. He picked at the flap of skin on his knuckle. "Get off this road. We see you again and we’ll shoot."
When the soldiers were gone, Mr. Bagby helped Augie sit up. His bandage was stained; the head wound had opened up. He coughed up blood and a couple teeth.
"Stupid thing you did, boy." Mr. Bagby placed a rag in Augie’s hand and positioned it to his mouth to staunch the bleeding. "Hate to have to bury you."
Augie tongued his lacerated gums in the front and winced. "Not all of me."
*****
They continued on through winter.
The bandage came off eventually, but Augie’s hair never grew back. The top of his head remained bare, tonsure-style, though the sides were long. The outward wounds healed, at least.
Augie determined he wouldn’t be caught vulnerable again. He searched for a pistol or saber, but though the bodies they found were left behind for burial, the weapons were never abandoned.
They were never sure which army they were following, for they came upon the dead of both sides. Some, like Augie, were not yet deceased, and Mr. Bagby waited with them until the light in their eyes went out. One cold night they sat for eight hours with a Confederate infantryman suffering from a gut wound. The septic stench from his gashed entrails overwhelmed Augie, but his companion persevered and comforted the tragic soldier. He was afraid of dying until the last moment when an angry howl burst forth in his final gasp. That was why soldiers were taught to fear the bayonet above all.
Mr. Bagby brandished the cigar cutter, but Augie held out an open palm.
"I’ll do it."
He didn’t understand all that Mr. Bagby had told him about the purpose of their collecting the dead’s fingers, but he believed it was to honor them. Using the hand with the ringed scar around his own finger, Augie attached the clamp, and, muttering a brief prayer from childhood, snipped.
The land renewed itself as the weather grew warm. Mr. Bagby often pointed out different species of birds, and Augie learned to hear their songs.
When they came into coin, they bought food and stole only when desperate, but salt was more expensive. For that they had to sneak into town.
At nightfall, Augie went alone. The day had sustained a lengthy downpour and the roads were sloppy mud. He evaded the horse tracks for firmer ground and stuck to the unlit streets, passing as a phantom in the night.
The general store and tavern shared a building, with the storefront just beyond the shaft of light cast from the tavern door. The bar was full at that hour. The pounding of boots and clinking of glasses should mask his activities. He used an iron skeleton key on the door—a tool provided by his abstruse companion that thus far had fitted every lock. The hollow tap of his boot heels on the floor boards would give him away, so Augie slipped off his muddy brogans and set them just inside the door. His greater concern was that the groan of his empty stomach would give him away.
In the storeroom he felt around for bundles of goods. He stuffed his pockets with hardtack, and unwrapped salted pork, eating some himself before storing the rest in the draw-bag at his waist. Augie was not so removed from civilization that theft was not deplorable to him, but the ache of hunger altered a man more than even fear or love.
He fumbled around for a bag of salt, straining in the dark to read the stencils on the sackcloth till he found it. Hefting the sack, he nearly upset a barrel of molasses, but it rocked slightly on its rim and settled. The raucous tavern noise continued through the shared wall, undisturbed. The sounds of drunkenness, of normality, was now as foreign to Augie as a forgotten dream, but it called to him still and a desire to belong swelled. He nestled up to the front window, out of view below the sill, and listened to people talking.
He learned the town was Fredericksburg in Virginia, which, had it been daylight, he would have known. They had been this way before. Aside from barroom gossip and the general gripes about money and politics, he heard that a few days before Union troops had marched through and turned back a division of Confederates at a place called Marye’s Heights.
The rattling of the shopkeeper’s key in the door lock caught Augie dead. He tensed, but before he could move from his position, the door swung in. It shielded him from the shopkeeper’s view, but also blocked his escape. From behind the door, the shopkeeper exclaimed surprise, having made a discovery—Augie’s muddy boots.
Like a shot, Augie sprang from a crouch, threw back the door, and snatched the boots in his arm as he trampled over the shopkeeper. Only then did he register that the shopkeeper was a lady, sprawled on the floor with her petticoat turned out. He staggered in his stocking feet, attempting to step into his boots. Her scream brought out the tavern patrons and the air split with a pistol shot. The mud was slick and he lost his boots, and dared not go back to get them.
The men from the tavern tended to the frightened shopkeeper.
"Who was it?" they asked.
"Some horrible, hairy creature," was all she could describe.
"Must’ve been a Yank," someone said. They all laughed.
The barn where Mr. Bagby was holed up was down an embankment from the farmhouse, near the slave quarters. Augie returned soaked in mud, eliciting a guffaw from Mr. Bagby.
"Ho! You’re a sight. Didja find vittles?"
Augie dropped the pouch in Mr. Bagby’s lap. "Here," he said gruffly. "Eat up."
Mr. Bagby grabbed hungrily at the food, taking large bites of each. "Lost your boots," he said through a full mouth. Pork juice dripped into his beard. "Tut-tut. You’ll catch your death with wet feet." He smacked his lips. "Where’s the salt?"
Augie ignored him and sat down hard on the straw, unsettling a cow, who mooed her annoyance. He felt like kicking at her. Instead, he peeled off his soiled socks, releasing a foul odor in the musky barn.
Mr. Bagby pointed a lanky finger at his cart. "Brown sack on the left," he said. He was not one to interrupt his meal with unnecessary movement.
Augie climbed to his bare feet and fetched the sack. Inside he found a worn out pair of moccasin leggings. They smelled like dead fish.
"You want these?" He grimaced at the sibilant whistle blowing through the gap in his teeth.
Mr. Bagby shook his head. "Yours now. I can resole ’em for you. Grab those pelts, too."
Augie brought him the materials. Mr. Bagby wiped his mouth with the back of his hand, then, with nimble fingers, extracted a needle and thread from a flap in his belt. He sucked on one end of the thread and said: "So, you gonna tell me what burr got in your britches?"
Augie shrugged. He reserved himself to not talking much since the beating. He had become conscious of which words he had difficulty saying—anything with a
th
sounded as a
d—which naturally led to just keeping quiet all the time.
"We’ve been here already," he said after a while. "Still in Virginia."
"Have we?" Mr. Bagby sniffed the air. "What town?"
"Fredericksburg." The
f
came out
fft.
Mr. Bagby grew solemn remembering the dead they had found last winter.
"We’re going in circles," Augie complained.
"We go where they are." Mr. Bagby selected a skunk pelt from the sack and rolled it with the hide turned out. "We have a task."
"You have a task. I’m just out to deliver a letter for my friend."
Not looking up from his work, Mr. Bagby engaged him. "It has been some months and you haven’t gone to do that yet, I notice. And leave me here to do
my
task. You ought to have that letter committed to memory, as much as you read it." At the mention, Augie blushed. "But you stay," Mr. Bagby said, "you help me."
"You think I’m afraid to go."
"Did I say that? My apologies."
To Augie’s ears, the words were not sincere, and he was prepared to continue his defense when he realized that Mr. Bagby was scraping off the skunk fur with the edge of a knife. Augie snatched Mr. Bagby’s wrist and flipped his hand over. He concealed a wavy-bladed dagger.
"What’s this? You said you had no weapons."
"A pugio, a tool." Mr. Bagby squirmed as Augie took up the knife to examine it, hefting it to see how it felt in his hand. "A blade has many uses," he justified lamely.
"This isn’t government issue. It’s not Confederate, is it?" Augie ran his finger over embossed letters in the iron. "What’s SPQR?"
"It’s mine." Mr. Bagby forcibly confiscated the knife and returned to work on the skunk pelt.
"You had a knife the whole time. Why didn’t you use it against those Union guards?"
Mr. Bagby scraped harder. "They are not our enemy."
Augie threw up his hands. "I don’t get you. You’re all about your task. Well, you’ll get your fill of mementos for your collection in the morning."
Mr. Bagby’s head jerked up. "Why?"
"I overheard talk at the tavern. The armies have clashed nearby. Should be plenty of dead on both sides."
"How long ago?"
"A few days. A week."
Mr. Bagby’s face rippled with anger, and he threw his materials together. "Why didn’t you say something earlier?"
"The dead aren’t going anywhere."
"We have to hurry." He jammed the leggings into Augie’s hands. "These’ll do for now. Get them on." He snuffled deeply, like a person suffering the effects of a severe cold. "How could I not smell them? The rain—it must’ve washed away the scent."
Augie remained rooted while his companion was abuzz. "You’re crazy. It’s the middle of the night."
Mr. Bagby threw open the barn door. "We might already be too late."
An hour later, they came upon a stone wall. In a trench running along the wall, lines of soldiers had been laid with care, their arms positioned at their sides. The stench of death clung like a Virginia summer. The next morning a burial detail would provide a proper resting place.
Mr. Bagby went to discuss with the soldiers on guard to let them have access to the bodies. It was a mystery how exactly Mr. Bagby persuaded them, but he was nearly always successful.
Augie walked along the trench, taking a moment to feel their spirits. In the moonlight, the blood on their faces appeared black.
The guards would leave them alone for one hour. Mr. Bagby sank waist-deep in the trench with the corpses, tugging at stiff limbs, while Augie pointed out candidates and collected pieces. The crack of split bones and cartilage ruptured the stillness.
While they worked, the pale moonlight faded under a shroud of fog. Augie looked heavenward to see if the storm had returned, and something damp brushed his cheek. He sensed movement just beyond his vision. It was too quick to spot, but he could feel its presence.
"Did you see that?"
Mr. Bagby perked his ears. It took him only a moment to decide. "Quickly! Help me!"
Manic, he tugged at an arm until the sinew tore from the bone, then discarded the limb and scratched at another corpse. He peeled back fingers until they snapped off like chicken bones. He ripped an ear clean off.
"What’s gotten into you?" Augie hollered.
Mr. Bagby wasn’t collecting; he was just separating parts as quickly as he could work.
Then sashes of white whipped past them, all around, snapping the air like rippling banners. They were chittering like birds. The fog obscured their features but their movements were lithe, fleet.
Augie was enraptured. "What are they? Angels?"
Mr. Bagby paused. "They’re not angels."
He dared to glance up and, as if waiting for him, one of them spread its wings, revealing a sepulchral white, crested head with eyes like charcoal. A hole opened up in the haze—an O-mouth crowned with needle teeth.
Augie recoiled. Mr. Bagby’s hands dragged him into the trench. Augie didn’t fight—he trusted Mr. Bagby, even when, with preternatural strength, he rolled messy corpses over the top of them both, hiding them within the pile of the dead.
The stench was overpowering. They couldn’t breathe. All the fluids expelled by a body after death dripped on their faces. On the surface, the creature passed over a few bodies before latching onto a corpse near enough that Augie could see through the spaces. Its teeth stabbed into the exposed wound in the corpse’s chest, and the mouth suckled like a child at the breast. The body convulsed as though its insides were being sucked out.
Other creatures descended on the trench. Each rooted at a soldier’s wounds, making the wet sounds of a dog feeding on a slab of meat.
Augie turned his eyes to Mr. Bagby; shockingly, he appeared to be praying. Augie despised being vulnerable more than he feared death. Moving fast, he shoved off the corpse hiding him, clambered out of the trench over bodies, and grappled for the handcart. He knocked it over, spilling the bags, then tore them open. His hand found cold metal.
Brandishing the dagger, and with a savage cry, he hacked and slashed at the creatures. The blade sliced through mist, finding no purchase, as if he were fighting a cloud.
"This is your darkness?" Augie shouted, hissing the
s.
He tried again, his mind unable to fathom why he was not cutting through their pale flesh. They didn’t respond to Augie at all. He might as well not have been there.
"How do you stop them?"
Mr. Bagby’s response was distant. "Get there first. If they arrive, then we’ve lost."
Augie stood helpless in a stream of corpses while the creatures engorged on the dead. Only the incomplete bodies that Mr. Bagby had hacked were spared. Glutted and bulging with purplish veins, the creatures departed into the darkness, leaving only the husks.
Mr. Bagby struggled to crawl out of the trench. Augie didn’t lend a hand.
"When you told me about what you do," he said, "about the fingers, warding off the darkness—I thought you were mad. This is what you protect them from? These demons?"
Mr. Bagby wiped fluids from his brow. "I don’t know what they are, truthfully. I call them wraiths."
"You knew they were coming," Augie accused.
"They’re always coming. It’s just that we’ve been ahead of them. You can’t fight them. They have no form. You can only thwart them. This is what we are tasked to do."
"Don’t start that. You have a task.
You! I’ve got a letter. Goddammit! What have you got me doing here?"
At dawn they caught up to the armies near Chancellorsville. The waning moon lingered like a specter. The casualties were staggering—thousands dead, thousands more in agony. Every coat was stained.
They walked through the rolling field, trailing the squeaking cart. The field was fetid with the odor of gunpowder. Mr. Bagby looked over each downed soldier.
From the chatter of the Confederate wounded, the Union had the heaviest casualties, but the South had suffered a terrible loss of their own. General Stonewall Jackson had been wounded by his own men and his left arm amputated.
Upon hearing this news, Mr. Bagby remarked, "Good. Then he doesn’t need us."
Augie squatted at the side of a cavalryman with a mortal head wound but otherwise whole. There was no outward sign that the wraiths had been there, except that the bodies lacked substance, like the carapace discarded by a cicada—hollow. He clipped off a finger and it cracked like a branch on a decayed tree.
"What the hell are you doing?" The thundering voice caused him to drop the finger. A red-faced Rebel barked obscenities at them. Mr. Bagby had not gotten their permission and the soldiers were incensed.
They hurried off the field under threat of a firing squad and started walking without direction.
Mr. Bagby had changed in those hours. His light had dimmed. "This friend of yours’ family," he said. "Where do they live?"
"A town in southern Pennsylvania."
"We’ll head there. You can deliver your letter and be on your way."
"All right. If that’s what you want." Augie knew it wasn’t, but he was done arguing.
"It will take a few weeks," Mr. Bagby said.
"What about the task? What about the soldiers?"
"That’s not your problem," Mr. Bagby said. At the fork, they took the northern road. "What’s the name of this town?"
Augie had read the name a thousand times on the envelope.
"Gettysburg,"
*****
The summer sun had arrived and by the time they got to Gettysburg it had scorched the bald patch on Augie’s head. He felt renewed being back in his home state, and his spirit soared. Mr. Bagby, though, had become detached, with signs of mourning. They hadn’t come to a battlefield since that day in Virginia.
Gettysburg was only a few blocks square. Mr. Bagby elected to wait in a stable at the edge of town. He was more comfortable in the company of beasts, he said. Augie knew the address on Washington Street like it was his own. His idyllic imagination of the town battled with the reality, which unsettled his nerves. But he had come all this way on a task of his own.
Augie had grown up in Western Pennsylvania in a town much like this. He met George Nace in the Pennsylvania Reserves, and they had marched side by side. Back home, Augie had little family. His mother had died years ago, and his father was always on the river. In contrast, family had a presence in George’s life. They wrote to him often, telling of life back home, and he would read these letters out loud. Augie had even fallen in love a little with George’s sweetheart, Betsy Lynn, from the caring words she wrote to George. No one had ever cared for Augie in that way. Secretly he hoped to find belonging with this family, not as a replacement for their son, but, maybe, as a balm for their sorrow. That was why he fled that cornfield at Antietam, but in doing that he felt unworthy of this family. So he was fleeing still. But witnessing the wraiths had made him see the importance of honoring the dead. He owed it to George to give his family his last regards.
The address belonged to a yellow stone-faced Colonial. Augie’s stomach fluttered. From the lane, he spotted a man hobbling the house steps on crutches, the lower portion of his left leg missing. Augie rushed to his aid, but the man shirked off assistance.
"I can do it," he said testily. He was dressed in a black frock coat and top hat, his pant leg folded up at the knee. "I apologize. It’s things like stairs that get me short-tempered these days." Getting wind of Augie, he quickly covered his nose with a gloved hand.
Augie became self-conscious of the sickly sweet odor he cast. This reaction to his disheveled appearance was common. He regretted coming to the house in this state and nearly fled without asking the gentleman if he knew the Nace family, but then was struck by the man’s familiarity. A trim black beard and checked eyebrows. A sleek angular nose with flared nostrils. The fine clothing had beguiled him, but it was what he knew to be fact that astonished him. His tongue hardly worked in his mouth.
"George?"
"Yes?"
"George Nace?"
The gentleman was curt: "What is it?"
He was supposed to be dead. The man standing before him was impossible. But after Marye’s Heights nothing was impossible.
Augie fumbled his hand inside his coat. "I have a letter," he said, "in the event that you died."
George scowled and took the letter with pinched fingers. "It was a clerical error." He tapped his crutch. "Just a casualty."
The paper was worn thin and fell open from its many readings. Augie had always been careful when he handled the letter, but he was mortified to see now that there were stains and that the words had faded in the sun. Only in his imagination was it still pristine.
George read silently and his brow rimpled. "Where did you get this?" His face flashed with anger. He saw the soiled Union coat Augie wore and he grabbed a handful of the material, shaking him. "My friend August Boorman had this letter to give to my family, but he was lost at Antietam, where they took my leg. When I was discharged, I made the trip out to Monongahela to tell his father. Then, months ago a Union soldier confiscated Augie’s identification card from a vagabond. That was you—you
stole Augie’s coat!"
"No..." Augie shook his head but he couldn’t explain.
"I’m calling a police officer." George cocked his head and called out, "Police!"
Augie squirmed in George’s grip and broke free. Two buttons clattered to the ground. He ran, and with only one full leg, George couldn’t go after him. George called out again for the police and Augie heard a woman’s voice—"What is it, George?"—but he rounded a corner, out of sight.
When he stopped, he was breathing heavy. He should go back. They would accept him, no matter what he had done. They would. Augie caught sight of a reflection in a shop window, then; a hairy creature stared back.
This was what they saw. A haggard beard engulfing his face. A thatch of straggly hair circling a sunburned bald pate. The shabby remnants of a soldier’s uniform and ill-fitting skunk-leather moccasins. An image as obscene and unearthly as Mr. Bagby’s wraiths. Augie was no longer a part of this world. He would forever be outside.
He walked slowly through town, unashamed of crying. How can one have shame if he has no pride? The world had been denied him, and he had no direction, no task to keep him going. At the stable, he wiped his eyes before he went in, but Mr. Bagby was gone.
The horses were agitated. Then Augie smelled it—death. The stench was familiar and strong. He thought he might find Mr. Bagby’s corpse in one of the stalls, but his sense of smell directed outside to the road. It grew stronger as he got out of town.
Half a mile out he saw smoke. Then the sky erupted, firecracker bursts and thundering artillery. Mr. Bagby had been drawn by the scent, just as Augie was.
The Battle Flag waved above a field of smoke. The dead were left where they fell and the fighting moved on. Augie identified a portly shape hunkered over a body in the field. A bugler sounded a charge, drowning out his call to Mr. Bagby, and then a regiment of Confederates separated them.
Augie ran between the formations. He was back in the army, heart racing, palms sweaty, running through hell. Smoke stung his eyes and Minie balls sang past him. Mr. Bagby half-turned, seeing Augie, and a grin split his face. Then he was jerked backward, followed by the crack of a gunshot.
Augie slid to the dirt, skinning his knees. Mr. Bagby was lolled on his back. The wound sucked air through his chest, whistling. Augie stuttered meaningless words and pressed his hands in the bloody mess. It was very red.
Mr. Bagby’s pale lips quivered. "You know this is vital," he said.
"Hush, Bagby." Augie called out: "Medic! Over here!"
"What we do," Mr. Bagby insisted, struggling to talk. "You’ve seen it. It must be done."
"Yes, yes," Augie agreed. His friend’s life oozed through his fingers.
A veil covered the sky, a dark cloud directly over the two of them. The battle raged on elsewhere, outside of them, oblivious to this moment.
"Take my hand." Augie didn’t want to stop compression, but Mr. Bagby was adamant. "Take it!"
Slick with his blood, Augie’s hand clasped Mr. Bagby’s limp right hand. He squeezed firmly to communicate support, acceptance, a covenant between them. Then, with a burst of hidden strength, Mr. Bagby’s left hand lashed out and his dagger chopped at his own wrist. His hand came away in Augie’s grasp. Hot blood squirted from the stump, splattering Augie’s face. Mr. Bagby grunted and arched his back.
The white darkness descended. The wraiths were upon them, their chittering expectant. Then that horrible face opened its toothy maw for Mr. Bagby.
But he raised his ragged stump defiantly. "Ha! You bastards! You’re not gettin’ me!"
Augie stared at the severed hand in his own palm.
Mr. Bagby’s laugh degraded into a hacking cough and he slumped down and was still.
The wraith hovered over him; its sucker mouth pouted, but it did not latch on. It snapped its head in Augie’s direction and the chittering crescendoed. The puckered lips slurped for him, but the wraith whisked away, and the sunlight returned.
Augie sat alone in the field with his friend.
*****
The battle at Gettysburg lasted three days before Lee retreated to Maryland and the Union army pursued. There were some 50,000 casualties all together, 8,000 dead. It took Augie a week to collect all the parts. The wraiths were thwarted, not defeated. The work was unfinished.
He had Mr. Bagby buried as a soldier along with the Union dead. No one commented that he wore a Rebel coat and belt.
Mr. Bagby had no belongings except the dagger, which Augie thought might come in handy, and his black derby. Augie wore that in tribute.
He was loading the handcart when a voice called out to him. "Bagby!"
Augie turned and recognized Dr. Hawthorne. The field surgeon had more white in his beard and didn’t seem to recognize that he had mistaken Augie for his friend.
"I have a bag for you." The doctor glanced around to see that no one was watching, then handed over the sack. Augie knew what was inside. Dr. Hawthorne looked at him expectantly. His eyes were sunken and shadowed. "Well? Do you have it?"
It finally registered what the doctor wanted. Augie found the proper sack on the cart, then handed a vial of amber liquid to Dr. Hawthorne.
The doctor shoved it in his pocket. "Goddammit, Bagby. Be discrete." Dr. Hawthorne stormed back to the medical tent.
It should have come as a surprise to Augie that Dr. Hawthorne couldn’t tell him from Mr. Bagby, but it didn’t. They were both outsiders, and no one looked closely. Augie’s metamorphosis was complete.
He tilted his head up and sniffed the air, catching a scent to the south. A jay soared across a blue sky. Then Augie pulled the handcart across the hallowed field.




THE SEVENTH PLAGUE
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At the beginning of the sub period, Allie--who's appeared in places like
Conclave: A Journal of Character, Danse Macabre,
and
Irregular Magazine--sent me a beautifully written story that reminded me of Thomas Ligiotti but wasn't right for
Torn Realities. I admonished her to send me something else and she sent me "The Seventh Plague". I knew I had my coda to this book. This little flash prose-poem fits so well into what the book was trying to accomplish that I couldn't see it ending any other way.
 

 

For Mehitobel Wilson
It is raining down fire in Tallahassee, and everywhere, Florida is burning.
Canopy roads transmutate into trellises of blue flame, licking up invasive threads of kudzu and belching back greasy plumes of ash into the gagging black of the sky. Husks of kamikaze insects land smoking and charred like hailstones of hell from above. The sap of sweet gum trees boils as thrushes of flame set their boughs alight. The ground and sky come together in the combustion of trees, sending shrapnel, splinters, and embers in all directions. Ancient oaks surrender their histories to the inferno: this is their suttee; their marriage to the earth is ending. Steam and smoke hiss out, peals of superheated cinders a demon snow. The detritus of scrub pines, dead leaves and the dirty ground gobbled down in a barbarous yawp of perverse meteorology that sends birds back down featherless and roasted, a final feast for the damned.
Under a bloodmoon, murderous strangles of ivy, cling to every stagnant structure, trying to reclaim architectures back into the dirt over which they were erected--those heart-shaped witches of leaves, judged and sentenced, lashed to the stake without a locket of gunpowder to bring them back home. The scent of scorched magnolias; cloying, sweet, like a rot on the air. Slender skeletons of dogwood branches, cremated and scattered over ground no longer sacred. These hills are the burial mound of the lost. Burning bushes in a place that no longer has a need for the Bible or a savior.
After the fire, there is nothing left to save, walls of fire will collapse and implode, sucking everything down with them in their wake, a black hole from the alien skies wrought down upon the crust of our frail planet. On the coals of what used to be the ground, fat lighter from felled giants glitters and crackles, screaming like the squall of iron in a kettle, everywhere the sulphurous stench of timber. This is not Sinai, these brambles are consumed fully, the only angels are fallen ones whose faces are too terrible to look upon. A storm deity sweeps up what God has abandoned here. Borne back into pooling waters of brimstone, Lake Jackson is fire baptized and born anew: Ghenna, enraptured by the burning of its second death, predestined and unquenched. This is the darkness that can be felt, stretching your hands towards the sky, reaching over wicked orchards, croplands razed and salted with flame. For three days it will burn, overpowering palmettos and twisting their trunks into the sonic blast of a bomb dropping. This is how we become myth; this is how to destroy legend. As it was in Egypt, so it is in Florida. We have disappeared; we are shadows, singed on the walls. Concrete becomes molten stone, soon our shadows, too, will be swallowed up in the rains that come down as fire.
Listen:
Florida is burning.
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