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INTRODUCTION

 

 

THERE IS SOMETHING NATURALLY APPEALING about short stories. They’re concise and to the point. Every word means something. It takes skill to construct one that makes sense, one that captures the reader, hits them hard and quick, which is something very few novels, with their length, can accomplish.

For this collection, I have gathered nine of my best short stories, including one inspired by an illustration by my friend and fantastic artist Jesse David Young. These tales do not necessarily follow any particular theme or genre. They are, in fact, as varied as the ideas that flow through my head. Everything from horror to science fiction is represented.

Also, as an added bonus, I have included four stories from a few authors who I consider both friends and inspiration. I’ll take a moment to introduce them here, in my own words.

Mercedes M. Yardley: I first met Mercedes through the Shock Totem Magazine message boards, where she is the assistant editor. She reached out to me and seemed genuinely interested in the projects I was working on at the time. For the last few years, we have emailed regularly and stuck up a lasting friendship…in fact, that when I visited Las Vegas for the annual Killercon horror convention in August of 2010, she met us at the airport, acting as both guide and host to Jesse and me. She is one of the most talented writers I’ve ever had the pleasure of reading. Her work is quirky and imaginative, and carries a ton of emotional weight. She was kind enough to donate one of my favorite stories, The Container of Sorrows, for this collection. She is now in the process of submitting her spectacular first novel, Pretty Little Dead Girls, to publishers through her agent, as well as appearing in the last two John Skipp-edited anthologies. Keep an eye out for her, and whenever you get an opportunity to take in her creations, do so. She is truly spectacular.

David Dalglish: When I first started my book review blog (http://journalofalways.com), I received a request from this strange man who writes about two half-orc brothers. I took the first book of his series and read it, and it accomplished something I thought impossible for myself – it got me interested in fantasy again. His books are among the best I’ve read over the course of my life. They are passionate, violent, and full of hidden meanings that resonate strongly with this reviewer. Over the course of the next few months after reading that initial book, The Weight of Blood, he and I have become friends. He is obviously a fantastic writer, but also an ally who will put himself on the line for those he believes in. It is with much appreciation that I accepted his original, never-before-published story, Kitty in the Cellar, into this volume.

David McAfee: Yes, another David. They’re taking over the world, I tell you! But seriously, I’ve gotten to know Dave quite a bit over the past year, and he is one of the most honest and kind individuals you’d ever want to meet, not to mention supremely talented. Just as with his namesake, he is always willing to help promote his fellow authors, and I wish to repay that promotion as much as I can. His first novel, 33AD, is a great example of brave storytelling, taking the vampire myth and including it into the story of the crucifixion. The most amazing thing about this book? It works. Beautifully. David donated Exhibit A, a story from his own (very successful) collection of shorts, The Lake and 17 Other Stories. You won’t be disappointed.

Daniel Pyle: When I received an offer to write reviews for the aforementioned Shock Totem Magazine, I was saddled with the prospect of asking authors for books to review, rather than waiting for them to come to me. The first writer on my list was Daniel Pyle. I’d read his novelette, Down the Drain, and thought it one of the most imaginative and creepy stories I’d read in quite a while. So when I wrote him to ask about Dismember, his first novel, he readily agreed and sent in on over. Needless to say, I found it to be an incredible book. Dan is yet another truly talented author, and his voice needs to be heard. He sent me a previously unpublished work for this collection, titled Blight, and it’s quite the disturbing tale of revenge best served cold…very cold. I greatly appreciate and enjoyed it, and you will, too.

And of course, then there’s Jesse Young. A new piece of his art adorns the cover of this new volume, and he’s added an original illustration to each tale, as well. These illustrations add together to create a striking and frightful collection all on their own, and act to enhance the stories, as well. To say we’re both extremely proud of this would be an understatement.

There you have it, folks. Turn the page, read, and enjoy.  I hope we’ll leave you wanting to come back for more.

 


  








THE GATEKEEPER

 

 

THE MONK PLUMMETED, his robes flapping like a bat’s wings. Even from a distance, the expression on his face was clear. He appeared serene, with neck tilted, slanted eyes open and staring, and jaw slack. His falling body passed behind a row of trees and disappeared.

Johnny Pazarelli watched him descend, intrigued. He did not feel shocked by the sight, for Johnny was a man who’d seen much in his forty years on earth, every sort of atrocity one man could inflict on himself or others. It wasn’t uncommon in his line of work.

He heard a rustling in the rainforest. Johnny stepped out of his Jeep and crept toward the trees. He took out his knife, pushed aside a tangle of vines, and peered through. Someone approached from the shadows. The figure walked like an individual at peace with all around him; feet dancing lightly on the ground, head held high, arms loosely dangling. He entered the light.

It was the monk.

Johnny stepped back and allowed the man to exit the brush. The monk stood at least a foot shorter than he and appeared to be in his early twenties. His flawless skin and shaved head gleamed in the sunlight. After falling at least two hundred feet, he had not a mark on his body. He offered a bow when he stepped onto the dirt path and then turned away. His red and yellow robes swished behind him. Johnny watched him leave and shook his head.

There could have been many explanations for what he’d just seen. Only three years prior he had watched the puddle jumpers of Puerto Rico in action. These odd men leapt from fifty-foot cliffs into shallow pools only inches deep. They would bend their backs and strike the water, skim across the surface, and land on their feet on the other side. It was a remarkable feat, one he was sure a version of which these particular monks perfected. He assumed that were he to follow the path the monk had just emerged from, he would find a similar setup – shallow water, curved, smooth rocks, and a pocket of jetting carbon.

There was no time to find out for sure, however, for Johnny Pazarelli was on the job, and the job always came first.

Johnny found people. It’s what he was good at. Folks would show up at his office in Chicago with pictures of a child, spouse, or friend, tell their sob story, hand over the relevant information, and then he’d be off. He always found his quarry, sometimes alive, many times not. This seemingly preternatural ability to fit together pieces of a puzzle most folks would think unrelated made him a very rich man. He didn’t understand his ability, didn’t comprehend the voices that whispered in his head or his brain’s compass that always pointed the way toward the missing, but that was okay. He took pride in his successes, and relished the fact he was the only one that could pull them off.

All of which made his current case all the more maddening.

Two months ago a man named Albert Mueller approached him. Albert, an investment banker from Germany, said his sixteen-year-old son Julius had run off with a religious cult. He’d been trying to track the boy for the better part of six months, and now Johnny was his last hope. The grieving father handed over the prerequisite box full of photographs, ticket stubs, credit card receipts, journal entries, and other items possibly meaningful to the investigation. (“Bring everything…because you never know,” had been Johnny’s motto for years; in fact, they were the first words printed on his website.) Then he told the man goodbye and booked a flight to Hamburg, the last known whereabouts of Julius Mueller.

From there, Johnny trekked halfway around the world and back again, from Sweden to Zaire to Australia to Bali. Every lead was a dead end. His internal compass swiveled around and around, trying to gain direction but never coming close to doing so. It seemed those who abducted young Julius – a group calling themselves the Homun Jan – either never existed or dropped from the face of the earth. For the first time in his life, Johnny was ready to give up.

Thankfully, while standing in a rinky-dink airport in Tanzania, he caught a break.

A woman named Zeta Lumberger, a long-time associate of the Mueller family, stopped him from boarding the plane. She told him she’d traveled from Austria, hoping to reach him before he left for home.

“There is news,” she said.

“What kind of news?”

“A package arrived.”

She handed him a yellow envelope. It was addressed to the Mueller Estate, with no return address and Chinese postage. He tore it open, tipped it over, and into his hand fell a small medallion. It was made of copper, oval, the size of a half-dollar coin. On its face were raised markings shaped like a crescent moon and on its rear, engraved sunrays. The medallion itself was nothing much to look at – he’d seen more intricate designs on cereal boxes – but the feel of it, the way its surface trembled against his skin…

His internal compass kicked into high gear and Johnny changed his flight plans. He knew exactly where he had to go.

Thailand.

 

Johnny sighed and climbed back into his jeep. The sun was high in the sky. Sweat poured off him in buckets. He turned the key and the rickety motor slowly kicked into gear. Proceeding with caution, he followed behind the monk, keeping him a hazy stick figure in the distance. He didn’t want to get too close, didn’t want to spook the man. He had no clue who the man was, nor what religious order he belonged to. The customs out here, at least a hundred miles from civilization, were a mystery. From what he could gather, none of the locals even knew of the place. All he did know was this road had been impossibly hard to find, and the tingling in his head told him Julius Mueller was close. He had to proceed with caution, because if that were the case, the Homun Jan wouldn’t be far behind.

The monk stepped off the dirt road after an hour of steady, no-breaks walking, turned to face him, nodded, and entered the trees. Johnny stepped on the gas. When he reached the area he thought the man had disappeared through, he jumped out of the driver’s seat and hit the ground running. There was something strange about the nature of the man’s nod, as if he was trying to let him in on a secret. Johnny’s heart picked up its pace and the buzzing in his head intensified. It was a sensation he felt often, signaling the end of his journey was near.

He leapt through the brush and followed not the monk, but the internal compass he so greatly relied on.

Before long the rainforest opened up. He stood in a clearing. At the rear of the clearing was the base of another rocky outcropping. Carved into this cliff was a stone temple. He stepped cautiously forward, searching for signs of humanity. The monk seemed to have disappeared – either that or he’d run at a dead sprint and taken up refuge in the temple. Johnny didn’t think that to be likely, though in his line of work he’d learned to never say never.

The temple appeared to be in fantastic shape, despite its obvious age. The archway over the entrance had crumbled slightly, but other than that, and the thick layer of moss covering the stones, it was immaculate. He stepped inside and reached for his gun.

He entered a huge room. Torches blazed, lighting the space. There was a throne opposite him, a face carved into the rock behind it. He walked to the center of the room and gazed up. On the ceiling was the only other decoration the place had to offer – a monstrous, unblinking eye. Getting nervous, he removed his gun from its holster and held it with both hands.

“Nice to see you’ve made it, Mr. Pazarelli.”

Johnny wheeled around and his heart leapt into his throat. In front of the entrance, silhouetted by the sun’s rays, were twenty monks. How they’d gotten in without him hearing, he didn’t know. They all stood with hands clasped and heads down, chanting. From behind them walked a man – a white man.

Albert Mueller.

“What…” began Johnny, but the lump in his throat wouldn’t allow any more.

The distinguished German businessman approached him. One of the monks – the young one he’d seen jump from the cliff – followed. When they stood only a few feet away they stopped. Albert didn’t reach out to greet him. Instead, he rolled a large gold coin between his fingers.

“I see you have found Julius,” Albert said.

Johnny stared straight ahead, dumbfounded. He shook his head.

Albert laughed. “Yes, you are right. There is no Julius. I am sorry to have deceived you, Mr. Pazarelli. I needed to have you as exhausted as possible, to test your abilities, to see if you could find this place with only the slightest of clues.”

Finally, Johnny’s throat responded to his demands. “And what place is this?” he asked.

Albert spread out his arms and twirled around. “The home of the Homun Jan.”

Johnny stepped back, lifting the gun and pointing it at Albert. The older man didn’t cower from him, however; he simply kept twirling that damned coin between his fingers.

“What’s going on here?” he asked. “And what kind of organization is this, anyway?”

Albert laughed. It sounded heartfelt, without malice. “The Homun Jan is not an organization. It is a man.” He jabbed his thumb behind him, at the young monk. “He is the Homun Jan.”

“Then who are the guys by the door?”

“I suppose you could say they are his…protectors.”

“Protectors? Protecting him from what?”

“From his nature.
From his duty.
From himself.”

“And you?”

Again, Albert laughed. “I am nothing. Simply a liaison. I find things for them.”

Johnny pulled back the hammer. “And where do I fit into this, Albert?”

The older man started pacing. “Well, it seems our friend here is tired. Believe it or not, he has been caring for his responsibility for almost three hundred years. He wishes to be released from his duties. In order to do so, we needed to find a replacement, one with certain…talents. And that is you, Mr. Pazarelli. Only those endowed with ti-chan
can fill the roll of Homun Jan. And you possess that gift.”

“What? I have no gifts. Clients pay me to find people, and that’s it. You got the wrong guy.”

“No,” said Albert, shaking his head. “You proved it by finding the temple. Very few can discern its location. One or two a century, at most.”

Anger brewed in Johnny’s gut. “And what if I don’t want this ‘gift’?”

“Unfortunately,” Albert said with a grimace, “the choice is not yours. Some things in this world are more important than your personal freedom. One man might not be able to save the world, after all, but one man is certainly able to protect it.”

At that, Albert stepped aside and the young monk walked forward. Johnny backed up, his eyes bulging from their sockets. He pulled the trigger and emptied three rounds into the monk’s chest. The slugs pierced his robes, but he didn’t go down.

Instead, he opened his mouth.

The monk’s neck bulged as streams of viscous fluid erupted in a geyser, followed by pinkish, fleshy tubes. These tubes crawled from the young man’s throat like worms, expanding and contracting as their numbers, and their length, grew. They climbed upward toward the ceiling, gathering into a cloud of living, writhing matter. The sounds of voices filled the air; thousands of them, or millions, begging, pleading, screaming.

Johnny couldn’t understand what was happening. His mind went blank with panic. He tried to drop the gun and scurry away, but his feet were frozen to the ground. He couldn’t take his eyes off the squirming mass above his head. The sight disgusted and enthralled him at the same time. 

Albert’s voice rose above the clatter.

“Over time, the barriers between worlds have thinned,” he said. “The dimensions of man and those of chaos are perilously close to one another, as they have been for centuries. It is up to one man, to the Homun Jan, to keep these barriers strong. Inside this man is the ability to mend, to find order in chaos and weave it into a web of living intellect. Through this our world, and the others, remain safe. That man is you, Johnny. It is an honor. You can live forever if you like, or you can pass the mantle to your successor, should your lieges find one. However, you may never leave this mountain. Otherwise, the covenant is broken and all is lost.”

Johnny dropped his gaze. Albert stared at him, his eyes glimmering with compassion. The young monk who had vomited the twisting swarm of flesh was gone; in his place, a dusty pile of bones. 

“I can’t do this!” he screamed. He still couldn’t move his feet. “I have a life of my own! I have my rights!”

Albert shook his head. “Unfortunately, they don’t matter now,” he said.

The cloud descended on Johnny. The fleshy tubes became tentacles that reached out for him, prying his mouth open. He choked on them as they slithered down his throat. He tried to grasp them, to pull them out, but his hands slipped from their greasy hides. His air cut off, he felt close to passing out. His vision grew hazy.

“Do not fight it!” he heard Albert scream. “You will pass from the realm of man into the realm of legend! You will no longer be bound by place, bound by time! You will be as a god, the Gatekeeper, able to access all worlds at once!”

Johnny gagged on the entities invading his body. They kept on coming, miles of them, as if they’d never end. He started to fall backward. Albert and the other monks rushed forward. They clasped his arms, supported his back, kept him upright.

“Just give in,” Albert whispered into his ear. “It will all be worth it.” 

“When the worlds open up to you,” said a voice in his head, “there will be no end to what you can see...”

 


  








SULLIVAN STREET

 

 

TIMMY HIGGIN’S HEART SKIPPED A BEAT the moment he laid eyes on her. She had auburn hair that bounced off her head in curls tight as springs. Her dark blue eyes twinkled, highlighted by the contrast of her light cocoa skin. The beginnings of her womanhood shone from beneath the flowery sundress that clung a little too tightly to her tall, slender frame. She wrinkled her perfect little nose as she stared at the small colonial house the movers were hauling loads of breakables into, and then turned to him and winked. Timmy breathed as if he had just finished sprinting a hundred miles.

Her name was Charlotte Ginsberg, and she was the most perfect being Timmy had ever seen over the span of his eleven years.

“What is it, son?” his father’s cheery voice asked. A heavy, foreboding hand fell to his shoulder. Timmy refrained from turning around. He didn’t want to see his father’s overly-cheery face. It creeped him out.

“Nothing,” he replied. “Just watchin’ the neighbors move in.”           

“Ah, yes,” said his dad. “I’m glad the old Faber place finally has new tenants. It’s been empty for far too long. Did you meet them yet?”

Timmy nodded. “Uh-huh. Mr. Ginsberg introduced me to his daughter a few minutes ago.”

“Is that her?”

Again, a nod.

“Strange.” He could literally hear the frown stretch over his father’s lips. “I was outside mowing the lawn when the truck first pulled up. I wonder why he didn’t come over to say something to me, first. We are neighbors now. I figured that would carry some weight.”

“Maybe he was too busy. I just walked over and said hi. Maybe you shoulda’ done that, too.”

“I shouldn’t have to, Tim. Some things are an evident courtesy. That’s the way we do things here on Sullivan Street.”

Mr. Higgins squeezed his son’s shoulder. Timmy heard him turn on his heels and walk away. “I’m going to talk to your mother about this,” he said. The screen door slammed.

Timmy sighed and dropped his eyes to the grass. The blades stood straight up, glistening like millions of green razors. He wanted to kick at it, to dig up his father’s beloved lawn and make skid marks with his sneakers, but he didn’t. He could hear his father’s voice in his head, whispering you best not in that unnervingly jolly tone. His heart rate lowered, and the depression he so often felt started to creep in. So he did all he could to bring his youthful spirits back to life, which was to once more eye Charlotte Ginsberg as she meandered across her own, less manicured lawn, box of clothes in hand, and wait for the moment when the rear of her dress would hike up again and offer him a peek at the Strawberry Shortcake panties hiding beneath it.

 

*   *   *

 

Sullivan Street sat atop the crest of the highest hill in Fhalmagal, Colorado, just west of neighboring Littleton. It was a quiet place, peaceful and serene, isolated from the rest of the world by the giant, cragged mountains encircling it. The people were full of cheer, always smiling, always shouting, “Howdy neighbor!” and “Good day to you!” whenever the moment presented itself. It was an affluent place. The houses were old, large, and roomy, the cars hefty and shining, the lawns meticulously manicured. And then there was Sullivan Street, sitting on its apex – the roomiest, heftiest, and shiniest neighborhood of all.

Timmy Higgins hated it.

It hadn’t always been that way. Everything started out well enough when his father moved them out of downtrodden Boulder to take an executive position at a local investment house. Timmy was happy to finally have a backyard of his own, to have a place where he and his older sister Samantha could run around and play, and even fight, without the fear of stepping on broken glass or running into the wandering undesirables who meant to do them harm. The neighbors were always giving him presents and leaving milk and cookies on the front stoop for he and his sister. Even the fact they didn’t have to lock their doors any longer was a foreign yet welcomed concept.

Then Samantha ran away, two weeks after they moved in, and all those good tidings flittered away.

His parents told him it was nothing, that she’d come back when she regained her senses. That was four years ago. She never did come home.

Though young, Timmy was still aware enough to find his parents’ attitude toward his sister’s disappearance unsettling. He would fall into fits of tears every night early on, but he never saw his mother shed even one. A month or so afterward, Samantha’s name ceased to be mentioned, even in whispers. It felt to Timmy as though, to his strangely content parents, she never existed.

He sat on his bike by the side of the road and stared once more at Charlotte as she read a book while sitting in a lawn chair on a patch of grass that was beginning to brown from lack of watering. She was as much an oddity as that discolored plot of earth. Her expression was somber and clenched, as if in a constant state of deep thought. Her parents, too, were peculiar. He hadn’t seen a non-white face since his family had arrived in Fhalmagal, and Charlotte’s mother was black as black could be. Her father was light-skinned, and he carried himself with the serious manner his daughter reflected. When either of them smiled, he could tell they meant it. When they frowned or scowled, they meant that too.

Given the forged merriment that’d surrounded him for four years, he found it refreshing.

Charlotte crossed her feet and took a sip of her lemonade. Seeing the straw touch her wet lips, a strange sensation tickled in Timmy’s abdomen. He grunted and shifted on the bicycle seat. His foot slipped off the pedal and he came close to falling over. “Shoot!” he yelped as he regained his balance.

The object of his affections glanced up from her book. She smiled at him with that earnest, meaningful smile. Timmy blushed. His eyes dropped to his feet.

“Whatcha
doin?” she called out to him.

“Nothin’,” he replied.

“You wanna come over?”

He shifted the bike from one side to the other. “Uh, I don’t know.”

“C’mon. My dad’s got more lemonade inside.”

“Okay.”

Timmy set his bike up on its kickstand and shuffled across the road. He couldn’t breathe. It seemed to take forever for one foot to move in front of the other. He didn’t want the sensation to end, though he couldn’t figure out why he should feel this way.

“Hurry up, slowpoke.”

He did as he was told, until he saw the shadow of a trim figure enter his vision. He glanced up to see Charlotte standing. Standing, smiling, and revealing her beautiful, gap-filled mouth for him.

“You’re funny,” she said. “I think I like you.”

“You do?”

“Uh-huh.”

She stuck out her hand. Timmy stared at it for a few indecisive moments and then shook it. Her skin felt like his summer sheets, cool and smooth and soft.

“I think I like you, too,” he replied.

“You wanna go inside now? Get some lemonade?”

“Okay.”

The inside of the Ginsberg house was just like Charlotte; tender and inviting. He sat on a stool and propped his elbows on the kitchen’s center island. Mrs. Ginsberg shuffled about in the other room, phone pressed to her ear. Timmy couldn’t hear what she said, but from her tone it sounded important. Mr. Ginsberg was in the kitchen with them, making sandwiches.

“Hey guys,” the man said. “Nice day for a Saturday, huh?”

Timmy and Charlotte nodded at once.

“Is it always like this in October?” he asked Timmy. “It has to be at least eighty outside.”

“Most of the time,” replied Timmy. “It snows sometimes in the winter, but mostly it’s just like this. You know…summery.”

“Huh. That’s odd. Figured that being in the mountains and all it’d be a little colder. Not that I’m complaining.”

“Where you from?”

“Oh, around.” Mr. Ginsberg said. Timmy liked the tone of his voice. It was soft and easy and, though he couldn’t think of the word to describe it, sincere. “We came from back east. Connecticut. Do you know where that is?”

Timmy nodded.

“Okay then. Thumbs up to geography.”

“Why’d you move here?”

“Well, Charlotte’s mom got laid off about a month ago. I’m a writer, but business has been pretty slow for me, too. Then this firm here in Fhalmagal contacted her on one of those internet job sites. They said they’d pay relocation fees and everything. That’s nice of them, isn’t it?”

Again, Timmy nodded.

Mr. Ginsberg’s nose shriveled up. It was that look he loved on Charlotte. “So,” he said, “what kind of a name is Fhalmagal, anyway? Indian?”

“I don’t know, sir,” said Timmy. “I thought it sounded funny, too.”

“Oh well. Maybe I’ll ask your dad, if I ever meet him.” He glanced at his watch. “Oh, shoot, I wanted to get home before five. Connie!”

Mrs. Ginsberg poked her head into the room. “Yes?”

“Come on, sweetie. The grocery store awaits.” He placed a kiss on Charlotte’s forehead. “You be good while we’re gone, okay?”

“I will, dad.”

“Good girl.” He looked at Timmy. “Kiddo, if you’re here when we get back, maybe we’ll dig some trenches in the backyard. See if we can get all the way to China.”

Timmy grinned. “Okay.”

With that, Charlotte’s parents walked out the door. The Range Rover in the driveway slowly backed out and then sped out of site. Timmy’s jaw dropped.

“They let you stay home alone?” he said.

Charlotte shrugged. “I’m twelve years old, silly. That’s old enough to take care of myself.”

Jealousy caused his lips to quiver. “I wish my dad was as nice as yours.”

“Oh, silly. My dad can be mean too, you know.”

“That’s not it. Not mean.”

“Then what is it?”

He crumpled his face. “I don’t know.”

Charlotte shrugged. “Oh. Let’s go in the living room!” She bounced off her stool and breezed past him. He caught a whiff of her as she strode by – cherry bubble gum. He grinned.

“You comin’ or what?”

Timmy followed her lead. She sat down on the couch, leaned against the cushion, and tucked a pillow beneath her head. With her free hand she motioned for Timmy to sit beside her. He stood there for a moment, dumbfounded, as if he wasn’t sure what she wanted him to do.

“Come on, sit down,” she said.

Timmy lowered himself to the couch. The soft cushions enveloped him, pushed him in Charlotte’s direction until he sat thigh to bare thigh with her. His heart again kicked up its beat. Sweat dripped off his eyelashes. His stomach grumbled. Then everything got really quiet. 

“What’re we doing?” he asked.

“Listening.”

“For what?”

“I don’t know. Crickets, birds, cars, whatever makes noise. I like the sounds things make. They make me feel good.”

“Oh, okay.”

She sat up and took his hand. He slowly forced his eyes to look in her direction. Her expression seemed mischievous yet doubtful.

“So,” she said, “tell me about this house.”

“Why?”

“This house makes strange sounds.”

“I don’t know…it’s just a house.”

“How about the people who lived here? Before we came?”

“The Fabers? They were nice, I guess.”

“Did they live here long?”

“About a year. Mr. Faber worked with my dad at the firm. Like your mom.”

“Why’d they move?”

Timmy glanced at the ceiling. “Well, Mrs. Faber had a nervous breakdown or something. My dad says it’s because their daughter Bella got kidnapped.”

Charlotte’s eyebrows arched. “Kidnapped?”

With her interest, a billowy lightness rose in Timmy. “Yup,” he said. “Happened when school started last year. She was in her seat one day in class, next day she wasn’t. And Mrs. Faber started screaming at Mr. Faber all the time. I could hear them in my room at night. She called him evil and said he’d go to hell for what he did.”

“What’d he do?”

“Don’t know,” he said with a shrug. “Maybe ‘cause he told her it wouldn’t do no good to look for her.”

“Why would he say that?”

Again he shrugged. “Just because it’s what grownups say. My dad and mom said the same thing when my sister ran away.”

“Your sister ran away?”

“Yeah.
A long time ago.”

“They didn’t look for her?”

“Nope.”

Charlotte sat back and grunted. Her puffy lips dropped into a frown. She took her hand from his and folded her arms over her rose-blossom chest.

“What’s wrong?” asked Timmy.

“That’s not right,” she said. “That’s just plain mean. How can people say stuff like that? My dad would never let me just be gone. He’d look for me. He and mom, both. They wouldn’t sleep until they got me home. They love me.”

“Do you think my parents didn’t love Sammy?”

“You tell me, Timmy.”

He shook his head. Tears began to form in the corners of his eyes.

“I don’t know.”

 

*   *   *

 

“Well dear, we’re off to greet the new neighbors,” Mrs. Higgins proclaimed in her ultra-merry way. She looked at the babysitter. “Mary, the party should be over by midnight. The initial meet-and-greets always are. Make sure Timmy’s in bed by nine o’clock, okay?”

“Yes, Mrs. Higgins.”

Timmy walked up to his mother and grasped her by the hand.

“Mom?”

“Yes, Timmy?” Still that grating happiness.

“Why didn’t you love Sammy?”

The broad smile on Mrs. Higgins’ face slowly washed away like driveway dirt in a rainstorm. She shook her hand from her son’s grasp and backed up a step.

“What did you say?”

“Why didn’t you love Sammy?”

She shook her head. Her perfectly maintained hair whipped about. “Why did…you can’t…this isn’t…” For the first time in who knew how long, it looked like she was about to cry.

His father breezed into the room. He took one look at his wife and his own wide grin disappeared, as well. He glared at Timmy and his eyes widened. Timmy swore he could see fire burning behind them.

“What…did…you…do?”

“Nothing, dad, honest!”

His mother leaned into his father and pressed her lips to his ear. He could hear her frantic whisper, but could not make out the words. His father’s face gradually became more and more severe. Then his mother stepped away, and his father took a menacing step forward. Mary the babysitter slunk out of the room. His father spoke, and his voice boomed through the house.

“Who put those thoughts in your head?”

“I…well,” stammered Timmy.

“Spit it out!”

“Um…I was playing with Charlotte today…and she said that if she ever ran away her dad would never give up on her…and then…”

His father rolled his eyes. “It figures,” he muttered. The anger was still present, and it seeped out even in his lowered voice. This scared Timmy, for it had been quite some time since he’d seen his father angry. And they were about to go next door! He had to protect his friend.

“She didn’t mean to hurt anyone,” he said. “She was just…”

His father waved a hand at him. His cheeriness returned, as if it had never left. “Oh, it’s okay, Timmy,” he said. “There’s nothing to worry about. I don’t blame the girl. She’s just being a girl, is all.”

His mother nodded aggressively in approval.

“We’ll have a talk with her folks. There’re a few things we all have to discuss, anyway. Not the least of which is the state of that yard…”

His voice drifted away, as did his gaze. He stood staring at the ceiling – he and his mother both – for an uncomfortably long time. Then, abruptly, his body shook and his grin became even wider and more jackal-like. He ruffled Timmy’s hair.

“Okay son, we’ll be back,” he said happily. “See you in the morning.”

His parents walked out the front door. The door clicked shut. Happily.

Timmy shuddered.

 

*   *   *

 

Two weeks went by. The party, and the events that occurred in the Higgins house beforehand, seemed long forgotten. Life, as it often does, progressed onward. 

The innate boredom of youth caused Timmy and Charlotte to gravitate even closer to each other. They talked and laughed and played video games and basketball. They even kissed on one occasion – an awkward, messy affair that had spit dribbling down Timmy’s chin and an unusually hard rock form in his pants while Charlotte giggled in embarrassment. This happened during one of the many times Mr. and Mrs. Ginsberg trusted Charlotte to be home alone for an hour at a time.

Their youthful play and attraction, however, couldn’t hide the fact that Charlotte’s parents had changed. Mrs. Ginsberg was more engrossed in her work than ever, never showing much interest in spending time with her daughter. The mister was more prone to wild mood swings, and the honest smiles he had offered in those early days became more forced, as if there was something hiding behind his eyes that he was trying to keep at bay. He spent hour after hour in his office upstairs, sometimes not even coming down for dinner. The Ginsbergs would even whisper in corners and do their best to avoid the newly attached pair of children, which unnerved Charlotte, as she said that her family had never kept secrets before.

Being young, the two new friends did their best to ignore the changes and mush onward with their lives. After school they would sit together on Charlotte’s front porch and do their homework. They did everything together. To the untrained eye, they might appear to be a couple in love – which, in a way, they were. And like lovers do, they were prone to making horrible decisions.

“What’re you doing?” asked Timmy. He stood in Charlotte’s backyard, twirling a Frisbee on his finger. Charlotte had a bundle of papers in one hand and a shovel in the other.

“I’m gonna bury these,” she replied.

“What are they?”

“The poems we wrote the other day. I want us to read them when we’re older. You know, to see if we feel the same way about each other and stuff.”

“Where’d you get that idea?”

“Oprah, I think.”

“Okay.”

Charlotte stuffed the papers into an empty paper towel roll and taped the ends closed. She then took the shovel and pierced the surface of their rapidly-improving yard – it was virtually all green now, nary a patch of brown to be seen. She pulled up a thatch of dirt and tossed it aside. When she leaned forward to do it again, she paused. Her eyes and nose creased.

“What’s wrong?” asked Timmy.

Charlotte pointed into the small, newly-formed ditch. Timmy lowered to his hands and knees and peered at it. The ground beneath the grass was gray with streaks of copper. An odd fluid bubbled in the hole. It was black and thick, like motor oil. Or tar.

“What is it?” Charlotte asked.

Timmy dipped his finger into the substance. It was warm, slick, and almost rubbery, and it dribbled from his digits like a booger when he raised his hand. “I dunno,” he said. “It’s kinda gross.”

Screaming from behind them. Timmy glanced over his shoulder and saw Mr. Ginsberg running at a full-on sprint.

“Stop it!” he yelled. “Stop it right now!”

The expression on the man’s face was one Timmy hadn’t experienced in a long time, since his days in Boulder. Mr. Ginsberg’s cheeks were flushed, his forehead narrow, his eyes bright with rage. He grabbed Timmy by the shirt collar and lifted him off his feet as if he weighed nothing.

“WHAT ARE YOU DOING TO MY LAWN?”

He threw Timmy to the ground. His elbow struck hard, causing a spike of pain to jet up his arm. Charlotte watched with mouth agape. Her jaw kept moving up and down, up and down, but it wasn’t until her father turned to her that she uttered a word.

“Daddy?” she whispered. “What’s wrong?”

“Who did this?” he asked, pointing at the hole.

“Huh?”

“Who did this? Him or you?”

“I did.”

Mr. Ginsberg cocked his arm and backhanded his daughter across the face. Charlotte collapsed, her eyes bulging with shock. Almost immediately, the cheek the hand had met began to swell. Tears formed in her eyes. Timmy heard her hitched breathing, but could do nothing. He was horrified.

The man picked Charlotte up by the underarms and dragged her across the grass. She didn’t struggle as he did so, but she started to bawl; intense, frightened sobs that tore at Timmy’s heart. He didn’t understand what was happening. Mr. Ginsberg had always seemed like the nicest man. His sudden transformation made no sense.

Mr. Ginsberg hurled his daughter into the rear door of his house. When he turned to face Timmy again, he was smiling. The color had drained from his cheeks. He looked so much like his own father it was scary.

“Go home now, Timmy,” he said. “I have everything under control here. Although I am going to have to call your parents and tell them what the two of you did.”

With that, he disappeared inside. Timmy could still hear Charlotte crying, but there were no more screams. She sounded like a little girl, lost in the woods, screaming for her mother. He shuddered, and his own tears began leaking over the bridge of his nose. Everything around him, so bright, made him feel isolated and alone. He looked at his parents’ house and wished there were somewhere else he could go. Perhaps this was why Samantha had run way. Perhaps she felt the same way as he. Perhaps she really was in a better place now.

Timmy rose from the ground, sniffled, and stuffed his hands in his pockets. He stared down the road and contemplated leaving, but in the end he simply shambled across the street and ran upstairs to his room, for no matter how much he thought of Samantha and her better life, he knew it was nothing but a fantasy. He had nowhere else to go.

 

*   *   *

 

That night he stared at Charlotte’s house from his bedroom window. His parents had cheerily told him how naughty he’d been and confined him to his room. He heard them chatting downstairs, an unintelligible cacophony of trombones. Feet marching up the stairs followed and Mary the babysitter entered his room.

“It’s you and me tonight, Timmy,” she said while rolling her eyes. “You can’t leave, though. Your parents said you’re grounded.”

“Why?”

“Because.”

“Where’re they going?”

She shrugged.

“Please leave me alone,” he said.

She slammed the door.

It was five minutes later that he noticed the happening. His parents hadn’t gone far; in fact, they traced a line from their driveway to the one across the street and speed-walked to the front door. Other neighbors started arriving, as well. The Hicksons, the Jacksons, the O’Dwyers, the Laurientas. It looked as if the whole neighborhood was streaming up to Charlotte’s house, like a crowd heading for a popular amusement park ride. The light from the street lamps turned them into phantoms. Timmy got nervous. He pulled the shade down so only a sliver of an opening remained and kept watching.

The mob grew. Finally, he watched his father rap on the front door. It opened. Mr. Ginsberg stepped outside. Mrs. Ginsberg followed. Charlotte came out after that. Even from a distance Timmy could see that her cocoa face was swollen and red. Her cheeks sparkled in the faint porch light.

Mr. Ginsberg talked with his father for a few moments on the porch, looking like stage players to the audience of neighbors. When they were done speaking, Timmy’s father took a flashlight from his mother’s bag and, grabbing Charlotte by the front of her dress, started to drag her down the driveway. She fought against him (Timmy could hear her yelling), but it was no use. The crowd parted, eyes not leaving this man and child, and then, when they’d reached the road, the rest followed, led by Mr. and Mrs. Ginsberg. For a split second, Mr. Ginsberg glanced up and caught Timmy’s gaze. Their eyes locked, and then his friend’s father turned and faced the road again.

Timmy’s throat hitched. Those eyes. Though they pleaded, they seemed…empty.

With the parade-like procession marching down the street, Timmy made a decision. He ran to his bedroom door, locked it, then put on his sneakers (without tying them), threw open the window, and waddled across the roof. Old shingles slid underfoot, but he kept his balance. Upon reaching the ledge he glanced down. A weightless feeling appeared in his abdomen as he took in the drop. He almost turned away, until one more screech from Charlotte, off in the distance now, forced him to swallow hard, brace his hands by his side, and jump.

He landed on his feet and twisted his ankle. It didn’t matter. 

Across the front lawn and into the street he ran, with a limp because of his sore foot. He could see the last stragglers of the throng of neighbors as they passed beneath the streetlamps. His feet treaded lightly over the blacktop like a cartoon ninja. His breathing slowed to the point where he could hardly tell he was breathing at all. Still he kept moving forward, waiting for the next time the pack was illuminated.

He followed them all the way down Sullivan Street, until they reached the junction of Main and Ryleff. From there the crowd broke off the main drag. They crossed through a hole in the fence that bordered the road – Timmy’s dad had always said that it signified Private Property – and tramped into the woods. Though he paused at the hole and stared at the NO TRESSPASSING sign as if it were a warning from the gods, he continued to follow.

No light pierced the canopy in the woods, but he didn’t need it anymore to trail the pack. They made enough noise, all leaf-crushing and twig-snapping and heavy-breathing. The land graded downward, and before long he found it hard to walk without reaching out blindly for something to hold on to just to keep from tumbling down the slope. His feet threatened to betray him. At one point he slipped on something wet and went skittering to his rear. He had to throw a hand over his mouth to keep quiet.

Before long the land evened out. Timmy heard voices in the near distance. He crawled to a thatch of bushes and peered through the branches. There were people standing around – his parents and neighbors. They’d lit torches. The somber yellow glow illuminated the entrance to a cave. Jagged, tooth-like rock formations hung down from the cave’s mouth.

After a short time, the people wandered inside. Darkness seemed to swallow the light from their torches when they crossed the threshold. Timmy inched out of the foliage and tiptoed forward, arms held out in front of him. With the departure of light, space and distance became but a notion. He began counting to keep his breathing steady. By the time he reached a hundred, his hand landed on something hard and pointy. He drew his fingers across the surface until it bent inward. The impression of voices reached his ears.

He swallowed hard and stepped into the cave.

It was a long and winding tunnel that he followed. Water dripped in the distance. Bugs scurried over the rocks, the sound of their tiny clackers reverberating off the walls. Timmy proceeded with fear welling in his gut. He had a constant sensation that some monster, like the ones on the late-night creature features his dad used to watch, would creep up from behind and snatch him up.

But nothing came to get him, and all he could hear were the insects, his sneakers splashing in puddles, his heart pounding in his ears, and the stifled snickering of the folks up ahead.

A faint glimmering arose, growing brighter with each progressive step. He moved slower, taking time to notice that the walls of the cave were painted with primitive diagrams. Five minutes later and the light became almost all-encompassing. The voices were louder now, intelligible and gruesomely cheery. He exited the tunnel, stooped behind a large boulder, and peered around it.

He’d come to what he could only think of as a room inside the mountain. The ceiling was fifteen feet high, the walls wide as a church’s. The people inside gathered around a vertical gash in the rock on the far wall – a cave within a cave. Timmy couldn’t see Charlotte. He started to move, but stopped when his father spoke.

“We have gathered here today,” Mr. Higgins said, his tone merry, his smile as wide as it could be, “to offer our dowry to Fhalma, the protector of us all.”

“Fhalma is all,” the congregation said.

“Fhalma has given us all we have, and she is good,” he said.

“Fhalma is good.”

“She protects us and lets us live well, and for that we offer her thanks.”

“Fhalma is love.”

“And when the time comes, she shall lift us on her back and carry us to a new providence.”

“Fhalma is salvation.”

Timmy didn’t understand what was happening. He swallowed his fear and stepped out of his shelter. He tiptoed in the direction of the crowd. None turned around, not even when his toe struck a rock and sent it skittering across the floor.

“Bring forth the contribution,” his father said.

Once again the crowd parted. Timmy watched as Mrs. Ginsberg dragged her daughter, kicking and screaming, to the place where his father stood. The girl bit her mother’s hand and struck her in the thigh with her knee, but Mrs. Ginsberg wouldn’t let go. Timmy scanned the mass for her father, and eventually found him standing apart from the pack, hands by his side, head down. He was crying.

Timmy’s father took Charlotte by the shoulder with one fist and belted her across the brow with the other. Timmy jumped back in shock. Charlotte crumpled to the ground and lay there, bawling, face hidden in her hands. Anger caused Timmy to bite his lip and draw blood. His own fingers curled and he lifted his knuckles beneath his chin. If only he’d been bigger, stronger, then…

His father stepped away from the broken and crying girl. He faced the opening in the cave wall and said, “Fhalma, our love, our protector, this is our gift to you.”

The ground beneath him vibrated. A loud, gyrating groan shook the very air he breathed. Timmy yelped and crouched down on all fours. The rest of them, those hateful, cheery bastards that’d been his neighbors, stood transfixed. Timmy wanted to stand up and scream at them, ask them how could you let this happen?

From inside the crack, something stirred. A thick, pulsating thing that looked like the tongue of a starfish emerged. It was huge, at least the size of a small car. Charlotte looked up, her eyes wide. Her mouth dropped open as if to scream, but nothing came out. The pulsating thing grew longer and taller. Bright light erupted from the crack, washing out all color. The end of the tongue opened up, revealing a giant, bubbling maw lined with pinkish flesh. It descended upon Charlotte and snapped closed. He could see her fight back, her pounding fists stretching the thing’s hide from within. The appendage rose in the air. The light faded. It withdrew into the darkness. There was no sound at all, not even dripping water.

Timmy screamed.

The crowd turned to him. Their expressions were odd, confused, as if they’d just awoken from a dream. Mr. Ginsberg wept. Only his father kept up the front of forced happiness. He walked up to his son with hands on his hips, smiling.

“What are you doing here, Timothy?” he asked.

Timmy couldn’t answer. A lump forced its way up his throat.

“I said, what are you doing here?”

“What…” he began. His voice was small. “Where did she go?”

His father stepped up to him and put a hand on his shoulder. “Don’t you worry about that, son,” he said with merriment. “All you have to worry about is being a good little boy. Let’s forget you ever saw this.”

His breathing hitched. “This is where Sammy went, isn’t it?”

His father frowned. “Let’s not have any of that, Timmy. Let’s go. We have to get home if you’re going to be rested for school tomorrow.”

The hand on his shoulder gripped tighter. Timmy shook it off. Panic raced through him. He punched his father in the gut. Spit flew from the man’s lips and he doubled over, obviously surprised. Timmy then bolted down the aisle of people. Hands reached out to stop him, ripping at his shirt. He heard his father say, “Don’t stop him, he’ll get what’s coming,” and the grasping ceased.

He reached the gash in the wall and pounded it with his balled fists. “What’d you do to my friend!” he screamed. “Sammy! Charlotte! Come back! Let them go!”

The rumbling from earlier reemerged. Timmy stepped back. From within the gash, that same light shone. It penetrated his eyes. His flesh felt like it was falling off his body. He squeezed his eyelids shut and covered them with his arms, but it was no use. Everything around him was brightness – horrible, all-encompassing brightness.

Images flashed in his head. He saw a vast and primitive land, covered with harsh, cracked earth. Monsters tread upon this land, gargantuan beasts large as cities that defied explanation. One beast rose above all others. It looked like a colossal armadillo with the head of a serpent. Bone structures protruded from its back, on which strange beings, like parasites, lived and thrived and fed it through their offspring. The other creatures of the land attacked this being, tried to rip it apart with their arms and legs and teeth and a thousand tentacles, but it proved too large, too strong, to be overcome. In the end, the great beast ruled all.

Time shifted. Eras changed. Before long the creature was alone. It could no longer sustain itself. It wandered across the dead and decaying land, slowly perishing as those who sustained it died off, one-by-one, taken down by their own sense of entitlement. It reached a great valley of rock and lay down on its haunches. In the span of a second centuries passed, and the land overtook it. The creature fell into a deep sleep, almost death-like, until a new sort of monster, a two-legged beast with a wish for prosperity, awoke it once more, and the chain began again.

The images faded. Timmy looked up. He didn’t realize that he had fallen. Above him hovered the giant worm, the tentacle, the tongue of Fhalma. He rose first to his elbows, then to his knees, then to his feet, and he stood, defiantly, as the mouth lowered over him. He could see the looks on the faces of his parents, the Ginsbergs, the rest of them. They showed no shock, no fear, no second-guessing.

How he hated them.

The mouth enclosed him in darkness. He felt its muscles ripple beneath the membrane of flesh, guiding him up its gullet. Sammy, Charlotte, I’m coming, he thought.

His lungs seized with no air to feed them. His head hurt. He screamed as liquid gushed over him, searing flesh and muscle from bone, and soon, everything that had once been Timmy Higgins was gone.

 

*   *   *

 

“What’s up, kiddo?”

Ryan Talbot looked up. His father stood over him, huge cardboard box propped in his arms. His face was sunburned and peeling.

“Nothing,” said Ryan.

“Listen, make sure you get that box of toys up into your bedroom. You don’t want to forget anything and then come crying to me later when you can’t find it.”

“Okay, Dad.”

His father shuffled into the house. The two large men helping with the move followed him in, the living room couch balanced between them. After they entered his mother came out. She wiped sweat from her brow with a paper towel, which she then stuffed into her back pocket. She noticed Ryan watching her and waved.

Ryan sat down in the lush grass and opened the box before him. He removed a G.I. Joe action figure and positioned it so its head touched its feet. Then he placed it in the grass and flicked it with his finger. The action figure tumbled away in an uneven roll before it toppled over. He ran his fingers through the grass. It felt so unlike the grass they had in Sacramento. That had been soft and a bit ticklish to the touch; this stuff was coarse and rubbery, like the spines of a dog’s chew toy.

“How are you today?” a voice asked. He glanced up to see a man approach him from across the street. On his face was a wide smile, the widest he’d ever seen.

“Okay,” said Ryan.

“My name is Mister Higgins. What’s yours?”

“Ryan Talbot.”

“Nice to meet you, Ryan Talbot.”

“You too, Mr. Higgins.”

His mother had walked up to them. She beamed at the man and stuck out her hand. Her golden hair bounced. “Hiya,” she said. “Tracy Talbot. I guess we’re neighbors now.”

The smiling man nodded. “It looks that way. Nice to see the old Ginsberg house occupied again.”

“Luckily it was available. We had to move pretty quickly after Ronnie – that’s my husband, he’s inside – was offered the job here.”

“Well, I’d say we’re pretty lucky to have you, actually. You seem like swell folks.”

“Thank you. We try. Do you have children?”

“No. Unfortunately, the missus is infertile. We’ve tried to put it out of our minds.”

“Oh, I’m so sorry! I didn’t mean to…”

“Make no mention of it,” said the man. “Nothing personal.”

“Okay then.” She cleared her throat. “By the way, I like the look of this place. It’s pretty. Colorful.”


The man reached down and patted Ryan on the head. “Yes, and I suppose it likes the looks of you folks, as well. I think you will enjoy your stay here immensely. We all do.”

Ryan shuddered at the man’s touch, and he couldn’t explain why, but soon that sensation was forgotten and he was back to playing with his action figures again. 

“You’ll be here in Fhalmagal long time,” Mr. Higgins told his mother. “You’re needed here.” He glanced at Ryan.

“You too, son,” he said. “You most of all.”

 


  








THE CONTAINER 

OF SORROWS

By Mercedes M. Yardley

 

 

THERE WAS A GIRL. She sat at a white desk in a white room with her hands folded neatly in her lap.

Peter stood before her with his pockets turned out.

“I don’t have anything to give you,” he said. He spoke very quietly. Shame does that.

She didn’t move, but he thought that she shook her head.

“I don’t need anything like that,” she told him. “I do not desire your buttons or baubles, although I am sure that they are quite lovely.”

He thought that she smiled, but she did not actually do that, either.

“I don’t understand,” he confessed. He shifted from foot to foot. She really did smile then, but only in her eyes. He bit his lip and continued. “I thought…that you wanted something from me. In exchange for your help.”

“Oh, but I do.” Her skin was white, and her hair even whiter, but only just. When she smiled—if she smiled—her lips were disconcertingly red. The rest of the time they were only the palest of pink.  He had the impression that something parasitic sucked the breath from those lips while she slept, but what could he do about it?

“Please tell me what you desire.”

“I want to be happy.”

“Then I will help you.”                

She pulled a ceramic jar out of nowhere. It was the color of sky and looked cool to the touch. He flexed his fingers.

“This is the Container of Sorrows, Peter. Do you understand?”

“Yes.” He didn’t.

Her lips barely twitched but it was as if the snow melted and he tasted spring.

“This is how you will be happy. Tell me one of your sorrows. I will keep it here for you, and the burden from that particular sorrow will be no more.”

He felt stupid. He stared at his shoes. They had holes in the toes.

“Do you…not wish happiness?”

Her voice was strangely brittle, as if she was trying not to cry. He was hurting her somehow, he decided, but that didn’t make any sense. He took a deep breath.

“I miss my mother,” he said, and the words fell from his mouth like vapor. The girl opened the jar, and the mist zipped inside. She closed the lid with a satisfying click.

“There,” she said, and her smile was real this time, genuine.  “Don’t you feel better?”

He thought about his mother, gingerly. Her warm brown hair, the apron that she used when she baked cupcakes. He thought about her more aggressively. The police telling his father that they had discovered a broken body. The funeral in a town without rain.

“I don’t feel sad,” he said in wonder, and the girl looked pleased. She kissed him, and he woke up.

Peter’s lips burned where she had touched him, and he kept his fingers pressed there for most of the day. When the boys razzed him about his poorly trimmed hair, he didn’t mind so much. When they taunted him about his mother being a whore who got what was coming to her, he was surprised to find that he didn’t care at all. He ate dinner silently and changed into his worn pajamas without being asked.  He brushed his teeth and climbed into bed with an eagerness that would have been pitifully endearing if anyone had seen it.

He fell asleep instantly, and there she was. She was wearing white flowers in her hair.

“Did you have those flowers yesterday?” he asked her. 

Her cheeks flushed delicately. “No.”

Peter didn’t know what to say. “I had a better day at school than usual. Thank you.”

The girl again brought the smooth blue container out of thin air. “Tell me another sorrow, Peter. Tomorrow will be even better.”

He thought. “I’m tired of being called poor.”

The mist of words spiraled into the Container of Sorrows. He nodded his head once, and she nodded back in a very serious manner.

And thus it went. His sorrows disappeared. “I hate seeing dead birds. I wish that I had a friend. My father doesn’t notice me.”

The jar devoured his sorrows with an agreeable hunger. The pale girl’s lips turned up all of the time and her eyes began to sparkle. Peter grew more confident at school. He stood up straight. He looked people in the eye. He made friends.

He was almost happy.

On the last night that he came, something in the air had shifted. The atmosphere was holding its breath, and it was undeniable.

“Hey,” Peter said, leaning casually on the white desk. “There’s only one sorrow that I have left.”

“Only one?” asked the girl with something that sounded exquisitely close to hope. Her eyes shone. Her white hair and red lips were glossed with delicacy and fragile expectation. She produced the Container of Sorrows and carefully removed its lid. Peter’s sorrows ghosted around inside, smelling of lavender and brokenness.

“Natalia
Benchmarth never looks at me at school.”

The vaporous sorrow swirled from his lips and settled into the jar. The girl’s white fingers didn’t move, so Peter put the lid back on for her.

He smiled. “Now I’ll be brave enough to talk to her tomorrow. Thank you very much, Girl of Sorrows. I am happy.”

The girl held the jar very close, and she looked up at Peter. Her lips were pale, strawberries buried under layers of ice. He was reminded of that feeling that he had once, long ago, where he thought that something supped from her lips at night. How frightened she must be. How alone.

How silly.

“Goodbye,” he said, and kissed her cheek. Had her touch once burned? She was ice under his skin. She was a corpse. Peter turned and walked away without looking back.

There was a girl. She sat at a white desk in a white room where she wept, clutching a container full of somebody else’s sorrows.
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SINS OF OUR FATHERS

 

 

PETE MUNROE HUNKERED DOWN IN HIS CAR and sped down the highway, leaving North Hampton behind him. He couldn’t get away fast enough. His mother’s memorial service had lasted longer than anticipated, with countless dignified ladies from the Smith College Center for Women’s Studies walking up to the podium to offer their respects and fondest memories to the remembrance of the great Jeannie Marie Monroe. He couldn’t stomach it. She’d only been dead a few weeks and he thought of her every day, but reliving her past accomplishments brought out that sense of longing again; the realization that no matter how much time he’d spent by her side, her career – her first and only love – always came first. A stab of jealousy twisted its way into his brain. He loathed the fact those women, random faces he wouldn’t remember in the morning, got to experience a side of his mother that he never would. The side that was strong. The side that cared.
The side that made a difference.

It’s not fair.

He steered his old Chrysler toward a steep turn and sped up as he went around, loving the sensation of instability as the side tires momentarily lifted off the ground – racing with himself, just like his long-deceased grandfather taught him. Another ache of resentment formed a tinge of bitter fluid in the back of his throat.

Now I’m all alone.

At the exit for route 83 he pulled off the highway. A closed shopping plaza haunted the empty lot to his left. He checked the dashboard clock. 12:52 AM. It’d taken him almost two hours to get home. Not that it mattered any. His apartment would be cold and lonely, as usual.

Tears trickled down his cheek. He wiped at them with the cuff of his shirt. Sniffles hiccupped through his sinuses. He choked for a moment and pulled into a closed gas station before his vision went blurry. Get a grip, Pete, he scolded. You’re embarrassing yourself.

It took only a few minutes for the dirge of sorrow to wane. He mopped up his cheeks with a napkin from the glove compartment, blew his nose into it, crinkled the soiled paper into a ball, and tossed it on the passenger seat floor. He sat in the darkened area between two street lamps for what seemed like an hour, trying to gather his thoughts. Things always get better, the great Jeanie Marie Monroe used to say, but only if you’re strong enough to force your way through it.

He remembered those words clearly, as well as the ones that usually followed.

Too bad courage isn’t your strong suit, Peter. You’re weak, just like your father.

“Leave me alone,” he groaned.

He shuffled in his seat and yanked the wallet from his back pocket. Opening it, he rifled through the pictures, foggy beneath the faint shine of the dome light, until he reached his destination; an old, torn, black-and-white photograph. He raised it to his face, studying the image the way he’d done with ever-diminishing frequency since childhood. A kind man with round cheeks and a thin, almost pointed nose smiled back at him. With his hair parted to the side, the top rising up against the gray backdrop like the Rock of Gibraltar while the front wisped across his brow, and the twinkle in those benevolent, thoughtful eyes, the man-child personified innocence. Pete shook a bit and then folded the wallet, taking time to watch his own reflection in the rearview mirror. There were so many similarities between himself and the young man in the picture. Too many.

He never knew his father, for Jonathan Monroe took his own life when little Peter was two years old. He recalled the many times his mother told the story; how Jonathan, out of work for over a year and feeling like a shell of a man, sat in his car one evening, behind a gas station much like the one Pete found himself at now, stuck the barrel of a revolver in his mouth, and permanently ended his temporary pain with a single squeeze of the trigger. Jeanie damned her dead husband’s name every chance she could, constantly letting her son know the legacy of failure from which he’d been shaped. She never remarried, never dated for longer than it took to fulfill her physical desire. And she made sure her son understood her actions every step of the way, poisoning him with her own inner hatred until now, as a thirty-two year old man, Peter Monroe had become an anthology of pain and rejection best left unread. He screamed and threw his wallet at the front windshield. He hated them both.

But the phantom of the unfamiliar that was his father refused to leave.

A rap on the window broke him from the doldrums with the subtlety of a cannon blast. He jumped and glanced to his left. A spectral figure hovered outside the car, its darkened face pressing against the glass. Pete stared straight ahead, using the hood ornament as a focal point while trying to get his breathing under control. When his heart rate slowed to a pace that didn’t feel like it would bust through his chest, he turned back to the unexpected guest and rolled down the window.

“Can I help you?”

The stranger poked his head into the open window. It was a boy not more than sixteen years old, with skin the color of coffee, round cheeks, and dazzling green eyes. The kid smiled at Pete, revealing a set of slightly crooked teeth.

“I’m kinda lost,” he said. “Could I get a ride?”

Pete sat back and sighed. It was late, and the idea of giving a total stranger a ride didn’t seem like the smartest of choices. He shrugged. What the hell, he thought. Look at him. He’s just a kid. And at least I’ll have some company.

He gestured to the empty space beside him. “Get in.”

The kid jogged to the passenger side, opened the door, and slid into the seat, kicking aside the debris piled on the floor. He stretched his arms above his head. “Thanks,” he said, looking at Pete with a wide, beaming grin.

“Where you heading?”

“East Windsor. Just off route 5. It’s pretty easy to get to. You know where that is?”

“Of course. It’s a bit of a drive, though. What’re you doing out in Vernon?”

“Went to the movies with a couple friends. It ended an hour ago and after I took a piss I walked outside and they were gone. Guess they thought it’d be a cool joke to leave me here.”

“That sucks.”

The kid’s smile grew even bigger. “Yeah. But hey, at least I don’t have to walk home.” He winked. “You’re my savior, bro.”

Pete chuckled. “Thanks. What’s your name?”

“JT,” the kid said, shaking Pete’s hand.

“Pete Monroe,” he replied, and for a moment thought he noticed a tinge of hesitation in JT’s previously amiable expression. “Everything okay?”

“Yeah. Just tired, I guess.”

“Okay then,” replied Pete. He threw the old Chrysler into drive. “Let’s get moving.”

 

*   *   *

 

Having had enough of the freeway for one evening, Pete stuck to the back roads. JT grew increasingly quiet as the trip went on, going from the occasional question – do you like hip-hop, isn’t Rhianna hot, isn’t Connecticut the most boring place in the world? – to a soft hum, to eventually clamming up. Pete paid the kid no mind. He couldn’t blame him for feeling uncomfortable – it had to be more than a bit frightening, being trapped in an automobile at the mercy of a strange adult with nowhere but the woods to flee into if trouble started. I just have to take it easy, thought Pete. Got to remember not to act like a sicko.
The statement made him laugh for the first time that evening. It felt good. His teenage passenger didn’t respond.

“We should take the Suffield
Bridge,” said JT twenty minutes into the journey.

“Nah, route 5’s quicker,” Pete replied.

JT shook his head. “There’s wicked construction at the town line. Went through it on the way out last night. The road’s all torn up, with all them grooves and loose rocks and stuff. We bounced all over the place.”

Pete thought of his decrepit car’s failing suspension. He looked at the clock again. 1:15 AM. Cutting through Windsor Locks would definitely be better than bottoming out and getting stranded in the middle of the night.

He eased gradually through the commercial area of town – a never ending procession of strip malls and supermarkets, placed curiously close to each other; the Mecca of profit-making, suburbia at its miserable best. He took it slow, making sure to keep his eyes peeled for those little nooks the police cars usually hung out in. Last thing he needed was to be pulled over. Not that he’d been drinking or anything like that; it’s just that cops, with their haughty swagger and condescending way of speaking, made him uncomfortable.

Before long the highway on-ramps passed them by. There was no traffic on the bridge. The Connecticut River, a chasm of darkness on either side of the guardrails, was their only companion. The image of his car careening over the rails and plunging a hundred feet into the cold water below popped into his head. Wouldn’t be so unusual.
Especially in this family. Pete’s body trembled and his mouth went dry. He felt prying eyes on him and tried his best to ignore it.

Just get this over with. I need sleep.

A bright plume of light flashed across his vision, snapping him to attention. Something lay across the road up ahead, at the bottom of the rise leading to the traffic light. He squinted, trying to see past the gleam of his headlights. Another flare went off, brightening the pavement. The object glowed bright orange. Pete’s mouth dropped.

They approached the obstruction to its right – an overturned car, lying belly-up in the oncoming breakdown lane. Its rear end had broken through the railing and hung half on and half off the bridge, teetering like a seesaw. Flames licked from the undercarriage, reaching skyward with desperate, consuming fingers. The tires still spun.

Pete couldn’t take his eyes off the mess. He drove by at a snail’s pace, staring at the deep gouges in the paint. Broken glass, illuminated by his headlights, transformed the surrounding blacktop into a sea of sparkling crystals. He glimpsed a hand trying to work its way out of the smashed side window. It seemed tiny next to the twisted wreckage of the car. He slowed down even more.

“Don’t,” JT said with panic in his voice. “Keep going.”

Pete turned to him. The kid’s eyes were wide, glowing yellow as they reflected the flickering blaze. There was something besides fright hiding behind that gaze. He just couldn’t figure out what.

“Don’t stop,” continued JT. “Call 911 or something. You don’t wanna get involved in this.”

“I don’t have a cell phone.”

JT cleared his throat. “Who cares? Just keep going. It’s probably too late anyway.”

Pete considered it for a moment, stepped on the gas, felt the shift in gravity as the car gathered speed, watched the fiery wreck appear in his rearview mirror, and then slammed on the brakes. He thought of the person that hand belonged to. Searching, scraping, trying to find an exit before as the heat and smoke rose, screaming for help as the cab became an oven, feeling the pain of fire searing their flesh, until finally succumbing to fate. What if that was me? he thought. I have to help.

 Not your job, his mother’s voice retorted. Not your nature.

 Shut up. You don’t know me.

Pete parked the car. “It’s okay,” he said, trying to appear reassuring for both his young travel companion his own psyche. “I’ll be right back.”

After flinging the door open hard enough to bend the aluminum seams, Pete jumped out and ran full bore toward the burning wreck. His feet pounded and the wind whistled across his ears while the fire crackled. The only other sound he heard was the rippling water below.

The air grew warmer the closer he got until, when he stood beside the wreckage, it became too much to bear. He pulled his shirt up over his nose, trying in vain to block out the smoke, dropped to his knees, and crawled to the passenger window, pulling his sleeves over his hands to brush away the broken glass. He wished there were an easier way, but it was the only opening available.

Thick smoke ballooned from the narrow breach. He coughed, waving his arm in an attempt to clear his line of sight. “Hello!” he screamed. “Are you all right in there?”

A muffled groan answered him.

The flames grew closer, conquering the wheel wells and spilling over the side. Pete held his breath, ducked his head, squinted, and wedged the top half of his body into the gap.

The heat inside was scintillating. It smelled of burning leather.

Pete opened his eyes, feeling the sting of foreign gasses as they cooked the fluid in his sockets. Everything appeared blurry, but he could see well enough to know there was only one occupant in the car. A woman, hanging from her seat still buckled in. Blood covered her face and dripped from the tips of her short blonde hair. Her eyes were barely open and she stared at him as if he were just another piece of failed machinery. He reached out and touched her neck with his fingertips. Still breathing. Her mouth opened, and more blood accompanied her words, spilling over her top lip and up her nose.

“Help…me…”

Pete nodded. His heart beat faster and faster with no hope of slowing down. He felt like he would pass out any second. What do I do? I don’t know what to do! He slapped the overturned roof. Flames shot into the front from the burning back seat. He had to act fast.

He crawled in deeper, until only his calves were exposed to the crisp air outside. With visibility failing, he groped about with his hands, pulling the woman close to himself, feeling around her, searching for the seatbelt clasp. When he found it his fingers naturally withdrew from the blistering metal catch. He did his best to ignore the pain, again wrapping his hand around the mechanism. He pressed the button with his thumb. It wouldn’t give. He tried it again. Still nothing. A disgusted grunt erupted from deep in his chest. Give, damn you! Give! He pressed one last time, bearing down with such force it seemed his tendons would snap.

The latch finally gave way and the spring drew the harness back with the might of a slingshot. The woman dropped like a rock. Pete held out his arms, trying to stop her head from smacking the roof. Her eyes opened wider than he thought possible the instant her back struck the headrest. She let out a yelp.

“It’s okay,” he said. “I got you.”

“Thank you,” she replied meekly.

He slid his hands around the woman’s back, looped his forearms under her armpits, and pulled. She proved much heavier than he imagined, and with her legs still lodged at an odd angle beneath the destroyed steering wheel, his effort was more a practice in displacing body weight than a straight-forward yank. As if sensing his struggles, the flames kicked it up a notch, trickling in from beneath the floorboards, coating the air above them in seemingly liquid fire.

“C’mon,” he growled, tugging on the woman’s upper body. Inch by inch she gave way, kneecaps sliding free, followed by calves covered in tattered, bloody fabric, followed by one foot, then the other. Her legs dropped with a thump, bouncing when they hit the roof’s smoking, felt-covered lining. Pete inched backward one leg at a time, maneuvering over the window frame until he felt the strangely reassuring discomfort of kneecaps digging into glass and coarse pavement. He kept hold of the woman the whole time, towing her out of the small opening with surgeon-like care. The hairs on the back of his neck singed.

In a matter of seconds they were free of the smoldering vehicle. Pete stood up, still grasping the woman under her armpits, and lugged her across the median. Her car ceased being a car any longer as the inferno consumed it, devouring the entirety of its practical aluminum-and-fiberglass hull. The gas tank exploded – a small detonation, but enough to knock Pete off his feet. He fell backward, landing on his butt with the woman’s head in his lap. 

The sound of sirens emerged in the distance. Relieved to be finally a good distance away from the heat and poisonous black smoke, Pete forced a deep breath – the air going through his lungs sounded like a whistle – and looked down. The woman reclined against his leg, as still as a mannequin. Her eyes were wide open and glossy, staring up into the sky without blinking. Her chest didn’t move.

“God, no.”

Fire erupted again from the overturned car with renewed vigor, as if it heard his admonishment. He leaned forward, pulling up her blood-soaked shirt. A huge black knob revealed itself just below her bellybutton. The lump jutted out, its sharp end sticking up, forming a pyramid of twisted steel – probably remnants of the shattered steering column. His thighs grew steadily wetter, drenched with warm fluid. A bubble of bloody spit popped in the corner of the girl’s mouth.

With an almost prissy amount of sensitivity, Pete closed the woman’s eyes. He glanced down the bridge. Flashing lights approached from around the bend and the wailing sirens grew even louder. The paramedics would be upon them in no time. But time was a thief. They were too late.

Just like me.

He looked at the woman again. Even covered in blood with a piece of shrapnel sticking out of her stomach, he could see her beauty. She was probably in her early twenties, maybe home from college or grad school on spring break. He wondered what she’d been like in life. Was she studying to be a doctor? Did she have children already? How close was she to her family? Would he have liked her if he’d known her? Could they have been friends?

None of it matters now.

Grief overtook him for the second time that night. It poured from his tear ducts in a torrent, out his nostrils in sticky brooks. He buried his face in his hands and screamed. His body shuddered out of control. The forthcoming sirens and revving engines became nothing more than background noise.

“I’m proud of you,” a voice declared.

Pete choked back his tears and turned his head to the sound. JT stood a few feet away, hands crossed in front of his chest. In the confusion, he’d forgotten about his passenger. But the kid didn’t seem to mind. He simply gawked at him, head tilted to the side, a smile plastered on his pouty lips.

“You did a good thing,” he said.

“What’re you talking about,” growled Pete.

JT’s grin disappeared. “You didn’t have to stop. You could’ve left her there to burn. But you didn’t. You put your life on the line to help her. That’s honorable.”

“Honorable? You wouldn’t know honorable. You’re just a kid.” Pete felt anger rise up in his gut. It flowed through his veins with the potency of the flames engulfing the dead woman’s car. He grabbed her arm, lifted it, and let it go. “There’s nothing honorable about this!” He tried to hold on to his fury, but the anguish took its place again. “She’s gone,” he cried, “I couldn’t help her.”

The youngster’s expression became sympathetic. He walked up to Pete and put a hand on his shoulder. “Don’t cry for her,” he said, his voice easily rising above the noise of the sirens. “Her last moment was one of hope thanks to you. She lived her life. Death isn’t everything. She’s got other journeys to experience.”

Pete nodded. He wanted to believe those words, even if they came from a neophyte. He really did.

“This here,” continued JT, tapping Pete on the shoulder, “is nothing but a vessel. In the end, it doesn’t really matter.” Pete watched as the youngster pointed to his own temple, then his chest. “These things here, that’s what really matters. It’s an ongoing quest, Pete, filled with a thousand different choices and a thousand different roads. Your choices.
Your roads. Destiny isn’t planned out. You gotta make your own. It’s the one thing your mother, intelligent as she was, never understood.”

Pete gawked at the kid as if he’d been lobotomized. The arriving ambulance tore around the corner, capturing his attention for a moment, until it skidded to a stop twenty feet away. A fire truck followed close behind. The ambulance doors flew open and the paramedics jumped out, rushing behind the vehicle, presumably to get a stretcher and med pack. It all happened in slow motion. Pete was in another world. He glanced back at JT. That wide, tender smile had returned to his face.

“Wha – who are…” began Pete, but he found it hard to form words. He choked on them instead.

JT wagged his finger. “Don’t do that to yourself. Don’t do the guessing game. Just live your life.” A mischievous gleam appeared in his eye. “You’re not bound by the sins of your father, you know. You never have been. What you did tonight proved it.”

Finally, Pete found his voice. “Are you…Him?”

JT sighed. “I told you not to do that. Stop trying to figure it all out, Pete. Just know you did the poor girl a favor. She’ll always thank you for it. We both will. Trust me.”

Pete blinked, and JT was gone. A paramedic took his place a second later, bending over, coming face-to-face with him.

“What happened here?” he asked.

Pete shook the cobwebs from his head. “Huh? Sorry, what was that?”

The man glanced at the woman in Pete’s lap. He grimaced. “Is she…”

Pete nodded. “I tried to help. She must’ve passed while I was dragging her out of the car.” He looked at her forever sleeping face. “I’m sorry.”

The medic straightened himself, ushering for his partner to set up the stretcher. “I know, man. It’s tough. At least you tried.”

“I did.”

The EMT fixed him with a sideways glance as the firefighters began spraying down the smoldering husk of an automobile. “Was she still alive when we got here?” he asked.

“Come again?”

“When we got here you were talking. Was it her? Was she in pain?”

Pete ignored the question and gazed off into the distance. The Connecticut River rippled below them. A million gallons of water, rushing off in a hurry.
Heading for the ocean.
Heading for freedom.


A solemn smile crossed his lips.

 


  








BLIGHT

By Daniel Pyle

 

I was the border man’s friend. Many times I have saved him and his people from harm. I never warred with you but only to protect our wigwams and lands. I refused to join your paleface enemies with the red coats. I came to the fort as your friend, and you murdered me. You have murdered by my side my young son…For this, may the curse of the Great Spirit rest upon this land. May it be blighted by nature. May it even be blighted in its hopes. May the strength of its peoples be paralyzed by the stain of our blood.


—The dying words and curse of Chief Cornstalk, November 10, 1777


 

SARAH KNEW she’d locked the trailer’s front door before putting Tommy down in his crib and laying herself down on the sofa in front of the flickering television. Double locked it, in fact: flipped the thumb latch and twisted the deadbolt until it clacked. So her first reaction upon waking and finding the large Indian standing between her and the TV was not to scream or reach for the nearest blunt object but instead to sit up and rub at her sleepy, new-mother eyes.

She dropped her hands from her face, but while fragmented memories of her dreams and sleep thoughts faded, the looming man didn’t. For a second, he seemed to flicker out of and back into reality, but then she saw the television beyond him and blamed the optical illusion on the dead-air snowflakes drifting across the screen.

If he’d taken a step toward her, she might have screamed after all, but he only stood there, backlit, looking down at her with his big, brown eyes. The bear of a man had what seemed to be (but couldn’t possibly be) eight black bullet holes in his chest and arms.

Don’t be ridiculous. No one can take eight bullets and keep walking.

Not that the man was walking. Or moving at all.

The afghan she’d draped over herself before falling asleep had dropped to her lap. She clutched it, lifted it to her chest, and started to ask him who he was, what he was doing here, what he wanted. Before she could utter a word, he nodded his head toward the kitchen. Just a half-movement she wouldn’t have noticed if she hadn’t been looking right at him. He raised his eyebrows at her and nodded toward the kitchen again.

Which was when she smelled it: smoke, fire, burning plastic.

She hopped off the couch and rushed past the mute man. When she passed, she stumbled a little and brushed against his animal-skin clothing. He had an odd smell. Not dirty exactly, but earthy, like a fresh hole in the ground. She managed to simultaneously register and ignore this.

In the kitchen, she found a plastic pitcher of sun tea melting and spilling all over the stove. She twisted the knob to turn off the burner, wrapped a dirty dish towel around her hand, and grabbed what was left of the pitcher by the deformed handle. She plopped the dripping wad of plastic into her largest pot and carried the whole mess out of the kitchen, through the back door, and toward the uncovered barrel behind the trailer. Rain water and floating mosquitoes filled the barrel to the brim. Jacob had been promising to get rid of the thing since they’d moved in, but a promise from Jacob wasn’t always worth much more than…well, a barrel full of breeding bugs.

How could she have left the stove on? She didn’t remember turning it on in the first place. And the pitcher on the burner? Sleep deprived or not, midnight feedings or not, how could she have been so careless?

She dropped the pot and the melted mess into the barrel and backed away when water splashed over the edge and onto her bare feet.

She watched the pot sink into the barrel’s murky depths. When the pitcher tried to float back to the surface, she held it under until she was sure it had cooled off.

Something moved behind her, and she turned to find the big Indian standing between her and her home. She hadn’t heard him follow her out, hadn’t sensed his presence until just that second.

He starred down at her, silent, managing to look both sorrowful and victorious without ever changing his expression.

When she finally looked away from his eyes and saw the glint of sunlight coming from the back steps, her breath caught halfway between her chest and her mouth, choked and gagged her.

The tea pitcher sat on the bottom step, full of sun tea, unmelted.

She remembered putting it out that morning, remembered deciding to leave it out until Jacob came home. It couldn’t have melted on the stove, had never been on the stove in the first place. Except it had. Had she not just dumped the thing into the rain barrel?

She turned her narrowed eyes to the big, silent man.

An armful of corn stalks had appeared in his hands. He looked ready to decorate for Thanksgiving, although the holiday was more than seven months away. He nodded toward the barrel.

She turned, and what she saw there was so much worse than the unmelted tea pitcher, so much more confusing and impossible: a tiny, wet leg hooked over the edge of the barrel, a leg clad in blue footie pajamas with little stars and moons. She’d made those jammies herself.

And beyond the leg…

She screamed, dropped to her knees, and looked back over her shoulder at the intruder.

He had disappeared.

 

*   *   *

 

After the sheriff and his men took Sarah away, Jacob went into the field where they’d found Tommy’s poorly hidden body and cried. Part of him wanted to chase down the sheriff and swear his wife’s innocence; the rest wanted to go into the house and burn everything she’d ever given him. What were you supposed to believe when nothing was believable?

He thought about the day the boy’d been born, of holding him until he fell asleep against his chest, of kissing the soft spot on his forehead and promising never to let anything bad happen. 

Didn’t exactly hold up your end of that bargain, did you?

He screamed and pounded his fists against the ground.

He stayed in the field until after dark. When he finally returned to the trailer, although he thought he should have been all cried out, the tears continued to flow.

He found the Indian on the couch in the living room. The man was big as a horse. He sat on the middle cushion, stared across the small room at the television. His hair, dark as tar at night, hung in long ponytails over either shoulder. He had bits of bone and rock sewn into his clothing, which might have been deer hide or buffalo or dog for all Jacob knew.

Jacob’s jaw hung, wobbled. Salty tears slipped into the corners of his mouth. He tried to shout at the man, to demand to know what he was doing in his home, but he couldn’t speak, could barely move. He’d wept out the last of his anger and the last of his energy with it.

The Indian nodded toward the TV and looked back at Jacob. His broad, commanding features just about demanded compliance. His eyes were twin arrows pointed at Jacob’s throat.

On the screen, a woman who resembled his wife walked down a hall that looked very much like their hall and into a nursery that almost could have been Tommy’s. She stepped to the crib and stood over it for a long time before plucking the child from within and cradling it in her arms.

No, not it — him. Tommy.

Could it be? More importantly, could he pretend it wasn’t?

What are you doing with my boy! Jacob clenched his fists.

The woman looked out from the screen. Although he’d never seen such a blank, lifeless look on her face, Jacob recognized his wife immediately.

He opened his mouth again, this time to ask what sort of trickery this was, what kind of sick joke, but the Indian didn’t pay him any attention. He only watched the images flickering across the screen. The couch dipped and almost seemed to groan at the prospect of continuing to hold him up, but he never moved, sat with the dignity and presence of a king on a throne, staring ahead.

And so Jacob watched, too.

Sarah took their boy out of the house. The back door slammed shut behind her. She walked to the barrel, stood there for a second with Tommy squeezed against her bosom, and then dropped him into the water as unceremoniously as you’d take out the trash. Jacob shook his head, tried to breathe but couldn’t swallow the lump in his throat. Sarah stood over the barrel for at least a full minute, one arm elbow deep in the water and shaking a little. She faced away from the screen, and although Jacob couldn’t see exactly what she was doing (and thank God for that), he didn’t need to see to know.

He turned away from the television, glared at the big man on his couch.

“What—”

The stranger held up a hand and nodded toward the screen again.

Jacob turned and saw his wife in a cell. He didn’t recognize the place but guessed it must have been the jail in the Mason
County courthouse. Where else was there?

Sarah lay with her head on the pillow and her eyes closed, looking peaceful, almost happy.

Jacob gritted his teeth.

Behind her, through the barred door, another figured approached. Jacob didn’t recognize the man as himself until he stepped into an arc of light shining down from an exposed, overhead light bulb.

The TV version of Jacob held a suitcase in one hand and a shotgun in the other. He put the case on the concrete by Sarah’s cell, pointed the gun at it, and pulled the trigger.

The screen went blank.

The Indian rose from the couch and walked past Jacob without a word. Jacob followed him to the bedroom like a solider follows a general. He found his suitcase on the bed and his shotgun beside it.

The big man nodded toward the case. Jacob lifted the lid and found three bundles of dynamite inside.

“I see,” he said, as much to himself as to the Indian. He closed the case, lifted it off the bed, and shouldered the shotgun. The Indian looked at him, nodded.

Jacob hesitated.

What am I doing?

The Indian stared him down for a moment before stepping forward and placing his hand on Jacob’s chest. The big sausage fingers didn’t actually touch Jacob, but he could feel them anyway. Maybe sense them was the better word.

The man made a fist; the fingers seemed to phase halfway through Jacob’s torso. Visions of Tommy filled his mind. He remembered rocking the child to sleep on an especially colicky night, remembered hefting him into the air and seeing the baby’s first smile. Remembered fuming the first time Tommy peed on his shirt and then breaking out in laughter at the child’s innocent face.

The big man pulled his fist away, and Jacob took a deep breath.

Standing very still, the Indian pointed his arrow eyes at the suitcase.

Jacob nodded.

On his way out of the trailer, not thinking about what he was doing, Jacob started to tiptoe past the nursery.

No need for that.

He stopped at the doorway, growled, and hefted the suitcase.

 

*   *   *

 

Not long before midnight, an explosion tore through the town of Point Pleasant, West Virginia. Windows broke, people screamed, and the bones of the dead rattled beneath the ground.
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FEEDING THE PASSION

 

 

“LADIES AND GENTLEMEN…AMY FORTE.”

The emcee backed away with a bow and the curtain behind the band parted just slightly. The crowd grew quiet with anticipation. A tall, slender woman emerged. She sauntered across the stage and past her band mates, violin in hand, as if the place belonged to her. Her gait exuded confidence, an ebony goddess greeting her adoring disciples. When she reached the lone microphone standing front and center of her pulpit, she waved her left hand and offered a single, earnest smile. The band began to play, drummer brushing against his snare and cymbal, guitarist gently strumming, man behind the upright bass smoothly plucking away. The audience became hushed yet again as the woman they’d all come to see lifted her fiddle and placed it beneath her chin. Soft, warm notes emerged from the instrument as she passed her bow over the strings, singing out in a pitch of whines and moans that sounded almost human. The bodies of those watching swayed to the music, entranced by the beauty and perfection of both the song and its architect.

Jack Scherzo was among those in attendance for that performance, as he had been for each of the previous five. A nondescript thirty-something with wavy brown hair going gray in all the wrong places and a body growing chunky in others, he was a man who lived for music. Throughout much of his uninspired life, the only thing that initiated a sense of awe in any person he met had been his vast record collection. There was no style or genre he didn’t appreciate and henceforth gather en masse – the classical styling of Mozart and Chopin, past masters like Robert Johnson and Nina Simone, modern bits of underscored brilliance by The Mars Volta and Coldplay. His wife, with whom he felt a pliable sort of security he assumed to be love, never truly understood the depth of his passion. She looked at his anthology as an innocent, leisurely pursuit, not recognizing that the extent of his worship for all things melodic went far deeper than simple audible fascination; Jack Scherzo needed the melody to overtake him, much as any other living being required oxygen to breathe.

It had been two years prior when he first heard the glory that was Amy Forte. At the time she’d been a relatively obscure up-and-comer, her recordings trapped in the moribund wasteland of local college radio. Her voice entered his ears from the speakers of his car stereo and immediately his heart filled with a type of yearning he’d never felt before. The songs she sang, the notes she played – an unheard of amalgamation of R&B and classical, with a whisper of Goth, folk, and traditional jazz thrown in for good measure – tiptoed on his brain like gentle, massaging fingers. A sudden plea built up inside him; he needed to find her, needed to experience the splendor of her music in vivid, living color.

Watch her perform live he did. Forty-two times over the past two years. He scrutinized her progress from an anonymous peculiarity to a widely accepted, critically acclaimed star. Obsession ruled him. The simple act of looking at her picture felt like a religious experience. She possessed the beauty of Dorothy Van Engle, the voice of Josephine Baker, and the precise hands of Fritz Kreisler. The perfect woman, the perfect living musical instrument.


His job at the paper mill became his hobby, and listening to music – to Amy – his career. On days she appeared close to his home, he simply wouldn’t show up for work. No calls, no forewarnings. In the span of a couple weeks, his employer grew tired of the constant no-shows and fired him. Jack didn’t care. He looked on as her audiences swelled with each show and the legend of her unique style and beauty grew. She was public property now, not just his veiled princess. But that did not bother him; the fact her popularity swelled out of control developed into a point of pride. He’d seen her since the beginning, after all; supported her when she was nothing. In that way, he knew she would always be his alone.

Jack glanced at his watch, feeling impatient. 10:37 PM. It was an odd sensation, that impetuosity. Never before had he wished to speed up time while sitting in his seat during a show. In fact, every other experience had been one of trying to expand time, attempting to draw out every moment until it seemed as if life were occurring through a slow-motion projector. He sighed. Two more songs, fifteen more minutes, and his life would reach its ultimate crescendo.

“Thank you, everyone,” Amy said into the microphone with her cherub’s voice while the crowd chanted for one more, one more, one more. Her smile could melt glass, as well as the heart of a romantic. “You’ve been a spectacular audience tonight.” With that she left the stage from where she appeared, leaving behind a spectral trail of shimmering light. The spectators continued chanting for a few more minutes until it became clear she would not be reappearing for an encore. They then dispersed, filing out the theater exits as if their lives ceased to have meaning. Jack stood up from his chair, cracked his back with arms high above his head, and went in the opposite direction. 

He experienced an odd sensation while approaching the area just left of the main stage. It felt like fear, but he knew that wasn’t exactly right. More like the awareness he assumed one would feel when encountering God for the very first time; a forbidden feeling, the certainty he would not be remotely worthy of attention.

He flashed the pass hanging around his neck to security, who led him through the back corridor. As he walked, he glanced at the rectangular piece of plastic. Backstage Admittance – Jonathon G. Scherzo, it read. The final payoff resulting from countless letters, pleas, and donations sent to her representation. The panic slowly faded as he repeated the words on his press pass over and over again. By the time he reached the door to her dressing room, the fear had all but vanished. What replaced it was enthusiasm, unrest, and awe.

“Wait here,” the security guard said. “Miss Forte will be with you when she’s ready.”

Jack did as he was told, standing silently with his hands clasped before him while he rocked on his heels to the music in his head. After fifteen minutes of calm, the dressing room door cracked open and the most stunning face he’d ever seen up close poked out.

“Mister Scherzo?” Amy Forte asked. Her voice, even when simply speaking, sounded harmonious.

“Yes,” Jack replied.

The door swung inward, revealing the full of her figure; the sculpted body of a Greek goddess. “Come on in.”

Jack followed her outstretched arm, passing close enough to her on the way through to smell the faint odor of jasmine-scented perfume. His heart jumped and his loins rumbled with heat. When he entered fully he stood still, allowing her to close the door and guide him the rest of the way. He felt lost, like he couldn’t think on his own; a robot whose artificial intelligence had been corrupted.

The dressing room was quite large – as big as a decent sized living room – and cluttered from floor to ceiling with all sorts of paraphernalia. A table rested against the far wall, standing at the base of a huge mirror, its surface overflowing with makeup, hair brushes, and every other cosmetic supply known to man. Two Ibanez guitars hung from the wall to the left, four half-constructed violins to the right, and posters from great bands of the past like the Rolling Stones, the Beatles, Jethro
Tull, and Rush plastered on them all. Countless sealed boxes surrounded the two posh red leather couches that faced each other like duelists in the center of the room. A single antique coffee table, square and stylish with meticulous rose vines carved into its legs, had been placed between the couches. An unused crystal ashtray sat on top of that. The room itself smelled odd, but not bad; as if Amy’s own fantastic scents had beaten back the musty remnants of a thousand prior occupants until only the slightest trace of them remained.

Amy moved to the center of the room and sat on one of the couches. She motioned to the one opposite her. “Sit down,” she said.

Jack did so, again like that slipshod automaton. The leather creaked a bit and he heard air escape from seams in the material. The cushions enveloped him and for no apparent reason he felt trapped. A lump the size of Nevada emerged into his throat.

“So,” said Amy, “you’re Jack.”

“Uh-huh,” Jack replied, the stubborn lump making it difficult to talk.

“Well, I’m really glad to meet you. I’ve read most of your fan mail. And I really appreciated the money. It sure was a hell of a lot. How much again?”

The fact she spoke to him like a normal person calmed his jittery nerves. “Well,” he said, “it was sent out in varying increments over the past few years, I think around twelve thousand dollars when all was said and done.” 

Amy’s cheeks puffed out and she whistled. “Wow. That’s a lot of money. You rich?”

Jack shook his head. “Absolutely not. In fact, that pretty much cleaned me out. Shoot, my wife even decided I had a problem and should get some help. We separated after that. Been on my own ever since.” He said these things in an even tone--not as a plea for pity but as an absolute statement of fact. 

“Oh, sorry about that,” she replied, her face uneasy.

“No biggie. It’s not permanent. She’ll be back. I know she will. But this isn’t about her. It’s about you.”

“Why? What’re you trying to prove?”

Jack smiled. “I know what I like. And I’m gonna give my support however I can.”

“What if I don’t want your help?”

“In that case…” he leaned forward, so as to emphasize his point, “you’re gonna get it anyway.”

At this, the disturbed expression left Amy Forte’s face. She threw her head back and laughed, her breasts heaving beneath the thin camisole hanging from her shoulders. The fluorescent light above flickered, caused her subtle brown skin to glow, as if the laughter gave a visible luster to her inner essence.

“What’s so funny?” asked Jack.

“You are.”

His brow furrowed. “Is that so?”

“Yep,” she answered. “Funniest damn bastard I ever met in my life.”

Jack’s enjoyment melted away. “I’m here to honor you,” he said, “and you laugh at me?”

“Oh, come on!” Amy jumped up and danced around the room like a gazelle strung out on cocaine. “Look at yourself, Johnny. You’re pathetic! You give up your life…for what? To meet me? You really think I care about you? There’s a million guys out there just like you! All begging for a piece of me, all wanting to meet me. You know what you all are? You’re lambs. Feeble, pitiful lambs.”

Jack stood up now. “Shut up,” he said.

“Why?”

“This isn’t right. This isn’t you. I know that. I’ve watched you, listened to you, your entire career. The same woman who wrote those beautiful songs couldn’t possibly have your attitude.”

“You know nothing about me.”

“Yes I do!” screamed Jack, fuming.

Amy turned her back to him and ushered him away with a dismissive wave. “Get out,” she said, “and never come back.”

Jack lost it. The awe and anticipation he’d felt only moments before disappeared, replaced by a bubbling, liquid rage. This moment, which was supposed to represent the pinnacle of his existence, had turned into anything but. His fanatical mind couldn’t take it any longer. He ran at her, almost tripping over a box as he did so, and grabbed her thin arms. With a violent motion he spun her around, drawing her face within a few short inches of his. He smelled the sweetness of her perfume again. It didn’t bring him any solace this time. By contrast, his fury grew.

“This was supposed to be my night!” he shrieked. “All I ever wanted was to be a part of what you brought me! A part of the music! How dare you take that away?”

Amy’s eyes narrowed. Despite his anger and the pressure of his grip, she didn’t seem afraid. In fact, the emotion those eyes did display froze Jack in place. They looked so cold, so involved -- the icy gaze of a surgeon.

“Interesting,” she said.

Jack felt a bee sting his side and glanced down. A syringe stuck out of his abdomen, its plunger depressed. His senses grew hazy and his vision blurred. He let go of Amy and staggered away in a backpedal, his heel knocking against the couch. He fell, butt whacking the hardwood floor with a thud, and proceeded to scurry away in a crab-walk. Amy hovered above him, her beautiful face not so charming any longer. She sauntered forward in slow motion. He couldn’t back up fast enough. Her features began to meld and shift. Jack attempted to cry out, but no sound came. Then, as she reached down for him, everything went black.

 

*   *   *

 

The sound of giggling woke him. He felt disoriented, almost an imitation of himself. Jack opened his eyes. He was sprawled out on the floor, resting with his back propped up against the wall with arms limp by his side, forearms resting on the floor. He squinted, trying to figure out what was going on. Amy sat on the leather couch a few feet away. The woman he’d come to meet looked at a sheet of paper propped up on a music stand with enormous interest. She fiddled with a very odd looking, unfinished violin while she read. On the coffee table sat a shiny round metal bowl, into which she would occasionally dip a thin strand of what appeared to be cowhide, dousing it the way one would a sheet of wallpaper. Then she held the strip above the basin, letting the excess liquid drip away, before applying it to the side of the strange instrument. A cigarette hung from her gleaming lips the whole time, its glowing base of ash progressing gradually closer to her mouth with each breath she took. Jack moaned. Amy turned her to him.

“Oh, hey there,” she said. “You’re awake.”

Jack tried to lift himself but couldn’t. He commanded his body again to move, but it didn’t seem to be listening. When he attempted to open his mouth to ask what the hell was going on, a pathetic moan was all that emerged. Every ounce of his being felt numb.

Amy took her eyes off the paper, snuffed out her cigarette, and glanced at him with a kind, appreciative expression. “This is my favorite part,” she said, apparently oblivious to his struggle. “I’ll read it to you. ‘When I look at you, I know what it feels like to come face-to-face with divinity. Listening to your music is like a colonic for my soul. Every bit of pain in me goes away, if only for a moment, and is replaced by a lightness so wonderful that I lose myself in it. By the time the song ends, it feels as if my feet are touching the ground for the very first time. Because of this, I love you so much more than anything in my life, but it goes way beyond any concept I could possibly do justice to in the words that I have at my disposal. You make me happy, even though I’ve never met you, and for that I want to thank you.’ You wrote that, Jack. It’s beautiful. I appreciate it, I really do.”

Jack recalled exactly how he felt when composing those words, sitting in a hotel room in Albany with no shirt on, listening to her CD for the twentieth time that night. He’d been entranced, intoxicated by far more than the fifth of vodka he consumed. He tried to speak again, to let her know he remembered. Once more, nothing came of it.

Amy stood up. She carried with her the incomplete violin--a device that actually looked to be constructed from a wad of clay--and lowered herself to the floor beside him. She stroked his thinning gray hair. He felt comforted even though he couldn’t move, even though he remembered how he got to be in that position in the first place. He didn’t care. 

Her other hand disappeared below the mound of his swollen belly. He couldn’t crane his neck enough to see exactly what she was doing, but it sure looked by the way her arm swayed forward and back like she was giving him a hand job. He felt nothing but a strange, uncomfortable, liquid sensation. It figured.

She must have noticed his disappointment. “Oh, honey. I’m really sorry about this. You were pretty angry and I’m just a tiny little thing. I had to protect myself.” A frown appeared on her face. “But that’s okay. You proved yourself to me, and that’s all that matters.”

“Huh?” asked Jack. His senses were slowly coming back to him; though he still couldn’t move, feelings crept their way from fingertips to forearm. A biting tightness shot its way up his spine from his abdomen. In that moment, he wished to be back in that prior state of deadened bliss.

Amy’s expression became distant. “There are so many things one person can give another. Love.
Dedication.
Commitment. All these things are special in their own right, but they’re also ambiguous. They’re subjective, without meaning in the physical state of being. But passion, on the other hand. Now there’s something tangible. It’s real, it’s juicy. And necessary.”

She lifted her hand. A massive gob of some sticky red substance rested in her palm. Snaky, dripping tendrils flopped through the gaps between her fingers, dangling there like the legs of a jellyfish. Jack’s eyes grew wide.

“Passion breeds creativity,” Amy continued. “It breathes life into everything, from the artist’s paintbrush to the writer’s pen. Without passion, life would read as a textbook, all cold and analytical and devoid of any true meaning.” She tossed the bloody mess into a basin placed next to him. There were four other tubs along with it, circling around his legs, all filled to the brim with more of that burgundy, gummy matter. Terror slithered into Jack’s brain, but he couldn’t express it properly.

“What…are you…doing…” he stammered.

“Shush,” Amy replied, placing a finger on her lips. “Don’t try to speak.” She went back to work, once again digging into the cavern he was suddenly sure had been opened up on the other side of his stomach, biting her lip occasionally in concentration. She maintained a running dialogue as she gutted him. “Take this stuff, for example.” She pointed to one of the bowls. Jack wished he could be sick. “Intestines make a very nice hardening compound. You put the right mix together, and you have a varnish that can act as a second skin. Blood mixed with putty is great for adhesive purposes. Muscle tissue, when dried and pureed, makes for the perfect resin. Bone itself is sturdier than wood and adds a different acoustic tonality to the instrument. But the sound can be kind of sharp, so a coat of flesh around both the interior and exterior dulls it somewhat, makes it more pleasant. And tendons…oh, wow, you gotta see this.” Amy excitedly reached behind her back. When she brought her hand around, it held a bow. “I’ve never really liked the sound of horsehair strings. And I did try human hair at one point, but it ended up being a bit too fragile, and it made the instrument sound, well, grumpy. That’s when I thought, hey, why not try something a bit more elastic? Tendons! It’d been right in front of me all along. I could’ve slapped myself for not thinking of it sooner. Look at this.” She held the bow beside Jack’s ear and flicked the yellowish-tan threads with her finger. A sharp twang echoed in his skull. “You hear that? Now that, my friend, is perfection.”

“Stop,” said Jack in a barely audible whisper. Tears rolled down his cheeks. “I don’t wanna die.”

Amy frowned. “I’m not finished yet, Jack. Now all this stuff is well and good, and it can create quite a pleasing musical instrument. But it has no power if there’s no passion behind it, if there’s no energy to feed the vision. That’s why I had to test you, Jack. My inspiration has been waning for some time. I had to make sure you possessed the essence I needed. Unfortunately, I’m nothing without my instrument. It feeds me, much like you now are feeding it.”

With that, she picked a large knife up off the floor. In one sweeping motion, she buried its piercing end into his chest. Jack could feel his ribs snap as she dragged the blade down his center with strength no mortal could possess, his flesh and bone opening up like an ever-growing, greedy mouth. Blood and entrails poured out, littering his lap and everything else around him, but it didn’t hurt. At first he’d assumed it was because of the drugs. He knew better; he must have been too far along in the process to feel much of anything. Thank heaven for small favors.

“The heart to shine the frets,” Amy said, gazing at him lovingly. She then pointed to his head. “And to top it all off, the source of your passion, your brain, will wax my strings. Oh, don’t look so down, Jack. You said all you ever wanted was to be a part of my music. Now you will be. Forever.”

“I…loved…you…” Jack said, his consciousness fading.

A low, rumbling snarl reverberated from the dim area behind them. A pair of red eyes lit up the darkness, just above her shoulder, behind a kinky curl of her hair.

“I know, honey,” said Amy, and a sincere frown crossed her lips before uttering the last words Jack Scherzo would ever hear:  

“Unfortunately, I’m a kept woman. I’m sorry.”

 

This story originally appeared in the July/August 2010 issue of Darker Magazine. Feel free to visit the site at http://darkeronline.com. 

 


  








DISPATCH #337

 

 

(TRANSCRIPT OF AUDIO RECORDING discovered in Zone Green, the area formerly known as Clearwater, Florida, 15 years after The Fall)

Peter, the clouds rolled in today. You know the ones I’m talking about; the black and grey ones that drop bucketloads of disease and fear on us all. The same clouds that called you away from me – from us – three weeks ago.

It’s starting, honey. I’m sorry.

I hope to God you’re safe. I saw on the news a couple days ago that the forces that’d been deployed in Mobile suffered ninety percent fatalities. I know that leaves me not much to wish on, but I have to wish. I have to record this for you. It’s all I got left.

You should see it here right now. It’s three in the afternoon and it’s dark as night. Oh, and it’s raining, of course. The only light I can see is this weird glow that rises from the south. Sarasota is burning, Pete. So is St. Petersburg and Venice, I think. The light’s dancing off the wet leaves of the palms in the front yard. It’s kinda psychedelic, you know, like those raves we used to go to. You remember those, don’t you? Well, I do. And in a way, I guess it looks pretty. Maybe if things were different, I wouldn’t think I was being weird saying that.

(47 seconds of silence)

Oops, sorry ‘bout that. I had to step away for a sec. The floor was shaking. Turns out the Lockenshaw’s house blew up. It’s burning now, too. Just like everything else. There’s people screaming. I thought you might want to know that.

Speaking of people…they’re changing, Pete. I saw Bob and Donna Mitchell this morning. They were sniffing around the front yard and hanging from the trees like a couple baboons. I was in the nursery upstairs, and I was gonna call out to them and ask what was going on, but then Donna looked up at me and started screaming. You should’ve seen her, baby. Her eyes were all yellow and sunken into her head. Her damn forehead was huge and bumpy, like one of those Star Trek bad guys. But her teeth…oh, those teeth. They stuck out of her mouth like daggers, her and Bob’s both. They jumped for the gutters like they were gonna crawl up them. Probably would’ve, too, if the Hendersons hadn’t come running from down the street like they had gators on their tails. Bob and Donna lost sight of me right quick and started chasing them, instead. And when they caught ‘em…shit, Pete, I ain’t never seen that much blood in all my life. They tore the whole damn family apart.

And you thought the Scientologists were scary.

Sorry ‘bout that, baby. I’m just scared shitless right now, and you know me. I get scared, I crack unfortunate jokes. It’s a fault.

(silence for 112 seconds: moans in the background)

I’m back. I had to take more Valium. My nerves are shot. Oh, Pete, I really hope you find this. I hope you come back safe and sound. I hope you live a long and healthy life, though if the guys you’re fighting are anything like the things that’re
settin’ about town right now, I guess that’s nothing but more wishful thinking. Things’ve gone to shit in a big damn hurry, haven’t they? Nature’s got teeth, that’s what your pop used to say. Looks like it sure knows how to use ‘em, too.

I miss you so much, baby. I’m gonna love you forever, you know? But them black clouds are up there, it’s raining acid death, and there ain’t much time for me. (pause, sob) I’m getting eaten from the inside out, baby. It’s hurts so bad. It’s our girl, I think, our little Macy. Remember when you put your hand on my belly before you left? She kicked for you. Twice. Well, now she’s doing more than kicking. It feels like she’s clawing at my insides with a pitchfork. I’m peeing blood. I got a fever. It’s horrible, sweetie. I’m not gonna last much longer.

(sound of breaking glass, followed by muffled shouts)

Oh god, Petey, they’re in the house! (door slams) There isn’t much time left. I won’t let them get me. No, I’m not going out like the Hendersons! I’m not gonna let them rip me open! It’s bad enough our baby’s turned against me. You told me once that you didn’t wanna go out on any terms but your own, and I’m gonna hold myself to that, too.

(heavy crying: loud bangs)

I’m in the nursery right now. I got the shotgun with me. I’m looking at the mural you painted for Macy. She was gonna be the most beautiful girl. We were gonna love her and support her and do everything we could to make her happy. We would’ve been great parents. I would’ve made a great mother. I hate this! Why is this happening? I don’t understand! Why are you doing this to us, you fucker! 

(shattering wood: screaming: howls: gunshots)

Get away from me! Fuck you! And you! You can’t have me! No! Leave me alone! It hurts, it hurts, it hurts!

(gunshot: baby crying: 37 seconds of slurping noise: end of tape)

 


  








Exhibit A

By David McAfee

 

 

OH GOOD, YOU’RE AWAKE. You’ve been out of it for a few hours; I was gettin' worried. But hey, you’re up now. That means we can get started, Ok? Now, hold on, settle down, you shouldn’t try to move so much yet. Just relax. That’s right. Wait a second, I gotta make sure the tape recorder's on. Yup. Good. Ok, now we're ready.

Y’know, watchin' you layin' on the floor like that really got me thinkin'. I’m always amazed by the guys who think having the ability to do somethin' is the same as havin’ permission. You know the type; the men and women who believe the laws of Man and God don’t apply to them, like they live above the rest of us. And I ain’t talkin' about some rich prick, either. Hell, those guys're conditioned to think that way. Nah, I’m talkin' about the people who are mostly just like you and me. Regular folks, so to speak, who for some reason get it in their head they ain’t regular folks.

I see 'em on TV every now and then. The jackass rapist who sticks his dork in half a dozen women and then wonders why everyone hates him when he gets caught. Or the twenty-somethin' year old gang-banger who kills four kids in a drive-by and then can’t figure out why the prosecutor's demandin' such a stiff sentence. Or even the housewife who thinks her hubby isn’t payin' enough attention to her and decides she’d be better off with his life insurance payout than with him. They all got one thing in common; they're always surprised as Hell to find out they gotta be punished for what they did. It’s almost like they think they’re entitled to do that shit, you know what I mean? Those are the assholes I’m talkin' about. I just wanna smack 'em in the face and say “You did the crime, y'know, now take your fuckin’ medicine. You earned it, after all.”

Say, how’s that rope, buddy? Too tight? Shit, my bad. I guess you can’t really talk right now, can you? Sorry about that. Tell you what, if the rope is buggin’ you, just nod your head. Yeah, like that. That's good. If I had a better place, with soundproofin' and whatnot, I’d take the gag off you, and we could have ourselves a civilized conversation. Ah, well. We’ll just have to make do.

Anyway, where was I? Oh, yeah. Assholes.


Not me, though. When they catch me (and I know they will sooner or later), I’m gonna deserve everythin' I get. Maybe they’ll even give me the death penalty. Hell, I guess you could kinda say that’s my goal. That’s why I’m startin' this audio journal; so later on, when the prosecutor is trying to prove Mental Capacity, he can play this tape and shout “There! There in the defendant’s own words is the proof that he knew exactly what he was doin',” and point at the tape player with a righteous look on his face. Or her face. Hell, this is the two-K's, I gotta start thinkin' multi-gender, huh?

People’s Exhibit A. That’s what they’ll call it, I bet. Like they do on those cop shows. I like C.S.I., don't you? I watch that show every week. It pisses me off they got ridda Warrick, though. Assholes in Hollywood don't know what the fuck they're doin'. But anyway, yeah.
People's Exhibit A. As in “I'd like to present People’s Exhibit A, Your Honor, an audio tape made by the defendant himself.” Then they’ll play it for the whole courtroom, and I’ll just sit there watchin’ the jurors squirm and tryin' not to smile. Hey, you’ll be on everyone’s mind, then. Won’t that be great? I like to imagine it as a dramatic moment, full of hushed whispers as a courtroom full of people try to puzzle out the hows or whys.

“How could he do such a thing?” They’ll ask. Then: “Why would he do such a thing?” That’s the one that’ll keep 'em awake at night, I bet. Not the how, but the why. They just won’t know. They won’t get it. But that’s ok. I’m used to that.

Well, for those future jurors sittin' in that stupid little box, let me clear it up for you: There is no how. There is no why. I’m doin' this because I can, and because I want to. Oh, don’t be so prissy. Not one of you can say you never thought about it. Also, let me say right now, at the outset, that I don’t give a rat’s ass what the defense’s shrink may say about me while I'm sittin' there, don't you believe a word of it. I ain't fuckin' crazy. Give me the quack’s name and I’ll do him or her next so you won’t have to listen to their bullshit. Well, I guess that’s jumpin' the gun a bit, but you folks in the jury box get the idea. Hell, with any luck, maybe my next guy will be a lawyer. Ha! That’d be great.

Hey, guy, quit thrashin' around on the table. You’re only makin’ the knots tighter, anyway. 

Shit. You know what, though? You’re abso-fuckin'-lutley right. I'm bein' rude. You’re my guest; I should be payin' attention to you, not some future jury of my “peers.” Okay, then, let’s get to work. I have my knife right here. Now, don’t worry; I sterilized the blade. See? There’s still some alcohol on it. Well, there was a second ago, but that shit dries pretty quick.

Don’t let the size fool you. I know it’s just a little one, but -- hey, what’s that line women are always feedin’ us? That shit about how it ain’t the size, it’s how you use it? Ha! I love that one. Well, I promise you won’t be disappointed. Sure, it’s small, but this little sucker’s good’n sharp. And this ain't gonna be one of those two-minutes-and-it's-over type of deals, either. You and me, we’re gonna be here a while.

Now, I woulda liked to get my hands on some good anesthetics. Maybe that crap dentists use. What’s it called? Novocain?
Somethin' like that. But I can’t afford any of that shit, so this might sting a little. Sorry about that, I really am. Can’t be helped, though. You go on ahead and scream if you have to, it’s cool. That’s why I put the gag on you in the first place. Oh, and don’t worry about infections, either. I have lots of water and rubbin' alcohol, so the cuts’ll stay good and clean.

I know this might not mean much to you, but in a way, you should feel honored. You’re my first, y'know. After this I won’t be a virgin anymore. It’s special, really. You’re gonna pop my cherry. 

Quit squirmin'! You’re only drivin' the blade deeper…

 

 

David McAfee is the author of the vampire novels 33 A.D. and Saying Goodbye to the Sun as well as the horror novel, Nasty Little F!#*ers. David is currently working on the oft-asked for sequel to 33 A.D.

David lives in Knoxville, TN with his wife, daughter, and infant son, who will no doubt grow to be just as deranged as the rest of the McAfee clan.

God help us all.

You can read more about David McAfee and his work by visiting http://mcafeeland.wordpress.com/. 

 


  








THE EMANCIPATION OF PO-PO

(A BANDITS OF YADDO ADVENTURE)

 

 

I – Shadrach

 

SHADRACH KNEW THE MOMENT THEY CRESTED THE HILL that the town was possessed, for only demons could find such visceral pleasure in the sight of large buildings draped with mustard yellow bunting. He tugged at the brim of his slouch, its broken chinstrap tapping gently against his cheeks, kicked Lupe, his steed, and turned to his two brothers. Their gaze lay straight ahead, focused on the town of Po-Po and those ghastly decorations. His brothers wore expressions on their faces that said either let’s get this over with, or damn, I’ve got to pass gas. Shadrach, who preferred to be called Shade, understood that with these two either option was possible. He shrugged and ushered his warhorse onward.

They happened upon a sign on the side of the road and stopped. Po-Po Welcomes You!
it read in huge, elegantly crafted letters. The statement below these words had been scratched out with red paint, and in place of an original proclamation which was no longer legible, the sign stated, Population is Nil, so why you still here? Shade quivered in his saddle and shrugged the guitar strap off his shoulder. He secured the axe inside the saddlebag behind him and replaced it with his second-favorite tool – a sawed-off shotgun. He nodded to his brothers and they did the same, placing their weapons within reach, just-in-case-style. It seemed the Oracle, that rancid Old Crone, was right. Po-Po had been taken under. There might not be campfire songs tonight.

“So, what do you think?” asked Mesh, the older of his two brothers. He sat high in his saddle, his long, wavy hair fluttering like a banner in the hot desert wind. His piercing blue eyes burned like twin fluorescents from above a thick beard. The fingers of his tanned right hand tapped the butt of his Colt revolver, which sat in its holster, draped over his lap. He didn’t look at Shade when he spoke. Those beam-like eyes focused.

“Not sure,” Shade said. “What do you see?”

“Looks like a party,” Mesh replied in his dreamlike, far-away voice. “Lotsa folks. How many, I’m not sure. Maybe more than in Tansaray, maybe less.” He turned and those wintry eyes peered straight into Shade’s. “Does it matter?”

Shade groaned. “I guess not.”

“Should we pull a Dinner Key?”

“Perhaps. But I’m not sure if egging them on is the best thing to do. Could be that going in guns blazing would be paramount, like down in Winnebago. Cut ‘em all down before they know what’s hit ‘em.”

“We can’t do that, bloke, and you know it,” said Abe, the youngest – and newest – of the brothers. He peered from beneath his comically large sombrero – a hazing ritual Shade and Mesh put him through when he first arrived that just seemed to stick – and hoisted the stock of the pulse rife (a weapon both Shade and Mesh despised for its killing ease) that hung to his leg. “There’s a time and place for everything. First, we gotta solve it. As usual.”

“I know,” Shade replied.

“So let’s hear it again,” said Mesh. “See if you can make any sense this time.”

“Okay.” Shade cleared his throat, pulled a sheet of wrinkled paper from his pocket, and held it in front of his face. “I’ve measured it from side to side,” he read, “’tis three feet long and two feet wide, it is of compass small, and bare, to thirsty suns and parching air.” He glanced at his brothers. “You got anything?”

Mesh shrugged. Abe shook his head.

“Well, that was helpful,” Shade uttered.

Abe guided his warhorse to the front of the line. “Let’s just get going,” he said. “We’ll think about it on the way.”

They all agreed and up the desert road they glided, leaving dust and wind behind them. While they rode, Shade couldn’t help but curse the fact that the Crone didn’t seem capable of speaking in anything but riddles.

 

*   *   *

 

The tiny figures that had previously gathered between the two buildings marking Po-Po’s boundaries scattered when the triumvirate drew closer. By the time they passed the border, where the ancient ruins of a fountain guarded entry, there were none to be seen. Buildings rose up around them; long-decayed skyscrapers, leaning like wounded soldiers with their guts of steel girders emerging from blasted sides. The massive red sun shone down upon them, reflecting off what glass remained in the buildings’ windows, making the afternoon even hotter than the hundred-something it always reached at peak hours. Sweat beaded in Shade’s afro, ran down his cheeks, gathered in pools at the nape of his neck. He glanced down and wiped grime from his arm, taking a moment to notice how dark his skin had become. When he’d first arrived here, Lord knew how many years ago, it was the color of coffee filled with a healthy amount of cream. Now, it looked like the blackest of opal.

“Hours in the sun can do that do you,” said Mesh.

Shade passed him a sideways glance. “How do you do that?”

“You’re transparent, my brother,” he replied, the irony showing through in his smile. “Transparent.”

Abe suggested they go the rest of the way on foot, to allow for a quick retreat to cover should they encounter an ambush, and Shade agreed. They pulled the warhorses to a spot in front of an old pharmacy on the ground floor of another tall building covered with bunting – the RX could still be seen, etched into the doorframe – and dismounted.

“Will that be all for today?” asked Lupe the Steed in its tinny voice.

“For now,” Shade replied. “But I’ll only put you on standby. In case we need a quick getaway.”

“Very well, sir.”

He grasped the reins, lifted the small hatch just in front of the saddle, and turned the dial inside. The turbines that spun beneath Lupe’s oblong metal casing died down to a sputter and the steed lowered slowly to the ground. He turned to see that Mesh and Abe had done the same with theirs.

“Which way now?” asked Mesh as he twisted the holster containing the Colt to his side.
“Town hall?”

“As good a place as any, I guess.”

Off they went, marching up the middle of a collapsing Main Street with the blazing sun casting the dying shadows of dead buildings all around them.

 

II – Meshach

 

It took an hour to reach the center of the city on a road that was fractured, in some places forming holes so deep they seemed to carry on to the center of the Earth, and Mesh thought that Abe had been a tad early in his suggestion to ditch the warhorses. His feet ached as the straps of his leather sandals cut into them. There’d surely be sores in the morning. He could feel it.

Not that it would be any different than any other morning, however, for his feet were constantly covered in sores; the price of spending year after year traipsing through the open, barren plains.

“So, Shade,” he said, “you got anything on the riddle yet?”

Shade chuckled without humor and shook his head.

“How ‘bout you, Abe?”

The younger man with the ludicrously outsized sombrero lifted a finger as if to say something, then dropped it and repeated Shade’s gesture.

“That figures.”

When his frustration lagged, he took a moment to take in the men who stood on either side of him. Though not related by blood, they were his brothers, all right. Abe, to his right, he felt a strong protective instinct for. Quietly strong, he had as much talent with the acoustic as he did as a marksman; however, there was darkness to him, a deep valley of depression that every so often threatened to swallow him whole. Sometimes it seemed that if he and Shade weren’t there to protect him, to liven his mood, then he’d end up swallowed by the same deep chasm that cast him here in the first place, from his hidden family cove on the other side of the sea, in another place and time.

Whereas he loved Abe in the way a guardian adores a child, to Shade he felt the kind of worship one would bestow upon a demigod. This was a man he’d known in his previous life, though observed and respected from afar, and now here he stood, striding alongside him. Shade taught him to shoot and play guitar, to ponder mysteries besides those that existed only within his own mind. It had been Shade who found him on the bank of the river Butte, Shade who eased his mind when he thought he might be going insane, Shade who laughed at his jokes, Shade who seemed able to follow his sporadic line of thinking, no matter how far off the beaten path he tread. Shade was more than a brother to him. He was a cog in his engine as vital as his heart, a component he adored in all and every way.

A loud bang echoed through the alleys, shattering what glass remained in the windows around them and breaking Mesh of his preoccupied meanderings. He drew the Colt in a flash and grabbed Abe by the collar, shielding him with his body. Abe’s jumbo sombrero tipped off his head. He seemed to take extreme care putting it back on.

In the distance, at the rear of a wide park consisting of burned, leafless trees and brown, dead grass, was a building of red brick and thick white spires. A lone figure stood in the middle of the many stairs leading to the building’s front door. His brothers were still too far away to see him, but Mesh, with eyesight that seemed to grow keener with each passing day, could. The figure stood with head bowed and feet shoulder-length apart, hands clasped before him atop a cane. With a swift motion he brought the cane up and then down on the staircase. Again a boom flashed in his eardrums.

“What in bloody hell is that?” asked Abe.

“A warning.”

“From whom?”

Mesh pointed towards the building, allowing Abe’s eyes to follow his extended finger. “He’s on the steps.”

“I can’t see a thing.”

“Don’t worry. We’ll be close to him soon enough.”

Shade spoke up. “You think this mystery man’ll allow us to come forward unhindered?”

Mesh grinned. “Couldn’t tell you. But hey, nothing’s come out to get us so far, right?”

“Touché,” Shade replied.

The three brothers crossed the lifeless commons. The figure on the steps of town hall didn’t move until they were only fifteen feet away. The square ended, replaced by a sidewalk of chunked and broken concrete. It was there the three of them stopped. Shade drew to the front of the pack and bowed.

“Mister, whoever you are, I beg you good day,” he said.

The man lifted his gaze, and for the first time Mesh noticed that, though the massive sun bathed everything in its burning light, this man, standing in the open, seemed to cast a living shadow around him. His eyes were black and empty; his cheeks a pallid shade of white; his hands, lobster claws. The cane between them was made of glowing blue metal, an alloy and construction Mesh recognized quite well; a lightning stick.

The stranger opened his mouth. Two roaches crawled over his lips and scurried down his neck. A purple, serrated tongue poked out. “Yes,” the man said. His voice sounded like smashing light bulbs. “Who comes to see us? Who comes to see Leviatres?”

Mesh had never heard of a demon named such. Great, he thought, a new one. Then he noticed Shade straighten up and hand Abe the shotgun that had been draped over his shoulder. His brother looked disappointed, but he kept his respectful tone when he said, “It is us, Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego, from the province on the Western
Sea. We, the Bandits of Yaddo, come on behest of the Oracle and the Reverend Gherkin, to see that those in Po-Po, who have been friends to our cause, are still…well, still here.”

“I know nothing of this Reverend of which you speak,” the demon Leviatres spat back. “I know nothing of you three, either.”

“That’s all well and good,” said Shade, “but you didn’t answer my question.”

“Which was?”

“Where…are…the…people?”

“Gone.
Kaput.
Sweet.”

Mesh nodded. “Kinda figured.”

“How did you get here?” Abe asked. There was a gleam in his eyes Mesh liked. “Did the Director send you?”

“Director? I know not of such things. No one sends me anywhere. Even the prince cowers in my presence. We have only known the waters of damnation. And from these waters, we arise. And then, we live. For the first time in since the beginning of history, we live.” Bitter, fanatical laughter escaped his lips, along with quite a few more nasty little bugs.

Shade reached into his purse and withdrew the trumpet. Mesh sighed and rolled his eyes as his brother held it out to him.

“C’mon, bro,” he complained in a whisper, “you know I don’t play that thing.”

“You gotta learn sometime,” Shade replied.

Reluctantly, Mesh took the trumpet and stepped forward. He narrowed his gaze at Leviatres. “Where are your brethren?” he asked, and then demanded, “Bring them out now.”

“I will not,” replied the demon. “You will see them when they are ready for you.”

Mesh put the blowhole to his lips. He wasn’t sure if tooting the horn would work this time, but if Shade wanted him to try, he’d try. “Alright then, you asked for it,” he muttered.

He pulled air into his chest, but before he could do anything, the demon’s head exploded.

 

III – Abednego

 

Abe held the handle of Shade’s shotgun, staring first at the smoke coming from the weapon’s barrel, second at the stump ejecting a geyser of red liquid on top the demon’s shoulders. He turned to his brothers, handed the weapon back to Shade, and winked.

“Why’d you do that?” pleaded Mesh.

Abe glanced at Shade, whose mouth formed a sly grin on his dark face. 

“Well,” Abe said, “the git screwed up.”

“How?”

“He told me the answer…in a roundabout sort of way.”

Shade, “What is it, then?”

The screams of those beneath Leviatres’s dominion rose from the surrounding buildings. Abe snapped his head from side to side, watching as shadowy figures, hunched and deformed, crawled from dark alleys. He turned in time to see the arms of the demon Leviatres rise up as if searching for its splattered head, the lobster-claw-hands snapping, trying to itch a now departed scratch. The body fell over with a splat, and the choir of its underlings rose up an octave. Abe swung the pulse rifle from behind his back and tapped the smooth button-trigger with his finger. Mesh held his Colt with two hands at the ready. Shade hunkered down and shouldered the shotgun.

“‘It is of compass small, and bare, to thirsty suns and parching air’. That’s what the Oracle wrote, correct?” said Abe before the screaming grew deafening.

“Yes,” Shade screamed back.

“Well, compass isn’t only a, you know, compass. It also means the scope of something. And bare doesn’t necessarily mean empty, because it can also imply something that’s open.”

An army of demons emerged, falling upon them from all around.

“Hurry up, amigo!” ordered Mesh. “We’re all impressed you went to University. Great. Just spill it!”

“Fine!
Leviantes! Leviathan! It’s from the water! The answer’s a well! The dirty bugger came from portal in a well!”

“Where is there a well in Po-Po?” asked Shade.

There was no time for reply, only action. With the demons – citizens of this once proud city whose bodies were on permanent loan to beings from a world beyond their own – closing in, the brothers formed a triangle and opened fire. One after another the monsters fell in a shower of gory blood and bone. Bullets, both cased and not, pierced the air; chambers were emptied, reloaded, and emptied again. Only one got close enough to do damage, when a clawed hand managed to swipe Shade’s upper arm, searing it just above the elbow with hellfire. This one was cast down by a single shot between the eyes from Mesh. None got close after that. The air became thick with their residue, which fell to the cracked pavement with the sound of heavy rain.

Five minutes after the deluge began, it was over. The brothers glanced about them, searching for any moving parts in need of dismemberment. There were none to be found. The park before the Town Hall steps grew bloody quiet.

“Where was I?” asked Abe, his ears ringing from the relentless report of gunfire.

Mesh glanced at him, annoyed. “Where is there a frigging well in Po-Po?”

“Oh yeah, thanks.”

“So,” said Shade, tapping his foot impatiently, “you got an answer?”

When it came to him, Abe snapped his fingers with excitement. “The fountain!” he exclaimed. “It’s beneath the fountain!”

“Then let’s –” Mesh began, before a return of the screeching cut him off.

There were more of them. Lots more, funneling from the skyscraper windows like a thousand cockroaches. Shade frowned, unsnapped his belt, and handed his satchel over to Abe.

“Take it,” he said.

“You sure?” asked Mesh, seeming uncertain.

“Of course I am. Abe can run like the devil. Can’t you, bro?”

Abe nodded.

“Then take it, my main man, and book. Drop it in and seal the bastard. We’ll hold ‘em off.”

Abe tossed Shade the pulse rifle, snatched the pack from his hand, and took off diagonally across the dead lawn as fast as his feet could carry him. The majority of the oncoming demons ignored him as he sped by, instead focusing on his two brothers, who stood ready to dish out more death, but a few picked up his scent and gave chase. For these, it was nice effort, try again; for yes, Abe could run like the devil, as he had, in his old life, when running was all he could do to hold back his own demons, the inner ones that threatened to make him give up on the world once and for all. 

He hadn’t been able to outrun them then, but he’d be damned if he couldn’t now.

He might’ve had a new name and older legs, but they still carried true, and his speed caused the oversized sombrero to fly off his head. It wasn’t much of a loss, because now he could go even faster. Around the rotting husks of hydroelectric cars and boulders the size of a drawing room he swerved, his feet barely touching the gapped, decaying street. His heart pumped as fast as his legs, pushing him to even greater heights of speed. The grin that spread wide on his face threatened to split it in two. He giggled as air surged in and out of his lungs. Abe didn’t know if he’d ever felt so alive in all his life.

Fifteen minutes later he flew past the spot in front of the bunting-covered pharmacy where they’d parked the steeds. He didn’t stop; instead, he propelled onward all the more rapidly, until his surroundings were nothing but a solid blur that hummed past his vision.

The fountain came into view, only fifty meters away. He pushed onward and grappled inside Shade’s fanny pack for the object of his affection. It didn’t take long for his fingers to wrap around it and pull it free of its leather prison. He slowed his pace and held it before his eyes, amazed he finally held one in his own hands; that finally, after what had to have been more than ten years, the responsibility was his.

It was a flat aluminum coin, unmarked and sixteen millimeters in diameter, covered with a thick coating of rust. The weapon against all demons, at least once you found their spawning ground.

As they’d come to understand over the years, nothing reverses the flow of inter-dimensional fissures like oxidation. 

He stopped at the fountain’s rim and peered into the long chasm of darkness that channeled below the city. The rapid footfalls of his pursuers grew louder behind him, but they weren’t close enough to stop the inevitable. He held the coin between his thumb and forefinger and snapped, sending it tumbling into the arroyo. Those to his rear screamed; the high-pitched, inhuman wails of creatures who never should have been there in the first place. Abe held his hands over his ears to block out the sound and dropped to his knees, feeling the essences of the formless and bodiless as they passed through him on their way into the vacuum-like suction of the closing portal below. Their passage hurt, and like the dickens, and yet Abe couldn’t wipe that smile of success off his face.

 

IV – Triptych

 

There were songs, after all.

As sun set on the valley around Po-Po, Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego gathered around the campfire, their warhorses silent for the evening, for after the sunlight left for the other side of the world, they wouldn’t work again until it rose in the morning.

They sat in a circle, Shade and Abe strumming guitars, Mesh pounding away on a set of bongos, with the roaring blaze of Po-Po glowing behind them. They joked for a few minutes about how fortunate it was that mustard yellow bunting burned so easily. Then they took turns singing songs of old, repeating words each of them had written in another time and life, remembering back to when things such as music and poetry and art were appreciated enough for one to earn a living; when none of them thought of battles with monsters or running from the agents of corrupt and insane dictators on the other coast of a forever shrinking continent.

The crescent moon was high in the night sky like a cup into which the stars would soon drop when Shade re-sheathed his guitar. Abe did the same. So did Mesh with his bongos. Shade took a bottle of whiskey and three plastic cups from his knapsack, wincing when his bandaged arm scraped against the side of the rock he leaned against. He handed his brothers a glass each and poured.

“Here’s to success, my friends,” he said. “Ain’t no voodoo hoodoo goin’ on in the basin tonight.”

“No sir,” sang out Mesh.

“Agreed,” said Abe.

“So here’s to us, and victory, and hopefully not getting eaten by blood larvae when we cross the Butte tomorrow.”

“Here, here,” the others replied in unison.

Shade drew the glass to his lips and then pulled it back. His eyes grew sullen. “One more thing,” he said. “One more toast.”

“What is it?”

He raised the glass, and his gaze, to the west. “This one’s for Yaddo,” he declared. “Here’s to the last beacon of civilization left on earth.”

Abe nodded, took a sip, and said, “I think we can all drink to that.”

 


  








I SPY

 

 

THE SCENE UNFOLDING around Laurence Millshack was one of clenched-tooth pandemonium. A throng of emissaries from the United Nations (as well as a few thousand curious and frightened onlookers) had gathered. The manicured front lawn of the capitol building sprawled out before him in a luscious sea of green. It seemed much less stately and regal than usual, however; this had something to do with the fact there was now a spaceship parked in the center of it.

The ship was an eyesore, so unlike anything Laurence would have imagined a vessel that could traverse light years should look like. It was a putrid shade of brown and oblong, standing twenty feet high and sixty feet long. Truth be told, he thought it more resembled a lump of steaming camel dung than an intergalactic cruiser.

The thing that stood in front of him overshadowed the ship’s hideousness, however. It was a male humanoid, from what he could tell, with the height of a basketball player and slime-covered skin that fluctuated from green to black depending on where one focused their eyes. It, or he, wore a filthy gray toga that hung in frays above his slender, reverse-jointed knees. The head on top of his much-too-slender shoulders was a large bulb the shape of an eggplant connected to the body by a skinny root of a neck. His mouth looked like a tiny gash from which a single stalagmite tusk rose up. The tusk creased its noseless face and came to a point a few centimeters below the head’s most discernible feature – a huge, blinking, pus-filled eye.

This being’s name was B’loddk’nasfrat’c’blarny. Laurence, for the sake of simplicity and the fear that his tongue would explode inside his mouth from the strain of pronouncing it, dubbed the creature Benny.

Why, one might ask, was Laurence Millshack standing, front and center, at the public relations event of any lifetime? It seemed that Benny, who represented a race of galactic ombudsmen, had come to Earth with this message: With the rapid growth rate of humanity’s technological savvy, combined with the suddenly lax (and in many cases nonexistent) editing and presentation of cogent facts in the blogosphere, the planet had been classified as “definitely repugnant and potentially harmful” by the Great Galactic Counsel. That second adverb - potentially - was an important one, because it meant that humanity was offered one final chance to avoid total annihilation.

This is where our would-be hero comes in. According to Benny, there would be a competition between the alien and humankind’s most accomplished strategist to decide the planet’s fate. Enter Laurence Millshack, CPA, national crossword champion, banned from every casino from New Jersey to Las Vegas, and captain of the Roanoke tri-city chess team. He had been chosen by a special conclave to be the most likely candidate to triumph in whatever game the unwavering alien representative chose to play.

“Are you ready?” asked Benny.

Laurence nodded.

“Very well. What is your name, Earthling?”

“Laurence Wilbur Millshack.”

“So, Mister Laurence Wilbur Millshack of Earth, who shall begin, you or I?”

Laurence grinned. It was always best to let the house show its hand first.

“Go ahead,” he said. “You start.”

Benny’s bulbous head dipped to the side. A string of drool leaked from the corner of his mouth. “That is an acceptable answer.” He turned to face the crowd. “The game starts. This is a competition between B’loddk’nasfrat’c’blarny of Mil’puk and Laurence Wilbur Millshack of Earth. The game shall be one traditional to this planet that is wonderful in its simplicity. I will ask the first question, and Mister Millshack will have five chances to answer correctly. Once he does - and I am positive that he will - it will be his turn to ask. The first individual that fails to answer in the allotted five chances in the allotted time shall be declared the loser. Is that clear, Mister Millshack?”

Laurence nodded. “Of course. But what traditional game are we playing?”

“Why, I Spy, of course.”

Laurence’s mouth twisted into a tiny cruller. “Oh.”

“So we start.” Benny cleared his throat and said, “I spy, with my gargantuan, pus-filled eye, something...chartreuse.”

“Really? You see something that’s light green with a yellowish tinge?”

“Affirmative.”

“Great.”

Laurence glanced around him, trying to figure out which way to go.

“Is it the cloud above us?”

“No.”

“The water in the lake?”

“No.”

“A leaf on that tree?”

“Which leaf?”

“Are you serious?”

“Yes. We must be specific here.”

“Okay. That one.”

“No.”

“How about...the eyes of the man standing two down from the crosswalk?”

“No. One last guess, Mister Millshack. I think this game is not as entertaining as I had hoped.”

Laurence’s eyes darted about. Sweat poured down his face. He could see nothing chartreuse. He knew the definition from filling those letters into numbered boxes, but his mind couldn’t connect with what it actually looked like. And his time was running out.

“Five seconds, Mister Millshack.”

“I don’t know!”

“Two seconds.”

“Come on! Okay, fine! How about the snot I wiped on my shirt?”

“Oh, that was this close, Mister Millshack. But it is actually the color of the bile that is swirling about in your spleen. Too bad.”

“Wait...my spleen? I thought we had to see something?”

“Well, I can. We Mil’pukians have x-ray vision.”

Laurence’s shoulders slumped. “I didn’t know that. That doesn’t seem very fai -”

He was thrown back as a swift shaft of light pierced his chest. His limbs went numb and his body hit the ground, but his insides were on fire. He could barely move, but his eyes were still staring straight up. In the sky above rose Benny’s poop-shaped ship.

Screams erupted all around him.

The belly of the ship opened.

A white luminescence so bright came forth that washed out all color, especially chartreuse.

And then there was silence.

 


  








KITTY IN THE CELLAR

By David Dalglish

 

 

THE BOYS HAD TEASED HER, so it was her turn to tease them.

“It’s not even that dark,” she said to the Bradley brothers. “You aren’t scared or nothing, are you?”

Jake, the older by a year, crossed his arms in what he thought was a defiant pose. “It’s dark, but I’m not scared. I just don’t want to get tetnis. Everything’s rusty, and that’s how you get tetnis.”

“Yeah Kelly,” said Rick, the younger. “Tetnis makes your bones break and your jaw so stiff you can’t scream.”

“Scaredy-cat, scaredy-cat,” Kelly mocked, her face close enough to Jake’s that he could smell the skittles on her breath.

“Shut up,” Jake said as he pushed her away. Kelly tripped and landed on her elbows, covering the seat of her shorts with grass stains. She gaped at them with exaggerated shock. Jake shot a look to Rick, trying to judge whether or not he would tattle to mom. He was close, about an ‘I’m telling’ from Kelly away.

“Fine,” Jake said as he offered her a hand. “We’ll go in. Prove we’re not scared. Right Rick?”

Rick, realizing pride and favor of his older brother was on the line, nodded. He decided if things went bad, or one of them got killed, he could always blame Jake later.

“Just a look around,” Rick said. “Right?”

His brother nodded. United in their determination, they approached the object of Kelly’s dare: a weather-beaten cellar door. It jutted against the side of Park House, a time-worn boarding house with several stories and long, thin windows. Kelly had heard the name from her brother, who was, as she proudly put it to the Bradleys, “a full teen now.” Trees surrounded them, isolating the building from the dirt road and miles of pastures.

They had often played there, hide-and-seek or tag. Sometimes they found oddly shaped balloons. Kelly had called them condoms, and blushed a fierce red at the word. They had explored the first floor of the building, and peered up the collapsed stairway at the second floor forever hidden from them. The only place they hadn’t gone was the cellar. Padlocked chains wrapped around the large iron handles kept them out, the lock’s newness odd and unsettling.

The day after the two boys had ruined her new church dress (Rick convinced Jake the red dye in the water balloons would look like showers of blood), Kelly told them the cellar was unlocked, and had been for awhile. And then she double-dared them to go inside. Sure enough, when they arrived, the chains were gone. The doors had opened reluctantly, each making an aching creak as they moved. The three peered within, a damp, earthy smell filling their noses.

“You promise you’ll leave the doors open?” Jake asked.

“Of course I will,” said Kelly. “Stop being such a baby.”

“I mean it now, close them and you’re dead,” Jake insisted, his face as serious as he could make it.

“Go on already,” Kelly said. She rolled her eyes when the two still refused to budge. “Fine, I promise.”

Satisfied, Jake turned to Rick.

“Follow me, and don’t touch nothing,” he said. “Got it?”

Rick nodded. He was scared, and when he got scared he tended to communicate in nods and gestures instead of words. Together the two stepped down the wet brick stairs into Park House’s cellar. The only light came from the open doors above them. Slowly their eyes adjusted to the darkness.

“What do you see?” Kelly asked them. Her voice echoed in the quiet. Rick jumped, then blushed a vivid red for being so scared. Jake saw but pretended not to.

“Can’t see yet,” Jake shouted. He purposefully kept his back to Kelly, not wanting her to notice how edgy he was. The roof was low, and he could probably touch it with the tips of his fingers. He saw rows of jars along the walls, vague bulbous shapes inside them.

“You see that?” Rick said, pointing to the far wall. “Brains. I swear it.”

Rick was smart for his age, smarter than Jake, but Jake didn’t have Rick’s imagination.

“They’re peaches or sweet peppers,” Jake said. “Stop being stupid.”

Rick stared at the floor and kicked his feet. He nodded and accepted the reprimand.

“So what’s down there?” Kelly asked again.

“Just a bunch of jars,” Jake shouted. “I think I see a ton of shoes in the corner or something, wait, what is…”

Just as he saw it, Kelly slammed the doors shut and wedged a stick through the handles.

“Have fun!” she shouted before running to the road.

The sudden blackness made Rick scream, and that scream awoke the thing in the corner. A single slit of light pierced the dark, and it was to that light both boys fled. Rick scrambled up the few steps and pounded on the doors. They flexed, but the stick was thick and refused to break.

“Let us out!” Jake shouted. “You promised!”

Rick started crying. He was slamming his shoulder against the doors. They rattled and spit dust, but still held firm. A sound came from the corner. Both stopped and looked, only for a moment. Jake saw scattered shapes of a long, bony thing in the light. Its skin was a dull gray. In the silence he heard soft thumps as it crawled across the wooden floor. When its yellow eyes shone at them, slit and angry, Jake panicked. He shoved Rick aside and rammed his body against the door, all the while howling like a madman.

The thumps came closer. Rick looked back and saw bits of fur shining smoothly in the light. He shrieked. He fought with Jake, pushing aside his older brother and flailing against the barred doors, his small body a living battering ram. Jake backed down a step to give him room, and that was when he felt something sharp latch onto the fabric of his jeans.

“Let me out!” Rick screamed. The stick snapped in half. The doors burst open with a blinding invasion of light. Squinting and horrified, Jake tried to run. Whatever was latched onto his leg held firm. He screamed for it to let go, not daring to look, only pulling, running, chasing after Rick as the fabric of his jeans tore. The two boys fled to the road where they had stashed their bikes. They hopped on and peddled as fast as their legs could go.

By the time they slowed, Park House was miles away. Jake had laughed for the last quarter mile.

“Can’t believe I got so scared,” he said. “You see that thing?”

Rick nodded. He hadn’t said a word since their escape, and his face was still incredibly pale.

“I won’t tell mom,” Jake continued. He didn’t have to say about what; Rick knew he was referring to the urine stain on his pants. Jake continued laughing, trying to make light of everything. The sunlight and open air had erased much of his fear, the incident in the cellar feeling more and more like a dream. But Rick refused to cheer, and the frozen look of terror on his face discomforted his brother. The two stopped their bikes in the road.

“What am I gonna do, though?” Jake asked, nudging his brother. “Look at that hole in my jeans. What should I tell her, some big scary monster grabbed me and wouldn’t let go? She’ll believe that, alright, believe it as much as if I told her Martians stole my bike and took you with them.”

Still Rick refused to laugh. Jake tried harder.

“Creepy, though. You and your imagination, you got us seeing things. Nearly peed my pants when that thing’s hand grabbed me.”

“It wasn’t its hand,” Rick suddenly blurted. Tears were in his eyes.

“What do you mean it wasn’t?” Jake asked. “I saw it.”

“I saw it too,” Rick said. “That wasn’t its hand. That was its tongue.”

“Tongue?”

Jake stared at his younger brother, and as he did he felt the wheels in his head turn.

“Rick,” Jake said, slowly, calmly, “what is it you saw?”

Rick shook his head.

“You don’t want to,” he said, his voice nearly a sob. “You don’t want to know.”

 

*   *   *

 

Kelly watched them go, laughing harder than she had in years. From behind a tree she’d watched, hoping the boys would panic.

“Boy did you two ever!” she said as she approached the cellar doors, which the Bradleys had left wide open. She sat atop the bottom step.

“Here kitty,” she called. A gray tabby ran from the corner of the cellar, meowing as he leapt onto her lap.

“Did you scare them?” she asked as she picked a shred of blue fabric from the cat's mouth. “Did you scare them good?”

In response the cat rubbed his head against her stomach. Kelly scratched his forehead. The tabby’s purring signaled his approval.

“Them boys just have too much imagination.”
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PERFECT BLUE BUILDINGS

 

 

THE WORST PART FOR RHONDA FROST is not the knowledge that she is going to die but the pain. It sears through her every fiber, from her legs to her pelvis, from her stomach to her heart, from her lungs to the tips of her fingers. This pain conspires to make each day worse than the last, draining her will like a leech, until finally, when it is time for bed, she often wonders if it is worth it to wake up in the morning.

This pain is also the reason she swears under her breath and pants as Jacob leads her down Sycamore Street in the middle of the night. He has offered no explanation for this; he simply shook her from a morphine-induced sleep, squeezed a bundle of sweaters over her foggy head, and yanked her out the front door. Never once did he say, “come, darling, we must go,” nor did he guide her into the passenger seat of the old Cadillac in their garage. No, all Jacob had done was throw open the front door and pull her out into the cold night while his eyes gazed at the sliver of moon haunting the inky-black sky.

Rhonda twists her ankle and almost falls, but Jacob seems not to notice. He is moving at a much faster pace now. He is speed walking like a man possessed.

“Jacob,” she says, “please stop.”

He breathes deep from his nose and offers her a glance. His eyes are wide and fretful. The deep-set wrinkles around those eyes, made all the more pronounced by fifty years working outdoors in the hot Nevada sun, crease like tufts of sandpaper.

“We cannot,” he says in a hasty voice. “There isn’t much time.” He begins to drag her along once more.

“Where are we going?” she asks.

“The Gateway,” he replies.

“Why? Couldn’t we have taken the car?”

To this, he does not respond.

Still they walk. Rhonda gasps for air as her sore legs and feet shake with each step. She curses her husband and his silence, but does not hate him for it. He has always been this way, ever since the day they were married forty-seven years ago; internalizing his fear, his anguish, his anger, and presenting her with a face of stone-cold stoicism. This she appreciates, for Rhonda is a woman ill at ease with the era she has been forced to exist in. Her own strength she cannot recognize and never has. If she had taken the time to think about this over the years, she might have come to the conclusion that her own stern father and waifish mother had blighted her to this life of quiet servitude; however Rhonda, not being a very deep thinker, has not considered this. To her, these are contemplations that have no practical use in a practical world.

Around the next corner they turn onto the junction of Main and Brighton and pause. The destination Jacob proclaimed hunkers in the distance like a withering giant. It is the old Gateway Cinema, built in the 1920’s and out of commission since 1965. It has stood idle, its marquee an empty white void, for more than forty years. None have offered to buy it over that time, and none suggested tearing it down. Instead it has loomed there on its hill, in a mote of cracked concrete, while an invasive army of vegetation scaled its walls.

Most townsfolk consider it a local treasure, hence the apprehension toward its demolition; Rhonda, on the other hand, finds it abominable.

“Why are we here?” she asks Jacob. He looks to her and offers a small and affable half-smile. Then he grabs her hand once more and they cross the street.

Scaling the fractured steps that lead to the entrance, Rhonda notices that, unlike the rest of the structure, there seems to be no detritus here. The cobwebs have been cleared away and a fresh coat of lacquer covers the stoop. Even the stained-glass windows that border the front door, strangely lit from inside the edifice, have been polished. She wonders who would go through so much trouble to make this place presentable, but this question is answered when she notices the look of pride on Jacob’s old and weathered face.

He grasps the brass door handle, and she places her hand over his. She looks at him gravely. “Darling, what are you getting at here?” she asks. When he doesn’t reply, she says, “We should get back now. I have Chemo in the morning, radiation in the afternoon. My body aches. I need sleep. Please take me home.”

His tongue licks his bottom lip. “You have to trust me, Ro,” is all he says before he presses down on the latch and swings open the front door. A rush of warm air greets them.

Jacob again falls into silence as he leads her through the lobby. Gas-powered lanterns are ablaze in their wall fixtures, brightening the space. Furniture from a different time is still there, resting beneath their dusty covers. Rhonda thinks they resemble carcasses in a morgue. The concession stands, compete with large glass pretzel vestibules, appear to her right. Unlike the waiting area, this spot has been meticulously scrubbed and shined. The marble countertops sparkle. The placards behind them have been given new life. Jacob squeezes her fingers gently, and she understands. Four times a week for the last two years, since the day she was told that her cancer had returned, he disappeared during the evenings. He would tell her he was heading for the gym, saying he couldn’t sleep at night and that he had to keep himself fit and trim if he was to assist her in the fight of her life. How much of this was true she couldn’t know, but at least part of it isn’t.

“You did all this,” she whispers.

The hallway leads to the main theater. Jacob pauses, takes a deep breath – the air whistles in his ancient lungs – and then pushes open the doors. He guides her through. Rhonda’s head is swimming. She is in no state of mind to object.

The straight-backed chairs that populate the theater are from a different era, as well. They are heavily cushioned and covered with red felt. They are assembled in a steadily ascending half circle in front of a stage. The curtains are drawn, and at the rear of this stage is a large screen. Rhonda has never stepped inside a theater such as this – she grew up poor in Kentucky and never saw a moving picture until her mother took her to see An Affair to Remember on her sixteenth birthday – and she is taken aback by the regality of it. She feels as if she has been transported to another time and place. All her apprehension melts away and her breath falters. The pain in her chest subsides. She feels excitement for the first time in years.

Jacob brings her to a seat in the middle of the theater. He sits beside her and rubs her hand. She turns to say something to him, but he puts a finger to her lips and kisses her on the forehead. The light dims all around them. He points to the screen. From behind them a clicking sound emerges. A bluish flash of light erupts over their heads. The screen before them jumps to life.

Rhonda cannot believe her eyes. The most wonderful images she has ever seen flash across her vision. The sun beats down on a field of red roses and yellow daisies. Tall grasses sway with the breeze. Behind a hill there is a lake of sparkling blue water. In this water there are children at play, splashing each other and embracing the embrace of lovers. The camera angle cuts in and she sees their faces. There is one boy and one girl, and their features are tenderly familiar. These are not children at all, she realizes. These are they, Jacob and Rhonda, young again and free.

The lovers on screen pull closer and Rhonda gasps. It is as if she can feel the passion that flows between them as their lips touch, can sense the clenching of her pelvis when their lower bodies brush against each other. She joins them, floating in this liquid world of innocent love and animal ardor. Tears fill her eyes. The camera angle rises, moving away from the young couple, and aims skyward. The blazing yellow sun fills the screen. It grows larger and larger, filling her with all its light and heat. She is torn, balancing between the longing for the young lovers and the desire to see what is beyond that sun, beyond that sky, beyond this life she has called her own.

She is crying now, bawling with such force that her lungs seize. Tears stream down the cavernous wrinkles that create the topography of her cheeks. The bright light of the sun now fills the entire screen. It feels as if she is boiling from the inside, yet this is not something she fears. She tells herself that if she were to perish right then and there, that this one glimpse into perfection, into bliss, is worth it.

The screen suddenly goes black.

Jacob’s hand is on her head. He is gently stroking her thinning hair. Rhonda leans into him and sobs. He kisses her wet cheeks. The intensity that burned at her insides peters out like a dying engine.

Before long, there is no sound but their strained breathing.

Rhonda lifts her head. Jacob is biting his lip. He looks nervous, agitated. “What is it?” she asks. He frowns. When he opens his mouth to speak, a noise cuts him off. His eyes widen with what could only be anticipation.

Through the darkened theater the sound of clicking heels can be heard. They approach from the front, beneath the screen. Rhonda squints through the blackness, but can see nothing. Yet still, the clicking heels draw nearer. She has a moment of panic. Jacob again squeezes her hand, letting her know that all is well. She tries to acquiesce, but finds it hard to find her mental footing.

The clicking heels cease when it seems like whatever is causing it is directly upon them. A match is struck. The match head moves to the left and fires the wick of a candle. 

The candle and match are held by a man. He is standing at the end of the row Rhonda and Jacob are sitting in. He is tall and gaunt, with pale skin that seems to have a bluish hue. His arms are a bit too long and his head a bit too narrow. His eyes are like opal. They stare across the distance between them and seem to shrink it. Rhonda, for her part, shrinks into her husband.

“Very nice to see you, Mr. Frost,” the man says. His voice sounds like it comes from the ocean depths.

Jacob smiles at the man and stands up. He steps around Rhonda and offers the man his hand. They shake, and there is a short conversation that Rhonda cannot hear. Then both faces turn to her. Jacob ushers her forward. Despite her fear, she can’t help but trust his judgment. She rises on her sore legs and approaches them.

The strange man guides them from the seats to the front of the theater. He descends into the opera pit, yet another aspect of old-time cinema that became extinct through the passing years. Rhonda and Jacob follow him down. At the bottom of the steps he turns to them. His right hand is resting on a doorknob and he is staring at them inquisitively. Jacob whispers, “Yes.” The strange man turns the knob. The door opens.

The light on the other side is blinding. It takes a few moments for Rhonda’s eyes to adjust. She walks through the door and shields them. Jacob holds her tight. She sees they are standing on a concrete ledge. Beyond this ledge, below and above them, is a city. The landscape is bathed in blue, as if she is looking through a filter. The buildings, tall skyscrapers of architecture she has never seen, seem to meld with the sky as they rise. They appear cold and impersonal with their cobalt tinge and the spires and columns that dissipate into clouds the higher they reach, and yet there is a mystery here, an excitement, that makes her feel the same gentle heat rise within her that the vision of flying into the sun had wrung.

She sees it all, and in it finds perfection.

The strange man steps in front of them, where a long staircase descends into the blue depths. She cannot see the end of it, but that doesn’t seem to matter.

“This is Galway,” the man says. His cheeks are even more pallid, almost ghostly, in the blue light, and yet there is a sheen there that does not appear sickly in any way; rather, it enhances his enlarged features, makes them shine. He levels his eyes, no longer black but now glimmering like twin sapphires, at Jacob. “Your remuneration, my friend, for upkeep of the Temple.”

Jacob nods.

Rhonda steps forward. It amazes her how she seems to be able to walk freely now. There is no pain at all any longer, as if her muscles had become one with the liquid gleam in the air. “What is this place?” she asks.

His eyes turn in her direction and seem to peer right through her. “Here is where all things halt. The order of the in-between. There is no time here, no advancement, no torment, no pain. All simply is. Here we live in harmony with the nothing and the everything. Here we are static. Here we are at peace.”

“I see.”

Jacob whispers into her ear. “You won’t be sick here, Ro. You won’t die. We won’t age…hell, we won’t have an age any more. We will always be together, and we will always be happy.”

As if to accentuate this point, the tall man spreads out his hands.

Jacob twists his arm into Rhonda’s and begins to stroll towards the staircase. At this, the strange man, their guide, reaches out an oversized palm and stops them.

“What is you intention?” he asks.

Jacob clears his throat and says, “We wish to stay.”

“How long?”

“Forever.”

“Forever?”

“Yes.”

The stranger rubs his fingers together close to his sunken temples in what appears to be deep concentration. “This is acceptable,” he says, “as long as you understand the price.”

“What price?” asks Rhonda.

“Space and time are inert here, but outside these walls are not. We are the undertakers of Galway, and nothing more. Though we understand much, we do not understand all. What we have here is beautiful, but it is also but a fraction of the other realms. Should you remain here, this will be where you shall stay. Forever. Whatever mysteries await you beyond your physical life will be lost. You shall never see your children again, nor your friends or any other loved ones. You will be as you are and as you were, but never as you might be. This is what you stand to lose. Should you wish for a different type of eternity, one that is not guaranteed such as here, however limited in its scope it may be, this is not the place for you.”

Rhonda bites her lip and gazes lovingly at her husband. The thought of never seeing her children again, even in death, scares her. But this is a decision she knows she could never make. It is all up to him.

Jacob winks at her. “I like our odds,” he whispers, and together they walk down, step by step, into the perfect blue nothingness.
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MAJOR THOMAS STANBLOOM STOOD on the observation desk of the Icarus Global Space Station. He stared through the viewing window as Earth came into view, trying to avoid the corpse of his friend and colleague, Jean Pierre Presage, slumped in the chair behind him.

The act of watching the planet come and go from the rotating platform used to be a relieving act. It reminded him of the home he left behind, caused him to wonder what it would be like when he set foot on solid ground again. But it was a relief no longer. A thick layer of clouds had rolled over the planet’s surface over a month ago, transforming what had once been a brilliant cerulean landscape into a swirling sea of gas. For all he knew, his house in Wales no longer existed.

A month since he’d seen the surface, a month since mission control fell silent, a month since the hope of finally getting off this orbiting tin can began shrinking exponentially with every passing day. 

And now this.

A power surge had prompted him to check on the scene, and when he did, he found the Frenchman charbroiled in his seat, permanently gazing out the observation window. His empty eye sockets reflected the universe; void of life, hollow, unforgiving.

An object caught his peripheral and he quickly turned away. In the seven minutes since he’d arrived on deck, he came to dub it The Unknown Artifact. It was the first thing he noticed, the last thing he wanted to think about; an eight-inch tall black pyramid, six inches wide at the base. It seemed familiar somehow, as if he’d seen something like it before. In truth, that sense of familiarity became duped by its oddity. The surface was smooth and hard, though it felt pliable to the touch, like rubber stretched over steel. Strange hieroglyphs adorned its side. A high-pitched, virtually inaudible vibration emanated from it that shook his nerves when he drew near. 

The worst thing about it, however, remained the fact he simply couldn’t place where he’d seen it before. His mind searched for an explanation, but all he could come up with were paranoid ravings. It’s an obelisk! An alien vessel holding a deadly pathogen! A sign of Armageddon!

He shook his head. He couldn’t allow those thoughts to dominate his thinking. Being thrown into a panic would annul any chance they had of survival, what with food and life support at critically low levels already. There had to be a logical explanation, and he’d find it.

“Major,” a voice with a thick Russian accent crackled through the COM link, “what is going on?”

Tom pressed the button on the adjacent speaker. “You need to get up here, Nikolay,” he replied. “And grab Uche while you’re at it.”

Tom sighed as he watched the last corner of the swirling white ghost of Earth vanish. Blackness filled the window. It reminded him of The Unknown Artifact.

He shuddered.
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Uche Mononye ran his palm across the string of dead leaves as he floated, wincing when their dried-up edges pricked his fingers. His reaction was not born of physical pain, but the psychological bemusement that came from his finding nothing alive in a greenhouse that only a half-hour before teemed with life. Too bad the Americans, who’d been examining the effects of zero gravity on the growth rate of plants, had departed weeks ago. Perhaps they might have found this interesting. Uche, for his part, considered it an annoyance.

He rubbed his temples and closed his eyes. His head ached, his mouth felt dry yet sticky, like a landfill on a hot summer day. He was certain his breath reeked.

His situation annoyed him to no end; stuck on the space station, performing a task he hadn’t asked for while the world he longed to rejoin withered away beyond his reach. And now he was falling ill. All the telltale signs were there; sore throat, headache, nausea, bad breath. He slammed his fist into a pot, breaking it from its supports and sending it tumbling across the greenhouse.

This was the adventure he fought so hard for? The dream he strove toward while slaving away at his studies back in Afikpo, Nigeria? None of it seemed so enticing any longer. Now it was a slow, drawn-out nightmare.

His skull pounding with the rhythm of his heartbeat, he pivoted in midair and glided toward the exit hatch. His heart warmed, at least a little. Floating in this way had become his only solace over the last few weeks; an experience that let his imagination take him back to younger days, when he dreamed of soaring away from the poverty that defined his youth. In most ways, he’d accomplished his goal, but still he felt unsatisfied. This was his first mission, his introductory foray into the great unknown of space, and now he’d never have the chance to tell his mother all about it…or save his own soul.

The Major told him the obscuring of the Earth was nothing but an odd weather phenomenon, but Uche knew better. He knew the Major lied simply by the way he blinked incessantly during his attempts to console. If nothing else, growing up on the mean, third-world streets of Afikpo had taught him how to spot an untruth.

What they now witnessed was Rapture, just as Reverend Malikali always predicted would happen eventually in his gospels. The signs were there; from the crackle of static beckoning from the station’s communications array to the flashes of light erupting from beneath the clouds covering the earth, to the thickness of that poisonous haze, itself. God had begun weeding the righteous from the wicked, and he’d brought the heavens down from the cosmos in the process.

Yet Uche found himself high above it all, not present for God’s judgment. He cursed his ambition; pride, it seemed, was the sin of which he’d been most guilty.

Suddenly, floating didn’t seem so peaceful.

He drifted through the access tube until he reached the Genesis Pod, a huge, egg-shaped room, perpetually spinning to generate the gravity in the crew’s quarters, located in the giant loom called The Wheel, whose spokes were attached to motors within the pod. The drone of those motors drowned out all sound. At least he couldn’t hear his heartbeat in his ears any longer.

There was another man in the pod, one whose month-long growth of beard and angular, Eastern European features offered no relief. The man, Nikolay Rasmanovic, a Russian cosmonaut, mouthed the words where were you? Even with no sound, his accent came through.

Four portals were embedded in a symmetrical pattern on the circular wall. Each opened up into passageways that ran up the spokes of The Wheel. Uche wrapped his hand around the handle to the West Corridor entrance – it still struck him as strange that a structure in a constant state of flux would be marked with such directional exactness – and opened the hatch.

Grabbing hold of the ladder, he made his way up the tube. Nikolay was right behind him. It became hard for Uche to breathe. Gravity was more present with each rung he scaled, progressing from weightlessness to near-Earth levels in the span of five hundred feet.

At the top, Uche threw open the access flap and climbed into the main hallway. With feet firmly on the floor, his head pounded harder than ever. He jumped when Nikolay grasped his shoulder.

“Uche, my brother,” the gruff Russian said, “let’s go now.”
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The presence of the scorched Frenchman could not divert Nikolay Rasmanovic’s gaze from the relic on the table. The thing hummed in his ears and stared back at him with eyeless indifference. The symbols adorning it spoke to him in an incomprehensible language. Dread surrounded him the way the Kiev mob would wrap the corpse of a debtor in a bed sheet.

History was repeating itself.

Nikolay had never met his father. When he was eight years old, his mother told him he’d been taken, stolen away in the middle of the night by little gray men. They’d brought him to their vessel and left, never to return again. Through those stories, she informed him of objects such as this; instruments left behind to gather information about those inhabiting planets soon to be invaded. And now there one lay, a harbinger of doom, stalking them, waiting for their submission.

“So, any ideas what it is?” asked the Major.

Nikolay shrugged. “No.”

He glanced at his two remaining shipmates. The Major stood with hands on hips, staring down the object like a father to a lying child. Uche, on the other hand, leaned against the wall, looking as if he wished to melt into it, his face slack and expressionless.

This interested him. He needed to determine who to trust. Whereas the Major’s lack of emotion conveyed a steadfast confidence in the face of the unknown, the same expression on the muscular Nigerian suggested otherwise. The way his shoulders seemed made of putty; the manner in which he shivered as if a cold wind blew through the room; his constant cough and the stringy saliva that clung to his lips; yes, he was primed for the influence of an alien intelligence. Best to keep an eye on that one, he decided.

“We must get rid of it,” Uche muttered in a raspy voice. Nikolay breathed a sigh of relief at the urgency the Nigerian displayed, but still wasn’t convinced. 

The Major shook his head. “I’m not sure about that. Would it not be best to find out what it is first? Where it came from?”

“Nyet,” said Nikolay, flatly.

“Why not?”

“Nothing good can come from this.” He pointed at the corpse of Jean Pierre. “It does not matter what it is. Look at what its presence did to our comrade. We should launch it from the airlock and be done with it.”

“No,” Uche said with a sigh. “That will not work.”

“Yes, it will.”

“Think about this, Nikolay. We are in orbit. Should we drop the object from the airlock…”

“Then it will be in orbit, as well,” said the Major. “Eventually it will fall to Earth, if there is an Earth any more. Without knowing exactly what it is or what it’s capable of, we cannot risk that, especially if there are still people alive down there. We must find another way.”

Nikolay nodded. He hadn’t thought of that.

“What should we do?” Uche asked.

The Major grabbed his chin and scrunched his forehead. “Well, we could dismantle one of the ‘walkers and pilfer a booster rocket. Then we create a pod with some odds and ends and place the object inside. We can fire the stabilizers and pivot the station a bit so the airlo –”

The ground beneath their feet quaked. A loud crash followed, throwing Nikolay against the wall. He struck with a violent thud and fell forward. His face bounced off the floor, bringing stars to his vision. Blood poured into his mouth when he bit his tongue. The lights flickered off, leaving them in darkness for ten seconds before sputtering back on.

Nikolay, his face a spiral of pain, pounded the deck with his fists. They hadn’t reacted fast enough.
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The lights went out, then came back on. Out. On. Out. On.

It continued like this for a good fifteen minutes until they finally stayed lit, though dimmer than usual. Tom sprawled on the ground and looked to his shipmates. They appeared frightened as he felt, and especially Nikolay looked to be in a bad state. Blood cascaded down his chin, soaking his coveralls.

Tom waited fifty-seven heartbeats and then stood up, using the table for support. He kept constant watch over The Unknown Artifact as he did so. Something seemed off. He cocked his head and listened.

The humming had stopped. Another sound took its place.

“What happened?” asked Nikolay.

Tom put a finger to his lips, shooshing him.

“What do you hear?” Uche whispered.

“I’m not sure,” Tom replied. “It sounds like…scraping.”

The noise became louder with each passing second. Tom glanced up. The ceiling buckled at the corner, stopping when it reached the observation window. A silver arm appeared, growing longer and more pronounced, until what looked like black, rectangular wings appeared.

The object drifted away from the station. “Oh, bugger,” Tom groaned.

“Is that what I think it was?” asked Uche.

Tom nodded. “One of the solar arrays.”

“How did it come off?”

“Hell if I know.”

Nikolay leapt to his feet. With the blood on his chin and his face pale, he looked like a zombie. He ran to the far wall, unlatched the panel over the lower viewing window, and peered through it.

“Good,” he sighed. “The secondary bank is still intact. We should be fine as long as those do not come loose, as well.”

“Can what we have left supply enough power to keep the Genesis Pod rotating when we’re on the dark side of the Earth?”

“No,” replied Nikolay. “Not for very long, at least. We will still have reserve power, but we need to shut down all unnecessary systems – lights, guidance, communications – for at least ten hours. It should allow us to wait out a shuttle to come for us without much discomfort.”

“They better get here soon,” said Tom. “We only have a couple weeks of oxygen left.”

Uche muttered from his spot in the corner.

“What was that?” Tom asked.

“No one is coming for us. It has been weeks. There is no one left to come.”

Every ounce of Tom’s being wanted to ignore the statement, to pretend it hadn’t been uttered, but one glance at Nikolay, who stared at Uche with death ray eyes, forced his hand. “No fatalistic talk,” he said. “We have to stay positive here. Keep busy. We all know the contingency plans, let’s stick to them. Nikolay, what’s the first step in the event of a power failure?”

“Make sure the life support relays need not be reset.”

“Second?”

“Examine hull integrity.”

“Good. Uche, third?”

The Nigerian grunted and whispered, “Check the computer to see if we have changed orbit.”

“Right. So let’s get to work, people. Nikolay, search for weak spots or leaks, especially toward the Chinese energy quad. That’s where the main panel was attached, so likewise will probably have the most damage. Uche, you’re the engineer. Get to life support. Go over every system like it’s the first time you’ve ever done so. I’ll hit the computers.” He tried to grin, which took a lot of effort. “When we get done with this, we’ll kip for a while. Maybe down a pint or two in quarters. It’ll do us good.”

He colleagues nodded and went about their business. Uche seemed distant. He coughed and almost walked into the door frame on the way out. Nikolay glared at him, wiping the blood from his chin with his sleeve. To Tom, he looked more like a butcher than a zombie now. It wasn’t a comforting change.

When Nikolay and Uche departed, Tom put a hand over his mouth and stared through the viewing window yet again. Earth would reappear soon. He hoped it would be back to normal. Or perhaps he’d notice a fleck on the horizon; a transport from Houston, come to bring them back home. Somehow, he doubted both scenarios.

Fighting pessimism, he shot a distrusting glare at The Unknown Artifact and marched into the corridor. For a moment, he swore he heard a sound akin to fingernails tapping on linoleum. He passed it off to his nerves and kept walking.
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The lights were out in the tunnel. Blackness closed in on Uche as he descended the ladder. His body itched all over. His breathing came in short rasps. It felt like someone had his head in a vice.

Even so, he was thankful to be on his way to doing something. He didn’t want to spend another moment in that room with his friend’s corpse and that black pyramid. The pyramid, itself, was particularly frightening. There seemed something odd about it, as if an ethereal aura lurked beneath its material shell. Even thoughts of God and salvation couldn’t keep him from contemplating the possibilities. Perhaps God had nothing to do with all this, after all.

He breathed a sigh of relief that Nikolay had decided to head to his bunk before going about his duties. In order to sort this all out in his head, he needed peace and quiet, not accusations and icy stares.

Weightless again, he drifted down through the hatch and across the central motor room. He used his hands to guide him past the greenhouse and through the station’s body, which was a long tunnel of compartmentalized segments, constructed by the various allied nations and pieced together in the vacuum of space. Rungs, handles, and strapped-down crates served as handholds.

An odd jingle rang in his ears, like a box of pins dropping to the ground, one by one. He slapped at his face, telling himself to snap out of it. His headache grew worse.

It took almost a half hour to reach the life support subdivision at the rear of the station. It was dark there. He took out his flashlight and jiggled the toggle on the wall. Nothing happened. However, the lights on the row of consoles to his left still shone bright green. They were still online. He breathed a sigh of relief.

One by one, he checked the readouts. Cabin pressure…check. Revolution speed…check. Oxygen and CO2 levels…uh-oh. The bar had crept toward the red. He glanced at the station’s digital blueprint, searching for a possible cause. A tiny red dot pulsed in the area designating the German-built thrusters – one of two such constructions, the other put together by the Japanese. They were the duel hearts of the station, keeping the Genesis Pod spinning and life support pumping out oxygen. These motors were Uche’s specialty, the reason he’d been stationed on this revolving hunk of steel in the first place.

I should have noticed this! his mind screamed. What is wrong with me?

Thoughts of apocalyptic doom and strange, alien relics slid from his mind, replaced by concern for his mates. Thomas and Nikolay had become like brothers to him, more so than his six real ones back in Afikpo. He couldn’t let them down, especially if his salvation was on the line.

The engine compartment was only two segments away. He opened the hatch and gagged. The CO2 levels in the partition must have been far above safe levels, already. He had to be quick. Covering his mouth and nose with a handkerchief from his back pocket, he took a deep breath and plunged in.

The instruments flashed warnings. It didn’t take long to realize the problem; the solar array had jolted the outer lining, causing the engine casing to crack, which allowed poisonous gas to leak in through the power cells. He nodded in relief. It wasn’t as big a setback as it could have been. The Pod would still rotate on one engine, at least during the time it took to repair the casing from the outside. All he had to do in the meantime was shut it down and seal the room.

Something clanked against the wall behind him. He jumped, frantically thrusting the flashlight from side to side, searching for the origin of the noise.

The source appeared, fifteen feet away, lurking behind the corner of a computer console. It was large and humanoid, masked in blackness. No matter how directly the flashlight’s beam struck it, he could make out no features. It was as if the thing was made of living smoke.

Uche panicked. A coughing fit overtook him. He tugged at his belt, trying to pry loose his wrench to use as a weapon, and in doing so lost control of his free-float. He spun and whacked his hip on the console to his right. He yelped in pain.

You disappoint me, my son, the phantom in the corner said.

Uche braced himself using one of the room’s support struts. He had to breathe with short bursts in the poisoned air. He faced the phantom and gawked.

Why have you forsaken me? it said.

His heart beat faster than ever before. He pressed his hands together and closed his eyes.

“Our Father, who art in Heaven.”

Even now you pray, said the voice, yet you do not understand.

Uche stared at the shifting form. “What do you want from me?” he sputtered.

You should not need for me to explain.

A thought burst through his mind, a moment of recognition so strong his whole body shuddered. He bowed before the specter and whispered, “Forgive me, Archangel, for I know not what I have done…”

There is no need for confession, my son. Only action will save your soul. Only that, and nothing more.

“What must I do?” he pleaded.

It didn’t answer.

“Please, Archangel, tell me!”

Nothing. He flashed the light in the corner. The swirling apparition was gone. He again lifted his gaze to the ceiling, only now he screamed.

“WHAT DO YOU WANT FROM ME?”

Urgency overtook him, causing his teeth to chatter. A sense of tranquility followed, as if he’d been placed in a pipeline to the center of the Cosmic Consciousness. The meaning of everything opened up for him; the pyramid, the Earth’s acerbic coat of white, the collapsing space station. Calmly, he slowed down his breathing. His fingers found purchase on the handle adorning the side of the power module. He lowered himself down, feeling lightheaded, and got to work.
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Nikolay stared at the knife. Even in zero gravity, it felt heavy in his hand. He’d taken it from his bunk for self-defense, but the drumbeat of logic in his brain asked, defense from what, defense from whom? Unable to find an acceptable answer to those questions, he tucked the knife in the back pocket of his new jumper.

It concerned him that circumstances dictated they place the jettisoning of the strange black pyramid on the to do later list. He found it hard to concentrate with that evil thing still inside the station.

He heard a tapping sound above him. He took the knife back out, floated to the ceiling, and rapped the blade against the steel. A hollow clang echoed through the aft corridor. The strange tap-tap-tap answered, further along the corridor this time. He swiveled. It seemed to come from the energy quad, a mountain of computers, sensors, hoses, and machinery that converted the sunlight collected by the massive solar panels.

Tracing his hand along the ceiling as he glided along the path at the edge of the passageway, he had to bite his tongue to keep his nerves in check. His body jittered and his heart pounded.

An ear-splitting crash rang out behind him and he jumped. A serpent-like hiss followed. He turned around and stared down the dark channel, squinting, trying to force his eyes to adjust in the darkness. A hatch door appeared to open a ways down, to his left. He approached it slowly, hands shaking. A quick movement, like the snap of a whip, flashed across his vision. He grabbed a light fixture to stop his forward momentum.

A pair of tentacles emerged from the hatch. They gyrated against each other with the grace and rapidity of mating snakes.

Nikolay couldn’t move. He held his breath. A single thought repeated, over and over again, in his mind.

They are finally here.

First his father, now him. They’d robbed him of his youth, forced his mother to raise he and his sisters by herself, and now they’d returned to finish the job. He wouldn’t let them.

Anger coursed through him. He steadied his breathing, hoping the creature hadn’t seen him yet, and tried to think. How had the thing gotten in there in the first place? He couldn’t see its body, which was still hidden inside the hatchway, but judging by the size of the tentacles, it had to be huge. Something – or someone – allowed it in.

He knew exactly who that had been. There were only two options, after all.

Nikolay drifted backwards without a sound. The alien presence continued to lash out with its feelers, oblivious to him. As he retreated down the tunnel, it faded into nothing. He couldn’t even hear it any longer.

He came upon the entrance to the Genesis Pod. He yanked the lever and the hatch violently swung open. It struck him on the side with such force he was sent careening down the corridor. He bounced off a crate and a row of light fixtures, spinning. The air became hot, his skin blistered. He smelled his hair burn. Finally, his desperately flailing hands found something to grab hold of. His twisting ceased.

It took a moment for his vision to come back, and when it did he realized the flashing lights he saw hadn’t come from a bump on the head, but instead were the result of the dancing flames that materialized through the now-broken Genesis Pod access flap. He stared at it, awed. He’d never seen open flames in zero gravity. It was beautiful and strange, a ballet of light and shadow.

He inched forward, body held tight to the wall to avoid the pulsating threads of fire, and made his way through the hatch. Once inside, he found its source – through another hatch on the other side of the Pod, in the room housing the motor assemblies. 

Flames trickled in from there like a thousand fairies. He kept his distance and looked around. The panel into the North Corridor had been left open, which could mean only one thing.

The traitor had gone back to The Wheel. The Major was in trouble.

Nikolay put the alien creature he left behind out of his thoughts and scurried to the portal. Fireballs lashed out at him, singeing his hair, hands, and coveralls. He put the knife between his teeth, bit down, ignored the pain, and closed the hatch behind him. Free from the fire, he climbed the ladder.
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Tom had been tinkering with the navigational controls when he heard the blast. It started as a steady stream of air sucked through small hole, then progressed into an extended boom. He cracked the panel to the window beside the computer console and peered out. His position in The Wheel was now on the underbelly of the station. He saw nothing but gray steel and black space.

Closing the plate, he dashed to the communications post. He smacked the COM lever and yelled into the speaker.

“Is anybody bloody out there!”

Static answered.

His nerves rattled, threatening to send him over the edge. Keep it together, Thomas, he thought. There is nothing to fear here. Some debris probably struck the hull…

A hollow clank interrupted his thoughts. Again he darted to the window and opened it. He craned his neck, trying in vain to see more than the tiny opening allowed. The patter grew louder and louder until finally it sounded as if the station was being struck by hailstones. Streaks of light rushed through space. Something smacked the window. The six inches of reinforced glass fractured. Tom slammed the panel shut and fastened the latch. He pressed his body against it, fearing a loss of cabin pressure. Thankfully, the plate held firm.

Confusion overwhelmed him. He breathed in short bursts. The not knowing squeezed his chest in panic. Those loud, metallic pangs echoed all around him. He felt close to passing out.

His world then lurched, throwing him against an instrument panel. His elbow struck it hard, sending needles of pain up his forearm. He curled into a ball. His fingers went numb.

He felt woozy, and then what he sensed could only describe as lessening, as if the progress of his world had slowed down and thrown of his center of gravity. Gravity.
He curled his legs under him and stood with ease. It felt like he’d lost twenty pounds. He braced his arms by his side, closed his eyes, and focused on The Wheel’s movements. Sure enough, the spin was winding down.

Yet another thud came next, followed by a scream. These two sounds hadn’t come from elsewhere; they came from inside The Wheel. Tom removed his Browning 9MM from its holster, ducked down, and crept from the command center.

Again, someone screamed. Tom moved faster.
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Uche stood on the observation deck and hovered over the black pyramid. His hands lingered inches from its surface. He felt the vibrations coarse through him. The horseman cometh, he thought, and his name is Famine.

He turned. Stacked on the other side of the room were crates of food – the pre-packaged kind he removed from The Wheel’s kitchen. The crates began to shimmy, as if dancing. He braced himself, and the floor shook. His task in the engine room of the Genesis Pod had come to fruition. Soon, The Wheel would stop spinning. What happened after that he still had to figure out. The stabilizers had been damaged for some reason, which was an obstacle he’d have to overcome if he wanted to crash the station into the Earth.

When the shaking subsided, he stepped around to the mound of crates, popped the top of the Major’s precious bottle of scotch, and poured its contents over the pile. When the bottle emptied, he took the lighter from his pocket, flicked it, and set the stacks of cardboard boxes aflame.

He stepped back and admired the flames as they rose. He’d been able to gather most of the supplies he could find in the kitchen in a short amount of time. Sure, there were more in the cargo hold down below, but when the charge he set in the life support subdivision went off, the rear of the station would likely collapse upon itself, rendering any additional supplies a moot point, because they’d be floating around in space by then.

All in all, not such a bad plan. Perhaps it didn’t matter if he couldn’t crash the station, after all. The Archangel would understand. He was a man at the mercy of the tools at his disposal. Some things could not be helped.

The flames rose higher, sucking oxygen from the corridor and causing a brisk chill to brush against his neck. He shivered and backed up a step. His foot bumped into something and he turned around. It was Jean-Pierre, still in the seat where he’d been found, strapped in, a blackened husk. Uche glanced from the dead Frenchman to the fire and back again. It seemed appropriate that the provisions should share his fate, seeing as Jean-Pierre had cooked the majority of their meals over the past year.

Uche smiled, clasped his hands, and knelt down. He lifted his eyes to the viewing window and prayed. He thanked the Lord for not abandoning him, for allowing him the opportunity to receive His judgment.

“Soon, my Savior,” he said. “I will be with you soon.”

“What the hell?” asked a heavily accented voice.

Uche stood up and turned. Nikolay loomed in the doorway, knife in hand. His coveralls and half his face were scorched. He held a knife, which he flicked back and forth between his hands like it was too hot to handle. Uche raised his arms.

“Brother,” he said with confidence, “I am glad you decided to join me.”

“What have you done, you bastard,” Nikolay screamed.
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Nikolay couldn’t believe what he saw. The crazy, sickly Nigerian had set all their provisions on fire. Just seeing him standing there, with sweat pouring off his face and his black cheeks now pale ochre, provided all the evidence he’d needed. It had been Uche who communed with the alien beacon on the desk, Uche who let in the invader, Uche who set off the explosion in the Genesis Pod motor bay. He glanced at the crazy man and then at the black pyramid. Uche’s grin swelled.

It was more than Nikolay could take. He screamed and charged his former friend. Uche closed his eyes and spread out his arms. Nikolay crashed into him and they tumbled to the floor. The Nigerian offered no resistance at first. He allowed Nikolay to drive his head down, smacking against the hard steel. But when Nikolay drove his blade into his stomach, and blood poured out, his eyes widened. He shoved Nikolay off him – the Nigerian had at least fifty pounds on the smaller Russian – drew to his knees, cradled his arm against the flowing wound, and gasped.

“What…” Uche began. He looked at the red covering his hands and screamed.

Nikolay didn’t give him a chance to do more than that. He charged again, this time slashing the blade in a wide arc. It sliced through the Nigerian’s windpipe, releasing a geyser of blood that drenched Nikolay’s burnt coveralls. Uche grasped wildly at his throat, trying in vain to stifle the flow. His eyes bulged in their sockets. Bubbles of spit and blood popped on his lips. He choked on his own life’s fluid and collapsed on his side.

A lake of red expanded around him.

Nikolay stared down at his friend. He lifted the knife and considered its blood-smeared blade. As Uche gurgled his final death gasps, he turned to the table, where the Unknown Artifact sat, unfazed. He pulled up a chair, sat down, and bounced the tip of the blade off the steel table’s surface. He didn’t know what to do with the thing. He touched it, felt it vibrate, and tried to pick it up. It didn’t move, as if it had fused with the table. He slid the blade beneath it and attempted to pry it loose. It did no good.

There is only one way to end this, he thought. He slid off the chair and used the knife to loose the bolts that fastened the table to the deck.

Behind him, Uche’s stare followed that of Jean-Pierre’s. As the Earth again passed over the viewing window, the hazy white sphere reflected in his lifeless eyes.
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Tom dashed down the corridor. Smoke billowed around him. He turned the corner, entered the observation deck, and stopped short.

There was a large pile of boxes blazing in the corner, only ten feet from where the corpse of Jean-Pierre still sat strapped into its chair. There was another body behind it. Uche. He was sprawled out, lying in a pool of blood. Tom raised his pistol and proceeded cautiously into the room.

He heard a sound to his left and swung the weapon in that direction. He spotted the Unknown Artifact, mocking him from with its black malevolence from its spot on the table. Nikolay then rose from beneath. He held a bloody knife in his hand, likely the same blood that was smeared all over his jumper. Uche’s blood. His russet hair had been singed. The left side of his face was a mess of blackened tissue. His eyes reflected the lashing flames on the other side of the room. When he looked at Tom, his stare was both shrewd and insane.

Tom leveled the barrel at the Russian. He couldn’t stop shaking. “What happened here?” he asked.

Nikolay sneered. “Don’t point that thing at me,” he said.

For a moment, Tom thought about dropping the gun. But the look in Nikolay’s eyes held him firm, and all it took was another glance in the direction of the dead Nigerian for him to not relent.

“So they got to you, as well,” said Nikolay with a shake of his head.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Of course you would say that. You cannot fool me. And you cannot take me.”

Nikolay danced from behind the table like a predator, cold, calculating. He held the knife out and ran toward him. Tom took a step back.

He pulled the trigger. Twice.

One slug buried itself into Nikolay’s chest. The second clipped his cheek, peeling back a flap of skin and shattering his teeth. He collapsed in mid-stride and rolled on the floor, clawing at his wounded face. Tom held his breath and stood there, staring. Nikolay let loose the yelps of a wounded animal.

Tom approached him and got down on one knee, close enough to see the extent of the damage done to the crazy Russian’s body but far enough away to stay out of arm’s reach. He kept the gun on him just in case.

Nikolay got up on his elbows and glared. One side of his mouth twisted into a scowl of pain; the other, a sickening, fleshless grin. The Russian growled and started to crawl towards him. Amazingly, he still held the knife. Tom inched backward.

“Don’t come any closer, Nikolay.”

The Russian kept coming.

“I said stop. We’ll get you help. We’ll sort through this.”

“There is no help,” he replied through his ruined mouth, and lunged.

Tom fired again. At close range, the bullet pulverized the top of Nikolay’s skull. What hair he had left caught fire as a torrent of blood and brain tissue ejected from the back of his head. Everything fell silent; the sound of the flames crackling behind him, sucking up most of the oxygen in the room, was all he could hear.

Tom stood up, rolled Nikolay onto his back, and crossed his arms over his chest. He did the same with Uche. Then he walked to the row of seats and took the one next to Jean-Pierre. He strapped himself in and threw an arm around the charbroiled Frenchman.

“What do we do now?” he asked.

Jean-Pierre’s empty eye sockets stared straight ahead.

Tom leaned his head back and gazed through the window, feeling defeated. There was Earth in all Her billowing white hideousness. He thought of his wife and daughter and cursed the fact he’d been too attached to his job, to a need for adventure, to be with them when The End came. He thought of all the empty cities down below, littered with corpses much like those that now surrounded him. Jean-Pierre’s esoteric words came back to him. In the end, we’re all alone, he’d been fond of saying while they sat drinking scotch during their much-too-brief evenings together. He chuckled at the quirk of fate those words implied.

He lifted the Browning, aimed it at the thick window above him, and fired five shots into the glass. It started to crack; long, snaking lines that crisscrossed before him. He checked the gun. One bullet remained. For a moment he considered riding out the end, watching the porthole collapse and allow the emptiness of space to consume him.

That seemed like a melodramatic way to go.

He stuck the pistol in his mouth and blew out his brains, instead.
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The Unknown Artifact sat on the desk. The Wheel had stopped spinning and the observation window had shattered. The fire had dissipated with no oxygen to feed it any longer. Boxes and instruments drifted through the space around it, as did the frozen bodies of Uche Mononye and Nikolay Rasmanovic.

The Unknown Artifact had not the ability to feel. If it did, it might have felt sorry for the men who’d surrounded it while it stayed hidden for so many months and prayed that their souls would find a place of rest in the lands beyond time and space.

But it did not.

If it had studied biology, it might have been privy to the symptoms of oxygen deprivation and over-exposure to carbon dioxide that two of its shipmates were demonstrating.

But it did not.

If it understood chemistry and the workings of the universe, it would have been able to stop the sense of doom that had developed by explaining the massive solar flares that had erupted from the sun’s surface more than a month ago, flares that reacted with the Earth’s atmosphere and created an impassable ion cloud. It would also be able to disclose how the planet’s surface would remain relatively unharmed, that all the world’s populace had to do was wait out the storm and allow the clouds to dissipate naturally.

But it did not.

It also might have been able to tell the crew that a second round of solar flares had licked across the universe the day prior, that Jean-Pierre had been unlucky enough to be in the wrong place at the wrong time; that the flares, their heat heightened in intensity by the thick glass, had fried Jean-Pierre, changed the physical properties of the artifact, itself, and bound it to the table.

But it did not. 

If it had eyes, it would have seen the blips in the distance – a pair of shuttles heading for the space station to finally rescue those trapped inside.

But it did not.

If it had emotions and the ability to think, it might have pondered the mundane aspect of its own creation. It might have then tried to fill in the gaps of what it didn’t understand, to cram the empty spaces in its reasoning with paranoia and conjecture. Then, it may have reacted in the same manner as the crew and given in to its own preconceived notions and fears.

But it did not. 

The Unknown Artifact was lucky.

 


  



TRAIPSING THROUGH THE DARK

The Stories Behind the Stories

 

 

THE GATEKEEPER

When trying to decide what stories to enter into this anthology, I realized that I hadn’t one to start it with. One night, while perusing through my friend, partner, and artist Jesse Young’s portfolio, I glanced at a painting called The Gate. It literally sang to me. The tale came all at once, in the five minutes after I decided that painting would be the cover of the book.

The story itself is a tribute to Clive Barker. I wanted to emulate (but not copy) what he had done with The Books of Blood. In that regard, the tale acts as an introduction, as a way of seeing that to my point of view and in my writing, there is more than one reality to be drawn upon.

 

SULLIVAN STREET

A long time ago, I fell in love with The Counting Crows. Their music spoke to me, made me feel something. I used to sit around and listen to their first album, August and Everything After, while writing my English papers in high school. Time passed, and though their music has faded into the background, that album remains more influential to me than any other.

In 2009, I decided that I would create an anthology of short stories, all based on songs from that album. The anthology would be called It’s August and Everything’s Dead. Needless to say, that particular project was never finished (not even close), as writing novels took precedence and the thought of cramming stories into the framework of song titles that might not fit seemed a bit…well, foolish. Not saying it won’t happen some time in the future, mind you. Just not now.

As for this particular story, it draws upon something that I think all writers of horror can understand – the trials and misconceptions of youth. When contemplating the plot, I thought of growing up in suburban Connecticut and how creepy it seemed that all the lawns in my neighborhood were so perfectly manicured and identical. I took that concept, added a Lovecraftian flair, and Sullivan Street is what came out on the other side.

 

THE CONTAINER OF SORROWS

Mercedes M. Yardley: “The Container of Sorrows” was inspired by Mark Ryden’s “Night Visit”. I went to his Wondertoonel exhibit years ago and this painting still takes my breath away. I wanted to write something lovely that was also steeped in sadness, and Ryden’s work lends itself beautifully to that. Peter, the boy in this story, is actually a main character in one of my novels. This is a peek into his earlier life, when he ran into the Girl of Sorrows. 

 

SINS OF OUR FATHERS

This is a very personal story for me. I lost my own father to an unfortunate accident very early on in life. I never knew him. Fortunately for me, my mother remarried and I was raised by a man who embodies everything that a loving dad and supporter should be. My dad is my hero, and without him, I wouldn’t be where I am today.

I was interested, however, in what might have happened were my situation different. What if my mother hadn’t met the man she would love for the rest of her life? What if she blamed me for the accident? What if I could never get over the fact that I will never (in life) know this man who I look so much like? The story grew from there. This might be my favorite piece of the bunch.

 

 

BLIGHT

Daniel Pyle: I wrote "Blight" when I got a prompt to turn an Appalachian legend or superstition into a fictional story. The curse of Chief Cornstalk is real (or as real as any other curse; I'll let you be the judge of that) and there is a documented case of a man dynamiting his jailbird wife back in the '70s, but the rest of the tale came from my spiderweb of an imagination, that sticky net that sometimes catches one of the creepy crawlies buzzing through my mind. As a father of two small children, it pained me to write the scene in which Sarah sees that pajama-clad leg hooked over the rim of the rain barrel and realizes what she's done, but I knew it was what made the story. Sometimes I love my overactive imagination. Other times I have to convince myself to tolerate it.

 

FEEDING THE PASSION

As with many of my stories, this one is inspired by a song. I have a great appreciation for death metal, Carcass in particular. This is my interpretation of one of their tunes, titled Carneous
Cacoffiny, which explains (in vivid detail) how to create musical instruments from human remains.

Twisted? Yes. But hey, we’re not all perfect.

 

DISPATCH #337

This came about as the result of a prompted flash contest at a magazine’s website. I decided to stick with what I know and create a short tale set in the world of my novel series, The Rift. It acts as both a pre- and postscript to the books. It takes place during the events at the beginning of The Fall, and also goes to show that someone ends up surviving this plague of violence, after all.

Whether this is a good thing or not you’ll have to find out for yourselves by buying the books.

 

EXHIBIT A

David McAfee: It always amazes me when I see people who do horrible things to other people, but then think they don't deserve to be punished for it. The killer in Exhibit A kinda touches on that topic a bit, too. That was how the story got started: I imagined a serial killer who knew exactly what he was doing, and knew it was evil, and that sooner or later he'd be punished for his crime. The thought that he was actively trying for the death penalty sank in, and the story just kinda went from there. I ended up liking the character a lot, so I wrote a second short, which is called Exhibit B. It's in Devil Music, my second short story collection.

 

THE EMANCIPATION OF PO-PO

Here’s where the influence of fantasy and science fiction starts entering the equation.

In trying to come up with ideas for a new series of novels and the characters that would populate them, I started to think about what happens to all those dead musicians whose lives were taken much too soon by their own indulgences. I imagined a group of them traipsing through a post-apocalyptic alternate dimension, becoming lawmen or mercenaries. Then I thought – demon hunters! That’s the ticket! And my characters, The Bandits of Yaddo, were born. 

(As a side note, extra points for anyone who can figure out what three men from musical historical the brothers are supposed to be.)

 

I SPY

This was the result of another prompted challenge, this time to come up with a tale that included carnivals or games. I chewed on it right up till the deadline. On that afternoon, I was driving my kids around town, and my daughter said, “Daddy, let’s play I spy!” After that, I thought of how interesting it would be if the fate of the world hinged on something as random and childish as that game. For added measure, the story serves as my tribute to Douglas Adams, the best comedic writer of all time.

 

KITTY IN THE CELLAR

David Dalglish: I grew up on a farm in the back roads of a rather small town. About a twenty-minute bike ride away was this dilapidated old house, the perfect place to bring over someone to try and scare them. It was isolated, about a half-mile away from the nearest neighbor. It was huge, two stories, and looked like it might have once been a school or a boarding house. Trees grew around it, leaving only a thin, scraggly pathway to drive your car through or ride in with your bike.

Nothing like what happens in this story ever occurred, but it's fun to imagine.

 

PERFECT BLUE BUILDINGS

The second and last of the Counting Crows-inspired stories. This is one of my favorites. The idea that there is a place between realities where you will always be who you are and never change intrigues me. Also intriguing is the question of what one might do when posed a choice between an absolute escape from death as opposed to the possibility that there is a heaven.  Myself, I’d like to think I’d hold out for the ideal. But then again, unlike Rhonda and Jacob, I’m not faced with a life-or-death situation at the moment. I guess we can never tell until we get there.

 

EMPTY SPACES

Two years ago, while camping in northern New Hampshire, my wife Jess and myself stayed in a cabin at a small motel for a night. It was a surreal and frightening experience. We woke up in the middle of the night, petrified, certain there was someone or something in the cabin with us. I searched and found nothing, but still that feeling, that fear, persisted. It simply built upon itself, irrationally.

I wanted to write about it, but I couldn’t come up with a suitable environment for the story to take place in. (Over the years I’ve learned that while it’s good to draw on past experience, you best place the actual events very far away from your own life.) Then, one day a car commercial came on, and they were using David Bowie’s Space Oddity. Hence the name “Major Tom” for the lead character. I could’ve slapped myself, however, for a space station is probably the most obvious setting for a tale of isolation and paranoia with no hope of rescue.

 

Okay, that’s about it for now. If anyone would like more information about the stories in this book or my upcoming projects, feel free to visit The Rift Online at http://theriftonline.com.  Also, coming in February of 2012 will be The Gate 2: 13 Tales of Isolation and Despair. There will be stories by even more talented authors inside, including J.L. Bryan, Ken Wood, and Dawn McCullough-White.

Enjoy, folks, and we’ll talk to you all soon.

 

RJD
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