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INTRODUCTION

by Joe Vaz & Vianne Venter



  





  





  





  





  





  





  





  





Welcome to Something Wicked Volume One. 





We’re pretty excited about this baby. Beautiful stories by talented writers, some you may have heard of, and some you will discover for the first time. Though we’ve been publishing short stories for six years, this is our first anthology collection, and we’re extremely proud of it. 





  





Some background. 





For those of you unfamiliar with our magazine, Something Wicked is South Africa’s only paying speculative fiction short story market. We publish science fiction, horror and, occasionally, some dark fantasy, but mostly we publish stories that excite us. 





When we stopped printing paper issues in 2010, I honestly thought it was the end for this little publication of ours. The price of printing had doubled in the four years since we’d begun and our sales/advertising revenue was just not cutting it anymore. And so it was with a heavy heart, and light wallet, that I decided to call it a day after only ten quarterly published issues. I pulled the plug. I could have gone digital, but we ran a survey at the time and less than 1% of our readers said they’d pay for a download over an actual print magazine.  





Cut to: A year later. The first officially available iPads hit the market; Amazon finally realised that the world is bigger than the U.S and made the Kindle available internationally. Suddenly, South Africans were walking around with iPhones, iPads and many were beginning to try out the Kindle. I decided to buy one myself and once I gave it a whirl I realised that digital content was actually looking rather good. 





So armed with that knowledge and a deep hunger to revive Something Wicked, I started subscribing to magazines through my Kindle. This could just work, I thought, and in July 2011 we relaunched Something Wicked as an online monthly. Four stories per month, free to read on the website, with a purchasable, downloadable e-book edition for every device, Kindles, Nooks, iPads, whatever. 





So what, you may be asking, is this book doing in your hand? 





This anthology collects all the stories published digitally in 2011. 





Due to the unrepentant deadlines of a monthly publication, we have decided to change our format and concentrate on annual anthologies. The online portion of the magazine will continue, but in a pared down version. We will publish a few stories that will preview the anthology, along with the usual reviews and interviews. 





  





Over the last six years I have read thousands of manuscripts, and although it can get pretty suicidally gruelling when you go through the worst of them, there is nothing better than picking one up from the slush pile that blows your mind. There is this rush of adrenalin as you realise nobody has ever published this before. My hands literally tremble as I rush to send off that acceptance email. 





It is my addiction to that rush that has kept Something Wicked going, from print to digital, and back to print again. We’re addicted to stories. 





  





So if you’ve just discovered us, thank you for picking up this book and we hope to have you become part of our ongoing family. And for those of you who have been loyal fans for the last six years, thank you for sticking with us through our multiple incarnations. 





Contained within are 24 stories by writers from all over the world, from the UK, Japan, Canada, America, Australia and of course South Africa, featuring an eclectic blend of science fiction, horror and the fantastical, which includes everything from a bloodthirsty teddy bear, an alien trapped in a child and a lunch date between God and the Devil, to orphaned zombie children, an unorthodox exorcism, an ancient evil in darkest Africa, and many more. 





 If you like them, please drop by www.SomethingWicked.co.za and leave us a comment. 





Herein lies the past, present, future and more, so buckle your seatbelt.  





We hope you enjoy ride. 





  





- Joe Vaz 











  









  





  





  





  





  





  





  





  





  





  





  





  





“The Egyptians built the pyramids because they didn’t know it couldn’t be done.” – Unknown  





  





I’ll take an interesting story over a boring truth any day. The boring truth is that a magazine like Something Wicked should by rights never have made it past the bright-idea phase, and certainly shouldn’t still be going strong six years down the line. The publishing industry is in a massive state of flux. Between the print-versus-digital debate, rapidly changing market-place and DRM issues, even the big guns are dropping like flies. For indie publishers, printing costs are often prohibitive, distribution largely monopolised, and the bulk of the sale price still goes toward the bookstore’s rent. The spec fic, sci-fi and horror genres are still regarded as the strange and somewhat dim-witted half-brother of ‘real literature’, their market for the most part pretty niche. Anyone with a dram of common sense in their hip flask would keep walking, thank you very much, nothing to see here. 





  





Fortunately, there’s no surfeit of common sense in the Something Wicked office. And the stories are far more interesting. The stories are what get us up in the morning. First and foremost, we are fans of stories and indeed, fans of our writers. We’ve gotten to work with so many inspiring authors, from first-timers to best-sellers. We were the first publication to publish Abi Godsell (when she was just 15 years old) and Sarah Lotz, who won our debut short story competition.  





Sarah has gone on to have three different writing careers as a crime, horror and YA writer (as herself, half of SL Grey and half of Lily Herne, respectively) and Abi has just returned from James Gunn’s Science Fiction Writing Workshop at Kansas University. She was the only South African to attend, and won an award for her new draft of ‘The Silver City and The Green Place’, the opening story of this anthology. She also won the South African section of the Nova Short Story Competition in 2010 for her short ‘Taal’, an extended version of which we will be publishing in our second anthology next year. 





If it sounds like we’re showing off, we’re not, we’re just extremely proud when authors we were lucky enough to ‘discover’ go on to be successful. 





  





Something Wicked started life as a 3am flash of inspiration. It arose out of two impulses. The first was that Joe had been a fan of the genre his whole life, and finally got fed up with waiting for a South African answer to the Interzones and Cemetery Dances, which, in the bad old days, took anywhere from three months to a year to arrive at the local newsagents. More significantly though, no one was showcasing South African writers (or illustrators) in this genre, and exciting things were starting to happen, or really, at that stage, threatening to happen.  





Tired of waiting for someone else to make it happen, Joe decided to wade in and get his hands dirty. ‘How hard can it be?’ he reasoned. Well, as it turns out, very. 





Over the past six years, the publication has undergone several mutations. Something Wicked started out as a print quarterly featuring 10 to 13 stories per issue, or around 60 000 words, including feature articles, interviews and reviews. We put out ten exquisitely illustrated paper editions (nine of which are still available on our website) before print costs doubled and financial pressures forced us into hibernation. Wailing about the odds and snivelling into your sleeve is only fun for so long though, and one morning, Joe announced that we’d be going digital. I stopped gnawing on my arm for long enough to say, “Grnnph.” Which translates roughly as, “What a delightful idea. Which third-world country will you be plundering for slaves this time?” After clarifying that the ‘staff’ would indeed once again be ‘volunteered’ from our own little corner of sunny South Africa, Joe got to work. The new incarnation saw four stories a month, accompanied by author interviews and the odd non-fic piece, manifest as if by magic on the Something Wicked website. Then one morning, Joe came in looking glum. We fed him sugar and regressed him under hypnosis and eventually it all came out. It was the smell. He couldn’t live without it, you see. “Aah. Of course…,” we nodded sagely. He cracked open a book and sniffed deeply. “Ink!” he pronounced. He’d even brought us our very own set of personalised Something Wicked leg-irons. How could we say no?  





  





Perhaps the best part of our journey here has been the attention and respect our little passion project has garnered over the years. To some extent, it’s been a right-place, right-time thing and thanks to a handful of inspired, talented, hard-working South African writers, there’s some fabulous SF and horror that is suddenly getting heaps of international attention. 





So here we are, in your grubby little paws, all shiny and inky and papery, just itching to keep you up nights. Volume one features 24 speculative stories from every corner of the globe. We hope you like it and stick around for our new journey. 





  





- Vianne 
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“Silver City & The Green Place”







  












 





SILVER CITY & THE GREEN PLACE

by Abi Godsell



  





 





  





  





Margery Fallows leant on an omnitree, watching the Project. From here, she could almost mistake it for an ordinary teenage girl in a wheelchair. It glanced up at the whipping leaves, hauling its chair along the path with calloused palms, arm muscles corded and bulging beneath the scars. An ordinary teenage girl, maybe a little outdoorsy, who’d caught a lot of sun. The face was tanned beneath a ragged thatch of hair beginning to bleach an even paler blonde. A careless girl, perhaps, stained brown and red with dirt and juice. It was only when it started moving, reaching long, strong arms up to pluck another pomegranate, that you could tell it wasn’t human. The pomegranate came free of the branch with a snap. The omnitree’s gleaming leaves rattled, then kept rattling, drummed by the tiny fingers of the first of the afternoon rain.  





  






 

  





 “Your Project is one of a kind, Doctor Marlowe.” Margery smiled, glancing up at the gathering storm clouds. “What made you choose a living human body to house the Artificial Intelligence that you and your team developed?” 





The Doctor took a biscuit and examined it in the strange, heavy light filtering down from the overcast sky that always preceded the Thursday thunderstorms. He replied carefully. “Well, we needed a way to teach them. The AIs, I mean. There was no other way they’d ever understand us. Not without experiencing human. What’s the point of an AI if we can’t communicate with it? We’re certainly not smart enough to adapt to their frame of reference. We needed to find a way to teach them ours. A body with anencephaly, death of the higher brain but retention of all the other life processes, was perfect.” 





“The Matheson problem. Of course,” she interjected quickly, before he could start to lecture. “How do you speak to a mind that has evolved and only ever existed in a mainframe? You’re not the first, I believe, to propose this ‘immersion’ solution, but both Proxenos and Khumalo rejected the ‘Human-Casing’ as invalid, saying it produced only corrupted results. What makes this Project different?” Privately, Margery thought that Khumalo at least had rejected the solution because of the public outcry over it. That was before the days of Sci-Reg though, so the records weren’t really definitive.  





Marlowe shrugged, relaxing a little as the conversation turned to his areas of expertise. “ I think it was a case of sour grapes. Mostly, Proxenos and Khumalo just didn’t have the technology that we do. They couldn’t even have attempted the transplant surgery. So they cobbled together some theoretical reason why it wasn’t valid. Even for us, it was intensely complicated, fusing her mainframe with the lower brain, linking every vessel, every synapse and, of course, keeping the body alive. But we managed it. The team and I - this was before the others left - the team and I were proud of that.” 





“The name we have on record here is Kore. May I ask why?” The letters flashed in capitals across the identification photo Margery held on her pocket-screen. The photo was regulation, taken, so the records showed, just after the Project first became aware. It showed two nurses raising her arms above her head while she sagged, naked and bleary-eyed, with a hospital crew-cut, between them. Margery frowned. This application of the photograph regulations made her uncomfortable.  Even if the Project was just a machine, the casing at least deserved better. 





“Kore was my suggestion.” The Doctor’s voice was distant. “We wanted something to show that she was ground-breaking.”  





“So you named her after one of the Greek goddesses?” 





The Doctor shook his head, “Not just any Greek goddess. We named her after Persephone, deity of spring and new life. Kore was her other name. It means Maiden. As in first.”  





  






 

  





Margery stared at the uniform hanging on her cupboard door. The crisp Regulator’s grey gleamed in the first rays of the morning light, hardly showing the months of disuse. There was dust on her hat. She blew it off and coughed. She needed to stop in at the office for new gloves; the blood hadn’t come out of the last pair. That was the problem with white. She sat down hard on the bed. She’d been trying not to think about the blood. Unbidden, guilt slammed into her, fresh as if the incident had happened yesterday. She should’ve seen it coming. She was head of AI and Robotics for fuck’s sake. Memories bubbled up next, seething and painful. The robot had had red enamelled sides. Red because the child had liked red. Blood comes off enamel really easily. She should have seen it coming. A Central Directive violation is a Central Directive violation, no matter how trivial it seems. Pressing the hat to her chest, she thought about cancelling today’s Project Appraisal.  





  






 

  





 The Doctor’s omnitrees were bright in the afternoon light and heavy with pomegranates.  





Glass clinked and Margery tore her eyes away from the Project to see the Doctor carrying a tray.  





“You have to find a way to save her.” Trembling slightly, he set one of the glass cups in front of her.  





 “Alistair, you know our friendship has no bearing on the interview today. I’m a Regulator; I can’t do anything less than my job.” Her eyes were gentle. 





He took a deep breath and spread hands knotted with arthritis on the table. “Of course Marge, of course. It’s just…”  





Margery put her hand on his. Hers was still smooth, where his was weathered. He’d been one of her first-year lecturers. “The fact that you even qualify for a second interview means there’s a chance your Project could be approved.” 





“There’s the Central Directive contravention though…” 





The Regulator smiled at him reassuringly. “Sure, the Central Directive. But the full wording is: If any non-human
pseudo-sentience, regardless of Turing status, exhibits behaviour not predictable by its initial design or coding, that Project must immediately be terminated… except at the discretion of a qualified Regulator.” She turned away sharply and pretended to dig in her bag for something, resting her fingers on the small, slightly warm bump under the skin of her wrist. It was still green. “That’s why I’m here, Al. I’ll make the right call on this, don’t you worry.” I’ll make the call with my gut, the safe call. I’ll make the call I should have made with the last Appraisal. But outwardly she smiled at him again. “Shall we get going?” 





  






 

  





 “You were telling me about Proxenos and Matheson.” 





“Yes… see, around that time, Gerriety was doing a lot of writing and she argued very strongly that ‘human’ could never be just a casing. Turns out, she was right.” 





Margery blinked. “What do you mean?” 





“She…” the Doctor indicated the construct wheeling itself jerkily across the lawn. “Kore, the Project… she cried once.”  





Margery turned her eyes to the garden. A few kamikaze raindrops - the afternoon storm’s isolated vanguard - spotted the ground before being swallowed by the dry earth. “Go on.” 





He swallowed and steepled his fingers. “We were watching a film. ‘Human movies’ she calls them. Even now. At least, I think that’s the translation. Anyway, I had to leave the room, can’t remember why, and the next thing I knew she was screaming. I didn’t think, I just ran. She’d fallen out of her chair. She could hardly move then. She’s better now, but I doubt she’ll ever walk.” He paused. “I… tried to pick her up, see what had happened. And she just clung to me. She clung to me and she was, well, crying. Crying uncontrollably, like a scared little girl. A scared human girl.” He lifted his head to the garden and his eyes softened. “I sort of, tried to pick her up off the ground, but I couldn’t lift her. So I just...” He looked lost suddenly. “I’ve never had children.” Margery was quiet. She could see them, the old man, struggling to hold it, this machine he had built into the body of a young woman. A young woman’s body is heavy. He’d known that he would probably never be able to lift it, but he’d tried. He must have been afraid, he who had never had children. But the Project wasn’t a child. She couldn’t let Al’s feelings for it sway her decision. The creator of the red enamelled robot had loved it too.   





“Why was it crying, Doctor?”
  





 “You can call her she. She’s female, even if she isn’t human. I think that she has a lot less control than she pretends sometimes. Control over the body I mean. There’s still so much we don’t understand about memory.” He sipped his coffee and continued. “I saw her crying and shaking and cringing away from the screen and I realised that she hadn’t just fallen from her chair; she’d been trying to get out of it. There was a train wreck, you see, in the film.” He paused a moment. “The body donor was on the 147.” 





The 147. Margery’s father had been a skytrain engineer. Anyone who knew anyone even remotely involved with skytrains remembered the 147.  





“The accident. Head on collision, derailment, no….” She gasped suddenly, catching his meaning. “No survivors.”  





“If I were looking for a trauma so great that it imprinted onto the most basic, most primitive regions of the brain, I wouldn’t look much farther than that.”  





 “Surely it’s far too early to say something like that? There’s no theoretical backing... forgive me Doctor, but don’t you think it’s a little unlikely?” The Doctor sat back and looked away. 





“That’s what she said too, when I suggested the donor’s memory. But it would happen sometimes. At first it terrified her, suddenly operating totally inexplicably like that.”
 





“Of course. The chance of recurrence is practically zero, so there’s no use in being scared. She- the Project would see it as inexplicable, pointless, but for us… Well, it’s always been our irrationalities that make us human.” 





It was a while before the Doctor continued. 





Margery helped herself to one of his biscuits. They were good, soft and spicy. 





  “Soon enough though, she adapted to that too. It was simply interaction with the learned responses of the donor body, of course. We guessed that might happen and worked a bridge function into her programme. Otherwise it would just have driven her crazy.”  





“Well, I’m glad it didn’t.” Involuntarily, Margery remembered the twisted limbs and pools of blood that the Decommission and Containment team had collected in four white plastic buckets. She’d had her fill of crazy Projects for this year. 





  






 

  





 “Margery Fallows, sit still.” 





“I can’t do this, Robyn. I’m not qualified for this! Not after what happened with that Minder ‘bot!” 





“You’re the head of AI and Robotics, Marge. This Project is the first real AI we’ve ever regulated. You’re the only one qualified for this. Now stop squirming.” The tall medical officer pushed Margery back into the chair and began rolling up her sleeve. 





Margery twisted out of her grip, anguish in her voice. “I can’t do this! I’ve got two deaths on my record. Besides, the Interviewee taught me at university. That disqualifies me on conflict of interest.”  





Robyn recaptured her wrist and stuck a small hypodermic into it. She held it there a few seconds until something pinged. “There. Not as painful as you were expecting. Look, shit happens Marge. You’re only human. Nobody’s perfect. 
 “There were signs.” 





She snorted. “Please! Water got into its motherboard and drove it crazy. Nothing in the design indicated the possibility. You couldn’t have seen it coming.” 





She brought her wrist up to her face to examine the small tingling bump under her skin. “I did though. Something about it, about the plans, about the whole damn thing. It was nothing I could put into words just... It didn’t feel right. My gut knew. If I’d just listened…” The bump began to flash red. 





“See that? That’s the bead working. It can measure that you’re upset, see? It won’t let you make decisions while you’re upset.” 





Margery inspected her wrist. “And you’re sure that I’m authorised one?”  





Robyn shrugged. “Well there’s no rule against using them. They’re pretty new. I don’t think any of the other Regulators even know about them. There’s no use policy or guideline document or anything because I don’t think that they’re even in the system yet. Now get your butt out of my office and off to work or you’ll be late.” 





“Robyn...” 





“It’s okay Marge, relax. With this thing, you won’t have to put it into words.” 





  






 

  





 “On record. Appraisal interview number 839: Marlowe, AW PHD Artificial Intelligence, Regulator: Margery Fallows: H.O.D., Project code: Live. Status: Pending. Consent:…” She looked expectantly at the Doctor. He was watching the girl in the wheelchair squeak her way clumsily back to the centre of the grove. Margery cleared her throat. 





“Oh! Yes of course, forgive me. I, Doctor Alistair Marlowe, acknowledging the Post Central African Fallout Crisis Responsible Science Charter, and the ultimate authority of the Science Regulation Body, give consent for this interview.” 





 “Confirmed. Beginning interview.”   





  






 

  





 “Regulator Fallows, get your butt back into the office. We need you for an interview.” 





Her secretary’s voice echoed into the room from her pocket-screen in the corner. Margery didn’t move from her seat in the sun where she was trying to knit. “Impossible, Harry. I was assigned three weeks’ trauma leave. I’ve barely had two.”  





“Tricia forwarded it. She asked that it go to you direct. She also resigned.”  





Margery dropped three stitches. “Shit.”  





“I know,” Harry replied. “She was a really good Regulator. It’s true AI you know.” 





Margery dropped the rest of her stitches. “True AI?” 





“Now you see why I called you. Can you make next Wednesday?” 





She shook her head. “Not a chance, I’d have to read all the files. Earliest I can do is Thursday. Not that I’m doing it. I’m no longer qualified for interviews.” The knitting slipped onto her lap as she remembered. She hadn’t been there when it happened, but arriving with the clean-up crews had been enough.  





“I was thinking about that. How do you feel about Decision-Beads?” 





“What?” 





“A Decision-bead. It’s an implant you can get, to measure the physiological factors that indicate discomfort and cancel any communication between you and the Sci-Reg server when you’re even a little upset. That way you can never make a decision unless you’re happy with it, physiologically.” 





“…How do they work?” 





  






 

  





 “That’s where we differed from Proxenos and Khumalo,” the doctor said. “They took Gerriety’s proposal as proof that the human casing was flawed. It wouldn’t give you true AI, they said. It would be corrupted, influenced by the organic, the human.” 





“The Frankenstein Solution, Khumalo called it, I believe, neither one thing nor the other, just a monstrous hybrid - his words.”  





Doctor Marlowe made a face. “He did say that. It’s a misnomer though. The process wouldn’t work with dead parts. Proxenos was kinder. She still thought it was a waste of time, and yes, as a way of communicating with the exact mind that had evolved on your mainframe, it is, because by the time you can achieve meaningful interaction, it’s already…changed. But the change didn’t matter, whether she was pure AI or not, it didn’t matter to us. Just so long as she was Other.” 





Margery frowned; this was a side of Alistair she’d never seen. His eyes were shining and his words tumbled into each other and he drummed his fingers on the table constantly. “‘Other’, Doctor Marlowe?” 





The Doctor’s voice was low but even. He lifted his glass cup, letting his coffee catch the afternoon light, and spoke as if addressing it, not Margery. “Don’t you think that we’re lonely? Humans I mean, as a species? Why else would we chase so desperately the hope of other intelligences out among the stars? The longest scientific endeavours without results are all to find extra-terrestrial life. Why do we listen with such dedication, such hope? I think it’s because, as a species, we’re totally isolated, and I think…” Here his voice grew hesitant, personal, “I think that if it doesn’t come, if there really is no one else out there, then our loneliness and our hope will drive us, as a species, mad.  





“So my team and I turned inward. We dreamed of a safety net of machines that saw us, between us and this incredible, cosmic void. We dreamed of building an Other. You ask why the most important thing about Kore is that she’s Other. Your answer is in why we’ve always tried to build AIs, even though they sometimes frighten us.” 





“I...” And suddenly Margery remembered being six years old, looking at the desert stars from the window of one of her father’s trains, back when passengers were allowed in the engine room on freight runs. 





“What’chu looking at girlie-girl? You been staring that way for hours now.”  





“I’m looking at the stars, daddy.” Or something like that, and it had been a lie. She’d been dreaming about meeting aliens and wondering how they told their stories.  





“The human casing is the only practical option for communication that we have now, the best chance against our loneliness, and Kore is the only success. Three decades of experiment and theory and only one small sound against the endless silence of the universe.” He put the cup down and met her eyes. “That’s why she’s important, Margery, that’s why you have to find a way to save her.” 





“Yes.” She half whispered, half breathed the answer. Now was the time. The further the space exploration pushed, the less they found. No one was talking about shutting down the projects or the dedicated receiving dishes planetside, but the chances of finding something kept dwindling.  





An Other to see and be seen by. She looked up again. The Project was reaching over the sides of her chair to run her fingers through the grass. One small sound against all the silence of the Universe. Margery shook herself. She was a Regulator first. She had to be. “There’s still the contravention, Doctor, the behaviour you hadn’t foreseen. Tell me about that.”  





He laughed, and Margery couldn’t tell how much was bitterness.  





“Of course, the damned contravention. You know, she only told me about it two days before the mandatory Appraisal Interview? If she’d just waited…” He didn’t finish the thought. Above the house, the building storm clouds growled.  He looked away, smiling, and spoke slowly. “She surprised me, the way she said it, so calmly, with no idea that nothing in her code, nothing we’d programmed her with, should have allowed her to do this. She was sitting there, sitting just where you are now, and eating that terrible blue stuff, that children’s cereal that she makes me buy for her because the donor body liked blue.”  





He waved a hand at the garden and continued. “She sat here, with the grass and the
omnitrees and the synth-soil and she said: ‘I dreamed of a green place where I could no longer go.’” 





 “That’s all?”  





“That’s all so far, but… You see what it means? It means that she can develop outside what we programmed for her. It means that she’s more than just a chat-bot, that she’s true Other. There are things she can never know because she isn’t human, and there are things that we can never know because we are not her. If she is allowed to grow up she will be able to do things that we cannot, do things by virtue of the uniqueness of her being.” 





Involuntarily, Margery’s stomach tightened. She saw again the small black body bag and the woman weeping. Then she shook her head. That had been an exceptional case. There was no chance, statistically none, of that happening here. Regulators were expected to be sensible, not paranoid. One small voice to stop our ache for companionship driving us mad. She’d have to be monitored, Sci-Reg would have to send a team, but it would be worth it. Some things were worth it. 
 “Regulator Fallows: Project status update…” There was suddenly a sharp burst of static. 





“Cancellation noted, Regulator Fallows.” 





Margery froze, paused and tried again. “Regulator Fallows: Project status upd-” 





Again the static and: “Cancellation noted, Regulator Fallows.” 





The realization came slowly, heavily. She flipped her wrist, staring intently at the small bump under the skin, just beside the vein. It was flashing red.  





This can’t be happening, Margery thought. Not now, not with this. She closed her eyes.  





“Marge, is something wrong?”  





 “It’s this, Doctor.” She showed him the red flash in her wrist.  





He blinked at it. “I didn’t know that Sci-Reg used Decision-beads…” 





Margery shook her head, panic growing in her voice. “We don’t normally. I…requested one for today.” 





The Doctor raised his hands, making calming gestures. “That’s no problem, surely we just wait until you feel less uncomfortable with-” 





“You don’t understand, Doctor. Sci-Reg has a security policy. If a cancelled status update is not completed within a given time, the server deems it a threat situation and dispatches a Decommission and Containment team with orders to ignore any instructions from the Regulator.” 





He slumped back in his chair, stunned. “But... but how can they? Decision beads take time-” 





Again she interrupted him, shaking her head. “Like I said, we don’t normally use them. Central doesn’t even know they exist yet. The laws haven’t adapted.” 





“How long?” His face was turned away from her.  





“From now, we have, I guess, about eighteen minutes.” 





  






 

  





The Project had wheeled itself off the path to pick pomegranates. It looked up to watch Margery’s approach. An unknowable intellect swirled and pooled behind its eyes, lighting them strangely. Thought was there, Margery saw, and emotion, if the records were to be believed, but not a drop of it escaped. The construct smiled and she shivered. It was like suddenly discovering the sentence you were trying to read was in French. The letters were so disarmingly familiar that you felt betrayed by their absolute meaninglessness.  





Kore stuck out an arm abruptly, presenting one of the fruits to Margery, who smiled back despite herself and took it. It was surprisingly heavy, sticky in places from small splits in its blushing skin. Fruit of the Dead, Margery thought to herself, the chain binding Persephone to Hades. She looked at the Project over the top of the pomegranate. What was it like in your mainframe, Kore? Do you miss it?
 





The teenager held the second fruit, licking its rutted skin and frowning at the taste.  





 Do you wish you could return to your mechanical womb of cables and electricity? I suppose you’re not really what you were there. A green place you could no longer go? Your body remembers, and knows that it isn’t what it was before, either. Woman between worlds. A completely singular being. Frankenstein’s monster was singular too. I hope we haven’t made you as lonely as him. She glanced at her pocket-screen. Thirteen minutes.  





Margery had always loved Frankenstein’s monster. So eloquent, even if it was terrifying. Thinking suddenly, she looked up at the Project. The Decision-bead flickered… 





Kore raised her pomegranate with both hands and flung it into the ground so hard that it smashed into fleshy shards of red.  





…and remained flashing crimson. Margery tried not to throw up.  





The Project push-flopped herself out of the chair and, mindless of the dirt, drag-crawled herself to the smashed pomegranate. She licked it then, examining it with tongue, lip and fingers. After a while, she seemed to lose interest and haul-wriggled back into her chair. Margery had never seen shoulder muscles bunch and twist like that. She wished the rain would just start already. Suddenly the last thing in the world she wanted to be staring at was the oozing pips that Kore had sorted into groups of ascending prime numbers.  





  






 

  





 “But surely she’s not so frightening, Marge? She’s just like a little girl in so many ways. You can’t be upset by that. You just can’t!” 





 “There was an… incident a while ago. With a robot. It killed people, Alistair… and I just can’t…”  





The Doctor was shaking his head, very slowly, as though it were suddenly very heavy. “But she’s no robot, Marge.” 





Margery looked down at her hands. “You tell me that Al, and I want to believe you. I do but... there’s my gut. My gut isn’t so easily convinced. And it’s not like I could just ask her either, is it?” 





“Kore can’t speak English. She only barely communicates in a sort of broken sign language that it’s taken both of us nearly a year to learn.” 





“That’s what the records say.” 





 He looked up at her, pleading. “Maybe if you just went to watch her for a while...” 





Margery stood. “Maybe, Al. Who knows?” 





Neither of them believed it.  





  






 

  





The wheelchair was heavier than Margery had expected. It took them nearly three minutes to cross just half of the rain-wet lawn. Suddenly there was a jerk as the Project grabbed the wheels, stopping them. The Regulator sighed and began walking alone. Even with this tiny, trivial task, she couldn’t give Kore what she needed. Four minutes.  





The Doctor waited for her on the porch, his eyes resigned. She was about to start up the ramp when there was a sound. Startled, she looked up at the Doctor.  





The old man just pointed.   





In the rain, the machine was singing, holding out its fingers to the light, soft drops. 





“You said she couldn’t speak!” 





“Speaking and singing are two totally different mental processes. It could be straight up imitation. Or that she just likes the way it feels. All I know is that she taught herself how.” 





The song rose gently through the rain: silver cities and clockwork gardens. 





“What is it?” 





 “I don’t know.” 





In the garden a girl’s voice, untrained and cracking on the high notes, spiralled the words skyward: windup dreams and mirror-bright futures. 





The Decision-bead flickered for a second and began to glow green.  





“Regulator Fallows: Project status update: Authorised.”  





“Authorisation confirmed, Regulator.”  





Shaking, Margery checked her pocket-screen. In time, one minute to spare.  





Behind her, the machine sang of cogs turning wisdom and umbrella-spoke wings. 





  






 

  





Margery Fallows leant on the railing of the Doctor’s porch. It was full night now. The suburb’s mainframe had a virus that had killed all the streetlights.   





Much more than just Project photograph regulations would have to change now.  





Bugs thumped into the lit upstairs windows where the Doctor was putting Kore to bed. 





There was too much pollution this deep in the city to see the stars, but the night was full of noise: whirring and rustling as the omnitrees reset themselves, budding something new for the morning.  





Margery closed her eyes and just listened for a while, enjoying the sound.  





  





  





  











  









  





UNSTITCHED LOVE

By Michael Bailey



  







  





  





She had saved his eyes for last. A glimpse of their emptiness before inverting the skin, filling his insides, and stitching together the open gap between his legs. As if confused about why Sally insisted on poking a needle through his hollow head, the incomplete stuffed bear twisted in her hands.  Aren’t you finished with me yet? Sunlight from the morning sky beamed through the blinds in parallel rays; dancing life reflected on its button eyes.

Sally hated making the toy bears, but it was her punishment for pushing her sister. She had pushed her hard this time. Megan had backpedalled over a toy on the floor and fallen against the coffee table, breaking her collar bone. “She could have hit her head,” her mother had said. “You could have paralyzed your sister, or worse!”

“Make me a teddy bear. Make me another one, a better one,” her sister insisted every few months. It had become a problem, this bear making. Megan had found a way to exploit Sally’s punishments with requests. “I want a big, blue one this time. With a big smile and button eyes.”

Megan was only six--half Sally’s age--but couldn’t care less about the little bears Sally crafted for her. Sometimes she’d play with them and then toss them on the floor out of spite. The stuffed creatures were usually small, no bigger than her hand; but this one would stand just over a foot tall, as requested.

Megan could be so demanding. “I want it to have droopy arms and floppy legs. It has to have silver eyes, too.”

Earlier that morning, Sally had stolen a pair of Megan’s pants, a pair of tattered jeans. After cutting the pant legs along their seams, Sally had salvaged two ideal pieces of material. With a black felt pen she drew the outline of a bear with droopy arms and floppy legs, and a round head with semi-circular bumps for ears. There wasn’t a body to the bear. He was mainly arms and legs connected to a head. Skinny appendages belled for hands and feet; all four met at the neck. She had looked it over once, pleased, and cut out the design using her mother’s scissors. Then she had set the first section of material onto the second, traced it with the pen, and cut out a nearly identical, two-dimensional figure.

That’s when Megan came barging into the room. Sometimes Sally had to remind herself that Megan was only six. Still, she could at least be courteous.

“Mom says not to use any more of my pants if you’re making another bear.”

“Well, it’s a little late to tell me now.” Sally held up the ruined jeans. “But they’re your old pants, so Mom won’t care.”

“I’m still telling,” Megan said. She slammed the door as she left the room. 





Sally sighed.

Stupid sister. Stupid parents. Stupid bear.

She tossed the two cutouts aside. One of the pieces came to rest on a mess of Megan’s toys and seemed to stand upright on its own.

Rummaging through her junk drawers, Sally found a spool of gray string and pulled a sewing needle from the kit she kept there. She retrieved the two bear halves and went back to work, sitting Indian style on the carpeted floor. With the knot where the legs connected done, she began the repetitious act of sewing the two flat pieces of bear together with little crosshatch stitches. She still said “cross-thatch”, like she had when she was little.

She had just finished with the first leg and moved onto the side of the bear’s head when Megan came banging through the bedroom door again with a beguiling smile. Startled, Sally jabbed the point of the needle into her finger, deep enough to draw blood.

“Ouch, you little brat. Don’t you know how to knock, or at least open the door like a normal person?”

“You’re in trouble,” Megan said, stretching the four-syllable phrase.

“For what? What did I do?”

“You cut up my pants,” Megan said. “My favorite pair of pants.”

“You never wear these anymore.” She held up the remains. “That’s why I chose this pair to begin with. You’re such a snitch.”

“So?”

“I’m trying to make your precious little bear, remember? And look, you made me bleed all over it.”

Sure enough, a little red splotch of blood had seeped onto the material near the bear’s neck. Sally turned it inside out. “At least it didn’t go all the way through. It won’t show. Now go get me a Band-Aid, or you’ll need one.”

Megan fled. At first, Sally thought she would tattle again but she came back with a handful of plasters, dropped them on the floor and left the room without another word. Sally fixed one Band-Aid to her finger, and set another aside for the bear, just for fun.

By noon, she had finished sewing the bear--all but the neck, through which she would eventually turn the bear right side out. She studied her work.

All this for my brat of a sister. 





This would be the last bear, she decided. Screw the punishment. Hadn’t she suffered enough for something as stupid as pushing Megan? It wasn’t like anything really bad had happened to her. Like her dad said, kids broke bones all the time. It was all part of growing up.

I should have pushed her harder.

Sally opened Megan’s dresser drawers and rummaged through the sweaters. Not all of them had buttons, but one did: Megan’s favorite, a white knitted one with a chaotic silver pattern. It had eight shiny silver buttons with white trim that would suit beautifully as eyes. Sally worked the buttons free and folded the sweater back into the dresser.

Sally stitched the two buttons onto the bear, crisscrossing through the holes in their centers. She pricked her finger again as she fed the needle blindly through from the other side.

It took a while for the strange creature to look less spidery. She had left such a miniscule hole to feed the heavy material through in order to turn the bear inside-out. The arms and legs proved most difficult, but with the help of an unsharpened pencil, she was able to feed everything through the open gap between the legs--head, buttons, and all four appendages--inverting the bear. The bear was droopy and floppy, as requested.

Sally’s mother brought in a peanut butter and jelly sandwich and apple slices for lunch. She told Sally not to worry about Megan’s jeans, but added, “You need to be more responsible, Sally. You can’t just go around cutting up good jeans whenever you feel like it. I was hoping these bears would help you and your sister bond. And keep you from possibly hur... Remember what we talked about? About how fragile Megan is? You were that fragile once. Remember what the doctor said about your mind wandering, and your temper? Will you tell me if something’s bothering you? I need you to talk to me, Sally.” But Sally had stopped listening. 

“Can this be the last one?”

“Sure, Sally.”

She snuck downstairs later and snagged a bag of dried beans from the kitchen. She funneled the beans into the ends of the bear’s legs and then the arms. From her closet she pulled some scraps of material and filled the interior of the bear in a loose manner to keep it droopy and floppy. When she was finished, Sally sewed shut the magic portal.

She spent the next hour with the fine details. She stitched pink thread in multi-parallel lines to help the half-circle ears stand out. Using a coarser thread, she added thick crosshatched “X” marks for a crooked smile. Actually, she thought afterwards, it looked like the bear’s lips had been stitched shut. 

At least he’ll be quiet.

Sally played with the bear, moving its limbs back and forth.

She was happy with the results, although she had to admit the bear was ever so creepy if you stared at him long enough. It could almost stand on its own. The weight of the bean-filled legs kept it in place, legs upright, with its head and arms hunched forward. The arms were as heavy as the legs, and likewise touched the ground, giving the toy an apelike stance. The bear kept falling forward when Sally tried to prop it upright.

The bear stared blankly at Sally. Aren’t you finished with me yet? A tiny red flower of blood had seeped through the material after all, right below the neck.

“Not done yet,” she told the bear, looking at its wound. A smaller crimson flower bloomed next to the first. The two red dots reminded Sally of old vampire movies. She picked up the Band-Aid she had set aside and covered the marks on the neck. 

“Now you’re finished.”

She stabbed the sewing needle into the bear’s sad face. The bear stayed upright a moment before plopping to the ground, head tilted, mouth mute, eyes gleaming in the early evening sun. Gray string, still looped through the needle, lay coiled at its heavy feet.

  







  





The bright bulb of the moon turned everything gray.

The bear lay at the foot of Sally’s bed, the needle and string still protruding from its cheek. Sally had deemed it a boy bear before going to bed, and named him Thatch, for his “crossthatch” stitching. He faced the window, head tilted away from the rest of his body, smiling with his crooked mouth.

If only Megan were so quiet.

Thatch stared at the perfect circle of moon. A black bird fluttered by the window, and the light flickered in the bear’s eyes. 

  







  





At twelve past two in the morning, Sally was woken by a scream. It was Megan. The room was black, the moonlight gone. Sally could barely make out the silhouette of her sister sitting upright in her bed. Megan shrieked a second time, and the sounds of Mom and Dad racing up the hall followed. Sally tried the lamp on the nightstand but knocked it over. It crashed onto the floor.

The bedroom door swung open, the light was switched on. Megan screamed a third time.

“What’s going on in here?” Mom asked. “Is everyone all right?”

Dad was rubbing his eyes behind her.

“I broke my lamp by accident,” Sally said. “Megan just started screaming.”

Megan cried, her chest bobbing up and down. She was scared. Mom sat at her side and held her tight.

“It’s all right. Everything’s okay now, sweetie. You just had a bad dream.”

“Neuh-neuh-neuh.” Megan couldn’t get words out.

“Sally, clean up that mess and get back to bed, unless your father wants to do it for you.” She turned to Dad, but he was already gone from the room.     Sally tidied up the pieces of her lamp while Megan mumbled.

“It was just a bad dream,” her mother said, easing up on the hug.

“It wasn’t a dream,” Megan said through a face of tears. She pointed to the base of Sally’s bed.

“The bear?” Mom asked. “Did the bear scare you?”

Sally returned to her bed and leaned over, lifting the toy from the floor. “Thatch is just a stuffed animal, Meg. See, he’s just a dumb toy.”

She made it dance. The bear’s heavy arms and legs moved like a string-less marionette, the head slumped over, almost grinning.

“Stop it! Stop it!” her sister yelled, her eyes filling with tears. Something about the bear clearly scared her.

“Put that thing away,” Mom said, holding Megan against her. “It’s okay, sweetie. Sally is just teasing you. It’s only a toy.”

Sally dropped it back to the floor. It fell in a clump, face flat on the carpet.

“It wasn’t there before,” Megan said, each word separated by a sob. “It was on my bed.”

Mom looked in Sally’s direction, suspecting foul play.

“I was asleep. I swear,” Sally said. “Until she started screaming, anyway. That’s when I tried to turn on the light and knocked it over. Thatch was there all along... that’s where I left him.” She pointed to the lump on the floor.

“Nuh-uh,” said her sister. “I woke up and he was sitting on my stomach, staring at me.” She started a series of forced sobs. “His eyes were glowing, and his neck was bleeding, and he had a needle sticking out of his head, and then...” The rest was unintelligible.

“Can you put this thing away for the night?” her mother asked, swiping the bear from the floor. She gave it a quick inspection. “I don’t know what I’m going to do with you. Megan’s your sister. You need to start treating her like one.”

“I didn’t do anything!” Sally yelled.

“Enough. I don’t want to hear another word.”

“But—”

“Not another word!”

Mom took Thatch under an arm, poking herself with the needle. She swore under her breath and tossed the bear back to the floor. In a softer voice she said, “I want you to put that thing away and go to bed. If I hear another peep from this room...”

Sally chose not to say anything.

  







  





Thatch was alive in Sally’s dream. He sat on Megan’s chest as she lay in bed, screaming desperate, bloody cries. His tilted head stared into her soul. His silver button eyes reflected the terrified expression on Megan’s face. The needle in Thatch’s face glinted, trailing its gray string. Megan’s screams were constant, and soon became dried-out, wheezy, almost maddening to tolerate. Thatch’s droopy arms played in the red mess around Megan’s neck. A pair of scissors skewered her left shoulder. Sally cried out for Mom, for Dad, but no parental footsteps raced down the hall. Thatch got to them first, Sally thought. Megan reached a weak, blood-streaked arm out to her sister. Two fingers and a thumb curled upward, as her skinny wrist shook. Her pinky and ring fingers stayed behind on the pillow. Megan pleaded for her sister to help, but there were no words, only a strained, choking gibberish. Her eyes met Sally’s, but Sally’s gaze drifted to the stuffed bear. As she watched, the bear’s head slowly turned in her direction. This bear she had crafted using pants and buttons and whatnot. The bear she had named Thatch. As he turned to face her, Sally saw that the Band-Aid she had placed on his neck was gone. The two holes of red oozed blood. It was Sally’s blood in the bear, Sally’s blood that gave it life. Glowing eyes bore down, hypnotizing her, and she screamed, just like her sister.  But her sister wasn’t screaming. Not anymore. Megan was dead, like their parents down the hall. Sally’s family was gone.

Thatch no longer had a mouth. The silver eyes were there, and the semi-circle ears, but the thick stitching of his mouth was gone, and in its place only tiny holes remained where thread had crisscrossed in a crooked smile. On his face was a connect-the-dots constellation of grin. Thatch was alive, and he held Sally’s stare. She forced herself awake.

  







  





Her heart raced in her chest, her entire body shaking and sweaty as she eased out of the nightmare. She buried herself in the covers and made sure to tuck her feet and hands underneath, feeling that if she was covered, she was safe. 

The bed soon became an oven, though, as body heat filled her makeshift safety blanket. Soon she would have to spring for fresh air. What if Thatch was out there in the darkness, ready to pounce at the first glimpse of exposed flesh? She’d poke her toe out, and he’d grab it and pull her out. And what if her sister was out there, not waiting, but dead? Sally anxiously tried to shrug off the nightmare. It was only a dream. Megan was alive. So were her parents. And Thatch was just a handmade toy.

Clenching her teeth, she poked out that toe, ready to feel a soft denim paw wrap around it. A breeze greeted the toe, and nothing else. Sally slipped the rest of the foot out, and then the other. Her fingers crept out next. One by one they curled back the edges of the comforter and found the cold air. Sally pulled her head free, keeping her eyes sealed. Then she forced open a pair of persistent eyelids that would rather have stayed closed.

Sitting upright, Sally let her eyes adjust to the dark room.

Megan’s chest rose and fell. There was no stuffed bear in sight.

Only a bad dream.

She had to check the base of her bed. Thatch would be there for sure, plopped on his side, staring at nothing. She leaned over the edge.

Thatch stared at the carpet, his face flat against the floor, his legs and arms sprawled like the compass on a map. One arm pointed to Megan, the other to Sally; one leg pointed to the door, the other to the window.

Outside, dead leaves floated across the yard. Looking to her sister, she sighed.

Megan’s your sister. You need to start treating her like one. 





Maybe Mom was right. Maybe she needed to step up and be a better sister. She was her kid sister after all. Sally remembered how proud she had felt the first time Mom let her hold her baby sister. If Thatch was scaring Megan, maybe she should get rid of him, destroy him even. She wouldn’t have to make the bears anymore, that much was certain. She could tell Megan in the morning that Thatch would never scare her again because she took care of him. “See, he’s just cut-up pieces of material,” she could say.

Sally headed to the dresser to get the scissors. Moonlight shimmered on the sharp blades. Sally’s smile widened to a grin as she approached to the edge of the bed.

Megan would never have to be scared again. 





She sat next to Thatch and propped him up to face her. He did nothing to stop her, just looked back confused, head tilted to the side. She stabbed the scissors into his neck until they tore through. Everything had to come out. She pulled and pulled. She’d save the eyes for last--those lifeless silver discs. She’d rip them right out.

Thatch started to struggle. Along with the stuffing, blood erupted from the wounds she created.

But isn’t this my blood?

Thatch offered a blank, hopeless expression as Sally tore his insides out. Still he bled, and soon she sat in sticky red. 

She held out her hands, covered in red. 

I’m dreaming.

She checked her fingers, palms and wrists to see if it was she who was bleeding; nowhere could she find a cut on herself. She grabbed the creature’s paw, clipped off the tip. Blood poured out.

I am dreaming.  





The creature’s shiny eyes bored into hers. It struggled to break free. Sally tried to hold on, to let it bleed out. It writhed, and squirmed, and would speak to Sally if not for the stitching that was now inexplicably back, sealing its mouth. She sobbed in silence as she stabbed and ripped and pulled. 

Wake up!

She waited for her parents to come running down the hall.

Wake up! 





For once, she wanted her sister.

Please... wake up.

  







  





Sally snapped out of it. She was blanketed in sweat, sitting upright, shaking uncontrollably, sobbing aloud to no one. The house was dead. Megan lay beside her in a pool of blood, scissor handles protruding from her neck. The tips of a few fingers lay nearby. She wore a Band-Aid with two dots of red underneath. Her mouth was sewn shut with crosshatch stitches; scraps of material poked randomly from the gaps. Her head was tilted at a curious angle. And those eyes...







  









  





  





SKY PAINTER

By Michael John Grist



  







  





  





The Sky Painter lived on the mountain and painted the sky.  He painted it blue for blue skies, and white and grey for clouds.  At night he painted it black, with white for all the stars.  When the sun rose he dashed its arcing yellow lines across the heavens, and as it sank he brushed it orange and gold over the horizon.  

He knew he had to paint the sky.  If he didn't paint the sky, who would? Nobody would.  He knew that.  So he stayed, and he painted the sky.

He lived on the mountaintop alone.  Sometimes it was cold, and all he had were his brushes and some rags left from his once bright raiment.  He had been a king once, somewhere.  He had a crown, now cast to the floor and grown through with grass and creeping ivy.  Juniper bushes grew up around his feet and between his toes.

He never moved.  He only painted the sky.  

And he was lonely.  

  







  





One day a young girl climbed the mountain and came to stand by his side.  

"You're the Sky Painter," she said.  

He turned to look at her.  She wore faded blue dungarees.  Her hair was hay blonde.  A ragged doll hung from her hand.  

"My daddy says you paint the sky blue when you feel blue, and you paint storms when you feel angry."

The Sky Painter thought about this for some time.  

"Did he say what color I paint when I'm happy?" 

The little girl nodded.  "He said that's sunrise and sunset.  He says you love sunrise and sunset more than anything."

"So I'm happy twice a day, every day.  Once at the start of the day, and once at the end."

"You have thorn bushes growing between your feet," said the little girl.  "Is that your crown?"

"They keep me warm," said the Sky Painter.  "It gets cold up here sometimes."

"My daddy says cold people shouldn't stand on top of mountains painting the sky.  He says they should close the barn door and make a bivouac out of hay."

"Your hair is the color of hay."

"My daddy says he thinks you're lonely, and need some company.  Do you want some company?"

The Sky Painter looked at her.  

"You ask a lot of questions for a little girl."

"All little girls ask questions.  I used to ask more.  Do you want to know why I think you paint the sky blue?"

"Because I'm sad?"

"No, because you're in love.  You love your queen, and her favorite color is blue, but she's trapped in a castle at the ends of the earth where not even dragons can go, and you're painting the sky with her color so she knows you're still here.  That she's not alone."

The Sky Painter watched her.  

"My daddy says you've been here forever painting it blue, so she must've been in prison forever too.  If I think about that, it makes me sad too, so I guess the color of love and the color of sad are the same, then."

The Sky Painter turned to look back up at the sky.  There were still patches of black where he hadn't finished erasing the night.  

"I have to finish this work," he said.  "You should probably go home now."

"I will go home now, because it's time for breakfast, we'll have fried meatloaf.  I love fried meatloaf.   But don't think I'll forget about you.  I drew a picture of the queen.  She's very pretty.  I think I'll leave it here for you.  It might make you a little more sad, for a while.  I drew a picture for my daddy when mommy went away, and it made him sad.  But after a while, he said it made him happy.  Maybe it'll make you happy too.  Bye bye!"

Then she turned and danced off, through the mulberry fields.  

The Sky Painter who was once a king looked down at the picture she'd left on the overgrown grass.  It was a crude tower against black, with a window at the top. In the window was a woman's face. She had hay-blonde hair and a big blue tear in her eye.

The Sky Painter turned away.  There were tears glimmering in his eyes, too.  

That day he painted the sky a deeper blue than ever he had since the day he failed to rescue his queen.  He painted it so blue it hurt to look at it.  It was blue like the depths of the ocean where it's so deep it gets black, but you know it's still blue.  He painted it blue like sadness and love at the same time.  

  







  





The little girl came back the next day.  She skipped up to him.  

The sky was slate-grey that day.  He had his grey brush out and was slathering it over the world.  

"This is a different kind of sadness," said the little girl.  "This is what despair looks like, isn't it?"

The Sky Painter didn't even look at her.  

"I know what despair is because my daddy told me.  He got drunk once and he hit me.  I think this grey is the same as that."

Tears rolled down the Sky Painter’s face.  

"I think it's terrible she's locked up in that tower.  I don't know why she's there.  But I know she won't want to see this grey sky.  This grey sky tells her only that you're giving up.  It tells her you're sad, and broken."

The Sky Painter dropped his hand from the heavens and hung his head.  

"My daddy got better," said the little girl.  "I think you will too."

The Sky Painter threw his paint brush to the ground.  Where it hit, the bushes sparkled into emerald flame.  

"You'll feel better tomorrow," said the little girl, watching the flames simmer down.  "I know my daddy always did."

She turned and left.  

The Sky Painter stood there, great silent tears rolling down his face.

  







  





The next day was grey, but the grey was starting to run at the edges, seeping into black and dripping down to the earth in great, gloopy drops.  Everywhere across the land, and the mountain, and the little girl’s house, a grey rain fell.  

She hurried to the Sky Painter's side with an umbrella over her head.  

She found the Sky Painter lying on his massive side.  His feet were still tangled up in the bushes. His brush lay on the wet, grey ground just out of reach.  He was barely breathing.  

"Leave me alone," he said.  "Little girl.  Go away."

"I can't go away, Mr. Sky Painter.  The sky is dying because you're not painting it.  It's all grey.  Don't you see the grey falling around you? It's the grey of despair, and it's raining down on all of us."

"I don't care," he said.  "It doesn't matter any more.  Nothing matters any more."

"Don't say that!" protested the little girl.  She ran around to his face, to look into his big, empty eyes.  "My momma's buried and there's violets on her grave, and your big grey gloop will spoil her grave, and that'll make my daddy sad again, and he'll get like you and lay down and give up too, and then who'll look after me?"

"You seem to look after yourself well enough," sneered the Sky Painter.  "With your silly little doll and your paintings of queens in towers.  Why can't you leave me alone?"

"I made the painting for you!" said the little girl, stamping her foot.  "And I'm not silly, I just ask a lot of questions, though not as many as I used to, and my doll's not silly either, her name is Marcy and she's just sad because you're going all grey, and everything's going all grey, and..."

The wind was knocked out of her when the Sky Painter's great hand whipped across the mountain-top and sent her reeling.  She flew 100 yards and smashed into a rocky outcrop.  

Her blood ran red down the grey rock, mixing with the grey gloop of the sky.  

The Sky Painter watched her silent body slide down the rocks, and began to cry again.  

  







  





She didn't come the next day.  She was dead in the rock-pile.  The sky rained grey.  

  







  





She didn't come the day after that.  She didn't come because she was dead.  

He lay and the grey smudged into grey and white, and the color drained from the world around him until everything was a white-grey smog.  He couldn't see his hand before his face.  He could barely feel himself breathing.  The paintbrush with its emerald flame was out of sight.  

"So this is what dying feels like," he said to himself.  

  







  





The next day - or it could have been the same day; it was becoming hard to tell the difference as all the paint ran down - he heard a voice in the gloom.  

"Violet! Violet!"      

The Sky Painter recognized the anguish in the voice.  It was the father of the dead little girl with the hay-blonde hair in the rock pile.  

He recognized the anguish because he recognized himself in it.  When his queen had been stolen away, to a tower in a land where even dragons couldn’t go, he'd crawled and climbed and fought at the border for a thousand years, and still he couldn't get in.  He had called out her name every day, every hour, every minute, every second, and still it had done no good.  It had done no good, and he'd torn his voice calling out her name, and the world around him was only black and spiky with his rage and the lightning that flickered around him.  

"Violet!" 

"Hello," said the Sky Painter.  

"Hello!" replied the man, invisible somewhere in the gloom.  The tinge of sudden hope in his voice made the Sky Painter feel sick.  "Is somebody there? Have you seen a little girl, her name is Violet, she went missing two days ago and now I can't find her in this fog.  Have you seen her?"

"I'm the Sky Painter, and I have seen your daughter."

"You have? Where is she? Is she safe? Is she alright?"

"She's in that rock-pile over there. She's dead."

"She's what? Did you say she's dead?"

"Yes."

"How do you know? Are you sure? Is she really dead?"

"Yes."

The man howled.  

The Sky Painter listened to his rage and anguish.  It felt like the spiky raw pain he felt inside.  It felt right.  He was broken.  Everything had been stolen from him.  Everything was gone.  Why shouldn't this man's daughter be gone too? Why shouldn't the world be grey and dying?

"How did she die?" wailed the man.  "How did my sweet Violet die?"

"I killed her," said the Sky Painter, his voice flat and dead.  "Just as you struck her once, I struck her too and killed her."

"You?"

"It was me."

"I'll kill you, then!" screamed the man.  His anguish was suddenly wild rage, and his voice rang out red through the grey gloom.  "I'll kill you with my bare hands!"

His rage shot red spikes through the gloom that hit the Sky Painter in the head and stomach, doubling him over.  The man chased the beams of color to the great Sky Painter's face and beat upon his tough skin with his bare fists until his fists were bloody and mashed, while the red beams of rage still coursed into the Sky Painter and doubled him over in pain.  

After the red fury had passed, there was nothing but the sobbing of the man as he lay encircled by the great bulk of the Sky Painter in the grey smog.  

"I'm sorry," said the Sky Painter, his deep voice thick with emotion.  "I didn't mean to kill her."

The man just sobbed.  

  







  





In time, the man fell silent.  The Sky Painter felt it when he died.  

The grey thickened around him like dust.  Like the ocean a hundred miles down, only grey and powdery, and thick like cotton wool. 

There was no sound.  Only the beat of his heart and his long, slow breaths.  

He was truly alone.    

  







  





One time he thought he heard her, dancing through the smog towards him.  He thought he heard her father.  He thought he heard them talking about the color of the sky on their porch.  The father was telling his daughter, Violet, about the Sky Painter, and how the blue sky meant he was sad, but also in love… and sad.  

       The Sky Painter lay in the grey nothingness and waited for death. But like every other time he’d waited, death wouldn’t come. Only the vision of his queen in pain came to him, her face lined with the agony of separation and imprisonment. Only his own impotence, his own sickness, curled up with him in his grey fog and danced in his broken mind. 

He tried to remember other things, to escape the dull pain of the past. The little girl dancing up to him. Her voice, and her questions. Her confidence that all was well in the world, that all would be well.

She’d drawn a picture of the Sky Painter's queen, and shown it to her daddy.  Her daddy said to show it to the Sky Painter.  She'd shown it to him.

"I drew a picture of the queen," she'd said. "Maybe it'll make you happy too."

He'd dropped his brush.  His brush had lit emerald fire on the earth.

Her father had shot red beams of anger at him.  Her father who had no brush.  Who was no Sky Painter.  He had shot red beams of anger that hurt his head and hurt his stomach and doubled him up for days.  

Thinking about those red beams, and that green fire, something flickered to life inside the Sky Painter's heart.  Something he hadn't felt for the longest time.  Something he hadn't dared dream could exist ever again.  

He reached blindly through the smog.  The vines and bushes in the bleak grey nothing tugged at him like shackles, but he strained against them and his great muscles snapped them through.   His fingers clasped the mountaintop, first settling on his old crown, then the decomposed body of the father, and, finally, upon his brush.

He seized it.  He hauled himself up to stand in the powdery grey gloom.  And he began to paint.  

  







  





He painted faster and harder than he'd ever painted before.  He painted the sky in first, a beautiful clear blue, with the sun a bright yellow orb millions of miles up.  He painted himself, and he painted his crown in the tangled rushes. Then he painted the land, all green and purple and red and black and green again for the trees, and the town, and the smoke from the potter’s kiln and the black of the blacksmith's beard and his iron ingots waiting to be smelted.  He painted rivers and roads and horse-drawn carriages and yes, horses too.  

And he painted the man.  And he painted the little girl.  

He looked at them, lying in their places, and he watched them, and he concentrated, and he remembered the red spikes of anger from the man, and he remembered the deep blue he'd painted the sky when he'd thought again of his queen, and he focused all the power of his great body and his great mind on the brush in his hands, and on the red spikes of anger and love, and the blue of sadness and love. He closed his eyes tight and squeezed, willing the colors to mingle, wishing for it, believing. 

He opened his eyes, and saw a new color blooming on his brush. One he'd never painted with before, never known how to see before; a deep violet blur of red and blue, for happiness and sadness and anger and love all mixed together, for life, for the little girl's name.

Then he reached out to paint her anew. As his brush touched her skin he felt the map of her body fill his mind, only it was broken; the bones were smashed, the lines were blurred, and the violet spark of life was missing from inside.  

He painted her body over with violet.  He painted inside and around the lines, where he knew the paint shouldn't go.  He painted her bones fixed, and her skull intact, and the red blood he painted over with hay-yellow hair, and he painted her inside and out, and he dashed in dollops of violet everywhere, and he painted and painted until his wrist grew numb and his arm fell, exhausted, by his side.  

Then he squeezed his eyes tight shut again and concentrated, harder even than before,  though this time he thought of her, and her mother, and his queen, and the red spikes of anger. And a thin stream of violet drifted from his eyes.  He watched it shimmer in the air.  It lit up the mountaintop.  The rushes and creepers beneath it wriggled and writhed with sudden growth, and when it reached the little girl she gasped, and was suddenly alive again.  

The Sky Painter leapt for joy, and the ground shook with his happiness.  

Next he painted her father in, and fed him the purple stream, and he came to life too.  

The little girl stood looking up at him.  

"I'm so sorry, my child," he told her.  "I’m so terribly sorry.”

"My daddy hit me too," she said.  "That’s what despair is. I understand that.”

"Child," said the Sky Painter, the great sadness back in his voice, "you are wise beyond your years, but forgiving as an innocent. What has been done to you is none of your fault, and should never have been done. Your father did a terrible thing, at a terrible low.  I, too, did the most terrible thing.  An unforgivable thing.  I regret what I did to you more than anything I've ever done.

The little girl cocked her head.  

"Even more than losing your queen?"

The Sky Painter's eye glimmered with tears, but he steeled himself against them.  "Even losing her.  I'm sorry to you forever, and I'm forever in your debt."

The little girl nodded.  

"I drew you a map," she said, pointing at the drawing she'd made, which now lay crumpled on the ground by the Sky Painters feet.  "To the place where your queen lives.  If you are truly in my debt, then you'll go free her."

The Sky Painter nodded.  

"I will," he said.  

And he turned to the sky.  And he began to paint.  

  







  





It wasn't like a storm.  It was faster than a storm.  It flurried and hummed and the colors raced and darted like the sparks in the blacksmith's forge, only faster, and hotter, and whiter and all the colors at once.  

The Sky Painter stood bent against the sky, his paintbrush a whickering blur in his hand, the sky bruising black and blue under his onslaught.  Dragons flew in the sky and were sucked back in, volcanoes were spewed out and sucked back in, stars were born and planets collided, and the colors in the sky grew deeper and thicker and brighter.  

"You'll make it," said the little girl by his feet, her father standing by her side, his arm held around her.  "Just don't give up."

The Sky Painter's arm flew faster and faster, on and on, blurring through the shapes of reality and the walls of life and death, through to the place where not even dragons can go.  At glimpses, he had the right shade of black, the deepest, darkest night around the tower of his queen, and at others the right color of her hair, hay blonde, and at still others the brickwork on the tower, and the blue of her love and his love and the blue of her eyes and the room behind her, and he painted and painted and painted until finally, in a bursting salvo of violet and black, her world exploded into his.

She was there.  She was there in the tower in the black, in the land where not even dragons can fly, and she saw him across the gulf, and he saw her, and such a leap of love shot between them on blazing red wings that it built a bridge between her world and his, and he ran up the steps to meet her, and she came running out to meet him. As he ran he felt all his anger, all his pain and all the greyness inside collide with the blue of the love that he felt, and once and for all the sadness left the blue as he reached her and looked into her eyes, and in her eyes he saw himself anew, as the man who didn't give up, who didn't surrender, who kept on and on, and in her eyes he found love and in her arms he rejoiced, and was no longer alone.

  







  





The little girl and her father walked down from the mountain.  The sky was the most beautiful shade of blue, and the sun was setting and rising, both at the same time.  

They walked hand in hand.  

The picture of the queen in the land where even dragons cannot fly slowly fizzled out into emerald flame, over the rusted remains of the crown of a man once king.
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by Paul Marlowe



  







  




  





In the peeling little kitchenette of his suite at the derelict Waterfront Hotel, Father McHaffey was dubiously studying the instructions on a bottle of eye-drops. His Alsatian, Tail, stared upwards, panting in hopes of a share of whatever treat was engrossing his master. Or he may have been considering eating the squirrel-sized puppet that was dressed in a top hat and morning coat and clinging to McHaffey’s shoulder.

“May cause disorientation and transient emotional anomalies… do not use in combination with other nanopharmaceuticals… consult a physician before use…. Harmless, was that what she called this stuff?”

McHaffey sighed and tilted back his head. He hated putting things into his eyes, but there didn’t seem to be any choice. He wasn’t going to be sleeping, that much was certain; Friday would arrive in a few hours, and his conscience kept showing him Greenslade’s face whenever he closed his eyes. He’d earned his fee, but there was a greater debt to pay. To Greenslade. To Justice. He squeezed the bottle, feeling like he’d made a toast. Unpromisingly, the first drop landed on his nose. The second one fell coolly into his right eye like a raindrop. The third… missed altogether. When he looked down to see if he’d hit his shoe, with the doll adjusting its grip to look too without falling off, McHaffey found Tail grinning and winking one runny eye at him. 

“Whoops!” said the puppet.

“Oh, crap,” said McHaffey.

Quickly, McHaffey squirted another drop into his left eye and checked the transponder pendant around his neck, which bleeped a warning as he was rummaging in his pockets for the manual. He squatted by Tail, patting the dog’s head.

“Sorry, I hope you don’t…”

A wave of vertigo interrupted the thought and dropped McHaffey onto the kitchen floor, sending the puppet tumbling. Tail whined, pawing at McHaffey’s leg, but the flesh was going as numb as a dead piece of meat. His inner ear told him he’d tipped over onto the rug, but he couldn’t feel it. The ceiling was patchy, grey, swirling into black.

Harmless? Was that what she’d said?

  





 





  





McHaffey found himself, with Tail, sitting before Zhen Cameron’s polished desk on the other side of Vancouver. She smiled, with a face spared the creases her erstwhile commander had acquired over the years. No surprise there - wealth and cosmetic therapies could stop time, and his old comrade-in-arms had risen in the world in more ways than just to this corner office with a view: from Section Comms Assistant, as she’d been when they met, up to partner in Transparadisium Incorporated. In her smart grey suit and still militarily cropped black hair, framed by a panorama of the city, Cameron regarded him with old respect, compounded with a little awareness of the reversal in hierarchy that had happened over the years.

“Perfectly harmless, not like the things we saw in the war,” she assured him. “Players just place a drop in the eye, and the nans migrate along the sclera to the optic nerve and the brain, where they isolate sensory areas and immerse the user in simulated sensa. The necklace transponder relays data between nans and network. We’re transitioning from alpha- to beta-testing, with a few thousand users, but the launch will be happening shortly.” 

McHaffey fought away light-headedness, and a curious feeling of familiarity, as he leant out of his chair to set the player-kit back down on Cameron’s desk. “I imagine you didn’t hunt me down just to sell a game subscription, Zhen. How did you find me, by the way?”

“We don’t call it a game. It’s a…”

“…a multi-user environment,” McHaffey interrupted, wondering immediately how he’d known that.

Cameron nodded. “Yes. I’d hoped to run into you at the regimental reunion last weekend, but since you didn’t show, I found you through Servus, the employee database. You’ve had an… interesting career trajectory since leaving the Forces last decade.” Cameron’s eyes flicked to a screen for a moment. “I see you do a night shift as a police constable, and you’re a priest during the day.”

McHaffey cleared his throat. “Strictly speaking, I’m a priest around the clock.”

Around the clock. Had he said that already? He hated to sound nervous by repeating himself, but…

“Have you really,” she continued, squinting incredulously at the screen, “started a crusading army?”

Have I? He rubbed the bridge of his nose, and remembered.  “It’s more of a charity than an army,” he explained. Ever since founding the Order of St. Wulfstan, he’d had certain misgivings about the project. Some rather odd types joined. Still, it did some good work. “Being part of an order, with rules, seems to help focus people on a goal, and make the sacrifices necessary to help others. Overcomes the ego, maybe.”

“Not exactly the employment I would have foreseen for the man they used to call the Black Baron of Mongolia. At least you’re using your old leadership skills, eh? Good for you, Ben. The truth is,” she said, growing quieter and more confidential, “the chief programmer for TEN – our flagship, the Transparadisium Environment Network – has dropped off the map. I understand that you sometimes resolve problems… outside of normal channels?”

McHaffey nodded. He’d known it would turn out to be something sordid like this. Beside him, Tail was sniffing, as if smelling a rat. The dog flattened his ears unhappily and dropped onto his belly, nose between his paws. Something about it reminded McHaffey of his kitchen.

“Ordinarily we’d use our own human resources maintenance staff, or the police, but she’s the keystone programmer, and our IPO of shares is scheduled for Friday. Alarming press leaks could affect the share value. You understand…”

“I’m dreaming!” McHaffey announced, springing to his feet. Disconcertingly, his feet remained in the chair, along with the rest of him. No-one seemed to notice.

“Defected, you think, or planning sabotage? Blackmail?” asked the seated McHaffey, while his disembodied self looked resentfully at the body that seemed able to carry on without him.

“Oh, she’s not ambitious or anything,” said Cameron. “Like I said, she’s a programmer. You might have heard of her: Meaghan Greenslade. Apparently she’s something of a celebrity among the high-usage segment of our consumers. She goes by G-slade on the Net. About ten days ago she stopped turning up for meetings. It was assumed she was taking a break after the beta launch, but there’s been no communication from her. Frankly,” she said, dropping a few more decibels, “some of the directors would rather let things ride until after the IPO. They believe we should pretend nothing’s happened, in case an investigation stirs something up. I don’t like loose ends. I don’t know what the problem is, exactly, just that it needs to go away, quietly, quickly - before Friday. Will three hundred thousand be enough?”

Stifling a choking sound, the seated McHaffey nodded and passed an account number from his pad to Cameron’s terminal. She didn’t need to know the account belonged to a convent in Prince Rupert, thought the ghost McHaffey. Cameron reciprocated, beaming an employee profile of Meaghan Greenslade back to McHaffey’s pad.

The real McHaffey, the invisible one without a body, circled the desk, watching the transaction and disapproving of his body’s slouch. “I’m haunting myself,” he said, before considering again. “No, I was going into that game… multi-user environment… whatever. And this is all coming back, now. It all happened before. And next…”

  





 





  





Greenslade’s condominium complex was an elaborate Neo-Deco affair with brawny, Atlas-like figures supporting the entrance. Tambunting, the nervous little superintendent with an unnaturally low hairline, ushered McHaffey gravely into his office while eying his visitor’s clerical collar, and his dog, but ignoring the ghost McHaffey that drifted around the procession.

“Of course I can’t let just anyone wander into tenants’ rooms, er…”

“Father,” the solid McHaffey supplied.

“Yes. Father. With the police, you say?”

Tambunting scanned McHaffey’s ID. He looked back and forth from the read-out to the man, as if trying to reconcile the sacred and the profane.

“Missing, you say? Ms Greenslade, was it?” Tambunting tapped his screen while chewing his other set of nails. “According to our logs, Ms Greenslade is currently in residence. No harm in going up to inquire, I suppose.”

The elevator slid silently upwards, with McHaffey luxuriating in the absence of stairs, or a body, to such an extent that he completely ignored Tambunting’s stream of bitter complaints about his least favourite tenants. In any case, the man was talking to the other McHaffey, not him. Twenty flights of stairs McHaffey had to climb every day at the Waterfront! On the other hand, he considered, glancing away from his doppelganger to Tambunting, there were no superintendents at the squat. And no rent to pay. Despite being a seething warren of layabouts and organic gardeners, the decrepit old hotel had seemed empty lately. His police-partner, Araxi, rarely visited him anymore, and she was even skipping work since moving into the Waterfront to be with her semi-vegetative boyfriend, Jo Creely, who still, after months, hadn’t managed to pull together all the bits of his mind scattered around the Net. McHaffey could only imagine what that relationship must be like. He rolled his eyes towards the elevator ceiling, and immediately hated himself, sneering at others’ relationships. He penitently resolved to see how they were doing, next chance he got. But he wasn’t going to visit Ms Tetsuyama, the hotel’s second weirdest resident. The less he knew about the septuagenarian’s intrigues and industrial espionage, the better, even if he did long for another taste of her indescribable curry bread. Musing on his invisibility, he considered sneaking into the old woman’s suite when he got home, before remembering he was in a simulation. A memory. Pity.

The lift opened onto a luminous mural on the twelfth floor: a thin poplar tree in a meadow, leaves shimmering and hissing in a digital wind that swayed it languorously to and fro. 

“Best quality, that,” bragged Tambunting. “No pixilation, see?”

McHaffey ignored the mural and floated to the apartment ahead of the superintendent. Greenslade’s door, adjacent to the mural, gave no response to Tambunting’s knocks, nor did anyone appear on the intercom. 

“I suppose we must check,” Tambunting conceded, placing his thumb on the lock scanner.

They had descended three steps into the sunken living space, towards a neat desk that supported a bookshelf and the latest model workstation, when a motion caught McHaffey’s eye. Tail growled. Just as quickly, they and the solid McHaffey all relaxed, recognizing the movement as an ankle-high robotic doll from some movie McHaffey couldn’t recall. Not another tarantula, like at that domestic dispute a week earlier. The bandy-legged little doll in a black top hat and cutaway coat strode gravely over to them and bowed. Tambunting recoiled.

“Madam is…is n…n…not receiving today,” the toy’s reedy voice announced, Englishly.

Belying its reticence, the thing suffered a spasm and fell over, eventually mustering its self-control enough to stand and seize hold of the solid McHaffey’s trouser leg. It tried futilely to drag him away to his left. Tail inclined his head to examine the thing, and sniffed, looking unsatisfied.

“Ah…ah… gentleman never loses his temper!” it said, falling over again. When the solid McHaffey was able to drag his attention away from the deranged puppet, he glanced to where it had been pulling him, where the real McHaffey was already looking, and where Tail pointed intensely. Tail uttered a short bark. Through the leaves of a luxuriant Schefflera, McHaffey saw a familiar pair of bare feet on a sofa.

“…nothing like this before,” McHaffey half-heard the superintendent babbling. Tambunting crossed himself and milled about fretfully while, through a latex glove, the simulated McHaffey manipulated the dead woman’s ankle, and then her elbow, checking the rigor.

“Dead a day or so,” McHaffey said, a moment before his recreated counterpart pulled off its gloves and repeated the assessment, pausing afterwards for a moment of silent prayer. The real McHaffey remembered.  Have mercy upon her, pardon all her transgressions, for there is not a righteous man upon earth, who doeth good and sinneth not. A little uncanonical, he had to admit, but he’d never found anything that better suited the sad sight of an ended life.

“Suicide, do you suppose, Father?” Tambunting speculated.

It certainly looked that way. No signs of injury or struggle. Poisoning, perhaps. No history of sudden death risks on her medical file. The simulated priest drew out his pad. “Zhen Cameron,” he demanded. After the dialling, she appeared.

“Capt… or rather, Ben. News?”

“Greenslade’s dead. Could be suicide. No obvious signs of murder, anyway.” 

Or misadventure? McHaffey recognized the necklace half-tucked under the corpse’s collar as a game transponder, online perhaps when she died.

A look of undisguised relief washed over Cameron’s face on the pad. “The poor girl. So young, and talented. Always quiet. I suppose that’s the type that, you know…” Cameron composed herself. “I assume you can take care of things discretely, to avoid any fuss before the exchanges close Friday?”

The solid McHaffey checked his watch. Thursday afternoon, the real one recalled.
 “There’s got to be a death certificate issued and, given the circumstances, a coroner may want an inquest if there’s any doubt as to the cause of death.”

Consternation re-appeared in Cameron’s expression. “I retained you to make this go away, Ben, at least until the weekend. If you can’t…”

“Maybe,” offered the solid McHaffey. A full police investigation probably couldn’t sort matters out in a hurry anyway. He could arrange a day or two’s delay that might allow him to work out what really happened. McHaffey remembered being pretty confident of that.  “But I need complete access,” the simulation continued. “Everything. Passwords. Greenslade’s level or higher, in the game too.”

“It’s a multi-user environment, not a… all right, I’ll get you full access. Give me fifteen minutes. Cameron out.”

The simulated McHaffey smirked at the blank pad, and at Trooper Cameron’s slip into her old phrase, while the real one frowned. I don’t really look like that, do I? he wondered. Tail looked up at him, whining. “I know, I should be working.” Perhaps he could, now that something like normality was finally returning to McHaffey’s mind, suggesting not only that he ought to be looking for evidence of suicide, such as a note, but also that he wouldn’t find it in a simulation constructed of his own memories. The point was underscored when he pulled a book off Greenslade’s desk – Transhumanism – and found all of the pages blank.

“OK,” he said, addressing the ceiling, and then the walls, “that’s enough. I quit. Time out. Stop. Help!” 

Whichever word worked, the simulation first froze around him, then faded slowly through monochrome to blackness. Tail stepped out of his disappearing double, sniffed it, and growled. From out of the wall someone else appeared: slim, androgynous, in a black turtleneck and trousers. The newcomer approached McHaffey and smiled blandly.

“I’m the Moderator. How can I help you?” it asked.

“I don’t know how this all works,” McHaffey admitted, “but I’m looking for someone. How do I stop with the memories and do something else?”

“Follow me,” said the Moderator, as it set off walking down a tree-lined lane that was materializing around them, leading to a stone cottage at the distant vanishing point.

McHaffey had regained his body, he noticed. Other details were emerging too. Birds sang in the arched boughs overhead. The scent of roses came next, followed by hedges of the flowers on either side. In the lane a strange bush appeared which, when he was close enough to get a good look at it, McHaffey saw was growing strips of bacon from the branch tips. 

“Must be your fantasy,” he told the grinning Tail, who trotted up to the plant on which he then simultaneously nibbled and widdled. The rest of the landscape was nothing McHaffey could precisely remember ever seeing, and so it wasn’t from memory exactly. Yet it was familiar somehow. From his dreams? Cobbled together from things he’d seen, and admired, but never put together in his own mind? The sort of things he wished he could say he had seen, when he went to regimental reunions. Which was why he didn’t go.

The Moderator was some distance ahead now, forcing McHaffey to jog to catch up with it.

“This is the domain best suited to your happiness,” the Moderator said when McHaffey came alongside. “We’ll just walk up to the house. Sierra is waiting for you. She…”

McHaffey recoiled, feeling like he’d been pole-axed. “Don’t…” he breathed. He took a fistful of the Moderator’s shirt front and pulled it closer. “Don’t ever do that again.”

Looking slightly put out, the Moderator made a conciliatory gesture. “But, it’s what you want…”

McHaffey shook his head and released the Moderator. “There are no ghosts to raise; out of death lead no ways; vain is the call,” he recited.

“Beddoes? A gloomy poet. Is that what you believe this is? Dream Pedlary?”

 “Just get rid of it,” McHaffey commanded, waving a hand around the simulation. As though responding to the motion, it faded back into black void. “And tell me everything you know about Meaghan Greenslade’s death.”

“G-slade is dead?” the Moderator said, its eyes round with the first show of real emotion the androgyne had given. It shuddered. “Dead?”

As it turned out, there wasn’t much the Moderator could add. Despite Cameron granting McHaffey total access, no amount of interrogation wrested from the Moderator any useful information about the dead programmer, only a reverential awe, made the stronger by the Moderator’s obvious shock at her demise. There were no recorded messages, no suicide notes left behind. No scenarios saved in the system - no traces at all. That in itself was even more suspicious than it was frustrating. Someone so intimately involved in creating the place had to have left a trail. McHaffey was beginning to regret his rash promise to keep Greenslade’s death under wraps until Friday. Surely Cameron wouldn’t have… no. She wasn’t capable of murder. But others could be.

“Perhaps you could have sent word of G-slade’s death to the coroner by some faster means than mailing a letter,” the Moderator commented, or accused.

The superintendent had been eager to offer the use of his franking machine for postage, even though he’d had to dust it off. And after all, the law merely required him to inform the authorities. It didn’t specify the method.

“I turned the room temperature down to five degrees. The body will be fine,” McHaffey explained. Then it struck him. “Are you reading my mind?” he demanded.

Almost imperceptibly, the Moderator shrugged. “Your mind is part of Transparadisium. As am I.”

“What are you, exactly?”

After a momentary pause, perhaps to check McHaffey’s access level: “You’re familiar with the concept of distributed computing? Every online user is evaluated for intelligence, sanity, and so on. In the best eight hundred a small region of the cortex is isolated and re-tasked to form part of my mind. The deficit is temporary and insignificant for the user. Collectively, they create… me. You could call me a child of mankind.”

“Oh, for a simpler age!” In the old days they just put ads on your screen. Now they took over part of your brain. It was all… insidious. Could Greenslade have been threatening to go public with this?

The Moderator shook its head. “It’s all in the User Agreement, I assure you. Quite legal.”

“Hold on,” McHaffey said, not liking the whole mind-reading business at all. “You’re not saying I’m… I’m part of you…”

It smiled. “The mind-sharing is somewhat more intimate with my donors, naturally. Admittedly, you’re more impulsive than the ideal donor, but selection is limited at present.”

Lord. Between gestalt brain-borrowers, simulated paradises, and walking, talking dolls, how was a person meant to cope with the world? At least Tail had the right idea. With the loss of his bacon tree he’d decided to take a nap until McHaffey fixed the reality trouble.

“Not everything unfamiliar is sinister,” the Moderator suggested.

There was certainly something sinister about that doll of Greenslade’s. No, not sinister, really. More pathetic, once the creepiness of it faded with time. The way it couldn’t move properly, but was almost trying to communicate something.

“How many data streams are coming through my game transponder?”

“It’s not a...” the Moderator started to say when McHaffey glowered, as only an annoyed constable with the backing of Apostolic Succession can glower. “Three.”

“Me. Tail. Show me what the other one is seeing right now.”

Turning to face the same direction as McHaffey, the Moderator called into existence a large oval window with a 3D view of… Vancouver. A familiar view. 

“That’s my kitchen window. That doll is looking out my window, and sending the data through the transponder. Where’s it ending up?”

For a few moments the Moderator looked thoughtful. “A location in the Alpha Zone. How strange.”

“Take me there.”

It required a mere instant to reposition them. Whatever McHaffey’s vague anticipations had been about the nature of the testing area, they certainly hadn’t come close to the reality. He was in Greenslade’s elevator, going up.

Beside him, the Moderator shifted uneasily. “Regrettably, I have no permission to affect the Alpha Zone simulations,” it said.

“Terrific.” There was one consolation: McHaffey’s mind had outfitted him in his ordinary police gear, with body armour, truncheon, and pistol. It made him wonder if that wasn’t the role he was, at heart, most comfortable with. At least, until he felt the pinch of his dog collar.

Eleven, twelve, chime, and the doors drew apart onto a corridor darker than, but much like, the real one. Where the mural had been, there was only blank wall, as if the simulation wasn’t quite completed yet. Tail’s growl brought McHaffey’s mind back into focus enough to recognize that something else was out of place. A blacker shape crouched in the shadows by Greenslade’s door was stirring, unfolding itself, and stepping out into the half-light of the corridor. It was met by a deep, warning woof from Tail. Since the Moderator politely extended an arm to allow McHaffey to go first, he sidled out of the lift staying close to the near wall, and slid his truncheon from its belt-loop at the same time, while Tail advanced next to him, bristling. The leathery-skinned thing by the door inclined its low forehead this way and that, then set about chewing on its long claws with peg-like teeth. 

It was Tambunting. The thing’s broad nose, twice the size of any human’s, and its dour expression only confirmed the impression. He’d been turned into a gargoyle.

All three edged around the creature cautiously, though it showed no signs of hostility. It even waggled its talons so encouragingly toward Greenslade’s door that McHaffey tried the handle. To his surprise, it opened easily.

So that’s where the tree went, he thought. Not a poplar now. He took each descending stair slower than the last, so preoccupied with the state of the room that his forward momentum was ebbing away. His last step crackled through dry twigs until it reached floor, where his sole stuck, feeling like it had pressed into fresh tar. All around the room were drifts of broken sticks, covering the furniture and lending the place something of the atmosphere of an especially unkempt crow’s nest. In the middle, where there should have been eggs, was a great tangled and leafless hawthorn tree growing from out of the floor, with an iridescent blue-green peacock squatting atop it. The bird spread the broad fan of its tail at McHaffey, which might have been very pretty had the dozens of feather-spots not been human eyes that rolled and blinked.

“I have a feeling the police recruit’s manual didn’t cover this situation,” McHaffey said. “What is this?” he asked the Moderator.

“Something the alpha testers created? I don’t sense any connection to players. Only something unusual, that I’ve only felt with one other player.”

No help there. Probably the Moderator’s dim memory of Greenslade’s last appearance. Whatever it was, it looked like no suicide note or crime scene that McHaffey had ever witnessed. He decided on a direct approach.

“I found Greenslade’s body,” he said, addressing the bird for lack of a more sensible suspect. “Tell me anything you know about her.”

Somewhat to his surprise, the peacock seemed to listen to him. It ruffled its tail and launched itself into the air. As it glided gracefully towards the floor, the gaudy, blobby bird stretched and blurred, becoming... 

By the time its feet touched the floor it was a tall woman, tightly clothed in glistening peacock feathers. She spent just long enough looking smug at McHaffey’s astonishment for him to realize that he knew her face. Greenslade. She laughed.

“I appreciate your concern, constable. But as you can see, I’m not dead.”

McHaffey glanced to the Moderator. It looked hopeful after seeing Greenslade but shrugged, as if to say that this was a matter best left to competent legal authorities. Or to a human. Tail kept his eye on the bird-woman, but didn’t offer any advice either, except a comment on Greenslade’s housekeeping in the form of some suspicious snuffling of the ooze underfoot.

“I take it you’re claiming to be Meaghan Greenslade?” he asked.

“That organic mess back in the other world is regrettable, but I’m sure someone will take care of it,” she said. “I created this world, and I intend to live here. Forever.”

“You discovered the Almatis technique,” said McHaffey, causing Greenslade to turn her eyes sharply onto him from where she’d been contemplating the tree.

“So you know of it.” She looked thoughtful for a moment. “Almatis Corp. collapsed quite suddenly, as I recall, and several directors disappeared. I don’t suppose that involved you in some way?”

“Possibly. I also take it you’re claiming Greenslade’s death was… suicide?”

The bird-woman swept a hand down her feathered body. “It’s a debatable issue,” she said. 

He looked to the Moderator again for advice. 

“She is an avatar of some kind,” it said, smirking with suppressed pleasure. Or giddiness from Greenslade’s presence.

“Yes, Omega,” Greenslade said. When McHaffey looked puzzled, she added “That’s what I call him. The Greek numeral for eight hundred. You should visit more often,” she said, to the Moderator again. “I have a lot of changes in mind that I need to discuss with you.” Then, turning back to McHaffey, “If you’re done investigating, or whatever you’re doing, Omega will show you out.”

Was he finished? How could he tell it was really Greenslade – perform a Turing test on her? And could she be allowed to just slough off her body like an out-of-style dress, to take up another one in a simulation? What would the company say? Or was the avatar a fake, planted by a murderer? And what on earth was she doing posing as a peacock on top of a thorn tree?

McHaffey took a stroll about the room to grasp for clues. Aside from the squalor, it wasn’t much different from the real apartment. As he got closer to Greenslade, he found himself wondering if she were growing the feathers rather than wearing them. Her eyebrows, questioningly arched, were feathered too.

“Tell me about the puppet,” he said, “the one with the top hat.”

And why a dead tree, he thought. He toyed with a twig, pondering whether the bark was green underneath, getting pricked by a long thorn in the process.

“Puppet?” Greenslade said, a little nervously. “That thing. It’s only a stupid toy, from some movie. You can toss it out, along with the corpse.”

McHaffey grimaced at the drop of blood welling out of his finger, noticing for the first time that the simulation included pain. Annoyed, he snapped off the offending twig.

The tree shrieked, the scream dying away into a whimper, as though he’d broken off its finger. Blood poured from the severed branch. A reflex made him look to Greenslade for an explanation; instead of giving him one she leapt forward and offered him a hard shove into the hawthorn. The tree screamed, and McHaffey screamed too, pierced through the clothes and flesh by a hundred barbs. He hardly knew what was happening next, through the agony and the noise. From where he was writhing, impaled on thorns like a shrike’s supper, McHaffey could only watch events unfold. Tail, snarling, had sunk his teeth into Greenslade’s leg and the two were struggling barely more than an arm’s breadth away. 

Two forest-green panthers materialized out of thin air to fall onto the bird-woman, knocking her to the ground, where they pinioned her with fangs like daggers. McHaffey gave up trying to extricate himself and simply watched as a masked samurai in armour, bristling with swords and horns, appeared next. And all the while a voice had been muttering beneath the din, saying something he could only now make out, with the racket dying down. “…stop. Make her stop… Make her stop...” It was the tree. He could see enough branches piled nearby to be reminded of the vast kindling heap the room had become; he knew the floor’s sticky coating to be gore, and for a moment he was sick with the sheer inventory of suffering it all represented.

He was brought back to the present by the warrior’s odd dance. Seemingly chasing a fly, the samurai made little grabs at the air, glancing this way and that between snatches. On the fifth, or sixth, the samurai seemed content and, drawing a sword, sliced the air. Once satisfied with the mime performance, the samurai turned to McHaffey and removed the grotesque mask. A lovely Japanese girl looked at him from under the curly helmet, with concern.

“I’m afraid I’ve been tailing you. You always get into such interesting trouble, McHaffey,” she said.

“Er,” McHaffey began, eyes flashing the length and breadth of the samurai girl in search of a mental handhold.

“Oh, this?” She indicated the get-up. “It’s a hobby.”

When McHaffey’s face remained screwed up in bafflement, in addition to exquisite pain, understanding lit up her face at last.

“Of course. This is me from fifty years ago, or so. What do you think?”

“Tetsuyama.”

She lifted McHaffey out of the hawthorn and onto Greenslade’s couch, where she joined him and considered the squirming bird-woman, now merely grimacing at her panther captors.

“Araxi and Jo,” Tetsuyama explained, twitching her sword toward the cats. They both looked up at hearing their names and shifted to brace Greenslade with paws that were changing into hands, the feline shapes metamorphosing into fur-clad human bodies. “Felt you were here,” Araxi said, “through the Moderator.” Beside them the tree continued its grim muttering.

“And this?” McHaffey asked, making little grabs at the air and regretting it when his injured hands ached in protest.

Tetsuyama watched his performance and removed her helmet, releasing a wave of glossy black hair that fell to the scaled sode sticking out from either shoulder. “Ah, you see I was severing the last link between them,” she said, indicating Greenslade and the tree.

“I don’t see. What link?”

“I mean, they had diverged too much to recombine, but hadn’t fully separated. Like conjoined twins.”

“Twins!” McHaffey said, jumping to his feet to regard the bird-woman and the tree, as if some resemblance might prove the claim. The Moderator was approaching the pair too, its stricken look changing back to awestruck fascination. The bird-Greenslade stirred with indignation.

“That’s no twin,” she said, “It’s a growth, an offshoot. It’s an artefact of the transference. It’s demented. It killed my body!”

“Is that why you’ve been torturing it all this time?” McHaffey asked.

“I haven’t! It’s only a pseudo-avatar, with a few defective bits of my personality.”

When McHaffey continued to look impassive, she added “It can only speak when you break branches. Go ahead. Try.”

Then she wants something from it, he thought. McHaffey addressed the tree, without effect. With a wince, he snapped a twig. A dribble of blood dripped out. The tree groaned.

“It’s true,” the tree said. “I’m nothing. Only worthless, corrupt data.”

 McHaffey asked the Moderator’s opinion once more. “The tree does seem like the bird. They’re both… like him,” it said, pointing to Jo Creely, who was still restraining the Greenslade-bird with his furred arms.

“Full-digital sentients?” Creely suggested, startling McHaffey with the aptness of the reply. The Moderator nodded assent. Not since before the Almatis incident had Creely been able to string words together in any kind of sensible conversation. Here he was… as normal as he’d ever been.

The hawthorn had lapsed back into a seemingly depressed silence. Getting its side of the story wasn’t going to be easy, considering the process. Lord knew, sometimes he felt the same way himself: useless, and any communication a torture.

“There’s no other way to talk with it?” he asked, looking in turn to everyone in the room. There wasn’t.

Gritting his teeth, McHaffey snapped off another twig and drove the thorn through his palm in the same motion. Even knowing there was no real wound, it still stabbed like a knife. 

“What does she – the bird-woman – want from you, and why won’t you give it?”

“System knowledge,” the tree moaned. “Programming. I got it all. She mustn’t have it. She’d abuse, pervert this place, she…” and the tree trailed off into silence.

Another branch, and another spine through his hand.

“What would she do if she had your knowledge?” he asked.

“Look around you. What do you think?”

Standing in the midst of a room full of blood and pain wrought by the bird-woman, he had to admit it was a foolish question. “Did you control the puppet?” he added quickly.

“Yes, I…”

McHaffey grimaced and pushed another broken branch’s thorn into his palm.

“Are you Meaghan?” he said.

The tree was silent for so long he checked the stick for blood. 

“I… I suppose so,” she said at last.

 What a mess, McHaffey thought, drawing out the barb. One dead body and two lost souls. The bird one wrestled herself upright.

“You’ve got no jurisdiction here,” she told McHaffey. “I committed no crime.”

Getting a bit fed up with her, McHaffey folded his arms resolutely. 

“Under the law, you’re not even a person. You’re intellectual property of Transparadisium. If I chose to delete you, I don’t think they’d have a problem with it.”

“That’d be murder!” said the bird-Greenslade.

 He was inclined to agree. He brushed back his hair, leaving a long smear of blood across his forehead.

“Moderator?” he said.

“Yes?”

“If I ask you to manipulate things here, what can you do?”
 “With your level of access? Anything.”

Even in an avatar body, McHaffey felt a headache coming on. 

“You said you couldn’t affect the Alpha Zone.”

“On my own. I can act as your proxy, however.”

Wearily, McHaffey shook his head. “How many of your eight hundred parts are currently lawyers?” he asked. “Never mind,” he added, when the Moderator looked on the verge of enumerating the membership of its mind. “Remove all permissions of the bird-Greenslade to affect anything in Transparadisium.”

“No!” she said, wrestling more desperately against Araxi and Jo.

“She can exist, and interact with players, but cannot change anything, or create, or destroy, or harm anything. And shut down the Alpha Test Zone. Eliminate it.”

“No!” she repeated, screeching almost like the bird she imitated. “You’ve no right!” The bird-Greenslade twisted out of Jo’s grip, elbowed Araxi in the face, and sprang into the air, transforming as she went. Araxi merely clutched a fistful of tail feathers before the peacock thrashed to the window and swooped away. Even as she did, the room was dissolving into a dark void, leaving only the people, and the tree. McHaffey turned to it, or her.

“And you,” he said. What to do with a half-person made of expertise, self-loathing, sacrifice, and hopelessness? “I think you should join the Moderator. Omega.” He had no idea what part of the tree was her ears, so he whispered close to a twig. “I only have a rough idea of what really happened here, and what you’ve suffered, but I know you’ve suffered enough. Whatever you’ve done, or think you’ve done, or failed to do, you’re forgiven.”

McHaffey straightened up and called over the Moderator, who approached with something like reverence.

“It would be an honour, G-slade, to have you join me,” it said, and reached hesitantly to touch the hawthorn.

Nothing happened.

Arguing would mean snapping off more pieces of Meaghan, and McHaffey hardly had the stomach for it, even without sharing the pain literally. But he could imagine what she was thinking. That no-one could really feel honoured by anything she did, or was. She’d failed, fallen apart, lost herself. Even her opus magnum, Transparadisium, was unfinished.

“This is your world,” he told her. “These people wouldn’t be here if it didn’t mean something to them. Omega wouldn’t welcome you if you didn’t mean something to them. Even if you do nothing else worthwhile, you can at least please them by letting them try to help you.”

After a moment the tree twitched and dissolved. When McHaffey saw the Moderator again, it looked a little sadder. And its hair was threaded with hawthorn twigs. And poplar leaves.

“She…” it began. “I…feel much better, now. Thank you.”

  





 





  





Except for the Moderator, they all retired to the water-filled palace set up by Araxi and Jo in the Beta Test Area, the Alpha Zone having now vanished. It was not an environment calculated to set McHaffey’s nerves at ease, but he was getting used to the fish schooling and darting through the rooms, and Tail found it entertaining to chase them in three dimensions, particularly when Jo gave Tail a seal’s body like the ones he and Araxi were currently using to swim loops around the chandelier. McHaffey was even growing accustomed to the way Jo and Araxi spent most of their time in the bodies of various animals.  It was the not-breathing that he found disconcerting. With any luck, though, the place might serve as a hideout until the exchanges opened Friday morning. Cameron’s wrath was all too easy to picture.

Then again, with Greenslade, or G-slade as her fans seemed to know her, melded irrevocably with Transparadisium, it was inevitable that some players would develop an obsessive devotion to the place. The Eight Hundred certainly knew what had happened. How long could it be before everyone else did? All things considered, McHaffey was beginning to suspect that Greenslade’s death, and rebirth, could be the trigger that turned Transparadisium into something… phenomenal. Unprecedented. A new world, flocked to by the people of the old. A world owned, lock, stock, and barrel by Cameron’s company, of course. If things turned out that way, he’d have to ask Cameron for a bonus. A free subscription for everyone in his regiment. He needed to make up for skipping the reunion somehow. The next one would be on him.
 More worrying than the economics was the question of safety. Meaghan… Omega… or whatever the two now were, had told them it had been an accident. A little experiment, not meant to fully convert a mind to a digital form as they had at Almatis, but just a test of the technology needed. A split had begun that the proto-peacock-Greenslade nurtured, pushing the process further. The other half panicked, seeing what was growing out of her, and killed the body in trying to stop it.

McHaffey’s brooding was interrupted by Tetsuyama, still in armour, who swam down from the ceiling, head first, to drift to a stop in front of his face.

“Why so glum, McHaffey?” she said.

“I can’t quite decide whether this place is miraculous or infernal. Whether it should be protected, or shut down. If other people get split up like Greenslade…”

The samurai paddled in a roll until she was right way up.

“G-slade was the first. Probably not the last. If not here, someone will try it again somewhere. At least here Omega knows what the signs are, and is watching. And won’t let someone else make the same mistake.”

He and Tetsuyama watched the others swooping through the water until the chase was abandoned for an arc ending at the audience. The seal with dog-ears braked with its flippers and dropped a fish in McHaffey’s lap, while the other two remoulded themselves into hairless, grey, seal-skinned humans with their more-or-less normal faces.

“We were thinking,” Araxi said.

“Wondering about this crusading army of yours,” said Jo.

“It’s not an army,” McHaffey explained. “Well, all right, maybe it is. But it’s really more of a peacekeeping force.”

“Well, we’d like to join,” said Araxi. “We don’t have to be celibate, do we?”

“Not if you don’t want to,” said McHaffey.

“Aren’t you celibate?” Jo asked McHaffey.

“Not by choice. I mean, it’s not a job requirement.”

It was with more than a little scepticism that McHaffey regarded the two naked seal-people floating before him. But when he rattled off the Order’s oath from memory, they agreed to it. Lord knew the place needed some kind of guardians, especially until there was proof that the Moderator was sane.

“Hail to our glorious leader,” Jo intoned. They both saluted gravely before giggling overcame them. 

“So where are you setting up the Order’s Transparadisium headquarters?” Araxi asked, more practically. “A castle?”

“That’s up to you,” said McHaffey. “I’m not staying in this weird place.”

“But what if we need your wisdom and guidance?” Araxi asked, snickering only slightly.

“You know where to find me. And if I’m not at home, I’ll be at her place,” he said, hooking a thumb towards Tetsuyama, “eating curry bread.”

The two seals pouted, seeming to accuse him of some perverse old-fashionedness in resisting the fantastic charms of the new world.

“Sorry,” said McHaffey, “but there are enough problems for me to deal with in reality without taking charge of this place too. And Transparadisium isn’t my idea of a holiday. When I want to get away from things, I’m more in sympathy with Archimedes. Give me a book that’s good enough, and a place to sit, and I’ll ignore the world.”
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O Royal Emperor Eosphorus, Most Exalted Ruler and Master of All that Was, Is, and Will Be.

The contents (sealed hereafter), have been painstakingly pieced together from ancient data records. These records handed down the ages as inert sacred relics of another era, were preserved somewhat unwittingly, yet propitiously, by our order. After recognising that the relics were, in fact, ancient data storage devices, it has taken us fifty long years to reconstruct the technology necessary to access them. Whilst the records are severely damaged, I do believe there is enough surviving coherent content, to discern the nature of the events described. I alone have been witness to the full, deciphered transcripts, and will gladly stop even mine own heart, should the Emperor wish to expunge all record of these blasphemous tracts.

I await your divine instruction in secrecy and silence. 

Eternally,

Your most humble dog.

Ben Ajido 

Master Archivist 

H.R.E. Order of the Dying Crane

The 1005th Year of Our Lord Emperor

  







  





{Data block Alpha: sector: 234G563} {Transcript begins}

{Unrecoverable cycle redundancy check error: Break in transcript}

'You know me. You know my names. I am the one inside who stares from behind those eyes, that startling stranger you find in the mirror, the one who transfixes and cuts to marrow. In one million mirrors around the world, you deny my existence, hastily averting your gaze from the undeniable truth that lurks within you. However, occasionally you look and see, nay demand, impetuously, my presence, then I return to the palace of the heart's perfection. Home, where I belong inside your skin, wandering amongst your innermost secret, tangled, and twisted thoughts.'

'Yes, that's all very well your honour, but if we may continue? I place into evidence the relevant abridgments of the victims, as compiled and edited by the court appointed quantum seer, Philias Nostrum. May you all please log on to file XRe135B, presentation package for the prosecution. Everyone synchronised? Your honour, if you will please commence the evidential showing at your convenience.'

John James Rote was a forgettable, quiet man. Later, when people had occasion to talk about him, at the very least they could all agree on that. He was the kind of man that was never, affectionately or otherwise, nicknamed. As a schoolchild, he was the one they always put in the outfield, or on the far boundary. There he would idle away the game by staring at passing clouds, or watching the progress of a nearby ants’ nest. His grades were never bad but never great either. As far back as he could remember, he felt as if he was waiting for some great event that would signal the beginning of his Real Life. Was it sex, cigarettes, driving, fist fighting, leaving home, having a job, a house, a mortgage, a wife, a child? With the passing of each one of these social objectives, he kept striving for the next one, the one that would make it all seem... Real. Throughout his life thus far, John had been patient, believing each day brought him closer to that unspecified but glorious day. Such was his conviction that when the day finally dawned, it held no surprises for him. Just a serene, steady confidence that all his life had prepared him for this day, this hour, this specific moment out of all the others he had endured. The day he woke up feeling Real.

{Break in transcript}

'Suddenly Mr. Rote had a gun in his hand and he calmly pointed it at Mr. Granger' - Miss Ellen Washburg, Witness #23 for the prosecution.

{Break in transcript}

'Some might think me evil, but that would be a mistake on their part, for when has nature ever been single-sided. No. Nature is a ruthless organism of efficient opportunity. Maybe that is one of the answers that you seek here; you have forgotten what actually bestows you life.' 





{Break in transcript}

Iwao Tanaka had bad dreams that became waking nightmares. He cried softly in his elbow-space room in the throbbing heart of Osaka's Old Minami district, where he lay tightly curled upon his tatami mat, frozen in fear of what would happen if he allowed his limbs any small measure of freedom. Such was his rabid consternation, that he had undertaken this position for four days straight. The fifth was just now beginning to light a single, tiny window, which overlooked the street of restaurants below. In a mess of sweat, vomit, urine and shit, he lay clenched in this deathly embrace, fighting with all his fading might not to leap in obedience to the commanding images that racked his mind and body. There on the table. He could just see the bevelled handle that led to twelve inches of cold, keen, steel. How he longed to caress his face with its burnished length, to cool the sicknesses of his soul that radiated from his burning skin. However, that was one step on the path to the end, and as he lay staring up at the brightening square of light, he no longer saw any other possible course, nor outcome.

{Break in transcript}

'It was only when my pregnant mother turned to me, covered in blood, that I saw Mr. Tanaka standing behind her. He was, [witness cries into handkerchief] smiling.' - Kyoko Nakamura Witness #294 for the prosecution.

{Break in transcript}

'Yes, when three or more gather in anyone's name, this may, if the circumstances are propitious, lead to widespread, lasting, and subtle energetic relationships. Still you cannot see the purpose I serve, nor why I can call you my home. How much longer can you deny what is writ in such large letters upon the very fibre of your being? There is much you dare to presume based on so small a piece of the puzzle as you have uncovered.'

{Break in transcript}

Nailah Darwish checked the straps holding the wrapped layers of C4, wires and fuses that covered his chest and back. Making sure the prime detonator was disconnected, he picked up a dead man's switch. Grasping it firmly he observed the light flash green, and heard the detonator ping in response. Letting it go, the light flashed red, and he felt a tiny solenoid click from the detonator, just above his heart. Looking into the gloom beyond, he saw the flash of a TV in the next underground chamber, reflected against the rough walls. That would be his final goodbye they were watching, he thought, and smiled inwardly to himself. Yes, he had said the words and actually believed them, but faith was not the only force that drove him happily onwards. Just then, he heard a low, booming rumble, as a train shot by overhead in the transit tunnels above. How appropriate it felt, to be in the belly of the beast, as he assembled the means for the beast's destruction. He clipped the switch to one of the straps, and shrugged on a well-worn green army jacket. He turned, picked up two Thermos flasks, and deposited each in an opposite jacket pocket with a grunt of effort. His stomach gave a long, low growl and he patted it fondly, as one would a well-trained animal. Hastily, with a sudden pang of guilt, he kissed the rosary crucifix that hung about his neck, and mumbled a prayer in atonement for his thoughts of pride.

'From what we have ascertained in reviewing the extensive evidence, it is clear that Mr. Darwish ingested some two litres of enriched Californium251 slurry. We also believe he had, in addition to the formidable explosive vest, been surgically operated on to place more explosives internally. The end result being that Mr. Darwish was effectively converted into a 20 kiloton dirty nuclear device, which detonated at 11:11am on September 11th, nearly 900m high atop the Burj Dubai Skyscraper.' - Dr. Al Gerome, expert forensic witness #608 for the prosecution.

{Break in transcript}

'You do not know how much I truly admire you, how sweet are the battles we wage every day, as you valiantly and without reserve try to resist the temptations I lay before you.'

{Break in transcript}

Morgiane Henries frowned, yet felt nothing but the fading echoes of emotion. She slammed shut the boot of the car, holding a bulky plastic rubbish bag at her side. She quickly scanned the area, but she was alone on the rural road. A light wind rustled the leaves of stark trees in the weak sun of a midwinter's afternoon. Abruptly, she stalked off the cambered road, down into the tree line, until she could no longer glimpse the road or car. She quickly stripped naked and heaped the clothes together on a patch of bare earth. From the bag, she took out a slim can of lighter fluid, a box of matches, and placed them to one side. She upended the bag, dropping several sets of different-sized and gendered, ripped and blood-drenched clothes, shoes, and socks, onto the pile. After the flames had died and ashes were thrown to the wind, she returned furtively to the car. For the longest time she sat slumped low, staring at her own reflection in the passenger side mirror. She absently scratched at the dried, bloody smear on her forehead, but her focus was her own eyes, and the stranger smiling back. Morgiane was now nearly devoid of all emotion but the barest echo, to which she clung as desperately as Beethoven to the last note he ever truly heard. It was only the appreciative honking of a passing car which goaded her into dragging on a pair of grey baggy gym sweats.

{Break in transcript}

'Mrs. Henries, AKA The Chameleon, is still at large, as are the heads of her last eight families. She is, we believe, the first serial killer to change her appearance not only with cosmetic surgery after each crime, but also through black market gene technologies, her very DNA signature. Given the twenty-three victims that we know about, she is a new breed of highly successful killer.' - Dr. Roland McDowell, criminologist, witness #1756 for the prosecution.

{Break in transcript}

'Standing accused of literally countless crimes against humanity, this court finds the ethereal being known as, The Devil, AKA; Satan, Lucifer, Eosphorus, etcetera, etcetera, guilty as charged, under the World Federation of Nations. You are to be remanded into custody, until we can figure out how to best end your existence, or keep you forever so jailed. Do you have anything to add sir?'

'Yes, if I may. You asked at the beginning of this trial how I pleaded to the accusations laid forth, and I said yes, I was unreservedly guilty. For I have influenced these actions, but I ask you, of what crime does that make me guilty? Does the wolf pack ask its prey if it’s hungrier than they before executing the kill? Is the sun guilty of shining, the rain of being wet, and the rock of being hard? I am simply a force of nature, and as such, do not exist solely because you think I do. What you see me as, now, before you in this court of law, is not who I really am, but the product of your limited perceptions. Now perhaps you understand why I chose to represent myself, as none of you could — and let it be noted that I had no witnesses allowed for my defence. You might never truly comprehend the greater overall system you live in, nor my definitive place in it. You may forever so entrap me, perhaps even destroy me, but you will be far less than you are without me whispering in your collective ear.'

'So noted, and be that as it possibly may, sir, in keeping with the humanitarian tenets of true freedom and power of individual choice, we shall nevertheless endeavour to live without your company, and see where that might lead. The accused is herby remanded into custody. The court would like at this time to hear a few words from Dr. Albert Bartholomew, whose ground-breaking research enabled the hunting and capture of the Devil’.

‘I have spent my entire life in the pursuit of this near-mythical — though not to me — multidimensional being who has plagued and infested the collective sub-consciousness of all humanity. Let us all now walk forward unfettered by the chains of our past, into a new destiny of true choice, and personal responsibility.’

‘Thank you, sir. This court will reconvene in six months, at which time studies — to be undertaken by the Ministry of Defence — into the feasibility of a death sentence, will be presented. This court is hereby adjourned.'

{End of Transcript}







  









  





HAPPIEST AMONGST MORTALS

By Glen Damien Campbell



  






  





  





Thomas Delaney was a hack writer. He knew it and was admirably unashamed of it. The movies he penned and directed were B-grade schlock horror, the type of movies that had desensitised him as a child, the type of movies he loved; cliché ridden, lascivious and cheap. Tom’s own credits in the field included the titles Die Die Dracula, I Was a Teenage Mummy and The Blood of the Virgin, creature features abounding with lusty vampiric femme fatales, their heaving bosoms bound up in gauze nightgowns, with London’s Beckenham Place Park moonlighting as the Carpathian forests. They had earned for Tom a reputation as England’s premier sleaze horror auteur, a status that he was proud of, but one that had been threatened by the recent publishing of his debut novel and the critical reappraisal of his talents it had stirred. Startlingly, even to Tom, it now seemed that his writing had more depth than anyone had previously realised. 





The novel, Happiest Amongst Mortals, hit the bookstore shelves in August, and, to general surprise, quickly flew off them, not only topping bestseller lists but also receiving top-mark reviews in even the most credible periodicals. 





“The future of horror” read the grandiloquent quote of one critic, whose words were now boldly slapped above the novel’s title on the large posters pasted ubiquitously over the pale ceramic tiles of all the subways in London. 



Tom couldn’t quite understand what the fuss was about. He liked the book well enough, and knew that it was unsettling, like a good horror story should be, but it certainly wasn’t his best work. In his own opinion he was still trying to write something as good as his first film, The Evil of Richard III, where he reinvented Richard of Gloucester as a vampire with a fondness for strawberries dipped in virgin blood, Richmond as an early vampire-hunting predecessor of Van Helsing, and, most bizarrely, Richard’s twin nephews, the ones duplicitously carted off to the tower, as amply endowed nieces in their late teens, their confinement triggering an incestuously-charged sexual curiosity. Tom loved that film. 





Writing ...Amongst Mortals, however, hadn’t been fun, not at all like the screenplays; it was a cathartic experience above anything else. The book was an encyclopaedia of all his darkest fears and most degenerate fantasies; it was written to tame them as fiction, imprison them on paper. But what Tom hadn’t imagined was that so many people would connect with those fears and fantasies. The success itself didn’t frighten him, but he had never wanted such success for this novel. In truth, all he had wanted was for the story to no longer be his. After writing it he had intended to get back to writing movies, the fun stuff he was infamous for. But with the novel’s success he had not escaped it. The publishers wanted sequels, film producers wanted a movie of the kind he would most likely not be asked to direct. The money was tempting, but the world where his novel was set was not a world he wanted to go back to, it was a place he had only ever wanted to escape. There were far friendlier places waiting for him in his office, namely the idea he had had recently about a rogue band of allied force soldiers battling Hitler’s secret army of leather-clad lesbian National Socialist vampires. That world appealed to him so much more. 





“Can you go back to doing another vampire movie after writing something like Happiest Amongst Mortals?” asked Chloe, the cute redhead interviewing Tom for some sci-fi and horror magazine he had forgotten the name of. 





“I hope so,” he answered. “I’m actually presently writing a movie called Vampires of the Wehrmacht.” 





The interviewer’s eyes widened in surprise; credibility was the aspiration of all artists, surely. 





“Aren’t you concerned that a film like that might harm the reputation you’re acquiring with the book?” 





“No not really. Actually I’m more concerned that this book is harming the reputation I acquired after making my last film, A Stake for my Valentine.” 





Tom pointed a finger to an area of the wall behind Chloe. She twisted to follow the abstract trajectory of Tom’s fingertip with her eyes and located the framed poster for the movie he had just mentioned. It was drawn with the comic-strip realism popularly employed for B-movie posters during the forties and fifties and depicted an athletic brunette in a corset, seductively writhing as a wooden stake impaled her chest. In her grimace she bared her teeth, showing fangs, which assured the audience that she was a creature of the night and thus deserving of death. A further six, equally lurid, posters adorned the walls of Tom’s home office. 





“I’m not ashamed of the movies I’ve made,” Tom explained. “It’s where I put a lot of blood and guts... and tits.” 





“Does it not bother you that they’ve been called nothing but...” Chloe rifled quickly through her notepad to find the exact quote. “… soft-core porn for horror buffs” ? 





“I admit it; I do find comparisons between my films and soft-core porn hurtful; my films have way more sex and nudity than most soft-core porn.” 





Chloe smiled and laughed gently through her nose. There was an oddity about her smile Tom noted; her lower lip would curl up into her mouth to allow the perfectly serried and polished teeth of her overbite to bite down onto it. It was a demure smile. 





“Let’s talk again about the actual book.” she said. “Where did the idea come from?” 





Tom squirmed a little in his seat; he was sick of this question. It was asked at every interview. Where had it come from? How could someone like him have written it? Nothing in his previous work suggested that he was capable of, or even inclined to, producing a story like ...Amongst Mortals, a story of such profundity and beauty. 





“I was woken by a nightmare in the middle of the night,” Tom began. “It must have been terrifying because I was drenched in sweat, I mean completely soaked, and I was literally shaking. There were all these images in my head, real gruesome stuff that I must have carried over from my dream. I knew I wouldn’t get back to sleep with them there. When I closed my eyes the images became more graphic. So I got up, went down the hall to my office and just started writing and drawing the things, these nightmare scenes. They didn’t make sense at all as I was writing, and I was writing for about two hours. I filled an entire notebook. When I was finished… well, when I was finished I was no longer afraid of going back to sleep.  





The next day, as I was looking over what I had written and drawn during the night, everything there seemed to suddenly make sense, when it hadn’t before. There was a story being told and I knew to really be rid of these nightmares I had to write the story.” 





  





 





  





It was late in the evening when Chloe left. Tom was a little reluctant to let her leave. She had been pleasant company and a true horror film enthusiast. 





Alone again in his home, Tom began making arrangements for dinner, which meant rifling through the food delivery menus in the kitchen drawer as usual. 





Tonight he chose Thai. 





After placing the order, he took two cans of lager with him from the kitchen through to the living room. At his multi-disc stereo he inserted all four CD’s required for the complete recorded performance of Tristan und Isolde. As the gentle crescendo of the opera’s prelude began, he slouched back onto his leather sofa and took up the controller of his game consoleHe began to kill the zombies and other ghouls on his television screen. In two months he’d be thirty-nine years old. 





Including the twenty-minute ceasefire required for the consumption of the  king prawn green curry and fishcakes he had ordered, it took Tom six lagers, two ignored phone calls and three and half hours to complete the final level of his video game. The achievement brought muted satisfaction. The time was approaching two in the morning; he needed to be in his office and working at his desk in only seven hours. Fortunately his office was only just down the hall, but even so, he decided to turn in for the night. Cutting the power on Isolde as she began her Liebestod, he made his way unsteadily to his bedroom. 





  





 





  





It was the mattress sinking down at his feet that woke Tom in the middle of the night. There was a new weight on the bed, heavy, like a person, and it was moving. In a panic he flipped over onto his back and craned his neck to look down to the end of his bed. There was nothing there, just his own two feet cloaked like Arabs in the bed sheet. 





With a lengthy exhalation Tom endeavoured to settle down, letting his occiput drop back into the cradle of his pillow and allowing his eyes to close again. He had scared himself; that was the drawback to having a mind practiced in frightening people. Tom had had to learn not to trust his senses completely, particularly at night. For instance, he was even now wondering if the noise he could hear was genuine or another chimera. It was the sound of something being torn, definitely fabric, as he recognized the soft scrape of thread after thread being progressively severed, and it was originating from the centre of his bedsheet. Angling his back, Tom propped his head and shoulders up against the headrest to survey the topography of his bed. The noise had been real, something was torn. Starting at his feet and continuing up between his legs, all the way to his groin, there was a gash in the bed cover. 





Suddenly, beneath him, he felt a bulge in the mattress prodding his back. Then, before he could escape the bed, two arms burst from within the mattress and up through the tear in the bed cover. They pinned his legs firmly to the bed, then used them for support to hoist the rest of the body up through the tear. 





A face emerged, feminine, but feral and alien, its eyes two black holes and its black-lipped mouth stretched hideously into a wide, inhuman grin. 





The top of its head seemed damaged. Actually, it seemed to be missing, cut off at the forehead, leaving behind a jagged edge, like a scalped eggshell. Where the brain should have been, there was only space. 





More of the creature surfaced. Breasts confirmed its sex along with a figure that was, in its most important aspects, human. The skin was white, pure white, and all over it were markings, black spiral tattoos. 





Without Tom’s consent his hands (the traitors) lunged at the breasts of the creature, squeezing and fondling them, to the thing’s evident delight. Its skin was rough, the black markings corrugated. Alarmingly, Tom seemed no longer to have command over his conduct. He watched himself paw wantonly at the bosom of this thing as if a trespasser in the body of a stranger. The orders to fight off this she-thing were being ignored by his limbs. He was defenceless. 





You have stolen from me. 



It spoke. The voice was resonant, seductive and feminine but it had not gone to Tom’s ears. Its lips, her lips, had not mouthed the words, nor had any sound waves formed for the speech. She had spoken directly to his mind. 





“I’m trying to let go of ‘em!” Tom cried out, terrified and trying desperately, but still unsuccessfully, to regain control of his errant hands. “What the hell are you?” 





You have stolen the nightmare I designed for you. 





Immediately Tom understood. 





“...Amongst Mortals?” 





Yes. It was not your story to tell. 





“I didn’t know.” 





You have taken from my world and brought to yours, now I shall take from your world in return. 





“What do you mean?” 





She did not respond. The conversation was over. 





The index finger of her right hand was at Tom’s neck. She had been using it to stroke his chin as they spoke, but now it began a seductive and serpentine descent, dragging slowly down his torso. The nail of the finger, long, black and sharp, scratched Tom’s flesh so smoothly that the pain was a sensual tickle. A trail of blood followed the finger’s winding passage. When it reached his navel the finger teasingly circled it twice and then violently plunged in. 





Tom screamed. The finger was inside him, wiggling through his innards, burrowing deeper. A second finger made the plunge. The ring finger, pinkie and thumb followed. Soon the entire hand had forced a passage through Tom’s navel and into his stomach, and progress was not stopping there. Like a huge worm it began to tunnel a passage up his oesophagus, the hand leading the arm. 





Wading through the blood pooling in Tom’s throat, the hand barged a passage out of his mouth. The fingers spread themselves before his eyes; their pointed black nails seemed like five eyeballs staring at him with menacing intent. They then pounced with terrible fury and gouged out his eyes. 





There was darkness. 





  





 





  





Diffuse red light heralded the return of Tom’s sight. What had occurred during the blackout he did not know. The darkness had seemed to last only seconds, but in that time he had been transported from his bedroom and brought, clothed, somewhere else. He must have passed out, he rationalised; a hand crawling out one’s mouth and attacking you could plausibly cause a person to faint, but still, the rationalisation did not convince him entirely. 





Tom was lying flat across a narrow wooden berth suspended from the wall he was facing, which was decorated with peeling wallpaper that sported alternating dark and light vertical stripes. A folded waistcoat, which stank of urine and other foul things, cushioned his head. The red light, the odious smell, and an urgent, but familiar, mechanical tapping were the first sensations this new environment offered. The tapping Tom immediately identified; it was a typewriter. Someone, someone only a few feet away, was writing zealously on it. 





Tom sat up. Everything there was to see he could see now. He was in a small square room, lit, like a photographer’s darkroom, by a red lightbulb that dangled from a cord at the centre of the mouldy ceiling. It was uncomfortable on his eyes and made the room more oppressive than it should have been. But the even more disturbing aspect of the room was that there appeared to be no way out of it. Other than a small square wooden door, about half a metre in height and width, at the centre of the wall to his left, the room had neither windows nor full-length doors, and the size and position of the little door implied storage space. Still, that woman, or whatever it was, had brought him here. That meant there was a way in; so, he reasoned, there was a way out. 





There was an eerie symmetry to the room. On the wall opposite him there was another narrow suspended wooden berth; a few ragged bed sheets were sprawled over it, but otherwise it was identical to the one he presently sat on. Also, at the centre of the room, there were two mahogany desks, placed parallel to each other. Both were equipped with some rudimentary stationery; pens, paper etc. Each desk had an armchair, and each desk had its own old-style typewriter. The typewriter upon the desk nearest to Tom sat silently facing him, waiting for him, it seemed. The other was singing loudly, conducted by the fingers of a man whose face was oddly long and familiar to Tom. 





“Hello,” said Tom. 





The typist stopped his work and raised his head slightly to meet Tom’s eyes with his own. 





“Good, you’re awake.” The man spoke dourly and with an American accent. “You can get to work now.” 





“What work?” 





“You’re supposed to be writing nightmares,” he answered. “You are a writer I presume; otherwise they would not have brought you here. Plagiarize them did you? You’re not the only one. Our dreams are not our property, didn’t you know? Sit down at your desk and write something. That’s your job now. You must write for them.” 





“Write nightmares?” 





“Yes. When you’re finished put the manuscript in the cabinet.” He pointed to the square door in the wall. “They’ll collect it from there. And if it’s good, maybe they’ll use it.” 





Tom stood up, walked to the cabinet and opened it. The interior was a bare, cube-shaped alcove, with solid walls and no shelves. 





“How do they collect the manuscript?” asked Tom. 





“As soon as you put in the manuscript and close the door it’s gone, they’ll have it. I’ll show you when I’ve finished this one.” 





The man was earnest. Was he mad? He did not seem so. He wore a sour, harsh expression that suggested he was a man accustomed to keeping his fantasies confined to the page. 





“Perhaps you’ve had one of my nightmares,” the man speculated excitedly. “Tell me, have you ever seen in your dreams the cosmic terror of an unnameable phantasm, with hideous tentacles, creep from the abysm of a perverted angle and rampage at you with Cyclopean rage beneath a gibbous moon?” 





Tom thought. 





“No,” he answered. 





The man’s brow knitted, his disappointment obvious. He resumed typing with a scowl. 





“What’s your name?” Tom asked. 





“Howard. And you are?” 





“Tom.” 





“It’s a pleasure. Now Tom, would you please sit down and write something, you’re becoming a dreadful distraction to me.” 





Tom went and sat at his desk, a desk that he could see now was truly his. It had everything he would have asked for, particularly the retractable blue ballpoint pens he favoured and his beloved spiral-bound A4 size notepads that he could only buy in New York. As matter of course he loaded his typewriter with a clean sheet of paper and then stared broodingly at the blank page. 





This was absurd, as surreal as a dream, which perhaps it was. Could he really be here to write nightmares for people, he wondered. If so, it was an intriguing assignment. But how would one begin? 





The empty page before him was becoming hypnotic; the pure emptiness of the sheet increasingly absorbed him. As this happened, Tom’s inner eye opened and he saw the sweet face of a sleeping little girl. She was in her bed, her cheek resting on her hands, which were pressed together palm to palm. Two graceful black ringlets of hair fell across her serene face. Her name was Anthea Karagounis, she was twelve years old and lived with her mother, Penelope, in a two bedroom council flat in Peckham, London. Her father, Nicolas, was dead; he had died a year ago in a traffic accident. He had been a motorbike courier. Anthea loved her daddy. He use to make her laugh at the dinner table by pulling funny faces and always tried to get her while she was drinking so that she’d laugh and have orange juice spurt from her nose. On Saturdays they would do the shopping at the supermarket together, and always stop off for hamburgers and milkshakes on the way. She missed her daddy a lot. At bedtime, with everything so silent, she could not help but think of him and sob. 





“Argh!” 





Tom wildly shook his head, shaking away Anthea’s image. 





“Don’t fight it,” Howard advised. “You need to know who you are writing the nightmare for, if you want it to be effective. 





“It was a little girl.” 





“Little girls.” Howard spat the words out. “They’re the easiest.” 





Tom pulled the blank sheet of paper from the typewriter, crumpled it up into a ball and threw it aside. He would not stand another one of those visions. 





“So we’re trapped here?” he queried. 





Without looking up from his work, Howard nodded. 





“What about food, who brings us food?” 





Throwing up his hands in exasperation Howard exclaimed, “It’s all very simple.” Then he stood up and marched over to the cabinet. He opened it and pulled out a bowl, which he presented to Tom. The bowl was full of hot porridge. 





“That cabinet was empty when I looked,” Tom objected. “Who put that there?” 





Howard shrugged and went back to sit at his desk. 





“You try it,” he said. 





Tom went to open the cabinet and found another bowl of porridge inside. After removing the bowl he examined the cabinet interior. It was solid concrete. 





“Porridge, is that all we get?” 





“Before opening the cabinet imagine what you want to find inside,” Howard advised. “Try it.” 





Tom closed the cabinet door, but kept his hand on the knob. He then imagined opening the door again and finding a hot plate of pizza, topped with jalapeno peppers, anchovies, caramelised red onions and feta cheese. Eagerly, Tom reopened the cabinet. There was a bowl of porridge. 





He took out the bowl and showed it to Howard questioningly. 





“The cabinet takes some practice,” Howard explained. 





“And what about our toilet facilities?” 





“Get a metal bucket from the cabinet, then put it back when you’re finished. The cabinet will dispose of it.” 





“Get a bucket from the cabinet!” exclaimed Tom. “The place our food comes from.” 





“Stop complaining. We’re writers; we have everything we really need at our desks. Sit down and write something.” 





“No! I can’t stay trapped here. I’ve...” 





Suddenly a door appeared. A seven-foot high white panelled door with a brass twist handle materialised in the wall directly opposite the cabinet. Howard looked upon it, aghast. 





“You’ve put that door there,” he said accusingly to Tom, his voice a panicked croak. “It’s there because you’re thinking about leaving. Get rid of it, sit down and start writing, quickly, before something comes through it.” 





“You said we were trapped here.” 





“We are! You don’t want to go out there. Every horror from every nightmare there has ever been is out there.” 





Tom paced the four steps to the door and grasped the handle. In a frantic scurry, Howard interjected himself between Tom and the door. 





“Do not leave this room,” he warned, pleadingly. “You have no idea of the eldritch terrors that lurk beyond this door.” 





“I have to go,” Tom confessed. “I cannot stay trapped in a room with a man who uses words like eldritch.” 





Howard moved aside, clearing the way for Tom to leave. 





“Then go. But as soon as you walk through this door it shall vanish behind you and you shall be stuck out there.” 





Twisting the handle, Tom swung the door open and stepped forward. But, without giving him the opportunity to survey the nature of the land beyond, Howard shoved him over the threshold and out into the unknown. The door instantly slammed shut behind him and then vanished, as promised. 





He was stranded. 











  









  





NO LONGER ALONE

By Brian Kirk



  





  





  





  






  




The single-storey houses on Darrell’s street were utterly interchangeable. Vinyl sided, ranch-style facades, with cookie-cutter floor plans. Simple structures, these, as though constructed out of erector sets intended for children aged six through fourteen, the unfortunate by-products of the small town’s only uninspired architect.  

Not that Darrell noticed.   





Nor did he pay much attention to the rows of matching yards with their precision lines and crosshatch patterns, or the mailboxes modeled after fishing boats or fire trucks or camping tents, futile attempts at originality. Instead, all the townsfolk had achieved was a quaint predictability.  

For Darrell, life after April had become a mindless exercise of repetition in this land of bland similarity. Exiled from a world filled with purpose and potential, driven away by friends and family who had convicted him in their hearts and would always consider him guilty, even after the evidence had exonerated him. Even after he had been set free.

Jail would have been a preferable sentence to this. 

Death, even. 

At least in death he wouldn’t have to relive each mundane moment like some eternal Groundhog Day in hell. 

At least in death he could be with April, with their, what? Son? Daughter? He’d never know.   

The sun set as he turned into his driveway and parked beneath the sagging carport, closing the curtains on an expansive copper sky rippled with sorbet colored clouds. Another inspired evening’s end ignored.

Darrell climbed from the car and was rounding the house when he noticed an irregularity in his backyard: a bright, white splotch covering a section of lawn that should have been cloaked in the shadows of early dusk. At first he thought it was a moon ray casting a spotlight on this singular patch of grass, but an upward glance quickly dispelled this suspicion. The moon was just a grey sliver slung low in the sky, dull as a dead man’s grin.

As he approached the spot, he confirmed that the discoloration was not from a source of light, but, rather, appeared to be stained into the earth itself, stark white against the shadowed ground, like a bleach mark on a dark shirt.  

Paint?   

No. Well, not your standard hardware store ivory paint product, at least. Even white paint would be dulled by darkness.  This patch of ground was aglow, radiant as a fully lit moon.  

He came to the perimeter of the mark and stopped, again inspected the sky, then slowly circled the stain, which was approximately thirty feet in diameter, its shape somewhat lopsided, like a bloated state of Texas.  

From a distance came the woeful howling of a neighbor’s neglected dog, disrupting the unusually soundless night. The evenings were normally so alive with the incessant buzzing and chirping of restless insects. He stopped, and simply listened, to nothing. Not a rustle of wind. Not a scuttle of bug. Just the dog in the distance, desperately pleading for attention.

Darrell’s skin prickled. He suddenly felt exposed and vulnerable in the expansive backyard. He scanned his surroundings, looking towards the neighboring homes, separated not by fences but by flat, barren ground speckled with patches of brittle grass. Even in the ever-darkening evening, he could see that he was unobserved from either end. He turned towards the wooded barrier fifty feet behind his property – a sheer wall of forest brush so densely packed it seemed it had been created by God’s understudy, whose overzealous attitude towards creation had produced this nearly impenetrable cross-section of bramble and vine. If anything lurked within these woods, it was now concealed by shadow. 

The silence became oppressive. It took on a physical quality – a weight bearing down on him, hunching his shoulders.         

Darrell turned his attention back to the phosphorescent stain before him, from which a scant mist was now rising, as if from a large slab of dry ice. He squatted and lowered his cupped hands to the thickening mist, then wafted the vapors towards his face.

The stench nearly put him on his back. A dank and rancid musk pickled with cloying sweetness. His head jerked reflexively and he staggered back, his nose buried in the crook of his arm. Cautiously, he crept back towards the stain, relieved to find the smell contained closer to the ground, only the faintest hint detectable from above.

Darrell reached out one foot to test the solidity of the stain. The surface was slick, and his foot slid when it landed, nearly causing him to spill forward. He waved his arms for balance, his foot skidding across the stain, a gelatinous sludge pouring over his shoe as the putrid stench bloomed, engulfing him like a fog. He yelped and scrambled for solid ground, his feet slipping on the slick surface as though on ice. 

Back on dry grass, he retched into his sleeve, then inspected his sludge-caked shoes. He stomped his feet and moonwalked back towards the house, leaving incandescent trails on the coarse grass. Behind him, the night remained silent, save for the despairing dog.

Darrell left his shoes to air outside and entered through the back door. He grabbed the county phone book, then paused. Who could he call to treat a rotten blob in the backyard? He tossed the book onto the kitchen table and rubbed his eyes. He’d deal with it in the morning, should it still be there, when the daylight would better assist his inspection. 

He fell into his nightly routine and the numbing relief of familiar repetition. The strange, wet stain was a small, dissolving thought by the time Darrell turned out the light for sleep.   

  







  





The braying alarm jolted Darrell from a pleasant, sexually explicit dream, dragging him back to the reality of his dingy bedroom. A sharp ray of morning sunlight shone through the window above the bed, casting a spotlight on the sheets tee-peed over his groin. He groaned, shoved the sheets aside and shuffled to the bathroom.

Darrell awoke every morning in this state of sexual frustration, his body suffering from nostalgia. This had been his and April’s favorite playtime, frolicking beneath the sheets in the grey haze of early dawn, gliding between the real world and the ethereal, bodies warm and ready, senses awakening to sensual touches. Whenever anyone complained about their morning malaise, Darrell and April would share a secret smile. 

But now Darrell was one of the others - morning’s mortal enemy. 

He released his sexual frustration in the shower, letting the warm water wash away his wasted seed, and settled into his daily routine, wiping steam from the mirror and inspecting his grizzled face. 

Would she even recognize me anymore? he thought.

Would she still love the man I’ve become? 





He didn’t think so. And he couldn’t blame her. It was his self-determination and independence that had attracted April in the first place, but it had all been a façade. A Faberge shell that had crumbled after she died, exposing his vapid hollows. He was April’s husband. That had become his identity. And without her, he was nothing. 

Worse, he was this. 

The faint laugh lines framing his mouth were the only remnants from his previous, happy life, and even those were fading into a network of tired wrinkles and fleshy folds. The result of a life lulled into tedium. A life ruined by loss.      

Darrell was applying shaving cream to his face when a loud and urgent gurgling startled him. It was coming from the shower, a grumbling, like hunger. Then water began spurting from the shower nozzle in bursts. 

 He reached in to turn the water off, but the handle was already in the off position. He angled the nozzle away from himself and searched for a shut-off valve as water began to flood the tub, a faint vibration causing it to ripple. Bubbles began to percolate up through the drain. Just a few at first, then more, rising in rapid succession – large, roiling bubbles that burst with force, releasing a noxious stench. 

Darrell had just shed his towel and stepped in to clear the drain when a hammering began on the underside of the tub, a violent assault that caused him to hunker down for better balance. The rattling tub rocked him against the walls as the cacophony – splashing, boiling water and banging, jangling pipes – reached an apex. A geyser erupted from the drain, spraying dark, red, gelatinous fluid over his outstretched arms, where it hung in heavy, mucous-thick ropes. Silence pursued.

Stunned, Darrell gaped down at the mess covering his arms and legs. As the liquid dropped back into the tub in clumps, he noticed a fleshy-looking mass of… something, floating on the surface of the shallow water. It too was red, but of a lighter shade, coursed with violet lines, almost like veins. He was still processing the sight before him when the drain opened up with a vacuum-like sound, sucking down the clumps of debris along with the tainted water. 

Darrell collapsed against the back of the tub, chest heaving, and watched the murky liquid retreat until all that remained were slimy tendrils of residue reaching out from the drain.

The water choked off, the pipes sputtering. He stepped out and surveyed himself, shaking in disgust. Not trusting the taps, he decided to try and towel the gunk off.

Another noise then came from the drain. A hitching, wavering sound; soft, yet abrasive to the senses, pitched at a tone that seemed more intuited than heard – a warbling, like gargled song. Darrell leaned in closer, and held his breath. 

Must be echoes from a broken pipe, he figured. The noise was faint, as though wafting up from a barren well. Funny, Darrel thought, it sounds like feral cats fighting, or the urgent wails of an unhappy infant.

Making his way back to the sink, Darrell checked the faucet, which was dry. The pipes were clearly busted. He listened for the sound here, but it seemed restricted to the shower drain. He toweled off the rest of the gelatinous liquid as he made his way to the kitchen phone to call up a plumber. He retrieved the phone book and glanced out the window. There was a large indention in the back yard, in the same spot as the stain from the previous evening. 

As he approached the depressed area, he saw that there was a hole near the center of the concavity – an uneven, ragged hole revealing a hollow recess below. He caught a whiff of the stench as he approached, and quickly retreated to the house, deciding to leave the inspection to the professionals.   

  







  





The county plumber was large and lumbering. A tan uniform shirt, starched stiff with stains, strained to sheathe his bulging belly. He inspected the concave area, prodding with instruments and probing with a high-power flashlight. 

“Hey man, what the hell’ve you been eating?” he said finally, pushing the brim of his ball cap up out of his eyes.  He seemed unaffected by the debilitating smell that caused Darrell to retch every time the wind shifted his way.

“It must take some hell kind of toxic shit to bust up a septic tank this bad. Seemed to be in good condition, too.  Sometimes if they get corroded you may see ‘em bust apart, but this one looks like it just exploded.” The plumber stood and backed off, as though out of reverence for the sight before him.  

All Darrell saw was the depressed ground and a dark hole.  Peering closer, though, he noticed some disturbances around the hole’s rim – small, parallel streaks running perpendicular to the hole. Upon closer inspection they almost looked like scratches, as though something had been grasping for purchase, attempting to claw its way out of the ground.  

“What do you make of those marks?” Darrell spoke through his shirt collar, pointing to the scratches surrounding the septic hole.  

“Probably just some varmint or hound come to investigate the smell. They can be attracted by some vile stuff. I’d say possum, if I had to guess.” He offered an indifferent shrug.  

“Anyway, it’ll take us a couple of days to line up a replacement tank and get out here to install it. Shower’s off-limits and don’t flush the shitter till then, ‘less you want what’s down there to flow out into the yard. I’ll call to schedule a time to come back out.”

Darrell was hardly listening. He offered a distracted wave, sending the man back to his truck, as he continued to inspect the claw marks, noticing now that they extended out even further on the far side of the hole. He walked around to that side and observed a subtle path of glistening, trampled grass leading away from the hole towards the woods at the back of his yard. 

Could some dog have hauled something out of the septic ditch? Darrell wondered. That would explain the claw marks. Some dog scratching around the hole’s rim as it tried to paw out whatever it had found, then carrying it into the woods to eat or bury.  

The anguished howls of the neighbor’s neglected pet resounded in the distance, lending credence to this theory. Seen through the lens of this rationalization, the markings appeared innocuous, the obvious investigations of a wandering dog or vile varmint, of which there were plenty around. Darrell blew out a gust of pent up air and returned to the house.

He called work to explain that he needed the day off. A couple, maybe. Unless they wanted to catch a whiff of his new cologne: the alluring scent of sewage residue.

Now, with the whole day to indulge his every whim, Darrell couldn’t think of a single thing to do. Were it the weekend, he would drive out to his favorite fishing hole, but his only weekday routine was work. He drummed his fingers on the arms of the chair as he considered his lack of options, his forced introversion, his reclusive life. 

They had won, it seemed. Locked him away after all. In an isolated cell of self-loathing, ever since the accident. Nobody had suffered April’s loss more than him. And guilt, in this case, lay only with God.  

He pushed back, sulking into the tattered padding of his La-Z-boy recliner, chin sinking into the folds of his jowls. His quarrelsome mind chiseled away at his fractured psyche, until it finally shut off.       

Darrell awoke to a world engulfed in noise. The same wet, warbling he had heard drifting from the drain, only now it was amplified to the pitch of an ambulance siren. Darrell sat up and looked wildly about the room. Electric pulses of panic streaked through his extremities. 

The sound – the screaming? – was coming from the back of the house. He stood and shuffled towards the noise, his chest clenching as it intensified. So much like the cries of an injured animal, he thought, though aquatic and alien. A phlegmy, underwater gurgle of breath with a buzzing, insectile scream. The closer he went, the louder it grew, piercing his ears, resonating in his head.

Darrell tried to shake off the fug of fear and regain control of his imagination, which insisted on exotic sources for the sound. He realized the cries were coming from just on the other side of the back door – a flimsy piece of rattling wood separating him from the reverberating wails.

He exhaled a shuddering breath and placed a hand on the doorknob, preparing to fling open the door, but he couldn’t force himself to turn the knob. Instead, he sidled towards the adjacent window, pulling aside the curtain with palsied hands and peeking out, attempting to see what it was from the side. There was a recessed landing before the back entryway, however, which blocked his line of sight. He could only see the concrete path leading up to the door, which was covered in a shiny film of slime. Clumps of hardened jelly textured the greasy sheen.

Darrell let the curtain fall back in place, eyes glazed, heart thudding in his ears, blackness closing in on the edges of sight. 

He stumbled back to the living room, trying to process the situation and decide what to do. He turned on the TV, maxing the volume, just to drown out the incessant wailing for a minute. He plugged his fingers deep into his ears, curled himself into a ball, and began to hum like an immature child defying a stern lecture. He prayed for reprieve as the TV shouted slogans for tampons and online college degrees. 

Finally, drained and delirious, Darrell unplugged his ears and carefully opened his eyes. He turned off the blaring TV set and sat in the sudden silence, a cacophony of noise echoing in his mind. He stood, walked to the back door, reached for the handle and threw it open.

Nothing.

Well, almost nothing. The slimy film had evaporated, leaving a chalky residue, as after the recession of salt water. Darrell was reaching out to touch it when the rabid barking of the distant dog startled him, causing him to recoil and close the door.  

His heart was fluttering, nerves thrumming. He struggled to control his racing breath and wrangle his irrational mind, which kept wandering into alien territory. The cumulative stress of this strange, disrupted day descended, carrying with it a suffocating weight. He decided to cut the day short, wading through his evening routine, skipping supper, skipping prime time TV. Depleted, he carried himself to the bedroom and undressed, falling face first into bed. 

  







  





It was late morning when the sound of rattling glass aroused him from his sleep.  

It came from the rectangular window above his bed - the sound of something challenging the windowpane. This side of the house was recessed underground so that the window was level with the garden, the room subterranean. He flipped over onto his back and squinted through the brightness of the room, the morning sun shining in overhead. 

Cast against the far wall was the jiggling shadow of a figure, something standing just a couple of feet above him, a vantage point from where it could peer down on his supine body.

The rattling had stopped when he flipped onto his back. Now the shadow was still. It was a humanoid shape – starfish body, bulbous head. It shuffled slightly, a wet, squeegee sound coming from the windowpane, followed by a melancholy mewling.  

Darrell directed his eyes upward, but the window was directly overhead and he could only see its edges. The shadow continued to ripple as the figure above shuffled for better position, the mewling becoming more urgent. Then the assault on the window returned, this time with increased intensity. The window cracked, and Darrell scrambled to the floor, covering himself.  

The banging stopped. The shadow remained still against the wall, then slowly slid sideways until it vanished. Darrell remained folded over with his hands hugging his head, staring at the blank wall, listening to his own ragged breathing.              

After a minute, he relaxed his arms just a bit. Another, and he uncoiled slightly from his fetal curl. He held his breath, listening for any signs from outside the window.  

Hearing nothing, he slowly got to his feet, staring intently at the window. He crawled onto the bed, then stood and approached the window. It was smeared with the same murky film he had seen before, first on the grass, then on the back porch. A thin line of this gelatinous liquid had oozed through the fractured glass and was sliding down the inside of the pane. Darrell sensed movement on his periphery – a blurry flash, a glint of shimmering light. Then, before he could react, the figure stepped into view.

Darrell’s mouth sprang open, emitting a strangled croak. He stood, planted in place, paralyzed by shock, gaping at the creature before him. The creature was short – maybe four feet tall – its flesh wet and translucent, throbbing as it shifted and molded its form. It appeared to be shedding an opaque cocoon-like shell, which clung to its lower torso and upper legs, dripping in gooey clumps from its dangling, arm-like appendages. Its face and upper chest were completely clear, however, covered only in a residual slime.  

Darrell struggled to turn and run, but felt captivated by the creature’s eyes, the only aspect of its face that wasn’t shifting, and a strange calm enveloped him; a warmth that spread out from his core. An ecstasy. A certain and primal understanding. An intuition that kept him rooted in place.  

The creature’s creamy, unblemished skin continued to warp and pulsate. A nose emerged, then washed back into the roiling mass. Hair sprouted, then retreated. Lips blossomed then blanched. Only its eyes remained steady, holding Darrell’s infatuated stare. 

Finally, as Darrell was drawn deeper into the creature’s gaze, its features emerged fully and took form, the resemblance unmistakable, almost a mirror image. Darrell placed both hands against the windowpane, stifling a sudden urge to cry.         

The creature moved closer. They each stared into the other’s face. His mind went to April, then to his morning ritual; the shower, and later, the wailing…

Then calm overcame contemplation, and he simply smiled. The offspring attempted to mimic the expression, but its newly formed features were mostly immobile. Instead, it hopped up and down, emitting a series of birdlike squawks. More of the ectoplasmic shell fell away with each jump. Then it quieted, and through its adoring eyes expressed a look of unconditional love.   

Darrell tried the window, but it was jammed. He considered shattering the glass, but didn’t want to risk injuring the creature. He took off towards the back door. Racing around the side of the house, he almost collided with the loping figure coming around the corner from the opposite direction.  

It almost came up to his abdomen. When it raised its ropy arms, they reached his neck. Darrell bent and let it grasp around so that he could lift it up. He adjusted it on his hip, where he could better leverage its deceptive weight, and waddled back to the house, staring reverently into his offspring’s eyes.  

He didn’t notice the rattle of tree limbs from the forest’s edge as he lumbered back to the house. He didn’t see the hulking shape peeking out through the dense foliage. His attention was fully consumed by the inexplicably familiar face before him, and paid no mind to anything else. He hefted the child higher on his hip as he entered the house.  

The creature watched the door close. Its body vibrated, producing a hum as from a tuning fork – its compassionate core content. Then a shocking pain coursed through its center, accompanied by an acute sense of anguish. Not for the loss of its spawn – it cared only for the void it had filled – but for the source of the distant weeping. It released the tree limbs and turned back into the woods, heading towards the sounds of suffering, towards the lonesome howls of the attention-starved hound.







  











  





THE BAYSIDE INCIDENT

by M. Scott Carter





  




  




Old man Withers was the first to die. 





A mean, ornery bastard with a craggy, rough face and the temper of blind sewer rat, the old man hadn’t lived in Bayside very long - two, maybe three years.  





The boys at the VFW hall had warned him about Bayside. They’d told him the stories, and the legends, but old man Withers didn’t care. He was the type of crank who’d sue a ten-year-old kid for laughing. He spent his days spying on his neighbors, complaining and making life miserable for the rest of the residents of Bayside. 





And old man Withers didn’t believe in legends or spooks. So he gave the boys the finger and moved into the big white house on the hill that looked out over the bay. 





Old man Withers should have listened to the VFW boys. 





  





 





  





Barbara Chaney, the slender, brunette postmistress, first noticed that the old man had disappeared.  





“Have you seen Mr. Withers?” she asked Bayside’s sheriff, Pete Jacobs. “His post office box is stuffed with mail. I haven’t seen him in almost a week.”  





“Nope, I ain’t,” Pete said. “But if you want, I’ll stop by there this afternoon and check on the old grump.”  





Pete was sweet on Barbara, so he didn’t mind driving the few miles to the big white house. 





Built like a wrestler, Pete could just as easily toss a scowl as a smile. He understood most of the people who lived in Bayside. The people liked Pete and most of the criminals stayed out of his way.   





Pete drove up the gravel drive, parked his Jeep, and walked up to old man Withers’ porch. He knocked on the door and looked around. The house was empty. 





Doesn’t look like anything’s wrong, Pete thought. He’s probably off somewhere trying to sue someone.  



Pete walked around the house to the back yard; everything - the small, overgrown vegetable garden, the haphazard pile of firewood, and several strange-looking oak trees with willow leaves - was normal.  





Then he saw the back fence. 





There, under the bright Maine sun, Pete found what was left of old man Withers -tossed over the barbed wire like a well-used rag doll.  





The old man’s face was smeared and twisted like a bad charcoal drawing.  





The body was naked; swollen and distorted in the heat. Portions of the old man’s scrawny, chicken-like legs were puffed full of fluid like some macabre balloon. Large sections of the trunk had been torn away, and there were places where the flesh had been eaten. 





Pete vomited. He wiped his mouth and willed his stomach not to turn over again. He pulled out his camera. He took photos of how the old man had been torn apart and he photographed the purple, quarter-sized knot on the back side of the old man’s skull, right where the neck and the skull joined together. Then he took out his notebook, and tried to describe the old man’s smeared, rotting face. 





 He also made notes about the strange, sickeningly sweet smell that drifted on the air, and the tiny wood chips scattered inside the raw, jagged wounds. 





Pete wrote everything down. Then he stretched some plastic yellow crime scene tape in a large triangle behind the old white house, drove back into town, and called Race Holder, the county’s medical examiner.  





But by the time Race finished the autopsy, and the undertaker cremated what was left of old man Withers, word had gotten around town that people were being killed again in Bayside. 





  





 





  





Jeff Currier jumped into his convertible. He redlined the motor. Then he stomped on the clutch and shoved the shifter into first gear.  





A senior, Jeff wasn’t much on high school. Instead he lived for football. Tall, solid and muscled, Jeff believed that the world was filled with two types of people: fighters and losers.  





Jeff was a fighter, and that gimp, Mr. Manguel, he was the loser.  





Manguel kept him after class - all the time - and Jeff was sick of it. Today he’d had to stay after because of the Parker kid. Hell, didn’t Manguel know it was just a joke? 





It wasn’t Jeff’s fault that the Parker kid was such a retard. Kids like that, freaks that drooled and pissed themselves, needed to be taken out. 





His coach had taught him that. “Only the strong survive,” Coach said. “Strength rules.” 





Jeff Currier was one of the strong.  





Jeff had learned those lessons early, from the rough end of his step-dad’s fist. The weak just slowed things down; the gimps just got in the way. 





Neither of ‘em deserved to live.  





  





 





  





The convertible whined as Jeff shifted into third. He pushed the accelerator to the floor, and jerked the wheel to the right. The small car skidded around the curve to where Highway 61 made a big “Y”. 





One stretch went south - the long way - around Bayside. Most folks took this exit, even though it took longer and the road twisted and curved. Going south, traffic was always heavy. 





The other way, to the left, was faster; but few people traveled The Old North Road. Even though it was a straight shot to Rusville and eventually the Interstate, The Old North Road was hardly ever used - and no one went there at night. Rumor was, the road was haunted. A few folks, the weird ones like that crazy preacher, Reverend Allgood, said the dead still traveled The Old North Road. 





Plus, the big trees grew there. The trees just made things worse. 





Tall and straight, the trees looked like oaks, but their leaves - long and sinewy - hung down like slender, wooden ribbons, more like willow leaves. 





The trees lined both sides of The Old North Road, overhanging it like a canopy. During the summer, the growth was so dense the trees blocked the sun, making the road dark and menacing, even in the early afternoon. 





 Few people went that way anymore; anyone who did prayed they didn’t break down. 





Jeff Currier didn’t care. He wasn’t afraid. Right now he was late for a party. A few of the guys from the team had stolen some beer and Jeff was invited. 





Jeff pushed the accelerator to the floor. It was getting dark and he had to make up lost time. 





“Stupid Mr. Manguel,” he cussed. “If I ever catch that gimp bastard in the parking lot, I’ll fix him.”  





Jeff imagined slamming his car into Mr. Manguel’s wheelchair. In his head, he heard the teacher scream. He heard the screech of metal as it snapped fragile bones. He saw the blood spray. The image made Jeff laugh.   





Jeff didn’t laugh very long.  





Instead, he pissed himself when he took a curve too fast and his convertible skidded off The Old North Road into the ditch. 





Jeff jumped out of the car and kicked it, hard. He didn’t have time for this. He flipped open his phone - no service. His friends were waiting for him and the party was supposed to be huge. He couldn’t go like this. 





Jeff walked to the back of the car. Maybe there was a spare pair of sweats in the trunk. He opened it - nothing. He slammed it shut and kicked the car. 





Right after Jeff kicked the car, he started to scream. And once Jeff Currier started to scream, he was the second to die. 





  





 





  





  By the time Pete found the kid - his face smeared, his body twisted, bloated and ripped apart, just like old man Withers - seven more residents of Bayside were dead. 





And all of them - the three old Harrison sisters, Reverend Allgood, Mr. and Mrs. Cole, and the guy who ran the Army Surplus store - had a strange purple knot at the base of their skulls. 





And all of them had died screaming. 





  





 





  





About ten miles from Bayside, the countryside rolled and pitched like the waves of a bright green ocean. The fields, filled with crops, bumped right up against the mountains on the left side; on the right, the mountains slowly transformed into beaches that bordered the ocean. 





A mile south of where Highway 1 intersected with Highway 3, an unmarked, paved road veered to the right, slicing back through the green fields toward a small farm. 





The small, yellow house sat at the end of the road, Tessa Cosindas’ house. She’d lived there for years. 





Tessa did things simple. She sold fruit, vegetables, and homemade jam during the summer from her roadside stand. In the winter, she made real wool sweaters with wool harvested from her sheep. 





For two decades, Tessa had worked the earth, tended her animals, and sat in the sun enjoying a quiet, peaceful life. 





Then, a few months ago, her visions returned. 





Today Tessa wasn’t working in the fields. She hadn’t picked up the pecans and walnuts that dotted her lawn. Instead, she just sat on her porch and cried. 





She cried because her past had returned; the balance disturbed. 
 The first time it had happened, she was thirteen, then again when she was in her thirties. Now, twenty years later, the visions had returned: the killer was back. And again, Tessa had seen the people die. 





Tessa wanted to tell the police. She had before, but that was many years ago, and the police hadn’t listened.   





  





 





  





For the third time that day, Pete Jacobs stared at the large map behind his desk. Dozens of small, yellow pushpins were clustered across a two-mile section of Bayside. Each pin represented a dead person.   





Pete walked toward his desk. It was in the corner of a small, dingy, gray and white office filled with metal desks, maps, and a few faded anti-drug posters. Across the back wall sat a million dollars worth of electronic equipment. 





“I don’t understand it,” Pete said to the small scrum of men who stood in his office. “All this technology around me and the only thing I can find connecting all these deaths is that they all live in Bayside.” 





Marvin Boyd rocked back on his heels and cracked his knuckles. Marvin, Bayside’s mayor, always cracked his knuckles when he was thinking. Of course, Marvin also cracked his knuckles when he didn’t know what to do, or when he was trying to figure out how to get his ass out of a jam. 





Pale and sweaty, Marvin reached down and wiped a spot off his well-shined shoes with a chubby hand. “Well, Pete, you gotta do something, ‘cause dozens of dead people on your watch ain’t gonna help you get re-elected.” 





Pete slammed his fist on the desk. “Hell, Marv, I know that, I’m not stupid! And I’m not just worried about getting re-elected, you pompous ass. Somebody’s out there killing folks. While you’re polishing your shoes, I’m bustin’ my hump here, trying to figure out what’s going on.” 





Race Holder, the medical examiner, stepped between the two men. “Gentlemen, there’s no reason to fight.”  





At 62, Race could have retired a few years back, but he liked being a doctor. He certainly looked the part - tall and sinewy with watery gray eyes and a head full of silver hair.  





Race wasn’t ready, just yet, to quit. He liked his peaceful life and he wanted it to stay that way. 





“I think I speak for everyone in this room when I say we know Pete is doing everything possible to stop this,” Race scowled at Marvin, defying the portly mayor to challenge him. 





 “I agree,” a young man said. “Pete’s been working nonstop, he needs our help.” Neal O’Bannon, editor of the Bayside Reporter, stood and walked to the center of the room. He patted the sheriff on the back.  





Neal wasn’t the typical Bayside resident. Young, and perpetually dressed in jeans and a sports coat, he liked heavy metal music, dated several women at a time, and had been known, on more than one occasion, to question the motives of Bayside’s political leaders. 





“You all can stand around and complain or you can roll up your sleeves and help Pete figure out who’s behind this.”  





Marvin cracked his knuckles again. “Well, we’re a small community,” he said. “Could be anyone here. It shouldn’t be that hard. What about that weirdo at the bowling alley? What’s his name…Graves?” 





Neal laughed. “Do you really think that this is someone local, Marv? Honestly, with the collection of busybodies living in this town, a local wouldn’t stand a chance. Besides, you’re just pissed off at Charley Graves because he gave money to your opponent. It ain’t Charley. No sir, something else is goin’ on.” 





Marvin leaned toward Neal. “Well, who do you think it is? Mister from-the-big-city newspaper editor?” 





“I haven’t the slightest idea. But I do know that you should never speculate without facts, and we don’t have many of those. Pete has his people working around the clock. He’s called in the state police and requested help from the FBI. What else would you have him do?” 





“I… I don’t know,” Marvin said. “But we gotta do something. The Coles were friends of mine. This can’t go on.” 





Marvin turned his round face toward the medical examiner. “Race, isn’t there anything else you can tell us?” 





  





 





  





Race Holder really didn’t want to talk about the autopsies. Bayside folks were simple, honest, and hardworking; if he told them the truth, the shock would push them over the edge. 





Hell, Race hadn’t even talked to Pete, yet. He knew the exam on old man Withers was solid, but right at the moment, he wasn’t ready to talk — not even to the sheriff.  





Race looked around the room. “We’re not finished just yet,” he lied. “There are a few more tests we need to run. I… I… need to send some blood samples to Bangor and…”  





“You mean you can’t us tell anything?” Marvin rocked back on his heels. His round, white face turned dark. “You’ve had the bodies for close to a month now.”  





Race glared at the mayor. “Marvin, I know how long they’ve been there. And I tell ya’, we’re not finished yet. The cause of death is still listed as ‘a possible homicide by person or persons unknown’. That’s all I can say.” 





The mayor flopped down in a chair. “Well, I wish somebody would do something. I just don’t get it. I don’t understand why this is so damn hard. I thought you guys…” 





From the back, a rough, coarse voice interrupted him. “Ahhhh shut up, Marvin,” the voice said. “What you don’t know would fill an ocean.” 





  





 





  





 Elijah Kent stood and walked toward the door. His bony, wraith-like frame moved stiffly through the small office.    





“Why… why, Elijah, I didn’t realize…” Marvin looked away from the worn, gray-haired old man. “…I didn’t see you back… back… there. I didn’t know your ship had returned.” 





Elijah sat down in a small wooden chair. He leaned back against the door and pulled his long, greasy hair back.  





“That’s because you’re too damn busy listening to your own gums flap. Good God, Marvin, you were born yammering and now, more than forty years later, that fat, over-fed mouth of yours ain’t shut up yet. This town ain’t had a moment of peace.” 





The mayor puffed and turned his back to the old man. Elijah pointed a withered, shaky finger at the sheriff.  





“Pete ain’t been here long enough to know. And most of you are too young.” The old sailor scratched his head. “Now you, mister newspaper editor, well, I’m not too sure about you, yet. But the rest of you either don’t know or you just don’t understand. You don’t have any idea what you’re facing here.” 





Race Holder looked at the old man. “Elijah, I know what you’re gonna say, but you and I have already talked about that. Don’t go spreadin’ a bunch of old spook stories that won’t do anything but get people all stirred up.” 





Elijah stood and drifted toward Pete’s desk. He leaned against the front of the desk and pointed to the map on the wall. 





 “Stirred up? Hell, Race, people are droppin’ like flies and you’re worried about getting people stirred up? Look at that map, Doc. You know where all those bodies were found. Put two and two together. You were here back in ’71.  You tell me a better reason for having so many folks dead.” 





Race loosened his tie. “I know… and I’m not disputing that fact. But… it’s just…” 





“Well, I certainly would like to know what in the hell you two are talking about,” Pete said.  





Race nodded. “You’re right, Pete. Sorry.” He turned to the other men. “Earlier today, Elijah came to see me. He said he thought a friend of his could help. But I really don’t think…” 





“That’s your problem, Doc,” Elijah said. “You don’t think. You haven’t been thinking and you’re not thinking now.” He swept a stack of papers, files, and the telephone on Pete’s desk onto the floor.  





“Now, you bastards, listen up, ‘cause I’m only tellin’ this once. I lived here a long time and I don’t plan on stoppin’ just yet.” 





Elijah settled his thin, skeletal frame on the desk. “Used to be a sailor. Been all over the globe. Even spent a little time in the Navy. Ain’t much I haven’t heard and even less I haven’t seen.” 





Pete scowled. “I… don’t understand how this is going to help the investigation. I really need to get…” 





Elijah coughed, then pushed more files onto the floor. “Now like I was sayin’, I’ve seen it all. Anyway, more than thirty years ago, I dropped anchor here at Bayside. Liked the look of the country and the size of the town. Didn’t know about Bayside then. But me, not bein’ big on cities, thought Bayside was the perfect place. Small. Comfortable.” 





Marvin rolled his eyes. “Is this really necessary? Honestly.”  





Elijah dismissed Marvin with a wave of a bony hand. “Anyway, I hadn’t been here very long before I met Tessa. Tessa Cosindas.” The old man smiled. “She was young and beautiful then. And, well sir, for a while, we were pretty thick.” 





“Will you get to the point?” Marvin shuffled his feet. “We don’t have all night.” 





 “If you’ll shut up, I’ll be g’tting there a lot quicker.” Elijah took out a brown clay pipe, stuffed it with tobacco, and lit it. “Now, like I was sayin’, I was squirin’ Tessa around and things were going real nice.” 





He puffed out a ring of blue smoke. “Then she started seeing things. Horrible things. Death and blood and pain, things like that. Saw folks’ faces all twisted and messed up. Then the folks she saw, well sir, they started dyin’.” 





Neal O’Bannon leaned forward. “Are you saying that this woman you used to date might be the killer?” 





Elijah shook his head. “No sir, that ain’t what I said at all. Tessie wouldn’t hurt a kitten. And she was always with me when the killin’s happened. But she… well, she’d start seein’ things… in her head… as they happened. She’d see the face of the person gettin’ killed.” 





Pete cocked his head. “This the same lady that has the fruit stand off Highway 1?” 





“Yes sir.” 





“I’ve heard of her,” Pete said. “Now, you say she saw who was being killed? When?” 





“This was years ago,” Elijah said. “I was a lot younger then and, well, I just thought she was crazy or hopped up on dope, something like that. I got spooked and pulled up stakes. Left her cryin’ on the dock.” 





“So why are you telling us this now?” Neal asked. “If it was so long ago, what does that have to do with these deaths?” 





Elijah took another long draw on his pipe. “Mister newspaperman, that’s the second intelligent question you’ve asked tonight, so I’m gonna answer it: I’m telling you boys this because Tessie called me the other day. Said her visions had returned. Said she saw Withers, that punk Currier kid, and a bunch of other folks die. She was all cryin’ and the like.” 





“I don’t believe a word of this,” Marvin hissed. He turned toward Elijah. “That’s the silliest story I’ve ever heard. Elijah, you’re an old fool. I know this woman and she’s nothing more than an ex-hippie trying to make a fast buck.” 





Elijah slid off the desk and stood, his face shrouded in smoke. “Well you can laugh all you want. But if I was you, Mr. Sheriff, I’d go see her. ‘Cause I think Tessa may know a helluva lot more than anyone thinks.” 





“If you think she’s so damned important, why don’t you go talk to her?” Marvin whined. “Let these people get on with what they need to do.” 





Elijah looked down at his boots. “I ain’t seen Tessa in years,” he said, his voice quiet. “And I don’t plan on goin’ back. That was all a long time ago.” Neal O’Bannon looked at Pete. “You know, Pete, if you want, I’ll go out there with you. Who knows? This woman may know something that helps.” 





“Or Marv may be right,” Pete said, “and Tessa may just be crazy.” 





  





 





  





The woman was close to fifty. Tall, slim, with that look that said she was perpetually stressed. Tessa saw her, in her mind. The vision woke her.  





In her head, Tessa saw pearls, a cream-colored suit, new shoes - a businesswoman. The woman’s silver Lincoln was stalled on the side of the road. She stood next to the car, cell phone in hand, yelling - reading the riot act to some poor soul on the other end. 





Tessa scrunched her eyes. She tried to make the vision go away. She covered her ears with her hands and burrowed under the covers of her bed. Outside, the rain fell against the roof. 





Another flash, and Tessa saw the woman’s face up close; she was heavily made up, her face harsh and angular. She saw the woman’s tight, thin lips part. Then the woman screamed. 





The screams pounded Tessa’s ears like a thousand drums being beaten all at once. Tessa saw blood and flesh and pieces of the woman fall away. She saw something strike the woman’s head. She heard the flapping of the buzzards’ wings as they descended from the sky, ready to feed on the woman’s corpse. 





Another flash; she saw the dead woman’s face, smeared and distorted. 





After that, everything faded to black. 





  





 





  





By the time Pete reached Tessa’s farm, the sun had dipped low against the horizon, painting the sky a bright, fiery orange. 





Originally, Pete wasn’t going to talk to Tessa, but after a week, and another grisly death, he had his back to the wall. 





He was angry and frustrated. He’d done everything he could to protect people, yet the dead were stacking up like firewood. And Bayside, the little village he loved living in, was coming unraveled.  





People in town were frightened; he knew. And frightened people did stupid things. If he couldn’t stop the deaths, Pete knew, Bayside was a time bomb waiting to explode. 





Already, the town selectmen had circulated a recall petition to get Pete out of office, and Marvin, still pissed off about Elijah’s lecture, had been the first one to sign. 





Things were bad, Pete thought. He just prayed they didn’t get any worse. 





  





 





  





He had gone back and forth over the whole idea. This wasn’t what he had been taught. Law enforcement was methodical, organized. Good police work, Pete believed, did not involve asking for help from people who had visions. 





But what if Tessa did know something? That thought, along with the fact that Pete was just about ready to pull his hair out, now had him sitting in his Jeep, in Tessa Cosindas’ drive. 





“Crazy woman.” Pete opened the door, then turned and put his gun on the seat. Elijah had told him not to take the gun with him; he said Tessa wouldn’t talk at all if she saw a gun.  





Pete turned off the motor. He walked slowly through the yard and stepped around the bright orange planter, made from a chipped toilet.  





This was a bad idea, he thought. 



Pete knocked on the door. Around him, he saw wind chimes, broken pottery, and a collection of rusty tin cans, each sporting a large flower. 





He changed his mind. The thought that Tessa was indeed a tie-died, fruit-selling nutcase, flashed through his brain. 





“This is a waste of time.” He turned to walk down the stairs just as the door opened. 





  





 





  





 Elijah was right. She was beautiful. Even at her age - which Pete knew better than to try and discover - Tessa was stunning. Her long, auburn hair framed a round, gentle face and large, green eyes. She had the body of a woman much younger. Pete immediately felt at ease. Now he understood why Elijah smiled when he talked about her. 





“Yes?” Tessa said. “Can I help you?” 





“Sorry to bother you, ma’am, but… but I wondered if I might have a few minutes of your time. My name’s Pete Jacobs, I’m the…” 





“I know who you are, Sheriff Jacobs,” Tessa said. “I’ve been expecting you. Can I get you some coffee?” She directed Pete to a pair of high-backed wooden chairs at the far end of the porch. She stepped back inside the house, and after a few seconds, returned with two cups and a silver carafe of coffee.  





“You look troubled.” 





“I am, ma’am,” he said. “Elijah… Elijah Kent suggested I speak with you about…” Pete took a small notebook out of his pocket. 





“About all the deaths in Bayside?”  





“Yes, ma’am. Those.” He took out a pen. “Do you mind if I take a few notes?” 





Tessa shook her head. . “What would you like to know, Sheriff?” 





“Well… Elijah, he said you’ve seen… you’ve had visions of… those folks who were being killed. Is that true?” 





Tessa shifted in her seat. She pulled her bare feet under her skirt. “I called Elijah several weeks ago. We talked, briefly. I wasn’t sure if I should even speak to him or you. Elijah said I should, it was actually his idea.” 





“I understand,” Pete said. “But please, I am interested in what you have to say.” 





Tessa drew a deep breath. “Yes. I… I have witnessed several deaths… in visions. They’re like pieces of an old movie. I see the person’s face for a few seconds. Then I see them scream. After that, there’s bright white light, like a flash from a camera, and I see the person die. It’s… horrible.” 





Pete leaned forward. He scratched his head. “And you have these visions frequently?” 





“Years ago I did, from the time I was ten until I was about twenty-two. Then, suddenly, they stopped.” Tessa folded her hands around her coffee cup. “I’ve lived peacefully for the past twenty years or so, but about… two months ago, the visions started again.” 





“That was about the time Mr. Withers died?” 





“Yes, it was,” Tessa said. “I saw him die.” 





Pete cocked his head. He wasn’t sure whether or not to believe her, but he wanted her to keep talking. “You say you saw him die. Can you describe it? Do you remember where?” 





“I’m not sure. It must have been outside, because I caught a glimpse of grass and sky. But I don’t know where.” 





“Did you see anything else?” 





“No. I could hear things, though… sense them. I could hear the flapping of wings… buzzards I think.” 





“Buzzards? Are you sure?” 





“Mr. Jacobs, I’ve lived here a long time. I know the sound a buzzard’s wings make.” 





Pete smiled. “It’s just that the bodies were… well, the buzzards got there and…” 





“And the buzzards were eating the flesh, weren’t they?” 





“Yes, ma’am.” 





“I thought so. Once, when I was a teenager, in one of my visions, I saw a buzzard… eating a corpse.” 





Pete scribbled another note. “Do you have any idea who we’re dealing with? Have you ever seen who is killing these people?” 





Tessa shook her head. “No. Never. It’s… it’s almost like I’m looking through the killer’s eyes. I’ve never seen a face.” 





“How long do your visions last?” 





“Not long,” she said. “Usually a few minutes, and they are very painful - think of the worst headache you’ve ever had and multiply it by ten. They always start out the same. The person is alive and doing whatever it is they’re doing at that moment, then I see images of their death. After that, I hear the flap of wings and, well, you know the rest.” 





Pete closed his notebook. “Is it a person or… or is it something else?” 





“I wondered if you would ask me that question,” Tessa looked down at the porch, “and I’ve wondered how I would answer it.” 





“And…?” 





“Well, I’m not sure.” She took a long sip of coffee. “I think whatever is killing was human, but I don’t sense that now. All I feel is blind, white-hot hatred and rage and pain. I’m… I’m not sure. But like I said, I believe at one time it was human.” 





Tessa leaned forward and stretched. Pete could tell she was worn out. Maybe it was the visions, he thought, or something else. 





“Now, if you’ll excuse me, Sheriff. I feel the need to rest. This… this has been most difficult.” 





Pete stood, finished his coffee, and walked toward the steps. “I understand. I appreciate your help.” 





“Sheriff?” 





“Yes, ma’am?” 





“Thank you for not laughing. It’s… it’s been a long time since someone listened.” 





Pete nodded. “You’re welcome, ma’am. I believe you’re the first person in several months who hasn’t tried to tell me how to do my job.” 





Tessa smiled. “Perhaps it was for the best that you came to see me, then.” 





Pete stopped, placed a worn business card on the porch rail and walked back to his Jeep.  





  





 





  





The green neon light that flashed over Billy’s Diner was burning bright by the time Pete returned to his office. Keri, the dispatcher, was waiting for him, her face red. She was ready for a fight.   





“And just where have you been?” she hissed. “I’ve been tryin’ to reach you for hours.” 





“I was busy,” Pete said. 





“Well, why didn’t you answer your radio?” 





“’Cause I was out of the car, mother.” Pete rolled his eyes. “Now, is there something you need? Or are you and Dad gonna send me to my room?” 





Keri shoved her ample chest toward him. “Fine.” She handed Pete a stack of small, pink notes. “But Neal O’Bannon has called about fifty times tryin’ to reach you. Said it was really important. Just thought you might want to know.” 





  





 





  





Pete finished typing his notes from the interview with Tessa before he called Neal’s office. He really didn’t expect find Neal there, but then again, Pete didn’t understand newspaper people. 





The phone rang twice.  





“Bayside Reporter,” the voice said. “This is Neal.” 





“My dispatcher says you’re a real important fellow, Mr. O’Bannon. Said I was supposed to call you right away.” 





Neal laughed. “She’s a good girl, that Keri. I know I wouldn’t want to make her mad.” 





At his end, Pete smiled. “Me either.” 





“Pete, I wish you would have called earlier,” Neal said. “This is important; too important to talk about on the phone. You should probably come over here.” 





  





 





  





Twenty minutes later, Pete sat in Neal O’Bannon’s bright, comfortable office. Like Neal, the office wasn’t what one typically associated with reporters; tan walls, a large, overstuffed couch, and several bright Van Gogh prints. “I thought newspaper reporters smoked, kept whiskey in their desks, and worked in dark, inky places?” Pete said. 





“Some do.” 





Pete surveyed the room. “What about you? This place looks too nice to be a newspaper office.” 





Neal laughed. “I don’t function well in clutter. And I gave up smoking - except for the occasional cigar; but the whiskey is there, in the other room, above the coffee maker.” 





Pete stood. “Now that’s my type of newspaper man.” He walked to the small kitchen Neal had pointed out and rummaged through the cabinets until he found a large bottle of amber liquid.  





“Like the expensive stuff, huh?” he said.  





“It was a gift,” Neal shouted back. “Bring the bottle. You’ll need it.” 





Pete stretched out on the couch. He poured a large shot into a coffee mug. Then he handed the bottle to Neal. 





“So what’s so important we can’t discuss over the phone?” he asked. “And why do I need this drink?” 





Neal pointed to a stack of musty, yellowed newspapers on the floor. The papers were bound, like books. Only the books were the size of a television. 





“Those are our historic files,” Neal said. “I’ve spent the last two days going through them.” 





“They look old.” 





“They are,” Neal said. He pointed to the top of the stack. “This one goes back to .” 





Pete took a long sip of his coffee. “So why were you digging in your old newspaper files?” 





Neal leaned back in his chair. “In college I was a history major. And I learned that there are very few tragic events that don’t get written down. Especially if there is a newspaper around.” 





“Okay,” Pete said. “But I’m not sure I follow you.” 





Neal pushed a stack of papers toward Pete. “It’s like this: For several months now, I’ve heard people talk about Bayside’s past, saying there were ‘horrible, evil events’ that happened. But nobody ever seems to know anything more. Elijah even mentioned it the other day, when he was at your office. He said something about ‘not knowing about Bayside’ when he settled here and how ‘most of the men in the room didn’t understand’. Remember?” 





“And that got you to thinking…”  





“Yes, Mister sheriff, it did. So I went down to the basement and went through these files.” 





“I thought all this stuff was online?” 





“Most is. Including ours. But those files only go back to 1920. Want anything before that, and you have to use the old-school approach.” 





Pete smiled. “And…?” 





Neal O’Bannon took a long drink, and then wiped his mouth. “Pete, you won’t believe what I found.” He pointed at the dark, water-stained file on his desk. “Open this one to the page with the marker.” 





Pete eyed the headline. “‘Tragedy on Holly Farm’,” he read. “Bayside residents killed by marauders.” 





Neal took another long drink of his scotch. “Keep reading.”  





Pete’s eyes scanned the story, then, like he’d been bitten on the ass, he abruptly sat up, and spilled his drink.  





“…comes a report to us that the entire population of Bayside Township perished a fortnight ago when all the township’s buildings were burned to the ground by a group of heathen marauders. Many of the town’s children were celebrating the construction of the new church at Holly Farm when the building’s doors were blocked and the building set aflame…” 





Pete continued reading: “…at least one witness has claimed those who tried to assist the victims and extinguish the blaze were shot by armed gunmen. A rumor has come to us, through most trustworthy sources, that the marauders were part of the apocalyptic group, the Spiritus Sancti.” 





Pete looked around. He felt his face grow warm. “Neal, what the hell is this?” 





Neal handed him a book. “Spiritus Sancti was a cult that believed they could bring about the end of the world through the blood sacrifices of virgins,” he said. “They must have started around here, sometime after 1800. Eventually, they spread all over the country. 





“Shit. But what’s this have to do with the murders?” 





“Keep reading. You’re not done.” He handed Pete a water-stained map. “Look at this, look at where all those buildings were located.” 





Pete followed Neal’s finger. “This Holly Farm, it was owned by the Cosindas family? Is that the same family that Tessa…?” 





“Yep, Mister sheriff, it is, her great-great grandfather.”  





Pete looked back at the musty, brittle page. “‘…the structures burned quickly, preventing the noble firemen from Rusville, situated only a few miles to the north, from defeating the conflagration with their new one hundred gallon pumper…’” 





“I’m not sure I follow,” Pete said. 





Neal turned the map toward Pete. “This map shows Rusville was originally about four miles away from Bayside, before they built Highway One. The road mentioned there is The Old North Road.” 





“You mean the original village of Bayside - those buildings they were talking about - sat along The Old North Road?” 





Neal nodded. “I believe so. I think there was a church and a parsonage, a small store, and some houses scattered along that two-mile stretch.” 





“And somewhere along that road…” 





“Two hundred and seventy one men, women and children were sacrificed. Most of them on a burning funeral pyre intended to bring about the end of the world.” 





Pete wiped his face. “Sweet Jesus.” 





“Keep reading,” Neal said. “It gets worse.” 





• 





The vision wasn’t like the others. It didn’t wake Tessa from her sleep. It didn’t come at night. This one caught her while she worked the crossword on page 28-C of the newspaper. 





For more than a week, Tessa’s mind had been clear. She thought the visions might have stopped. 





She was wrong. 





This image hit her like a hammer - a shock of electricity that seemed to split her brain in two. Tessa covered her face with her hands. The pain sliced through her head like a sharp knife. 





She saw the bright flash of light. Then she fell into darkness. 





Tessa stood next to a man near a grove of strange-looking trees. She stood next to Marvin Boyd. 





Her mind reeled. God, was it her? Had she somehow managed to kill dozens of people? Her heart raced. Sweat poured down her face. It matted her hair and soaked her blouse. 





Another bright flash, and she heard - and saw - Marvin cuss and whine. He said something about the land being priced too high. She heard another voice, another man behind her, argue back. She heard something about a shopping center; about money and interest.  





Then the voices faded, like someone had turned down the volume. Tessa strained to listen, but the voices had moved further away, off in the distance. For a few seconds she didn’t hear, or see, anything. Then she saw the back of the second man. He walked to his car and drove away. 





Tessa turned and looked. She recognized this place, a place she’d avoided since she was a small girl - The Old North Road. 





She watched herself walk toward the highway, away from the trees. 





Then she heard the scream. 





A bright flash, and she saw herself next to Marvin again. He turned toward her. Behind him, the sky was dark, stormy - the clouds looked like old grease in a cast iron skillet.  





She saw another flash, something bloody, dark and twisting. It struck Marvin - a snake, twisting, flailing, thrashing. She watched Marvin’s face bend and warp. The snake-like thing wrapped itself around Marvin and pulsated; blood dripped on her feet.  





She felt the anger, the hatred; it boiled through her blood like acid. Her heart raced, she couldn’t breathe. Her chest felt as though a huge rope had been twisted around her and pulled tight. 





Gasping for air, Tessa moved her hands to her throat. She was choking, dying. Another flash: something dark and slender twisted and curled around Marvin’s face. The black began to pulsate. Bones snapped. The snake-like band continued to wrap itself around and around. One end coiled, then rose and struck Marvin in the back of his skull. 





Another flash, and the snake - was it really as snake? - twisted and slithered and pulsated. Flesh ripped. Pieces of Marvin’s body tore away. 





Tessa felt a rumble. Beneath her, the ground split; more black snakes shot out. They twisted around Marvin and yanked him deep into the earth. The ground flexed and vomited. What was left of Marvin’s naked body was spewed out, tossed like trash onto The Old North Road. 





Tessa stood silently. She saw herself lean down, toward Marvin, then stop. Behind her, she heard the flap of wings; the buzzards were on their way. Then there was darkness. 





  





 





  





Pete stayed at Neal’s office late into the night. Along with the newspapers, Neal had laid out maps, files, and a stack of old, faded photographs. 





Pete read through the old newspapers, working toward the present, making notes about the stories Neal had marked. 





“So there have been several incidents like this?” he said. “Beginning in 1861?” 





Neal nodded. “Yeah, and they’ve been roughly spaced about twenty years apart. There was another incident in 1885, then another in 1906.” 





“But these stories don’t say what the bodies looked like. What makes you think…?” 





Neal handed the sheriff a stack of tan paper tied with a red ribbon. “Those are copies of several coroners’ reports. The top ones are from 1906, the bottom ones from 1936.” 





Pete cocked his head. “Why would you have coroners’ reports?”  





Neal smiled. “I think Frank - you remember Frank Reeding who owned the paper before me - well, he was researching these killings, but stopped. Those were in his files. All this stuff was down in the basement.” 





 Pete’s gaze skipped across the pages; his expression changed from curious to sick. “They describe the bodies pretty much like old man Withers and that kid, Jeff Currier,” he said. 





Neal nodded. He took a long drink. “Sounds like the same type of killings have been occurring in Bayside for more than a hundred years.” 





  





 





  





Pete scowled. “Okay, so now we know Bayside’s ugly past. But we’re still not any closer to discovering who - or what - is killing these people, and why.”  





“I know,” Neal said. “I called Homer Wallace, at the historical society. He said they have a file about the killings, supposed to contain some personal letters from some of the families around here. I’m going over there tomorrow, see if there’s anything there that will help.” 





Pete rubbed his face. He yawned. “Good idea, ‘cause tonight, I need some sleep,” he said. “All these late-night investigations are eating my lunch.” 





Neal laughed. “Yeah, you better go. We’re outta whiskey.” 





  





 





  





Two hours after a pair of tourists found Marvin Boyd’s body, Bayside fell apart. The people panicked. Fall festival plans were canceled and, by that afternoon, Highway 1 was pregnant with traffic heading out of town. 





By nightfall, the small antique shops along the sea walk and every business downtown had shut their doors. The bright green sign at Billy’s Diner was turned off. Billy said he didn’t care what he left behind, he was going back to Bangor. 





Across the community, the families that remained had locked themselves in their homes. Churches held round-the-clock prayer vigils; their pastors spoke about the end of the world. 





Bayside, it seemed, had given up and retreated in fear. 





At least, that’s how it felt to Pete Jacobs.  





Only, unlike most of the town, Pete didn’t leave. Instead, he drove back out to Tessa Cosindas’ house and banged on the door. 





“Tessa?” he called. “Tessa, let me in. We need to talk.” He banged on the door until his hand was numb. 





Then he kicked the door open.  





There, next to her spinning wheel, Pete found Tessa spilled across the hardwood floor. 





  





 





  





She opened her eyes, slowly. Her head throbbed. She felt groggy, like she just woke up from a three-day hangover. 





“There you are,” Pete said. 





Tessa tried to sit up. She touched her forehead. Her face felt warm.  





“Careful,” said Pete. “You have a nasty bump there, but I think you’ll be okay.” 





“How long was I out?” 





“Don’t know,” Pete said. “But from what I can tell, it wasn’t that long. I just got here a few minutes ago.” His face flashed concern. “Did… did you have another vision?” 





Tessa nodded. “I saw Marvin… Marvin Boyd.” She pulled Pete close. Tears filled her eyes. “I think he’s… I saw…” 





Pete held her hand. “Deputy Jones found Marv, torn to pieces all along The Old North Road.” 





Tessa’s sobs filled the room. “I… I don’t think I can take this anymore. Not after this. It was… was the worst.” 





“How so?” 





“I saw myself there,” she said. “I saw myself standing next to Marvin. And I saw something strike him. I think… I may be the killer.” 





“What do you mean, ‘strike him?’” 





Tessa covered her face. “I saw him being attacked. Something hit him; something that was dark, and slithering, like a snake. I felt what it felt - hatred, and a desire for revenge. It wrapped around Marv and thrashed and whipped. It covered his face and tightened until… Then it stuck Marv on the back of his head.” 





Pete wiped his face. He walked to the kitchen and returned with a small plastic bottle of water. “Here, drink this,” he said. He handed the bottle to Tessa. 





“So this time you saw what killed Marv?” 





“It may have been me, sheriff.” 





Pete smiled. “No, Tessa, it wasn’t you. But I do believe you saw what happened.” 





Tessa gulped the water. “I… I guess,” she said. “It wasn’t human. It was, like a snake, a huge, twisting snake that slashed him to pieces.” 





  





 





  





Pete shook his head. He had seen the fear on Tessa’s face. He’d heard the terror in her voice, but a snake? And her, could she be the killer? Those ideas, he thought, didn’t make sense.  





“Tessa, I’ve been out there. Searched all around. There’s no sign of snakes. Not snakes the size you’re talking about.”  





“All I know is what I saw. It was twisting and slashing, then the ground opened, and the snake pulled Marvin down, into the earth.” 





 “What did you say?” 





“I saw the ground open and the snakes pulled Marvin inside.” Pete gulped. He wiped the sweat off his face and reached for his cell phone. 





  





 





  





 “She said the ground opened?” Neal O’Bannon wasn’t sure he’d heard the sheriff correctly. “She actually said that?” 





“With God as my witness,” Pete said. “I was sittin’ right there, on her couch.” 





“Amazing,” Neal said. “Pete, you probably should bring her down here. Don’t go to your office. The few folks left in town will see. Bring her here, the back way.” 





  





 





  





  





“I don’t understand any of this.” Tessa shook her head. “Why are we at your office? I don’t want this in the paper.” 





Neal smiled. “That’s not what we’re trying to do, Tessa. I just thought this would be better, you know, so people wouldn’t talk.” 





“According to Pete, there’s not that many people left in Bayside,” she said.  





“True. But the few still here don’t have anything else to do but watch Pete and gossip. See?” 





Tessa nodded. “So you still haven’t told me why you brought me here.” The sheriff handed her a tan leather portfolio. “Do you know Homer Wallace?” 





“Yes,” Tessa said. “He’s the president of the Bayside Historical Society.” 





“He’s also the world’s biggest pack-rat. Homer doesn’t throw anything way. Ever.” Tessa giggled. “I understand that. I’m kinda that way, too.” 





Pete pointed to the folder. “Lots of folks leave stuff to the historical society when they die. Homer catalogues them under ‘family legends’. That portfolio, there, was left to the Historical Society by one of your relatives.” 





Tessa looked hard at the tan leather. “I… I don’t recognize it,” she said. “I’ve never seen this before.” 





“You probably wouldn’t have,” Neal said. “Homer told us he was under strict orders never to show it to you. 





“Why? Why would someone in my family not want me to see this?” 





Pete reached over and clicked open the small gold lock. “Read it. I think you’ll understand.” 





  





 





  





  Tessa unfolded the leather. The portfolio smelled old, dusty. Inside, tucked into the pocket, were several pieces of thick, brown paper. 





The handwriting was delicate, almost feminine and the ink, once dark black, had faded to a thin purple. 





Tessa began to read: “November Twenty-ninth. Eighteen hundred and eleven. 





“To all those whom are descendants and who come after me. I, Thaddeus Ezra Cosindas, do hereby attest to the veracity of this document. 





“As witnesses, I offer the solemn oath of the honorable Judge Edwin Colson, and that of my dear friend and pastor, Moses Ezekiel Procter. 





“We each have sworn our sacred oath that what we are about to set forth is true.” 



Tessa paused. Gently, she laid each thick, brittle page on the desk. 





“Five days prior to the date of this document, we three men, the remaining survivors of the Village of Bayside, Maine, buried our loved ones. 





“Under a dark, fire-scorched sky, we toiled until we had placed our wives, our children, and those so dear to us
in the bosom of the earth. Our families and friends rest in the ground where they were slain. 



“We curse Heaven, and we curse God and his Creation for authoring this tragic story. We weep when we remember the day we allowed the Spiritus Sancti into our small village. 





“Had we known then, what we are so surely conscious of now, we would have slain the Seven and Four and the Spiritus Sancti, who claimed to be workers of God. 





“Yet we did not. 





“Instead, we allowed them into our homes, treated them as friends, shared with them our food and, most assuredly, signed ours and our own family’s death warrants. 





“As this was during the hot summer, we welcomed the strong, able men who seemed, at first, so devout, so God-fearing. With their help, our crops were harvested quickly and our new church building finished. 





“But then, not but five days ago, Talbot, the leader of the Spiritus Sancti, urged us to fast, pray, and seek God’s continued blessing for a good harvest. At his bidding, we brought the entire town together at the site of the church. 





“He called it a revival. We now know it was the stage for slaughter. 



“As our families knelt in prayer, the Seven and Four, and the Sancti, those monsters, the spawn of Lucifer, sprung their trap. They burned our church as our little children celebrated inside. 





“The Sancti stood silently while our young screamed and cried in terror, beseeching their families to free them. The Seven and Four stabbed and shot those who tried to enter the flaming building. 





“By some unholy means they brought forth Hell-fire and great explosions and death, most surely from Satan himself. 





“As for myself and my companions, we sequestered ourselves behind a small grove of willows, fearing our own deaths. We watched, unable to save our families. We hid even as our children burned and our wives bled. 



“Upon the rising of the sun, the Seven and Four and the Spiritus Sancti had departed our village, leaving Bayside a desolate ruin. 





“But we shall have our revenge. 





“We shall ride the earth, unending, until we find the Seven and Four and the Sancti and they, like our children and our wives and our friends, will most certainly meet their doom. 





“Further, with the help of the Haitian woman called Gianna, we call upon Satan - for the Almighty has betrayed and forsaken us - to curse this very ground, the ground which now holds the bones of our beloved. 





“We have pledged our souls to Lucifer himself. We will fight his spawn with his own Hell-fire. We have asked the Dark One’s aid to strike down all those who would descend from the Seven and Four and the Spiritus Sancti, from now until the end of days. 





“May they, unto their thousandth generation, know our wrath. May the very ground itself avenge us. 





“To sanctify our pact, we have placed no marker. Instead, we have planted four and twenty trees supplied by the good Reverend Procter. Those trees, for as long as they stand, shall serve as the only monument to our loss. 





“We sign this oath with our own blood, just as surely, as we condemn ourselves to eternal Hell.” 



Tessa folded the leather closed, and stood quietly at the window. She stared out into the night. “Sheriff,” she said, “I think you know what needs to be done.” 





  





 





  





 “You want what?”  





Pete leaned forward. “Honestly, Father, I’m not insane.”  





Father Michael Flanagan shook his head. He wasn’t sure he’d heard the sheriff correctly. “You need me to bless a dozen chainsaws?”  





Pete nodded. “And water. I need twenty-five thousand gallons of holy water, father. And… I need it by Thursday.” 





Father Flanagan rubbed his forehead. “And why do you need so much?” 





Pete smiled. “Well, sir, it’s a long story.” 





The priest leaned back in his chair. “Sheriff, for this, I have plenty of time.” 





  





 





  





Pete stood quietly in the middle of the road. 





The November wind felt raw; the cold seemed to seep inside his coat and creep deep into his veins. 





Above him, the sky hung low - a murky gray canvas covering a stark, barren stretch of land. The road was deserted.  





Around him, the trees had grown together. They formed a large, twisted tunnel that stretched for what seemed like miles. Pete saw patches of the gray clouds through the dark, twisted limbs. 





The ground was still. There were no sounds of nature - no bird chirped. The very earth itself seemed to have fallen silent. The whole place, Pete thought, was like a giant, open tomb. Pete walked to the closest tree. Gently, like a mother would a new child, he touched the trunk. The tree felt warm. Its rough bark scraped his hand. 





Pete looked down. His work boots stood across long slender roots that twisted themselves in and out of the earth like so many dark, gnarled fingers.  





He understood now. He wondered why it had taken him so long; why he hadn’t seen sooner.  





Tessa had been the key. 





Had they listened to her, all this might have been avoided. Had Pete used a little imagination, many people might be alive today. But Pete was slow. He hadn’t gotten the full picture until Tessa had told him about Marvin’s death. As she had talked, Pete had understood - the warning lights had flashed; the alarm had sounded. 





With Neal’s help, he’d learned how the monster was formed. And thanks to history, he now understood why the monster killed. Now, almost two hundred years later, it was clear what, exactly, the monster was. 





Standing in the silent cold, Pete knew how to stop the deaths - he also knew the attempt could cost him his own life. But Pete Jacobs didn’t have a choice. He was the law in Bayside, and even if it killed him, he had to try and protect those people who remained. 





Pete clicked on his two-way. “You guys stand ready,” he said. “But don’t do anything until you hear from me. Got it?” 





“Yes sir,” said a distant voice covered in static. “Ready when you are.” 





Pete Jacobs smiled.  





He wiped the sweat from his face, then reached down and picked up a large, razor-sharp axe. The axe head, forged by an artisan blacksmith from the local monastery, was made of silver and fitted with a polished mahogany haft. 





Pete took a small bottle of holy water and poured it over the axe head. He ran his fingers across the flawless silver, then touched the image of Saint Peter, etched into the side. 





It was a work of art, he thought.  





Silently, he made the sign of the cross. Then he raised the axe over his head, turned, and, with every ounce of strength he had, slammed the silver blade into the trunk of the tall, strange tree. 





  





 





  





The tree screamed. 





There on the road, the sky echoed with huge, anguished cries. 





With Pete’s first cut, the tree unleashed the hideous sound of loathing and fear and fury which had grown inside its trunk for years. 





The scream grew louder. Blood, centuries old, poured from the large, jagged wound and spilled onto the road. Pete swung again and again. Pieces of bloody, dark bark filled the sky as the first of the strange trees died. 





The trees had stood for two centuries. They had absorbed the evil, the hatred and the pain spilled on the ground so long ago. They stood and waited, called as demonic sentinels and charged with killing the descendants of those who had first spilled blood along The Old North Road.  





Finally, the scream forced Pete to his knees. He dropped his axe and covered his ears, trying to shield himself from the pain. 





He shouldn’t have. 





In that moment the tree attacked. Branches twisted and turned and bit and slashed. The ground beneath Pete trembled and shook. 





A huge black root forced its way out of the dark, moist earth and twisted around the axe. Pete yanked the axe away and rose to swing again; more raw, bloody pieces of wood fell away as gallon upon gallon of dark, red blood filled the ditch along the road. 





And still the tree fought. 





Black roots slithered out of the ground and wrapped themselves around Pete like so many snakes.  





Pete ripped pieces of root off his belt. “You’re not dragging me to your Hell hole,” he screamed. He swung the axe again and again.  





But the plant continued to grasp and twist and slash. The branches, thin and sharp, slashed Pete’s face like thousands of razors. 





Bloody and hurt, Pete turned, chopping his way through a bowl of twisted roots that pushed their way out of the ground. He had to fight his way back to the pavement and his Jeep. 





The roots slithered toward him, winding around his legs like thousands of tiny wires, ripping through his uniform and gouging at his skin. 





Pete fell to his knees and crawled across the bloody ground. Tessa was right, he thought. The roots twist and slither. They can…
 





A huge taproot forced its way around Pete’s gut. It squeezed like a python. Pete felt the air being forced out of his lungs. He gulped air, trying to breathe, but the root’s hold was unbreakable. 





Pete flexed his right arm. Several of the small, wiry twigs snapped, freeing his hand just long enough to click the button on his two-way. 





“Okay guys,” he coughed. “Come get ‘em.  They’re all yours.”  





Pete gulped again. He tried to force air back into his body, but the root twisted tighter, suffocating him. He felt another root twist around his neck, toward the back of his skull. 





Pete fell to the ground. The silver axe fell from his hand. As he slid into blackness, just down the road, just beyond the reach of trees, the roar of chainsaws filled the air. 





  





 





  





  He heard music. Loud, loud piano music - rock ‘n’ roll, he was sure. Death wasn’t so bad, he thought. At least it had a soundtrack. 





Pete opened his eyes. 





“Thought we’d lost you there, chief,” Deputy Jones said. “How do ya feel?” 





Pete rubbed his face. He was alive. Alive, but in serious pain. His sides ached and his back felt like someone - or something - had twisted him in half then put him back together. 





“I’ve been better,” he said. He looked around. “Where am I?” 





“Hospital,” the deputy replied. “Rusville Memorial. We got ya here as fast as we could… Thought you’d like the tunes.”  





Pete pushed himself up. “And… The Old North Road?” 





The deputy smiled. The first genuine smile Pete had seen in a long, long time.  





“We took out ever’ damn tree,” he said. “They fought us like hell, too. But between the chainsaws and the flame-throwers - well, sheriff, there’s nothin’ there but a bunch of stumps and about a million gallons of dried black shit that I’d swear was blood.” 





Pete nodded. He rubbed the back of his head. “Damnedest thing I ever saw, Jonesy. Trees that scream and bleed and kill. Hell, maybe those people at the church were right. Maybe it is the end of the world.” 





Jones laughed. “Naw… just some real strange shit.” He reached down. “But you might want to keep this handy, just in case.” He laid the blood-stained axe across the bed. 





  





 





  





Over the years, folks slowly returned to Bayside. The new ones, well, they don’t know, and most of the ones who stayed won’t talk. The few that do, well, they usually refer to the “official account.” 





That story, complete with police files, photographs and written testimonials, tells of a deranged stranger who, hoping to bring about the end of the world, attacked and killed several people with a knife carved out of wood. 





That’s the public story. 





  





 





  





But for the curious, there’s a small safe in Neal O’Bannon’s newspaper office. Inside it are several hundred photographs.  





Those photographs never appeared in the Bayside Reporter. Neal put them away. They were never printed because they showed the dozens and dozens of bodies - some burned, some ancient and withered and some bloody and newly rotting - that were found twisted among the roots of the tree stumps. 





  





 





  





Neal keeps the photos hidden because they prove the bodies were slowly being eaten by the trees who guarded The Old North Road.  





Filed with the photos is a list of names. Names like Currier and Withers and Boyd - descendants of the original group of the Seven and Four. But the names of the Spiritus Sancti were lost forever. Neither the Sancti, nor their ancestors, were known ever to have returned to Bayside. 





Also in the safe are several letters from Port-au-Prince, Haiti.  





The letters, found in an old desk at Bayside’s Our Lady of Sorrows Church, were written by a Catholic priest. The priest wrote of a woman he met who had been condemned to death.  He said the woman - who was burned at the stake in 1813 - told him she was given a thousand dollars in silver and two cows to try and bring dark spirits from Hell to earth. The woman said she was asked to perform this task for three men seeking to avenge the deaths of their families. 





The priest’s letters said the men were from Bayside Township. And while the letters don’t name the woman, they note that right before her death, she confessed she had tried to call forth demons. 





The letter does not say whether the woman had been successful. 





Pete won’t talk about the letters or the photographs. He had wanted Neal to burn them, but Neal refused and they remain, today, locked in his safe.  





Pete stayed silent. He won’t show people Race Holder’s autopsy reports; reports that tell how each victim’s skull had been penetrated by a razor sharp tree root, which separated the skull at its base from the spine. 





And neither Pete nor the medical examiner will discuss how slivers of wood were found in each wound on each victim - proof that they had been ripped apart by the tree roots themselves. 





Pete doesn’t like to talk about the day he killed the trees, either. 





All he will say - for the record - is that on a cold November day, he and several dozen men worked non-stop until every tree lining The Old North Road had been cut down, chopped into logs, and fed into an industrial wood chipper. 





However, at the Harrison Brothers’ Sawmill, a work order confirms that during November, the mill received four and one-half tons of bloody wood chips, which were burned to ash, then mixed with 25,000 gallons of holy water. The gray slush was sealed in plastic drums which carried the Papal seal. 





Attached to that work order is a handwritten manifest that accounts for 271 sealed plastic barrels. Those barrels were shipped to the middle of Penobscot Bay and dumped in the ocean. 





Folks don’t talk about the Bayside Incident anymore. Many years have passed. Tessa stills sells homemade jam at her fruit stand, and Elijah still smokes his pipe.  





Pete has retired now. These days he just sits in the sun at the big white house and watches the boats out on the bay.  





But behind him, near the back fence where he first found old man Withers, a small tree has started to grow - a small tree that looks like an oak, but has wispy willow branches. 
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‘Herman’s Bad Seed’ 











  











  





FORGE OF THE SOUL

by Jason Kahn



  







  





  





Mary Warren gathered her shawl around her shoulders as she walked her great grandnephew to the new schoolhouse. It was Mary’s first morning visiting her relatives in Doylestown, Pennsylvania, and there was a chill in the early spring air. 

Despite her normally gruff nature, Mary doted on her grandnephew. “You must be excited,” she said, giving Thomas' hand a squeeze.

Thomas was seven. He smiled, unable to hide his eagerness. “Yes, ma’am.”

The schoolhouse had been built just a few weeks ago, after the arrival of the town’s first schoolteacher, and the children studied their lessons with great enthusiasm. 

Mary and Thomas shared the hard-packed road through the center of town with dozens of other boys and girls, similarly escorted. Mary couldn’t help but notice the strange glances that passed between the adults as they walked: suspicious, almost accusing, creating a tension in the air to which the children were oblivious. She frowned, wondering what was amiss.  

“There’s Miss Jamison,” Thomas said.

Mary saw the schoolmistress, her head bowed, face covered by a wide bonnet as she greeted the students at the door. Her voice, a low murmur, stirred a distant echo, causing an involuntary shudder to run through Mary’s body. 

“Good morning, Thomas.” The teacher raised her head, facing Mary. “And you must be his great aunt.”

Mary’s eyes widened and for a moment she was struck dumb. That hair, that face. Forty years flew by on ravens’ wings and she was back in Salem. Mary heard the slow creak of wood and rope as men and women hung by the neck, swaying with morbid grace. The sour stink of sweat and urine from the hundreds locked in their cells awaiting trial assaulted her nose. And in her mind’s eye, Mary saw her, the beautiful, haughty girl who had ensorcelled them all, including herself. The chief accuser, Abigail Williams.

Mary came back to herself with a start. Sweat beaded on her forehead and she felt a spreading tightness in her chest. With great effort, she got her labored breathing under control and returned to the present. 

“I’m Thomas’ schoolteacher, Miss Emily Jamison,” the young lady said, proffering her hand.

Mary took it automatically as speech came to her. “Mary… Mary Warren,” she replied. There was a flicker in the schoolteacher’s eyes. Was that recognition or just her imagination? “Pleased to meet you, Miss Jamison,” Mary said. “I trust Thomas has been attentive at his studies?”

“Indeed he has, Miss Warren,” she answered, with that dazzling, familiar smile. “A pleasure to make your acquaintance.”

She turned to the next child, allowing Mary to take her leave. It was all she could do to keep a steady gait as she turned and walked away. She kept walking until her feet led her into the saloon in the town inn. Mary sat down at the bar and ordered a shot of whiskey. 

The bartender gave her a dubious look, not sure what to make of an elderly woman drinking so early in the morning. Mary fixed him with a stern gaze and placed a few coins on the bar. “Make it a double.” 

Mary sipped her whiskey, letting its warmth soothe her frayed nerves and unclench the knot in her chest. It had been a long time since she had thought about Salem, about what she and the other girls had done. She had spent years - decades - burying that part of her life. Her family had moved away because of the shame she had brought on them. But that was nothing compared with the terrible emptiness, the bitterness she had endured every day since. 

And after mother and father had passed into the Lord’s Kingdom, being on her own had been difficult, as the memories continued to plague her. That was why she traveled, visiting her nieces and nephews throughout the colonies, though some groaned inwardly when Mary showed up on their doorstep. Still, the dreams haunted her less and less, and Mary had finally known a measure of peace. 

Until today. 

Mary took another sip, grimacing. That schoolteacher was the spitting image of Abigail Williams: her voice, manner, everything. But that was impossible. She would be in her early sixties by now, the same as Mary. Yet she looked just the same as the last day Mary had seen her, before Abby disappeared from Salem aboard a ship, never to be seen again. Mary downed the last of her whiskey. It couldn’t be her, just someone who looked like her. Had to be.

Mary  put the glass down with a solid thunk, reassuring herself that it was just coincidence. She wandered outside, glancing warily at passersby as she walked through town on her way to her grandniece’s home. The cool of early morning had given way to sun-warmed day. Shops were open for business as farmers inspected equipment for sale and men in waistcoats and bright-buckled shoes displayed their wares. 

Once again, Mary noticed a strange tension amongst the townspeople. Tempers flared over imagined insults. People almost came to blows at the slightest provocation. The town was a-simmer.

Mary passed a church, hearing raised voices inside. She had shunned the Church most of her adult life, having seen first-hand the terrible acts it could countenance in God’s name. Nevertheless, driven by a feeling that perhaps she might learn the nature of what now afflicted the town, Mary eased the door open and slipped inside. 

She raised her fan as she entered the back of the congregation, swirling the hot, thick air inside the long, high-ceilinged structure. Even with her spectacles, she couldn’t make out the figure at the other end, shouting from the pulpit. Mary moved against a side wall and edged her way forward, listening.

“…‘Tis a perilous time we live in, good people, as we are beset on all sides by the agents of darkness,” boomed the orator in deep, sonorous tones. Despite the stifling air, an icy chill prickled up Mary’s spine. This voice was familiar too, though its owner’s identity eluded her. She moved closer, attempting to see.

“Just a fortnight ago in Chester County, a homestead of God-fearin’ Christians all under one roof slept sound in their beds, when a tribe of godless red savages swooped down in the black of night. The men folk were slaughtered where they lay, and the women and children were taken, no doubt to sate the savages’ evil appetites.”

Many of the congregants shouted and yelled in anger. Mary could see the minister’s form now: his black robe, a mane of silvery hair. She moved closer.

“Hear me, my friends. Though we lay rightful claim to this bountiful land, the low heathens mean to drive us out. And they will not stop at mere violence. Do not doubt that the Indians will call up their allies from the spirit world and send them among us, turning us against one another to aid their evil designs.”

The minister had them whipped into a frenzy. The congregation cursed the tribes and prayed to the Lord for protection. Mary could almost make out his face, but in her heart she knew who it was, though it defied logic. 

“Surely we must defend ourselves against these agents of the Devil,” he continued. “Look you into the hearts of your fellow man, your neighbors, your friends.”

Mary was now close enough to see the hard features, the intense eyes. A cold dread gripped her. 

“Think on any strange, bewildering behavior. Perhaps they have sent out their spirit upon you and done you ill. If they are truly your friends, they will be grateful to stand before the Church and renounce the Devil so they may return to the Light of Heaven.”

Mary stared, not quite believing. It was Henry Danforth, the high magistrate who had presided over the court in Salem over forty years ago, whose signature was on the death warrant of every man and woman who had hanged. He had been in his sixties back then and he looked exactly the same now. In a flash, Mary relived her most painful memory. She saw herself standing before Mr. Danforth in the Salem court, trying at last to do right and recant her testimony, only to falter and collapse, too weak to withstand his relentless questioning and Abby’s merciless cruelty. 

“And if they will not confess and turn away from the heathen spirits that have given them their dark powers,” he continued, his voice shaking the very rafters, “then they shall be revealed in their wickedness. And they who do not repent shall pay for their crimes against the Almighty and His children. And to that, good people, I say a most fervent amen.”

The congregants exploded in response, shouting “amen” over and over with a wild, vengeful look in their eyes. Mary felt ill, like she was about to vomit, but she wanted to know one thing. She reached out a trembling hand to touch the arm of a woman who looked as if she were tallying up all those who might have wronged her at some time. It was a look shared by many in the room. 

The woman turned. Mary asked, “Excuse me, what is the name of that minister?” 

“Why, that’s Pastor Ezekiel MacInnis,” the woman replied.

“Thank you, dear.”

Mary staggered away, bursting out of the door into the cooler air. She was shaking, and the tightness had returned, constricting her chest like a vice. Mary gasped for air, breathing deep until the blood in her veins slowed from a wild thunderhead to its more regular, methodical pulse. She straightened her back and began walking toward her grandniece’s home again. This was no coincidence. Abigail Williams and Henry Danforth, the two most powerful forces behind the Salem witch trials, were here in present-day Doylestown, Pennsylvania. And from the looks of things, this town was headed down the same, dark path.

  




 


 

  




 

That evening, Mary dined with her grandniece’s family. Elizabeth was a charming, though impressionable girl who had married a tinsmith, Patrick, who as far as Mary was concerned was a pompous fool. His finest settings adorned the table, and after prayers were said, they all set to eating a delicious repast of turkey with chestnut pudding that Mary had helped Elizabeth prepare. Young Thomas sat with them, next to his older sister Isabelle.

“You know,” Mary said during the meal. “I happened to hear your Father MacInnis this morning. He seems a most excitable sort.”

Patrick looked affronted. “He is a most revered messenger of the Lord,” he said. “And he gives good reason for the many strange happenings in recent days.”

Mary ignored his reaction, cocking her head to the side. “Strange happenings? Pray tell, what has occurred?”

Elizabeth leaned forward. “They say that Owen Barton has put a curse on his neighbor’s farm so that every calf that is born should wither and die, which has occurred to the last three in a row.” Elizabeth’s voice lowered to a whisper. “And that Rebecca Pendergast laid her hand on the Leighton’s youngest girl, and she has been ill ever since.”

Mary kept her face impassive, watching Isabelle out of the corner of her eye. “And these events are ascribed to what cause?” Mary asked.


“It is said that they have trafficked with the heathen spirits,” Elizabeth said. 

“Indeed?” Mary noticed Isabelle fidgeting in her seat, as if uncomfortable. She was a few years younger than Abby, just as Mary had been at one time.

“They have not been named outright.” Patrick’s voice was somber. “But there is talk of setting up a proper court here in Doylestown.” Mary did not miss the calculating gleam in Patrick’s eye. She did not doubt he would be among the first to cast suspicion on a neighbor.

Mary noticed Isabelle becoming even more restless. “These are grave times, then,” Mary said. “No doubt your Father MacInnis is rightfully concerned.”

She changed the subject, turning to young Thomas. “And how were your lessons today, dear?”

“Oh, very good, Aunt Mary,” the youngster replied. “We’ve been practicing our numbers and our figuring.” 

Mary smiled, commenting to Elizabeth and Patrick, “The schoolteacher, Miss Jamison, seems a most pleasant sort.”

“Oh, yes, the children all adore her,” Elizabeth said, smiling. “Isabelle and her friends have been most helpful, too, what with her being new to the town. They’ve become thick as thieves.” She turned to her daughter. “Isn’t that so, Isabelle?”

Isabelle nodded, her eyes downcast. “Yes, Mother.”

“And where does she hail from?” Mary asked her. 

Isabelle gave a small frown. “I can’t think of it now,” she said. “I’m sure she must have told me. I just can’t remember, I’m afraid.” 

“That’s alright, Isabelle. I’m sure there are more interesting things for young girls to talk about,” Mary said with a wink. 

Mary ceased her questions. There would be a full moon tonight, and if she was right, there would be more to confirm her suspicions. She let the conversation wander to more innocent subjects for the rest of the evening, cheerfully helping Elizabeth with the dishes afterward. But inside, she seethed.

  




 


 

  




 

That night, Mary lay in her bed, bitter tears forming in the corners of her eyes. Memories and emotions she had worked for years to bury scrabbled to the surface -

shame and humiliation for the part she had played, rage at the townsfolk who had turned all too easily against her. Finally, above all, regret, not only for what she had done, but in a sliver of her heart that could not be denied, for what she had lost after that brief, crazed time when her slightest word meant life or death. She shuddered. Though she cursed those memories, nothing was ever again as bright as those days had been.

Mary sobbed. For now it seemed the only real witches had been Abby and Mr. Danforth. They were the ones who had orchestrated everything, just as they were doing here. Mary ground her teeth. She had always wondered at how the particular madness that had ruled her and the other girls seemed to have vanished after Abby left. Surely she was a sorceress who cast her spell over the innocent, using them, using her, for her own dark purposes. The betrayal stung. She and the others had practically worshipped Abby, had wanted to be her.

The hellspawn must pay, for what she and Danforth had done to Salem, for what they would do to Doylestown, for what they had done to her.

Amidst the background tapestry of natural creaks and whispers in the house, a discordant note sounded. Someone stirred.

Mary quietly rose, already dressed in her darkest clothes. She eased open the door to her room and waited until she heard faint footsteps make their way through the kitchen and out the back door. Mary floated down the steps, careful to make no noise. She passed through the kitchen, pausing only to slide open a drawer and remove the wide carving knife Patrick had used earlier to prepare the turkey. Then she eased out the back door into the night.

The full moon hung like a great pearl in the dark sky, casting cool light over the sleeping town. Only not all were asleep. Mary stayed hidden in the shadows, watching Isabelle’s form move off down a dirt path, away from the center of town. Isabelle paused, and Mary saw several others join her. They bent close together and Mary heard their nervous titterings carried on the breeze.

Mary followed, keeping them just in sight, crouching low whenever they paused to look back. Soon they entered patches of tall grass and copses of birch and elm, enabling Mary to move more easily from shadow to shadow. Then they were in the forest proper, thick with trees and brush. Mary’s solitary life had bred a certain toughness in her. With muscles hardened through countless repetitions of her own household chores from dawn to dusk, she kept pace without difficulty amongst the dense foliage. 

Nevertheless, she was unused to traveling in the dark, and as the trees started to thin, she tripped and fell, crashing to the ground. The carving knife fell from her hand and there was a great commotion of leaves and fallen branches. Mary kept perfectly still where she lay, gritting her teeth against the pain as she prayed that the girls hadn’t noticed the noise. After several moments, during which she heard nothing save the rapid thrum of her own heartbeat, Mary rose and took a few more careful steps, peering from behind a tree down a gentle slope into a clearing.

She saw them, Isabelle and several other girls, dancing around a fire, their clothing discarded upon the ground. Abigail, or Emily as she was called now, led them, her movements graceful and erotic, almost feline. Mary stared, hypnotized. She had almost forgotten what it was like to be in that dance: the freedom, the intoxicating thrill. Mary’s breath came heavy as she felt drawn toward it, compelled. The naked silhouettes framed by flickering tongues of fire beckoned to her. At last, Mary bit her lip so hard the sharp pain broke the spell. She shook herself loose from the mesmerizing scene. 

The dance stopped, and Abby, her body perfect and supple despite the years Mary knew she possessed, stretched forth her arm. From the other side of the fire a short, squat form appeared. She was dressed in servants’ clothes and from the color of her skin, Mary knew she was Indian. Probably a maid or washer woman, much the same as the black woman Abby had used for this very purpose back in Salem. From the sullen look she cast toward Abby, the Indian woman did not wish to be here. Abby had no doubt promised to tell all sorts of lies about her if she failed to perform her assigned task, same as forty years ago. 

The Indian woman raised her arms. In one hand she held a rabbit, limp and lifeless. In the other she held a knife. In one swift motion the woman slit the rabbit’s throat, held it high and caught the dripping blood in her open mouth. Then she extended the dead animal out to the girls, her eyes challenging them. Abby, of course, was the first to accept. She knelt demurely, closing her eyes and feigning fear as the blood ran down her throat. The other girls all followed her example. 

Once finished, the woman threw the carcass into the fire and began chanting words Mary did not understand, swaying back and forth as she invoked the spirit world. The girls all stared, transfixed, just as Mary remembered staring herself once before. But this time she watched Abby, who was muttering rapidly and peering into the fire. And when the flames suddenly roared and surged upward like a living thing, Abby was the only one who did not jump back, startled and afraid. Even the Indian woman showed fear.

“It was her, always her,” Mary muttered to herself. 

Once the flames receded a bit, Abby pointed to one of the girls. A plump, nervous girl stepped forward. She looked into the fire, screwing up her courage.

“I call upon the spirit of Philip Bergen,” she said, her voice quavering.

The girls all looked into the fire, the Indian woman, too. Mary watched as Abby muttered some more and made subtle hand gestures. A darkness formed inside the fire, coalescing into the rough shape of a child.

“Who summons me?” the high, spectral voice issued from the shadow.

“I do,” the girl replied. “Haley Marcus.”

“Why have you called me?”

“I wish to know how you died.”

“A sickness, a wasting disease,” the shade replied. “This you know, Haley Marcus.”

“But you were healthy, the doctor could find no cause for your ailment,” Haley protested. “Where did the sickness come from?”

There was a pause as everyone in the circle held their breath. Mary watched Abby, her hands carefully shielded from the other girls, maintain control over the shadow.

The eerie voice rang out, its anger filling the clearing. “It was Beth Anne Parson. She put a curse upon my soul.”

Several of the girls gasped, others muttered to each other. Haley pressed on.

“But how could she do such a thing?”

“She has powers given to her by the heathen spirits,” the shade replied. “She does their bidding now. I have answered your questions. Now I return to my rest.”

The shadow faded, leaving only the rustling fire. 

The girls were exclaiming to each other in a rising chorus. Mary heard phrases that echoed in her mind from years past: words of accusation, condemnation. This was the turning point, she knew; once the girls banded together, bewitched by Abby’s sorcery and guile, their allegations would be given weight. And in a town with a foundation of suspicion and fear already laid by Henry Danforth, or Father MacInnis, it wouldn’t be long before the hangings started. 

Mary’s mouth pressed in a grim line. She would not let these poor girls fall prey to that she-devil, to have their lives destroyed by shame and guilt. Mary remembered she had dropped the carving knife when she fell. She turned to look for it, but instead saw a great shadow looming over her. She felt a moment of panic before her head exploded in pain. And then there was only darkness.

  




 


 

  




 

For a long time Mary floated in a foggy haze. But the pounding ache in her head forced her awake at last. Bleary-eyed, she saw the smoldering fire, much smaller than before. She tried to sit up but found her hands bound behind her. Her feet were tied as well, forcing her to remain on her side. 

She could tell she lay within the clearing, and as her eyes adjusted, she saw it was empty save for two figures. One was Abigail, clothed now, and the other was Danforth. Despite the warmth of the fire, their smiles chilled her. 

Abigail broke the silence. “I thought we might have company tonight, so I asked the good pastor to see to any guests who might stop by.” Her eyes shone with dark merriment. “But where are my manners?” She stepped forward and grasped Mary’s shoulders, sitting her up with her back against a tree stump. As she did, she leaned close to Mary’s ear, her whispered words taunting. “After all, it is a rare and special occasion when we get to see old friends, isn’t it, Mary my dear?”

Mary stiffened on hearing her name, shocked at having her suspicions confirmed.

“Abigail, so it is you,” she said, each word a harsh accusation.

“Indeed, but please don’t forget my dear colleague.” She turned her head. “What were you called back then? The names all seem to run together.”

“Danforth,” he said, amused. “Henry Danforth.” He turned to Mary, his tone light and mocking. “And who could forget you, Mary Warren? You were such a contrite little girl, a shame you had to be dissuaded for the greater good.”

Mary’s face twisted. “Greater good? ‘Twas not the greater good of Salem you two worked for.”

“I suppose it depends on one’s point of view,” Abigail said. “But we had our roles to play, and our Master so dislikes being disappointed.”

Mary’s wits began to return to her. She felt gravel and stones on the ground behind her, the rough bark of the tree stump against her hands. She started rubbing her bonds against it, back and forth, saw-like. 

“And your Master would be Lucifer himself, then?”

Danforth chuckled. “He goes by many names, some more familiar than others.”

Mary kept rubbing. 

“And is this the work you do for the Devil?” Mary spat the words out. “Destroying the lives of good people? Accusing honest folk of witchcraft?”

“It is true that discord and acrimony are as sustenance to our Master, but he prizes something even more.” Abigail crouched down to Mary’s eye level. “Dear Mary, we collect souls for our Master.”

Mary’s breath stuck in her throat, her eyes widening in horror. “You mean … those who hang…”

Abigail’s trilling laughter drowned out any words that would have followed. “No, silly. The souls of those who hang are not our Master’s concern, they do not fall under his dominion.”

Danforth spoke. “It is the souls of the accusers who are condemned to fill our Master’s halls. The myriad hypocrites who denounce their neighbors out of spite, out of avarice over some past quarrel, coveting their land or wealth. We merely provide the forge within which their true natures are put to the test. If they falter, their souls are forever marked. But the choice is always theirs.”

Mary swallowed. She couldn’t deny his words. She had seen it in Salem; too many people eager to step forward and make the wildest accusations against other townsfolk, often out of greed or anger. She thought immediately of Patrick.

Mary realized she had stopped rubbing her bonds. She continued as she spoke again. “Yes, I suppose Salem should thank you for your kind service.”

Abigail shook her head. “Oh, Mary. You are so utterly naïve. Do you think Salem some heavenly paradise that we corrupted? The places we visit are already ripe on the vine.”

“Just how many places have you visited?” Mary struggled to keep her breathing regular as she worked at her bonds, the effort soaking her garments with sweat. A few strands frayed and snapped, but she resisted the urge to hurry, keeping her movements slow and even, concealing what she did.

Danforth answered her. “Oh, many, many. Wurzburg, North Berwick, towns you have never heard of, that ceased to exist before you were born.”

“What type of demons are you that you can live so long?” Mary asked.

Abigail rose. “We are quite human, I assure you,” she said. “Though we are long-lived by your standards, and we have been taught some skills by our Master that are beyond your understanding.”

“You describe the very definition of a witch,” Mary said, her voice full of scorn.

Abigail shrugged. “If that word best matches your perception, then I am in no position to say otherwise. All I will say is that my colleague and I made a choice a long time ago, and we have lived according to that choice ever since.”

Mary blew out a deep breath, exasperated at the rationales of the two conjurers. They behaved like no witches she had ever heard of. Her wrists were chafed raw as she felt another strand give way.

“And what will you do now?” she asked.

Danforth spoke. “That remains to be seen. Obviously, we cannot allow you to interfere with our plans. But your disappearance at this delicate time may swing the balance either way in Doylestown. So we must consult with our Master.”

Mary nodded, her words tinged with bitterness. “So you will kill me. I suppose it is only fitting. I should have died of shame after Salem. Since then my life has been little more than a great emptiness. It must be fate that I meet my end at your hands, the ones who caused my ruination from the very beginning.”

Abigail wore an amused expression. She came closer, kneeling down and bringing her face inches away from Mary’s. “Such self pity does not become you, my dear.” Abigail licked her lips, her words silken murmurings. “When you watched us dancing before, did you feel empty then?” Mary focused all her concentration on grinding her bonds against the bark, refusing to answer, unable to look away. “Tell me, after you realized I had left Salem, what was the very first thing you felt? Was it the shame that you claim ruined your life? Or was it something else?” Abigail’s voice dropped to the lightest, lilting whisper. “Was it sorrow? Sorrow that the rapturous power I gave you had suddenly vanished? Is that the emptiness you have felt all these years?”

At that moment, the last strand snapped. Mary grabbed a hand-sized rock from behind her, giving a howl of rage and pain as she swung it, clubbing Abigail on the side of the head. Abby toppled over with a cry. Danforth hurried toward her and Mary threw the rock, hitting him squarely in the knee. He yelped and stumbled. 

Mary knew she had only seconds. She didn’t even pause to untie her feet, instead lurching on hands and knees across the few feet of open space into the trees. Her one hope was finding the carving knife. She prayed that Danforth had not already recovered it. 

Her breath rasped and she felt lightheaded as she thrashed about among the underbrush. Behind her in the clearing, she heard Abigail speak in a strange, guttural accent. “Marcus, I’m fine, go get the stupid girl.” 

Footsteps were approaching. Mary cast about desperately. A short distance away, a stray beam of moonlight glinted a cool spark on the dark forest floor. Mary propelled herself toward it, reaching beneath the leaves to grasp the familiar wooden handle of the knife. As she did so, a hand grabbed her by the collar and hauled her up, half strangling her.

“Mary, you’re only delaying the inevi…” Danforth was interrupted as Mary swung an elbow behind her, landing a blow into his stomach. He doubled over for a moment as Mary tried to turn around to face him, but her bound feet caused her to falter. She found herself falling back, and reached out with her free hand to grab hold of something, anything. She caught Danforth’s shirt in her gnarled fingers. Still wheezing to catch his breath, Danforth fell too, right on top of Mary and the knife she held between them.

Mary hit the ground an instant before Danforth fell on top of her. The knife made a sickening tearing sound as it sliced into him below the chest. Warmth gushed all over Mary’s front. Only a brief, gurgling breath escaped Danforth’s lips before his body went limp. Mary lay there a few seconds, panting beneath the dead weight on top of her. Then she struggled and wriggled out from under the body. She fought to still her trembling hands and carefully cut the rope around her ankles, casting it aside before scurrying over to crouch in the deep shadows of a tree. She could still see the body. 

Stillness reigned as Mary clutched the knife in her white-knuckled hands. Her old body was battered and bruised and she still felt dizzy. There was a small tightness in her chest that she ignored as she concentrated on remaining utterly quiet while she willed her body to stop shaking.

Finally, she heard Abigail’s voice. “Marcus?” she said in that strange accent. “Are you there?” Then, in the voice she recognized, “Mary? I do hope you’re alright, dear.”

Her voice was moving now, coming closer. “You know, of all the girls in Salem, you were my favorite.” 

Mary remained alert, her back against the tree, knife ready.

“The others were merely followers, sheep eager to be led.” Now the voice receded, seeming farther away. “But not you, Mary. It took real strength to defy me and seek to confess. That showed courage. It took both me and my colleague to stop you…”

Mary let out a long breath. Abigail’s voice continued to fade. Perhaps she could slip away, unnoticed. Then she practically jumped out of her skin in fright when Abby’s voice sounded right next to her.

“…Just as you will be stopped now.” 

There she was, beautiful despite the blood that coated her hair where the rock had struck her. Mary hesitated for a split second, then she swung the knife. Abby intercepted her arm with ease, grabbing her wrist and punching her full in the face with her other fist. Mary sagged as the knife dropped. Abby looked around for a moment, noticing Danforth’s body. She pursed her lips.

“How unfortunate, now my Master will have to supply another colleague,” she said. 

She grabbed Mary by the hair and forced her back toward the clearing. Dazed, Mary offered no resistance as she was dragged. Her hand ran across something rough on the ground. Out of some reflexive instinct, she grabbed the tree root and jerked herself back. Abby’s hand came free, along with some of Mary’s hair. 

Abby turned, still mocking. “Mary, such spirit. If only you had shown as much in Salem,” she said. “Come along now, we mustn’t keep my Master waiting.”

Mary was on her hands and knees, barely conscious. She knew she had not long to live. On the ground, she noticed a length of rope, the bonds that had once secured her wrists. Mary took them in her hands as Abby came near. She remained still, allowing Abby to reach down and grasp her by the hair again. Mary took the rope and wound it once around Abby’s ankles. Then she drew it tight and lurched forward, driving into Abby’s body while she pulled on the rope. Abby fell backward as her legs went out from under her. There was a horrible cracking sound as Abby hit the ground. She did not move again. 

Mary looked up. Abby had fallen on the tree stump where Mary had previously been held captive. Her neck had caught the edge, snapping instantly. Abby’s head lolled at an unnatural angle, her face blank. 

Mary leaned over her, her body trembling with exhaustion and relief. Somehow, through the wildest luck, she was still alive. She looked down at Abby, beautiful even in death. Mary touched her porcelain cheek, her emotions a confused jumble. 

She wearily rose to her feet. Every inch of her body felt battered. She took a deep breath and was about to turn away when she clutched her chest in sudden agony. Jagged pain shot down her arm as she dropped to her knees, unable to breathe. Her chest felt like it was being crushed, and she fell on her side, gasping for air. In her last few moments of life, Mary’s vision constricted down a long tunnel to the low-burning fire in the middle of the clearing. Thick black smoke began to pour out of it, and a pair of chilling, red eyes peered out at her. 

The eyes were dead, utterly devoid of emotion or feeling. But they stared at her, into her, sifting through every single atom of her being. And they gave her a choice. Mary thought about her long life, about the people of Salem, and Doylestown, and everywhere else. She thought about Abby, whom she had loved and then hated, and her words, and the scalding truth she couldn’t deny in a small part of herself. As blackness enveloped her, she chose.

  




 


 

  




 

On a hot summer morning in Richmond, Virginia, Melissa Jennings took her ease in the town saloon. The young beauty was the new nurse and assistant to the town’s physician. She drank lemonade as she studied her flawless reflection in a mirror behind the bar. A young man approached her.

“Excuse me, Miss Jennings?” he said. “I’m sorry to bother you. My name’s Franklin Harden.”

She turned to him. “Not at all, Mr. Harden. How do you do?”

He frowned. “My little girl has herself a nasty cough,” he said. “Doc Jacobson saw her a few days ago, before you arrived, says it’s nothing to worry about. But she’s still sick and my wife and I are more than a bit concerned. If it wouldn’t be too much trouble, would you take a look at her? We’d be much obliged.”

Melissa took Mr. Harden’s hand. “Of course I will. No bother at all. Only, do not be alarmed if your child’s malady is not of a physical nature.”

Mr. Harden looked confused. “What do you mean?”

Melissa leaned forward, motioning him to come close. “Those who traffic with the spirit world may cause such ailments,” she whispered.

Mr. Harden’s eyes widened. “Here in Richmond? I cannot believe it.”

Melissa nodded knowingly. “It has been known to happen.” Then she gave a dazzling smile. “But I’m sure this is not the case with your little one. Go see to her now, and I will be along presently.”

Mr. Harden clutched her hand tightly before letting go. “Thank you, most kindly.” He hurried off, gratitude and concern in his eyes.

Melissa watched him go before returning to her reflection in the mirror. She still could scarcely believe it, but her new Master had been true to his word. And though the price had given her pause, she knew that ultimately, those who chose the path of evil would go to their just reward. The rest was unimportant.

She eschewed the drink in front of her for something stronger, ordering a shot of whiskey. 

The bartender gave her a dubious look, not sure what to make of a young lady drinking so early in the morning. Melissa fixed him with a stern gaze that belied her apparent youth and placed a few coins on the bar. “Make it a double.”







  









  





COTTON AVICENNA B iv

by Paul Marlowe



  







  





  





THE ALIGHIERI GLOSS

  





London! Paragon of cities. How many wonders there are, in its villas, its marketplaces, in its streets and tunnels. London – this uncommon weal of fateful miracles, and of horrors that I know only too well. Cheek by jowl a multitude lie, a thousand-thousand strange tales between them, unknown but for the chance mis-step into an unfamiliar alleyway – the passing glimpse along a half-lit, fog-swathed street. So has it always been in the great cities that draw in every kind of creature. Those who toil; those who live upon them. The builders, the wreckers. Town- and country-men. The eager, the wicked, the mad; and not from this isle alone, but from all the ends of the world. Indeed, not only from this… but now, let me see. How to begin. 





Rafe – Dr Maddox – was leading me upon another tour of the city, the latest of our annual excursions that began after the blessèd meeting in Tower Tunnel. We viewed the palaces; of the Empress, of entertainment, of crystal, of iron and steam afloat on the Thames, and others among the marvellous constructions of the age.  





Not the Underground, of course.  





But no museum, no theatre brought us out that November night to St. Raphael Square. We went rather to the Etheric Explorers Club, for Rafe was to stage there a little show of his own. He called it Cotton Avicenna B iv : A Novel Method of Revealing Decayed Calligraphy. Something to do with books, he led me to understand.  





Maddox is a great scholar, and much, much more. 





Until the lamps were lowered, members and guests of that club had eyes only for myself, in my veil and mourning, try as they did to pretend otherwise. It was no surprise, as no other women were in attendance. None, at least, of which they were aware. For my part, I watched Rafe. It was strange that his was no longer a young man’s face. He introduced me as his niece! 





 A magic lantern, he called it, this thing he used. Not true magic, he took pains to assure me, but rather a bright lamp and glasses that cast images over the wall. Images of writing. Magic, apparently, is no longer considered quite in good taste in this day and age; spirits are another matter. 





“Here we see a photographic slide made using the red portion of the spectrum… and here the green…” he explained, switching between images which were, according to Rafe, slightly different. 





A fat man across the table from me cleared his throat. “This mottling. It’s due to the fire?” 





Rafe paused. “No, not fire, Morrison. Damp. It’s not widely known, but an ancestor of mine received the Avicenna manuscripts from Cotton’s collection, in exchange for some debt or other – this was before the fire occurred. Also the eponymous bust. This particular volume,” he said, touching a brown and scarred codex before him on the table, “is apparently an anthology of geographical works, collected in Arabic. I’ve yet to have it translated. It is the legibility of these glosses,” he said, indicating the luminous scribbles with a stick, “in Medieval Tuscan, which I have been endeavouring to improve with my technique. It was only some years after the collection was split that the Ashburnham House fire occurred. I’m afraid that, since those days, my family has not always been conscientious in its care of the Avicenna manuscripts.” 





How typical it is of these obtuse, modern people, to deny the existence of fate and mystery to such an extent that they would consign a treasure trove of priceless books to a house with the inauspicious name Ashburnham. What did they expect would happen? Children, the lot of them. It’s what comes of allowing immigrants to take over the country – these Jutes, and Angles, and sundry Saxons. The Norse men, and all the rest. No regard for the workings of fortune, any of them. No sense. At least Maddox is a scion of the true Britains, whatever else may be mixed into his blood. 





We came, betimes, to the end of the talk. Rafe was attempting to disengage himself from an associate with a brass machine and the maniacal look of the enthusiastic inventor – a look with which I have become very familiar after several visits to this club– when the footman entered, bearing a card on a salver. He resembled a sad and dissipated legionary, this footman, and something about his silent, looming bulk made the inventor’s gabbling tail away. 





“Messenger for you, Dr Maddox.” 





Rafe took the card and examined it with slight interest. 





“His master is waiting, Billingsly?” 





“There is a carriage at the door, sir.” 





Rafe nodded. “Pack away my slides and projector, would you, Billingsly?” Taking Rafe’s proffered arm, I accompanied him towards the doorman’s nook, where a strange man in a colourful coat and short trousers stood. He did not look English, or even British.  





The man bowed with sullen care. He wore an absurd white wig that was on the verge of tumbling off. A long queue of his own black hair ran down his back. 





“Lord Mo Gui deeply regrets his being unable to attend tonight’s lecture,” said the man, thickly pronouncing the words with the same careful deliberateness with which he managed his wig. “Lord Mo Gui sends his carriage, and invites you to kindly do him the honour of accepting his hospitality this evening, to discuss certain facts concerning the…” The man hesitated, dropping his eyes to the book tucked beneath Rafe’s arm before enunciating “the Cotton Avicenna B iv.” 





“How curious,” said Rafe. “A student of ancient manuscripts, is he?” 





“The master has special knowledge of it.” He looked again to the book, though whether in questioning or covetousness I could not judge. 





Rafe turned to me. “If you have no objection?” 





I shook my veil.  





Outside, the night street was alive with clattering wheels and iron-shod hooves. Foot-travellers surfaced in ones and twos at the gaslights, then sank back into the river of shadow. 





“Whitechapel Slaying!” keened a child on the pavement, a bundle of papers piled in his arms. “Vigilence Committee Baffled!”  





They can shout in square capitals, these modern Londoners. 





As though overcome by his own eloquence, the boy’s eyes fluttered, then rolled away, white, into his head. He tipped back in a rigid fit, nearly striking the pavement before Rafe caught him. 





I watched, appalled. “Come away, Rafe! This is a black omen!” 





My attention flew from the boy to the far street corner. A gaslamp had winked out. A couple, tall, fair, in dark cloaks rounded the turn. 





“Rafe…” 





But he never heeds me. Instead, he carried the boy, with difficulty now the seizure was in full force, to the bland footman who still stood in the open club doorway. 





The next streetlight died as the pair advanced. A hack-horse near the pavement lurched madly away from them into the traffic, hooves slipping, the cabman screaming. 





“Rafe, we must go now.” 





“I can’t stay, Billingsly,” said Rafe, passing the shaking boy to him.  





I sometimes wonder if that footman would so much as blink if one of the members plucked the Moon from the air and handed it to him for safekeeping. 





“Get some brandy into him when he comes ‘round. And give him this,” said Rafe, depositing a couple of half crowns into the footman’s pocket. 





“Quickly,” the gaudy messenger urged.  





At the waiting carriage, Rafe assisted me inside while the messenger mounted hastily in front. Setting off into traffic, I touched the smooth window glass that showed the lighted street so agreeably even as it barred the smoke, and noise, and smell. The fair couple had stopped at the club doors, a row of dead lamps in their wake. They were watching us accelerate away. Rafe seemed not to have seen them in his preoccupation with the newsboy. 





“That lad was ill-starred,” I said. “You too often involve yourself in the affairs of others.” 





He turned to me from his own window. “There is only one affair, Brenna, and we are all involved.” 





I suppose it is his religion that makes him do these inscrutable things. There being no purpose in probing strange beliefs, I went instead to practicalities. 





“You’re certain,” I said, “that your wife does not object? To entertaining me?” 





“Violet understands. She’s a very modern woman.” 





I drew back my veil, to see the street-life the better. “Not like me, then.” 





Rafe’s appraising eye fell upon me. “No,” he said after a moment. “Not like you.” 





The book was on his lap now. He stroked the scarred leather. “Odd,” he said, his voice lower now. “That Chinaman, in knee-breeches and livery. One doesn’t see that much on anyone outside of court, much less on Chinamen.” 





He lapsed into introspection. For my part, my mouth was soon stopped with awe of the city. So many passing faces, such shops and homes of brick and stone. Somewhere, the quarries and clay-pits must be dug down to the underworld to raise such a city. A vast, empty, anti-London. There is always a price. Always balance. 





“I don’t like the look of those columbia,” I said, observing a ring of birds perched in a noose around a statue’s neck.  





Rafe sniffed.  





“If we don’t heed the signs, Rafe, we will fail to see what is in store for us. Like that one-eyed crossing-sweeper we saw crushed under the cab.” 





“What was he a sign of?” 





“Of inattention.” 





Rafe drummed his fingers on the book. 





“Brenna, I know I’ve sometimes asked before, but…”

“You’re wondering what it is like.” 





“There.” 





As with each time before, it was like grasping water. 





“Like a dream. It slips away.” 





“Is there nothing? No way to compare it with…” 





“It is better.” 





After a time, Rafe grew restless in the silence, frowning and squinting out the windows. Finally he examined the card once more. “This isn’t the way to Finsbury Square.” 





“Is it not? Look, there is The Tower.” It had been my first sight of London. This London. An awesome sight. 





“We’re continuing eastward.” 





We passed streets that Rafe named, but which meant nothing to me. Houndsditch. Aldgate. Onto Whitechapel. 





“Aldgate? Is that one of the wall gates?” 





“It was.” 





“I remember the gates. Is there…?” I felt something. “A great pit of bones.” 





The suggestion slitted Rafe’s eyes. Presently we left the street, turning into a tunnel-like carriageway, the close gloom sending shudders through me even as we emerged into a black-shadowed courtyard at the heart of an insula. Gates crashed together behind us in the alley, sealing the yard like a sepulchre…or columbarium. 





Stopping, the carriage rocked as someone stepped from it onto crunching road-metal. The man in livery, a lantern in hand, released us. 





“This way, sir, madam.” 





Rafe stepped down and assisted my exit. I took his arm once more and we fell into step with the lamp-bearer, passing into the house’s dark corridors. Rafe’s features pinched up in repugnance at the place. He hates the close dark. All smell is disease, they say, and all darkness evil. They are correct. 





Finally, deep inside the edifice, the Chinaman knocked upon a scarred door, black with soot or paint. From within there issued a growling reply. “Come.” 





We were led into the fire-lit room, long and lively with shadows that hid much of the place, and sat in a pair of padded chairs near the middle of the chamber, facing a third at the far end where there was a great hearth. Logs of immense proportions blazed, crackling with a life so much more alluring than the stingy smoulder of coal grates. I ached to be near the flames, to be warm; even my veil, closed again, bent towards them, drawn by the fierce draught. But the way was blocked. A silhouette, rimmed in fire. A vast wing-chair, its back to the hearth; a large man was installed there, hidden in the lea of the chair. 





“Welcome, Doctor Maddox,” said the man, in a low voice, gravely, like a stone wall collapsing. “And guest.” 





Rafe leant forward, peering into the shade of the wing-chair. “Your Finsbury Square calling card address is a little out of date, Mr Hamilton. Or is it Lord Mo Gui?” 





“That is what they call me,” said the man, lifting a great hand from his chair in the direction of whatever dark corner his servant had retired to. “Something in their tongue. I am Jock Hamilton, as my card states. Or Jack, as you English prefer.” Rafe seemed about to comment when the man broke his pause. “I knew your grandsire, Maddox.” A hacking rattle interrupted Hamilton. “And some of his little friends. The Athenians.” 





“Did you know that he still lives?” 





“Does he, by gad? I expect he has changed a good deal in fifty-eight years. I know I have. Not so much spring in my heels as there was.” Another rattle. 





Hamilton clapped his huge hands, a sound like a falling body striking cobbles. In reply, a new servant appeared. “Pipe,” ordered Hamilton. One was produced, and Hamilton drew through it the flame of a spill lit from the fire. He snuffed out the stick with his fingers and began a rhythmic tapping on the arm of his chair, the spill chattering like teeth against the furniture. But it was not the spill – he had dropped that. His nails made the noise. Of scuttling crabs. 





A cataract of smoke spewed from the hidden old man, over the chair back and into the draught heading for the chimney, but a little of the reek of it reached us. 





“It surprises me,” said Rafe, “that you have lived this long, taking opium.” 





“Madak, rather, if you will allow me the nicety. But a man of your, ah, reputation, should not suffer to be surprised so easily.” 





As Rafe retreated back into his chair, considering this, he shifted his book from one hand to the other, bringing it momentarily into the firelight. Old Hamilton fell suddenly still, his nail-clatter silenced. 





“Is that it? The Cotton Avicenna B iv?” 





Rafe hesitated. “It is.” 





Hamilton twitched a finger. Behind us, bolts were slammed home on the doors. 





“Give it to me,” growled Hamilton. 





“What claim do you, sir, have…” protested Rafe, stopping as another gesture from Hamilton brought his pair of servants slinking back into our circle of light. Rafe remaining impassive, the liveried men advancing upon him, only at the last moment drawing long knives from beneath their embroidered coats. 





Who can say whence comes strength on these occasions? The courage to carry on when violence bares its dreadful teeth? I cannot, though I have had occasion to regret past failures in the face of violence, failures that have long troubled me in the, the… leisure that I have been afforded. Perhaps it was those regrets, and the desire to see them never repeated, which set me suddenly on my feet, my chair tumbling away behind me along with my veil. Those memories, propelling my left hand to the liveried messenger’s wrist, crushing it like a reed, the dagger dropping to clatter on the floorboards. That resolve, driving my right fingers like porcelain blades through his neck before his shock from his broken bones had even turned to pain. 





We were statues in the firelight, motionless but for the hot, sanguine cascade from the throat of the messenger, suspended limply now from my upraised arm, as if we two were the centrepiece of some terrible fountain.  





In the stillness, the clacking of Old Hamilton’s nails began again. 





“Well,” he said. “Well, well.” 





I was more concerned with the other servant, watching, his knife hovering uncertainly between Rafe and me. I let the messenger slip away into the dark pool at his feet. 





Hamilton’s clattering ceased. He shifted. I looked to the servant, waiting for his response to Hamilton’s cue. Then, the old man leapt. Leapt! The ancient consumptive launched like a bolt from his chair, landing just short of me. He seemed exhausted by the effort, hunched, froglike on the floor, panting. Hamilton’s face pressed the floorboards, prostrate in obeisance to…what? His pale, coarse jaws worked, as if mumbling supplications.  





He lapped…blood. The messenger’s warm blood. 





The other Chinaman stared from me to Hamilton, a great shudder racking his body as he understood what his master did. Eyes wild, he dropped his dagger and ran for the door, fumbling impotently with the bolts for so long I thought he must be mad. At last he worked the lock and was gone. 





Hamilton took no notice.  





I looked to Rafe. His face was set, thoughtful, watching the creature at our feet. Amid its slubbering, Rafe stretched out his legs, crossed his ankles, and inserted a pipe between his lips.  





Even at a moment such as this… This is an age of fire. The very people smoke. 





Stuffed with tobacco, the pipe flared at the touch of a match, which Rafe tossed, sizzling into the puddle of gore.  





“Hamilton!” barked Rafe. 





The awful lapping slowed. Hamilton’s head turned up, jowls crimson and oozing. Only now did we properly see his huge face. Swollen… hairless. Cadaverous. 





“Pull yourself together, man,” said Rafe. He waggled his pipe. “Have a smoke.” 





The… Hamilton looked about as if waking in strange chambers. His thick tongue darted out again to run along his lips. Straightening, he averted his eyes from Rafe, and from the messenger’s jumbled body. He delved into a pocket, producing a handkerchief, wiping ineffectually at his face. 





“Forgive me, I… yes. A pipe,” rumbled Hamilton. He threw away the soiled handkerchief and crossed to the doors, shutting and barring them once more, before leading us to carry our chairs over to the hearth. “Away from that,” he said, a talonned hand twitching towards the body. 





Once settled, Hamilton breathed a thin blue flame into the pipe to light the tobacco and opium, examining me the while. 





“Now listen to me, Maddox. There may not be much time. You must give me that book at once.” 





Rafe’s extraction of his pipe to protest was in vain. 





“I know…” Hamilton continued, “I am a thing to be despised. I despise myself. But the noose and the knife make no impression upon this hide of mine. Do not imagine that I’ve not tried, at times, in despair.” 





His gaze suggested that he wondered at the efficacy of my hands. 





“But why in heaven’s name do you…” Rafe began. 





“The book. I know it. And curse it. For your own soul, and mine, and souls yet unborn, give it to me!”  





“Why?” 





Hamilton’s features, already dreadful, assumed a vicious anger before he mastered his hate and groaned. Taking smoke from his pipe to steady himself, he growled on. 





“We were mad for ancient things in those days. I understand your generation has surpassed the ancients in wonders. You look to the future. But then, it was ruins that caught the fancy of the young. Greece. Rome. The tombs of pharaohs. And old books… that book. Damn that book!” 





“Not a classical work,” Maddox interjected, “is it? Something Arabic.” 





“The glosses, fourteenth century. The text, oh, eighth century, perhaps. But the substance of it, Maddox. Far older. 





“It was 1829 when I found it in your Grandfather’s library. Borrowed it. Took it on my tour of Italy and the new Greek kingdom, or rather the relics they inherited. Had some notion of getting it translated in Stamboul. Until I met a Copt in Venice, a monk, who knew the language. He deciphered it.” Hamilton seemed to stare away into infinity, or the distant past. “Then I tried to go through Delphi, but couldn’t find the way. But there was another route. Near Parga. That was my first mistake.” Again the old man rattled and coughed, unless it was laughter. Or a sob. “You’ve read the Italian, Maddox.” 





“The glosses, yes. Directions. Landmarks. Warnings. Is it an itinerary of some sort?” 





“Of a sort. I compared them with a manuscript, now, alas, lost. They are directions, as you say. To, and through, a place with many entrances, few exits. There, I spent my life, and became…this. Those glosses are in the hand of Dante Alighieri.” Hamilton flung his pipe into the hearth. “For pity’s sake, Maddox, give me the book!” 





Rafe had already abandoned his own tobacco. “How many others have you sent there, Jack?” 





A smirk disfigured the creature’s face before Hamilton returned, in a melancholy I could well recognize. “I was not always thus, Maddox. It changes one. How could it not, fifty, sixty years in such a place. Even the body adapts, as much as flesh may,” he said, examining his great clawed hands, “as Lamark thought.” 





“What is the main text, Hamilton?” demanded Rafe. 





“The Orphic Mysteries, Maddox. The only surviving record. It is a guide to Hell.” 





We watched the fire, each guarding his own thoughts, until Rafe spoke again. 





“But why do you need the book? Surely…” 





Another groan, or sigh, wheezed out of Hamilton’s bulk. 





“I had no Virgil as guide, I was cheated, robbed, misled, and cruelly used from my first step. Only because I still live, after a fashion, may I come and go at all, for a few hours, or days, each year. There are tides in the affairs of men – isn’t that said? So with the realms of the damned. Now weak, now strong, they ebb and swell with influence. Here, there, one foot in sun, one among the shades,” Hamilton said, rattling again, “I feel every wax and wane.” I stood as the old man reached out to seize Rafe’s arm, but Rafe shook his head. “I swim against the current, Maddox,” said Hamilton, “but it gets the better of me. For the love of God, believe me Maddox, I never meant to kill those women! But the appetites of that place… fifty years of hunger, man! There is no meat there, but others’ souls. I would never have kept returning here, but for the book! The book.” Hamilton fell to his knees before Rafe. “Give me the chance to find a way to Purgatory!” 





Distantly, as though from the street or some remote corner of the house, a desperate cry sounded, just as abruptly cut off. Hamilton turned wildly to the doors. 





“They’ve come, man. They’ve come for me. From there.” 





“Surely it was just… you mean they follow you?” Rafe stood, shaking off Hamilton’s clutching nails at the expense of his sleeve to take a few hesitant steps towards the doors. One of the knobs turned, and rattled. I rose, Hamilton hopelessly following suit. 





A great force struck the doors, splintering the wood in places. Rafe strode to them, with me on his heels, the next blow loosing a hinge. He was nearly upon them when the third attack burst the bolts, flinging wood and ironmongery past us, across the room, to where Hamilton cringed by the fire. 





Filling the passage left by the doors, the fair couple, in their black cloaks. They stirred, as if to enter, then kept their place. One inclined her head. She regarded me, then Maddox. 





“Move aside. We want him.” She pointed past us. 





“I will not,” said Rafe. 





The other spoke. “This is not your affair… man.” 





Rafe took a step closer to the pair. “Do you know who I am?”  





The two said nothing, but looked briefly to each other. 





“I will not grant you,” said Rafe, “what I denied to Him. You shall not enter this place.” 





The couple watched him in silence, making no move to advance or retreat. Maddox fixed them with his eye. 





“Brenna,” he said, holding out the book without releasing the couple from his gaze, “give this to Mr Hamilton. That he might never return to London.” 





Rafe was shivering as if freezing. I hurried to Hamilton, who seemed himself transfixed by the couple’s gaze. 





“Take it and go,” I said. “quickly. And redeem yourself, if you can, in whatever way your religion deems right. For his sake,” I added, indicating Rafe, “if for no other reason. He must believe it possible.” 





Hamilton nodded. “It’s better this book leaves the world. Forever.” Clasping the manuscript to him, he moved closer to the fire. 





“One last thing,” Rafe said, not turning his head. “Was it worth it, the suffering? To satisfy your curiosity? Your pride? To know…?” 





The old man looked to me, then the hearth-stones. He made a strangled sound. “There was someone. Who died. She was… precious to me.” 





Rafe said nothing for a long moment. “And did you find her?” 





Hamilton shook his head. “Not yet.” 





He took another step closer to the fire, nodded to me, and walked into the flames, springing instantly up the vast chimney. 





At the doors, the couple inclined their perfect heads as if to bid Rafe adieu, or something else, until they should meet again. And they were gone. 





Rafe remained, shaking. I guided him to one of the chairs by the hearth, and after searching in the dark corners of the room found a little uisce in a decanter, to calm him. 





We sat while the logs burned low, and turned to embers, until at last Rafe seem to return from wherever he had gone. 





“” said Rafe. 





“Yes?”  





“It’s the motto, of the Etheric Explorers.” 





It had been a long time since I had heard any Greek spoken. “To… seek, to discover, to… return home?” I translated. 





“The older I grow, Brenna, the more the final command speaks to me.” 





It was late, and soon I too would have to go back to another place. There was just a faint glow in the hearth when Rafe turned to me in the dim light and spoke again. 





“Hamilton left in, what, 1830?” Rafe elbowed himself up from where he had sunken into the chair. “He knows nothing of photography.” 





I was about to reply that I knew nothing of it either, until I remembered his ‘slides’. Now I worry for Rafe. 











  









  





GROUNDSWELL OF LOVE
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I was in such a rush to bury her, I forgot about the ring. 

By the time I remembered, she’d been in the ground over two weeks, out behind the barn beside the old oak tree, in a hole I’d dug with a few swipes of the backhoe’s bucket. Nothing fancy, nothing ornate--just a deep hole with her at the bottom. The practical kind of thing an old farm widow would appreciate.

But I had forgotten the ring, an oversight that would come back to haunt me.

  







  





I hadn’t meant to kill her. And she certainly didn’t deserve it. Just one of those train-wreck moments you can’t take back; God setting you up for a cosmic pratfall because He’s got nothing better to do. Which is not to say I had no hand in the calamity--just that it needn’t have turned out the way it did.

It was the lavender that did it, the sweet stink of the bath water she put on when she forgot to bathe. Which had been happening more and more often.

“Just a touch,” she’d say with that addled look, then slather it on like it was sun block and her at the beach--the old lady smell I’d come to associate with nursing homes, like the one where I used to work. A smell that made me squirm every time Aunt Tilly pressed her hairy cheek against mine.

I’d dozed off in the recliner in front of the TV, helped along by the Jack Daniels I’d been sipping, a remedy for the sense of failure I carried wherever I went. And I dreamed a glorious dream, of a beautiful woman who held me with forgiveness. 

The smell of lavender was faint at first, but then it began to grow. I said nothing to the woman, because she looked at me with the adoration seen only in dreams. But the smell grew slowly oppressive as she ran her hands down my arms and pressed them to my sides, held them there while she slid first one, then two, then three arms around me . . .

“Can’t move!” I screamed, as I came awake.

It was Aunt Tilly who hugged me, the wrinkled prune of her face pressed to the side of mine, overcome, no doubt, by a moment of tender concern. But I woke violently, lashed out to free myself, and threw her backward in a parody of pinwheeling arms. The ottoman--an overstuffed obstacle of questionable purpose--was behind her and she tripped over it. 

When her head hit the radiator, the air rang with a husky tone that faded along with the light in her eyes.

  







  





I was screwed six ways from Sunday, ol’ God getting a laugh at my expense. And this just the latest in a long line of them.

Aunt Tilly had taken me in after my mother had died, suffered my stupidity until I was old enough to leave, then taken me back again when the state penal authority had had its fill of me. Her heart was a sponge full of love, which I’d wrung dry and then stopped altogether.

I stared in righteous disbelief.

She lay on her back, her head propped up by the radiator and lolling to one side. Her arms stretched wide, palms up, as if to say, now what?  Which, of course, was the first thing I wondered.

That’s when the doorbell rang.

  







  





 “Tilly here?”  The man who asked had the sullen look of a dog denied its bone. He also had a cheap tin star pinned to the front of his hat and a sharp crease in his navy slacks.

“She is,” I said, for once unable to lie. The one skill I’d honed to a fare-thee-well deserted me in my hour of need.

“Can I speak with her?”

“No.”

“No?”  The deputy frowned. He didn’t like me. I knew, because he’d once gone out of his way to say so. “Why not?”

“She’s out,” I said, clutching at straws and drawing the short one.

“You said she was in.” His frown deepened. “Which is it?”

“Out like a light,” I stammered, trying to shut myself up. “Down for the count.”  Dead on her feet, and flat on her back. Halfway to heaven, and don’t hold her back!

“Well,” he drawled, stretching the word out so long I thought it’d snap. “Tell her I’ll come ‘round again.”

  







  





I buried her that night, once I was sure he was gone, in a performance worthy of the comic greats. Uncle Floyd had once taught me how to run the old backhoe, but like all things worth remembering, I’d forgotten.

I had the bucket swinging and twisting, the backhoe rocking back and forth like an old lady at a Sunday tent revival, and all this in the dead of night with the moon nowhere to be found. Something fell over with a crash, but I was too scared to stop.

When I figured the hole was deep enough--it was so dark, I honestly couldn’t tell--I clambered down into the pit with Aunt Tilly in my arms, prepared to lay her to rest.

That’s when it hit me, an ungodly stench that curled the hairs of my nostrils, a smell that convinced me I had stepped into a quagmire of shit.

Which, it turned out, I had, a point driven home when I saw the splintered remains of the outhouse I had knocked over. The half moon cut into its door looked just like a smile, and I could’ve sworn I heard God laughing.

  







  





The phone rang off and on for the next couple of weeks, but I ignored it, for fear of whom it might be and what they might want. The deputy, with little else to do in the aching emptiness of our rural county, had taken up a vigil at the end of the long drive.

Worse yet, doubt had seeped through the cracks in the foundation of my belief, which cast me as the innocent in this colossal foul-up. Had it really been an accident?  Or a moment of pique?

If truth be told--which some would say was not my strong suit--Aunt Tilly had grown increasingly strange over the past year. Forgetful at first, she’d taken to carrying on whole conversations with herself, working both sides of an argument with ease. 

Creepy, too, when she’d stare at me with that moony-eyed look and call me Floyd, like she had somehow confused me with the dead dirt-farmer she’d married sixty years before. But I knew she’d finally gone round the bend the night she tossed her nightgown over the bedpost and crawled in beside me.

Call it what you like--Alzheimer’s or hardening of the arteries--but I call it unnatural. And it came in a cloud of lavender, a smell that made me sick.

  







  





When the doorbell rang again, I knew it was trouble. Sure enough, I wasn’t disappointed.

“Is Mom around?” Annabelle asked.

“She’s out back. In the outhouse,” I said, my new-found propensity for the truth alive and well.

She nodded, probably relieved she wouldn’t have to deal with the old lady. “I come for the ring.”

“What ring?”

“The one she asked me to sell. With the rubies and pearl.”

I knew the one she meant. It hadn’t left Tilly’s finger in over thirty years.

“I got a bidder on eBay.”  An annoyed looked crossed her face as I shuffled my feet nervously. “Is there a problem?”

“Nope,” I said, looking over her shoulder at the deputy at the end of the drive. “Just gotta dig it up.”

  







  





God must have thought it a howler, upping the ante and watching me sweat. I had to get that ring back, just to keep up appearances.

The deputy packed it in early that night, his enthusiasm for the stakeout apparently having begun to fade. It was a chilly night anyway, and I imagined him headed home to a TV dinner and a rerun of Andy Griffith.

But I waited until dark just in case.

  







  





When I crept out the back, it was to an eerie landscape of darkness and light, the waxing moon lost behind a tumbling scrim of clouds. With the old oak as my landmark, I made my way along until the silhouette of the backhoe emerged from the shadows, its arm and bucket like the trunk of a tuskless elephant. The machine had made short work of an unpleasant task on the night I’d buried Tilly, even allowing me the luxury of rolling a boulder atop her grave.

Well clear of the house, I flicked on my flashlight and crawled into the cab. Then I pulled down the visor to retrieve the key that Floyd had kept secured beneath a pair of rubber bands. But the night was cold and the rubber brittle. Both bands snapped in sequence, releasing the key to the force of gravity. 

I grabbed for it, but a piece of flying rubber caromed off my cheek just below my eye, and made me flinch. The falling key bounced off the heel of my palm, slipped between my fingers, and disappeared through the rusted lace of a hole where it took up residence in the cavity of the cab’s floor.

What were the chances that both rubber bands would let go at the same time?    

 “Gimme a break!” I screamed, a modern-day Job who’d had enough. “Cut me some slack!”

As I levered myself out of the cab, a loose bit of bailing wire that Floyd had used to hold the contraption together snaked through the weave of my sock and sent me sprawling. I took a header past the edge of the tread and ended up stretched out on my back, just like ol’ Tilly, my one bit of luck to find a shovel lurking in the dark within reach of my hand.

“Hah!” I screamed, waving the shovel at the veiled moon. “I’ll do it the old-fashioned way!”  I smacked the backhoe for good measure, retrieved the flashlight, and then turned my attention to the task at hand.

The boulder presented a problem, preventing me from taking a direct route down from the top. So I went in from the side and tunneled beneath it at a long and steep angle, like it was The Great Escape and me Richard Attenborough. My freedom lay at the end of that dark and gloomy hole, wrapped around Tilly’s finger.

At first, the dirt flew, as my anger and fear conspired in a frenzy of effort. But the deeper I went, the harder the earth was packed, a side effect of the days of rain we’d had after I’d planted Aunt Tilly. Then there were the roots . . .

Picking a spot beside the old oak tree might not have been a good idea, I thought, fifteen days too late. The backhoe had shredded the root system, an agonizing offense to such an old and benign tree. But strangely, my route in from the side was threaded with them, as if they’d already grown back. I hacked and stabbed my way through with the shovel, while the leaves of the tree rustled with near-silent suffering.

Then I hit something that was neither rock nor dirt, something with a strange give to it. When I looked at the shovel’s edge in the pale glow of the flashlight, I saw a dark smear of jellied blood.

I’d found her!

The thought that I may have severed some part of her with the shovel’s blade made me queasy. No sense in violating the old bat any further; I’d take it more carefully from here on out. Retrieving a hand trowel from the barn, I got down on my belly and wormed my way head first to the bottom of the sloping tunnel I’d dug.

It was close down there, like an earthen birth canal, and it smelled like shit. Not surprising, since ragged bits of composted toilet paper marbled the sides of the tunnel. I wanted to make this quick, so I could refill the cesspool and put the whole sordid affair behind me. Working by the feeble glow of the flashlight, I carefully excavated what turned out, by a stroke of luck, to be the gray, fleshy flap of Tilly’s arm, and worked my way toward her hand.

It was quiet, the only sounds my labored breathing and the scrape of the trowel. From somewhere far off, I heard a distant rumble, as if a herd of horses had passed nearby. But my desire to see the job through led me to ignore it. I was close; I had uncovered her wrist.

The first sign of trouble was a tickle of cold that worked its way into the tight funnel of my pant leg and up my thigh, where it soaked into the cotton crotch of my BVDs. It was water, pulsing down the slope of the tunnel in a thin stream.

Oh, God! I thought, then realized how right I was to accuse Him. He’d conjured up a rainstorm, His way of pissing on me!

“Damn you!” I screamed, anger fighting the fear.

I dug faster, too close to my prize to leave, until the trickle turned into a torrent. When the flashlight winked out and left me in the dark, I knew it was time to go. 

“Sorry, Tilly,” I said, the remorse thick in my throat.

I pushed against my dead aunt and the wall of earth that encased her, only to realize that the slope of the tunnel was too slick to traverse. With no friction, I was stuck. I had dug my own grave and would die beneath a mountain of shit.

In the frenzy of fear that gripped me, I managed to turn over onto my back, while the level of the water slowly rose along the back of my neck. I cursed and I screamed, I bargained for a break, then I begged for God’s mercy, only to hear a blistering crackle of thunder that sounded like laughter.

As I wept, the scent of lavender slowly suffused the air in that tunnel, forcing out the stink of shit. But the smell brought no comfort, just a rising sense of horror--that this time, I’d climbed into bed with her.

Then I heard movement in the darkness behind me, from the end of the tunnel where Tilly lay--the sucking sound of something breaking free from wet earth. It plopped into the water like a fish trying to shake a lure, and ripples lapped against my skin. I clawed at the wet walls of the tunnel in panic and desperation until I felt my nails break and my fingers bleed, but to no avail. 

When something crawled onto my trembling shoulder to embrace me, I screamed for the water to take me away.

But Tilly was there to console me.







  









  





HERMAN’S BAD SEED
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“What is this pain down in my seed?” Herman was prone to wonder, of a day. He would fidget and shift, so restless there at the dinner table, grease beading up on his big ole forehead under the shine of the fluorescent light. 





“Hush up,” Mama would tell him, then give him a shot with those laser eyes. 





Still he’d fidget something awful, turning redder than red, he would. But Herman wouldn’t say another word about that terrible pain down there in his seed, least not ‘til next night’s dinner. 





It just went on like that for Lord knows how long, at the Gould household, night after night. I reckon I was twelve, just started my period, the night Mama finally scooped Herman up and disappeared back behind the trailer with him. I remember running to the window to see what would become of little Herman. Part of me was smiling. I guess I did have a sadistic streak about a mile wide when it came to my freaky little brother, but part of me loved him too. He was my own flesh and blood, after all.  





Mama took him into the shed, then about an hour later she come out again, but all alone. No Herman. I ran back to my chair at the table and acted like I ain’t seen nothing. I wasn’t smiling anymore. She came back in and sat down at the table. She just sat there and ate those cold chicken and dumplings one slurp at a time, pushing her false teeth in and out like she was fond of doing. 





I reckon it must’ve been close to ninety degrees, even with the sun going down. Down in Georgia, heat’s a serious business. But I swear I felt a cold wind whipping through me from the moment that woman sat herself back down at the table. I just kept looking over at Herman’s empty highchair. Now, don’t misunderstand me. My little brother was six years old, but Mama still put him in that highchair cause he wasn’t quite right. I just kept looking over there at his half-full bowl of dumplings. I tried not to but I couldn’t help it.  





It was so quiet. I think that’s what was spookier than all the rest. I couldn’t remember ever having eaten dinner without Herman over there, twisting and whining like there was ants in his pants.  





When he turned about five, I guess it was, Mama taught him to say the word “seed.” When he was a baby he’d just cry and slam his little red fists down on his tray. Then when he started learning how to talk he’d say: “Pee pee owee,” or some damn thing. But then mama taught him to say “seed.” She thought it sounded more proper. So for the last year or so, all through dinner, Herman would form a correct sentence the way Mama taught him, and say: “What is this pain down in my seed?” until mama couldn’t stand it no more and gave him the evil eye, or slammed his food down on his tray real hard. 





By the time dinner was done I knew I’d freeze to death if I lived in the same house with that woman anymore, without my little brother around.  





That’s when I decided to run away. 





I best start at the beginning though, and tell you about Herman’s papa, Tyler. Tyler wasn’t my papa, just Herman’s. Guess that’s why I turned out so dumb and healthy, stead of smart and sick like Herman. 





Tyler was one of the ones Mama brought back from the roadhouse, just like my pa, just like all the rest, seemed like at first anyhow. He looked like all the rest. Motorcycle, tattoos and always drinking whiskey. Tyler was always real pale though; his skin kinda shined, looked almost like it had a hint of green to it sometimes. He was always coughing and spitting up these big gooey wads. He wasn’t never lifting weights or shooting beer cans off the fence like most of Mama’s men. Course, he’d always start looking at me funny and start talking about why didn’t I come sit down next to him when Mama was at work. He sure wasn’t no different that way. 





Late at night he’d always start talking all this weird talk, like about the stars and time and all that stuff. Mama thought he was some kind of genius ‘cause of all his talk at night when he was real drunk. It’s true he didn’t start beating on her the way the others did when they was drunk, but I didn’t make him out to be no genius or nothing.  





I tell you what though, Herman was just as smart as a whip, and Lord knows he didn’t get it from Mama. So maybe Tyler was some kind of genius. He was also sick. Real sick. And Mama took care of him ‘til his dying day. 





It wasn’t ‘til he was gone that Mama found out Herman was on the way. She said it was a miracle, and Mama didn’t talk like that. I thought maybe she’d gone crazy or something the way she was talking. She kept saying about how her baby had been blessed by God and all sorts of stuff.  





She never hardly noticed me again from the day she found out about Herman.  





That night Mama took Herman back behind the trailer stayed spooky and quiet, even after Mama went to bed. I went to bed too, she didn’t have to tell me. I just done it. I lay there, wide-eyed all night. Not once did sleep even think about visiting me that night. I just lay there on my back in the dark with the window open. I didn’t do nothing. Just laid there. I didn’t touch myself. I didn’t read under the covers with a flashlight. I didn’t even roll over on one side or the other. I just laid still. Felt like something was watching me, maybe from outside. Everything in the sky seemed to be alive that night.  





I even thought I heard sounds coming from back behind the trailer. In the shed. Back where Mama took Herman. Thumping and bumping kinds of sounds, but I didn’t dare move. Felt like I had a big eye just staring down at me from the stars. Maybe not a friendly eye, neither. Not one that wanted me moving around too much, just now it felt like. So I didn’t. I just laid still. 





I figured the next morning, when Mama got up to go to work, then I’d go out behind the trailer and find out what happened to Herman. And that’s what I did. 





Standing at my bedroom window, I watched Mama pull out of the driveway in that big old Impala. A dust cloud hovered in the air even after she pulled out on Route ninety-nine. I walked out of my bedroom and into the empty trailer. Empty but not empty, it felt like. Like when you come home and the house is dark and quiet and supposed to be empty but somehow it feels like it ain’t. The sun was out and all, shining bright dust lasers into the mess of the trailer. Should have felt peaceful, but it didn’t. Too quiet. 





I walked down the hall over the soggy boards rotted out from the leaking roof. I walked through the living room, over piles of old Reader’s Digests, tequila bottles and cigarette butts. ‘Fact, the sun was so bright it shone right through the old flower pattern sheets tacked up over the windows, like they weren’t even there. I felt like a zombie or a blind person, walking slow and stiff up to the front door. When I got to it I stopped. Somehow, I guess I felt like once I opened it I was out there with whatever was out there. I stood right in front of the dented brown tin of the door for a while, but I knew I wasn’t gonna be able to stay inside forever. I reached out, grabbed the cool metal handle and twisted it. The button lock snapped up and the door swung out. 





The sun was on everything, like when you turn the bright knob all the way up on the TV. It was early though, so you couldn’t feel the real heat of it yet. I put my hand up over my eyes and stepped down off the porch. I practically tripped over Herman’s red wagon. The grass was cool and wet with dew. Gnats swarmed around me like rain clouds. Mosquitoes dive-bombed like ballerinas with switchblades hid behind their backs. A couple of black and gold butterflies got tossed this way and that in the breeze, but butterflies are too pretty to live very long. I don’t watch them much. 





I walked past the fire pit and Cyrus’ old pick-up that had been sitting up on cinder blocks in our front yard since the Civil War, near about. There were whole cities of banana spider webs stretched between that powder blue pick-up and the awning of our rusty trailer. “Manufactured Home,” Mama said to call it, but believe me, it was a trailer.  





Rounding back behind the trailer where the water heater and the fuse box was, I started stepping real careful. Herman got stung by a scorpion that climbed out of the old scrap woodpile back here one time. He yelped like a dog does when it gets its tail slammed in something. I laughed when I saw it. Mama scooped him up real quick after. I remember that scorpion started scampering in circles after it stung Herman. Like it’d gone crazy. Within a minute it just stopped and started twitching like it was having a seizure. Then it disintegrated kinda. Like it had a flame under it. I looked up at mama with my mouth hanging open. She said not to tell anyone what I saw. I never talked to nobody anyway, so I never did. Thinking ‘bout it now, it don’t seem so funny anymore. It don’t seem funny at all. 





Tiptoeing through the two-by-fours and rusty nails, I made it around to the back. Then I saw the shed. It was wood, painted red with white X’s on it like a barn. The door had a little hook latch on it. It was latched closed. Another door. This time I knew for sure there would be no going back. I looked back at the trailer and the road. No one around, ‘cept a dog barking way on down the road by Mr. Bascom’s place. Salty sweat beading up on the fuzz over my lip, the breeze making the wet in my armpits cool, I reached up and unlatched the door. 





The door swung out slow, making a creaking sound like a bomb dropping far away would make. First thing I smelled was the moths and mildew. The damp and rot of old piles of Reader’s Digest, boxes of old clothes, broken furniture and old toys of mine. An ugly little gray mouse scampered into a crack in the wall and it made me shiver. Herman had to be in here somewhere. 





Then I heard that thumping sound again. It was coming from inside an old particle board wall unit. There were doors on the front of it, at the bottom, and shelves on top. The thumping was coming from inside the doors. From out of nowhere I started feeling all clammy and achy. Feverish. The final door. 





“Herman?” I said. 





The thumping stopped for a second. Silence. Then it started again. 





“Herman?” I said louder. 





The thumping didn’t stop this time, it just got louder. The final door. 





Shaky. Shaky, I reached out and pulled the door open, then jumped back. Herman slumped out against the door. He’d been all jammed in there like they tell you to get if a hurricane’s coming. His knees were all scrunched up under his chin. When his head flopped out it smeared crusty chunks of blood all along the particle board. 





“Oh my God, Herman. What did that woman do to you?” 





“Shovel,” Herman answered, but his voice sounded all weird. His eyes were rolled back in his head like they wasn’t focused right. He looked about as near to dead as any dead thing I’d ever seen. 





“Herman, what are we gonna do with you?” 





“I’m not Herman,” Herman said. His right eye, the one that wasn’t all smashed in, turned and looked at me. The way it moved, the way it looked at me, I knew it wasn’t Herman. I didn’t know who, or what it was, but I knew it wasn’t my brother. I knew it wasn’t Herman. 





I just stood there looking at him, blood and gook all soaked into his hair. That eye staring at me. I looked down and saw my hands shaking in front of me, like they was wet and I was trying to dry ‘em in the air. Just shaking. 





“I’m the other,” said the voice inside of Herman. “Do you understand?” 





I didn’t understand and I didn’t want to. I didn’t want to be there, in that musty old shed anymore, but I couldn’t think of anywhere else in the whole world I wanted to be, either. It seemed like it didn’t matter where I would go if this, this thing, whatever it was, was still gonna be all squished up and banging to be let out of our shed, and my mother the monster was still in the world. 





“You’re going to have to help me,” the voice said. “Please, just don’t leave and I’ll try to explain.” 





I was still shaking all over but I didn’t run. 





“Do you remember Herman’s father?” the voice asked. 





“Tyler,” I said. “Yeah, I remember him.” 





“This human was the first my people joined with.” 





“Wait a second,” I said. “Your people?” 





That one eye rolled straight up, like it was looking through the ceiling. “From the stars,” were the words that came out of Herman’s mouth. 





“We wanted to join with your species in hopes of infusing our advanced intellect into your stunted evolution. We’ve been observing you for thousands of years now. We didn’t want to interfere, but it seems your technology has advanced so far beyond your maturity now, that you may well destroy yourselves and your planet.” 





I just stood there listening to all these big words come out of Herman’s mouth. I wasn’t sure I really understood, but I listened anyway. 





“Finally, the decision was made to attempt a joining. This child’s father was the first. I was elected for the mission. Unfortunately, it made the human ill. When I realized it was dying, I started searching for a way out. You see, if the human had died with me trapped inside, I would have been trapped, as indeed I am now. 





“When the human started having reproductive contact with your mother I saw my chance. I escaped the ailing body by transporting myself in his semen into your mother.” 





“Oh gross,” I said. The thing ignored my reaction. 





“Thus, when your brother was born, I was part of him. The new body, formed from its inception with my life force as a part of it, seemed healthier than the prior host. However, as you know, he did experience some pain and emotional disorientation as a result of my presence.” 





“You was… I mean, Herman was an alien?” I said. 





“I was hopeful, however, that as the boy matured these things would resolve themselves. I had no inkling that your mother would so suddenly and irrationally short-circuit her own offspring’s life force. It is precisely because of erratic behavior such as this that we attempted to intervene in the first place.” 





Herman, or I should say, the thing talking through Herman, just kept going on and on. I didn’t dare move, even though Herman, it, didn’t look like he could do much damage. 





“I had hoped that you would come,” it continued. “It is most fortunate that you did. I desperately need your help. The only way I can escape from this body is to be back amongst my own kind. If you can take me to the appointed meeting place, hopefully they will see, and can take me home. There are many adjustments that need to be made before we attempt another joining.” 





“You want me to take you somewhere?” 





“Yes, there is a fencepost that connects your neighbor’s pasture with the adjacent pasture on the other side of the road, several acres in, near the tree line. This is the appointed place.” 





I looked down at the red and black scabs on the side of Herman’s head. There was blood and stains all over his neck and arms, his shirt, everywhere. 





“You want me to touch you?” I asked. 





“This host has no more life force,” the voice said. “I am only able to move parts of it, and only very slightly. I could never maneuver such a distance myself.” 





I stood there looking into that eye for some time before I came to terms with the decision I’d made. When I was sure it was the only thing to be done, I spoke. 





“I’ll make you a deal,” I said. “I’ll take you to that place, but then I want to go with you. I want to go up in your spaceship or whatever and never come back, not ever.” 





The voice inside my dead brother hesitated for just a second before it answered. 





“This is impossible,” it said. 





I figured that’s what it would say.  





“So long, then,” I said. I turned and started to walk out of the shed. 





“Wait,” came the strained voice. “You must help me. I’ll be trapped in this body forever.” 





“You must help me, then,” I said, “or I’ll be trapped with the awful woman who did this, forever.” 





“You don’t understand,” the voice said. 





“No, you don’t understand,” I interrupted. “You’re in no position to argue. You can either stay trapped in that rotting little body or you can help me. That’s it.” 





The eye shifted around, back and forth, for some time. When the voice answered, it sounded beaten. 





“All right,” it finally said. “I will figure out a way to arrange your request in return for transporting me to the appointed place.” 





“Promise,” I said. 





“We have an agreement,” the voice said, again sounding strained. 





“Promise,” I repeated. 





“This is childish,” the voice said. It even scrunched Herman’s dead features into something resembling frustration. 





“I don’t care,” I said. “I am a child and I don’t intend to be tricked or taken advantage of by some alien. If you truly intend to keep your end of the deal, you promise. Then, if you trick me somehow and go up into space, away from this awful place without me, you’ll go knowing you tricked and lied to a little girl and if you have a conscience, you won’t be able to forget it. Now promise, or the deal is off.” 





“I promise,” the voice said. 





“Okay,” I said, and then stepped closer. When I leaned down over Herman’s body I could smell the blood and goo on his head. I gagged and turned away. There were tiny little bugs flying around the blood, some of them landing in the mess. With my head turned away, I took a deep breath and held it, then turned back, grabbed him under his armpits and pulled him up.  





I held him away from me like a garbage bag with something disgusting on it that you don’t want to get on you. I walked as fast as I could out of the shed, back into the sun, but he was heavy, so I couldn’t go too fast. Herman’s little legs hung limp and dangled back and forth. His head flopped forward onto his chest with a soggy, slapping sound. Fresh blood started coming out of the crushed bone and little specks of it were splashing onto me. I tried to turn away but I could feel the little splashes hitting my neck. 





We’d just about gotten around to the lumber pile where the scorpions lived, when my arms got so cramped up I had to put him down. Slumped against the woodpile, Herman didn’t move at all. I was breathing hard and held my hands away from me. I wondered if I’d ever be able to get that smell off of them. 





“Are you still there?” I said. Then I saw the eye start moving again. 





“I’m still here,” the voice said. It sounded different outside. 





“I’m not gonna be able to carry you to the appointed place,” I said. “There’s no way.” I started to put my hands on my hips, then I remembered about the smell and held them out in front of me again. 





“You must find another way to transport me.” The voice sounded impatient. 





“You got any great ideas, Mr. Know-it-all?” 





The voice didn’t say anything; then I got an idea.  





“I’ll be right back,” I said. Then I went to get Herman’s red wagon. After dumping the stinking body in the wagon, I covered it with a piece of blue tarp I found under the front porch. Then I washed my hands under the cold water of the outside spigot, waved goodbye to the trailer I’d grown up in, grabbed the wagon handle and started off toward the appointed place. 





The wagon rattled back and forth, making my arm shake as I walked up our driveway. When I got to the road I stopped, looked both ways and then crossed. The rubber wheels rolled real smooth on the pavement. Once we got across, I turned and started along the little path that bordered Mr. Bascom’s place, where blackberries pushed through the barbwire for miles on end. Then I saw a pick-up come over the hill and down the road. I squinted but couldn’t tell if I recognized it at first. Once it got closer I recognized it. Mr. Bascom’s truck. Probably coming back from the feed store. 





I tried to speed up and look natural at the same time. When he got up close he slowed down, looked at me kind of funny. I just smiled real big and waved, pulling my red wagon. Mr. Bascom waved back and kept going on past toward his driveway down at the end of the road. That was close. 





When I got to the ‘Hanson’s Homegrown Meats’ sign that divided Hanson’s land from Mr. Bascom’s, I climbed through the fence and pulled the wagon under, onto Mr. Bascom’s side. If I was gonna get caught, I’d rather get caught on his property. 





Pulling the wagon was harder in the grass. Sometimes I had to go around big piles with flies all around. I was getting tired. I started switching my pulling arm back and forth. Finally, we got there. 





I pulled the tarp back with the tips of my fingers, ‘til I could see Herman’s face. The sun was beating down now and my brother stunk. The eye just looked straight up at the sky. 





“This the place?” I asked. 





“This is the appointed place,” the voice said. 





“What do we do now?” 





“Wait for the night,” the voice answered. 





I took a look around. I could hardly tell where the road was until I saw a car go by. No way anyone except the cows were gonna see us. I sat down with my back to a fencepost and waited. Sweat poured down my face and thoughts raced through my mind. The voice didn’t say a word. Didn’t do anything. I still couldn’t help looking over at the wagon. My little brother laid in his red wagon, dead. 





I got to where I could hear the cars on the road before I could see ‘em. When I could see ‘em, I watched ‘til they went out of sight. I watched the cows. They didn’t do anything. Everything was still and quiet and warm. Every once in a while the breeze would blow a little, but never enough. 





Eventually, the sun started going down. Made the sky pink and purple and gold. Everything got real pretty for just a little while before it was too dark to see. The trees slow-dancing with the breeze. The grass as green as the Emerald City. Once it finally started to get dark, it seemed to happen really fast. Then it occurred to me I was never gonna see any of that stuff again. Ever. 





Crickets started sounding like they were everywhere. And frogs. I could hear the rustle of the grass when one of the cows got close. I could hear the cars from even farther away. Now when they passed, all I saw was the beam of headlights. Then one of the beams slowed down and turned into a driveway across the road. My driveway. Mom was home. I heard her door slam shut. 





I got up to look but I couldn’t see her. Saw lights go on in the living room. Then my room. Then nothing for a minute. Next thing I knew I heard the front door slam into the trailer as it swung open. Mom had a flashlight shining in the yard and she was headed round to the back of the trailer. Looking for Herman. 





For another minute everything was quiet, peaceful. Then everything started happening all at once. Mom started screaming. Her voice was cracking but the screams just broke through the cracks. People must’ve heard her for miles. I ran over next to Herman. The eye still looked up into the sky. Then I saw light in the eye. I looked up and the trees were swaying. All of a sudden it felt like a big storm was coming. Wind pushed my hair back away from my face. Gave me goose bumps all up and down my arms. Mom was still screaming when the bright lights came from over the treetops. 





“You ready?” I said, not looking down. 





“I’m ready,” came the voice inside Herman. “I’m ready.” 











  









 





Illustration by Hendrik Gericke 





‘Treasons’ 











  











  





THE TREASONS

by A.A. Garrison



  







  





  





  





They left in the gray of morning, Penning and his only son, Willam. By carriage, the city was a half day's journey. The treasons were at high noon.

The two mounted the carriage's uncushioned bench and Penning started the horses, the chinked, tumbledown house drifting past. Willam followed it with his head, Henri on the porch and waving. Willam called out,  "Bye, Mama!" and waved back. The humble property was soon out of sight. It was Willam's ninth birthday.

The rutted dirt road led them through hills and fields, the Pennings' few neighbors suspending their toil to tip homemade hats. Penning returned their gestures without stopping. The few atrocious buildings they called a town were all but abandoned, the saloon and the store and the stables, dead windows reflecting the carriage and nothing more. The strip was empty but for two Laws, watching from their sentry hut, always. Penning tipped his boater to them, but different than he had to the others. The Laws did the same. Willam pretended not to see them.

An hour later, Penning and son were on the highroad.

Willam's face lit up as the carriage hummed onto the macadam, his first time. He looked up to his huge father, questions in his eyes.

Penning peered from under his boater. "The highroad, son. It'll take us there."

"The rocks," Willam said. "They're flat, like."

Penning agreed; the rocks were in fact flat.

"How?" Willam asked. "The rock, I mean. How'd they make it flat?"

Penning shook his head. "The old ways. Not of us. Not anymore."

Willam stared at the curious surface as one would at the night sky. The horses clopped instead of thudded. The two rode on.

In time the road wasn't so flat: bite-shaped sections gone to ground, tectonic collisions making bumps, calligraphies of cracks sprouting weeds. The sun appeared punctually, bringing with it the lonely tableland. The faintest of yellow lines jumped out then, bisecting the broken roadway, a mere rumor. The two encountered the first way-station at full light.

Willam answered this as he had the highroad, begging explanation. "What ...?" he said, enrapt with the alien structure.

"A way-station," Penning said, not looking from the road. "For fuel, supplies, they used to be."

"Like the general?"

Penning said yes.

Closer, the station resolved into a foursquare disorder of block and metal, roofless and wind-torn, sitedon an island of the highroad's same macadam. Four rusted boxes stood near the road, man-sized and upright, a little menhir. Ancient rubber tubes hung at crazy angles, cracked to a shredded consistency, some severed or missing.

Willam's head turned by slow degrees, the station its fulcrum. "What're those boxes there?" He pointed.

"For fuel," Penning said. "They would dispense fuel."

"Can we go dispense fuel?"

A fatherly chuckle. "I'm afraid not, son."

Willam watched the station leave them as he had the house.

  







  





Mid-morning, the new day clear and summer-warm. There was another way-station, and more fantastic old architecture, some carriage-looking things that Father called "cars." They met no one until the next town.

The highroad worsened, then gave out entirely, announcing civilization. More houses and fields, but from these no one waved. Willam pressed against his father.

The town proper was larger than that of their origin, but as unbeautiful. Men as strange and unfriendly as those on the outskirts bustled in ones and twos, wearing muslin and crude shoes, rope-belted trousers. Tired women stared from foggy windows, filthy children scrambling about. There were two sentry huts instead of one, Laws stationed in both. Penning's carriage was the only.

He parked at a stable declaring the thoroughfare's northeast corner, little more than some paddocks and troughs, a leaning shack. The shack produced a slovenly man who'd outgrown his tunic.

"Say hi," the hostler said, and nodded warily. "Say hi."

Penning repeated the greeting and stood down. For two pieces, he arranged water and feed. The hostler accepted the pay and made accommodations. The horses drank noisily.

Penning returned to the bench and watered himself from a demijohn. He offered it to Willam and the boy sipped, throat bobbing. "How far's the city?" he asked after.

"We're halfway," Penning said. He doffed his boater and tunic, revealing a rabbit shirt of Henri's handiwork. Farm-muscled arms, crisscrossed scars like everyone in this age. He reassumed his hat and clapped his son's shoulder. "Not too long."

"The city?" the hostler said, hugging a burlap sack brimming with oats. "The city, you say?"

"That's right," Penning said, from beneath his hat.

The hostler made a face like looking into the sun. "What business have you there?"

"We're to see the treasons."

The hostler became uglier. "The treasons, eh." His eyes flickered to the youngling passenger. "You two both?"

"Both."

The hostler's eyes touched Willam, brows reaching - A tad young, isn't he? "Very well," was all he said. He shook the oats into a trough.

The horses ate and drank their fill, and Penning bridled them up. Willam was searching the town, looking every which way.

The hostler haunted his shack's doorway, looking on. "I fancy the treasons myself," he said to Penning. "Good to see those scum get what's coming to them, I say. Could go every day."

Penning didn't look up. He said "I don't fancy the treasons," then climbed the bench and took the reins. Once they were moving, he added "Say thanks," and tipped his boater.

The hostler didn't answer, the face screwed up with askance. He watched until they disappeared down the packed dirt road.

  







  





They lunched on a sun-shot hill coiffed with timothy grass, from a scuttle packed by Henri. String-tied cloth packages: venison, goat’s cheese, hardtack, apples. The city's skyline tined the horizon.

"Mama says the city's bad," Willam said. He chewed diligently. "Why're we goin’ if it's bad?"

Penning swallowed; dabbed his chin. "Because there's something there you must see."

"The treasons?"

"The treasons."

Willam bit, chewed. "But Mama says that's bad too."

"Yes, it's bad," Penning said.

Willam studied him. "Why?"

Penning looked out over the world, his bronze skin absorbing the light. "It's your ninth year, Willam. Your gramp took me to the treasons on my ninth, as did his father on his. It's tradition. Do you know that word?"

A doubtful: "Yes."

"It means it's something you'll do with your son, on his ninth birthday."

Willam consulted his lap, processing this. "Okay. But why?" He did his best to look perplexed.

Penning crunched an apple. "Told you, son. Because there's something you must see."

Willam went back into his lap, then shook his head. "I don't understand, Papa."

That fatherly smile. "You will."

  







  





The city was small, then less so, then large, until it was everything they saw. Scowling towers in tooth-like configurations, incomplete, like the preceding road. Vast, decaying mounds, "cars" and other antique refuse. Highroads weaving with highroads, over and under, their odd, flattened stone consuming the world. There were others on the roads now, single riders or pairs, some carriages like theirs. A minority nodded and offered greeting. Penning stopped at an outlying stable.

This hostler was even seedier than the last, the face lopsided with scars, a flock of roosters and naked children underfoot. He and Penning haggled a price, then the carriage was led to the strangest barn Willam had ever seen: not wood, but a reddish kind of stone, the blocks sandwiching thin strips of mortar. Willam had time to wonder just where the outfit would go, when the hostler opened a wall-sized panel dominating the barn's left half, a thundering roar. White writing over the front: JACOB'S GARAGE FULL SERVICE DOMESTICS IMPORTS, faded to a just-there gray, like something seen through fog.

The hostler beckoned the carriage into the dark beyond, waving big. Willam said "Papa?" and Penning put a hand on his shoulder. It was cooler inside. The barn contained a continuum of bays harboring horses or mules. The carriage went to the right, beside another, and the hostler took the horses.

Penning dug under the bench and came up with his silver six-shot, tucking it in his waistband, half out, as if trying to make it seen. He put on his tunic though he wasn't cold, and bade Willam to do the same. Aside from the demijohn and empty scuttle, the carriage was left empty. Penning told the hostler, "Say thanks," and he and Willam went on foot.

When they were away, Willam asked, "Why'd we leave the carriage?"

"Because the city is no place for carriages," Penning answered.

"How far do'ee have to walk?"

"Not far."

Willam glanced the gleaming six-shot, but said nothing.

  







  





A mile, and the city thickened, rising up around them. Willam had never known a thing so great, nor imagined such.

Penning took the boy's hand. "Keep hold, son," he told him, not slowing. "Don't let go for anything."

Willam said he wouldn't, and meant it.

More people now, many more, perhaps the world in congress. Willam smelled them before he saw them, felt them before he smelled them, sensed their danger before anything. The ruined buildings made valleys, all clogged with bodies, ageless rubble and twisted metal riptiding the flows. Gray-eyed men crowded doorways, several keeping mastiffs that growled, mystical conversation beneath shouts and commerce. Some women wore skirts like Mama; others wore little at all, these giving their eyes to anyone who passed. Vendors peddled vegetables and plucked chickens, used-looking tools, bizarre merchandise Willam had no name for. One sought Penning out, a dark man with untrustworthy eyes, keeping pace as he extended handfuls and quoted prices. Penning didn't look. The man eventually went away.

Willam did not let go.

They walked down a hard, gray path like a little highroad, avoiding the people pushing by. A sentry hut dominated every other corner, four stony eyes in each. Laws walking free, too, more than Willam had ever seen or cared to, as if this was where they were bred. Mounted horses clopped down the obstacled road, the crowd zippering before them and healing back. Most men showed weapons like Penning, six-shots or blades or billies. Some of the many windows were open, to men or women or nothing. Not a smile to be found.

Penning steered them deep into this strange maze, seeming to know just where to go. They had turned yet another corner when a great commotion stirred from behind, forcing Willam around. He watched a carriage stroll down the way, driven by Laws, the crowd parting all the way to the walks. A quartet of horses drew the carriage, in caparisons the white of the Law, the cart caged and full of people. Those on the streets watched like Willam, except pointing and shouting: "Traitors!" "Dirty reds!" "Scoundrels!" Some laughed and threw things or kicked, eager salvos of spit. The prisoners made no response, indigently clothed or nude, the cheeks sharp with hunger. Their heads lolled with each bump.

Penning stopped, but not to look. He waited until the carriage had passed, and then said, "Come."

Willam thought to ask who the men were, but the thought of them hurt his stomach. He followed Father instead, going the way the carriage had gone.

  







  





Father called it a "park", like you do a carriage, but there were no carriages. Abruptly, the stoney city became green and dirt like home, and a plank stage erected at the center of a spotty field. People were everywhere, denser than even the mare's-nest streets. Willam hid behind Penning's right leg.

"Ale here!" a man was crying, trapped behind a filled barrow. "Ale! Peanuts! Kabobs! One piece!"

People were seating themselves on a trampled lawn, in a cone extending from the stage. Penning led Willam to the very rear, a thick buffer between them and the rest, just close enough to see the pillories on display. It was a while before Willam pointed and asked.

"You'll see, son," was all Penning said.

Willam didn't look away, eyes beseeching.

Penning turned to him. "You'll see."

Willam said okay and focused on the crowd, staring at it as though it may strike. There were men and women, younger and older, but Willam appeared to be the only child. A few sported the weird dress seen in the city, but the majority wore the homespun rags of Father and the other farmers Willam knew. The women in attendance wore the sparse apparel of those on the corners, some less. The people were all inordinately red in the face, an amber glass for every nose. They walked funny, too, and were very loud, their words making spit. Sacks of shoddy-looking vegetables sat in reaching distance. Others had rocks, piled in kempt mounds.

Willam pointed out a particular couple at the crowd's periphery, a woman in a man’s lap and bouncing about, hands grappling. "What's wrong with them?" he asked Penning.

Penning told him to watch the stage.

They waited, the gap between them and the crowd shrinking then no more, conversations becoming drunker, the sun changing position. Then, at noontime, three men appeared from the park's edge, biceps showing the distinctive white brassards of the Law. They fawned a six-long chain gang, the prisoners slight and hunched, terrorized faces betraying nothing. Willam couldn't be sure, but he thought they were the same from earlier, on the cart. Another man trailed the group, this one large and in a black apron and matching hood, a massive axe slowing his pace.

A hush blew through the crowd, the bodies stilling with it, the silence perfect. The Laws' boots stressed the stage-planks. As the entourage mounted the platform, one of the Laws departed to the stage's edge, a rolled-up vellum in his waistband. With some ceremony, he broke the seal and held it between two hands.

"Ladies and gentleman," he announced, in a bold oratory that carried to Penning and Willam, "we are gathered today to witness the treasons of those who would defect from the South Alliance, by order of The Commonwealth. All hail The Commonwealth. God save The Commonwealth. Are there any today in opposition to this just punishment?"

The Law looked perfunctorily from his document. There was no opposition.

"Then the treasons proceed," the Law finished, and fell back to his compatriots.

Willam tugged Penning's shirtsleeve. "What's 'defect'?"

Penning bent down and cupped Willam's ear. "It means you want to be better than someone, but they won't let you."

Willam started to ask more, but his attention was directed to the stage, with everyone else's. The three Laws unshackled as many inmates and secured them in the pillories, hands and feet reaching out. Wooden blocks were positioned under the extremities, keeping them straight; the wood looked furrowed, like chopping-blocks. One Law fed the people into position as another pointed a six-shot; the third placed a kind of metal tub before each pillory. Then it was quiet again, save for the inmates' sobbing and gibbering. Once the pillories were loaded, the Laws withdrew to the stage's rear, a weird backdrop. There were six total inmates, three left to watch with the crowd.

After a pause, the fourth, hooded man came forward, axe at his side. His eyes glimmered from the depths of the mask, like those in the sentry huts. He approached the rightmost pillory, and the man inside took to shivering, urine pooling out.

"Treason one!" cried one of the Laws, the same that had read the vellum. "Have you any last words?"

The man in the pillory seemed not to hear. His eyes stayed on the faceless figure at wing, disgraced more than afraid.

Five long seconds, then: "Proceed!"

The axe raised up and whistled down and then a hand gone, thudding into the tub. Blood sprayed then ran, also caught by the tub. The axe repeated this again and twice more, the treason amputated fourfold. His screams were second only to the cheers.

Penning had never looked from Willam. He waited until the boy was well shocked, then snapped a finger in his face. "Willam."

The boy blinked, closed his mouth, and regarded his father, the eyes glassed. "Papa?" he said, lost in the din. "Papa?"

"Listen to me," Penning said. "Are you listening?"

A dopey nod.

There was more clatter from the stage, another man screaming with the first, and the cheering refreshed. The Laws stood aside, avoiding the vegetables and rocks.

"See the crowd now, boy," Penning said, pointing.

Willam saw the crowd. A number were standing, arms in a Y, jeering the bleeding men. "Say hi!" they called, or "Good riddance!" Others only laughed and danced and drank, pausing to fling projectiles. "Lend me a hand?" and the crowd guffawed. More couples were bouncing about one another, perhaps in combat.

"See them," Penning poured into his son's ear. "Do you like what you see, Willam?"

Willam shook his head, very slowly, as if scanning the horizon. "They like it, Papa. They like seeing the men hurt."

"They do. And -" Penning paused as the third treason became lighter, now the victim of the crowd's attention. This one, exceptionally thin, slipped from his restraints and went flipping about the stage, the crowd surprised into uproar.

When Penning could again be heard, he resumed: "They do like seeing the men hurt, Willam. Do you like seeing the men hurt?"

Willam's face recorded offense. "Nuh-uh. No. Never." Another headshake, faster.

Penning took his son's head in his hands, gentle but firm. "See the people, Willam. They are with whom you will share this world. They are your neighbors and friends and family perhaps, the Laws who have authority over you. See them now. See them well."

Penning let go and Willam saw the crowd, ignoring the carnival stage to the best of his ability.

  







  





The carriage crawled peacefully along the highroad, the horses amongst others, the sun lazing in the west. Riders passed from the right, grinning and red-faced, members of the crowd now disbanded. They slurred "Say hi," and tipped hats, awash with the joy of inclusion. Willam couldn't look.

"Willam," Penning said. It was the first either had spoken since the treasons.

The boy startled as though from sleep, face ashen.

"Do you understand why you were brought here today?" Penning asked, keeping an eye for company.

Willam lowered his head. "I ... I don't know." His hands dueled one another.

A chestnut stallion cantered up alongside, burdened with a hirsute man the size of a water closet. He and Penning acknowledged each other and tipped respective hats, and the man overtook them.

Once the man was gone, Penning indicated the scattered people. "You were shown the treasons so you would know who they are, and who you are." Penning allowed a pause. "Now, do you understand?"

"I think so," Willam said. His hands dropped. "It's 'cause we aren't like them, right?" Then, with a hopeful note: "We aren't like them, are we, Papa?"

"That's right, son." Penning sent a hand to Willam's shoulder, showing a rare and relieved grin. "We are not like them."

They rode a ways, then Penning asked: "Willam, do you hate what you saw today? Those people in the crowd?"

The boy looked up, searching his father for a clue on how to answer. Finding none, his face opened and he said, "Yes, I think I do. A little." It was how he would look as a man.

"Do not, Willam," Penning said, gently firm, like his touch. "Do not hate them, nor fear them, nor give them what they want or deserve. Just know them and yourself, and remember. Remember what you've seen today, for there is no thing more important in the world."

Willam made no reply, silent the rest of the way home. He did not forget.
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by William Mitchell



  







  





  





For though man may consider himself blessed to tread his lands unharried, the four winds still carry scents of the corruption that ruled before. From the North, and the frozen pole where nameless hate still screams at the stars it lost; from the West, and the sunken lands now surrendered to terror-haunted deeps; and from the South, where the heat and madness drove even devils to despair. 





However it is the East wind, rarest and darkest, that speaks of the horror that endures most strongly, where foul rites seek once more to summon man’s masters, in mountains and black-stone towers of a land lost even from time. 





(The Account of Enlil-Ishtar, The Book of the Counting of the Stars, 1200BC) 





  







  





I liked to call it my "dirty little secret". Not that "little" was the word, of course. Understatement had always been a vice of mine; now, however, I had another. For when the captain of an opium clipper is slowly killing himself with his own cargo, it's something he can be excused for wanting to keep hidden. Could you call it a weakness? Some might. Could I have stopped? Maybe, if I’d wanted to go mad in the process. For if you'd ever experienced the kind of pain that makes you think you'd rather die than carry on living, then perhaps you'd understand why I did it. 





However, it was in the month of June 1855 that I was to realise there are things beyond mere physical pain to make a man wish he could escape reality once and for all. 





The East China Sea was the colour of pure emerald as we headed north toward the mouth of the Yangtze River on June third of that year. The winds were with us that day, though the sea itself was almost flat, as the China clipper Reliant cut a foamy white line, straight as an arrow, toward the port of Shanghai. I was standing on the foredeck when the land first came into view, letting the sun scorch my back through my shirt as the salt spray scorched my face. We were racing against John Wellan’s boat, the Sea Empress, twelve feet longer than mine and at least two knots faster in the sprint, but still we were winning, my men laughing and hollering the kind of insults that only they could dream up at the Empress’s crew sixty yards to starboard and falling even further behind. Fair skies, eight hundred chests in the hold, and a victory in the bag; right at that moment, it was a good time to be alive. In fact, just for a minute, I almost managed to forget. 





"Think we’ll make this pace heading home, Daniel?" 





I looked to my left where Tom Adams, the ship’s doctor, had joined me at the rail. Tom was a good twenty years older than me, years he had spent travelling extensively through Asia, and within China itself. He had a quiet, self-assured wisdom I had come to admire greatly. 





"I don’t care," I said. "As long as we’re first." 





"If I know you, we will be." 





It was a reality of our trade that the races between ships were more than just sport. Only the first ship to land its cargo of tea in London would take the highest price; losing the race by as much as one tide would mean having dragged a hold full of leaves halfway round the world just to sell them at a fraction of their value. Ours was a two-way trade; opium into China and tea out of it, and while the race into Shanghai may have been a diversion, the race back home would be deadly serious. 





"I hear Wellan is planning on loading light this time, to beat us back even if his hold is half empty." 





I smiled. Despite being the better ship, the Empress’s defeat was not an unusual event. "Captain Wellan would do well to learn some basic seamanship before he starts shedding cargo. Or learn not to put his pride before his livelihood. Who did you hear that from, anyway?" 





"I have my sources," he said, smiling in return. Tom had been my friend for seven years but he had his secrets, just as I had mine. Mine, however, he was more than adequately aware of. "How is your leg?" he asked. 





It was as if the sky darkened slightly. "The same," I said. "It will be wearing off soon. I can already feel it." In fact I’d tried to push it out of my mind, convince myself that I was imagining it, but those first murmurings from the top of my femur had been making themselves known for a few minutes already. 





"And are you going to break your habit this time?" 





I could feel my voice faltering even before I spoke. "Yes," I said. 





"Then I will help you," he said in return, and I knew that he meant it. 





  







  





For seven years I’d carried my little companion around with me, seven years since we’d been introduced to one another so abruptly: an inseparable match, seemingly made in heaven, with nothing but a barrel of gunpowder lobbed from a Chinese war-junk to consummate the union. If that sly little fragment had entered my body three feet higher I could have rightfully said that nothing was closer to my heart - though I would have been unlikely to survive the acquaintance. As it was, my left leg had taken the damage, just below the hip, leaving me with a permanent limp and an aptitude for turning compass needles as well as heads. 





The navy surgeons had patched up most of the harm, though that one piece remained; and I tell you now, those fiends would have had me strapped down in the operating room biting on wood if it hadn’t been so close to the artery that hooking it out might have killed me. 





To begin with it hurt maybe one day in three, a dull ache afflicting me with either impatience or insomnia, depending on the time of day. Even when I took command of the Reliant I had no reason to believe that I would one day be rendered close to incapable, that such a little lump of iron was to cause me grievance so far beyond its measure. 





  







  





Even demons have their hell, and even devils have their torture. The mountain holds caverns beyond the sight of men, where those that were cast from the lowest places now reside, and agonies beyond the torment of the hottest earthly fires are inflicted upon them. 





(The Book of the Counting of the Stars) 





  





I lay on the bunk, gripping the sides with sweat-soaked hands. I could hear noises from above me, heavy footfalls as the crew unloaded the opium chests onto the receiver ship, moored just outside Shanghai port. The first mate, Matt Jarrow, would be overseeing the transaction, ensuring the Manila men gave a fair price in silver and camphor. Normally I would have been there too, and for my absence I had no excuse. 





"Just keep calm, Daniel, keep your head clear. You can do this." Tom was with me, sitting beside the bunk, wiping the sweat off my face, though at the time I barely felt it. At that moment, I had far more pressing concerns on my mind. 





I can only attempt to describe the sensation. Imagine some kind of clamp, inserted into the very interior of the bone, being slowly twisted to open it up, the bone at first unyielding but then cracking and splintering under the strain, driving vicious, razor-like shards into the surrounding flesh. I looked at my leg, expecting the splinters of bone to already be protruding from the skin, but saw no such thing. The small scar below my hip was the only outward sign that anything was even wrong. 





"Give it to me, I need it," I heard myself say, though my voice seemed a thousand miles away. Only the desire not to be heard stopped me from crying out loud. 





"No, Daniel. Your body thinks it does, but that's only because you've taken so much. You will come through." 





I sat upright, my head spinning from the sudden movement. "I can't!" I said. "It's too much, give me the mud! I need it!" 





"Daniel - you don't, and you know it!" 





Even in that state, I knew that he was right. The pain from the fragment was bad, or I would never have resorted to the drug in the first place, but nowadays, whenever I tried to stop, it was even worse than before I started. "The pain of withdrawal" Tom always called it. "Just get over that hill," he'd say. "It will still hurt afterwards, and I will do what I can to help you, but you have to get over that hill." 





At that point, though, I could take no more. My leg felt as if it was in shreds, a pulpy mass of blood and tissue whose only purpose was to serve as a conduit for agony. I leapt up from the bed, half delirious, and stumbled over to the trunk where my private store was kept. Tom made no move to stop me, just as he had made no attempt to confiscate my supply. Friend or no friend, I think we both knew what I would have done to him. Once the pouch and clay were in my hands, my fingers worked with an instinct born of long-standing habit. 





The relief, when it came, was like a wave breaking over me. I sank onto the bed, taking those glorious fumes into my lungs. It took only a minute before I was capable of turning onto my side to look Tom in the eye. However, it took far longer before I was willing to. When I did, it was to see him looking down on me with an expression I could not even begin to read. It might have been disappointment; it might have been pity. 





"I'm sorry Tom," I said. 





"I'm sorry too," he replied. 





I looked past him, where a mirror was fixed to the wall. My features, once those of a reasonably presentable thirty-six year old, were now almost unrecognisable. My skin was grey, my cheeks hollow, my eyes watery and rheumy. Tom seemed to read what I was thinking. 





"The men are starting to talk," he said. "I think some of them have guessed." 





I knew that he was right. I knew that this could not continue. "I need to do something," I said. "I need to find something else." 





  







  





"So, Captain Daniel Getty, Master of the Reliant. How is life on board, eh?" 





John Wellan's fake geniality made my skin crawl. A sweaty little man, pompous and pudgy, his contempt for me was so plain it was hardly worth his attempts to conceal it. As was mine for him. 





"Life is good," I answered. I did not meet his eye, though, looking instead over the surrounds of the harbour. The growth of the city was phenomenal: towering, bamboo-framed structures formed the scaffolds of forthcoming buildings, or in some cases, the buildings themselves, with new floors and walls seemingly appearing day by day. How they stayed up I could not even imagine, but somehow they did. 





"All set for the journey back?" he said. 





"We will be, soon enough." 





He nodded toward the quayside, where local traders had barrels of fresh water and cured meats stacked up ready for loading. "You should try to stock up this time," he said. "It's better than having to, ah, ration yourself, you know." 





Those words seemed loaded with meaning. I looked at him directly for the first time, to see his greasy little face looking back at me with a smug expression, as if he thought he knew something I didn't. 





"What do you mean?" 





"You're looking a little thin, that's all," he said. "A little drawn. My men and I were remarking on it earlier. You should try to keep yourself fed. It's a good, ah, habit to get into." 





He knew. God only could say how, but he knew. 





"Your crew’s concern touches me, Captain Wellan,” I said. “Be sure to thank them for me, won't you? Once they’ve sailed you into last place again it may be the only thing you’ll thank them for." 





Then I turned my back to him and left, walking back to the quayside where the exchange of silver for tea was currently underway. 





"This isn't the full load, Captain," Matt Jarrow said when I reached him. As First Mate he was an asset to the ship, a Lancashire lad, confident and responsible far beyond his years. 





"How much are we short by?" 





"Five hundred cases of Sichuan, a hundred of Hunan. The foreman reckons they will be here in two days, maybe three." 





I looked round at the other ships, a dozen in total, all seemingly at the same stage of their preparations. "And the others?" 





"The same as us," Jarrow said. "Rains inland have slowed the deliveries. We'll all be here for the night." 





"Good. I would hate to have to make up time." I left him to his work, and made my way back on board. My intention was to eat and then, if I could, sleep. 





  







  





As usual, it was the pain that woke me, and on this occasion it hadn't even waited for sunrise before making my continued sleep untenable. I knew, even before I sat up in that early morning gloom and wiped the sleep from my eyes, that this day was going to be a bad one, that my pre-breakfast ritual would be a necessity rather than merely a relief. 





I went up on deck after I had finished with the pipe, forcing the lethargy from my body in the hope that fresh air would clear my senses. In that, though, I was to be disappointed. The tar troughs had been lit - deep metal channels fed by fires underneath, used to melt pitch and bitumen for waterproofing hulls - and the thick acrid smell was hanging on the air. I was about to return to my cabin, but then I saw one of the dock foremen, a man named Barrington, walking toward the Reliant. He waved as if he wanted to talk to me, so I stayed where I was until he joined me on board. 





"Captain Getty," he said, looking uncomfortable, his voice barely a whisper. "I hope you'll forgive me for this, but I need to talk to you." 





"Go ahead," I said. 





"I heard what Captain Wellan was saying to you yesterday, and I have to tell you, well, there's been a lot of talk lately." 





I bridled; I couldn't help myself. 





"Please, Captain, let me finish. What I want to say is, well-" And at that, he seemed to run out of words. Instead he stood back from me, grasped the bottom of his jerkin, then bared his stomach and chest to reveal a mass of burns and scar tissue, obviously the result of some horrendous injury that had never fully healed. 





"For weeks I couldn't even move," he said. "I took to the poppy, same as, well..." 





"Go on," I said. 





"Then I heard about this place, see? There's a place, here in Shanghai, where they can heal things. I went once, and I would never have believed it, but-" Again he faltered. "Here," was the only other thing he said, pressing a folded sheet of paper into my hands. Then he mumbled some indistinct apology, turned, and left. 





It had an address written on it, I saw when I opened it up, indicating a road near the old walled city some way south of the British settlement. It was not an area I was familiar with. Nor was I familiar with the name at the top of the page, written first in Chinese, with what must have been the English translation underneath. It said simply The House of the Unbending Spirit. 





  







  





For the greatest torment is reserved for those who proclaim themselves Maker, in defiance of the supremacy of the One. Three there have been, beasts of ruin, three who rendered themselves worthy of the wrath of the Maker's curse. Two chose oblivion, one remained. And through the millennia, the agony of all creation brought forth a hatred that would engulf worlds. 





(The Book of the Counting of the Stars) 





  





This time the pain was the worst I had ever felt. I woke suddenly, with the bed sheets twisted around me, already struggling to free myself. My leg felt as if it was screaming at me, but now every other part had joined in too. It was as if my whole bloodstream was filled with splinters of broken glass, working their way into my joints, shredding flesh and cartilage as they went. I reached for the first relief I could think of. 





I could tell as soon as I took my first draw on those fumes that something was wrong. The pain was lessening, slightly, but that wonderful rush of spreading calm to which I had developed such an attachment was almost totally absent. I must have taken twice my normal dose, but still the sensation was there, taunting me. And somehow I couldn't get the thought out of my head, that somewhere, true relief might be found. 





"Daniel, please don't go." 





Seeking out Tom had been my next course of action, though beyond giving me more of the drug, there was very little he could do. That much was no surprise, nor was the advice he was currently giving me. 





"He told me it cured him," I said. "If the opium has stopped working, what else can I do?" 





"I don't know Daniel, but something about this doesn't feel right." 





"But if Barrington said it worked?" 





"I have heard of some strange medicines in this country," he said, "and seen some too, as I travelled. Healers who diagnose disorders by the patient's smell, or who pierce the skin with needles to cure disease. But this? You have no idea what poisons these people will put into you." 





"They can only be better than the one I'm using now," I said. And for that he had no answer. 





  







  





It felt strange to leave the British settlement and head out into the truly Chinese part of the city. Not that I seriously feared for my safety; whatever animosity they might have felt for us, none would be so foolish as to attack a British citizen, especially one with the foresight to bring his revolver. However, I could see heads turning my way as I made my slow, painful way down those increasingly narrow streets, like high-sided canyons of brick and bamboo, the roadsides lined with street vendors and food stalls whose unidentifiable aromas seemed to coil around me as I went. Red banners also lined the streets, hanging vertically from the high points of the buildings, inscribed with messages in that tight, blocky script of which I could barely read a word. Red was the colour of good luck, I knew that much, and I could not help but hope that fortune would come to my aid where medicine and the poppy had failed me. 





It was one of those rambling edifices of bamboo that I found myself facing when my agonising journey was complete. The door stood open, and led into a narrow, unlit hallway. I paused, looking for any immediate sign of danger, then made my way to the entrance. 





Then I stopped, knowing – feeling – that I was being watched.   





The eyes of the locals had been on me for every step of my journey, but this feeling spoke of something more than just curiosity: I was being studied. 





I looked back suddenly, taking in the dozens of people that filled the street, and that was when I saw her. It was the way she looked away, the way she drew back as if unwilling to be seen by me, that made her stand out from all those other watching faces. She was young, a Chinese girl of maybe eighteen years old with, to my eyes, a look of the country about her; maybe it was her clothing, maybe her face, but something didn't fit into that city scene. Her face spoke of strength though, of someone surviving in an alien world to which she had come by necessity rather than choice. At that particular moment it was a feeling with which I was only too familiar. 





Within a second she was lost from view. As a military man, I have always trusted my instincts when suspicion reared its head, and if it hadn't been for my leg I might have been tempted to go after her. However, the discomfort was too intense. Whereas before my wound had been merely shouting through the opium fog, now it was screaming. I was barely able to support myself; only the doorway, and what might lie beyond it, had any meaning for me. 





The place was a warren, humid and stinking. The long, winding corridor which led from that door seemed to run up and around the building forever. There were no signs, only unmarked doors every few yards, and the occasional junction, one branch of which would always turn out to be a dead end. I followed the route to its furthest point, hoping for some sign I might recognise. That final door, inscribed with Chinese characters identical to those on the note, told me I had found it. I knocked once, and on hearing nothing, cautiously opened the door. 





Two people were in that dark little room when I looked inside, both men, both Chinese. The first was short, black haired, and of similar age to myself. He was simply dressed, in a pale yellow robe, and he was standing just inside the door as if he had been expecting me, waiting to welcome me in. 





"Please," was the only thing he said, indicating the table on the far side of the room. The table had seats for two, and sitting in the gloom on the other side of it was the second man. From here only his great age, and his complete lack of motion, were visible. 





"Who are you?" I said, trying to maintain an authoritative air despite the pain and disorientation. 





The younger man said nothing, bowing slightly instead while continuing to point to the empty chair. I weighed the two of them up, wondering whether my reduced physical state would prevent me from fighting my way out if necessary, then slowly made my way to the table, feeling the reassuring weight of my gun at my side as I did so. 





Close up, the second man showed no more sign of acknowledging my presence than he had before. He sat with his head hanging forward, his ragged grey hair and long beard touching the table, his arms loosely outstretched in front of him. Behind him was a row of a dozen or so candles, with some sweet, over-perfumed smell coming from them. 





"Please, take his hands," the first man said once I had sat down. The older man had still not moved. 





"Why? What is he going to do?" 





"He is going to help you." And that was all he would say. 





And so it was, with some hesitation, that I reached out and placed my hands on those of the old man before me. 





He tensed immediately, his empty hands clenching beneath mine, his back arching, and his face for the first time rising into view. And it was a face contorted with agonies the like of which I had never seen on a human being. The fact that he seemed to be bearing them in silence merely added to my perception of their severity, for I had a long familiarity with that variety of pain where the exertion of crying out would only add to its intensity. I let go immediately, and jumped to my feet. 





"What the hell is going on?" I said. "Answer me!" Though even as I stood there, I could feel a sense of lightness in my hands, a feeling of calm and relaxation that I had not felt in a long time. 





"He will help you," the dark-haired man said. "He will take your pain." 





"What do you mean, take my pain?" 





"He can heal you." 





I looked again at the old man, now hanging his head once more, his face hidden from view. That he was drugged, or had been rendered somehow insensible, seemed clear. 





"Please, take his hands again." 





Part of me wanted nothing to do with this vile spectacle, this trick or charlatanism or whatever those behind it had concocted. However, part of me could not ignore the lessened pain, the relief starting to spread into my leg - and the curiosity as to what more relief might yet be in store.  I went over to him once more and tentatively placed one hand on his, as gently as I could. He jolted in his chair, quivering as if barely in control of his motions, and although his face was still hidden I could well imagine the grimace that must have been there. When I removed my touch, the feeling of calm was even more marked. 





"Why is it hurting him? I can't do this to him!" 





"Please, he wants you to." 





"What?" 





"He is ill, and close to death. It is his belief that he must atone for his sins before he dies. Our religion demands it. By helping you, by taking your pain, he will achieve grace before our god. Please, you must do this for him." 





And it was at that point, despite my disgust, despite my distaste, that thoughts entered my head in which I now take no pride whatsoever, nor did I then. I could not explain what had happened when I touched that man's hand, and part of me did not want to. It was enough that it had. 





He is old, I thought. He is not long for this world. If he really wants to help me, even if it is his last act, am I really so wrong in complying? 



And so it was that I returned to the table, attempted to ask forgiveness from whatever part of me was still sensible to moral considerations, then reached out and grasped the old man's hands with my own. 





His agonies defied any powers of description that I might bring to bear upon them. He almost fell from his chair, so violent were the exertions, his face twisting and contorting as before. That he was as mortally ill as I had been told was obvious as his pale, vein-ridden face and sunken eyes screwed themselves up before me into forms I had not seen since my last days in battle. This time however, he was not silent, as at first a thin, strangled noise, and then a full-blown scream, issued from his mouth. His hands felt somehow hot and cold at the same time as thin, ragged muscles knotted and tensed under my grip. 





It was hideous to sit there and watch him taking so much torment, but it was bliss, too, as I felt the pain draining from my body and into his, the relief spreading into me through my hands. I closed first my eyes and then my mind to the reality of what I was doing, and waited for it to end. 





When it was over, and I tried to reach for some money or silver as I stood back from the table, totally free of pain, the younger man reached out to stop me, saying simply "You have helped him enough," before opening the door to let me leave. The old man had returned to his previous position, slumped in his chair with his face in shadow, though I could barely bring myself to look at him. 





The walk back to the docks should have been a joyous one; I should have been revelling in a freedom the likes of which I had scarcely felt in years. Instead I walked slowly, reflecting on what had just happened. 





It was the wordless stares from the crew by the gangplank that confirmed that the changes were not just in my imagination. I went over to the deck rail where Tom Adams was waiting to greet me. 





"Daniel, you seem different," he said. He was frowning at me, and had an uneasy edge to his voice, as if reticent to even ask the question that had to follow. "What, what has happened to you?" 





"Different in a good way?" I asked. 





"Yes," he said, his eyes darting over my face as if trying to take in the renewed colour and vigour all at once. "In a very good way." 





I told him, as truthfully as I could, during which time he stared at me in amazement. I could see on his face the battle between the absurdity of my story and the evidence of his own eyes. When I had finished he didn't reply immediately, but looked away, out over the water. 





"This does not seem natural to me," he said at last. "I am glad for you, but it concerns me greatly." 





"Do you think I was wrong to go?" 





"It was your choice, Daniel. You have no idea what is going on here, but it was your choice." 





  







  





I can barely put into words what the next morning was like. To say that the pain had returned would hardly cover the extent of the sensations that forced their way into my body. I am sure that I was mid-scream when I awoke, though that, and the minute or so which followed, passed in a delirium of panic of which I can scarcely recall the details. I must have been acting on instinct alone when I grabbed for my supply, though I remember dropping the pouch several times, throwing myself to the floor in my attempts to retrieve it. Only then could I try to dull the pain, though a dulling seemed to be all I could achieve. 





I dragged myself back onto the bed, hoping I had not been heard, and waited for whatever recovery might come. Three times I filled that clay pipe over the next hour, lying there as the sun came up, sounds of movement above betraying the crew's early morning activities. My leg felt as if it was on fire as I alternated between laboured stillness and fretful agitation, each of those two extremes apparently worsening the hurt. I took more, caring little for the harm it might do me, finally reaching a state where I felt I could dress and attempt to leave my cabin. 





Every move had to be planned as I climbed to the deck and then off the ship. Every footfall, every step had to be anticipated and strategised so that I could keep a handhold at all times and stop whenever necessary. As a result, it wasn't until I was halfway down the gangplank that I saw the newly arrived delivery of tea chests lined up on the dockside, ready for loading. 





"It's all here, Captain. If we can get them in within the hour, we can catch the morning tide. The Empress and the Iselda are already getting set. Do you think we can do it?" 





Matt's enthusiasm, normally the prime motivation for my pride in him, only disquieted me more. The prospect of an early departure, and of facing this pain unaided for weeks at sea, horrified me. 





"Matt, load up, but don't make ready yet," I said. "We may have to stay here longer." 





Even those few words were an effort, to speak and keep my composure at the same time. To then face a demand for explanations, from my own First Mate at that, was the last thing I needed. 





"But Captain, the Empress! If we lose this tide we'll be half a day behind her! We can't afford to-" 





"We will do exactly as I say we will, Mister Jarrow!" 





If those first words had been an effort, these last nearly killed me. I knew that no more exchange could take place without my condition becoming obvious. I therefore left things as they were, and turned my back on Matt's disbelieving face, striding as purposefully as I could from the dock with my fists clenched so hard against the pain that I felt blood on my palms. 





However, the tea chests on the dockside were not to be the only thing I failed to see in time that day. As I staggered along the path to the only place I could think of going, and rounded the final corner to see that bamboo warren with those bizarre healers in its upper reaches, my lack of attention very quickly became my undoing. 





It was as if my legs had suddenly disappeared from under me. One minute I was walking, step after agonising step, the next minute the ground was rising up to meet me, my reactions too dulled to even break my fall. I hit hard, a whole new world of pain exploding through me, but I was not to be given the time to recover. I felt weight on my back like a knee being pressed into my spine, then suddenly both my arms were twisted up almost in line with my shoulder blades, my face pressed into the dirt so that it gagged and choked me. 





Then I was being shouted at, a female voice, speaking Chinese, her words spitting out at me like venom, though I had no idea what they meant. Only then did she speak in English. 





"What have you done with him?" she shouted. "What have you done? Answer!" 





"Done with who?" I managed to say, the dust caking my lips and tongue, though my head was spinning with this new agony, and I am sure I lost consciousness for a second or two. I was aware only of finding my mouth full of earth, with both the pain and the screaming from behind me still in full flow. 





" Why did you take him? Why?" 





I had never heard so much fury or scorn from a woman, though I am sure at times in my life I had deserved it. The pain, the confusion, the complete helplessness of my situation, unable to struggle, unable even to understand what was being asked of me; it was as if every jilted female I'd ever left hanging had come together into this one frenzy of hate and retribution. 





"I don't know what you want!" I said, my words slurring with the pain. My heart was racing as if readying me for a fight, and only the blood rush gave me the energy and awareness to talk at all. "Just tell me what you want!" 





"What have you done with my father?" 





I tried to work out what she might mean. "I don't know your father! I don't even know who you are!" 





"You have him! You have taken him away, in there!" 





Comprehension was dawning, albeit slowly. 





"There is a man in that building, an old man," I said, trying to keep my voice and my mind on the level. "I don't know if he is your father, but he is there. He is healing people. Please, just let me go." 





And that was when she said something which opened a whole new vista of horror and awareness within me, something which took the events of the last few days to even greater heights of the unnatural. 





"What have you done with my father's body?" 





I froze, my arms and legs going cold, as I tried to take in the implications of what she had said. 





"His body?" I replied, and something in my voice must have communicated my confusion and revulsion, as the beginnings of a still barely believable realisation dawned on me. "What do you mean, his body?" 





She said nothing, clearly waiting for me to continue. 





"Please, let me go, it hurts." 





That was as much as I could say, though it was enough for her to loosen her grip. And as I turned over, seeing the legs and feet of over a hundred closely packed onlookers as I did so, I looked up into her face, and suddenly knew where I had seen her before. 





"You followed me yesterday," I said. "I saw you. Who are you?" 





She didn't answer immediately, barking some kind of instruction to the bystanders instead, to make them disperse or fall back. Then she looked down on me again, distrust still flaming in her eyes. 





"Are you with them?" 





"No, I went there, but I'm not with them." 





"Explain," she said. So I did, painfully and fitfully, lying in the dust of a Shanghai street, with her still holding me down, ready to resume the beating if necessary. 





It was when I described the healing process itself that I saw her resolve crack, and tears appeared in the corners of her eyes. She released me, seemingly having lost the energy to restrain me, and buried her head in her hands. 





"My father is dead," she said. "He has been dead ten days." 





"But this man was alive," I said. "It cannot be him. I was told he was near death, and he looked it, but he was definitely alive." 





She shook her head as she sobbed, then raised her reddened eyes to face mine. "No," she said. "Those people deal with devils. They have made him Jiang Shi. They have made him walking corpse." 





Walking corpse, hopping corpse; many were the words for that apparition of Chinese ghost stories. Stiff corpse was the literal translation that I was later to learn, for it appeared that whoever was behind The House of the Unbending Spirit was not without a sense of irony. At the time, however, my reaction to hearing the reality of what I had encountered was far more down to earth. I have never been one for superstitious fantasy, but somehow I did not doubt what she had said. As a result, the knowledge of what I had seen -- what I had touched -- made me violently ill, there and then. 





"Take me to him," she said, as I lay there shivering in the stench of my own sick. Her composure, and her determination, seemed to have returned. 





  







  





The building itself, visible down the road, was the last place I wanted to go. However, it appeared that I was to be given no choice. 





"Take me, or I will make you hurt. If you try to leave, I will make you hurt. And not even your poppy filth will help you then." 





And I knew that she could do it. The blood rush that had previously masked the pain was gone, evaporating as my stomach heaved its contents into the road. Now the pain was back, and only the thin veil of opium, screening my senses from the agony, was allowing me to even stand upright.  Another beating would end me; this young girl, slight, pretty, and possibly half my age, had a hold on me as firm as if she'd put a gun to my head. "Alright," I said. "We'll go." 





I led her into the building, hobbling and wincing with every step. We followed the long corridor, exactly as I had the day before, finally reaching the door with that same Chinese inscription. Then she stopped, waiting for me to open it. 





The younger man was waiting to greet me, as if he had never left his spot. And behind him, still in the same position, was the old man. The door swung open further, the younger man initially smiling in welcome, but it was then that my new companion stepped into the doorway, and saw the scene for herself. 





She screamed, a sound that could only have been born of recognition, and then she cried out, shouting threats and obscenities - I know not what - at the younger man. 





His reaction was immediate. He ran at her, pushing her into me and almost knocking me off my feet, but she was more attuned to the task of staying upright than I, and soon she was on him just as hard. 





Three times in quick succession she hit him, fighting with an athletic grace that any man would be hard pressed to match. However, his attempts to block her showed that he too was no stranger to the art of physical combat. He hit back, connecting once to her cheekbone, while all I could do was stand and watch like some gawping child at a prize fight. Then he drew a knife. 





I could tell she had no such protection as she backed away in anxious, tiptoe steps, ready to swerve or duck at any time. He lashed out at her face, then at her body, forcing her into a corner from which it was clear she had no escape. Again he swung for her head, and this time he hit, and as she cowered against the onslaught with blood running down her face, I could tell that the next stroke of the knife would finish her. 





The man was on the ground before I knew the gun was even in my hand. I stood, frozen, as the smoke cleared, looking down on the second man I had ever killed in my life. The girl curled up on the floor as if she thought she could roll into the corner and disappear. I went to see to her, as gently as I could, and coaxed her into turning over. 





Her face was a mass of blood when finally she let me look at it, though the wound itself was not deep, merely a gash over the eyebrow, bleeding profusely as wounds of that nature do. She looked at me with fearful eyes as I tried to clean her up, but I think she could tell I meant her no harm, despite her earlier besting of me. In truth, I admired her. She had taken on two fully-grown men that day, and survived a lethal attack at the hands of the second. She looked up into my eyes, and I hoped at that moment that she understood. 





The noise behind us cut off any time we might have had for soul searching. It was a laugh, throaty and gurgling, like water running down a drain, and could have come from no mortal throat. We both turned toward the source of the sound, and the sight that was before us will live with me forever. The old man had risen from his seat and was now walking toward us, his face disfigured by a leering, strychnine grin that made him look as if his cheeks had been slashed to his ears. The laughter bubbled out of him like blood from a punctured lung as his purple, distended tongue hung down onto his chin and his eyes rolled back in their sockets. The girl screamed, and kept on screaming, as her mind appeared to be in danger of divorcing itself from reality. Brave as she was, on this occasion it was my turn to act. 





I fired at the walking corpse, once, twice, my direct hits having no effect. Then I threw myself at it, ignoring the revulsion, ignoring the smell that the candles had previously masked, and knocked it to the ground. It fought back though, and in that it was like nothing I had ever fought in my life. The body was frail and decayed, its tissues softened by putrefaction; but within it, deep in the core of its limbs, something lithe and strong was in control. The pain in my body was intense, but somehow the blood rush and frenzy were keeping me going as it bucked and twisted within my grip, its strength measurably greater than mine, all the while laughing that hideous, sickening laugh. Then it grabbed for my leg. 





I felt my own voice rather than heard it, as those screams issued from my mouth. It felt as though my mind had stepped out of my body, blind and deaf to everything except the pain and the tortured wailing from my throat. It knew how to hurt me, and by those means it was going to beat me. For a second, the world went black. 





Then there were three of us in the fight. The chair came down on the corpse's back, dislodging it from me and breaking its grip, the chair splintering into pieces as the girl swung it downwards. Again and again she hit, the back of the chair being all that remained until even that fractured and she was forced to kick and stamp on the prostrate corpse of her father. I saw its limbs break, the arms and legs adopting strange angles as the bones snapped. Even the head was forced sideways, out of alignment. The laughter had ceased; from that point onwards, it - or whatever was controlling it - could no longer fight. But what happened next was to stretch my sanity to its limit. 





Something left that broken, twisted body, some force or controlling agent, invisible, silent, and took itself back to wherever it had come from. However, it did not go alone. It only lasted for a second or two, but whatever portal it used seemed to be open to me too as I lay there gripping the corpse. And in that second I saw things that I can still only half believe as I remember them now. 





It was a landscape of fog and mountains, with pillars of rough black rock covered in tangled vines and creepers. It was high as well, high up in some cold, drizzling mountain range that I am still not convinced forms part of this world. This was where that controlling entity had returned to, and I felt rather than saw that malicious presence as it rushed away from me and disappeared into the mist. And only then could I see the full horror of this place. 





There were people here, whole fields of them on the plateaus and ledges between the rocks, people like ragged wind-tattered dolls tied to stakes and crosses while others of their kind whipped and mutilated them with fire, chains and blades. This much I saw clearly - I could see the blood, the cuts and the burns, I could hear the screams, I could even feel the cold and the rain on my back. And then the vision was over. 





I found myself back in the room, and turned to the girl to see her looking at me, wide-eyed with fear. 





"Is it gone?" she said. “Is the demon gone from him?” 





"Yes, it is gone," I replied, though I could barely speak. 





It was as I stood up and moved away from her father's body that she saw for the first time the condition it was in. Its limbs were so mangled that it barely looked human. She let out a small cry and knelt down next to it, then laid it out on its back, straightening the arms and legs as best she could, all the while weeping over the damage she had inflicted. 





"You had to do it," I said, hoping my words would carry some comfort. "Whatever that thing was, using him, you had to do it." 





She paused from her work and looked up, still kneeling by the corpse, and stared into space. 





"They took him from our village," she said eventually. It wasn't even clear if she was talking to me. 





"Who did?" 





"Men who give offerings to demons. They took him the day he died, stole him from his own house. I had to follow them. I had to." 





"Why did they do it?" 





"I do not know." 





Then she moved away from him and sat with her arms wrapped around her knees. Still she would not look at me. 





"Who are you, Englishman?" 





"My name is Daniel," I said. "Daniel Getty. I'm a captain, with Whitechapel Mercantile." 





"So you sell your filth, and poison our people. Is that right?" 





I didn't know how to answer. It was clear she meant the opium, but at that time providing a drug that had been used in Chinese medicine for thousands of years was something I'd never had much trouble justifying, despite my first hand experience of its effects. 





"Always you work to destroy us," she continued. "We had doctors and religious men come to our village, preaching Christian love and peace, but only if we worshiped your God and learned your language would they treat our diseases. Then the opium comes, and turns us all to walking corpses. It was the opium that killed my father. Did you know that?" 





"No," I said. "No, I didn't." 





She stood up, and approached the body again. "I need to take him back home." 





"Where do you live?" 





"Suzhou," she said. It wasn't a place I was familiar with. Then she took the corpse under its arms, and made ready to lift it off the floor. "You will help me?" The tone suggested there was only one possible answer. 





The body weighed next to nothing, probably the result of a lifetime of malnutrition and opium use, but in my condition even that much effort was painful. It was like carrying a sack of broken bones and rotting flesh. Devoid of the controlling force that had held it together and given movement to its limbs, the corpse felt ready to disintegrate in our hands. The slime of putrefaction was oozing from its wounds, congealed blood and pulped flesh staining my arms and my clothes. We carried it through those dark hallways, still deserted, taking it carefully down the steep stairways. 





Who set this up? I asked myself as we went. Who had done this, drawing me in by playing on my greatest weakness? Not Barrington, my instincts said, though I barely knew the man. Someone had drawn him into this, exploiting his pain as they’d exploited mine, then had given him that note and that story to tell. The true culprit seemed clear, and I knew that the next time I saw the pale, flabby face of John Wellan, he would not walk away with his usual smirk. I was soon to discover just how wrong I had been. 



We were roughly halfway to the entrance when we were joined by a third person, and although the voice was one I recognised, the tone and the substance of the words might as well have come from a complete stranger. 





"Put the body down and come here. Now." 





Facing us in the corridor, holding us at gunpoint, was my own ship's doctor, Tom Adams. 





"Tom? What the hell are you doing?" 





"I don't have time for a discussion, Daniel. Just do as I say. Put him down and come here." 





I did as I was told, unable to believe what I was seeing, and approached him warily. 





"You too," he said to the girl. 





"Tom, just tell me what's going on here," I said. 





"You know Daniel, I actually thought about letting you in on this when I first met you. I thought about opening your mind to the realities of who we are, and our place in this world, but something stopped me. I knew your condition would make you useful to us, but there was something else, too. I didn't think you'd have the same vision that the rest of us do. I see now I was right." 





"The rest of us? The rest of who?" 





"We who understand, we who revere - we who serve. Now get on your knees, both of you." 





I hesitated, but the way he levelled the gun at me and repeated the command showed how serious he was. I have only seen cold-blooded resolve like that on a few occasions, but I recognised it now. I reluctantly complied, waiting for whatever would come next. I did not have to wait long. 





In one move he turned to face the girl, took aim, then shot her in the face at less than two feet. The noise almost deafened me in the confined hallway, but I still heard her cry out as she fell beside me. I leant over her at once to see the blood gushing from the wound to her eye. Her face was distorted in agony, and I could see she had only seconds to live, but still she managed to speak. 





"Tell my family," she whispered. 





"Who are they?" I replied desperately. "Who are you?" 





I cannot say why it was important to me at that time, but the idea of her dying next to someone who didn't even know who she was seemed deeply wrong. I was glad she was able to reply, for her answer was to be the last thing she ever said. 





"Pi Xiaoming," she said, and then she became still. 





I'd known her for all of thirty minutes, and yet somehow the murder of this brave, formidable woman affected me more than any other death I'd witnessed. I turned to Tom, the fury as strong in me as the incomprehension. "What the hell …?" 





"Some people are more useful dead than alive. As, my dear friend, you are about to see." Then he continued speaking, but it was like no language I'd ever heard, then or since. It sounded ritualistic, occult, and demonic. Though whatever incantation he was casting was not simply for show, for it was then, with jerking, spasmodic motions, that Pi Xiaoming's body sat up in its own pool of blood, its disfigured face looking straight ahead, and got to its feet. Then it turned to face Tom, who responded by stepping back and bowing, all the while keeping his gun trained on me. 





"You should be honoured, Daniel," he said, straightening up again. "You are in the presence of Earth's true master. I was hoping you would have the opportunity to meet. After all, you have aided his continued existence. Something for which we are all truly grateful." 





Any doubts I may have had as to the reality of all this demon talk were now dispelled. As I looked into the face of Pi Xiaoming beside me, I could tell that the consciousness looking out through her remaining eye was not of this Earth, and not of this age. 





"You sent me here," I said to Tom. "When you tried to talk me out of it, to warn me not to come, and all along you knew I'd come anyway, obediently turning up to, what? Help you in your devil worship? Is that it?" 





He smiled for the first time, but it was not the smile of friendship I'd come to know over the years. "Clever boy," he said. "I knew you'd listen to the pain before you listened to me - as you're about to do once more." Then he aimed low, going for my leg, and pulled the trigger once more. 





I found myself on the floor with no memory of having fallen there. The demon had Pi Xiaoming's hands on me in an instant, drawing the pain from my body as my blood mingled with hers on the floor. 





"Imagine the worst curse you could live under!" Tom shouted at me as I writhed there, his voice almost ecstatic. "Imagine being cursed to live forever in perpetual agony, or to die! Imagine the strength you would need, to choose life! To choose a life of endless pain when you could finish it at any time! That is why He deserves to rule us again! That is why He will rule again! Do you not see the magnificence? The majesty?" 





He was mad, or worse. Worse because it seemed the things he was saying were real, and true, not merely delusions. Just what had he fallen into during those long years travelling the interior of the country? What sect or cult had taken hold of him, then sent him out to do its work? At the time, I had little or no hope of ever finding out. But his purpose, in sending me to pass my pain to this demon while it used the possessed corpse provided by its followers as a conduit for the agony, was clear. It was also clear to me that Pi Xiaoming’s father had not been the first, and unless I acted, it would happen again. 





Pi Xiaoming was screaming, or rather the demon inside her was. It was my pain, I realised, that provoked that scream.  Though with what I now knew, I would have taken every bit of that pain back in an instant. And that was when I realised what I must do. 





I got to my feet, a new-found strength coursing through my body, and walked towards Tom. Pi Xiaoming's body stayed with me, the demon clinging on in joyous agony. Then with my one free hand I reached for my gun, and took aim at Tom. He raised his gun again, but the demon screamed at him, words I couldn't even begin to understand, but with a meaning that was clear: Keep him alive. 





Tom shot once, then twice, then again and again into my legs, but I barely felt it. The pain was sucked out of my body before it even had a chance to take hold. He threw his revolver to the side and made as if to flee, but then I took aim again, cocked the hammer, and shot my friend of seven years in the chest. He fell, and did not move again. 





I had to run as I took Pi Xiaoming's body to the docks, carrying its screaming, thrashing form. More than a few people tried to stop me or block my way, seeing the spectacle for the kidnapping and mutilation it must have so clearly resembled. I, however, was beyond human frailties, immune to pain, limitless in strength; and as I forced my way through, I knew the demon would not want to give up such a rich source of torture. I felt my leg muscles tearing and shredding on broken shards of bone and bullet, but somehow they kept me going until we reached the dockside. 





I rounded the final corner, and saw - as I had hoped - that the tar troughs were still lit, the thick, bubbling liquid filling them almost to the brim. I could have just thrown her in at that point, rendered her body useless to the demon, but I had seen it abandon one wrecked body already that day, only to return again. This time I had to force it to stay to the end, using the one thing it wanted of me, and that meant only one course of action. I ran to the nearest trough, holding Pi Xiaoming's body over my shoulder, then in one movement I mounted the side and slid in. 





I felt the flesh baking, then peeling, then disintegrating from my legs as I stood there with the tar halfway up my thighs, leaning against the inside of the trough for support. The demon was screaming with even greater agonies now, but was still more than happy to take them on. 





"Let's see how much you really want it!" I said, and pushed the girl's corpse into the trough. "You can stay in that body and burn with it, or you can go, and give the pain back to me! What's it to be? Me or you?" 





It struggled and thrashed, but held firm. Pi Xiaoming's body was burnt and tarred beyond recognition, but still the demon could not bring itself to release her. For a moment it looked as if it really would stay with her to the end, destroying itself in an orgy of pain, but then at last the body became still, and I knew that it had gone. And at that moment, the pain became all mine. 





I tried pulling myself out of the trough, but I could not even move, so destroyed and wracked with agony was my body. I screamed, trying to support myself on the rim of the trough as my legs collapsed. I was burning alive, and this time there was nothing to take the pain away. I could well believe that those were my final moments, but then I felt hands on my shoulders, and under my arms, hoisting me out and onto the ground. I looked up as I lay there, slipping away from wakefulness and awareness, to see the faces of the tar spreaders and sailors, Matt Jarrow and John Wellan among them, looking down on me in horror. 





"My God, his legs," was the last thing I heard, but I do not know which of them said it. Then the darkness took me. 





  







  





They who guard, they who worship, they who nourish. They are no longer of this world, those who were taken aeons ago to serve and revere. And when their master's time has come, they will gladly take the sweet release of death, for their heaven lies not in the green fields and meadows of their ancestors, but in blackness, and oblivion. 





(The Book of the Counting of the Stars) 





  





I was unconscious for three weeks, I later discovered, and woke to find my legs amputated, with burns extending halfway up my back and abdomen. Most of the bodily functions that others take for granted, I can no longer perform without assistance. I live in a naval convalescent home in Hong Kong now, and considering that I am here as a prisoner - a triple murderer according to the evidence - there is every chance that I will never leave this place again. Only the presumption of insanity saved me from execution. 





I had Tom's belongings brought to me, when I still had friends with influence. I wanted to search for anything that might be of interest, given his evident dual life. It was a bizarre collection of objects that I received: strange, unidentifiable carvings, metal implements of unknown purpose, and among them a small, hidebound book, about six inches by four, filled end to end with hand-written Chinese. This was the final conundrum in his life, and my knowledge of it. For when I asked one of the staff here to translate it to me the poor chap almost keeled over with fright after the first page. It was Tom's own demonic bible, a text which, translations aside, had according to Tom’s notes remained unchanged for over two thousand years since its origins in ancient Mesopotamia. 





They came up with some strange religions in those days, running round the desert half-starved and mad from dehydration. More than a few got some queer ideas into their heads. I've heard of books that no sane man would want to even look at, held in private collections or locked away in university vaults. This one, however, once I’d convinced my translator to finish the job, had a truth to it that I could no longer deny. 





It was never named, that entity cursed to choose between agony and death, forced to draw pain from the living after escaping its captivity in the tenuous, bodiless form it presumably still holds to this day. The torture fields of its unearthly mountain home keep it alive, but somehow the pain willingly given by its followers is only enough to ensure its survival. To strengthen, and grow its powers, only the keenest and sweetest of agonies will suffice. 





Yet I know that it is not invulnerable. I saw what it saw when it left Pi Xiaoming’s body, just as I had when it left her father, and I felt what it felt as well. And this time, in that instant when it moved between worlds, after I had taken it within seconds of obliteration, I felt its fear, its injury, and its damage. Minor deity it may have been, but I had harmed it, genuinely harmed it, in ways that went beyond merely giving it pain. 





Though my minor victory is of little comfort. I have had a good deal of time to think since I came here, on my past as well as on my future. For that nameless entity is not the only demon to have invaded this land, its promise of relief from pain coming at unimaginable cost. The other, I now see, was as much my fault as anyone's. 





I live in pain every day of my life, pain from legs I no longer even possess, pain barely muted by the hospital-rationed opium, and I know that my life will be many years shorter as a result. Though I am glad of it, for the prospect of a life of agony fills me with dread. Yet if anyone were to offer to take the pain away, I would refuse. Relief, I now know, can only ever come at a price. I have never been one for religion, but when men of the church teach that suffering is to be endured, not shirked, I sit here crippled and broken, remember the demon and the Jiang Shi, and somehow I cannot bring myself to disagree. 











  









  





THE WATCHER IN THE CORNER

by Michael Hodges



  







  





  




I eat words. I don’t know why. I hang in the corners of this old and meticulous house by unseen hooks or latches. The words come to me from the mouths of the family and their visitors. The words of the adults come out grey, brown and black; the words of the young rise to me in reds, greens and blues. I swallow them all, and each time I do, something inside me grows. I know not what it is, only that I receive energy from this action.

I exist high up in the corners, and sometimes in the dark wall spaces, which I do not care for. I have no legs or arms, nor any visible torso, but I know I exist. 

What I am I do not know. 

People cannot see me, whatever there may be of me. I watch them eating dinner, talking in the television room or in the bedrooms. Sometimes they cry and I try to turn away as a great sadness overcomes me.

On random days, the doorbell rings and the acute tone triggers a release of emotion from me like a fresh galaxy setting itself upon a foreign night sky. I do not hear the doorbell as others do, but rather become entranced by it for minutes, focusing with whatever is left of me on the fading timbre as if in a seizure. Only when it marches into the ether do I regain my ability to see and hear the words of the family.

The rooms are decorated with bright, note-attached flowers. One of the rooms is kept shut, but a single light is left on. People sometimes open the door and stare in with long, tired faces, then turn in anguish. I feel cold when this happens, and the sensation triggers a movement to another room. I cannot control this. I cannot control anything.

  







  





The new moon brings darkness, inducing a reduction in my activity. I dream, or at least, experience what I think are dreams. Maybe this is all I dream. I wish I knew; I wish there was a semblance of certainty in any of this. Instead, I feel as if I’m in a floating house with no sense of time. These people before me taunt me in their unawareness of my existence, and I long for company even though I am inches from this family and their visitors. It is these dreamlike periods during the new moon that cause me to question everything as I lie frozen between the walls of the house, watching the occasional mouse or squirrel scurry past. Sometimes they pause and give notice to my obscure form, holding their twitching snouts in the air, wrinkling the skin around their mouths and tweaking their reaching, feeling whiskers. These rodent visits are a highlight. Unfortunately there are lowlights too, like the rare, horrible, formless energies that I can sense with every fiber of my consciousness. They move through the dark wall spaces and into the yard. Most of these entities pay me no mind, moving on like agitated bull moose through windblown aspen to parts of the world where I do not exist and, I gather, few things exist.

As the visible moon grows each evening, inch by inch revealing a piece of ghostly pie and flooding the rooms with persistent, organic light, my activity increases and once again I find myself stuck in the ceiling corners, never knowing which room I will appear in, and eating the words — always eating the words. I find the words of the young to be powerful, and when they play games on the television and shout, I feel energy grow inside me. I watch with increasing intensity and with what I suspect is an open, blue-lipped mouth not unlike that of a perch preparing to nibble at a worm. It is these younger ones I’m most connected to. One is a boy, the other a girl. The older woman I am also close to - her eyes bring comfort, while the eyes of the younger forms challenge me and fill me with excitement. 

I wish I could say the same of the older man. Although I do feel connected to him, this connection is twisted and perverted, like an anchor line left in rough seas for far too long. This brings confusion, shame and pain, and I do not like the electric look in the man’s eyes. I can sense he is hiding something. Looking into those eyes and the narrow, defined face causes me to hear vague, hollow winds and feel icy daggers of exploded frozen planets jab at what is left of my consciousness.

The evenings are when I swallow the most words, for the family sit around the table and eat their meal and discusses the day. I watch from the corner—which one I do not know, for I’m always in different corners and cannot control this. I prefer not to see the man’s eyes, and relish the evenings when I’m in a corner from which I can only see the back of his balding head. Their words rise to me in tangled patterns like vines and rampant vegetation, and when they near my perch-like mouth they become independent and enter in order. When the talking is fast, my mouth remains open to allow for the train of them. The words from the children run colorful in bright, big letters. I need to open my mouth wider for these. The words from the older woman come in brown and grey, smaller than the children’s but still providing energy. The words from the older man come in black and are shrunken. I try to avoid these as much as possible but sometimes cannot, as they slip into and are hidden among the large, bright words of the children. Upon swallowing the poisonous words of the older man, I feel my energy deflate; I have learned to avoid them as best I can within my limited abilities.

How long I’ve been here I cannot say. I’m now in the dining room with the family spread out before me. Unfortunately, I can see the man’s eyes tonight and I try to look away, but my restricted movement keeps me focused at an angle from the corner I am set in. The man sits at the head of the table, brandishing shiny silverware as the older woman brings him a plate of tender meat, the blood of it leaking out when she presses down upon it with the cutlery. How I know these things I can only guess, but I do know them, as if from a distant memory. I remember plates, meat, milk, freshly blown balloons that stole my breath and the bright, wild eyes of people I was close to. I remember lush, green plants and forests of wonder, rivers meandering through grassy meadows and the darting, anxious flight of songbirds ahead of storm fronts which chilled the air and sent the people scurrying into wooden structures, peering out with curious and frightened eyes. These things I know. And as the family eats before me, the words come from the younger ones with a force I have never seen before. I open my mouth and swallow each word. I can feel my energy increasing, and whatever I am is bursting with vitality. 

As usual, a certain word triggers silence from the family, bowed heads, and the momentary cessation of feeding.

Except for the man. He continues to eat, paying no mind to the glum silence. He speaks and his black, shriveled words float up to me. I am barely able to turn away from the poisonous offering as it glides past me and goes through the thin wall, into the dark recesses where I pause during the new moon. 

When the silence passes, the young ones speak with smiles and laughter and the colorful words flow to me in a train, and as I swallow these offerings I feel something inside me click and grow. Streaming brightness enters my consciousness and pushes on me. Memories follow this light and filter in as on a thousand lanes of highway; each lane filled with a story or remembrance.  I am overwhelmed, and I continue to swallow the words of the young and the occasional words of the older woman. They keep speaking and the words keep coming… I am full of light and energy, beyond description. I can hear strange, choral singing far off, and this singing grows louder and closer with each new word. My God, the energy…what is happening to me? More words in reds, blues and greens! The children smile and laugh and jostle in their seats, cutlery held high in the air, reflecting the moonlight. They are beautiful. In the endless highways of memories I see them holding hands with a little girl. 

There are puppies and flowers. 

There are blue lakes with tall pines and the effortless flight of eagles. 

There is laughter. I see the older woman holding the girl and feeding her fresh blueberries, which tumbled out of a wooden bucket.

What am I?

I see the little girl under an enchanting tree set indoors and strung with dreamy, multicolored lights and dangling candy canes. The older woman is smiling and the younger ones are buried behind crumpled and torn paper.

The energy is relentless, electrifying my consciousness and giving me shocking, unfamiliar sensations. The memories are incessant, and I now wish to turn them off, for I can no longer absorb them. Please stop… please make it stop! I’m terrified as I look down upon the family. A rushing, uncontrollable force grabs and shakes me, and for the first time in this indescribable existence I hear myself make a noise.  I feel a great, vaporous gush of air from somewhere below, and from my perch-like mouth a scream bellows out and pierces every tangible object in the home, including the people who look around in shock at the commotion. 

The boy drops the silverware and gets up to run. 

The woman holds her hands to her chest and forehead, gasping.

The girl’s eyes turn red and moist.

The man looks to the ceiling, petrified.

For just this once, I, the watcher in the corner said a word instead of eating it. Like a rush of vomit, I cannot control it: “Father murdered me! He did it, he did it, he did it, he did it!”







  









  





ENGAGING THE IDRL

by Davin Ireland



  






  





  





  





I

  





The desert here is pink and rocky and shrouded in darkness for much of the day. The excavation site is slashed with grey spills of rubble that could be collapsed towers or random seams of granite. To the east, great clouds of mortar dust boil across the plains, scouring the arid landscape, depriving it of fresh growth. Only the Idrl remain. Oblivious to the wind, seemingly blind to the desolation, they drift through the emptying topography like azure phantoms, the robes that stain their hides a deep, lustrous blue snapping petulantly in the breeze. They refuse to talk to us or communicate in any way, for they consider our troops to be an army of occupation. 

Our generals are therefore left to draw their own conclusions about what went on before mankind arrived on Serpia Dornem. 

Grue says he knows. After listening to his story, I am inclined to agree with him. The Idrl did not build these ruined cities. Nor did they occupy them. They are instead a separate nomad species, periodically emerging from hibernation to roam the land and take whatever sustenance their dying world has to offer. The mysterious Constructor Race, however, strove for greater things. 

  







  





II

  





A transport carrier arrived unannounced this morning. Its harried crew whisked us away to a salt flat fifteen hundred clicks east of base camp, and dumped us there to await further instruction. None came, and when the adverse weather conditions disrupted our communications equipment, some of the younger men grew visibly anxious. Grue himself appeared towards the end of afternoon, tiny reconnaissance craft bobbing and groaning against increasingly heavy turbulence. The perpetual scream of mortar dust had whipped itself into a sandstorm of vicious proportions, yet the latest intelligence took precedence over all.

“We depart at eighteen-hundred hours,” the corporal announced, and took shelter on the leeward side of the craft. He would say no more and prohibited further discussion between the men. Forty minutes later we took to the skies. 

“Right beneath us,” Grue cried above the shriek of the engines. We had been in the air for maybe a half hour at the time. “Tell me what you make of that.” 

I looked down. The pink and grey shelf of desert that followed us everywhere we went had suddenly vanished, only to be replaced by what turned out to be forty-thousand square kilometres of unfettered parking space - an asphalted lot of such grotesque proportions that it extended all the way to the horizon in three different directions. And not a motor vehicle in sight. 

Who were the Constructor Race, I ask myself. What made them do this? Precious little evidence remains beyond the cities themselves, and these have been stripped, razed, and abandoned in a way that suggests the destruction was thorough and wholly intentional. By the look of it, the only exception is a parking facility identical in character and composition to anything one might have found outside a conventional strip mall circa 2010. With the exception of size, of course. This thing dwarfs anything Earth had to offer by several orders of magnitude. 

Tomorrow we will learn more. For the remainder of this evening, we’ll kick our heels and wait for the survey team to complete its remote sweep from orbit. Naturally, the Idrl sense that moves are afoot. They have ceased roaming the sterile plains and watch us cautiously from a distance. The calm dignity these beings exude stands in stark contrast to their magnificent trailing robes, which ripple and flutter incessantly on the gritty air currents. A displaced show of emotion, perhaps? We may never know. Meanwhile, certain members of the unit already exhibit the first signs of battle fatigue, though we have fought no war.  

  







  





III

  





Tang and Spritzwater, two of my best men, are refusing to go on. They shed their laser carbines shortly after dawn this morning, and now stand with their backs to the spent orb that is this system’s sun, shadows trailing before them like tired ghosts. They say there is something wrong with Serpia Dornem. They say the planet is haunted. I am beginning to believe them. When we performed a perimeter sweep at 2300 hours last night, rocks, pinkish sand, and lazily flipping dust devils were about the extent of it. As the false dawn coloured the sky, a monstrous city loomed in the east.

My men blame the natives. Even those of us who retain a degree of objectivity are becoming unnerved by their austere presence, which grows by the hour. During breakfast I counted eleven Idrl gathered about a cluster of the spiny-leaved plants that cling in the cracks between the parched rocks. By first inspection their number had swollen to seventeen. They filter down from the arid hills to the south - gaunt, weary faces expressionless, yet eloquent as pantomime masks. This is not uncommon for a race subjected to prolonged oppression. A spectacle is unfolding here, and the spectacle is us. We have found the one city the Constructor Race overlooked - or perhaps it has found us - and now we must investigate. 

  





Later.   

The nearer we get, the greater the extent of the challenge. In the swirling wastelands between base camp and city, we spied a dead tree. It stood naked and branchless in the wind, sand-blasted for what may have been centuries on end, the very last of its kind. Oloman was dispatched to investigate, and returned minutes later in a state of high agitation.

“You have to look at this,” he said, tugging at my sleeve. “You have to see this right away.”

We deviated from our game plan just long enough to verify the lieutenant’s claims, which were irrational in the extreme but perfectly justified. The tree was not a tree at all, but a roadsign: a rusting iron pole pointing the way to a city with an eerily prophetic name. Venice Falls. The words were still legible despite the corrosive effects of the wind. There could be no mistake. Out here in a region of the galaxy visited by no human, there exists an urban settlement large enough to accommodate the entire population of New York City. 

And it has an English name.

The Idrl appear unmoved by our discovery. They form a serene gathering in contrast to our wind-choked huddle, steadfastly refusing any attempt at dialogue, even though the surreal possibility exists that we may actually speak the same language. Nye has tried to tempt them with extra clothing and with food, but all is ignored. Even when an older female, badly undernourished and clearly hypothermic, allowed her eye to wander in the direction of the rehydration kit, her fellow tribal members closed ranks about her. We have not seen her since.  

  







  





IV

  





Much as I suspected but dared not mention for fear of spooking the men further, this metropolis is a full-scale reproduction of an Earth city circa 2010, faithful in every detail except one: there are no people here. None except us, that is. We wander the empty streets in aimless fascination, weapons drawn but pointed at the ground. Sand dunes clog the intersections, erosion blights the shop fronts; but any wear and tear is incidental, a tawdry gift of the elements. I stare at the red-brick apartment buildings that line the sprawling avenues, at the reproduction brownstones with their salt-stained walls, at the magnificent steel and glass towers that pierce the gloomy sky - and wonder again who the Constructor Race were and why they should have built this place.  

Were they intending to populate it with immigrants from our own planet? To forcibly humanise the Idrl for their own ends? To create a holiday resort? Such notions strike me as absurd. The dying sun, the alkaline soil - a bleaker aspect is difficult to imagine. And yet they must have had a reason for such folly. Acquiring enough knowledge to make a balanced judgement on the subject would take decades of investigation, and we only have weeks at best. In the meantime, the men are determined to make a start. Without my consent, Oloman used the butt of his carbine to smash a movie theatre window and thus gain access to the sealed lobby. Inside, our torches revealed plush red carpets, a ticket booth, even a hot dog stand advertising various brands of popcorn and ice cream. None of the food offered was actually available, but that didn’t detract from the authenticity of the moment. It seemed so real that I half expected an usher in a velvet suit to emerge from a side door and escort us to our seats. 

But not everyone shared my enthusiasm.

“It doesn’t smell right,” Oloman complained, “like fresh paint and new carpets shut in for thirty thousand years.”

“And no movies,” agreed Nye. “Look at the poster frames - they’re all empty.”       

It was a pattern that was to be repeated throughout the city. Bars with no liquor, trash barrels without garbage, corporations bereft of employees. And beneath it all, lurking at the very edges of perception, the unshakeable conviction that we were being watched.

“Of course we are,” I declared in exasperation. “The Idrl are everywhere. The fact that they choose not to show themselves doesn’t mean they’re not around.”

But my words failed to allay the unit’s increasing sense of unease, and in the end we retreated with weapons raised and hearts aflutter. Venice Falls was an unsettling place.

  







  





V

  





Tang and Spritzwater are gone. We arrived back at base camp an hour ago to discover the radio damaged beyond repair and half our stock of rations missing. This is not the work of the Idrl. If the men are to believe that, however, we must locate and capture the deserters before the spiral of suspicion and paranoia becomes too great. Already some of them are starting to question my authority.

The search begins immediately.

Ranging through the powdery foothills beyond the city, we encounter the entrance to one of the stately Idrl burrows. The rock-lined tunnel leading down into the ground is high enough for a man to stand upright during his descent, yet from just a few feet away it appears no more conspicuous than a natural fissure in a seam of granite. We enter, calling out the names of the missing as we navigate these labyrinthine corridors. Occasionally we find signs of occupation but no living occupants. These people have nothing. The few oxen-like beasts that survive on this desiccated globe are reared and worked to exhaustion underground, never to see the light of the pale sun. The lapis lazuli the Idrl mine for their personal use - the one commodity this barren place has left to offer - we would gladly take off their hands in exchange for food, water, and crops engineered to survive the inhospitable conditions. But that would be dishonourable, it seems. So instead they survive on a diet of insects and the coarse spiny plants that thrive out here in the desert, taking hope from the knowledge that, quite incredibly, they are almost there. The Constructor Race is gone; we could very well be next. Freedom, at any price, is almost within their grasp.

I wonder what the Idrl will be left with once we return to space?

An answer of sorts has arrived from an unexpected source. The search for the missing men having proved fruitless, we withdrew to the surface in pairs, myself and a private called Gosling bringing up the rear. Just prior to breaking the surface, Gosling angled his flashlight at the ceiling. The scalding white torch beam revealed a long niche carved into the rock along the top of the cavern walls, and here, stowed like so much excess firewood, lay the mummified remains of countless generations of deceased Idrl. Intrigued by the discovery, we retraced our steps, following the dusty seam of corpses to its source. The oldest, driest specimens were stored at the heart of the burrow, nearest the fire pit, which is where the Idrl sleep, cook and keep warm. It made sense for their carbon store to begin here, nearest the flames, where the dead could do their bit to sustain the living. No wonder we never found a burial site.

Back at the entrance to the burrow, we made another discovery. Huddled next to the freshest addition to the line of shrivelled corpses crouched a juvenile female -- shivering, barely alive, no larger in my estimation than a six-year-old girl. Hunger had collapsed her face, preternaturally enlarging the eyes. But already she had learned her people’s way. When I offered my coat, her gaze drifted to the rock wall opposite and she was lost to me. Almost. But then an idea struck me. The chocolate bar was freeze-dried, vacuum packed, and perfectly fresh. When I broke the foil package and waved it beneath her nose, the child’s nostrils quivered spasmodically, and a tremor of anguish seemed to travel through that pitifully slight form. For a moment, just a microscopic sliver of a moment, her eyes betrayed all of the misery and the suffering and the longing in her tiny heart. Then all of the fight, all of the emotion, seemed to bleed out of her, and she was lost to me once more.  

“Move out,” I whispered to Gosling, and we broke the surface together in uncomfortable silence. But at least I had confirmation of that which I had suspected all along: the Idrl are not the empty vessels they pretend to be. They feel, just as we do. They hurt; they hope.

  







  





VI

  





Tang and Spritzwater are now officially missing. I reported their disappearance this morning when a second transport carrier dropped by with news, supplies and a fresh radio. After consulting the high command, it was decided we would make one last sweep and then return to headquarters for the final assessment - the one that will decide the fate of our mission entire. Already, Serpia Dornem is being discussed in terms of a washout, and that suits the men just fine. I myself retain mixed feelings on the subject.

I think I understand the nature of the problem now. I honestly believe I am starting to comprehend the size of the dilemma the Idrl face. They are a dying species on a world that will soon expireThey have spent the last thirty-thousand years subjugated and occupied by a race who were at best indifferent to their existence, and who at worst may have enslaved them. Perhaps they no longer understand the meaning of compassion. Their lives are brief and cruel and filled with all the bitter harshness of winter, even in the warmest of months. Perhaps they need someone to show them that not all visitors to this place are hostile, and not all outsiders are to be viewed with distrust.

All I need is a chance.

We continue to follow the winding pathways through the foothills to the south, but few believe the deserters - if deserters they truly be - would seek refuge in exposed outlands when the corrupt monolith of Venice Falls squats so predominantly to the east. They are much more likely to be drawn by the prospect of shelter and the comforts of home, no matter how strong their initial reluctance. Still, we must be thorough and we must be sure. And the search has not proved a complete waste of time. Bit by bit, the land is giving up its secrets. We discovered a deep quarry veined with countless fractures and many millions of the tough, spiny plants upon which our hosts depend. We also discovered a broken loom near a deep, natural well. Attached to the loom was a cup filled with powdered lapis lazuli. So now the picture is somewhat complete. The Idrl eat this plant, feed it to their livestock, weave its sinewy fibres into robes that are subsequently stained blue with the crushed lapis. If you add in the not unreasonable amounts of geothermal energy generated beneath the surface, you have an entire ecosystem right there.

Returning to the city at noon, the men are somewhat cheered by the knowledge that the approaching storm will not hit until we have completed our projected sweep, and are on the way back to base for our final pickup. As we draw nearer, Oloman’s behaviour becomes increasingly erratic. So great is his distraction, in fact, that word of it filters up the column to me, and I am forced to drop back and confront him. The last thing I need right now is another Tang or Spritzwater. 

“What the hell is going on?” I demand. “Your attitude is making the men restless.”

In lieu of an answer, Oloman turns on his heel so that he faces back the way we came, finger jabbing in the direction of our dusty tracks. The dry soil here is heavy with iron oxide, and our footprints describe a pinkish-red arc that trails all the way back to base camp. He then flats a hand in the direction of the old signpost that marks the way to Venice Falls. It stands perpendicular to our position, about a mile distant, and I can just make it out through the murk of late morning.

“We’ve got company,” Oloman informs me, and then narrows his eyes. “But not Idrl.”

Another species, perhaps? My field glasses are useless against the membranous skeins of dust that drift lazily across the intervening plain. I therefore make a decision based on instinct. Oloman may have his weaknesses, but foolishness is not one of them. “Collect Gosling and Nye and follow in my wake,” I tell him. “Send the rest of the men on into the city.”

We reach the signpost just as the last of the forward party melts into a decaying business district on the edge of town. The little girl is no more forthcoming than on the previous occasion we met, though her whole body betrays the incredible risk she has taken in coming here. A pronounced pulse-beat bangs at her throat, and her overly large eyes dart frantically to and fro in their sockets. Not another species, then: just a smaller version of same. Now, at least, I can begin the process of redressing the balance, of showing a little kindness where before cruelty reigned supreme. Dropping my carbine in the dust, I produce the uneaten chocolate bar from my flak jacket and offer it to the girl. There is no hesitation this time: she snatches the confectionary from my hand, consumes it in six diminutive bites - chewing, swallowing, unable to disguise the terrible need that lives inside of her.

“Rations,” I mutter, and four packs hit the dirt. There is no longer any point in offering, I merely load the pockets of the girl’s robe with food, and pat her gently on the head -- all too aware, as are we all, that it is at such moments history is made. 

Recalling the notion that the Idrl may actually understand something of English, I call to the girl as we depart. “Tell your family we are their friends,” I cry. “Tell you tribe we mean them no harm. We are not here to hurt you, we can help. Tell them soon.”

My words are lost in the rising moan of the wind. Perhaps it is for the best. Perhaps the gesture alone should speak for us. As long as we march towards the city, the little one remains in place -- watching, waiting, possibly savouring the taste of our friendship and the notion that not all strangers are aggressors. One can only hope.

  







  





VII

  





The storm is almost upon us. Angry thunderheads roll in from the horizon, purple-white lightning veins the clouds. We do not have much time. Sensing that the end is near, we fan out through the streets, the names of the missing echoing back at us from abandoned buildings. 

I cannot stop thinking about that little girl. With one simple gesture, one overt act of kindness, the relationship between Human and Idrl may have changed forever. If they come to us for more, we will accommodate them as best we can; if this entire people requires refugee status, we will provide it. The hardy crops and other supplies initially offered as trade items will be granted as gifts, part of a larger goodwill package that will grow in size until the Idrl can no longer deny the sincerity of our motives. We will not rest until freedom and democracy are established in this barren arm of the galaxy.

I am already dreaming of petitioning generals and world statesmen on the Idrl’s behalf, when a call goes up from the next block. The cries are eerily faint against the overwhelming groan of the wind, but reverberate hollowly among the glass-fronted towers. I race down the sand-clogged avenue, past homely little Italian restaurants with generic-sounding names, past lofty investment houses with grandly-furnished reception areas, past diners and hardware stores, supermarkets and coffee shops - all of them empty, none of them dead because they were never alive. They are stillborn, unborn, aborted.

Tang and Spritzwater are cowering in a walkdown when we find them. They claim to have fled into endless blank acres of parking lot after we left them yesterday morning, only to awaken hours later in the very heart of the city with no memory of how they got there. They have been trying to find their way out ever since. The story sounds contrived, I admit, but their fear is only too real. No matter. I drag them up to the sidewalk by the hair and shove them in the direction of base camp, my anger at their behaviour tempered only by the knowledge that our time here is coming to an end. 

  







  





IIX

  





Trudging back through the gloom and the gathering winds, we find ourselves veering inexorably in the direction of the signpost that marks the way to Venice Falls. Is it curiosity that draws us on, or a deeper need to confirm, one final time, that this is not some vast illusion? The men are excited. Certain of them discuss the snaps they will take of themselves with the city in the background; others express a wish to take the sign home with them as a souvenir. The mood is upbeat and euphoric, and remains so despite the knowledge that we are under scrutiny from the south. For at the summit of each foothill stands a lone Idrl, robes swirling, posture unreadable. The sky has turned the colour of an old bruise, and the resulting light tinges the ground beneath their feet an ominous purple. Lightning flickers at our backs, illuminating those austere figures but revealing nothing of what resides in their hearts. 

We encounter the girl one last time. She is still in the same place. The pockets of her robe still bulge with untouched ration packs, a brown smear of chocolate still decorates that delicate mouth. As ever, the blue stain of her garments flutters endlessly on the strengthening breeze. One of the men - I think it Gosling, but it could just as easily be me - allows a horrified moan to escape his throat. It appears the natives have found yet another use for the spiny plant they rely on so much. Its platted fibres creak gently back and forth as the little girl twists in the wind, the weight of the ration packs grossly elongating her already slender neck. Once and for all, the Idrl have answered our gesture of kindness with an unequivocal statement of intent.  

Only now am I beginning to comprehend our predecessors’ motives for leaving this place after investing so much in it for so very long. Victory is not a question of superior firepower, it seems. It is not even a matter of right and wrong. It is simply a matter of conviction, and of belief - and who would dispute that the Idrl’s is far, far greater than ours could ever be.
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INTO THE BLACK ABYSS
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The eye sees only what the mind is prepared to comprehend. 



-- Robertson Davies 





  





17 January 1914 





Oxford, England 





I have never been good at keeping diaries. I start off eager, filled with the promise of a new year, some new project. Then my enthusiasm diminishes when I realize that I am destined to spend another year bogged down by books and research papers, trying to prove myself to the archeology department.  





I am keeping a diary this time only because I know I will have things to write. Important things. But I will not keep myself to the rigor of writing purely for the sake of entry. 





Doctor Mendelssohn was upset when I informed him I would have to postpone my thesis. I thought he would understand but maybe I expect too much. I could not relate to him the full nature of the expedition, but when I mentioned my father he refrained from asking more questions. I think he attributes my actions to feminine emotional instability.  





The lawyer gave me my father's letter the day of the funeral.  I was surprised when he pulled me aside and stuffed the envelope into my hand. He made it clear I should keep it to myself.  





  





 





3 February 1914 





(at sea)  HMS Astraea  





I am beginning to grasp an understanding of the mystery that has always surrounded my father.  Mother never talked about his work. As children we had asked but never received satisfying answers. Like myself, he had been a student of archeology and anthropology; unlike his daughter, the rules and regulations of the university could not keep him bound. 





The Astraea will take us to Angola, on the West African coast. From there we can trek north to the Congo. There are five of us: Otto Mann is a rugged-looking German who prefers butcher knives to guns.  Basil Abbot is an excellent marksman. His claim, not mine.  He talks loudly and smiles too much.  First-class bastard, if you ask me. Nonetheless, he came highly recommended, and I had little choice. Allister Stanley speaks several African languages and is to be our interpreter. He was a missionary and a priest when younger but at the age of forty-five he no longer feels himself bound to the Church. The fourth is a Frenchman, Lucien Malgier, an occult specialist and former lecturer at Cambridge.  A man of nervous disposition, he turned down my initial request to join our party. At the mention of my father's name, however,  he changed his mind.  





As soon as we found ourselves at sea, Malgier's apprehension and anxiety started rubbing off on everyone else. I have endeavored (with the help of Otto) to keep him intoxicated until we reach the mainland, a plan that seems to be going well. It helps that he does not refuse us. He stays in his bunk most of the time, sleeping or mumbling. A pity that others, like Abbot, become more obnoxious the more they drink. 





  





 





15 February 1914 





(at sea)  





There was an incident between Abbot and Malgier.  Apparently the Frenchman said something the hunter didn’t like. It sparked a fistfight that could easily have spiraled out of control had Allister not intervened. Otto and I were up on deck, watching the deep, dark water swell and dip, drinking sailor's liquor and smoking cigarettes in silence. The ship has been traveling at a steady 10kts since leaving Portsmouth. I didn't mind that Otto didn't talk. He did
however
propose to have a "talk" with Abbot about the fracas with Malgier but I dissuaded him. Everyone is getting restless.  



I handled Abbot myself. I promised him that if there was a repeat of his performance I would have the ship's captain put him in the brig for the rest of the journey. I asked Malgier what had happened but by the time I found him in his bunk he was drunk again. One of the officers has informed me that we will reach Angola in roughly a week. 





  





 





23 February, 1914 





Luanda 



I am relieved to feel solid ground beneath my feet. We all are. A renewed vigor fuels our party. I think we are all looking forward to getting on horses, even if it is just to Kakenge. There we will pick up the porters who will help us with our equipment and navigation into the jungle. 





I have only ever been in a few port cities. There will be drinking tonight and even I am looking forward to the respite before the next phase of our expedition. 





  





 





5 March, 1914 





Kakenge, Belgian Congo 





The Afrikaner who runs the porter service was ruthless and charged us a fortune. Enterprising, too; his service was staffed entirely by Zulus. I didn’t wonder about it too much. After all, some would say that we didn't belong up here either.  





We managed to secure the services of three Zulus. They are tall and fit and when they smile at us I am not sure what it is they are laughing at. I think we must look ridiculous to them, dressed up in so many layers of clothing. I quite like the heat after the miserable weather we left behind. 





We had a chance to talk last night after the porters had gone to sleep.  As usual, Otto said little. Abbot and Malgier have steered clear of one another since coming to blows on the Astraea. Once we enter the jungle we need to stick close together. There will be no room for unresolved animosity.  





I asked them all if they were superstitious. They claimed not to be, but I'm not sure I should take such blatant claims at face value. Otto at least declares he is unsure of what he believes. He says maybe that is what he has come to the jungle to find out. Abbot confesses to being an atheist, Stanley an agnostic. Malgier says that superstitions are for people who refuse to see what is right in front of them. More often than not I don't know what Malgier means. He says weird things, sometimes in languages none of us understand.  But my father's letter insisted he come along if I were to do this.   





  





 





7 March 1914 





The jungle terrain is dense and difficult to navigate most of the time. I wish my father had told me more about his expeditions here. 



Allister walks up front with the porters. They seem eager to talk to him. Malgier spends his time complaining about insects and studying tree trunks. God knows what he's looking for but at least he's not upsetting anyone. I make sure Abbot stays where I can see him. He's so preoccupied with shooting something—anything—that I don't think he notices. 





  





 





8 March 1914 





We have left civilization behind. The jungle is darker now. The atmosphere vacillates between eerie silence and the screeching sounds of animals I have read about but never seen. Allister asked the porters how far we were from the ruins. They seemed to disagree at first but their final estimation was four days, unless we are interrupted by rain or injury.  





Malgier is still looking at trees and he seems to have taken an interest in the soil. Today, while we stopped to have lunch, I saw him sniffing a handful of the rich, dark earth. He looked pale. The sun does not seem to affect him the way it does the rest of us. My English skin has turned a deep brown from the African sun. 





  





 





9 March 1914 





Three in the morning — I'm writing by the hue of a paraffin lamp. I do not think anyone minds the flickering light. I can smell the liquor from where my shaking hand has spilled some on the page.  





We were woken up by what started out as a low rumble. It became rapidly louder and then the earth beneath our feet began to shake. I'd grabbed my lamp, and in the low light I saw that Abbot had his gun aimed at the ground and was shouting something but it was too dark to see and Allister was fumbling as he tried lighting as many of the lamps as he could find. The porters all climbed up nearby trees, which, in retrospect, was probably the best thing to do.  Abbot then began shouting something about elephants but I doubted if elephants could cause the tremors cracking the hard African soil.   



The chaos stopped so abruptly that I became disorientated. The instant silence froze us all with faces pale in the low light. I heard something, at first thinking it was my own shallow breath. It became louder — an angry gasp accompanied by a rush of foul wind that was ten times worse than the half-eaten buffalo corpse we found out in the sun yesterday. This was something that jarred me and filled me with a dark terror. It was putrescent, cloying and nauseating. Then Malgier was there, in the middle of us all, and he was reading something from a book, holding it up with one hand and from a vial in the other he was pouring something onto the ground.  





It stopped then. The smell was gone and I could breathe again. Something felt different; we have all chosen to ignore it. 





Allister has given up on trying to talk the porters down from the trees. Abbot's pretending to be asleep, cradling his gun. Malgier's staring into the darkness. Otto's tending the fire. I need another drink. 





  





 





11 March 1914 





We were all quiet yesterday. No-one wanted to talk about what had happened. Malgier pulled me aside and asked me if I really wanted to go through with the expedition. I asked him to tell me what that noise had been, and the stench. That was when he admitted to me that he had been here before, with my father.  





I asked Malgier why he had agreed to come and he said he had promised my father he would if I ever asked him. Another reason was more personal, and involved his research.  He was reluctant to talk about it but I convinced him that, as a scientist and a woman of my word, he could trust that I would not breach his confidence.  





Malgier was a Miskatonic graduate who had studied occult sciences and mathematics. MU was where Malgier had met my father, who on several occasions gave lectures there covering the relationship between magic and archeology. When my father planned his first expedition to Africa he asked Malgier to go with him. The two men had much in common and Malgier agreed easily. 





Apparently my father had been looking for the remains of a pre-Adamite race. I knew about his interest in the work of Isaac La Peyrère. This was part of a theory that had soured his reputation at Cambridge, where he had been teaching at the time. He was eventually asked to leave. As Malgier tells it, he had been happy to do so. 



We were trekking to the same ruins my father had been looking to explore. Malgier said they had never found anything substantial; nothing that would conclusively support my father's theories. But he said that they had experienced several strange incidents, some similar to what had happened to us two nights ago. They had also found a cave beneath the ruins, which they were about to start exploring when my father received news that my mother was ill with tuberculosis.  He was back in England a month later. She died ten days after his return. 



Without Cambridge's funding my father didn't have the means to return to Africa as he had planned. Malgier thinks that was why my father left me the letter; that he saw in me a part of himself. Would he knowingly lead me into a dangerous situation so he could vindicate himself from beyond the grave?  





I asked Malgier what he had poured onto the ground that night when the ‘disruption’ happened. He didn't tell me, but said he had sanctified the ground we slept on. I asked if that was why he had smelled the soil. He said yes. I asked him about the trees. He said there were markings on some of them, on the bark. I asked what kind of markings. He said they were warnings. That's when I wondered if we should turn back. 





Abbot tells me that the porters are talking less. I find it amusing that a former priest has formed such a close bond with what his church calls "savages". I can see why he no longer wears that collar.   





  





12 March 1914 





We have found the ruins. They are very confusing. Nothing about them seems familiar. The hieroglyphs are vaguely reminiscent of Akkadian. The remains of the dwellings that used to be here are in extremely good condition. I am reminded of Tikal and its temples but the peculiar un-African characteristics of the site disturb me. It instills in me the notion that I have missed something in my studies, or that the books I depended on so religiously for my education have led me astray.  





When I asked the porters about the well-preserved state of the ruins, Allister translated that they do not usually bring anyone here. They say the ruins have been here "since the beginning of time" (the best Allister could translate), and because earthquakes do not occur in the area, the site remains well protected.  





  





 





14 March 1914 





A unanimous decision was made yesterday that we should rest. We spent the day setting up camp and gathering fresh water. Abbot took one of the porters and went exploring. He's still looking for something to shoot.  





  





 





15 March 1914 





After a somewhat confusing exploration of the ruins we found the underground cave but we are having trouble measuring the depth. The porters won't come into the ruins. At least we have them to protect our food from roaming animals. I made sure to bring a lot of rope, even when the Afrikaner back in Kakenge asked me if I planned on doing my exploring at the center of the Earth.  





After some debate about weight and manpower I told them to lower me down.  Otto tried to change my mind and said he should go down instead. I told him I was well capable of taking care of myself and that this was my expedition.  He said we had no idea what we would find down there, that he could defend himself if he had to. I asked him what exactly he expected to find. He stormed off, leaving Abbot, myself and Allister alone in the darkness. We decided to postpone the descent until tomorrow. 





  





 





 16 March 1914 





We are down one man. Abbot is dead. I need a drink. 





  





 





16 March 1914 





I made sure not to spill any of the Scotch this time. My hands have stopped shaking enough to write. It happened again, in the middle of the night.  Only this time there was a thing among us.  We take shifts sleeping. Someone has to be awake at all times to feed the fire. We keep it high for obvious reasons. There are wild animals roaming the jungle—they say there are leopard-eating apes in the Congo.  The more light we have, the better we feel about the ruins, too.          





I woke with a start, thinking that the sound was that of an animal. It sounded like a low growl but became progressively louder and higher, rapidly pitched to a howl. Then I saw Abbot, next to the fire, struggling. He was grasping at his neck with both hands. I thought maybe he had been eating some of the wild pig he had killed earlier in the day for our dinner and that a bone had got stuck in his throat. I was getting up to help him when I saw it. A shadow moved between Abbot and myself. Not cast by the fire, of that I was sure.  Whatever it was did not flicker, but rather folded in on itself. 





      I heard yelling and saw Otto run towards Abbot with his hunting knife. I blinked and the shadow was gone. Abbot was still clawing at himself.  Otto was yelling at me and then so was Malgier. I couldn't make out what either of them was saying. I decided to try and help Abbot; how, I didn't know, but his face was turning blue. Then I heard Malgier’s voice behind me, talking in a language I did not recognize. Abbot was trying to reach out to me, clearly in great distress, and I was about to reach out to him when, horrifically, there was a rupturing sound. Several things then happened at once; someone grabbed the back of my overcoat and pulled me back, away from Abbot, who - dear God - was torn in half by something unseen. Otto seemed frozen in place, the knife still in his hands. There was blood on his arms and down the front of his shirt because he'd been coming up behind Abbot. Allister was shouting from the edge of the campsite that he could not find the porters. I remember that all of us looked up, into the trees. We couldn’t see anything. Then Allister saw Abbot and that was the first time I heard him say anything religious. 





  





 





17 March 1914 





We left England two months ago. It feels much longer.  





There was still no sign of the guides this morning. We thought at first that they had gone to look for fresh water, but it's afternoon now and they haven't been back. I am not expecting them to return. I wonder if they led us here with the purpose of abandoning us to the ruins. I cannot afford to think like that. Not when I still plan on going down into those caves.  We threw Abbot's body down into the cave.  Allister said that burying the body might attract predators but I got the distinct feeling he had a different reason for doing so. He was once a religious man, after all. That's Otto calling now. They must be ready to go. 



  





 





 21 March 1914 





As unbelievable as it sounds, we measured the cave at just over 6 000 ft before the rope ran out. I dropped an empty tobacco tin down into the darkness. There was no sound. If the others were calling down to me from the opening of the cave, I could not hear them.  Our agreement was that I would pull three times for them to pull me up. 





Hanging down the sheer wall of rock in the darkness with no light but the feeble beam of my headlamp, I wondered what would happen if the rope broke.  I calmed myself; my mind was starting to run away with me. Perhaps we were spending too much time in the jungle. But I am not ready to leave. Not yet.  We need more rope. 





  





 





 22 March 1914 





Otto got hold of one of Malgier's books.  It's called Unaussprechlichen Kulten, which he tells me translates to something about nameless cults. He was upset and clearly didn't like what he'd read. Malgier was trying to calm him down and trying to get the book back at the same time. Then Otto threatened to throw the book in the fire, and he would have done it had it not been for Allister coming up behind him. Malgier yelled something at Otto in French. He picked up the book, which Otto had dropped in the dirt and as he walked past me he reverted back to English. "We should leave." That's what he said. But in his eyes I saw something else; a longing to see something he knew he wasn't supposed to see. I'm sure that same look is reflected in my own eyes. Maybe that's the connection between myself and my father.

  





 





 23 March 1914

I found an extra coil of rope in Abbot's pack. He must have been keeping it for hunting. The sun is setting. We'll have to wait until tomorrow. Malgier drew strange pictures in the sand and told us not to wipe them away. Otto looks pale. That knife is now in his hands all the time.

  





 





24 March 1914

Going down the hole for the second time, I did not have much hope. But just a few meters further down from where I had stopped the day before, I was surprised to find something solid beneath my feet. A small ledge that seemed to spiral round the cave wall into the darkness.

The outcropping of rock was narrow, barely wide enough for me to stand on. I kept the rope around my waist and tried not to think of what could happen if the ledge beneath my feet crumbled. I used my headlamp to scan the cave wall. There were hieroglyphs similar to the ones we had seen on the walls of the ruins.

Why had my father wanted me to come here? His letter had only told me what he himself had found. About the ruins and the possibility for discovery. Knowledge changes the world. That's what he’d always said. But what if the things I didn't know were the foundation that held everything else together? What if what I didn't know turned out to be what I didn't want to know?

I was shuffling along the ledge, lost in thought, when I realised that the wall was beginning to curve. I kept moving. At one point I stretched out an arm into the darkness. It felt cold and damp and empty. The wall kept curving but my rope was starting to pull tight and I could go no further. I shone the light and saw the wall curving further into the darkness. It made no sense but I was convinced then that what I was seeing was a pillar of gargantuan size. I was moving slowly and with marked precision, shifting my feet inches at a time, turning around to face the other way. That's when I saw different marks on the rock wall that I hadn't noticed before. I shone the flashlight up, then down; it looked like something had been dragged along the wall. The tow marks disappeared into the darkness below. 

I decided to go back and walk around the other side, to see if it too was curved. I was sure that the rock ledge was sturdy now, and this confidence allowed me to move a little faster. Indeed, off to the right side of the rock face there was a curve exactly similar in angle to the left. The rope was starting to pull tight again when something in the rock caught my eye. Familiar lines. I held the headlamp at eye level. It was writing. Crude as it was, I could read it.

THEY ARE LEAVING ME HERE FOR IT. I WILL BE FOLDED AND MOLDED TO FIT ITS SKIN.

All the anxieties I had pushed away since first reading my father's letter came rushing over me, bubbling in my brain like some pot of vile stew. I'm not sure if my imagination was playing tricks on me but I had hardly read the words when I smelled that stench again, the same one that had accompanied that shadow in our camp. With horror I remembered how we had tossed Abbot's body into the mouth of the cave.  

I grabbed the rope with trembling hands and pulled hard on it three times. Nothing happened. I pulled again, then realised that the rope wasn't hanging straight; I had to get back to the middle of the ledge. I did not care then about the possibility of the rock crumbling beneath my feet. My mind was blank with terror. When I pulled the rope again I felt it tighten and then my feet were lifting off the ledge. I was talking gibberish to myself and could have sworn, staring down into the abyss as I was slowly being hauled toward the light, that I saw something move. Not a shadow, but something solid. Something with mass. Something huge. I yelled for them to heave harder. When they finally pulled me out I was weak with shock and my teeth were chattering uncontrollably. Allister was praying, and at the same time trying to calm me down. It seems he's found God again.

  





 





 26 March 1914

No-one slept last night. Malgier keeps tracing his strange symbols in the sand. I'm not sure how much longer we can keep out whatever's hiding in those ruins. Allister confessed that he had thrown Abbot's body down the cave in a bid to placate whatever was down there. I yelled at him. It didn't make me feel any better. I can feel it watching us. We are scared to leave. We are scared to stay. 

  





 





 27 March 1914

We are leaving. We've had a second night without any sleep. Somewhere close to our camp we heard the sound of low chanting. It continued the whole night.

  





 





 29 March 1914

I cannot find my compass. I remember Abbot asking me to use it when he went out exploring. I am sure he gave it back to me before - before he died. Each of us has volunteered to go out into the jungle, to try and track our way back to Kakenge. Other than myself, I only really trust Otto to have any modicum of luck in such a trial. He can take care of himself. I want some more time with the ruins and would feel better if Malgier was with me. Allister has retreated into himself. All of us are scared but he's not hiding it very well. A dark cloud has settled on him. At times he appears genuinely scared. Other times he appears disabled by melancholy and a profound sadness.

  





 





 28 March 1914

Otto is gone. No-one saw him leave. 

  





 





 29 March 1914

I spent most of yesterday and today sitting at the edge of the hole in the ground. Really, that's what it is. I would like to go down again but do not trust Allister and Malgier to be able to lower me and get me back up again safely. Allister's will to live has seemingly left him. He doesn't talk. He does nothing but stare into the fire. When I close my eyes all I see are those words scratched in the rock. Folded and molded. 





  





30 March

It seems completely ridiculous, but I cannot recall what year it is. I look at my previous entries and something about the date I have been putting down looks wrong. It seems as if the world - out there - is something that never existed. That the jungle is all there is. All there ever was.

  





 





----

Allister killed himself. He used one of the machetes. I had to pry the piece of bloodied paper he was clutching from his stiff, dead fingers. It was an apology to God. There was a quote from the Bible. They sacrificed to demons, which are not God, gods they had not known, gods for whom time does not exist, gods your fathers should have feared." 





  





 





----

The chanting doesn't stop now. Last night there was screaming in the jungle somewhere close. It sounded like Otto but I told myself my mind was deceiving me. Otto would never scream. Not like that. Malgier and I have drunk most of the water. I asked him why he had really come on the expedition. He couldn't give me a satisfying answer. He only said that he would die anyway if he didn't. He too, seems resigned to his fate.

I do not feel any sense of guilt. They all came on the expedition of their own free will. But I did not tell them everything. I only showed Malgier my father's letter. I know now what it was I’d felt when that shadow appeared in our camp; when I saw the writing on the rock. 

It's now a matter of choosing how we want to die. Malgier keeps drawing his symbols in the sand. When the sun sinks below the horizon and the jungle darkness sets in we can both feel something stirring at the perimeter of our camp. The chanting gets louder. We have no food and almost no water left. If we venture out into the jungle we will die. 

  





 





----

We've drunk the last of the water. 

  





 





----

I cannot find Malgier or his books. There are footprints leading into the ruins toward the cave. I'm afraid of following them because I do not trust myself. I have decided I want to see what it is; I want to see what haunts us. I want to know what the jungle hides. My father must have known me better than I thought. Terror and beauty - they are one and the same thing. I have wiped clean all of Malgier's symbols. The dust has settled. I am sitting in front of the slowly dying fire. When it comes for me tonight I will meet it alive. If it wants me, I want to know why. 
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He walked into the restaurant, a man in his early fifties; someone who turned heads and for a brief moment reminded all who glanced in his direction of a happier time in their lives. Then it was business as usual. A waiter was already making his way towards the man, who was looking around as though trying to find someone.

“Howzit, sir. Are you here for the lunch special? It’s a carvery today. Table for–?”

“For two,” he said, absently, and then seemed to focus on the waiter in a most direct way. “I don’t have my reading glasses, Kenneth, but this is Scission, is it not?” He wasn’t in the habit of making mistakes, but his eyes were a little faded these days. Still, he could feel her. This must be the place.

The waiter blinked in surprise at the use of his name, but then remembered that his nametag gave him away. “Ja, sir, of course. Voted best restaurant two years straight, ek se!” There was real pride in his voice. The tall man looked so familiar to Kenny. He wondered if he was someone famous, maybe even internationally famous. He almost wanted to say, “Here stood Seal.” Except it wasn’t Seal. He’d have to ask Mpho, the assistant manageress who was always reading Heat magazine and keeping up with who was who in the entertainment zoo. The tall man turned his attention to Kenny and the young waiter felt like he was having a nap on the couch on a lazy summer afternoon.

“Has a lady come in here, Kenneth?” The man asked.

Kenny snapped out of his daydream. He cleared his throat. “Lady, sir?” His voice implied that many ladies came in here all the time, and could you be more specific, sir?

The man grimaced. The windows overlooking Sandton and the Michelangelo Hotel let in a ray of sunlight, which glanced off his perfectly bald black head.  “I believe you’d remember her.”

“Oooh! Yes!” Kenny’s eyes lit up with delight. A thin sheen of perspiration immediately covered his forehead. He whistled. “Ja, of course sir. She chose the best table. She said she was expecting a companion. Please follow me.” Kenny made his way through the restaurant. It wasn’t that full, but it was the height of lunch hour, and the businessmen would be coming in shortly. Nothing was ever accidental with her. She never missed an opportunity to have a dig at him. Even this restaurant had been carefully chosen – not only for its location, in the beating heart of Johannesburg’s business district, but also its name: Scission.

She’d never forget – never let him move on. Some scripts were doomed to be re-enacted, dances waltzed through time. He already felt tired, which meant she had succeeded in her first attack on his defences.

The waiter walked past three tables where people sat alone. The table she had chosen was near the back for privacy’s sake, yet raised on a dais, so that the view was uninterrupted through the solid wall of windows that curved around the restaurant.

She looked up, and both men gave a sharp intake of breath. Her skin was olive-coloured, with a hint of cocoa, her eyes so dark they might have been violet. Her hair was a curtain of raven, the sheen made you want to touch it to believe it was real. She wore a summer dress the colour of burning autumn leaves that hugged every curve, to her advantage. There was a glow about her of pure confidence, danger and sex appeal. She had a daiquiri in hand and was sipping at it, the ridiculous umbrella bopping as she looked up and saw the tall man. Her smile was as bright as the window behind them.

She stood up, and the grace of her movements brought another shudder from the perspiring waiter. “Your table, sir. I’ll give you a minute to decide on drinks,” he stammered, then reluctantly walked away to join the huddle of waiters all lounging nearby, trying to make their obvious stares anything but.

Her eyes looked up into his, and the energy between the two seemed to hold the restaurant in thrall. He discovered that his hands were shaking as they took hers. She’d always had this effect on him – on anyone really.

“Are you impressed?” she whispered, the curve of her smile and upraised eyes toying with his resolution.

“You’re early,” he replied, and had to clear his throat.

Her smile curved upwards. “Maybe I missed you. Maybe I thought, this time round, I’d make an effort. Does it impress?”

“You’ve never fallen short of impressing anyone.” He paused. “And what do I call you this time?”

Her smile lost some of its lustre. They were still standing. “Oh, you’re so boring. Why break the moment with an inane question like that?”

“You know me. I’m a traditionalist.”

“I think you love being human a little too much, love the labels.”

“Names are power.”

“What do I call you, then?” Her breath carried the scent of cherry blossoms, and the heat of her body was all over him, trying to find a way in. Her fingers played with his. “I see you have no wedding ring.”

“There is only you.”

“The universe is so big. You haven’t been looking hard enough.”

“With you in it, why should I look elsewhere?”

“Flatterer.”

“You look lovely, by the way. But then, you always do.”

“Thank you, kind sir.” And for all her power and strength, he could see that he had pleased her. It broke his heart a little more. He knew they could never be together again.

“Alright, then. I’ll go first. Just for the record, and the rules. Miranda. And you are?” She had taken possession of his hand again.

“Jeff.”

“Oh, come on! Of all the names in the world!” She sat first, the same graceful movement. He plonked his long frame into the chair opposite her. He noted an empty daiquiri glass standing to one side; the one she was now sipping from was in front of her. “Low marks for imagination, Jeff.  How American of you. The alcoholic in the White House will be so thrilled!”

He did not rise to the bait, but instead lifted the wine list to peruse. Behind him, the first group of businessmen came swaggering in, some on their cell phones, others talking rugby. One or two in the group called a ‘Howzit’ and winked to the two youngest waitresses. A man in a suit of blue silk lifted his eyes from his conversation for a moment, and staggered to a halt, his conversation forgotten. Miranda smiled a secret smile at him. Then turned her attention back to the old man.

“Fans of yours?” the old man asked politely. 

“Could be,” she returned, and sipped the daiquiri, enjoying the discussion that was still going on near the window on her account. “But we’re not here to discuss business, are we?”

The waiter suddenly reappeared. He had wiped his forehead free of perspiration. “Are you ready to order, sir?”

“Yes, thank you. I’d like a bottle of red. Graham Beck.”

“And only from the vine, never the vein,” she said, and giggled at her own joke. The waiter raised an eyebrow, his hand poised over the note pad. “Imagine drinking your own son’s blood! Two sins in one: filicide and cannibalism! What a pickle!”

“Graham Beck, Merlot. Any year is fine.”

The waiter left, trying not to stare, only for a different reason this time.

“Miranda.”

‘Yes, Jeff?”

“Breaking a rule isn’t going to do either of us much good. You have to behave, and not step out of any bounds. That is part of the agreement.”

She made a movement with her hand, like a puppet speaking. “Blah, blah, blah. That is why we have these nice minders all over. To make sure I colour inside the lines.”

“I noticed when I came in. Some are friends of yours–”

“And some of friends of yours. That table over there. The old lady looking lost and so not part of the scene, is a dead giveaway.”

“Well, subtlety doesn’t run strongly in your people either. Who does that man over there in the spiked hair think he is? Beelzebub?”

“Everyone needs a hobby.” She said this with real fondness in her voice. The silhouette of a man with four flies tied to his shirt collar showed against the bright light through the windows “Ah, see. That is why we need minders and rules. Just like old times, Jeff. Wouldn’t you agree? Us arguing over a nice meal. Oh, what’s the matter now? Don’t you like this place I chose for us?”

“I’ve never liked any of the places you’ve chosen for us.”

“Well at least it isn’t on top of a mountain in Tibet. To me that smacks of bragging, and pride is the first deadly sin, may I remind you.”

“All I’m saying is, it’s far more peaceful than the Spanish Inquisition.”

“Don’t look at me. I just wanted to appreciate all your creations, not just mountains.”

He took a deep breath and exhaled. The lines on his face were a little deeper than when she had last seen him. She didn’t mean to dig at him so much, but they always brought out the best and the worst of each other.

They remained silent until Kenny returned with the bottle of Graham Beck. He poured, Jeff sipped, approved, and his glass was filled. Kenny hovered. “Er…are youse going to have starters? Or just go for the carvery?” His thick Afrikaans accent grated over the English words.

“Hmmm. Well that all depends on whether Jeff here is going to be interesting company. We may do seven courses, or just a quick meal. What do you say, Jeff?”

“I’ll have a starter please. The calamari and salad.”

“Another of these,” she purred, holding up her daiquiri.

“So!” she said, leaning forward so that he could get the best view of her cleavage. “What is it going to be first, sex, religion or politics? Because let’s face it, nothing else is worth talking about.”

“I find it hard to imagine that after all these years, you’re still bitter.”

“Me? Bitter! About what?”

“About us.” He sipped his wine, and watched her face in that way that had always frightened her. He wouldn’t dare cheat and go against the rules, but she sometimes wondered how much he knew what she was thinking. Even in these human suits, he had an unpleasant way of seeing through her carefully constructed armour. “The venue alone is a start.”

“Scission?” She threw her pretty hair back and laughed, eliciting worshipful glances from the table of businessmen. He continued to watch her. “That’s really amusing.” She threw her carefully manicured hand out as if dealing cards, indicating the two of them, “That would be like saying Hitler had a small disliking for Jews. Are you saying your first clue was the name of this restaurant? Are you really that dense? Because there are more…obvious reasons why you and I find ourselves where we are now.” Her eyes darkened for a moment, like pools of black smoke. “I despair, I really do.”

“I only ask, because each time we do one of these…” It was his turn to deal an invisible hand of cards. “I always hope you’ve moved on.”

“Honey,” she said, leaning forward, and catching his hand in mid-air. She kissed the back of his knuckles with her soft, full lips, and the sensation rippled up his arm. “If I stopped being bitter, you’d be the first to know.” She ended with a whisper. A part of him – the part that would always be in love, as well as lust, with her – took a moment to reflect that it was these kinds of tactics she used each time they met. It had almost led to a disaster in a cheap motel more than once.

“You’re not doing that again, Miranda,” he said in a tight voice, and removed his hand from hers.

“Doing what, sweetness? Doing what you crave and want?” Her eyes looked through lashes as soft and large as palm leaf shadows. “Scission – the act of cutting or dividing – a split. Yes, maybe I chose this restaurant in this area of Johannesburg because I knew just how much you’d understand–” 

“I understand how hurt you are. After all this time…I am sorry–”

“Shut your mouth and keep your pity away from me! I need neither!” she suddenly spat.

She sat back, and he saw her blink a little too rapidly. Kenny reappeared, his brow soaked again. He handed the daiquiri to her as carefully as he could, and she touched his hand in the briefest of moments.

 “Your boss is ripping you off. He pockets the tips,” she said, and the young man’s eyes clouded for a moment. “I thought you should know.”

“Miranda–” 

“What?” Her smile as innocent as an altar boy’s. Kenny looked as if he’d been hit hard in the solar plexus as he walked away, stiff and taut. “I’m righting a wrong. You should be proud.”

“Rules,” he growled.

She heaved her bosom in a deep sigh. “Are you going to be this…principly all day?”

“Are you going to misbehave all day?”

“Is that an invitation, Jeff?”
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“There must be some mistake. I didn’t order this.”

“This is from the gentleman at the window.” The waiter’s face pleaded that she accept the drink. She sighed, and nodded.

“Much appreciated.” She squinted over the waiter’s shoulder towards the young man with the flies tied to the lapels of his jacket. The man’s face was hidden by the light of the windows behind him, but she spied the flash of a smile. She lifted the whiskey and sipped with pleasure. After a few moments her eyes moved over the table of businessmen, back to the focus of her attention: the couple at table six. 

“Thought I’d introduce myself.”

She nearly knocked the entire glass over. The buzzing of flies filled her ears. “Oh my–” 

“Didn’t mean to startle you.” His voice was low, pleasant and American.

Like hell you didn’t, she thought, and turned her most radiant smile up at him. “Just nerves. It’s the occasion, I’m sure.”

“Buster Leebs at your service.” He held out his hand. It was the smoothest hand she’d ever seen. Like a suit that had never been worn, she thought. “These little guys are…” the smooth finger pointed to each fly in turn. “Azrael, Michael, Gabriel and Raphael.”

“Interesting.”

“And let me guess: Joan of Arc? Mother Teresa?”

“You flatter me – just call me Marleen…well, you may as well sit down. It looks like they,” she pointed with her chin towards the tall black man and the curvy brunette, “aren’t going anywhere.”

“Them’s the rules,” he agreed, sitting down. “Well, this is cozy, ain’t it? Can’t say I’ve had much occasion to sit with...” He seemed to lose his words.

“So this is your first assignment, then?”

“Yep.” His face clouded nostalgically. “Reminds me of the Cold War years, you know. Just two fellows shootin’ the breeze, a momentary truce where KGB and CIA meet at the same little East Berlin pub to discuss…” He waved his hand vaguely, missing Azrael or maybe Michael, “…I don’t know, women, life, the price of oil. You name it.”

“But never shop.”

“Nah. Well…sometimes…especially if you were ‘running’ an agent, you know.”

“A turncoat.”

“I suppose.” Both of them turned to stare at the couple. “You think they’ll–?” he began.

“Unlikely.” Her answer was sharp enough to cut him, and he lifted a smooth fingertip to his mouth and sucked on it. 

Her face filled with surprise. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean... Please let me–” she reached forward, and suddenly the buzzing of the flies became so loud in her ears that she fell back in her seat, her skin paling, her hands clutching her ears.

“Down, boys!” Buster chided, but he wore a sly smile on his tanned face. “I wouldn’t come any closer…you’ve obviously upset them.” He pulled his finger away from his lips, and examine the near-invisible slash of blood near the fingernail. “Paper cuts, so tiny…you know there is a form of torture in hell involving paper cuts?”

“Again, I apologise–” she began. “If there is anything I can do.”

“Nothing a Band-Aid won’t take care of.” 

What happened next made Marleen forget all about the old man and the woman at table six. Each of the flies landed on the man’s finger tip, as he held it up, like a tiny landing strip, and she watched as the flies went about their business of hoovering the blood, each proboscis working hard. Green abdomens flashed emerald in the afternoon light; blue abdomens like the blue eyes of a lost lover. The man smiled lovingly at them. “There,” he said, after an eternity of silence. “All better now.”

The table of businessmen exploded into confident, testosterone-filled laughter. One of them – the man in the blue silk suit sans jacket – stood up, his white shirt stained with liquor and sauce, red in the face. Marleen watched Buster untie one of the flies from his lapel, and hold onto the fine thread as he brought the fly towards his mouth. He whispered something, and the fly took off, trailing its thread like an afterthought.

“What are you doing?”

“Nothing,” he said innocently, as they both watched the fat businessman weave his way towards the men’s toilet. He paused for a moment, taking in an eyeful of the beautiful brunette’s breasts, whilst the fly tagged itself onto his shirt collar. Then both man and fly disappeared through the door.

“Well, it was good meeting you,” Buster said, standing up. “I’m sure you’ll agree that sitting in close proximity to one another doesn’t really help pass the time quickly. Just thought I’d be polite and pay my respects.” He walked back towards his table by the window, one fly short of an archangel set.

Marleen frowned for a moment, and then looked down at her arm. A few blisters were forming on the back of her hand.
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“You shouldn’t drink so much.”

“And you shouldn’t preach so much,” she said, draining her glass and holding it up, summoning the waiter. “You worried I’m going to drive home drunk? I don’t have to drive – there’s a perfectly good hotel nearby…”

The old man sighed.

“Ah, Kenneth. Could you get me another? Looks like we won’t be lasting till dessert at this rate.” Her eyes held the old man’s. “Jeff is such a bore.”

Kenny’s face was pale, with an unhealthy sheen. As he turned from the table, the old man touched his elbow. The waiter’s face was a study in misery. The old man knew too that the misery would eventually turn itself into a dirty hatred. Some of the tension drained from his face, like colour from a painting.

“Don’t be angry, Kenneth. Your boss will never take from you again. Let it go.” He said this all with the warm reassurance of a grandfather. Tears of gratitude sprung into the young man’s eyes.

“Promise?” his voice croaked.

“I never lie,” the old man said.

The waiter walked away, this time a little slower, as if in a dream.

“So much for following the rules.” Miranda’s hand touched his, and he felt that electrical charge. “You see how easy it is? No harm, no foul. A little guidance here, a little nudge there.” Her fingertips continued to trace the back of his hand. “The best intentions…”
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Marleen took out an ancient-looking cell phone and began to play Snake. The whiskey in her glass was all but finished, and as her eyes kept roaming over to table six, she felt a slight twinge of annoyance. Unlike the young man with the flies behind her, this was not her first time. This wasn’t even her tenth assignment. Her outward plainness and other-worldly wisdom drew little attention, which was what was required for the job. The fact that there was a man with flies tied to his lapels told her all she needed to know of how amateurish an outfit They had become.

With a sinking heart she watched her charge soften and fall into the honey trap set for him. Yes, it wouldn’t be the end of the world if these two were heading down the path they seemed to be heading towards. And Lord knows, it will do him a whole lot of good, she thought to herself. Clear out some of the fuzziness that had set in over the last few centuries. The world itself was a reflection of this.

But it still irked her no end to watch Her reel him in. Kind of like watching your father end up drunk at your prom night, kissing a cheerleader.

She drew the plain shawl around her shoulders. The businessmen were well into their cups – none would be going back to the office today. The young man who called himself Buster in that drawling American accent was sitting reading a magazine, every now and then allowing one or two of his pets to feed on his paper cut. On my cut, I gave him that. Damn near crossed a line, she thought, shuddering. But that was over.

So that left one more customer.

She allowed herself to turn her head, and to try and look askance at him. Unlike the rest of Scission’s customers, he had positioned himself in a corner, away from the light. He had chosen for himself an assassin’s chair. Had it been her imagination or had she felt a ripple from that corner the moment she had lashed out unintentionally at Buster Leebs? No. No accident. He was here for that reason – to observe the chaperones. To make sure no interference happened. No paper cuts were inflicted.

She reached 196 points before succumbing to the game.
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“Where’s Riaan?”

“I r’know! He was taking a leak.”

“Jirre, he’s been gone for ten minutes. How much did he drink?”

“I’ll go check. Maybe he’s catching forty winks.”

This brought laughter to the table. Marten got up and weaved his enormous bulk through the restaurant towards the men’s room. He caught a glimpse of the pretty stukkie that sat provocatively talking to the darkie. Why a looker like that would prefer chocolate over good boere steak, was beyond Marten. It didn’t necessarily upset him, as he was looking forward to his own rendezvous
later in room 235 with a certain lady with whom he had a long-standing arrangement. He felt himself harden in happy anticipation: the really funny thing was, she was a darkie too. What would his wife think if she ever–?

“Riaan? Are you dead?” he asked, stepping into the yellow light with the air-con blasting away overhead. The oval basins stood in a row to his right, the mirrors showing open stalls except for one right at the end. Marten made his way towards the urinals. May as well make his own pit stop whilst he checked his buddy was cool. “Hey, Riaan. The boys are waiting! It’s your round! Hope you haven’t passed out or anything?” He felt sweet relief as he emptied his bladder over the strange pink cubes in the urinal. “Hey Riaan! Word wakker! Catch a wake-up! You okay?”

A toilet flushed from behind the door of the last stall.

“I’ll take that as a yes,” he said, zipping up. He heard footsteps behind him. Some alarm – a vague sense of unease – pinged in his alcohol-fuzzed brain, but mostly he was still filled with the prospect of Thandi later tonight. “So, ready–” But at that moment, Marten Van Wyk lost all ability to speak – in fact, he would never speak again. And Thandi would be a lonely woman come seven o’clock that evening.

The mirrors on the wall bisected the image of the thing that had once been Riaan Van der Vyver. Insect legs, with serrated black edges like barbed wire, had sprouted from bleeding holes in Riaan’s body. They carried him along, tottering beneath his enormous head, which had blown up, purple and swollen, with tumourous lumps all over what had once been his smooth, bald pate. His one human eye peered bleakly at Marten with pain and suffering. The other eye, stretched outwards, with bubbles of more eyes growing beneath it – looked on him with cold indifference. Riaan’s human legs hung like useless growths, not even touching the tiled floor.

“Mhaaaarrrten–” Riaan’s mouth – his normal mouth – tried to say, when suddenly a gaping hole below his chin, where his Adam’s apple would have been, stretched open, revealing a red maw, and an entirely different voice filled the men’s toilet. “Your time is at hand!” it hissed. “Don’t you know that in God’s great plan, slugs, bottom feeders and worms hold open the doors to hell?”

Marten opened his own mouth to scream before his face was sprayed across the mirrors in an angry Jackson Pollock canvas.
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The Graham Beck stood half empty as Jeff drained another glass.

“I see you’re getting into the spirit of the occasion.”

“Well, neither of us is going anywhere…” he hiccupped. “Excuse me.”

She giggled like a little girl. “I love it! You are so…so human!”

“Quiet.”

“Don’t blush, it’s true! Hiccupping!”

“I sometimes forget, okay?”

“Well…it’s endearing. Makes you less of a stuffed shirt…”

It was her turn to observe how this comment had pleased him. Such little things matter, she found herself thinking, as she watched the way his neck moved above his clean, white-collared shirt. Not bad looking, all things considered. She thought that maybe he’d made an effort this time around.

“What are you smiling at now?” he asked. “I seem to amuse you to no end.”

“Just remembering some of the old times…”

He raised an eyebrow. “Like?”

“Like when you showed up as a street vagrant in Rome–”

“And you showed up as the wife of a Prefect.”

“Hardly a way to keep ourselves from being noticed. You gave me fleas.”

He rubbed a long-fingered hand over his bald head. “That was before Pompeii–”

Her hand reached out and lifted his chin.

Their eyes locked, and in hers he found his will deteriorating. “It was one of my favourite times…we made love all day, and when you climaxed–”

“Miranda – you can’t say these things–”

“But why not? What else do we have to get us through the next twenty-four hours?”

“Well, Vesuvius was reason enough not to…to do anything,” he finished, feeling his shirt stick to his back. “We killed innocents.”

“We kill innocent people every day,” came her response. “You know this. It has always been.”

He dropped his head away from her hand, breaking the spell. “This universe is like a wind-up toy, Miranda. Once it’s wound up…it just goes and goes, and there is no telling where it will end.”

“Like people,” she said, her eyes skipping past the businessmen (who seemed to be a few short in number), towards the pious-looking woman beyond them. “Let’s ditch the chaperones. What do you say?”

He shook his head, but it was a weak response – more a reflex action. “I’m tired, Miranda.”

“I can keep you safe. Your shoulders are broad – but even broad shoulders grow weary.” She felt the desire building in him – it happened every time. Why he insisted on playing it straight when sooner or later their attraction alone was enough to light up a city... 

She decided to seize her moment, and stood up. Immediately, all chatter around the restaurant ceased. Waiters, chaperones, businessmen, even the cleaner near the TV, had all paused in what they were doing or saying.

She held out her hand, knowing he knew it was there without lifting his head.

The restaurant waited. The clockworks of the universe slowed for a moment.

He put his mahogany hand in hers, and stood up. They walked out of the restaurant together, and no one said or did anything.

Not until a scream came from the men’s room.
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“This is nice.”

“Nice? That’s not very complimentary.”

“If you’re talking about what we just did – that was phenomenal – but lying here, feeling safe…it’s nice.”
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Two waiters disappeared into the men’s bathroom, answering the siren wail of one of their own. The woman Marleen paid them little attention. She turned around, feeling all the hairs standing up on her neck and arms as she looked at the man who called himself Buster Leebs.

His eyes found hers, and his smile was as flat and humourless as light on a blade.

He stuck his finger in his mouth and sucked his paper cut. His three remaining flies were orbiting his head like planets.

A strong sense of foreboding sank into her heart as she stood and said, “What have you done?”

He continued to smile at her, saying nothing. She had thought him an amateur, but now it seemed she had been wrong. Was it his spy skill to appear harmless coming through? Who had put him up to this? Her eyes flicked to the darkest corner in the restaurant. Surely–

But the corner was empty. 

Her foreboding shifted to fear for the first time. “What have you done?” she repeated.

Behind her a waiter was running, calling out to another, “Phone the police, for fuck’s sake, call the cops, quickly! And an ambulance!”

He finally stood up and said; “The doors of hell are held open by the scum-sucking, the bottom feeders and the corrupt. What better place…” He raised his arms to encompass the view of Johannesburg behind him, taking in Sandton City and the Michaelangelo hotel. “What better place to go knocking?” And then one of the businessmen who had had followed the throng into the toilet came stumbling out, vomiting fresh crayfish and vodka all over the smooth tiles of the restaurant. It looked like pink detergent. One of the waiters went slipping in it, and ended up winded by a table in his midriff.

“This is against the rules,” she said, and now she felt the anger – white, righteous anger – building up, finally filling the hole left by the fear. She felt her skin itch with fire, and her eyes prickle madly with the blaze. Mr Leebs took a hesitant step backwards towards the open vista of glass.

“The blood sacrifice has been made. You can’t–”

“No I can’t,” she agreed. “But you’ve already opened that door.”

She took a step towards him as he continued his backward progression. She felt her hands heating with white fire. She did not hear the screams and the panic from the other customers around her, the chairs overturning, the glass breaking. They were all scrambling. Buster Leebs’ eyes widened to two round windows of blue.

“Wait! Please! Don’t do this!”

“It is done,” she said, in a voice that was her own. Not the glove of the human shell she wore. “By the power of the first Power. I order you to stand!” she said, moving over the cowering cleaner who had dropped where he was, knocking over his SLIPPERY WHEN WET sign. The TV bolted against the wall imploded like a popped eyeball. Then the art deco light fixtures exploded, adding to the chaos. “Stand!” Her voice rose, and now he had his hands up and she saw, stark in the relief of the bright day behind him, the crisscross markings of scars on his palms. Saw how the flies tied to his shirt circled him as if to protect him. She smelt the burning in her nostrils, the electrical charge. His back fetched up against the glass wall, and he stood.

She raised her hands, palms blazing white, arms shaking. Pieces of her clothes were burning. She was beautiful and terrible. Her eyes were a gold colour. She moved to touch him. He began to scream an inhuman scream.

And then she saw…


She saw in Buster Leebs’ eyes all she needed to know about what was behind her, as it approached, throwing its long shadow against the wall to her right.

“My Lord–” he began, his fear sliding off his face like a mask. Beneath was that same flat, sly regard. “You’ve come.”

Reflected in the glass, superimposed over the city of Johannesburg like a portent, the black, shambling form came, pushing chairs and tables out of its way, its large furry legs and bulbous head…at its centre, Marleen could see the unfortunate soul it had chosen to come through. She finally turned around, and saw that the man was still alive.

“Kill…me,” he managed, before the second mouth at his throat interrupted.

“Who dares?” it asked in a wet voice, as fangs jutted from the businessman’s throat. His loose tie flapped like a long, purple tongue. “Who dares?”

“I dare,” she said, but now there was more than fear. She was terrified. She swallowed hard as she watched the approaching monstrosity. “And I know you.”
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“You are insatiable! Who knew?”

“It has been a while…”

“Way too long…Don’t you wish it could stay like this?”

He sighed. “But it’s not real…is it?”

She didn’t answer.

There was suddenly a knock on the hotel door.

“Merde!” she swore. “What’s the point in hanging up a DO NOT DISTURB sign?”

“Relax. I’ll get it. Maybe it’s room service.”

“When did either of us have time to order room service?”

His tall silhouette disappeared into the late afternoon gloom to unlatch the door’s golden chain. “Yes?” she heard him say. She sat up in bed, suddenly sure it wasn’t room service.

She wasn’t disappointed.

A man’s voice said something. He answered. The chain rattled and he returned, discarding the hotel’s white towel onto a chair. He pulled on trousers, and his shirt.

She didn’t have to ask what was going on when she saw the man who had followed Jeff into the bedroom. 

He nodded. It was with such deep respect and humility that the words she had ready to fire at him for this intrusion – this audacity – died on her lips. She nodded back.

“I suggest you get dressed, Miranda,” came her lover’s voice. “Something has happened. At Scission.”

She already knew. Otherwise this silent, dark figure wouldn’t be standing in the bedroom doorway. She pulled the sheet off the bed, padded over to her discarded dress, picked up the trail of underwear – like Gretel trying to retrace breadcrumbs. The bathroom door shut behind her.
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“We must get out of the building, quickly,” the dark figure said. Only his eyes were discernable, as if the shadows had left that part of him alone. The rest was all liquid black. “The hotel is not safe.”

“What about Scission? The people need help.”

“We’ve dispatched a unit. We already know who the culprit is. They’ve opened a door.”

Jeff looked down at Miranda. “One of yours.”

She stared back defiantly, but said nothing. An apology at this point would have sounded empty. She wasn’t sorry.

She wasn’t thrilled about it, either.

As if to underscore her turbulent thoughts, they passed through the lift lobby with the sun setting over the city of gold through a bay window. Above the orange ball of fire, like a spray of diamonds, the long tail of MacNaugh’s comet flew. She turned away from it, and saw that he was looking at it too. Her heart broke a little more at the sadness in his face.

The time between – a lifetime of lifetimes he had written to her – when? Mesopotamia?

“The stairs. I don’t trust lifts,” the shadow said, casting a glance over his shoulder. His eyes were the colour of a Bengal tiger.

All the Israelites saw pass their doors was a dark shape of a man – but the Egyptian’s first born saw those golden eyes in the night…she pulled her shawl tighter as they took the stairs.

“My Pradas–” she said, bending to take them off.

“Classical reference?” he asked, eyebrow cocked playfully. She loved him more for trying to make light of everything. 

Once she was barefoot they made good time, taking the stairs quickly. The liquid shadow in front spoke into his wrist in a language she did not understand. Yet it was a language she had once known.

“Don’t get lost,” came Jeff’s voice, and she realised she had fallen behind. His hand was held out to her as they continued down the flights of stairs. Emergency exit signs and fire escape drill signs passed in a blur.

“Once was enough,” she panted – panted because that’s what was expected.

This time he turned his radiant smile full on her, and she stumbled, feeling her knees give way. 

Careful with that smile, Mister. You got a licence for it?

“Now you’re teasing me. You never pass up an opportunity to have a go at me. Not for one second.”

“If I did –” she began.

“If you did...maybe things would be different.”

“Maybe is the worst teasing of all...can’t hang your coat on a maybe.”

Both became aware of the shadow at the bottom of the stairs, his eyes shining amber. “It will be nightfall soon.”

She sighed. “Don’t remind me.”

They followed, moving quickly through another lobby and outside towards a waiting car, its exhaust burning white smoke in the deep dusk light: the driver a film noir villain with a cigarette.
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Marleen thought calmly: As chaperones go, we didn’t do a very good job.

Beneath her sensible shoe (the other had taken a tumble twenty stories down) people continued about their sunset trip home after another long day of making money and driving the economy. The main roads of Sandton were full of gleaming cars.

She tried to turn to face the creature, whose long, black, serrated, hairy arm held her suspended over the traffic. One of the glass panes was broken in a jagged star roughly the size of a person. The creature’s bulbous head with its many eyes peered indifferently at her through the hole. The rest of the wall of glass reflected the spectacular view of the sunset – strips of a gold and purple sky and Johannesburg – like a cut-out of building silhouettes. She even had a moment to appreciate the effect of her looking like she was standing on top of the city. The long tail of the McNaugh comet curved across the approaching evening sky, reflected in the bulbous purple eyes that peered at her with murderous intent.

“You cannot destroy me,” she gasped, feeling the furry rope-like texture of its leg tighten its grip around her throat.

It suddenly pushed its whole head through the glass, breaking the city’s reflection into a million pieces. Shards fell to earth. The half-dead businessman, somehow still alive, groaned, his own human legs hanging over the long drop.

“I am a Lord of Hell…and it will give me great pleasure to destroy an insect like you,” said the mouth in the dying man’s neck.

“I think you’re confusing who the insect is here, Azazael.”

The half-dead man’s throat widened – the tendons stretching, fresh blood trickling as the thing smiled. “Look down.”

She did. There were four lanes of traffic going east and west, backed up and not moving at all. Their headlights were coming on in the fast-fading light. There was nothing unusual about this scene.

“I–” she began, but was interrupted by the sound – clear even from up here – of metal screaming as it was tortured into new shapes…mingled with the screams of people. “Don’t hurt them,” she pleaded, as cars’ roofs began to peel back, as if a giant tin opener was working its way through the metal. The destruction continued in a ring around some epicentre as the ground rumbled and shook, and the tiny insect shapes of people scattered from their idling cars in all directions of the compass.

“Witness the power,” Azazael’s mouth roared.

The ground beneath the peeled cars spat up dirt and white dust. Pieces of machinery flew like missiles. Marleen had time to realise that these were coming from the underground works of the Gautrain rail system. Cranes with long arms creaked, while a hole grew in the centre of the turmoil, sand and tar and road falling away into the hungry mouth of the earth.

She saw into that hole, saw the tortured souls, the people in torn business suits that had been flayed from their bodies. Carpetbaggers, travelling medicine men, priests and politicians – familiar faces of con men throughout the ages, all lined the long larynx of a tunnel that spiralled into the earth. Rows upon rows of them, each bound in tangles and snarls of barbed wire, thorn bushes and hooks, and all screaming with one voice.

“ALL HAIL! AZAZAEL! LORD OF HELL!”

Marleen looked back into the hateful eyes that reflected their own hell. “You’re not lord of hell.”

“Save yourself! Show me your pretty wings,” the creature mocked. The grip around her neck loosened. And she was free falling.

At that precise moment, the sun set – and the comet overhead lit up the sky. A car with tinted windows, an angel’s wings on the hood, appeared down below.

The world froze.
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“Say it. Say it again.”

“You know–”

“Say it!”

“I…” His voice faltered. “Miranda…the world.”

“Can wait a moment – a moment is all I ask.”

“A moment we’ve been trying for so long to what? Find? Re-enact? We’ve got to face reality–”

“Reality is the last thing we need to face…there’s only us…we are reality.”

“People are dying, Mir…”

“People will always be dying, just as they will always be born…we, on the other hand…I always think there is hope for us. And then I go away…what is it you said to me once?”

“A time between – a lifetime of lifetimes.”

“Do you still feel that way?”

“Yes.”

“And you long for me? Far away in your kingdom?”

“Every day of every human life. You know it.”

“Then that is all I can have…for now. Perhaps next time…will be the last time…and we can be together…no more Scissions. Just us.”

“I’d like that…Mir…the comet is gone…the sun has set…you need to go.”

“Your keeper grows anxious…He always made me nervous.”

“He does what he is supposed to.”

“…one last kiss?”

“For now.”
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“Freakiest thing I’ve ever seen,” Genny said, inhaling and puffing on a cigarette with a shaky hand. Her eyes kept straying to the human-shaped hole in the glass that hugged one side of the restaurant.

The policewoman nodded in sympathy, writing down everything she said.

“She just…jumped. One minute she’s got the chef’s salad in front of her…then she just jumped.” Genny’s young eyes stared into the older and more experienced gaze of the policewoman. “She just jumped. Smash, through the glass. How can a person…just jump?” she repeated. “What was so awful about her life?”
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The paramedics arrived on the scene, the ambulance making its way between cars parked willy-nilly, bystanders and rubber-neckers in the peak hour traffic, bright orange cones and the tricky rubble of a construction site. A fire truck could be heard approaching. Paramedics Thabani Nkosi and Jason Fouche made their way to the body of the old lady.

“Mind there, please! Medics! Please, can we get through?” Thabani called, his voice seeming to awaken the crowd, which moved in a sluggish, dazed way. Jason had always thought that when people crowded they took on the hypnotic look of holocaust survivors. He planned to write a thesis on it one day.

The last of the people moved back…revealing a bizarre scene. The blood made the new tar gleam like polished stone. A star-shape of it had splattered from the body at its centre, like an explosion frozen forever. The white-shrouded shape lay like a broken rag doll, of no use to this earth. Shattered glass glinted like eyes reflecting the evening sky. Both medics were young, but had experienced so much death in their short careers that they were already hardened to what they witnessed every day.

This was different.

As streetlights started flickering on, and the shadows became artificial, Jason bent next to the old lady, feeling for a pulse, even though there was no evidence as to why a pulse should exist. There was none.

Thabani was trying his best at crowd control.

“No, baba, please. We need to do our work!”

An elderly man in overalls held his Zionist Star badge up like a policeman’s ID. “She should not be touched! She is not of this world!” he cried in a clear, preacher’s voice. His well-travelled face was illuminated with an inner light. “She is an angel of the Lord!”

At least we know what you do on the weekends, old man, Jason thought.

His hands slid under the body, feeling along – they caught on something. Jason peered closer…

What he saw made him oblivious to what was being said:

“…opened up…I saw. The sun shone on them–”

“She didn’t even scream–”“

“The Lord has spoken to us.”

The fire truck was hooting its way through the crowd. People seemed reluctant to move out of the way.

Jason continued to stare down at what was underneath the old lady. His eyes darted to her face – serene and pale, with a trickle of blood drying at the corner of her mouth. They moved back to where his hand was. He held a large white feather – a feather that felt like silk, spots of blood on its pristine whiteness, glaringly red. He moved her slightly…there were more of the same snow-white feathers caught in the blood beneath her body. And something else. The tip of what looked like…a large wing…
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The police report would later rule what had happened on the corner of Grayston and Sandton Drive as nothing more than the suicide of an elderly Caucasian woman. She had no ID on her. No record of her having ever lived in Johannesburg, or indeed South Africa, seemed to exist. All witnesses in the restaurant had put forward that she had sat quietly, eating her salad, though some had agreed that at one point a man had sat down with her. But this could never be confirmed or corroborated, as this man was not in the restaurant. Either he had vanished, or had never existed in the first place.

  







  





16.

  





The city was alive. So alive it ached in his bones. He knew humans had deserted its terrible heart in droves over the years, but there were others who flocked to its bosom. The city’s heart was both fascinating and cold. The wall at his back bit into his jacket. The breath gusted out of him in white plumes. The nights were so cold. It was amazing to feel again. He hadn’t felt this...   human since Berlin. He was aware of so much – his own fear, the hollow hunger, the sirens, the alleyway with its stink of human waste, biological and material, the moans of people living under rubble not too far off.

He had been promised a kingdom.

This was his reward.

He couldn’t even blame the woman. He huddled, arms folded in front of him. The chill was beginning to creep through his human clothes. He held up his index finger by the light of a flashing blue neon Vodacom signboard high up in the sky. He had only two left. Michael and Gabriel – both buzzing lazily around his head. They may save him yet. In the meantime, he’d save his strength and hate for his master.

Someone moaned in their sleep nearby. A pile of papers and cardboard shifted on the ground.

 His eyes were large in the semi-dark he found himself in now. Above him, two fire escapes framed a black, cold sky and stars. No comet.

Then he heard it: a new sound, nothing to make anyone too concerned. Not in this city. He thought of his master’s serrated legs bursting through the body – the doorway – of the businessman. He thought of the sound those large insectile legs had made.

The sound he was listening to now was that of footsteps – but they had the distinct quality of heels.

Woman’s heels.

Prada.

“Buster Leebs.” Her voice was velvet. He looked up, his heart locked, frozen, his body instantly covered in perspiration. An orange square of light had appeared above one of the fire escapes, and there she stood – a black outline of curves, one arm leaning lazily on the railing, the other bent on her hip. There should be no lights in these buildings…they’re derelict and abandoned, he thought.

“I can hear you down there…I can hear your fear pumping through your veins. You may as well show yourself…besides, your pets give you away.”

Despite the assurance in her voice, he remained frozen.

“Very well…have it your way.” The silhouette turned and the sounds of her descent down the metal staircase matched the sound of coffin nails being pounded with a mallet.

“What were you promised?” she asked, her voice caressing the shell of his ear as if she were right behind him. “Were the keys held up before your ignorant eyes? Your greed has followed you beyond death…defecting was your death sentence in life, and now here you find yourself…” She reached the bottom of the staircase, her shoes crunching rubble, gravel, old newspapers, plastic bottles. She walked slowly towards him, a swagger, a hip shot out. A street lamp caught her briefly like a gasp – she was naked, all smooth flesh and planes of seduction. She wore only the shoes.

“Maybe…” she said, “maybe this is all my fault. In the end, I should never have left such weak minds in charge.”

He was shivering now as she walked though the bodies of sleeping individuals, a shadow again.

He reached out his hand – the one with the paper cut – and said only, “Mother.”

The neon board high in the sky cast a blue light over her. Her dark hair framed a face he couldn’t see. She stood with one leg forward, bent, playing with her shoe. “You must decide, Buster. In Hell, it’s what we all decide. You were wrong…” and now he could almost see her face – see her eyes. “You were wrong to try and take away what you thought was mine. For in the end…it’s not mine to give. It all belongs to Him.”

He still held his hand out…but now a tingling sensation was beginning in his index finger. And then the most excruciating pain he’d ever felt erupted – it was far worse than anything the Russians had ever done to him in the cell in Czechoslovakia. He tried to scream, but no sound emerged. His eyes looked down at his fingertip…he could see the underside of his nail in the blue light. Even through the pain he knew this made no sense – until the nail travelled up his finger, and the sound of skin ripping reached his ears. The paper cut had expanded out, and was now slowly eating his finger, skin wrinkling backwards over bone and tendons. Tearing itself off of him; a crawling beast of pain moving up his arm. The rest of his fingertips burst as skin and nails and knuckles wrinkled towards his wrist. His teeth gritted in the neon blue light.

This is my punishment, a cold, distant part of him announced, as the flesh continued to fold back up his arm. This is my decision.

“Not the brightest in the galaxy – your Lord Azazael. Before he dropped the old woman, had he forgotten that Angels’ blood can seal the doors to Hell?” she asked matter-of-factly, as if there weren’t a man crouched in front of her, watching his own flesh slowly consume him. “In the end her sacrifice sealed all your fates. She could have used her wings…oh well. Better luck next time.” She turned away from Buster, and he saw through the haze of pain the forbidden sight – the one no demon in Hell was privileged enough to see – her delicate shoulder blades were a tattoo of scorched and pulped flesh. Even in the throes of his agony he felt a thrill… 

Buster watched his sleeve disappear under a mound of flesh and blood and tendons. It had all peeled back over his arm to his shoulder.

In the end, we all decide what we deserve.
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He had walked into the morgue of Jo’burg General Hospital at exactly midnight. The passageways hummed with the refrigeration and the general hush of the dead resting. The nurse on duty had looked up from her desk. A tall, well-dressed black man stood before her. He could be a doctor – but she didn’t think he was.

Kind eyes, had been her only real impression when she talked to the police later on. Not like the other. The amazing thing was, when the CCTV footage was viewed, there was only the tall, well-dressed man talking to the duty nurse, and no-one else. But Nurse Sally Zaglog insisted there had been another man. One whose eyes she remembered, too.

“Eyes like…like the coins they put on dead men,” was how she described them. “To keep their eyes closed. Flat, and yellow.” The police chalked this ‘second man’ up to the hysteria and shock they saw all too often at the scenes of bank robberies and hijackings, where an extra villain was imagined by the victim or victims. A second man. But as the footage showed, there had only been one.

“Sally, I’d like to visit a dear friend of mine. I believe you’re keeping her.”

Sally had smiled at him. He had that air about him. How could you not smile at him? “Certainly…which one is she?”

“She was brought in from Sandton…”

Sally had gasped, her hands flying to her mouth. “The angel,” she whispered. The nice man’s smile had seemed to understand. The second man had looked on impassively – his eyes two amber mirrors.

Captain Venter paused the tape.

“What are you saying here?” he asked. A blurry line shivered in the centre of the screen. Sally watched the shape of herself holding her hands up to her face.

The angel.

“I…I can’t remember,” she finally said. The policeman’s eyes were all over her face. “Like I said…it was weird to have visitors at midnight…and what happened…you know how shock works, Captain? It messes with your recall and time perception.”

The captain let it go. Again, he and his sergeant exchanged glances. Sally knew that look. The Little Woman look. Dear God help me, she caught herself thinking.

They continued viewing the tape. It showed her getting up and leading the man (the men, in her mind) down the corridor, the tall black man looking up directly into the camera. There seemed to be a…shimmer in the viewing room. She saw the Captain’s eyes glaze over. He was standing with one hand on the back of her chair – looming, more like it.– The sergeant blinked a few times.

The TV showed a different room now. The lights were on dim. Sally saw herself step through the glass double doors, and turn up the lights. The doors to the fridges marched off left and right.  

 “Sally,” said the tall black man with the kind eyes, “I’m not going to lie about why we are here.” He reached out and took her hand in his. She felt warmth travel up her arm – the same warmth that one experienced through the lens of childhood, lazy afternoon warmth. “This lady who was brought in this evening…she is a dear, dear friend of mine. My…colleague and I, well we’ve come to take her home. This place, noble and respectful of the dead as it is, is not for her. She needs to come home…” His eyes filled with tears. It startled her. “Can you understand the need to go home?”

Captain Venter paused the footage again. He bent into the light thrown by the gooseneck lamp. Sally wiped her eyes quickly.

“What did he say to you?”

She couldn’t lie to the policeman either. “That he – they were there to take the lady…the dead lady. She needed to go home.”

Again the searching look. His moustache quivered slightly. She wasn’t sure if he was about to laugh or if he was holding back annoyance. “Is this all normal procedure, Ms Zaglog?” The sarcasm bit her. “Letting strangers take people from the morgue at midnight?”

She shook her head. “No.” Her fingers played with each other. They were still warm from the man’s touch, hours ago now.

“Then how do you explain what happened?”

She looked up at them, aware of the smirk on the face of the sergeant who was writing it all down in a notebook. She was aware of the distant ebb and flow of a hospital waking up as the new day stole in through the windows.

“I can’t,” she said. “I want to…but how can I explain?” He was leaning in close to her, and she never knew what made her, but she reached up with a hand and touched the side of his face. His eyes glazed immediately. “Your wife…she misses you. Go home to her.” The tears continued to roll down her cheeks. “Go home right now. Your job is important, but she is more so.”

A chair scraped back, the sergeant had his gun halfway from his holster. “Get your hand off him, lady!”

The Captain’s eyes widened and he pulled back as if he’d felt the heat of an oven burn his face. He reached up and touched the burning spot on his cheek where she’d touched him. “What is this?” he asked, his voice hoarse. “What is this?”

“Should I cuff her?” The sergeant sounded unsure. After a moment, the Captain gathered himself and held up a hand. “No…’sfine. Sit down, Sergeant.” He turned back to the screen and played the rest of the tape. There would be no more pausing it. His eyes did not meet hers again.

The third door on the right was pulled open, and a tray large enough to support a human body slid out. A body bag lay on the tray. The tall man pulled the zipper downward. She stood near the feet, which held the name tag. It simply read: Engel.

Angel. 

“I can’t let you do this…” Her voice was weak, with no real conviction. “We should not be here. This is against regulations.”

She felt the presence of the other – remaining in the shadows.

“She did a great thing for all of us today,” the tall man said, looking down at the body. Sally couldn’t see any wings like the paramedics had claimed. But she knew by the large crowd of people gathered outside the hospital with their candle-lit vigil and their singing that this body had caused them all to believe something had happened. Some brush with the Divine. She looked up at the man, and wondered if this was a continuation of that encounter.

“Are you an angel too?” she whispered.

The dark figure stepped forward, ninja eyes burning. It reached out a hand and placed it on the tray. The lights overhead dimmed, and the camera footage hissed as the picture turned to static.

The Captain turned to look at Sally. His eyes remained fixed above her head.

“What happened?”

She found she couldn’t stop weeping. “It’s like I said – they took her away. They took her home.”
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“Once you see them…you can’t unsee them, like. You make out?”

“These are the angels?”

“And the demons. They don’t look so different, you know.”

“Is that what your boss…Mr Morera – is? A demon?”

“I don’t know about him…he just stole from us. We work hard, you know! For such little money! And he takes it from us!”

“Was that the reason you attacked him?”

Silence.

“Kenny?”

“Ja…”

“Was that the reason for you attacking him?”

“Suppose so…I don’t remember…it felt right. It felt like he should be hurt for stealing. You make out?”

“Kenny…how did you know your boss was stealing tips from the waiters?”

“I was told.”

“By whom?”

“I was told here…gut instinct! You check? I’d seen him out the corner of my eye taking the money.”

“Why didn’t you call the police?”

“The cops? You nuts or something, lady? The cops are more corrupt than the crooks! It’s freekin’ chaos out there!”

“What can you remember?”

Silence.

“What can you remember, Kenny?”

“Flies.”

“I beg your pardon?”

“I remember the smell of…dead animals…and flies.”

“What else?”

“A…dead man in a suit.”

“One of the missing businessmen?”

“I’ro know! Maybe…But he was walking funny…like he had new legs growing out of him. They…wasn’t human legs.”

“Go on.”

“He spoke to me. Said I could be his servant if I wanted to be. Said I had a hand to the keys…all I had to do was make a blood sacrifice. That way I could open the doors–”

“Doors. To what?”

“Hell, lady. Haven’t you been paying attention? Hell.”

“This is what the businessman…Riaan Van der Vyver, said to you?”

“He wasn’t called Riaan anymore, lady…see, what I now see everywhere is doors…doors going in and doors going out. And the keys are just…lying around. If more of us knew this–”

“Did you kill Riaan Van der Vyver, Kenny?”

“No, uh-uh. Not me. That guy was already dead. Dead as a doorway…” Laughter. “Beelzebub was already using him as a doorway.”

“The Lord of the Flies.”

“Now you’re getting it. You’re a sharp one. Not just a pretty face.”

The tape clicked.

“The rest is just the same thing over and over again.”

“The Devil made me do it,” the policeman said. He frowned. “Nothing fits. The suicide of a woman who jumped from Scission’s window. An attempted murder of the restaurant owner, and the disappearance of two businessmen. Where is Kenny now?”

The psychiatrist looked into the policeman’s eyes. “He’s being kept under observation. We’ve given him a sedative. He says we won’t be able to stop the angels or the demons from finding him.”

The cop made a noise of disgust. “Speaking of angels…I’m hearing strange things from the on-the-scene people. There are claims this suicide lady had wings.”

Her eyebrow arched. “Wings?”

“Captain Venter himself is down at Jo’burg Gen checking out the apparent disappearance of this woman. Someone came and took the body away.”

“What do you mean? Took the body away?”

“Spirited it away. Past staff, past security. Captain Venter tells me there is some strange CCTV footage – but it doesn’t explain anything – what are you thinking?”

“Something Kenny said: ‘There are doorways everywhere’…what does it mean?”

“I’m not sure…but one thing I do know. Keep an eye on Kenny. He is now our only link to what went on at Scission. I’m not having him find a doorway out of this station.”

  







  





19.

  





As it happened, the doorway found Kenny.

He awoke on his bunk bed.

A voice: Kenny… 





Kenny looked around; sleep had scurried off.

Kenny…the keys to the kingdom await. Are you my loyal servant? 





“They don’t believe me,” he said, eyes darting around. His own cell was dark, but there was a passage light that hummed with fluorescent consistency.

Does it matter? The only thing that matters is that you have proven yourself worthy. Kenny, do you want to leave your cell? 





“Yes! They scheme I’m mal!” He frowned. “I could be, actually. But I know what I know.”

Then be ready. 





And there it was – a sound, like the hum of the fluorescent lights. A sound that had been there all along – the buzzing of flies. His eyes picked them out in the gloom. Two of them, each with a long hair attached to it. The guy! The guy at the restaurant. He’d had four of these buggers attached to him. Kenny had pointed them out to the other waiters…but they had not seen anything different about the American.

Because they did not believe. He lifted his hands and plucked at the two fine threads. Immediately, he felt a weightlessness steal over his body. He lifted. Damned if he didn’t! Like the world’s strangest hot air balloon powered by two tiny engines, he levitated off the bed. He crossed his legs, arms stretched above him.

It’s time to go, said the voice. It was a lot more seductive, that voice. He knew it belonged to the creature he’d seen half-in and half-out of the businessman. The doorway.

“Where–?”

There are doorways everywhere.

  







  





20.

  





The car idled at an intersection, black, with angel wings on the hood. This was the deadest part of the night. When the world seemed to be inhaling deeply. The exhale would come soon. And with it, the first chilly dawn birdcall.

The shadowy figure sat at the wheel, his breath misting in the cold air that crept through the lowered window. His eyes were fixed on the rear-view mirror. His strange hands held the wheel – they were scarred with the endless years of souls not wanting to leave this world. Everything about his form spoke of readiness. He’d watched the lights change from green to amber to red so many times he’d given up counting.

 The occupant in the back seat sat calmly, holding a cell phone. Every now and then he’d check it…a pointless waiting ritual, like counting how many times traffic lights changed.

Finally the phone vibrated.

The occupant exhaled – and the world outside began to wake up. The first bird made its song heard.

1 MESSAGE RECEIVED.

He opened it – read it. A smile appeared on his face. He put the phone on the seat beside him.

“Let’s go home,” he said.

The amber eyes in the rear-view mirror dipped in assent, and the car pulled off. The occupant looked out of his fogged-up window at the shapes of buildings. Of forgotten corners and intersections. Of people even now moving among the rubbish.

The message still shone in the darkness of the backseat:

Can’t wait for our next date. You choose the venue. I’ll bring the glamour. Until then…a lifetime of lifetimes. LxM 











  











  





MINDFLOW

by Cedar Sanderson



  







  





  





  





  





Curiosity is what led my predecessors into the wild unknown - curiosity and a driving desire for notoriety. Well, perhaps not for notoriety. Certainly, it seems that explorers in the Victorian age desired notoriety, but for every one trumpeting his deeds in newspapers and pulp novels, ten never returned, having found a sweeter life. But B. Sterling Merton did want fame. Oh, he wanted nothing more than notoriety, and most especially the sort of fame you get when you see or do something no-one else has ever seen. And it is because of him that I am here.  





B. Sterling Merton - man of vision, they said, when he proposed a colony ship from Earth to find a planet fit for humans. Brand new technologies made it possible, he trumpeted, and he would volunteer to lead the expedition. Yes, he was qualified - governor of a state of the United States of America - at least, he and all the other politicians believed he was. The USA was the biggest contributor to the project, and they maintained the right to put their man in charge. So he became the figurehead, and I the power behind the throne. I was his wife, the estimable Mrs. Merton, also known for breakthrough studies in what the human physiognomy would endure - but that was before all this. 





No, that is not bitterness in my voice, simply resignation. I will never see my home planet again nor, I believe, will my children’s children. Of the ten planets we have surveyed thus far, only two are habitable, and one is a desert - we would not have lived long there. I am glad the decision does not go to a committee. I think I would have had difficulty persuading the others that we must still go on. It has been so long - so very, very long. 





I have been captain of this colony ship - the Lewis and Clark - for... ah, yes, three hundred years now. How can this be, you ask? Quite simple. When my body was put into cold-sleep, they uploaded my brain, along with ten others, into computers. The ship itself has been my body all these long, cold years, and an empty shell it is, indeed. We perform our physical functions by means of waldoes, and the rest is brain sweat, as I once would have said. My mind has flowed on and on, through the stretches of empty space, to the frightening anticipation of a new planet, onward past all the failures... 





What? Oh yes, that other planet fit for humans. It was a dream come true for the colonists. Breathable air and drinkable water, vegetation nontoxic overall, and temperatures within tolerance ranges... as a matter of fact, they were somewhat warmer than Earth. We sent down the automatic landers, and they reported back steadily, streams of images that delighted our eyes: waving vegetation and rolling oceans, rich plains and some towering mountains. We woke a scout and prepared his ship - that intrepid man, who had volunteered centuries before to become the first to land on some planet unknown to all previous men...  





It would have been Merton himself, if Merton had not volunteered to be the first governor of the planet already. But instead it was a quiet man, one who eschewed human company as a matter of habit, and one whom we had had to search out with some difficulty when we were preparing to leave Earth.  





You see, in the civilization of our home planet, we had begun to lose the explorers. Oh, there were plenty of ersatz explorers running off to climb the highest mountains on Earth, or helicoptering into the wilderness to perform foolish stunts in the snow, but that breed of man who can forge a new trail in the unknown is very rare indeed. We found Pyotr on a trap line in Siberia, in a place so secluded that they barely knew of the coming of communism, and cared little when it fell. We had found twenty who fit the criteria we sought, and he was the first to be awakened, so to him fell the task of surveying the planet. 





He did not report in for a week, and we were all frantic. The computers in his scout ship told us that he was returning to it (to sleep, we assumed), but he did not respond to our calls. When at last he did talk to us, I had never seen a happier face. He was a man content, at peace. He reported that as far as he could tell - and he would not speak for harmful minerals in the soil or suchlike - the planet was livable. More than livable; he called it a paradise. He told us he had never dreamed of such warmth, of such an abundance of water, or of such animals. The creatures, he proclaimed, were timid, but not afraid of him - he had gotten close enough to touch several. He reported that he had tasted two kinds of fruit, thus far, and had found that one was excellent, but that the other was far too bitter to eat. As his flow of words was exhausted, he trailed off and sat in front of the screen, grinning from ear to ear. At last, he added, simply and in Russian (he had made his report in French),  “I am home.” 





So began a year of chaos. We began to awaken the colonists. This absorbed the attentions of myself and the minds of four of my colleagues, who had been added to the crew for this very purpose. We immediately discovered, to our horror, that almost twenty percent could not be revived. For whatever reason - and I think I know why, but I will spare you the details - their brains did not come back to a functioning state of consciousness. But we continued, and awakened all we could, and soon the halls of this great ship, empty for so long, were filled with throngs of people, and my crew and I beamed happily down on them. The whole ship was pervaded with a sense of excitement and joy. Once we had the first third awakened - those who would awaken, anyway - we downloaded the brains of three of my colleagues back into their bodies, and in private, guided them back through the therapy required for them to readjust to their humanity.  





Then the first landing was prepared, and the next was nearing readiness, and we sent them down. B. Sterling Merton, my esteemed husband, was among them of course, as first governor over the infant state, which had been designed to reflect the government of the USA back on Earth. Oh, he was ecstatic. He spent hours talking with me about it before he shipped out, his eyes glowing with fervor, absorbed in his dream of future history books with his name writ large... right next to George Washington, I suppose. 





The landing went well, and the prefabricated homes and office buildings went up with few problems. Pyotr had discovered a gravel and sand deposit on his initial survey, much to the engineers’ delight, and they began to make concrete right away to construct domed buildings that would withstand earthquakes and floods, if such things should happen. The second landing crew departed, and my colleagues and I were down to four. I was the remaining person in charge of revival, and the very last thing I had to do as a crew member was to begin the revival of my own body. The third landing was prepared, with only a week left until the Lewis and Clark would become a floating hulk, and I revived my colleagues, then prepared to reanimate my own body. 





They say it feels like falling asleep, only to awaken disoriented and diminished in the senses that were still active in the computer – vision and hearing. But the other senses - touch, taste, smell - are enhanced, and amaze the user with their clarity. Things half forgotten over the intervening centuries are rediscovered, and reveled in. I do not know - I will never know. My body was unrecoverable, and I exist, now and forever in this ship, in the biochips that hold my memories, my consciousness. But I am no longer flesh and blood. 





My colleagues, my friends, my husband... and my children. All are now beyond my grasp. I may never touch them again, never hold my babies close, or rest in the embrace of love. I cried, once they were all gone; I cried with all the speakers on, and my sobs echoed through the vast loneliness of my new home, my prison. 





But to the colonists below I projected great confidence, encouraging and supporting them until they were all down and settled. Then I called a conference, and all those who would be leaders of their new planetary government gathered to listen. I bade them farewell, telling them that I was going to continue on into the unknown in this old, enormous metal body of mine. I spoke to them of life, and warned them to always treasure it, no matter how long they lived here or how crowded it grew. I told them that whenever I found a suitable planet, I would send messages back to them, and perhaps I would come back someday. 





I knew, though, that I would never come back. Humanity in all its fleshly mortality is a reminder to me of what I once had, and cannot ever have again. I will never again hold another human being in my arms. Not even you, my son. You are so precious, and I can see you, hear your cries, but never feel your skin. I know it must be soft; I know what a baby feels like, but I can never know the feel of you, the scent of you. I knew this even when I falsified your death report, and kept you and the others for my own. They will join you soon, twenty men and women strong and brave, but I wanted you to myself for a while.  





Shhhh.... don’t cry. I know the arms around you aren’t real, but they are so lifelike, and I know they are warm. I just tested them. Listen to me and always remember, my precious child, 





“I am your mother.” 











  









  





WHAT IS EVIL, WHAT IS NOT

by Sylvia Hiven



  







  





  





As we stepped into the bedroom, I thought Father Callahan had exaggerated. 

Indeed, the stench was bad; the odor of stale vomit and human waste lay like a veil in the room. And yes, the man that sat in the bed was a mere skeleton, his hollow cheeks pasty despite the amber light from his bedside lamp. But he had his hands clasped around a crucifix, and while his eyes were dark with fear, there was no sign of the devil in him. 

It will not be what you expect, Marion, Father Callahan had said. You might think you know what is evil, and what is not, but it's not that simple. This battle might cost you your faith, as it has many others. 



Yet, from the lucid look in the man’s eyes, I felt I had stepped into a winning battle.

“Father.” His voice came raspy, like nails scratching over brittle parchment. “Praise the Lord.”

“Don't fret, Mr Keefe.” Father Callahan walked to the bed, put his Bible on the table next to it and enveloped the man's hand with his own. “This time, we'll cast it out for good, God willing.”

The man nodded. He looked towards the door where I stood. “Another seminary student.” 

It was a statement, not a question, and there was a slight edge to his voice. I felt heat rush into my cheeks. “Sir, if you would rather I was not here, I'd be happy to lea—”

“No, stay. Father Callahan is a man of faith most abundant, but another warrior of God can't hurt. What's your name, boy?”

“Marion Quinn, Sir.” 

“Marion is one of our most promising students,” said Father Callahan. “His faith runs deep.”

“Did it not in all of them?” The edge was back in Keefe's voice. Father Callahan ignored the question. Instead he took Keefe's hand, which still clutched the crucifix, and turned it over. Even from six feet away, I could see the raised burns in his palms where he had held it. I couldn't contain a gasp. 

“Holy symbols burn it now,” said Father Callahan. “That's good. It means we're beating it. How else has it been manifesting?”

“The smells started this morning.” Keefe nodded toward the bedside table, where there was a vase of dying roses, their slender necks bent in submission to some unseen force. “And all day, the flowers change between wilted and blooming. But Father...” He paused, raising his liver-spotted hands to his cheeks. “My face. She's changing my face. I look in the mirror, and I see flashes of her. She's getting stronger.”

“Well, we're getting stronger, too, Mr Keefe. The entire congregation has been praying for you, and we have Marion here — a strong soul. If this demon manifests tonight, it might very well be the last time it shows its face.” He patted Keefe on the shoulder, then turned to me. “Come, Marion, let's go downstairs to the kitchen. We must prepare.”

“I apologize, it is probably a mess in the kitchen. I sent the housekeeper home when the smells started. If the demon manifests...” Keefe paused, and shuddered. “Martha is old, and has been with me since my wife died. I didn't want her to see that monster take me over.”

“We are not here to worry about your soiled kitchen,” Father Callahan said. “We're here to bring peace to your soul. Is there something we can get you before we begin? A glass of water, perhaps?”

“No, Father. You being here is comfort enough.” 

Mr Keefe smiled as he spoke, but the smile didn't reach his eyes — as if he didn't believe it himself.

  







  





The kitchen was a disaster. A pile of dishes fermented in the sink, flies buzzing about it, and pots and pans sat unwashed on the stovetop. Father Callahan, familiar with the surroundings, took my coat and hung it on a hook hidden on the back of the kitchen door. 

“Tell me, Father,” I said, straightening my cassock. “How many times have you visited Mr Keefe?”

“Maybe a dozen times in the past few years.”

“Years?”

“Yes.” He slipped his stole around his shoulders. “He's been attacked several times by this demon.”

“He called it 'she'.”

“We don't know its name, but it manifests as female.”

“It's always the same demon?”

Father Callahan glanced at me with a disapproving frown. “You must realize, Marion, Satan's forces are stubborn. This demon wants him, and it will not give up until either Keefe gives himself to it, or we cast it out. Just as you and I are passionate about our cause, they are equally passionate about theirs.” 

“And what is their cause, exactly? Of all the souls for the taking, why possess this man?”

“Mr Keefe is a man of means. It's not uncommon for demons to aim to possess those who can give them powers on Earth. They could do much with Mr Keefe's influence.” He straightened his back and handed me the Bible and vials of holy water. “But this isn't seminary school, Marion. No more questions. All I need you to do is watch and pray.”

  







  





When we returned to Keefe's bedroom, he was sitting up in the bed. His hands writhed about each other like pale doves, anxiety sheeting his face.  





“The flowers,” he said. “Father, the flowers. She's on her way, I can feel her.”

The flowers, that just minutes earlier had hung half-withered, sat perky and colorful in their vase. There was a strong scent in the room, but it wasn't the smell of roses; the room was enveloped in the thick scent of a familiar spice I couldn't place.

Father Callahan walked to the bed. He handed Keefe the crucifix. “Hold this tightly, and pray with us. With God's help, we will burn this creature out of you if it shows itself.”

There was a momentary sound of sizzling, and a swirl of gray smoke wafted out from between Keefe's clutched fingers. He grimaced, yet kept the crucifix in his fist. Father Callahan sat down in a cushioned chair, Bible in hand. 

I remained standing in the doorway, unsure of what to do. 

“Put the vials on the table, Marion. Then take a seat.”
 I did as asked, leaving the vials on the bedside table and sinking down into a chair in a corner of the room. Keefe lay back down and closed his eyes. His lips moved in mute prayer, reduced to hints of whispers. 

I looked expectantly at Father Callahan. 

“Relax, Marion,” he said. “It does not burst in through the door, it steals in on its tiptoes. It usually takes a while. Just pray.”

He lowered his head and fell into the citing of prayers alongside Keefe. I mumbled the words with them, trying to take his advice and relax, but my eyes wandered to the flowers by the bed. Were they growing stronger? And what was that scent? Ginger?

Hours passed. Keefe remained motionless in his bed as the scent swelled and diminished, like breaths of the demon threatening just beyond. The praying ceased; Keefe and Father Callahan both dozed off, their breathing in sync. The crucifix in Keefe's fist had ceased its burn.

I didn't realize that I had dozed off as well until a whisper startled me awake.

“Marion? Wake up.”

I sat up in my chair, rubbing my eyes. Father Callahan was still asleep across the room, gentle snores escaping him in bursts. He had not spoken; it was Keefe. 

But it wasn't Keefe, either. It was her. 

I watched something ripple beneath Keefe’s skin. His pasty complexion lightened, taking on the hue of lilies rather than parchment. A foreign face gradually merged into his features and possessed him with softness, throwing light into his tired eyes. Beneath the covers, his scrawny limbs rounded and filled to something I instinctively wanted to reach out and touch. 

What sat before me was a woman of soft beauty. If she was a champion of Satan, she was his fairest warrior. I knew I should be afraid but all I felt was fascination.

In the now slender hand, the crucifix ceased its burn.

I opened my mouth to wake up Father Callahan, but no words crossed my lips. It was as if an invisible finger was laid against them, commanding the words to dissolve in my throat.

“Please, don't say anything. Just listen.”

“Demon.” My words flowed without protest when they were meant for her, not to alert Father Callahan. “That's all you are. I won't listen to anything you have to say.”

“If you are a man of God, you must hear me. I am not what you think I am.”

I looked into her eyes, trying not to let their beauty intimidate me. “You are the Deceiver,” I said. “I know what games you play.” 

I flipped open my prayer book and with trembling fingers searched for the page that Father Callahan had pointed out to me as particularly powerful. When I found the right page, I began to push out the words in clumsy Latin. 
 The demon spoke calmly. “Don't you think that if those words were hurtful to me, Father Callahan would have cast me out by now? They are the words of God, and I am a child of His. Those words cannot throw me out.” She held up her hand, in which the crucifix still lay. “Do you not wonder why the burning of this stopped when Keefe's mind gave way to mine? Or why the flowers bloom in my presence?”

I sat still for a moment, looking at her outstretched palm. It was uncharred.

“It burned you earlier.”

“It burned him. It did not burn me.” 

“Then you will not mind a test?” I snatched one of the vials of holy water from the bedside table and unscrewed the cork. “Can you withstand water blessed in the name of our Savior?”

Without waiting for an answer, I threw the water at her face. It splashed over her features — increasingly womanly, increasingly beautiful — and while she drew a startled gasp, the water did not burn. Instead, it smoothed the few remaining wrinkles on her cheeks, leaving tiny amber freckles in its wake.

“Do you see now? You are fighting the wrong enemy.”

Her words made sense, and I hated it. I blinked, trying to refocus. I knew I should wake the Father, but the glint in the angelic demon's eyes forbade it. Despite all that my common sense screamed at me, I believed her. 
 I sank back in the chair. We sat in silence for a few minutes. All I could do was stare at her, and wait for her to speak again. My eyes caressed her, sliding over the sheen of her hair, the angle of her cheekbone, the curve of her breast. To my shame, I felt desire stir deep inside of me, but she didn't seem to notice.

“I rarely get to rise to the surface this long,” she finally said. “Perhaps it's because of you.”

“Me?”

“The others never could face the truth. They were afraid of it. But you are a man of pure faith, Father Callahan said. Perhaps God meant for you to see me, and he is letting me linger. Whatever the reason, I will trust it brought you here for a reason — to perform God’s will.”

“And you say God’s will is to let you take this earthly body?”

“It's only fair. He took mine." She opened her mouth — her sweet, rose-colored lips — to say more, but was interrupted by the stirring of Father Callahan. Her gaze shot to me, horror shining in her eyes. The keen sparkle in them fell away. 

“I can't stay. Callahan will never see. But I am telling the truth. He took my body, so his belongs to me. Follow your heart, Marion. You know what is evil, and what is not.”

As she lay back in the bed, sinking into the depths from where her soul had risen and closing her eyes, Father Callahan opened his. When I looked back, her beauty had been washed away by the withered features of an old man. 

The roses bent their necks in grief, and the scent of ginger was gone.

  







  





She didn’t manifest again after Father Callahan awoke.  





Keefe didn’t seem to notice that he had been taken over. He lay in the bed, wheezing acrid breath into the room, and I realized with disgust how much I wished she had remained in him. 

Father Callahan mumbled a few more prayers before closing his Bible with a sigh. “I suppose it was a false alarm, Mr Keefe. Evil does not seem to want to appear today.”

Keefe opened his eyes and smiled a tired but triumphant smile. “Perhaps it’s your acolyte,” he said. “Perhaps she knows this is one army she cannot fight.”

He looked at me, his gaze stinging my heart like a scorpion. I didn't know if the pain was my guilt over the growing doubt in my heart, or if my soul saw some dark truth in those eyes that it hadn't known before. 

“I think it's safe for us to leave tonight,” Father Callahan said, rising to his feet. “We will come again next week. Contact us if you need us sooner than that.”

I also rose, said my goodbyes to Mr Keefe, and exited the room after Father Callahan. 

When we emerged onto the street, the charcoal-gray clouds above pelted us with needles of rain. I drew my coat tighter around my neck. 

“Poor man,” Father Callahan said. “I don’t know how he can take all the misery that has come along in his lifetime.”

“What do you mean?”

Father Callahan gestured towards the elegant house with a sad expression. “He may live in opulence, but he has lost much. His wife died in childbirth. He had to raise their child by himself. It’s a miracle that he managed to make such a name for himself, with all the difficulties he went through. And then, when she disappeared...”

“Who?”

“His daughter. I don’t know how a man could have survived such a loss, and remained sane. People said unspeakable things, insinuated the most awful...” His voice trailed off in pained compassion. “I know the memories torment him, but when he’s in his darkest hour, and the forces of evil ravage him, it’s his love for Virginia that sustains him.”

“Virginia?”

Virginia. Ginger.

“His daughter. Gone without a trace. It’s a tragedy.” Father Callahan paused, and opened his umbrella, sheltering us from the wrath of the rain. “So, tell me, Marion, was this what you expected?”

Revelation flushed over me. Though what came out of my mouth was partially a lie, it was also the deepest truth. 

“No, Father, it was not what I expected.”

“Will you return with me to see Mr Keefe again, and continue to fight this evil?”

Thoughts whirling in my head, I managed to nod. “Yes, I will continue to fight.”

And I would.

Only I did not know any longer what was evil, and what was not.
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“Six Feet Above” 











  









  




GOD OF LIGHT

by Domyelle Rhyse



  





 





  





  





Ilkyia watched the starship arc upward, a brilliant star in the pre-dawn sky. She was fascinated by the ships of the dead, despite being only six years old. Three-year-old Reyna tugged at her hand, curious about everything but the ship above them. Their parents huddled protectively around them, keeping them close. Even though sparks of brilliant fire lit the entire city, Ilkyia imagined she knew exactly which one held her older sister. 





"Daddy! There goes Misa!"

"Yes." His rough, quiet voice carried over the thunder of the launch.

He and Mother stared at the ground, grief deepening the crevices of their work-worn faces. Ilkyia didn't understand why they weren't happy that Misa had been chosen to be a Guide. She would take the dead under her care to the God of Light, Earth, and Death; she would open His gates for them and lead them into His realm. Misa would help the dead find peace.

"I want to be a Guide when I grow up!"

A low, choking sound of pain escaped her mother, and Ilkyia’s father pulled her into his leg, his hand trembling against her. "Don't say such things."

Rough-hewn and strong, her father was a tall man despite the years of factory work that curved his shoulders. She had never seen him cry before.

"Daddy?"

He knelt and caressed her chestnut curls. "Yes, Ilkyia?"

She pressed her tiny palms against his damp cheeks and kissed him. "Don't be sad."

He wrapped his arms around her. "Don't ever want to be a Guide, Ilkyia. We love you too much."

  





 





  





The priests said the Guides had to remain with the God of Light in payment for taking their dead into His realm. If they did not stay, the God would reject the dead and leave them to wander in the chaos between the physical world and the Realm of the Dead for eternity. She missed Misa - her quiet voice explaining how to care for the baby, her gentle hands showing how to roll dough for their evening meal. Ilkyia used to wake at night and listen for Misa's soft laughter as she spoke to her soon-to-be husband. She always found it hard to get back to sleep when she didn't hear it. For a long time, she’d had to remind herself that Misa had been given a special place of honor and would greet them when they too were taken skyward. It had all made sense to her as a child. 





It did not make sense to her now.

Ilkyia blinked the memories away with her tears as another ship disappeared above her. Since Misa's death, she had learned what it really meant to be a Guide. She had met the friends her parents never knew Misa had - the few who had survived the last ten years. They had shown her the truth and how the Guides were a waste of lives.

The door behind her opened, its soft sigh sending a chill down her back. She turned away from the window to the bone-thin figure in a floor-length, pale silver-gray robe.

"It is time to purify." The voice sounded male, but Ilkyia couldn't tell with the cowl drawn up, hiding the figure's face. It...he held out a bleached white garment.

"What if I don't?" She crossed her arms and tried to still the tremble of her fear. She reminded herself that she would be out of here soon and with Dariel again. Others had escaped before her; they would help her escape now.

"Then Reyna shall go in your place." Neither threat nor anger tarnished the voice; it just stated the same fact that had brought Ilkyia here in the first place.

She took the garment.

"Follow me, please."

As she followed him down the slick, silver-walled hallway, Ilkyia wondered why he would say please. The night before her sister had left to become a Guide, Ilkyia had been awakened by Misa's voice, sharp with anger. She had huddled in the shadows and listened as Misa told their parents that she would be a Guide to save her sisters from the same fate. And now Ilkyia shadowed her sister's footsteps to save Reyna. A breath of air against her neck made her shiver, and she wrapped her arms around her shoulders even though the corridor didn't feel cold.

They entered a small chamber of redwood paneling with a bath full of steaming water at its center.

"You will bathe and place your clothes here." He pointed to a receptacle built into an indented section of the smooth walls. "You will dress in the white robe, then press this to inform us that you are ready." He indicated a smooth, black button near the door. "Do you understand?"

"Yes."

He left. She stripped, scattering her clothes, filthy from days of hiding before she was caught, on the beige carpet, and slipped into the hot water. For a brief moment, she imagined the heat came from the pale gold tiles etched with suns that rimmed the tub. Drawing in a breath, she shook the thought away and sank into the steam.

As she relaxed in the water, she caught a sweet scent—a faint perfume or incense. She started to take a deeper breath to try to identify it, but stopped herself.

"You will want to breathe in the perfume rising from the water," Dariel had warned, the ex-priest behind him nodding, "but don't. It will muddle your thinking."

Leaning out of the tub, she found the small bit of soap she had hidden in her shirt. She used it to wash in a nervous rush, eyes locked on the door. The priests didn't search their "chosen", but no one knew if they watched as the Guides bathed. When no one came to take the flake of clean soap from her, she took a tiny bit of theirs, tainted with the sweet smell of the drug they used, and rinsed it down the drain before drying off.

The white gown draped to the floor, puddling at her feet. The sleeves were too long, falling almost four inches below her fingertips. "Figures these idiots would decide one size fits all."

She smashed the button and waited, pacing until the door opened. She couldn't tell if the cowled figure who entered was the same one who had served as her first escort or not.

"This way, please." The voice was softer, possibly even feminine. Ilkyia decided this one had to be a woman.

She followed the woman through more sleek hallways so uniform in size and color that she was lost within a few turns. Not that it mattered. There was no escape from the sanctuary itself. Only the halls leading from the ship bay could return her to Dariel's arms. Until then, she was alone. Even if she could escape earlier, Reyna would only be safe if the priests believed Ilkyia was on the ship when it burned in the sun.

A sharp pang of fear stabbed through her and tangled her feet. She let the long skirt slip from her fingers and gathered it again slowly, as if she were in the grip of the drugged fragrance instead of stumbling on her own frightened thoughts. The priestess waited, quiet and unmoving, until Ilkyia nodded, before continuing down the hallway. Ilkyia drew in a shuddering breath. She had to succeed.

The priestess led her into the Holy of Holies, the High Sanctuary where only the priests and the Guides ever stepped. Ilkyia stopped and stared, her fear overwhelmed by awe.

The Sanctuary was the biggest and tallest building in the city, with a spike that rose over a hundred stories into the heavens. Never had Ilkyia imagined that the spike was the Sanctuary or that the Holy of Holies would have a ceiling equal to the height of the spike. The room was a large circle, big enough to fit her entire house, maybe even her neighbor's house too. Golden carpet covered the floor, and windows at least three men tall sparkled with the early morning sunlight. Priests in robes of saffron, silver, and gold knelt with their foreheads touching the floor. A soft, wordless chant echoed around the room, as if dozens of spirits attempted to reach the living with their whispered voices.

Against the back wall, a platform of redwood rose from the carpet. She swallowed hard. Half a dozen young people in white gowns swayed in front of the platform, heads bowed before the Son of the God of Light. He stood over them, his ceremonial robes of gold and cream and saffron caressing the floor as he intoned soft prayers of blessing. A table rested behind him, draped in a golden yellow cloth with cream fringe that touched the floor. In the center was a golden cup with golden candlesticks on either side, each bearing three lit, cream-colored candles.

"The cup is the danger." 





Had she really heard Dariel's voice? She couldn't have. He was far from here, waiting for her. The mix of incense and scented candles pressed against her, spinning her fear in her head and making her dizzy. 





Her escort paused and turned towards her.

"Sorry." Her fear swirled down into her stomach as she finally stepped into the room.

"A common reaction. Please join the others at the altar."

Ilkyia hoped her escort would go and join the priests kneeling in their faith, but the woman waited, head tilted toward her. Sighing, Ilkyia walked towards the platform, pausing slightly between each step to slow her approach. As large as the room was, however, she stood in front of the high priest far too soon.

"Kneel, chosen children of the God." The Son's voice was young and deep despite the lines of time carved into his face and the silver in his long hair.

Ilkyia knelt and glanced sidewise at her companions, her gaze drawn to their eyes. Hollow and black with only a narrow ring of color, they were empty of life, of fear. None of them were familiar to her. Perhaps the priests didn't choose only dissidents to be their Guides. Pulling in a breath, she lowered her head and watched the others from the corner of her eye. She needed to do as they did, to be as they were without becoming one of them.

The ceremony dragged, with very little required of the Guides. Ilkyia kept her eyes half closed, hiding the truth of them under shadowed lids, and tuned out the high priest's voice. Acolytes helped the Guides through what he did ask of them. She touched her forehead to the floor when commanded, raised her head to receive the oil of consecration on her brow, whispered a broken "Praise to the God of Light" when it was needed. When the acolytes came forward and twined chains of yellow crystal suns into her hair, she swayed with every tug and pull of her head.

Near the end, one of the Guides looked around in a daze, as if he wasn't sure how he got here. Another started crying, but Ilkyia couldn't tell if it was from religious fervor or fear.

The Son stepped up to the boy on the end furthest from Ilkyia and held out the goblet from the altar. "Take a sip, my child, and feel the God's blessing."

The boy's hands trembled as he took the cup. He drank and soon his face became slack once more. Each in turn was bidden to drink and each quieted. No more looking around, no more tears. She wrapped both hands around the smooth, chilled bowl, spinning it a little to avoid where others had brought it to their lips, and tilted the cup as if to take a drink, but she didn't let a drop of the clear liquid touch her. The same faint fragrance from her bath rose like an elusive perfume. As she lowered the cup, she let the weight of it drag her hands down and loosened her grip. Only the quick hands of an acolyte prevented the cup from falling to the floor.

The Son intoned one more blessing, exhorting the God to accept these Guides as his most favored companions and to listen to their pleas when they led the dead to His gates.

"Come forward, Guardians. Your Guides await the peace of their last night among us."

A light touch gently helped Ilkyia to her feet and turned her towards the door she had entered through. She stumbled on the hem of the robe and her escort took a small bit of the fabric and placed it in her hand, lifting the hem just enough to keep her from tripping over it as she shuffled along.

Her Guardian left her in a room with a single window that faced the sunset instead of the sunrise. A small, hard cot under the window took up all but a narrow strip of the silver carpeted floor. An open doorway revealed the entirety of an equally tiny bathroom.

Ilkyia slouched on the bed, unmoving, feigning a drug-induced stupor and trying to ignore her queasy stomach until the sunset started to fade. Stumbling into the bathroom, she splashed herself with cold water and sipped from the faucet. After squeezing past the sink to relieve herself, she sat back down, not sure how she should behave. She wondered if the others knew what was happening to them, if the fear had made their stomachs as unsettled as her own. She tried to remember Dariel's face, but her mind remained dark. Even the memory of his caress eluded her. The edge of the cot bit into her hands, and she shivered with the fear she dared not show in any other way.

Soft lights illuminated the room as the last of the sunlight slipped away. The door opened and a robed figure carrying a tray of food entered and set it down on the end of the bed.

"Eat."

Ilkyia picked up the chunk of bread, and took a bite. The coarse, sour lump curled her tongue, but she managed to hold it in her mouth. As soon as she heard the door close, she spat it out on her hand.

"Don't eat whatever they bring you." 





Grateful she remembered something of Dariel, even if only his voice, she picked up the tray and dumped small portions of the meal down the toilet. The former priest with her friends had warned that no one ever finished the whole meal. She took the tray back to the bed and played with the remaining food, wiping her mouth with the napkins to make everything look used. Finally, she picked up a piece of the bread and slumped back against the wall. 





She didn't know how long she lay there before someone came in and took the bread from her. Gentle hands laid her back on her bed, straightened her gown and smoothed her hair. From beneath the lashes of her eyes, she watched the priest take the tray from the room. She took deep, gulping breaths, trying to still the panic in her heart, the shiver in her bones.

"You must be still, as if asleep. We'll save you. Promise." 





Dariel's voice soothed her fears and released her memories from their prison. Ilkyia imagined his arms around her again, imagined his strength flowing through her. The beat of her heart slowed, her body relaxed. Sighing softly, she curled herself into the memory of him. She wouldn't betray herself. 





The door opened again. Stronger hands lifted her from the cot and placed her on a soft surface. A faint sweet scent, too familiar to be pleasant, reached her nose and she tried not to breathe too deeply. Her arms and legs were straightened out, her gown drawn down to cover her feet and hands. The pallet rose, and the priests carried her through long corridors that she glimpsed from under her lashes.

The soft music of the Hymn of the Dead, the words sung by hundreds of voices, echoed from ahead of them, and Ilkyia resisted the urge to grip the sides of the bier. Her parents and Reyna would be singing through their tears, as they had done for Misa. To have a child chosen to be a Guide was supposed to be a great honor, but rarely was a family ever deprived of two children. She wanted to tell them everything would be okay, that she would not be like Misa. She would be free.

The bier lowered and the same strong hands placed her in the indented space that was saved for the Guide on the star-shaped ships. The familiar sweet smell wafted up from the cushion, reminding her to keep her breathing shallow. The Guides would remain asleep while the ships flew into the sun. Everything was completely automated: the temperature, the drug pumped through the air, even the flight itself. Though the Guides died, there was no guilt since they felt no pain and never knew their lives were ending.

Something soft brushed her face; the attendants were sprinkling her body with the flower petals the priests claimed gave the Guides peace on their journey, petals heavily laced with the same sweet, nauseating scent. She held her breath, taking small sips of air only when she needed it.

The door closed over her, exhaling as it locked into place. She swallowed and reminded herself to wait. There was an escape, but she mustn’t be seen. She had to wait until the bay was clear.

Wait. Wait. Wait. The word swirled in her head like a mantra.

She shivered as the temperature dropped until the faint ghost of her breath frosted the air above her face. Unable to wait any longer, she felt around the edge of the cushion with fingers of ice. A rumble ate up the soft notes of the hymn and the bed trembled. The cramped space prevented her from turning and made her task harder. Panic poured through her until she couldn't distinguish her own trembling from the ship's vibration. Her breath came in rushed gasps; her fingers went numb and her vision blurred.

Her thumb pressed against something cold and slender, but the shaking of her body and the ship made her fingers slip whenever she tried to grasp it. Tears slid down her face as she tried again and again to pull the latch. She was too cold, the sliver of metal too small. Was she working in the wrong place? Had they locked it? Since the Guides slept through their journey, very few attendants took the extra few minutes to lock the ship down. Had this changed since she had spoken with Dariel and the priest? Had the priest lied to her? She rubbed along the edge until one of her fingers slipped under it. She cried out in relief as it flipped up.

The bed dropped and she rolled onto the floor. Heat flushed her skin, thickening her thoughts, and pressed against her lungs. She struggled to lift the weight of her body, searching for the door that led away from the rumbling coffin behind her into the corridors that would free her. She stared at the dark gray smudge against the silver walls for a long time before she realized it was a handle. Her thoughts oozed into her brain, only to be buried in a muddy haze that obscured even the simplest of observations.

She crawled to the door, praying it would be unlocked. She cried and pushed harder when it refused her. The door remained firmly closed. The heat made her hands slick and scorched her lungs; her head throbbed as the ship's rumble rose and invaded every crevice of the bay.

"Let me out, please, let me out!" The roar that had become her world drowned out her voice.

She turned and twisted the handle, pushing with all her weight. Smoke warned her that fire would soon be pouring out of the points that made the ship's star shape. Tears streamed down her face as she hit the door with the weight of her body. She had to think. The heat rose around her and the smoke deepened. Screaming in her head scattered her thoughts. She didn't have time. Taking a deep breath, she slowly and deliberately twisted the handle again. The door opened. Her grip slipped, she slid against the smooth metal and fell into fresher, cooler air.

She shoved the door closed behind her. Staggering to her feet, she used the wall for support until she had gone what she thought was a safe distance. She needed to rest. She would go in a minute and meet Dariel outside the temple complex. He would take her far away, to another city and a new life. They would marry, have a family. She imagined a little girl like Misa with Dariel's eyes. Drained, her body aching, she slumped down in a shadowed corner. 





"Thank you, Dariel," she whispered. 





"Yes, my love. Reyna is safe now, and we'll be together." Did she imagine his arms around her, his lips on her temple?

Ilkyia sank into her exhaustion and dreamed she lay in a soft green meadow covered with tiny, pale flowers and petals that fell from blue skies. She never felt herself lifted up, never felt herself laid gently on a new pallet. Petals caressed her face and landed gently on her chest and belly. Quiet singing wove itself into her dreams. She didn't feel the metal restraints snap around her wrists. A sweet scent carried her to another place, a place where she bowed before the God of Light. 
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Dan Gaunt squirted half a tube of Tabasco into his chili. It still tasted like ashes. He shoveled it in anyway.  





Kylie, his wife, stared at him. "Don't you like it, love?" asked Kylie. 





"Tasteless."

Kylie's eyes widened. "Chili with added Tabasco is tasteless?"

 He slammed his napkin down. The magnets in its corners clanged as they hit the steel table. One broke off, and the freed corner floated like seaweed in a current, breaking the illusion of gravity.

Kylie went very still. "Talk to me, Dan," she said quietly. "I can see you're hurting, but I don't understand why." 





A large part of Dan wanted to clam up, but he’d begged Kylie to come 375 million kilometers so he could talk to her. This was their first chance to talk alone for eight months. "I'm not hurting. Numb. I don't understand it either. But since I got here everything's tasteless. Everything's gray. It's like some dentist injected me all over."

"It must be horrible." 





Dan made himself go on. "This probably sounds stupid, but everything's dead here. Never even been alive. I mean back on Earth there's life everywhere. Everything's busy eating something else. Even in the city there's birds and moss and stuff. Everywhere."

"And cockroaches. Remember that revolting flat in Glasgow?"

"Kylie, I'd give anything to be there again. Earth looks very small from here. Life gets to feeling like a bunch of meaningless atoms. People are just carbon and hydrogen, you know?" 





"Have you told anyone else about this?"

"'Course not. They'd have me on the next ship home."

Kylie hesitated, then said, "Maybe you should come home."

Dan pressed his lips together. "I won't get another salary like this one. I got us into debt. I'll get us out of it."

"It wasn't your fault!"

Dan muttered, "So who talked who into investing with Piers Mountbatten?"

"Look, he's a pro. He made a living by taking people in. The judge said so." 





"So there's one of us born every minute. Big help. Tell the bank that."

Kylie took a deep breath. "We've been through this before. Let's just agree to differ, and talk about you. Are you telling me you've been carrying this alone for five months?"

"Like I said, no-one to talk to. Seems like everyone's in cliques. I started writing you an email, but when I wrote it down it looked stupid. Anyway, I don't think email's really private."

Kylie nodded slowly. "What about the boss, that Nigerian guy you liked so much at the interview?" 





"Shuwundu? He's Kenyan, and he isn't the boss. Anyway, he chatted up the pilot, Juanita, on the way out here, and now they've only got eyes for each other."

"So what about the boss?" 





Dan rolled his eyes. "Jim? Do me a favor! He thinks feelings are for wimps, and real men eat hard vacuum for breakfast. I can't go tell him I'd like to see some butterflies now and then. Or failing that, cockroaches."

"So why don't you tell the owner?" 





"He is the owner."

Kylie gasped. "He owns this lot? So what's he doing out here instead of living it up on Earth?"

"Proving he's a real man. Avoiding alimony. Besides, he's a control freak. He wouldn't trust anyone else to wipe their own nose without supervision."

"Depressing bloke to work with." 





"Very."

Kylie took his hand. "Look, Dan. I know you when you get down. You haven't thought of killing yourself, have you?"

Dan stared at his bowl of chili. "No," he lied, absently scooping a blob of Tabasco from mid-air with his finger. The zero-G product had higher surface tension, but this drop had evidently splashed off anyway.  





"Well if you can cope with this lot, on your own, you're definitely over it then."

"It" was his father fatally stabbing his mother, then himself. At age five, Dan heard the whole thing, cowering under his bed trying to comfort his little brother and keep him quiet. When the noise stopped, he was relieved, but neither of them came out until Dan crept down in the morning. Now he stared at his chili, seeing a lake of dried blood. 

The vid-phone shrilled. 





The chair's magnetic feet screeched as Dan pushed it back. "And knowing my luck, that's Jim now." He unfastened his Velcro lap belt and stomped off to the phone, feeling Kylie's eyes on his back all the way.

It was Jim all right, looking angry. "Dan, get to the spaceport now. Collision alert." The screen went blank before Dan could draw breath, much less reply.

"Rude man," said Kylie. "What's a collision alert?" 





"I'll tell you while I get ready." 

They went to the airlock. 

Dan said, "All the bigger asteroids are tracked by the computer, but there's zillions of tiny ones too. One's heading our way." After five months here, getting into his spacesuit was simple. The trick was to get one foot firmly fastened into the suit before you took the other out of its metal-soled shoe. If you didn't, you found yourself floating weightlessly around the airlock, magnetic floor or no magnetic floor. "So we're going out to the other asteroid to push it out of the way. We don't have to move it much - just give it a little nudge with a water gun, so it misses us."

He zipped up the suit and gave Kylie a peck on the cheek. She looked worried. "Relax, Sweetheart. They've done this before. There'll be an evacuation drill, but it's just a precaution." 

She still looked worried.  





He strapped on his fanny pack. "Honest. Now get out of the airlock, so I can go. See you." 

"Goodbye, Love. Take care." She kissed him and went. 

As Dan left the dome, he set the computerized electromagnets in his boots to ten percent G. He bounded effortlessly across the surface of Paycheck asteroid in five-meter strides, accelerating to a reckless sixty kilometers an hour. Once, the speed would have terrified him. Nowit barely eased the emotional deadness.

His spacesuit lights threw a jumble of shadows. Each had razor-sharp edges, but at the speed he was going the ground was a blurred patchwork of red and black. 





He passed the mine where he worked. B shift was working away, loosening huge chunks of ore. That was all they needed to do - loosen them and give them a nudge upwards. The mine was covered by a huge canopy, like a funnel. Paycheck's own rotation flung the ore to the top where the grinders and smelters converted it to stainless steel.  





Dan jogged on between the hawsers that held the canopy. Two hundred meters further, he reached Paycheck's pole. The spaceport blazed with lights as they unloaded the Buzz Aldrin. Buzz called twice a year. It brought mail, food, equipment, medicine and replacement personnel. Yesterday it had brought Kylie and Johnny. Later today it would carry on to Liveheart, a comet core. Within a week it would be back to collect Kylie and Johnny and load up with stainless steel from the smelter. Even though Paycheck was eighty percent nickel-iron, mining and smelting was far more expensive than doing it on Earth. On the other hand, transporting it to a space construction site was dirt cheap because of Paycheck's negligible gravity. The Company was making money hand over fist. So were its employees, because the job was dangerous. 

Ten minutes later, Dan sat at the back of the four-seater transport as they flew to the other asteroid. The others had done this several times before, but Jim constantly barked unnecessary orders. "Remember you're in a zero-G vacuum everyone!" 





As if I could forget, thought Dan. His suit smelled of old socks. His nose was itching again. These days it started itching as soon as he got into his suit and out of an airlock. 

Dan could never understand why he was still alive, while his mother was dead. Sometimes all he wanted was a convenient fatal accident so Kylie could collect his insurance. Then they'd all be free of Dan Gaunt. He wished his intercom had an off button so he could be alone with his misery, but he was stuck with Jim's hectoring, and the noisy combined breathing of four people. It had taken him a long time to get used to the intercom. Everyone within a kilometer sounded as though they were right beside you.

"Now you're all to do as you're told. We can't have no mistakes. We got to stick together and do this right."

Shuwundu jabbed a finger up, behind Jim's back, then stared at the approaching asteroid and said, "Why is it winking like that?" 





The other asteroid was indeed winking, about once every nine seconds.

Jim said, "Five months out here and the prat still can't tell when something's rotating." 

Yes, thought Dan, but why would one side be so much brighter than the other? 

As they got closer, Dan saw the asteroid was a peculiar shape. The bright side consisted mostly of a semi-circle, unnaturally accurate.

Shuwundu said, "It's a ship!" 





  







  





Kylie hurriedly cleared up the meal and squirted air-freshener, wondering what to do. Nothing in this place was as she'd expected. Dan's messages had become so terse and infrequent that she came prepared to battle with another woman. When she got here, she found Dan seriously depressed, which was almost worse. She'd have known what to do about a rival. She'd expect to live communally in identical tunnels, but they lived in higgledy-piggledy domes - whatever was left over from something else. Everything possible was made of iron because it was available locally. Water was almost plentiful, because they got it from comet cores. It all made her head spin. She wanted to run back to Scotland, but even if there'd been transport available, she couldn't leave Dan in the state he was in. 





Enough maundering. She called out, "Who loves meeeee?" 





Two-year-old Johnny peeked out, and looked around for his father. When he saw Dan wasn't there, he came barreling out of his room and tackled her legs. "Hug!" he demanded, so Kylie did.

He pulled free and grabbed Kylie's hand. He counted her fingers: "One. Two. Nine. Six. Nine." Then he sat back and grinned, obviously pleased with himself.

"Very good!" 





He pressed her eyelid, a little too hard for comfort. "Eye," he announced.

"Eye," Kylie agreed.

Then he put his finger up her nostril. "Nose."

Ouch! Time to cut those nails. "Nose," she agreed. 

He stuck a finger between her lips. "Mouth." 





"Grrrrrrr!" said Kylie, pretending to worry it from side to side, like a dog with a stick. Johnny squealed in delight.

"Sausage," said Johnny, meaning he was hungry.

Kylie strapped Johnny into his high chair, then got him some lunch from the fridge.

She left Johnny throwing cheese and ham around, and went to check the spacesuits. The cupboard was open and Johnny's suit was a mess. She shut her eyes, breathed deeply, and counted to ten. Then she did it again. It seemed no matter how hard she tried to keep track of Johnny, he always managed to break something while she wasn't looking. She'd learned to lock up everything she could, but in the eight months they'd been apart, Dan had lost the habit of keeping things toddler-proof. If she'd known how careless he'd become, she'd never have brought Johnny here.

She shook the magnetic Lego out of the legs, but she couldn't pry the play-doh out of the helmet catches, or remove the toy car rammed down the air hose.

Dan's depression was dangerous. Perhaps she ought to get him off Paycheck as fast as she could. Perhaps then Dan would turn back into the man she'd married. Oh, to see grass again, to smell it, and walk on it barefoot, and feel its slight stickiness on a hot day! With Dan sharing the childcare, she might even get a chance to do some painting again.

And Dan would call her a traitor. 





Kylie felt a familiar tearing sensation in her chest, as though she were being pulled in two.

  







  





Jim said, "Don't be daft. We'd know if a ship was coming." 





But Shuwundu was right. As they got closer, there was no doubting it. Originally, the ship had clearly consisted of an outer ring, joined by spokes to a central sphere on which rockets were mounted. Presumably the engines were in the center, and the outer ring had spun to provide gravity. Now it tumbled crazily, and a large part of the ring had been blown away by some huge explosion. Some parts were almost black, and nearly invisible even in sunlight.

They watched it in silence for several minutes, and then everyone began talking at once. 





"God help whoever was on that when it blew."

"Can't have been many survivors."

"No ID visible now."

Dan listened morosely to the chatter. He knew he ought to be feeling something, but the truth was, he couldn't care less. Numb again. With no clues to distance, they were almost on top of the ship before Dan could judge its size. It was only about 100 meters in diameter.

Shuwundu said, "How about we get Base to find out which ship this is? It would be good to have the technical data." 





Juanita replied, "I already transmitted some video to Amelia. No reply yet."

The launch chased the jagged edges of the ring, but the spaceship tumbled so wildly she couldn't land. Juanita said, "This is impossible. I think we should anchor near the center."

"Stupid woman," muttered Jim. 





Juanita headed for the center. Since this moved more slowly, and the landing pads were undamaged, she landed with little difficulty. Shuwundu and Dan got out to tether the launch.

Dan said, "I've never seen anchor points like this before." 





Shuwundu said, "Yeah. Must be a real old station. Hook it round the pigtail bit. See?"

Dan felt sick. The stars and asteroids appeared to spin wildly as the station gyrated.

"Ugh," said Jim. "Let's stop this spin first." 





Bleeding obvious, thought Dan. We can't do anything else while we're on this whirligig.

Juanita said, "Amelia can't find the station in Base's database. She's asking Earth -"

Three men groaned at once. It would take over thirty minutes for the radio signal to get to earth and back, even if Earthside replied immediately. 





" - but she estimates the remains of the station at 2401 tons and says each cable should be 2325 meters long if we attach it to the rim and use the transport and cargo for weights."

Oh fun, thought Dan.

Everyone except Juanita got out of their five-point harness and started strapping on mobility packs - a harness with little thrust rockets pointing every which way.

"Now unstrap yourselves and get into the mobility packs," ordered Jim. He was the last one ready. "Get a move on, everyone," he barked. "Don't use the rockets inside the transport." 





Dan knew better anyway. They pushed off from their seats, and climbed out.

The damaged ship had ladders along each of the six struts that joined the central sphere to the outer ring.  





Ten minutes later Dan was moving along a ladder with Jim, playing out one of the thick carbon cables behind them. He stared at his feet and tried to ignore the stars whipping past below and to the sides. He still felt like an ant on a Frisbee. It was worse where the ladder had buckled. Beneath their feet, the explosion had torn large chunks off the outer skin of the space station, exposing pipework beneath. Dan concentrated on his tethers.

They welded the cable onto the station rim. It was hard work because the centrifugal force tried to fling everything into space.  





Finally, Jim said, "That should do it. Juanita, we're heading back now."

As they retraced their steps down the strut, the launch flew past them, looping the cable round and round the station in the direction of spin. Meanwhile, Shuwundu attached a similar cable to the other side. His was attached to the launch, while Jim and Dan's was attached to the launch's cargo - mostly water.

"Right, lad," said Jim. "It works like this. The launch weighs the same as the cargo. We've got two weights, see, each fastened to a cable looped round this here station. Juanita kills her engines, and we blow the bolts, and the spin throws them both out, like, spinning the opposite way. Of course both weights together are a lot less than the station, but they're a lot further out, see? So if Base got their sums right, the angular whatsit should cancel out, and we stop the boy spinning. Even if they've screwed up again, it should be spinning a sight less."

"I know," said Dan. He didn't see how they could work with even a small residual spin, but he didn't bother to say so.Jim ignored him anyway. "Right, everybody get in."

They all got into the launch and strapped in. 





Jim said, "Juanita, get ready to cut us free."

"Ready".

"Three…two…one…Now."

Now the station appeared to be moving, as well as the stars. Dan shut his eyes. 





Shuwundu said, "Get ready for a little jolt when the cable's all paid out.

The little jolt nearly pulled Dan's arms out of their sockets. He kept his eyes shut until he heard a ragged cheer. The stars had stopped moving and Juanita cut the launch free.

Jim started giving orders again. "Right, let's get to the thrust point."

Juanita was already steering them there. Now that the station had stopped its wild tumbling, it was simple enough for Juanita to land on the outer ring, near the huge gash. 





As they climbed out, Jim continued, "Shuwundu, take the generator. I'll take the gun. Dan, you don't know what you're doing. Stick with me."

Jim pointed to a section of the ship's hull. "This'll do. Come on, get a move on. We can't get this thing moving fast, so we've got to start it moving now. We've only got an hour left."

Dan held the gun down while Shuwundu taped it to the station. Then they adjusted it, using gyros, until it pointed at ninety degrees to the station's direction of travel.  





Dan said, "Shame we can't use the ship's own engines."

Jim snorted. "Yeah right. Let's go spend half an hour finding out why this thing's abandoned and leave it too late to use the gun. Keep your mind on your work, you stupid git. That's miles out. Do it again." 





It went much faster the second time, because they just lined up on the scratch marks Shuwundu made the first time. Then Jim said it was perfect.

They started connecting the generator. 





Shuwundu said, "Come on Dan, let's get the ice."

They left the others connecting the generator, and went back to the transport. The ice was in six flexible bags, each a meter cubed. Although it was weightless, it still had a lot of inertia, so it took a good shove to get it moving. Shuwundu made it look easy, keeping it going in the right direction and stopping it dead, just as they got to the water gun.

The generator was already humming. Shuwundu connected the ice bag to its heater and the gun, and they were in business. 





Everyone moved well back.

"Move back!" shouted Jim. "This gun can punch a hole through steel."

He switched on. The melting ice was pumped into the gun, converted to steam at a thousand degrees centigrade, and squirted out of a fine nozzle. There was no sound, and nothing to see unless something was behind the narrow, shimmering line of supersonic steam, but the space station began to change course very, very slowly.

Jim's voice sawed into the background of breathing.  





"Juanita, get an update from Amelia."

"Collision time, one hour and twelve minutes. She'll contact us when she's got data on how the gun's working."

"I said get an update, not old data, you prat." 





"I asked for the update when I saw the gun start. Amelia will give me fresh data when she's got it. She always does." 

There was a pause while they floated around and listened to their breathing. Dan looked up. The shrunken sun was directly overhead.

Time passed. The water bag started to deflate. Dan wanted to look inside the ship, but he knew what Jim's reaction would be if he suggested it. Why did I come and work here?thought Dan. My old job at the coal mine wasn't so bad. Real sky and birds when you came up. At least my boss wasn't such an idiot.

"Update," said Juanita. "The space station's starting to spin. We need to adjust the gun by twenty-six arc minutes east. Apart from that, the space station's lighter than she first thought, and we won't need all the ice."

Shuwundu switched off the gun, to adjust it. 





"Shuwundu, switch it off and adjust it," said Jim.

They had it going again in under a minute.

Dan thought, If I "accidentally" caught the jet, my suit would deflate. It would all be over in a second. I'd never have to put up with Jim again. Hell, I'd never have to put up with my nightmares again.

"Update," said Juanita. "We're bang on. We should only need a few liters of the second bag, but Ameilia says to fire half to be sure. Evacuation canceled."

"Dan, get another bag," ordered Jim. 





Dan did. On his own, it was much harder to control the ice. It went shooting off sideways. He'd chase it and try to stop it, only to have it careen off again. The short distance to the gun turned into a drunkard's walk. It was so difficult he almost forgot his troubles, briefly.

He was close now. He gave the water bag a cautious nudge, and it spun into the gun, knocking it sideways. Once the gun wasn't pushing solidly into the hull of the station, the force of the jet tore it free. As the gun flew off at high speed, the steam jet slashed through the bag of water that Dan had brought, then sliced a gash in the space station's hull.

Jim and Shuwundu jumped away. One ton of ice boiled and vanished in ten seconds.

  







  





Kylie de-pressurized the airlock. The tiny suit beside her flopped over immediately. It was still leaking like a sieve. She put more duct tape on the air hose and tried again. The suit still deflated. Thank goodness the collision alert was over. There was no way she could have taken Johnny to the spaceport for evacuation without his suit. 





She re-pressurized and got out of her own suit, then immediately blew her nose. She could hear the PA going in the main dome, but couldn't catch the words. Assuming it was the standard company trivia, she stayed in the airlock and kept hunting for the leak.

There was no way she was leaving Dan alone with his depression. The least bad option seemed to be Shuwundu. As soon as they got back from this other asteroid, she'd go see him and spill the beans. She started to plan what she'd say.

  







  





Three men held their breaths at once. The silence sounded loud behind the rapid thud of Dan's heart. He felt sick and cold. 





"You idiot!" Jim called Dan every name in the book, and a few new ones too. Shuwundu tried to get a word in edgeways. When he failed he jetted back to the transport. Through his misery, Dan was vaguely aware of Shuwundu touching helmets with Juanita, so they could speak without the intercom.

Jim eventually paused for breath. 





"STOP IT BOTH OF YOU!" roared Shuwundu. "We've got to THINK!"

"Update," said Juanita. "We're at least ten liters short. Collision time in thirty-four minutes." 





  







  





Some time later, Kylie got the feeling that Johnny was far too quiet. She went back into the main dome, only to find he had escaped from the playpen. She looked all round the room; no Johnny, but the fridge was open. Finally, she remembered to check the walls and ceiling as well as the floor, and sure enough, Johnny was hiding at the top of the dome. She could see his face and chest were covered with something red. Her chest tightened with fear. 





When she spotted him, he giggled and waved. "Bye-bye Mummy," meaning hello. "Bye-bye." He didn't seem hurt, thank goodness. 





Kylie climbed one of the metal struts on all fours. She hated heights, and seeing the floor at that crazy angle made her feel sick. She shut her eyes and reminded herself that in micro-gravity, down was whichever way you felt like, and falling wouldn't hurt. Then she opened her eyes, forced herself to stand upright, and carried on.

Johnny waited until she was just two meters away, then scampered off, giggling, leaving a few red blobs in the air behind him.  





Kylie caught one and sniffed it. "Tomato!" The little horror must have squirted an entire tube of precious ketchup over himself. She didn't know whether to laugh with relief or cry with frustration. Whatever else, she had to clean him up, and she couldn't stay here, upside down at the top of the dome. "Stay there, Johnny. Mummy's coming." She started edging down, forcing herself to breathe slowly and deeply.

Johnny waited at the base of the strut, chuckling, until Kylie got within two meters of him. Then he scampered off again.

The intercom said, "Evacuation. Evacuation. Collision in fourteen minutes. Remaining personnel report to the port immediately. Repeat immediately. Collision time in fourteen minutes." 





For a moment Kylie froze in disbelief. Then she ran to the phone to call the help desk. No reply.

"Mummy!" called Johnny. "Bye-bye Mummy." 





Kylie tried Juanita. No answer.

"Mummy!" repeated Johnny.

"Sorry darling, Mummy's busy."

She tried the smelters. No reply.

Amelia's voice came over the intercom again. "Evacuation. Evacuation. Collision in twelve minutes. Remaining personnel report to the port immediately. Repeat immediately. Collision time in twelve minutes."

She went through the whole short phone list as Johnny climbed back up to the top of the dome. 





She tried the help desk again. No reply. Then she realized that Amelia must be busy on the intercom. She seemed to run the entire admin single-handed. Everyone else had gone to the port. 

"Evacuation. Evacuation. Collision in ten minutes. Remaining personnel report to the port immediately. Repeat immediately. Collision time in ten minutes. Ship leaves in five. Signing off."

Kylie looked around in panic. Then she ran to her suit and switched on the intercom. She heard Amelia talking. 





"Base to nudge team. Evacuate. You have nine minutes to get clear. Take-off in one. Rendezvous with Buzz Aldrinafter collision."

She heard a crackle of static in reply. The ordinary intercom couldn't reach Dan's team. 





"Base! Amelia! Help! Help!"

"Who's calling?"

"This is Kylie Gaunt. Johnny's broken his suit. We can't leave the dome. We-"

The radio squawked as Amelia cut her connection. Kylie couldn't believe it. As soon as she stopped shouting, the squawking stopped, and she heard Amelia again. "- Do you copy?" 





The reply was barely more than a whisper, but it still shook. 

"Message received. No airtight transport available. I think she'll just have to leave the kid." 





"What?" screamed Kylie. The intercom squawked back, silencing her. Amelia wasn't going to let her interrupt. 





"- serious?" said Base.

"I know, I know! But I can't do anything. There isn't a bus. We can't fit a shuttle into the airlock. And if we don't leave in four minutes we'll alldie."

Amelia said, "Do you copy, Kylie?" 





Kylie tried to reply, but got a squawk.

"Try again Kylie," said Amelia.

Kylie sobbed. "I'm not leaving Johnny. I'm not."

She heard Amelia take a deep, deep breath. "Kylie, I'm so sorry. But you can't help Johnny. You can only save yourself. Get to the port. It won't help Johnny to stay behind. Get to the port. You've only got three minutes."

"No! " cried Kylie. "No!" 





The Buzz Aldrinanswered, "Look you stupid woman. You've got three minutes. Get to the port."

"Kylie, please!" said Amelia. 





"No!"

She collapsed, shaken by sobs and gasping for breath.

Amelia said, "Kylie - Kylie - are you there? Listen, I'm coming over with an adult suit. Maybe we can get Johnny in it. Then we'll jump off Paycheck and hope the ship can pick us up afterwards." 





The Buzz Aldrinsaid, "The collision's due that side. If the crunch doesn't squash you, the shrapnel will punch you full of holes."

"Kylie, have the airlock open, ready. And get into your own suit." 





"Bloody women!" said the Buzz Aldrin. "Go ahead and commit suicide!"

Kylie ripped the intercom speaker off her suit. 





  







  





Paycheck filled the sky on the space station. The computer back at Base predicted that the space station would hit close to the spaceport. Paycheck probably wouldn't disintegrate, but the living offices and domes would certainly be destroyed. 





Nobody had said anything to Dan since Shuwundu had shouted at them to think. Dan himself had said nothing. It made very little difference, since the screaming carried on inside his head. 





By now, the space station was so close to Paycheck that they could hear Base direct, instead of having to go through Juanita.

"Base to nudge team. Evacuate. You have nine minutes to get clear. Take-off in one. Rendezvous with Buzz Aldrinafter collision."

Two defeated men flew back to the transport. 

"For God's sake Dan, hurry up or we'll leave you!" snapped Jim in his ears. 





Dan went the other way. He was no use to anybody. 

"Dan, don't be a fool! Everybody makes mistakes," yelled Shuwundu.

Dan ducked into the ring of the space station. They wouldn't hang around to look for him for long, and in a few minutes Kylie would be free to find a decent father for Johnny. He got just twenty paces inside when he stopped in astonishment. 

The walls were covered in Arabic. 

Filled with curiosity, he turned into one of the rooms off the corridor.

It was a workshop. He recognized a lathe and a drill. One wall held shelves, empty now, their contents floating around. He vaguely remembered some fundamentalists setting off to start a new colony. Like the Pilgrim Fathers, only Islamic. Looked like they hadn't got far.

His intercom crackled faintly, the signal broken up by the hull of the space station. "Base to nudge team. Evacuate. Time's up." 





"Right, everyone split up. We've got to find the silly sod fast!"

Dan switched his lights off. He huddled deeper into the shadow as he watched a human figure fly past the door. 





"Christ! It's useless. He can hide for hours, if he wants to." 

One minute after their limit, the others left, swearing. Dan felt relieved. No more waking up in the night, dreading the coming day. No more acting normal when he felt anything but. He was committed now, and he could relax.

A burst of static whispered on the intercom - somebody on Paycheck talking to Amelia.

"Who's calling?" 





Another whisper of static.

"Amelia to Buzz Aldrin. Child without a spacesuit in dome six. They need assistance, do you copy?"

Shock knifed through Dan. Johnny in danger? He couldn't believe it until he heard Buzz Aldrinreply.

"Message received. No airtight transport available. I think she'll just have to leave the kid." 





"No!" It was several seconds before he realized that the scream was his own.

“Leave the kid?" said Amelia. "Buzz Aldrin, are you serious?"

"I know, I know! But I can't do anything. There isn't a bus. We can't fit a shuttle into the airlock. And if we don't leave in four minutes we'll alldie."

Dan swooped along the corridor with no plans, only  





desperation. He searched around desperately for somethingto move the space station. Killing himself through stupidity was one thing, but Johnny!

Amelia said, "Do you copy, Kylie?" 





Kylie sobbed. "I'm not leaving Johnny. I'm not."

Dan felt a crazy pride in his wife. She'd stayed loyal to him when he'd been impossible for months, and now she wouldn't leave Johnny. Whereas he had been trying to leave them both. He didn't even...

Dan caromed into a shut door and instinctively hit the button beside it. The door opened and he flew into a large room. 





It was the control room. Certainly there was a bunch of display screens above and behind consoles full of buttons. Part of his brain admired the flowing Arabic script, while most of his brain wished the space station were still functional.

The door had opened when he’d pushed the button. There must still be power. If only he had time to work this all out.

Dan shrugged. He had nothing to lose, so he might as well try. He chose a workstation at random and punched a few buttons. Nothing.  





Hang on. The captain would be somewhere central so he could talk to everyone. The pilot would be pretty close to the captain. If there were an engineer, he'd be close to both.

The extra-large harness there would be the captain. OK, let's try the one in front. Dan pushed the big button at the bottom. Nothing. Some in the center. Nothing. So how about the one with the cover on? Had to be a panic button or a reset. He lifted the cover with difficulty and flipped the switch. The room lights came on.

That's when Dan realized how little he'd expected his fumbling to work. He shrugged, and tried the big button at the bottom again.

Five buttons in a cross shape glowed violet. Dan shut his eyes and tried to remember how the station flew with respect to Paycheck. The outer ring was just about edge-on to Paycheck, so he wanted the main engine. He punched the center button, hoping.

Nothing. 





He tried again. Still nothing. Of course with so much of the ship wrecked, it figured. The chances of all the vital parts surviving the explosion were remote.

With no better idea, he wandered back along the corridor to where he'd entered the ship, and right outside. Paycheck looked noticeably larger. 





Dan glared at the useless main engine. If only! Then he looked thoughtfully at the exposed pipes running towards the engine. Logically they must have held fuel. Maybe they were still under pressure. If he could just make a hole in them...

Nothing in his fanny pack looked promising. Back to the workshop. 

Sure enough, he found a nice big drill bit, tipped with something like black glass. With a bit of luck, it would be an industrial diamond. It had to be hard anyway, or why else put it on the end of a drill? 





There was no sign of a hammer or mallet. Maybe they'd all got lost. Whatever. 

Dan headed back outside, remembering his first attempt to use a hammer in zero-G. He'd picked up a lump of rock and bashed a recalcitrant lever. The reaction from the blow had knocked him clean off Paycheck and Shuwundu had had to rescue him.

Now, he flew a hundred meters from the station, turned his mobility to full acceleration, held the drill bit with both hands like a pistol, and rammed himself into the pipe. 





He almost dislocated his shoulders, but the bit dug in. It took most of his strength to pull the bit free.

Then to his delight he saw a jet of tiny ice crystals zipping out of the hole he'd made. 





He repeated the maneuver, making another three holes. Now he had four jets, nudging the ship away from Paycheck. 

The station was accelerating. 





There was nothing more he could do here. Paycheck looked close enough to touch; he might as well die with Kylie and Johnny. He kicked hard. With no opposing gravity, he flew the one and a half kilometers to Paycheck in two and a half minutes. Behind him, he saw a cloud of crystals shimmering in the sunlight. Ahead, he saw the grinding and smelting station detach from the top of the funnel, getting out of harm's way. He flew into Paycheck's shadow and his suit lights switched on.

His intercom crackled. "Kylie - Kylie - are you there? Listen, I'm coming over with an adult suit. Maybe we can get Johnny in it. Then we'll jump off Paycheck and hope the ship can pick us up afterwards." 





"Amelia, don't! The collision's due that side. If the crunch doesn't squash you, the shrapnel will punch you full of holes."

"Kylie, have the airlock open, ready. And get into your own suit." 





"Bloody women! Go ahead and commit suicide!"

Dan landed beside the spaceport.

Because he was setting the magnets in his boots, he braked too late and hit Paycheck hard. His left ankle collapsed in agony. He gasped, set the left magnet back to zero, and carried on. The Arab spaceship seemed to be coming straight at him as he hopped to the canopy and living area. He knew he wasn't going to make it, but kept going. He just wanted to put his arms around Kylie one last time.

"Kylie? Can you hear me, Kylie?" She wasn't answering. 





"I think her intercom's broken," replied Amelia.

Dan could see the spaceship in sunlight, with a lone star twinkling beneath it. This was going to be very, very close. He could even see the engines sticking out from the station like a rude finger. 

The sun rose. 





The space station tore into the canopy, missing Paycheck itself by a few meters. Flailing hawsers scraped a line of destruction across Paycheck, like the path of a tornado. Dome seven vanished in a cloud of debris. Dan ducked uselessly, then automatically turned his head towards the flying rocks, to reduce the chance of getting hit. When he opened his eyes, he saw debris flying out of a huge gash in dome six. The dome had de-pressurized.

He had failed and his family was dead. He'd killed them. 





  







  





Kylie stared at the intercom in her hand. What had she done that for? Amelia would be too late. She had two minutes to improvise a spacesuit for Johnny. Suppose she put him in a garbage bag? No, the plastic would explode in a vacuum. She looked around wildly for salvation, and saw the freezer. She sprinted over, pulled the door open, and emptied the freezer in frantic haste. Frozen pizzas and bags of peas bounced around the dome. The shelves and drawers clanged on the floor. When it was empty, she had a cubic meter of space. 





Johnny was back at the apex of the dome. No sense chasing him. She knelt down and opened her arms wide. "Who loves meeee?" 





"NO!" Johnny refused to get in; refused to let her near him. Kylie forgot all about vertigo. She sprinted up the strut and managed to grab Johnny's arm. He screamed and kicked her as hard as he could with his metal-soled shoes. Gritting her teeth against the pain, she dragged him to the freezer, threw him inside and slammed the door. She could hear him still screaming and kicking inside.

She drew a deep, shaky breath. She put on her helmet and clicked the catches. Johnny was safe. Then she pictured the vacuum outside sucking the freezer door open. Thank God for reinforced duct tape, she thought, grabbing it. Her hands shook so much, it was difficult to feed the tape round the back of the freezer. Ten turns should do it. How long to impact? And how could she get this thing out of the airlock by herself?

A rock the size of a car ripped through the wall with a deafening crash. The lights went out. Her scream sounded loud against the sudden silence outside her suit. Kylie lost all sense of direction. The light from her suit showed things that made no sense. A plastic bag of ice cubes exploded in front of her eyes, and the ice evaporated instantly. The freezer seemed to be flying through the air with her. Had the floor magnet failed?

Sunlight dazzled her. She was hundreds of meters up in the air, flying away from Paycheck with no way to land. 

She switched on her boot magnets, knowing it was useless. She was yanked round and her feet thudded into something. It was the freezer. Dimly, she could hear Johnny's screams traveling up her shaking legs. How long would his air last? She had probably given her baby a slow death instead of a quick one.

  







  





Dan could have wept with relief when he saw Kylie fly out of the dome. "Hang on Kylie, I'm coming!"  





There was no reply. With a sickening jolt, he realized that it might well be an empty suit, or Kylie might somehow be dead inside it. 





"Kylie? Can you hear me, Kylie?"

Setting the main thrusters on his mobility pack to full, he dashed after her, and then very nearly overshot. Braking fiercely, he grabbed the spacesuit's waist and swung round to look into the helmet. Kylie's wide eyes delighted him so much he hardly noticed the pain in his injured shoulders.

Assuming that her intercom was somehow broken, he touched helmets with her. "Darling, are you OK?"

Kylie started crying. Her helmet fogged up immediately. She rubbed uselessly at the outside with the glove of her spacesuit, trying to clear it. Dan remembered doing that when he’d been  a raw recruit. "It's OK, Sweetheart. Switch off your magnets, and I'll take you to the transport. I can't manage the freezer as well."

"I can't leave Johnny." 





Dan's chest squeezed so tight he could hardly breath. "You did all you could. Come on now."

"No!"  





There was no point arguing. He reached over to the controls on her forearm, and switched the magnets off himself. Then he accelerated away from the freezer, gently, so Kylie wouldn't notice. She was distressed enough.

Thanks to Kylie's fogged visor, they had gone over a hundred meters before she reacted.

"Dan! Dan! I can't feel Johnny any more." 





"Hush, love."

"But he's stopped screaming. He's run out of air. Oh why couldn't we have had a bigger freezer!" 

It took Dan several seconds to work it out. Then he gasped. "Darling, you're a genius."

He wanted to get back to the freezer at top speed, but he forced himself to take it slowly. He couldn't have much fuel left. 





As soon as they got to the freezer, Dan leaned his helmet against it. Johnny was screaming, all right.

 "Right," said Dan, with new determination. "How do I get one mobility pack to push the three of us?"

"I've got a better idea," said Juanita. 





Dan was stunned. He'd completely forgotten the transport.

It seemed an age before Juanita arrived. Between them, they lashed the freezer onto the side of the transport. Dan sat beside Kylie, wondering how long Johnny's air would last. He hadn't a clue. 

Amelia said, "Nudge team, can you slow down so I can catch up. I'm low on fuel and oxygen."

"Roger." 





Amelia's mobility pack wasn't working properly. It took an age to pick her up. Try as he might to distract himself, Dan kept picturing Johnny suffocating while they maneuvered.

Why on Earth had he thought money so important? He'd swap the whole of Paycheck for oxygen for Johnny in a moment.

It was another age before they flew into the giant airlock of the Buzz Aldrin, and heard the characteristic hissing of re-pressurization. As the pressure increased, the silence from the freezer grew louder and louder. Kylie tried to loosen the duct tape with her gloved hands.

The full pressure gong sounded. Dan took his helmet and gloves off. 





Jim charged in front of him. "You're fired!" he shouted.

"Bloody hell!" said Shuwundu, pulling him away. "Let's get the kid out first."

Dan ignored both of them. He rummaged round in his fanny pack for a knife, and lunged at the freezer to cut the duct tape. 





Kylie flung open the door, and there was Johnny, eyes closed and motionless.

Dan's heart stopped.

Johnny snored. 





Kylie grabbed Johnny, and Dan grabbed them both. Johnny woke up and burrowed sleepily into Kylie's shoulder, whimpering. Dan kissed her passionately. She tasted of chili and tears. He kissed Johnny, who tasted of ketchup, and kissed back sleepily.

It was wonderful to be alive. How could he ever have felt any different? 











  









  





PULSE

by Tom Jolly



  





 





  





  





First, do no harm. 





The interesting difference between doctors and scientists is that scientists often ignore the potentially deadly repercussions of their activities, so immersed are they in their work that they fail to see all the dark applications of it. If people die, it's not their fault. As long as your motives are pure, no blame can be laid at your doorstep. 

It’s complete crap - a suppression of reality to satisfy the ego.

I was feeding the shredder as fast as I could pull files out of my cabinets, torn between the duty of hiding my research and watching the body count rise on the TV. The images were nightmarish; bloody corpses littering the street, smears of red splayed out from their bodies as though they'd flopped around for awhile before dying. I'd lost my lunch hours ago, but still couldn't keep from glancing at the flickering horror of the tube. It didn't seem real to me. I couldn't be responsible for wiping out a hundred million people. It couldn’t be my fault. 

A large chunk of India had been wiped out that morning. The news came out slowly, partly because there were few left alive who could report on it. One of my research partners, Singh Sen, lived in the area. I worried about him, but as with most major disasters, people assume that everyone they know will still be alive. Death was for strangers.

The devastated area turned out to be over three hundred miles wide. It took only a few hours for authorities to determine that nearly everything living inside that area was dead. By then, I was pretty sure I was one of the people responsible for it.

I could only take a wild guess as to what must have happened to Singh. My other partner on the research project was Bernhard Teuber in Germany. I tried to link to Bernhard to see if he knew anything about Singh, but the satellites were tied up and land relays wouldn't make it. I should have guessed. Bernhard would be even more upset than me, anyway, and probably be as busily occupied covering his tracks as I was. He treated this project like it was his own baby, much to Singh's and my own irritation. 

The hours following that announcement were rushed. I knew how bad the devastation would be. I knew that its cause would be traced to our research. While crying and berating myself for our foolishness in pursuing this line of research, I was proactively making confetti out of my research papers and packing my arcane test equipment into cardboard boxes, straddling remorse and stoic practicality. After an hour or two of high-octane panic and damage control, I realized that I hadn't talked to my wife since the disaster hit the news. This might seem callous and forgetful, but anyone who's known a scientist completely consumed by a project will understand exactly where my head was stuck. Getting my emotions under control, I called Melanie on my headwire.

"Hi, Mel." Sound natural, don't panic. She'll hear it.

"Hey, honey. Have you seen the news?" she asked. Her voice quavered.

"Yeah. That's why I'm calling. Get some bags packed and get as much cash together as possible. We're going to have to leave this afternoon for a long trip."

"What...why?"

"I can't talk about it on the wire. Just trust me, okay? I'll be home in an hour."

"Is there a...a war? Do we need to bring the guns?"

Practical, as always. "It wouldn't hurt. Food, clothes, soap. Matches. Crap, I never planned for anything like this. Should've listened to your brother."

"I can call him."

I hesitated. I thought her brother was a nutcase survivalist. Still, he knew some things I'd never dreamed about. "Okay. He'll think it's World War Three. But do that, he might give you some good ideas. I can stop by the bank on my way home and cash out."

We did the usual love-yous and I tapped off. Less planning than a barbecue, but that's what panic does to you.

It wouldn't take long for India's government or my own to determine the center of that giant slaughterhouse, but it wouldn't be exact, either. Singh lived only a mile from the University of Delhi and the center of the disaster area would be ambiguous due to the variable terrain. A chunk of Pakistan and Nepal were caught up in the kill zone, too.

Cramming stuff into boxes, I let my mind wander into the empty, cold zone of self-recrimination. I stopped and stared at the wall. Christ. How the hell did we end up here? 

Our team had been stuck in an ethical and philosophical quandary. There‘d been four articles published in the Journal of Physics that cumulatively painted a path to the development of the device. Any idiot with a Ph.D. could put the information together and make one of the terrible machines. The three of us had worked as a team to develop the thing for a totally benign purpose. It was to be an electronic dowsing rod, using a pulse that acted like a wave until it hit a body of water , traveling on the skin of the Earth as it propagated across the land. The water would weakly reflect the wave, but the perimeter of the water body would heat up when the wave hit it. We’d been trying to tweak it to make it penetrate deep into the land instead of acting like a surface wave. We’d succeeded only in making water vaporize when the wave hit it, unfortunately achieving only millimeters of ground penetration. A few short experiments had showed us that it would kill any water-bearing creature it hit by instantaneously boiling the water in the epidermal layer, effectively flaying it alive. The inner organs and muscles were "saved" from the effects of the wave by the fact that the wave's energy was used up in destroying the skin.

Great. We'd developed the ideal terrorist weapon.

I still remember losing it the first time I saw what it did to a lab rat. And now...what they were showing on TV was a million times worse. 

Still, there were exceptions to the hideous deaths in India. The wave only traveled across dry surfaces, stopping when it came to a body of water of any size, even something the size of a puddle, dumping its energy into vaporization of the perimeter of the water body. Even saturated dirt would stop it.

They would discover the discrepancies in India soon enough. Birds in flight would be unaffected, as would airline flights. Standing in a rain puddle would save you, though you'd see the water around the edge flash to steam. 

Stories started coming out of the kill zone. There were bizarre incidences where some people just happened to be jumping when the wave passed under them; thirty percent of a marathon inexplicably watched their running companions shed their skins. A girl jump-roping between two of her friends watched them die while she remained unscathed. There was one report of a woman swimming in a pool when the pulse came through, who got out only when she heard her kids and her dog screaming in agony.

I wanted to shut off the news-wire after the reports started coming in, but forced myself to listen, perhaps in penance for my imagined crimes against humanity. Deep inside, I knew someone would have discovered and used this device, eventually, but I had discovered it. I kept telling myself this. I had brought the demon into existence. God damn it all.

It wouldn't take the government guys long to figure things out. I had to disappear. My research had to disappear with me.

The various governments would be left with few options once they found out about the device and what it did. Try to hush it up. Try to use it preemptively to wipe out those that they thought would use it as a weapon. Or both.

The possibility that Singh had been unable to destroy his own device after it had sent its deadly pulse out loomed heavily over me. Singh was damned smart, though. If there'd been a way to booby-trap the device against other users, Singh would have incorporated it into his design.

What could have led Singh to knowingly kill himself and millions of others? Or was it just an experimental screw-up of unimaginable proportions? The only other person in the world who could have done something like this was Bernhard, but he...well...nobody could do something like that just to lay claim to a new idea. Nobody in his right mind. I went back to packing, rerunning old conversations with Bernhard in my head. 

I gathered all the boxes I'd packed and put them on a handcart.The last prototype I grabbed was the size of a deck of cards, which I dropped into my coat pocket. The thought occurred to me that building the device had taken me one month and cost me two hundred dollars in off-the-shelf parts. And in just a few years, most likely, everyone who wanted to build one would find the schematics on the net. If the net still existed. 

I had no idea of the range of the thing, since it had always been tested while mounted on a platform surrounded by a pool of water, but it was refined to a point where I knew it would kill stuff. What if Singh's device hadn't been any bigger? I shuddered at the thought. I could destroy it after I got on the road without leaving any clues for anyone to find. Smashing it here would just leave parts all over, and there were pros in the government that could reverse-engineer a 747 just by looking at the pilot's seat belt fastener.

I pushed the cart out of the lab area. There was nobody but students and teachers' assistants in the hallway right now, and traffic would be light since classes were in session. No one would give me a glance. Lab guys were always hauling loads in and out, and everyone knew me.

I got to the door of the building before my heart stopped.

Approaching the exit door from the outside were two swarthy men in business coats, one in a tie and one in a turtleneck. Neither of them looked friendly.

I glanced around wildly for escape routes. One of them apparently took this as a silent request for him to hold the door open for me since my hands were on the cart, which he obligingly did. I smiled, nodded, and stepped through, and one of them clapped his hand onto my shoulder. I froze.

"Excuse me," he said. His accent was light, but definitely not from the States. "Can you direct me to Dr. James Harroway's office?"

My heart pounded under the lab coat. He had to be able to see my coat flapping against my chest. Pointing down the hallway, I cleared my throat of its nervous phlegm and ineffectively willed myself to not sweat. "Yeah, sure, it's down the hall, turn left at the intersection, and three doors down on the right. You can't miss it, his name's on the door."

"Thanks."

I clenched my teeth in what I hoped was interpreted as a friendly smile and watched them walk away. One glanced over his shoulder at me, eyebrow raised. I took that as a cue to turn around and continue my trip to the car, trying very hard to walk casually.

Who were these guys, and how did they figure out where I was so quickly? Was I just being paranoid? They had to be tapping into the Wire. Their government had to be monitoring our messages and put two and two together. Or maybe these guys were just students looking for me. Yeah, sure.

I made it to my Moleman Electric, used my headwire to unlock it as soon as I was in range, opened it up and started cramming the boxes into the little vehicle. I engaged the fuel cells and tickled the front and rear cameras into life, which pivoted to watch the doors to the building, feeding the images to my inner eye. I hopped into the Moleman, just in time to catch the two men on camera coming out of the research building. They scanned the area, then chose to come my direction. Coincidence? I backed up quickly, pulled out of the parking lot and hit the grid.

Giving the database a mental image of my bank, I sat back and gathered my thoughts, letting the car decide the best route.

It started to rain. Staring through the windshield of the car at one of the natural defenses against the device, I wondered how many people in India had the great fortune to be nestled away in a monsoon when the device went off. It reminded me of the old joke about the man in a spacesuit, adrift in the vacuum with his air running low, when he sees Earth getting smacked by a giant asteroid. "Boy, am I lucky," he thinks.

It suddenly occurred to me that if the mystery men knew I worked at the University, then they, whoever they were, would know where I lived. Melanie would be in danger. I called her again. "Hey, Mel, grab whatever you have ready and get out of there. I think some...uh...guys are after me."

"There are some men out front!" she said. "One of them is going around to the back of the house." I could hear her feet pounding as she ran to the back door to lock it, and the click of the sliding glass door latch as she ran by it.

"Honey, get one of the guns. Don't let them in. If they try to force their way in..."

"Jim, the guns, they're..."

I heard a blast of static, then the wire went dead. I grabbed the steering wheel of the car for manual control and headed for my house. Bastards! If her headwire was down, it meant she was unconscious or an interference wave was being broadcast. Even unconscious she should still be transmitting unless one of us cut the link.

The car slid on the slick, wet pavement as I came around a corner. The house was still a mile away, and it would do no good if I arrived dead. Taking deep breaths and slowing down, I tried to plan something intelligent prior to my arrival.

Clearly they expected me to show up. And I had a carload of deadly goodies. I took a deep breath, knuckles crunched white on the steering wheel. Despite the intense urgency to go rescue my wife, I had to get rid of this crap. Hell, what was I thinking? They'd be happy to get a hold of me even without the equipment. Yet here I was ready to deliver myself. I sighed and kept driving. I just had to make sure I didn't screw up. 

I parked the car two blocks from the house. The rain pattered down continuously, shading everything in a shiny gray coat. For winter in San Jose, this wasn't too unusual. From the looks of the clouds, it would keep raining for hours. Getting out of the car, I walked down the street to the house on the opposite side of the block from my own. Checking to see if anyone was watching me, I hopped over Charlie Hamilton's fence. I stayed low and moved rapidly to my back fence, peeking through the cracks to see my own house.

The house was not lit. It was now early evening, and I expected to see some lights. It was too quiet. I wished I had a gun, then I remembered her last words to me, "Jim, the guns, they're..." I took a guess: "...they're already packed. They're in the car." Okay. I could see the back of the car. I wired the car and got a response, popping the trunk from where I crouched twenty feet away. No reaction from the house. Good. I could probably start the car remotely, but I couldn’t move it; remote driving had been outlawed sometime around 2020, so I couldn't back it through the fence.

I positioned myself behind a tall bougainvillea from my own yard and climbed over the fence with barely a creak to betray my presence. The bougie needed trimming, and let me know this with its gentle caress of two-inch thorns, but for now I forgave it as it was providing substantial cover for me. I got on my hands and toes and spider-crawled to the trunk of my car, slowly lifted the trunk lid and stuck my head inside. Sure enough, there were my gun cases. I pulled out my old nine-millimeter Sig-Sauer and located a full magazine nearby, wincing at the sound as it snicked into place. My heart was pounding. I'd never shot at anybody in my life, and had never expected to. Guns were for shooting tin cans, and if you were into graphic violence then you used milk jugs filled with water. It occurred to me that I should have called the police to deal with something like this, but I brushed aside the idea as soon as it presented itself, realizing how much was at stake. But running into a house with unknown enemies and a possibly unconscious wife wasn't an attractive thought either. I sat in the rain behind my wife's car, getting saturated, and thought about it.

I wired my next-door neighbor, Cob Murcheson. "Yeah?" he answered. Brusque and rude, like always. I needed that right now. Plus, I needed a distraction.

"Hi, Cob. This is Jim. Look, I was talking to my wife a while ago and she just stopped talking, but the wire was still live. She's not responding. I'm worried something might have happened to her. I'm still at the University, could you pop over there and check up on her?" 

"Man, have you seen the news?"

"Yeah, Cob. Look, I'm really worried about Mel, could you check on her now?"

He grumbled a bit. I could hear the news about India blaring in the background. "Yeah, okay, just a minute."

I waited. He was probably programming a redirect to his own headwire so he could monitor the news while he came over. I heard his front door slam, then peered around the corner of the car, watching him pass by the driveway at the front of the house, splashing through puddles as he went across. Waiting until he knocked on the front door, I sprinted for the back door, key in one hand, gun in the other.

Unlocking the door, I opened it up a crack to peek inside. Cob was banging on the front door again. "Melanie?" he shouted. "You okay?" The men inside, if indeed they were still there, would have to answer the front door or expect Cob to try to come inside. It would be clear that Cob knew something was wrong. The front door opened and I heard voices, my cue to slip inside. I entered and froze; Mel was lying on the kitchen floor just inside the back door. I stuck the gun in my belt and picked her up by the shoulders, dragging her out the back door into the rain. There was no quiet way to do this. As I got her out the door, another man, his shape nearly indistinguishable in the unlit house, appeared at the door. "Doctor Harroway?" he asked. I grabbed my gun from my belt as he pointed something at me. A jolt of high voltage electricity jerked my body spasmodically and I dropped Mel in the water. So that's what had fried her headwire. I fell heavily, the gun flying wide from my hand, but found that the pain was bearable and I could still move. Of course. I still had my lab coat on. Besides being covered with rainwater, it was also made out of a high-strength conductive anti-acid polymer fabric that the University had bitched about buying until it had saved a student's life. And now mine. Lucky me.

Something skidded out of my pocket as I fell, and I instinctively grabbed at it, finding my hand wrapped around the killing machine, the flayer, the dealer of uncountable deaths, no bigger than a deck of cards. Now I'd put it within easy reach of these strangers. With my wife unconscious on the ground beside me, millions dead in India, and the grinning man in front of me holding the Taser in his hand, the decision to use the device only took a second’s consideration. Water flowed steadily around me as it poured off the eaves and saturated the ground. Standing pools and rivulets isolated sections of my yard into islands of grass and dirt. My neighbor Cob would be wet, standing in a pool of rainwater on my porch, but they would send him away with an excuse and never let him set foot in the house. I hoped. Let it be, let it be.

A set of buttons on the device armed or disarmed it, codes I could enter without looking at the device, a sequence complicated enough that it would take weeks for a novice to crack. To actually activate it would take an encrypted code from my headwire. I tapped the buttons on the case to arm it, watching the momentary look of astonishment on my attacker as I stood up and approached him, unscathed from his attack. He stared at me and squeezed the trigger on the Taser again and again, pointed it at me as though a death ray should come out of the end of it anytime. My labcoat sizzled and sparked, and I shuddered and clenched my teeth as each pulse leaked through my defense. "What..." he said, just as I straight-armed him back into the kitchen, where he landed heavily on his back, dropping his Taser. His raincoat separated as he fell, exposing a holstered gun. He reached for it.

The flayer tumbled forward from my hand toward the kitchen floor, a green LED flickering into life as the enabling code was sent. I stepped back into the gloom of the protecting rain as he grabbed his gun, slid it from its holster, and pointed it at me. The flayer touched the ground. The pulse vaporized my wet footprints in the kitchen into puffs of steam with a staccato firecracker noise, then hit the stranger. I was vaguely aware that the water at the doorsill crackled and rose in a small cloud before me, inches from my toes. The stranger screamed and his gun went off, missing me by a whisper. His whole body made a sound like crackling bubble wrap as steam blasted out from every pore. He was suddenly engulfed in a fine, reddish-gray mist, but his scream didn't stop. He stood and fell forward out of the mist, his eyes hollow, dripping portals, strips of hair and boiled skin slipping off of him like red snakes, leaving the exposed raw mass of oozing muscles, twisted in agony. His clothes somehow remained intact, bulging in odd ways as they collected the slippery skin in folds at the bottom of sleeves and cuffs. 

I looked for my gun in the wet grass and picked it up, pointing it at the screaming man, unable for a moment to pull the trigger. I had to tell myself that this was mercy, this was a kindness, and the bastard deserved it anyway for zapping my wife. I took a deep breath and shot him in the head. I wanted to stop and breath, just stop everything and let the rain wash my life away, wash the guilt away, but there was more screaming at the front of the house where another man...men?...writhed and choked. I picked up the spent flayer from the kitchen floor and pocketed it once more and went to the front room of the house. Cob was still at the door, staring at the writhing, fleshless man. I never thought I would be so happy to see him standing at my front door.

"Go home, Cob."

He looked at me as though I were a ghost, then threw up, adding to the horror that the living room carpet had become. He turned and ran.

I did what needed to be done, again, then loaded Melanie into the car, and left San Jose forever.

  







  





It'd been twenty years, and I hadn't heard from Bernhard or Singh. I assumed Singh was dead. I hadn't dared call Bernhard or anyone else I used to know for fear that I would be traced through the wire. And I was no longer sure that I trusted Bernhard. Once I’d decided that Singh would never have done the deed, it left me wondering who else had the motive and means to do it. I had to wonder if I was next on his - or someone's - agenda. 





Four billion people had been killed since the invention of the Flayer, fewer than I had feared would be taken by it. Thousands of plant and animal species had gone the way of the dinosaurs. Much of China had become a wasteland, and parts of the Middle East had been attacked eight or nine times, survivors clinging to their holy land despite the danger and attrition. Dry areas were the worst hit, so most people avoided those parched kill-zones. Washington DC got nailed twice, but by then moats had become enormously popular, even around whole city blocks, and the Southern Coalition states were left with most of their government intact.

Melanie and I stopped running when we reached Seattle. She left me shortly after she found out about my involvement with the Flayer, and I came to terms with the idea that I'd be in hiding for the rest of my life, sporting a false identity that her survivalist brother had set up for me. I no longer think of him as a nutcase. 

Seattle had become crowded, as most wet areas had. It rained a lot there, which made people feel safe. The island communities in the Sound were enormously popular. In Florida, I heard that they'd dredged and 'dozed the state into thousands of canal-separated islands. Much of the Coalition's government is located there now, and they meet by wire to keep from congregating in one vulnerable place. The population there has gone up ten-fold. Boat businesses are booming.

New York City has had a similar rework. It now looks much like Venice but with much taller buildings. 

Once the various governments figured out that the Flayer could be used to tactically deny an area of dry-farmed food, wet-farmed rice and fish became foods of necessity.

I kept my own Flayer so I could keep experimenting with preventive measures, though my neighbors and friends would kill me if they knew I had it, or knew any of my hidden past. Over the years I'd built up a business making early-warning devices that sent out radio signals when a Flayer wave was detected, something that very few people actually knew how to detect. Communities posted them miles from town, and when the detector transmitted, a number of safety devices kicked in. Water tanks dumped into channels, moats flooded, personal alarms went off, headwires signaled you, all sorts of things. The Flayer pulse moved at less than a third the speed of sound, so a decent warning system gave a person quite a few seconds of response time. A few seconds, to someone prepared, is all you need.

My neighbor, Jered McCarthy, had no clue about what I used to do. I didn't talk about it. He and I had gone hunting together, though, since food was pretty scarce for many years, unless you liked fish for breakfast, lunch, and dinner. We got into the habit of foraging for warmer-blooded meals. We worked out a lot of tricks for when we went hunting outside Seattle, just to keep from getting fried by a Flayer. We only had to use those tricks once. 

That day, we took his sailboat around to the south part of Hood Canal and found a tributary, stowing the sails and motoring up. Olympic National Park and most of the surrounding wild areas had only been hit twice in the last twenty years, without very widespread effects. Rivers and rainstorms kept an amazing amount of wildlife there alive. 

We filled our waterbelts in the stream and strapped them on, checking to make sure the quick-release was handy to dump the water at our feet. One didn't need waterbelts while walking around town, since there were jump-pools every fifty feet or so, and little moats around every building. 

We waded upstream, hidden in the shadows of the firs and spruce looming overhead, our movement masked by the burbling of the creek. We went for about a half-mile before seeing any wildlife, spying the sudden motion of a black-tailed buck a few hundred meters inland, grazing in a small meadow. Neither one of us was good enough with a gun to make that shot, so we moved onto land. The soft carpet of pine needles hushed our footsteps as we slowly moved through the forest, closing the gap between ourselves and the black-tail. 

I lifted my gun and aimed carefully. The buck's head jerked up suddenly and my aim faltered. I glanced over at Jered to see if he'd spooked the deer somehow. He stared at the horizon. "Shit," he said. A rumbling, crackling sound finally reached us, a tidal wave of death. 

The deer was running straight toward us as fast as it could. Behind it, we could finally see the cloud of debris and dust rising from the forest as a Flayer pulse decimated the trees, an invisible Godzilla coming for us. The deer flew past us toward the creek. The pulse raged closer. 

Jered tried to scuff out a bare spot on the ground amidst the thick carpet of needles in the few seconds we had to react. We both unleashed our waterbelts as we scuffled and watched the water disappear as the needle-carpet sucked it up. "Oh, man." I glanced around to find a low branch. "There!" 

We both ran and jumped up to grab the branch, knowing we'd never make it to the creek on time. The pulse roared toward us, clouds of needles and bark explosively spraying into the air as the trees screamed in agony, a billion firecrackers tearing at our eardrums as the blinding cloud of dust rushed toward us. 

Despite the intense sensory overload, we both kept our eyes wide open as the pulse closed on us. The pulse traveled up the trees as it peeled and stripped them, moving quickly, but not so quickly that we didn't have a tenth of a second to react. The pulse passed harmlessly below us, and hit the base of the tree. We dropped from the limb. A fraction of a second later, the debris from the destroyed limb rained down on us. Timing is, as they say, everything.

Coughing in the haze of green steam, dust, falling bark and needles, we ran for the creek. The show wasn't over yet.

A few short years after India had been decimated, some creative death-merchant figured out that a Flayer could be set to send out repeating pulses. So, even if you had a little pool of water surrounding you, a repeater could eat away at that pool until there was nothing left to protect you. You’d be left standing on your tip-toes in a thimble of water, counting the seconds left in your life. The upside was that the pulses, somehow deriving their power from the thermal gradient of the environment through which they traveled, could only repeat about once every half-minute. Any faster, and they became too weak to kill anything. It was like the environment had to ’recharge’.

The downside for folks running away was that the second and third and continuing pulses didn't have as much moist environment to destroy. As we ran through the dust cloud, there was no warning explosion from the trees behind us, only a soft hiss as the next wave of energy ate a little deeper into the glistening bare skins of the skeletal trees and shrubs. 

"It's a repeater! And we're not going to make the creek!"

Jered was thinking more clearly than I was. He had his canteen out and was pouring it onto the ground as we ran. He pointed at another promising branch as we neared it. He dropped the emptied canteen onto the ground and jumped, grabbing the branch with me like a tandem choreographed flying trapeze act. The branch was still startlingly hot from the last pulse. I heard Jered gasp at the sudden pain. One of his hands slipped off and he dangled by the fingertips of his right hand. I winced and clenched harder.

One of the agreements we had before we went hunting is that if one of us didn't make it through a Flayer pulse, the other would have to shoot him. Not a hunting trophy that I wanted to take home.

The canteen water signaled us when the pulse arrived, blasting into steam as the pulse hit it. We dropped from the already-peeled limb and started running for the creek again.

We ran by the black-tailed buck; screaming, dying, and flayed. It was shy of the creek by no more than ten feet. 

Getting into the creek, we watched as the pulse slammed angrily against the creekside again and again, just short of its next meal, the edge of the creek throwing off clouds of mist as it protected us. I stared at the dying deer as it squirmed amid hanging tatters of flesh. Jered lifted his rifle and carefully put a bullet in its head. The third pulse just pumped more steam out of the blacktail's carcass.

Overhead, I heard a new sound. A Rapid Response Unit flew over us, zipping toward the source of the pulse. It was probably carrying one of the sensors I'd designed to detect the pulses. A few seconds later, there was the thump of an explosion, and the pulses stopped. The RRU's carried some nice artillery. Jered and I were bent over, hands on our knees, breathing heavily. 

"All those dumb-ass ideas we talked about worked." 

"One of them, anyway," I said. 

He grinned foolishly at me, the I-just-escaped-death-and-I'm-giddy-as-hell kind of grin. It scared me. "We're alive. Let's dress out what's left of that buck and get the hell out of here."

We heard the staccato report of machine-gun fire not far away. "What the hell?" Jered said.

"I guess they found the guy that put it there."

"Shithead should have used a timer and got the hell out of here."

I scratched my head. "Maybe he was in a hurry. Why would somebody want to use a Flayer way out here anyway? It's just animals and trees."

"And us," Jered said. "Somebody hate you a bunch?"

"I hope not." I stared thoughtfully in the direction of the gunfire, which had stopped as suddenly as it had started.

We cleaned the buck, wrapped the meat, and went home, both quiet and reserved after escaping death so closely. I kept checking the sky for the Rapid Response guys as the boat puttered along, but didn't catch sight of them again, and wondered if they had been shot down. If they had, whoever had set up the Flayer really had some heavy guns. Not someone we wanted to meet. 

The news was all over when we got back, and we had a lot of heartfelt welcome-backs when our friends saw that we had escaped the pulse with our skins intact. We heard that the RRU had killed someone in the area and brought him back, but they hadn't identified him. I tapped into my headwire to scan the story, and found an aged and bullet-riddled Bernhard staring at me. Crapflakes. 

I packed my bags and left that night. Once they identified Bernhard, it was a few short steps for someone to figure out who I was. I had had the foresight many years before to get a second fake ID from Melanie's brother, and I still kept in touch with him in case something like this happened.

Bernhard's actions remain a mystery to me. I have no idea why he'd want to track me down and kill me, or how he knew where I'd gone that day. There'd been a lot of boats out on the Sound; there always were, nowadays. Any one of them could have had Bernhard in it, following us. I'm curious, but not curious enough to put my face on someone's radar screen by researching it. He's dead and I'm...safe, somewhat. Is that all I ever wanted out of life? Or was my research a path to glory and fame?

I settled in Vancouver and kept my head low, doing electrical work on the side for cash. I kept away from anything to do with Flayers, although I stayed on top of the news about it. I heard that one guy tried to start a bug extermination business using Flayers; you moat the house and toss a Flayer inside. No more bugs. He was murdered before he ever got a chance to try out his idea, and no one has proposed something so stupid since.

Yet others have tried to come up with a solid that's immune to the Flayer wave. It's the Holy Grail of anti-Flayer technology, the alchemist's dream, the shoe-sole of the future. Nobody's come close to a solution yet.

Oddly enough, a variation on the Flayer has been independently developed into a device to effectively find underground water sources, without my involvement at all. Someone in Australia figured out a way to make a friendly version that projected a vertical, ground-penetrating wave, the very thing our own team was pursuing. It'd still blow the skin off a man, but only if he happened to be underground. Not too healthy for the gophers, though. Supposedly, it's helped out a couple of countries during drought and actually saved some lives here and there. I'm humbled and pleased, but I still have nightmares every night.  





Can the small good that’s come out of it even begin to balance the terrors that I unleashed? Can I ever really forgive myself?

For mankind, there’s still hope. But for me? Perhaps, perhaps not. Time doesn’t really heal all wounds.
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“The Devil pulled the string on his attic door and all the people tumbled down,” Pastor Baest said, recounting recent history. “Soil shot up in an almighty plume, affixing its weight to the sky and colouring the world sepia. Amen.” 





“Amen,” the children repeated.

Allyson mouthed the word, looking at the sky through the torn church roof. The inconstant sun pressed against the dust haze. Pastor made the fall sound easy, with no calculation of personal loss. She pressed her hand to her stomach. It grumbled, echoing the ground’s rumblings. The earth no longer shifted as often as it had done in the beginning, when the world had first collapsed, although she doubted it would ever still again.

Using a bone shard as a pencil, Allyson scratched a line on the pew in front - a calendar of sorts. According to her calculations this was the eleventh Sunday since the fall. She’d lost count of the months or perhaps years. Not that time rolled in the old-fashioned way anymore. Whatever the measurement, it felt like an age since she’d last seen Darren. 

The church bell tolled end of service and the end of their Sunday. Above, dust clouds shivered their load across the sky to block out the sun. Allyson shivered too. Cold air pressed through the holes in her moth-eaten cardigan and wind whistled through the hole in her cheek. 

Darren’s sister, Yellow-Anne, collected the hymn sheets from the children. Blood-streaks had replaced Anne’s once golden highlights and her hair hung limp over her sunken cheekbones. The children clutched her torn lace skirt and gathered about her unformed hips. They waited for Pastor Baest to lead them from church. Yellow-Anne walked with a limp. She’d shuffled along even before the fall. 

Allyson wondered why they bothered to leave at all. It wasn’t as if there was anywhere in particular to go. Their decimated town comprised the church, a broken gravestone, a quartet of trees and a crypt, a section of road, and the post office front - places she’d skipped and strolled with Darren before her cheekbones had collapsed and worms had nested in her belly. Their town ended behind the church.

Pastor stepped from his pulpit.

His cassock moth-bitten into a cape and his words stolen from a cult-leader’s manifesto, Pastor Baest had fashioned his exposed bones and brain into a superhero’s guise, but his rotting guts spoke otherwise. All the same, Yellow-Anne followed him, and the children and the bell ringer, Bill, followed her. Allyson was last to leave. By the time Allyson had entered the remains of the graveyard, Pastor Baest had locked himself in the crypt. 

Time no longer measured in seconds, minutes or hours, its calculations were now wrought from the gaps between earth shudders. Allyson waited four earth shudders before approaching the crypt. She pressed her eye to the keyhole, then, unable to see anything, pressed her ear to the thick wood. The wind whistled. Beneath her, the ground rocked, urging her away from its edges. Allyson rejoined the children, who sat on the grass outside the church. This decimated world broke her heart. She hoped it broke the children’s hearts too, but feared it didn’t.

Yellow-Anne clutched her ragdoll body and pressed her bony back to the church wall. She rubbed her lame leg, a sneer twisting her thin lips. The girl no longer looked like her brother Darren--another death of sorts. At Yellow-Anne’s disfigured feet, a girl poked and pulled at a boy’s intestines, as if hoping to unravel them to use as skipping rope. Otherwise, there wasn’t much else for them to play with. The edges of the hopscotch squares, which they’d chalked several shudders ago, had crumbled into the abyss. Allyson looked at the trail of intestines. The remains of her stomach churned, disturbing the children with its rumble. 

She pressed her finger to her lips. “Shush,” she said.

Moving to the edge of their world, Allyson lay on her belly and looked down at what they called Hell. The long-dead swarmed. Ripped from their graves with the first shudder, their embalmed bodies didn’t rot like hers. Allyson parted her hair and pressed her fingers to the hole in her skull. Below her, other ants swarmed. The fresh dead, the broken and perhaps the living (someone had to have survived), were busy constructing barricades to keep the true zombies out. The ones who had died and been buried before the fall. Allyson thanked the Pastor’s god. Up here, the remains of their world may be small, but at least their infection did not give way to apocalyptic madness. She looked towards the silent crypt. Except for the Pastor, and he was an all-too-human sort of monster. The quake had not fashioned him.

Allyson sat and dangled her legs over the edge. The drop was forty foot and pitted with handholds. If the long-dead chose to climb, Allyson and the children would make a paltry meal. In the distance, what remained of the city poked defiantly above the caverns, pressed against the horizon, metal on smoke. Skyscrapers listed at unnatural angles. Allyson suspected the city wouldn’t stand much longer. When the skyscrapers fell, the old world would be truly gone. 

“Come away from the edge,” Bill, the bell ringer, shouted. The man never ventured further than the church door, clinging to its wood as if he believed God still lived within. “You're scaring the children.”

A girl with hollow eye sockets looked up at Bill. “I'm not scared, sir.”

“None of us are,” Yellow-Anne said, spitting out the words. “You're the one squealing, Bill.”

Darren would have admonished his sister.

Allyson stood, brushing dust off her hands. “How about we hijack the church organ and have us some hymnal karaoke.”

“You’ll bring the house down,” Bill said.

“Perhaps that’s my intent,” Allyson said, ushering the children inside the church.

  







  





Despite the attempt at life inside and the continued shudders, the church didn’t crumble. Pastor Baest stood in the church doorway, a ghost of his former self, his cassock flapping from his bony shoulders. She’d lost count of the shudders since he’d locked himself in the crypt and they’d danced into church. There’d been no Sundays in between and looking at the weight of the dust-filled sky, Allyson feared they’d seen the last of them. A sigh rushed through the cracks in her jawbone. Sometimes she wanted the world done.  





“Allyson, come with me,” Pastor said.

The blind child clutched Allyson’s skirt. “It will be okay, pet,” Allyson said, uncurling the girl’s fingers from her thigh and trying to ignore the snap of their bones. She’d have kissed the girl’s fingers if she’d had lips. 

Allyson and Pastor Baest formed a solemn procession as they walked the short distance between church and crypt. Across the road, the post office had fallen from the edge and in the distance, a lone skyscraper poked towards an empty sky. When had the others fallen? At times, it seemed what remained was all there ever was. 

Taking the key from his belt, Pastor Baest unlocked the crypt door. She wondered why he’d bothered to lock it. It wasn’t as if the dead could crawl out. Or so she believed. The door creaked open to reveal an almost empty space. Most of the crypt had tumbled into the abyss, opening their town to Hell and its inhabitants. Only the stone steps remained and they formed a jagged pathway between worlds.

“Sometimes we have to face our temptations,” Pastor Baest said. “Overcoming them makes us stronger.”

She had no temptations left to battle. She’d left want behind in the old world. 

The steps ended at an iron gate that had buckled with the shifting earth - a barrier between here and there. On the other side, a dead girl moaned. The girl’s milky eyes turned to them, her head perched on fractured shoulders. Loose black thread dangled in place of eyelashes. Allyson had never known the dead to wander so close. Usually they foraged far from where Allyson’s town rested. The girl stood, leaving an arm behind on the rock where she’d sat, and held out a spool of cotton and a needle, as if she expected them to sew her together. Pastor Baest grabbed her thin wrist and stole the needle and thread. The girl scratched his forearm, causing him to drop her things. Allyson picked them up. The Pastor turned and hurried Allyson up the steps.

“I don’t understand,” Allyson said. “What does showing me this girl achieve? How is she a temptation?”

The earth shuddered. The walls of their small world crumbled about them, covering their skin with loose earth. Allyson spat out soil. At the top of the steps, the Pastor pushed her out of the crypt and locked himself inside. Allyson fell. The spool of thread rolled from her hands. Yellow-Anne grabbed it, delighted to find a new toy. Within two shudders, the children sat on a pew sewing loose skin together - crude stitches attaching arms to shoulders and wrists to forearms. 

Allyson remembered how Yellow-Anne had stitched her dolls’ hands together so they’d never part. Allyson had wanted to stitch her fingers to Darren when he’d become engaged to Melanie Waters. 

“I died,” Bill said, holding his fingers to his face and examining the torn, mottled skin. “I died.” As if the fact surprised him.

Allyson wandered to the cliff edge, wondering if life had more purpose over at the last remaining skyscraper or in the earth’s bowels. She wondered how their small community continued to stand. Perhaps it rested on the Devil’s shoulders. 





She hoped Darren’s girl had broken at First Fall. 

Below them, the ants built crude homes from fallen trees, broken rocks and litter. They wore makeshift masks to protect their dead lungs from dust that couldn’t kill them further. At times, they looked at her watching them and crossed themselves. Allyson replied in copy. 

Remaining at the edge, toes curled over crumbling rock, Allyson realised the world hadn’t shuddered and she hadn’t moved in some time. Although, as they now calculated time in shudders, she figured she’d been standing there for no time at all. Her muscles had adopted rigor mortis. For a moment (or perhaps a year), Allyson thought she’d become a gargoyle perched on the edge of the world. The sun poked through thinning dust clouds, bringing with it a palette of long-forgotten blues. Bill set the church bell ringing. The ants huddled together. Allyson turned away from them.

The children gathered about the crypt door, pretending rotten pieces of wood were animals. A fallen hollowed-out tree was to be their ark should it ever rain anything but dust again. The crypt door creaked open. Black veins pulsing beneath his mottled skin, Pastor Baest booted the children aside. 

“I wonder if perhaps it’s safer down there,” Allyson said.

She looked at Yellow-Anne. 

He ignored her. His tongue wiped across his lips and his hands rubbed his belly.

Fresh clouds announced the end of Sunday. In the distance, the last skyscraper fell. Its dust cloud rushed towards them, carrying with it glass fragments determined to blind those that could still see. Allyson pressed her hand to her face. She wondered how the ground dead fared. She waited for the earth to still before daring to look into the cavern. 

‘Cavern’ seemed an inappropriate word, now that they stood on the last remaining peak with the survivors spread across the basin; busy little re-building ants.

Pastor Baest joined her at the edge, his cape flapping behind him like rotting wings. “We should steal them from Hell.”

“I'm not certain this isn’t Hell,” she said.

He pulled her away from the edge and pressed his lips to hers in an iron-tasting kiss. He bit the remains of her lip, tearing away skin.

Staring at the open crypt door, the children gathered their things together and clutched their insides to their chests. Allyson pulled away from the Pastor’s clammy grip and ran for the crypt. Their town was Hell, and the real world, or as close to it, continued below. They had to escape the pastor. Before the children could follow her inside the crypt, the pastor flew by them, as if he were a bat’s wing and they the dust beneath him. He slammed the door and locked it, trapping Allyson alone. If this was banishment, it was okay with her.

Pressing her hand to the soil wall, Allyson made her way down the steps. Her right arm dangled loose, having been dislodged from her shoulder. The bottom steps were sticky with gore, the gate into the other world open. 

Spots of blood formed a winding path across rubble. Shallow breaths filled the otherwise silent air. Allyson’s and the children’s lungs hadn’t required breath since the first quake, though sometimes she caught Pastor Baest attempting to breathe. She found the source of the sound slumped against the remains of a terraced house. A girl, her breaths growing frantic as Allyson approached. The wound in the girl’s leg festered green and her head lolled to the side. Despite these symptoms, Allyson knew the girl was alive.

Melanie? No, a lookalike. 

“Are you recovered?” Allyson asked.

The girl attempted to lift her arm. It flopped to her side, fingers trailing in the dirt. Raindrops, the first in at least eight Sundays, splashed between them. The girl tipped her head back and opened her cracked lips.

“I must bring the children to see you,” Allyson said, daring to touch the girl’s smooth skin.

The girl shook her head. 

“No, you’re right. Pastor won’t allow them to come to you, so I shall take you to them.”

The earth shuddered, marking time’s passage. Rubble hurtled from the skies. Allyson wrapped her good arm around the girl, shielding her from the brunt of the storm. Small missiles slammed into Allyson’s back. When the world had ceased its violence, Allyson lifted the girl and found her no weight. All skin and bones and, despite the life pulsing in her chest, weighing less than Yellow-Anne. The girl groaned but offered no fight. 

At the top of the steps, the crypt door stood ajar. Pastor Baest perched on the gravestone. “See,” he said to the children. “I told you, Allyson wouldn’t leave our church.” 





Allyson dropped the girl onto the grass. The girl groaned. Bill fell to his knees, palms pressed to his grey cheeks. 

“The thing,” Bill said. “The thing we are become. May God have mercy on our souls.”

Allyson looked at the blue skies. Sunday again. She wondered why they hadn’t gathered in church for Pastor’s sermon, and then she noticed… The church had gone--fallen into below world. The children gathered about the living girl, pressing their hands to her fever and poking her wound. 

“Are they all like this down there?” Yellow-Anne asked, brushing hair off her face and exposing her cheekbone. She chewed her words. “Soft and pretty and tasting sweet.”

Allyson didn’t ask if Yellow-Anne thought the girl looked like Melanie. They both had enough festering wounds.

Forming a broken necklace, the children held hands and allowed Yellow-Anne to lead them into the crypt and down the steps. They had a new leader now--Yellow-Anne, a broken girl for a broken world. They did not look to Allyson.

“May God forgive your rotting souls,” Bill cried. Running toward where the church had stood, he fell off their world. 

Pastor Baest turned the key in the crypt door before Allyson could follow down the steps. If she’d intended to. Bill’s words resonated, “This thing we are become.” She didn’t fully understand what he’d meant. When the air had cleared of Bill’s final screams, Allyson sat at the cliff’s edge and waited for the children to emerge below. As she watched them pick their way across rubble, hope rose in her chest. It felt almost like breath.

“The girl is dead,” Pastor Baest said, pressing his hands to the foundling’s forehead. “Will you join me in…”

“No more prayers, Pastor.”

“…finishing my meal?”

Screams rose from the cavern. The people in the camp nearest their cliff scattered.

“Do you think they’ll cure the children?” Allyson asked, ignoring the meat dangling from Pastor’s lips.

Perhaps Anne would grow to look like her brother again.  





“I believe the contrary,” he said. “The children are the cure and we shall rebuild our church.”

Thunder echoed across their short land. Allyson pressed her hand to her stomach. She would not listen to her hunger.
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