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   STUMPED
 
   By Cody Goodfellow
 
    
 
                 When night falls in the marshlands of the Guatemalan Petén, it feels less like the daily failure of sunlight, than an epochal change that will last a million years. The birds that fill the air with brazen trills and raucous cries retire, and the nocturnal chorus is taken up by the piping, croaking voices of a million frogs.
 
   Few natives stray into the swamp after dark, except for poachers hunting exotic wildlife, but here is one of the last remaining places where a white man from the north, for a trivial cost by his reckoning, may pursue pleasures frowned upon or banned in his homeland. 
 
   In the ramshackle hulk of a Spanish colonial plantation house at the end of a sunken, broken road, Mr. Cullen Donleavy of Boston had acquired a certain notoriety in the surrounding countryside for his eccentric needs and unmeasured wealth. His driving appetite was not for base pleasure, but the extreme boundaries of scientific discovery, through experiments, which would be not only ethically questionable or illegal in North America, but quite impossible. Tonight, however, it was not mere possibility that stood in his way, but his patient.
 
   “I’m so sorry, Cullen… I want to, you know I do… but I’m just so tired…” Audrey left her arm in his gentle grasp, but she twisted away from him on her bed. Her big brown eyes sparkled with gathering tears that she couldn’t wipe away or hide with her sunny smile, but she needn’t have bothered. Cullen fixed his gaze on the abrupt and minimally scarred stump of her slender, pale left arm, just below the elbow. 
 
   Cullen set the massive syringe in a tray on the surgical trolley beside the bed. He didn’t want to upset her, and he didn’t want it to get broken if there was a struggle. “But darling, we’ve come so far! Think of what this could mean for you, for us, and for the world!”
 
   His own eyes were equally brimming with emotion in his angular, earnest face, but he was gifted with a mastery over his own heart that made Audrey’s weakness all the more mystifying. Gently, he pushed her back against the rubberized pillow with one hand as he tested the syringe, squirting a stream of iridescent mauve fluid from the big needle. “Please, Audrey, this time I believe it’s really going to work… If you don’t believe in me…”
 
   Her heart-shaped face fell and she reached up to caress his bristled cheek with her stump. Her other arm, with its whole, healthy hand, was still strapped to the bedframe. “I want to believe it’ll work this time, but… I’m afraid––“
 
   “Afraid of what? Of being whole again?  Audrey, lie back and ask yourself! What else do you have to lose?”
 
                 Stung, the young beauty curled up in studied repose, her breath coming in short stabs. Her demure façade finally began to crumble. It was almost a relief, when she finally showed herself capable of anger. “How dare you! If you knew how much these treatments hurt… The pain, the phantom sensations, hopes dashed again and again… It’s almost worse than when I lost my arm!” 
 
                 Cullen was shaken. His trembling hand almost flung the syringe against the bookshelf-lined wall. His surgical smock draped down to his knees, but he wore only shorts and an undershirt beneath, owing to the heat. The legs that emerged from beneath the smock were elegant constructs of steel and wire and springs. 
 
   “I’m sorry to push you, darling,” he said, haltingly. “I know well enough about suffering and false hopes. You lost a limb in childhood, but you lost something that I was born without. But I also know how important it is never to give up!”
 
   Sensing a minute relaxing of her resistance, he hovered over her, with downcast eyes, cloudy with remorse. “I know how hard this is for you, and it eats at me to drive you so. I only want to help you… to heal you. This procedure was too radical for those idiots at the university, but I know that I’ve found a way to make the body regenerate, not only tissue, but organs and limbs! I know it will work! I know this time will be different.”
 
                 His voice rose to a reedy, spittle-flecked shout, but she offered him her brightest smile. It was not for science, after all, or for herself, that she had offered to become his guinea pig. “Alright, my love… one more time…”
 
   Wasting no time, Cullen penetrated the Olecranon depression at the end of her left humerus, forcing the wide-gauge needle through the bone and into the spongy marrow within, biting his lip as he forced the full volume of the cumbersome syringe into her arm. 
 
   Her face contorted and a mewling cry escaped her white lips as her arm went cold and seemed to vanish into the void that had taken her hand and forearm.
 
   Even as he held her down, Cullen plied her with his whispered entreaties, delivered in a lover’s breathless whisper. “Hold still, Audrey. The needle has to penetrate the marrow, to reactivate cell division. If it breaks off, we’ll have to start over…”
 
                 The injection left her too weak to do more than offer a weak nod of acquiescence.
 
   Cullen sealed her arm in the incubator and pumped it full of nutrient syrup. He mopped the cold sweat from her brow and began packing up his instruments, certain she’d fallen asleep. When her right hand reached out to grab at his trailing smock, it  startled him so that he dropped everything.
 
   “I know… you want only the best for me… I… Cullen, I––“ Her voice trailed off in a moan that in turn became a soft, feminine snore.
 
   Gently prying her hand loose and laying it across her breast, he backed out of the cellar and turned down the light. “Rest now, Audrey. The first twenty-four hours are critical for core bone regeneration.”
 
                 He should feel some satisfaction at the experiment’s progress, but Audrey’s feelings for him were complicating the experiment. Why couldn’t she see…?
 
   When Audrey had met Cullen at the university, she’d had some misgivings, but she felt safe with him. The few boys who did show any interest in her all too often figured she was an easy lay with no self-esteem, or worse, they had some perverse fantasies involving her amputation. Cullen had never forced any premature physical complications into their relationship, had always been a perfect gentleman. He knew how to look past her missing limb, and the fact that he was missing both his legs, put them on common ground. He knew all this, because he had read her diary, essential to monitoring her emotional state in this delicate period.
 
   Had he lured her here under false pretenses? Just before final exams, he had all but proposed to her, and he had never forced himself upon her. However, he was unsure what, if anything, he felt for this woman who trusted him to try to remake her.
 
   Audrey was studying psychology and had some very amusing ideas about the application of Kinsey’s scandalous study to women’s talking cures. He doubted she’d put up a fight about shelving her career to bolster his if and when they married, but her studies had made her a shrewd manipulator. He thought sometimes, when he looked at her that she wanted him to try some kind of physical advance, but she knew he was too old-fashioned. Nevertheless, he wondered, if he could make her whole would there still be any attraction left? 
 
   If she hadn’t let out that nerve-wracking feline whine at the moment of truth, he might not have had the resolve to get through it. If only she knew the toll this was taking on him, she might not be so wrapped up in her own discomfort…
 
   At least, now he could focus on less upsetting tasks, working up new dosage variations in case this treatment went the way of the others. The first tests had gone awry almost immediately, and it had been very trying for him, and painful for her. This time, he had isolated and concentrated the enzyme complex that, catalyzed the tissue regeneration to a saturation, exceeding its expression in nature by twenty times.  
 
   Audrey slept for two days, only stirring into dim lucidity when he came in to administer a second dose and to snake a feeding tube up her nose. Though he wasn’t sure if she heard, he kept up a running patter of soothing commentary.
 
   “Forgive me, sweetheart, but any exposure to sunlight or strain on your metabolism may cause a deformation. A hand is a miracle; they take the first two trimesters to develop in the womb, and lobe-finned fish of the Devonian took almost sixty million years to develop even simple forelimbs to walk on land. But bone spurs are already emerging from your stump and bifurcating. Isn’t that wonderful?”
 
                 Audrey gave no answer. For another two weeks, she slept and slept… and slept.
 
                 Cullen busied himself in his laboratory, harvesting extract for another round of treatment, grimly telling himself that if she showed progress, then this next dose might be for himself. She couldn’t appreciate that he was going to suffer this ordeal twice, but he would be right there with her. Sometimes, with only the mercenary company of his manservant, Hilario, in the rambling, half-ruined mansion, he found himself possessed of unworthy thoughts.
 
                 Damn the girl! Audrey’s passivity always let him go too far before he realized it, and she never showed any temper, but only wounded resignation, which left him with no escape from his guilt. If only she would rail at him for failing so many times. For dragging her down to this godforsaken hellhole to try his ridiculous miracle-cure on her. For failing her as a man… 
 
   If only he could make her see, without crushing her fragile heart, that he couldn’t accept her or himself until he had made them both whole… that he couldn’t bear the thought of people pointing at them and laughing, there go the freaks… 
 
                 She never even raised her voice, and her bottomless faith in him only drove him harder. It didn’t make him stronger, but only more deeply ashamed of his weakness. 
 
                 Vivisecting specimens always sterilized his mind, leaving him free of the emotional pollution that choked him up whenever he thought of Audrey. 
 
                 When she finally awakened, her eyes widened with bleary concern. “Dear, you’ve worn yourself down to a cinder…”
 
                 “You’ve been sleeping enough for both of us, my darling,” he answered. Exhausted, but enervated, he could hardly resist unwrapping her like a present. Subjecting the experiment to radiation could wreak havoc upon the mitotic chain reaction, but he had waited as long as he could. He had to know.
 
                 Turning her on her side to place the incubator under his field X-ray, he bit his lip at the stench of her, cursing himself for neglecting her hygiene. The sheets stuck to rosy bedsores on her back, but she put on a brave face. 
 
                 Adjusting the X-ray projector until the bones of her arm glowed through the aluminum and glass incubator, he marveled at the truth of the old evolutionary truism that ontogeny recapitulates phylogeny. The screen showed the distinct finlike bones of an embryonic hand, not so much developing, as evolving from the stump. However, the thumb was lagging behind, a vestigial stub, while the palm itself was a compact gall of bone nuggets that sprouted long, scythe-like metacarpals within an indistinct, but oddly sheath of fetal flesh. His running commentary into the microphone was a breathless litany.
 
                 “Such big unlovely words,” Audrey dreamily murmured.
 
                 Once more checking the tripod-mounted 16 mm camera to insure that it had them in frame, he gritted his teeth and cleared his throat before addressing posterity.
 
   “Remarkable! The growth is much faster than expected, but I’m a little concerned about the morphology. We won’t be able to tell for sure until we crack the incubator open, of course…”
 
                 “Then, it’s almost over…?”
 
                 Startled, he added a sedative to her feeding tube. “We’re more than halfway there, darling. We’ve come this far together. One more big push…” 
 
                 Audrey slept. He couldn’t risk stopping the regeneration too early, and there was little risk in keeping her sedated for another week.
 
                 Cullen had nearly depleted the swamp with his dissection and extraction, sleeping only when Hilario plied him with rum. At night, the frogs drowned out the sound of the Victrola with its scratchy bossanova records, or the radio with its screaming election news from the capitol. At night, Hilario went out on a canoe to catch more specimens, while Cullen toiled in his lab, or developed photographs and films in his darkroom. 
 
                 Then, almost too soon, came the day.
 
                 When he woke her up, Audrey stared at him for a long, awkward minute. It took him still longer to realize that she didn’t recognize him because he’d grown a beard.
 
   “It’s finally time, darling! Aren’t you excited?”
 
   Her pale face lit up with tired hope. “Actually, I feel a bit nauseous... Please, if I could just…”
 
                 Working as slowly and deliberately as he could, Cullen pried out the incubator’s prematurely rusty bolts. “That’s no way to talk, Audrey… If this works, I’ll… we’ll be hailed as pioneers… like Crick and Watson, or the Curies…”
 
                 Dangling from the other end of the incubator, Audrey tried to lift her head to see. “Maybe, we’ll win the Nobel Prize, right, darling?”
 
                 Cullen covered his mouth at the feculent stench that wafted out of the open incubator. As the depleted nutrient syrup drained away, the results of all his hard work and self-sacrifice came clear at last. He could not quite stifle a high, horrified shriek at his first glimpse of it.
 
   The bones and flesh resembled the rude, yet flexible limb of an amphibian, with stubby, webbed digits tipped with tapering, translucent claws and a vestigial thumb sprouting almost from the wrist.
 
   He stumbled backwards with his hand over his mouth and turned away, pressing his face against the wall. “No! It’s wrong! It’s all wrong…”
 
   Still heavily sedated, Audrey curled up amid her tangled sheets, protectively cradling the monstrous frog-limb. “No… It’s my arm! You were right, Cullen! It’s a miracle!”
 
   “I didn’t come this far, defy the law and the mores of society… to create an abomination.” For one terrible, howling moment, his emotions ran away with him. But he was made of sterner stuff. She would simply have to understand. 
 
   He turned and advanced on her, eyes steely with implacable intent. “We have to start over.”
 
                 Her head rolled on her straining neck as she sought to hide her face, ashamed of failing him, yet again. As gently, as he could manage, Cullen took her arm, while averting his eyes and then he turned up the sedative in her feeding tube. 
 
                 The new flesh was slick and slimy, and it easily slithered out of his rubber-gloved grasp. Audrey’s hand seemed to move with a will of its own, ripping out her tube and raking red furrows in Cullen’s face, shoving him across the room to tumble into a bookshelf.
 
   “No, please, Cullen!” Audrey cried out as her hideous new hand retreated to cling to her breast like a bad dog. “I won’t let you take my arm!” 
 
   Cullen crawled to his feet, covering his face. Streams of blood flowed out from behind his hand. He turned his back on her and called for Hilario. His teeth protruded through his shredded cheek, nipping the meat of his face when he spoke. 
 
   Still pressed to the wall, his strong, agile hand reached out and took blind inventory of a nearby surgical tray, finally selecting a bone saw like a massive, serrated meat cleaver.
 
   “Oh God, I’m so sorry, Cullen. I would never––I…” Audrey held out her monstrous hand as if her heart rested in it. “Damn it, Cullen, don’t you see? I don’t care what it looks like! I didn’t even dare to believe that I could grow a new arm! I only did this because… I love you…”
 
   Cullen lowered the saw, seemingly moved by her tender plea. Hilario stole up behind her and pressed a wad of gauze that was soaked in chloroform over her mouth until she lay still.
 
   “Jesus,” Cullen hissed, “that was awkward.”
 
   While Hilario tightened a tourniquet round Audrey’s shoulder, Cullen steadied the saw over Audrey’s hideous misfired limb. “I know it sounds hypocritical, but I can’t… I know what missing a limb does to a person, inside. Maybe if I could fix you, and heal myself… but I can see now that it was probably too much to hope for.”
 
                 Just below the elbow, the new arm was pale and translucent and laced with webs of turgid capillaries, like something older than the dinosaurs, grafted onto her silky white flesh. The sight of it enraged him. 
 
   The skin parted like a membrane and shrank away from the ripping blade. The new bone was soft and pliable like cartilage, but it fought the saw valiantly. Cullen lost his temper and nearly cut off a finger before he heard the gratifying sound of steel grinding on steel. 
 
                 Wrapping the severed limb in butcher paper, he took it to his laboratory, noting with horrified curiosity, how it continued to twitch spasmodically, even as he deposited it on the top shelf in the walk-in freezer. Waving Hilario away, he stitched and bandaged his wounded face without anesthetic, relishing the cleansing sting of the disinfectant and the maddening kiss of needle and thread.
 
                 “Where did I go wrong, Hilario? The answer is all too obvious, but it was the first hurdle, I eliminated. Isolating the growth enzyme from the donor’s genetic material was child’s play, and none of the animal test subjects showed any sign of devolution…”
 
                 Hilario wisely kept his own counsel. Cullen went to the far wall of the laboratory and turned up the lights on a row of enormous aquariums.
 
                 Inside, wriggling shapes darted out from among the rocks and logs at the bottom to feast upon the tangles of bloodworms which Cullen spooned onto the surface. Sleek, torpedo-shaped amphibians that swam like sperm with their underdeveloped legs folded against their slimy bodies, the Guatemalan axolotl (Ambystoma petensis) had a broad, featureless shovel for a head, with feathery gills on blood-engorged stalks that jutted out from behind its skull. Like its more famous cousin which lived only in the streams and alpine lakes around Mexico City, the Guatemalan axolotl resembled Acanthostega, the earliest known tetrapod to emerge onto dry land, but the axolotl was neotenic, never shedding the gills of its aquatic larval stage like more advanced amphibians. Having rejected the earth and returning to the watery womb, the axolotl reaped some benefit from being eternally unborn, for it had a pronounced capacity for limb regeneration. 
 
   Cullen had caused a stir back at the university when he isolated the enzyme in Mexican axolotls that, when injected into other amphibians and even some reptiles, caused an accelerated regeneration of tissue in amputated limbs. However, while exciting, the results, led nowhere, and there was no question of experimenting on human subjects. If he had not met Audrey by chance, Cullen would have abandoned his research, and gone to a more promising territory to learn about a university expedition’s discovery of the Guatemalan axolotl. While new to science, the obscure swamp amphibian was no secret to the native population, of course. Local folklore declared that one could rub the prepared blood of an axolotl on the stump of a lost digit or limb, and perhaps it would grow back, though he could find no one among the natives who had tried it.
 
                 Audrey was too pure of heart to understand how complicated his feelings had become. He wished they were as easy to cut away as a deformed limb.
 
   “Only the regenerative genes should have expressed, or the growth should have aborted, but a functional chimera… it’s impossible!”
 
   The axolotls glided through the murky water, sending primitive green shadows creeping across the walls. Soothing, they seemed to drift outside of time, in the eternal cradle in which all life lived and died before rashly venturing out onto land. 
 
   He thought he was feeling better, but then he picked up a tray and threw it like a discus at the aquarium. The glass shattered and a torrent of green water tumbled out onto the floor. Stepping over writhing axolotls, frogs and a furiously flapping arapaima, Cullen picked his way to the door. His unshod steel feet skidded and skipped on the slick terracotta tiles, causing agony to his stumps. 
 
   “I’m pushing too hard, I’m going to…” Hurt somebody. He couldn’t even say the words himself. 
 
   Turning to find Hilario gone, he also found the door to the freezer standing open. The damned tropical heat caused metal to flex, the damp caused it to rust, and nothing stayed the way he intended it.
 
   Leaving Hilario careful instructions for Audrey’s care, Cullen packed a suitcase and drove the Packard down to San Benito. 
 
   It would seem that since he came to Guatemala, the government had changed hands, and thuggish guards with patent leather bedpans for hats stood on every corner. He checked into a room at the American Hotel, saw the barber for a shave and haircut, and then went to the lounge. 
 
   Fresh faces abounded, but the appraising eyes of even the working women did a disgusted double take when they took in the bandy, metallic stilts he stood on, instead of legs. As if, he was not merely less of a man, but some kind of monster… and they didn’t know the half of it. 
 
   He was damnably susceptible to rum, and he was already seeking punishment when the Americans joined him. 
 
   For a couple of middle managers at United Fruit Company, Buzz and Flash––former gridiron heroes, with their crew cuts, ruddy, rugged good looks and bluff nicknames––seemed quite engaged with local politics, about which Cullen couldn’t care less, but which provided a swell diversion from his own troubles. They were quite bullish on the new Presidente, calling him “our man” and assuring him that the armed squads patrolling the countryside were there to protect Americans like himself from the “armies of the poor.” The new jefe would be a lot less of an asshole than the last fellow was, they said, if he kept in mind that his predecessor was killed by his own security detail. 
 
   They were politely interested in the regenerative properties of Ambystoma petensis, perhaps with some real sincerity, because Buzz, the older, heavier man, was missing two fingers on his left hand from an accident he declined to discuss. 
 
   They lent a conciliatory ear to his woman troubles, even if their only recommendation was to drink more rum. At first, the recounting of his misadventures with Audrey and the axolotls seemed quite funny, but it turned suddenly tragic again, and they cried with him for as long as seemed proper.
 
   They were wonderful friends, and he was sad to lose them when he blacked out, and sadder still when he woke up in a crowded jail cell without his legs. 
 
   Cullen strove mightily to plead his case to his jailers, but none of them seemed to speak English, or to care that he was the victim, and not the perpetrator of a crime. He tried to explain that he was an American citizen and to send for his passport and luggage at the American Hotel or to contact his friends at United Fruit, but they took a fiendish delight in incomprehension. His cellmates were apparently, former or potential guerillas in the armies of the poor that he had been warned about, and took every advantage afforded them by their superior numbers and limbs. 
 
   For three days, he lay in the darkest, filthiest corner of the cell as it grew hotter and more crowded. Every hour that he was not beaten by police and peasants was a lonely vigil in which he dwelt upon the grinding irony of his situation, and saw how he had earned this.
 
   Audrey… How could he have been so blind? One hour would have been enough to make a change in him, but the hours and days limped by uncounted, while his remorse twisted and forked in the sweltering miasma until it became delirium.
 
                 It was at least three days before a doctor came to examine a man who had died by misadventure in the cell. By then, Cullen had fallen so ill with a fever that he couldn’t even speak his own name. Fortunately, the doctor was far more sympathetic to American interests than the rest of his countrymen. Threatening the jailers with reprisals from the capitol, he took Cullen out on a stretcher and secured him a private room at the local Catholic hospital.
 
                 How long he laid raving or what he said in his sickness, the nuns would not tell him, but they could not get him out of their care fast enough, once he recovered his senses.
 
   Hilario had been sent for, but no one could be found at the house to bring him home. The concierge from the American hotel finally sent over his baggage, but no one had returned his prostheses. A taxi had a difficult time negotiating the washed-out roads into the Peten, where desecrated rebel bodies were laid out at every crossroads. 
 
   Cullen couldn’t help but wonder what had become of Audrey in his absence. All this time, I wanted only to make a name for myself. I could see she had feelings for me, but I just used them––used her! She trusted me and I made a freak of her! But I’ll make it right…
 
                 He could not hope to find her still at the house. Surely, she must have thrown off Hilario’s half-hearted nursing efforts and forced him to take her to the capitol. She must be back in Massachusetts by now, perhaps too upset by the ordeal to tell anyone what happened, too poisoned in her heart even to wonder what had become of him. 
 
                 To return to an empty house now would give him the space to complete his painful growth, to slip out of the watery womb of his obsessions, and out onto the terrifying dry land of true adulthood. Then, he would return to America and show her how he had grown.
 
                 The cabbie planted him in his rickety hospital wheelchair and sprayed him with mud in his haste to get back to town before the sun set. 
 
   Cullen struggled to roll up the brick path that questing mangrove roots had buckled and bent, and calling for Hilario. The generator still growled down in the cellar, but no lights burned on the porch. With no one to help him up the stairs, he had to slide out of the chair, crawl up the stairs, drag the wheelchair up the bowed limestone steps, and then crawl back into it like an overgrown infant. Thankful that no one had seen his indignity, he rolled through the open front door, fully intent on giving his servant a good stiff kick in the ass, as soon as he had strapped on his spare pair of legs.
 
    Darkness greeted him at the door, but as his eyes adjusted, he saw that lights did indeed burn inside. The electric lamps along the walls of the cavernous great hall were lit, but their glass enclosures were coated with emerald veils of moss and mold, so their glow gave the room the green mottled gloom of a dirty aquarium. Water dripped and frogs croaked, and the fetid stench of mold and mildew spores plugged his nose. 
 
   Cullen’s hard rubber wheels squeaked through shallow puddles, but then bumped into something too large to roll over. His shadow obscured it, so he backed away, straining to adjust his eyes to the palpable gloom. Shock almost caused him to flip backwards out of the chair. 
 
   A body lay splayed out facedown upon the floor, but the extremity of its damage and decay made it impossible to say whether it was the front or the back of a man. Skin and muscle were torn away from bone in great ragged chunks; while the ribcage was wrenched wide open like a breadbox and its contents ripped out to make a burrow for a toad that puffed its throat in hope of attracting a mate. 
 
   Another body in a similar state of savage undress lay beside the first. Cullen studied it coldly, imposing his scientific eye as an antidote to panic. Both bodies were clothed in the tattered rags of men’s suits, and one of them was missing two fingers on its left hand. 
 
   It was difficult to sort out his reaction to the discovery. It touched him deeply that his fast friends from the American Hotel should’ve come here, perhaps looking for him, after having lost him on that ill-advised night of debauchery, but how could they have met such a horrible fate? Hilario was hardly capable of such violence. Perhaps the armies of the poor had swooped out of the jungle to slaughter them, and wild animals had then ravaged their corpses. There were wild pigs and even leopards and jaguars, about…
 
   It was a terrible thing to come home to, but he would sort it out. At least, he could say for certain that Audrey must’ve gone away…
 
   Could he?
 
   From somewhere deep in the waterlogged mansion, a plate smashed, and something heavier than water struck the floor in a driving, insistent rhythm. 
 
                 “Hilario?” His quavering voice barely seemed to cut through the chorus of croaking frogs. “Audrey?”
 
                 A much louder, wet, and sinusoidal sound came from directly behind him. Spinning in his wheelchair, Cullen saw something looming over him, blocking out the wan moon glow from the open doorway. He saw only the dim gleam of green light reflected in great, bulging black eyes, and a webbed paw with claws like scimitars, closing over his face to jerk him out of his chair.
 
   ***
 
                 He woke up in a strange, terrible place, steeped in amphibian musk. His laboratory.
 
                 His body ached all over, but his eyes were the worst of it. They contracted violently and streamed tears when flooded with hot white light.
 
                 He couldn’t move anything below his head, because he was strapped down so tightly that he could barely breathe on a wheeled gurney in the center of the room, surrounded by surgical tools. The light came from a slide projector. Turning his head fully, he saw several other projectors blazing still images and loops of documentation… but not of his experiments…
 
                 One of the films showed the deformed claw he had removed from Audrey, but something was wrong. Some kind of Hollywood stop-motion trickery must have been employed to make it seem to crawl out of frame each time a pointed stick pushed it back. 
 
                 “Hilario?” he called out, but he didn’t expect his servant to answer. As he strained to see through the crossfire of projector beams, he noticed a lumpy black shape floating in the shallow, scummy water in the broken aquarium. Even though it was bloated, blackened with rot and picked apart by something with teeth like a piranha, he could not help but recognize the bristly white hair that stood out from the skull like a Fuller brush, where the scalp was not flayed to the bone.
 
                 A canvas tarpaulin covered the aquarium against the opposite wall.
 
                 Even wild animals were not capable of such extremity of violence. Someone had usurped his laboratory and perverted his experiments. Nobody in the United States knew where he had gone, or expected his return. Who could it be, but…
 
   “Audrey? Darling, please…”
 
   Behind him, the warped door to the darkroom swung open with a querulous, rusty squeal. He struggled to see who was walking with bare feet slapping the puddle tile floor, to stand behind him. 
 
   A gentle hand with slender, feminine fingers ran through his hair, making him shiver with relief. Then the fingers took hold of his bangs and slammed his head against the stainless steel.
 
   “I was careful to take exhaustive records, Cullen. I knew you would want to have all that data, for posterity.”
 
   She had gone mad! He had driven her over the edge. She could have no way of connecting with the awful acts she had committed, not his gentle Audrey. Careful, he prayed to himself, she’s lost her reason, but she can still be handled… she’s still just a woman… “Audrey, please. You don’t understand. There’s something dangerous out there…”
 
   Audrey loomed over him, looking half corpse from her extended drugged captivity. “Oh, Cullen, darling… there’s something dangerous in here, too.”
 
   He strained to get free, but even his hands were immobilized by leather and taut rubber surgical tubing. “Audrey, I’m sorry for the way I treated you… So sorry about your arm… Sorry, I hurt your… feelings…”
 
   Something caressed his face, leaving a cool kiss of fetid slime. Twisting away from it, he bit back a scream as Audrey took hold of his jaw with her right hand, forcing him to look. “I wanted to tell you how you made me feel, but I thought it would be wasted on you.  Emotions are so unscientific. That’s what you’d say, right, dear?”
 
   He swallowed a sharp reply. He had said exactly that, more than once.
 
   “No, you’d only tune me out if I tried to tell you… so I’d have to show you.” 
 
   Something wet and boneless pried his eyes open.
 
   “You know, I always blamed myself when the trials went wrong before, but I’ve got to give credit where credit is due.”  Out of the stump of her left wrist, buds of a new hand and fingers had already begun to sprout, though without the incubator, the bone structure was even more twisted than before. 
 
   “Oh, dear Audrey, I’m truly sorry… I’m a changed man. Listen…”
 
   “Oh, don’t sweat it, sweetie. Your treatment worked better than you could’ve hoped for… I’m proud to have been your first human guinea pig. But I’m not the one who’s really angry…”
 
   At the far corner of the lab, something stirred in the curtained aquarium, sending green water slopping over the rim.
 
   “Audrey, what have you done?”
 
   “I only let your experiment run its course, my dear. You set all this in motion.”
 
                 The automated slides on the walls showed the severed hand growing a new arm. Then a nodule of shapeless shiny flesh gradually separated into discrete compartments––a torso, then sapling limbs, and finally a head––a whole new body, with nary a passing resemblance to Audrey.
 
                 “You’ve heard of transplant tissue rejection,” she said, “but did you ever stop to think about how the rejected tissue feels?” Lurching away from the gurney, Audrey crept over to the aquarium, as if careful not to startle something, and ripped away the curtain.
 
                 “I said I was sorry. Why won’t you listen, darling, please. I admitted it was all a mistake…”
 
                 In the cloudy primordial soup, a black, sinuous form the size of a child rolled and thrashed, then threw out two froglike forelimbs with curving talons that gouged forking cracks in the filthy glass.
 
                 Wonder, disgust and a perverse strain of pride went to war in his throat. “What the hell is that?”
 
   “Life wants to live, darling. When you injected me with the axolotl serum, you awoke in me that which I’d tried to bury… the will to resist you. When you cut it off, you gave it no choice, but to fight for itself…”
 
   Springing out of the aquarium to squat on its rim, a misshapen gargoyle splayed out its claws and frilly gills and hissed. Its slimy green-black hide was marbled with great piebald splotches of unpigmented flesh that looked uncomfortably like the skin of a newborn human baby. Its body was that of an oversized axolotl, with a wide, blunt batrachian head festooned with flapping gill-fronds and a gaping mouth lined with tiny needle-teeth. Its stunted, yet thickly muscled hind legs, protruded outward from its tapered pelvis, like those of the proto-mammalians that preceded the dinosaurs. Longer than the creature was tall, its broad, fin-bladed tail chopped the water and arched up into the steamy air behind it, balancing as it prepared to leap.
 
   “Take a good look, Cullen,” Audrey whispered in his ear. “Tell her she was a mistake.” 
 
   Cullen could only close his eyes and scream as the hybrid horror sprang from its perch and pounced on the gurney, sending it spinning into the autoclave and nitrous oxide tanks. Roaring mutely into his face, the thing clasped his throat in its teeth, but froze, leaving him almost begging it to finish him off. 
 
   Instead, it crushed itself against him. Its sinuous bulk pressed its gelid chill through his shirt and pants, its powerful tail thrusting between his truncated legs. Wriggling in awful imitation of human copulation, it rasped wordless primeval lust in his ear and, worst of all; he felt his own shameful arousal rising up to meet it. 
 
   He begged for it to stop. She moved a camera closer and set it rolling to capture his contorted face. “Make careful observations, Cullen. Suddenly, your emotions are quite important to you, yes? And what does it feel like? Feelings are biology, you see…”
 
   Finally, having utterly humiliated him, the creature lifted itself up and ceased its gyrations. With his eyes still screwed shut, he counted his heartbeats and tried to discern what it was the monster appeared to be fumbling for on a nearby tray of instruments. He pleaded, “Audrey, darling, call it off! This thing, it’s an abomination! It’s not your daughter––“
 
   Audrey’s unfinished, sub-reptilian hand stroked his face. Though he reflexively flinched away from its unbearable touch, he tried to force himself to bear it. Audrey was his only hope.
 
   “Oh, I know that, Cullen,” Audrey giddily laughed. “She’s not my child…”
 
   Her stubby infant fingers peeled his eyelids back, forcing him to look down the wide-bore needles of the pair of loaded syringes the amphibian mutant held in its webbed paws.
 
   “She’s my hand.”
 
                 When the needles stabbed into the bone marrow of his leg stumps and drove their fluid payloads home, Cullen could not even scream.
 
   ***
 
    
 
                 The poor clinic in San Benito was not as well appointed as the Catholic hospital, with its semiprivate wings and antiseptic wards. A long warehouse of misery with corrugated tin roof and crumbling plaster walls had almost no rooms at all, but a few special cases were kept in darkened closets at the end of the ward.
 
                 “We are not as well-equipped as the capitol to deal with such unique cases,” Dr. Grijalva said, as he led the distinguished older visitor with the top hat and silver beard through the crowds of the injured and sick and their hungry children.
 
                 “Tell me as much as you can about his case,” said Dr. Barbas. “I had read some in the papers, but who can believe…”
 
                 “It’s much stranger than you read,” Grijalva replied.
 
   “The firemen found him in the swamp. He was very badly burned, but his injuries… healed… remarkably quickly. We still have to keep him in a private room.”
 
   Dr. Grijalva unlocked a door at the end of the ward to a tiny room with the windows boarded over. Dr. Barbas choked and covered his mouth and nose against the stench. “He must be a great bother to you…”
 
   “Indeed. And whatever fortune he had in America appears to be out of reach. Trouble with the Yanqui authorities. Poor Mr. Donleavy rests on the mercy of the state.” 
 
   They both shared an uneasy laugh, which was stifled when Grijalva turned on the bedside lamp.
 
   Only the patient’s head stuck out from under the sweat-soaked sheet. A hat rack with plasma and glucose IV’s dangled overhead, and restraints of jute rope lashed his arms to the bed frame. 
 
   His face was a slimy, shapeless mess, as if his features had somehow been melted, and stirred with a spoon before solidifying again. One poached blue eye stared fixedly beyond the narrow bed and the stained plaster wall.
 
   “Never give up, that’s what I told her,” he wetly wheezed. “Gonna walk out of here, one day.”
 
   Hushing Dr. Barbas with a finger to his lips, Grijalva moved closer and took hold of the sheet. In halting English, he said, “Maybe even today! Good news, Mr. Donleavy!” 
 
   “Please, Doctor,” he groaned in halting Spanish, “is it time for my bath?”
 
   “Even better, my friend! The great Dr. Barbas has taken an interest in your case!” 
 
   “There is not much I can do with him,” Barbas cut in, “if he is merely ugly…”
 
   Grijalva whipped back the covers. Barbas looked for a bedpan in which to vomit. 
 
                 As terrible as the “healed” wounds were––a nightmare of rugose, oddly translucent scar tissue that covered ninety percent of his body––nothing could compare to the state of his legs, which could not be described as healed, any more than they were normal. 
 
                 Below the thighs, each leg terminated in a fat, froglike torso, forelegs and a salamander’s head, with wilted gills and bulbous black eyes. The grotesque amphibian heads puffed their throats in an aggressive display, snapping at each other and at the doctors.
 
                 “I’ll take him!” Barbas croaked. “Pack his things.”
 
                 “You hear that, Mister Donleavy?” Grijalva crowed. “Dr. Barbas will be taking you into his care.”
 
                 “Oh, thank God, at last… What kind of doctor is he?” Delirious, Cullen strained against his restraints to rise from the bed. 
 
   Dr. Grijalva could scarcely contain his glee. “Ah, Mr. Cullen, he is not a great scientist like you. Dr. Barbas owns a circus!”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Worm Bait
 
   by Lance Schonberg
 
    
 
   Kazuki looked up at the evening sun and realized he didn’t have to look quite as high as on the day they’d arrived.  So close to the Arctic Circle, the seasons made sudden turns, and by late August, every day dropped six and a half minutes of light.  “Tell me again why we came to Iceland.”  Not to mention why they’d picked the small forest of stunted trees to stake out.  None of the locals they’d spoken with had said anything special about the spot and there hadn’t been a recent sighting there.
 
   Behind him, Tony sighed.  “You pulled the Worm out of the jar.”
 
   “I should have put it back.  Scotland was warmer.  British Columbia was nearly tropical next to this.  There are lake monster legends all over the world.  Why Iceland?”
 
   “No one’s ever really tried to study the Worm.”
 
   “That is patently untrue.  There are any number of—”
 
   “It was your handwriting on the slip of paper.”
 
   Kazuki slumped and turned to find Tony watching him, hands stuffed in his coat pockets.  “What are we possibly going to accomplish in only two weeks?”
 
   Tony cocked an eyebrow.  “More than we would have accomplished sitting in the lab waiting for the new semester to start.  Unless you count War-crack.”  He pulled one hand free, reached in through the SUV’s open window, and yanked his pack out of the back seat.  “Besides, we had just enough funding for plane tickets, a car rental, and two weeks room and board.”
 
   Kazuki pressed his mouth flat.  “In this arctic wasteland.”
 
   “It’s not that cold.”
 
   “It is for August.”
 
   Tony shook his head.  “And the Lagsflotidor Worm really hasn’t been studied all that much, not compared to Nessie, or Ogopogo, or a lot of the other lake monsters in warmer places, partly because it isn’t all that warm here, I’ll bet.”
 
   Rolling his eyes, Kazuki gave in, sort of.  “Lagarfljót.  Lah-ga-fl-yoat.  Lagarfljót.  Didn’t you listen to any of those MP3s on the flight?”
 
   Tony shouldered his pack and laughed.  “I can order a beer and ask for the bathroom.  Beyond that, most of the locals speak a little English.  I’m sure I’ll manage.”
 
   Kazuki picked up his own pack with a sigh.  Oblivious.  How many westerners had the same ignorant attitude?  “You could have tried, at least.”
 
   “How much could I have learned in eight hours?”  Tony held up a fist.  “Lizard-Spock?”
 
   “There’s a difference between north and south?”  Kazuki shook his head.  “Go where you want, I’ll take the other.”
 
   Tony turned south.  “Suit yourself.  I’ll face the sun.”  He grinned over his shoulder as he shuffled off.  “Don’t take too long.  I want to go to the pub again tonight.  Margaret’s expecting me.”
 
   Kazuki turned his back to his friend and the low-hanging sun.  “Margret.  You might have learned to pronounce her name properly, at least.”  The bright red tape marking the first camera cluster was only about a dozen metres away.
 
   ***
 
   A forest shouldn’t be so quiet.
 
   Slipping the seventh cache of memory cards into a slot in his belt pouch, Kazuki wondered where the birds were.  And the rodents.  He’d settle for anything larger than the small biting insects periodically crawling under his coat.  There should be some wildlife around at the end of August, even in Iceland, but he hadn’t seen or heard anything more than a fly’s buzz since he’d left Tony and the SUV.
 
   He hated being cold, not that it was truly cold here.  He could admit that without Tony around.  But his parents had settled in California when he was fourteen, old enough to ensure he’d never pass for a native-born American, and he hadn’t moved to Michigan until beginning his Master’s.  Michigan had too much cold and snow for part of the year, but at least had something like a real summer.  A peak of only fifteen degrees seemed stingy.  
 
   Kazuki set out for the next camera cluster, thankful he had only three more to go, but realized he’d be lucky to finish before the sun touched the horizon.  Why had they waited until after dinner?  Half way there, Kazuki finally heard something other than his own footsteps or wind brushing through the stunted trees.  A stick broke behind him as if someone had stepped on it.
 
   Kazuki sighed.  “Don’t you have work to do, Tony?”  Surely his partner couldn’t have finished all ten clusters and had time to catch up to him?  “I thought you wanted to go to the pub.  Enough jokes, please.”  He looked around, listening as hard as he could, but heard only the gentle wind through the birch and aspen.  “Fine.  Have it your own way, but don’t be surprised if I throw a rock at you.”
 
   Another hundred metres of scuffing through the dirt and undergrowth brought him to the eighth cluster, four cameras glued about chest height around the trunk of a peeling Northern Birch tree, each pointing in a different cardinal direction.  Camera by camera, he swapped out the rechargeable batteries, dumping the old ones in his shoulder pack, then repeated the process on a smaller scale with the memory cards.
 
   As he clicked the last tiny panel shut, something moved behind him and Kazuki heard rustling leaves and a living branch spring back.  “I am not impressed, Tony.  You can go back to the SUV and wait.  I will be there when I am finished and not before.”  Another branch quivered as he tucked the memory cards into his belt and waited, without turning, for Tony to grab his shoulder and shout “Boo!”  An odd scent, unpleasant, like mustard and dill pickles together, curled into his nostrils.  Just like Tony to find a handful of mushrooms or some smelly plant to torment him with.
 
   He folded the weather shield down on the camera.  No point in neglecting his work for Tony’s amusement.  But nothing else happened, save the smell getting stronger.  Kazuki sighed heavily and breathed deep as he turned around, ready to berate his partner’s childishness.
 
   ***
 
   Tony sat in the SUV, waiting.  He looked at his watch, then up at what was left of the sun.  A tiny sliver of it sat above the rough hill past the far shore.  Looking back down at his watch, he made a face.  The time hadn’t changed.  Still quarter to nine and still no sign of Kazuki.
 
   This was the third time they’d made the twice-daily rounds to swap out batteries and memory cards.  Tony had finished first on both of the other runs, but only by about five minutes.  Kazuki wasn’t slow, he was just very careful and very thorough.  Except this time he was slow.  Very slow.  Tony had slipped into the driver’s seat more than twenty minutes ago.
 
   He began drumming his fingers on the steering wheel, staring across the lake, or river, or whichever it was right here.  Thinking about the little he knew of local geography, Tony tried to decide if the group of lights already in shadow were the village of Egilsteader or Fellaber.  No, he didn’t have either of those names right.  Where was Kazuki when he actually cared what the right word was?
 
   They’d come from Egilstather—that was closer—on this side of the water, so he had to be looking at the other town.  And it did look farther away.  That settled it.  Fallaber it was, however it was pronounced.
 
   The last bit of sun disappeared behind the hill and Tony started to wish they’d worked cell phones into the budget.  Sure, thirty bucks a week was expensive, but that just meant a little less beer at the pub, and it would have been nice right now to find out when Kazuki might be coming back.  At least it would keep him from being so bored.  Tomorrow, he’d bring the laptop so he could have something to read, just in case.
 
   He heard footsteps behind the SUV and saw a flash of dark jacket in the rear view.  “Finally.”  Tony turned to complain to Kazuki’s reflection in the side mirror, but the only thing he saw was the big, grey rock just before it smashed into his face.
 
   ***
 
   Tony’s head hurt.  Thick bands of pain stretched from his forehead through his skull and down into his neck.  He remembered bad hangovers in his undergrad days, but couldn’t quite picture one to rival how he felt at the moment.  The rest of his body was stiff and rigid, like he’d gotten not quite enough sleep in the back seat of a small car.
 
   Something pulled at his waistband.  He tried to swat whatever it was, but his hand wouldn’t move.  He tried to talk, but his mouth felt like it had been filled with cotton or maybe leather.  When he tried to lick his lips, he realized it had been.
 
   Tony lifted his head, the only part of his body he seemed free to move, and forced his eyes open.  He lay on the ground, spread-eagled, wrists and ankles tied to what looked like wooden stakes.  The tugging at his waistband proved to be Kazuki trying to cut through it with scissors.  The glove stuffed in his mouth reduced his string of curses to a meaningless growl.
 
   The other man didn’t look up from his fashion efforts.  “What the fuck, Kazuki?  Is this some kind of sick joke, Kazuki?  You know I never mean anything by it, Kazuki?  Get me the fuck out of this, Kazuki.”  He smiled, still focused on the scissors.  “You’re tied to the ground, Tony.  No, it’s not a joke at all.  I know you never mean anything by it; you’re not a bad fellow, just rather insensitive.  And I’m afraid I can’t release you at the moment.  Is there anything I’ve failed to anticipate?”
 
   Trying to push the glove out of his mouth, Tony growled again.
 
   “Ah, that sounded very much like, ‘What the fuck, Kazuki?’  What the fuck, indeed.  Where to begin.  Oh, I know.”  He pointed to his left, towards the lake to judge by the slope of the ground under Tony’s back.  Tony lifted his head higher, as high as he could, then squeezed his eyes shut and let his head fall.
 
   “Ha!  Ten years looking for a lake monster and you don’t want to see the one you finally find.  How typical.”
 
   He raised his head again, trying to take in what he saw.  Without the fur, Tony would have thought it a giant snake.  It had the right shape, coil upon coil of limbless body overlapping itself, stretching beyond what the meagre dusk let him see.  Glistening green otter-fur covered every visible bit of its body.  Its head reminded him of a snake again, two very large garden spades cupping a smaller space in between.
 
   But the eyes.  No snake had eyes like that.  Nothing that kept its bones inside its body should.  Wasp’s eyes, menacing, all-seeing, and thousands of times larger than any insect could ever be.  Two pointed in his direction and he could just see two larger ones on the sides of its head.
 
   They laughed and joked and told everyone they specialized in lake monsters.  Sooner or later they had to find one, right?  If not them then someone else.  There were just too many stories.  But suddenly Tony wished he’d found Bigfoot more interesting, or Yeti, or Chupacabra, or anything far, far away from Iceland.
 
   Lake monsters.  Lake Monster.
 
   The back of Tony’s head hit the dirt and he screamed, a sad, muffled sound that didn’t make him feel any better.
 
   Kazuki patted his forehead twice.  “There, there.  It’s okay, Tony.  But now you see why I stuffed your left glove in your mouth.”  He went back to the scissors at Tony’s waist and Tony tried to twist away.  Kazuki tsked, shaking his head.  “Don’t be silly, you’ll wind up getting stabbed or sliced.  Hold still and things will go better.  Besides, don’t you want to understand?”
 
   Tony took a deep breath.  The air stuttered from his lungs when he exhaled.  Not that understanding would matter.  He knew he was Worm food, but nodded and squeezed his eyes shut again.
 
   “Much better.”  The scissors cut through the waist of Tony’s jeans.  “Ah, there we are.  It’s quite simple, really.  She needs a host for her young.”  Tony’s eyes popped open as Kazuki continued cutting.  Cold air touched more of his leg with every word.   “Surprising, yes?  She’s been here for more than a thousand years, watching and learning.  How much she knows about us is not something I’ll likely ever understand, but the important thing is that she’s decided to stay.  It’s time for her to lay the eggs she came with.
 
   “You might be thinking of the legend that her appearance is said to foretell great misfortune or natural disaster.”  Kazuki sopped cutting long enough to smack himself in the forehead.  “That’s right, you don’t actually do research, so that will come as news, but it might be true for you nonetheless.”  He winked.  “You know, I think that’s probably enough on that side.”
 
   Tony watched his friend, his lab partner, the man who used to be both, step over him and start working on the waistband on the other side.
 
   “This would have been much simpler if I’d taken your pants off before I tied you down, wouldn’t it?  Ah, well.  Much too late, and I didn’t want to risk having you wake up.  If I’d had to hit you again, I might actually have done some damage.”  The other side sliced almost instantly.  “Ah, perhaps I held the scissors incorrectly.  That was much easier.  As I said, she needs a host.  She’s going to implant a hundred or so eggs in your abdominal cavity where they’ll hatch, grow, and chew their way out when they’re about this big.”  Kazuki held his thumb and forefinger apart about the width of his smallest finger, then went back to cutting.  “Roughly a month from now.  It will be uncomfortable, but she thinks it likely you will survive the experience.”
 
   Tony shook his head back and forth as the scissors moved past his knee.  He kept working at the glove out with his tongue, but couldn’t get enough leverage.
 
   “Now you may be wondering how I know all this.”  Kazuki stood, smiling, and peeled back Tony’s jeans.  He hadn’t quite cut all the way through on either side, so they flopped down over Tony’s boots when he let go.  “Why Tony, I never would have thought you the boxer-brief type.”  He winked again.  “The poison gas she breathes isn’t poison.”  
 
   A deep, rumbling growl came from the Worm.
 
   “Ah, well.  I guess that’s all I can tell you for now.  She’s getting impatient.  A thousand years waiting, and now she’s impatient.  Oh, for what?”  Kazuki grinned and waggled his eyebrows.  “She’s from a much colder place than most of Earth and wants her children to be a bit more adaptable to the climates available here.  So she needs a DNA sample to modify the eggs with.”  He bent down to pat Tony’s cheek.  “I’ll be sure to say hello to Margret for you.  Don’t stay out too late.”
 
   Kazuki waved as he walked away.  Before the soft footsteps faded, Tony started thrashing against his bonds, but the knots were boy-scout-tight, and Kazuki had obviously taken the time to drive the stakes far into the ground.  He was well and truly screwed, and the panic he’d barely held off began to rise.
 
   With a sound like ropes twisting around each other, the giant, furry snake head rose to stare down at him with all four glittering eyes.
 
   Oh god, please don’t let this be real.  Please let Kazuki have finally gotten tired of my stupid jokes and tossed something in my drink at the bar to teach me a lesson.  Please?  Are you listening, god?
 
   Something whispered in his mind, but he didn’t think it was god, not the one he’d been forced into Sunday school for, or any other.
 
   The head rose higher, snout pointed down, directly over his abdomen.  He started to shake.  It was studying him, trying to decide where the eggs should go in.  Tears spilled from Tony’s eyes to pour down across his temples.
 
   No, no, no.  Please, oh please, no.  The Worm of Lagarfljót.  There, he could pronounce it, in his head, at least.  That had to count for something, right?  Please let it count for something, anything.  He didn’t want to host a bunch of little monster parasites.  Please.
 
   Yes.
 
   The Worm opened its mouth and he felt a splash of saliva on his stomach.  Cold, so cold through his t-shirt against its skin.  The last little rational part of his mind told him that it lived in a glacier fed lake in Iceland, of course it had cold spit.
 
   It leaned forward, and seeing the number of teeth drove that last little rational bit away.  Dozens of teeth, hundreds.  Kazuki lied.  It wasn’t going lay eggs in his guts.  The Worm was going to eat him.
 
   The teeth began to undulate, wiggling like earthworms in the sun.  Not teeth.  The Worm had a mouth filled with hundreds of small tentacles.  Tony sucked in air through his nose, building to one last attempt at pushing the glove out.  If he could scream, if he could just scream out loud, someone would hear him.  Egilsstathir wasn’t that far away.
 
   The head scooped forward, lower jaw sliding under him as the upper one clamped down.  A hundred prehensile tongues tore away his underwear and started to lick and caress everything they touched.  His scrotum tightened and his cock leapt to attention.  The tentacles, the tongues wrapped around his cock and tickled his nuts.  A few even probed his ass.
 
   DNA.  She wanted DNA.
 
   She.
 
   Tony tried to scream, but only his lover was close enough to hear.
 
   


 
   
  
 



 
 
    
 
   The Demon in the Water
 
   By: Mark C. Scioneaux
 
    
 
   The demon glided effortlessly through the murky waters of the Congo River. Propelled by its powerful tail and streamlined, muscular body, it cut through the water with the ease of a scalpel parting through soft flesh. Small fish fled when the leviathan entered into their domain; it was unopposed. A flash of silver captured its attention and it struck forward. Its reward was an unfortunate fish that tempted fate and lost. Under the water, the prey that was being feasted on had no flavor. The dirty water eliminated all taste. Unsatisfied with its latest meal, the demon continued its journey. It came across a pod of large, fat animals bobbing in the water like corks. It considered making a run at one of the smaller, fat animals, but then it decided not to. The massive tusks inside the large creature’s mouth were enough to deter it. Annoyed and still hungry, the fish pressed on. Suddenly, it felt a change in the water. A new ripple sent a wave of information coursing through its body. Something was up ahead and appeared to be in distress. A wounded prey was an easy prey, so the demon pressed on, swishing its tail faster in anticipation. 
 
   ***
 
   Asya was laughing and jumping as the cool water splashed around her. Her mother, Eshe, was watching from the shore as she scrubbed her dirty clothes in the river. It was a hot day; hotter than most days in Africa, and the half-mile trek from their village was a harrowing one. Six-year-old Eshe had run straight for the river the moment it was in sight.
 
   “Asya, slow down!” Eshe called, but it was to no avail, because her squealing daughter ran into the cool water. 
 
   The Congo River was a deadly river, but one that also supported the life of Eshe and her tribe. The small Pygmy tribe lived primarily off the river; catching fish and using the water to cultivate their small plot of crops. Eshe had arrived at the tribe eight years ago, having escaped from slavery at the hands of the Bantu. Her husband Kosey, a former slave himself, had helped orchestrate the escape of her and several others. 
 
   Kosey had escaped several months before the rescue and discovered the small village of runaway slaves by sheer luck.  After making a plea with the village leaders to rescue his wife and friends, he led a small group of Pygmies into a rescue mission that they performed flawlessly. He was regarded as a leader upon his return. For the first few months, life for Eshe had been good, but Kosey was starting to change from a man into a monster. The years of beatings and torture at the hands of the Bantu had hardened him. Now that he was in control, he ruled the villagers like the cruel Bantu had ruled him, but the majority of his rage was set upon Eshe. What had started as verbal abuse directed toward Eshe’s cooking and looks had quickly morphed into physical harm.  It began as a push, then a slap, and then into brutal beatings that left Eshe bedridden and dazed.  It was when she discovered that she was pregnant that she realized what must be done to ensure the survival of her child. She went out into the forest that night and obtained a few special ingredients for the next day’s meal. 
 
   ***
 
   7 years ago…
 
   Eshe stirred the large pot of stew that was bubbling over the fire inside their small hut. She added okra, tomatoes, and peanut butter to make a rich concoction she knew Kosey would enjoy. 
 
   “Hurry up woman, I am starving!” Kosey yelled, as he sat on the floor of the crude hut. 
 
   “It’s almost ready, husband,” Eshe softly replied with her back to him, hiding the slight smile that was creeping across her swollen face. 
 
   She added a bowl full of cubed meat to the iron pot. 
 
   “What is that?” Kosey asked.
 
   “Some catfish I caught earlier today. I thought it might be nice to have something different.”
 
   “Well, you better hope I like it,” Kosey replied angrily. 
 
   “I have a feeling you will.”
 
   She reached for a large bowl and spooned the stew into it. She walked over to where Kosey was sitting and handed him the rapidly warming bowl. He grabbed it from her hands quickly and began to eat with a spoon he had carved out of wood. 
 
   “Why, this is delicious,” he said with a smile.  
 
   Eshe was surprised to receive a compliment from him. Normally, he would just grunt and then toss the empty bowl aside. But tonight was different. Tonight he was gobbling down the food like a dog that hadn’t eaten in days.  Then, he suddenly put the bowl down.
 
   “What did you put in here?” he asked her, staring straight ahead at the bare wall. 
 
   “Just the usual stuff you like. Tomatoes, okra, a little peanut butter, some catfish…oh, and a few puff adders.”
 
   He stared at her and she thought he was going to make a run at her. She could see his muscles twitching and flexing under his tight skin. She knew the venom had taken affect. 
 
   “I just wanted to let you know that I am pregnant. I also want you to know that there was no way I would let a monster like you near my child.”
 
   Kosey opened his mouth and tried to say something, but a weak choke was the only sound emitted. His dark face was starting to turn a shade of purple. 
 
   “Goodbye, Kosey. I’ll always be grateful to you for saving me, but I will never forget the creature you turned into.”
 
   With those final words, Kosey pitched forward, spasmed lightly, and then fell still. 
 
   Eshe stared at her dead husband. She shoved him in the side with her foot and he did not react. She tried again, this time kicking him in the ribs, but he didn’t move. She bent down and stared into his face. His mouth was open and slack, and his red tongue protruded from the corner. His dead eyes were open and staring into nothing. 
 
   Eshe walked over to the pot and grabbed a hot pepper that was sitting in a bowl. She crushed it in her hands and lightly touched her eyes with the fiery oils. She couldn’t let the others know she had killed Kosey. If they knew, she would be stoned. Immediately, her eyes burned red and tears began to form. Her nose transformed into a runny mess. She waited as the tears streamed down her face before running out of her hut, screaming the loss of her husband into the dark night. 
 
   ***
 
   Eshe was kneeling into the soft dirt as she scrubbed her clothes clean. She could hear the playful yells and screams of Asya only a few feet from where she was. Her daughter had stripped down completely, so Eshe could wash her white dress. 
 
   Asya jumped and bounced in the cool water, her silver bracelets flashing in the sun. The river supplied Asya a life. Unfortunately, though, it was also going to take it away. 
 
   Asya saw a flash of silver in the water ahead of her. The sudden flash intrigued her and she began to wander further into the muddy river. Eshe could feel the slight waves slowly slap her hands as she looked up. Her daughter was quickly swimming away from her, the water now past her chest.
 
   “Asya! Get back here now!” Eshe screamed as a large, silver body broke the water. 
 
   Asya turned around, but it was too late. Before she could yell back to her mom that she was fine, she felt a fiery vise clamp around her small body. Seconds later, she was taken under, and carried quickly down the river. She was dead in moments. 
 
   ***
 
   The demon snapped its powerful jaws up and down, stripping the tender flesh and guts from its prey. The river gave everything a muddy taste, but this was different. This meal was rich and sweet. The demon fed until it felt as if it would burst. Finished, it swam away as the remains slowly sunk to the bottom of the river. 
 
   ***
 
   Eshe fell to the bank, her hands digging into the mud as tears ran down her face and her body shook with sobs. 
 
   “Kosey…” she choked. 
 
   She stared at the water and could see a faint red tint on the surface. The realization of what had happened was starting to set in.
 
   “Kosey!” she screamed at the sky. 
 
   She leapt to her feet and grabbed handfuls of dirt, flinging them into the river. 
 
   “Damn you, Kosey! Damn you!”
 
    
 
    
 
   ***
 
   Robert Whilde sat in the dim light of his dirty Los Angeles office. He was flipping through a magazine as he nursed another scotch, his third of the morning.  The former fishing pro and TV show host stared at the pictures of the latest Professional Fisherman magazine and the happy looks of the proud fishermen with their impressive catches saddened him. 
 
   His office was a museum to his achievements. On the walls hung various pictures of him in exotic countries; all of him smiling next to a large species of fish. In the corner of the office sat various trophies from fishing tournaments, he had not only won, but also dominated. A few mounted fish also adorned the walls. A framed poster sat in the far corner with the title “Whilde’s Xtreme Fishing” splashed across the top in large red, block letters. Robert was crouching in a boat, a winning smile smeared across his face and a piranha held tightly in his hand.  
 
   His eyes had accidentally glanced at the poster and he regretted looking at it. With a sigh, he removed a cigarette from its pack and placed it in his mouth. Lighting it, he breathed in the sour smoke. He got up from his leather chair and walked to the mini bar across from his desk. He filled his glass with more scotch and a few ice cubes. He caught his reflection in the mirror and was glad the room was dimly lit. He was thin, but muscular. The same build that people would refer to as wiry. His skin was tan and leathery from the years of sun damage. His hair was a grayish white. Five years ago, it had been a light brown. It was amazing what stress did to the human body. His eyes were a piercing crystal blue, and his dark face really made them stand out. He stared back at the man in the poster, so healthy looking, so full of energy. He did not recognize that man anymore. 
 
   Suddenly, the phone rang, snapping him out of the trance the poster had placed him in. 
 
   Please not another bill collector, he thought as he contemplated letting it go to voicemail. 
 
   He picked it up on the fourth ring and the thick Italian accent of his agent, Vince Babiola, filled his ears. He wished it were a bill collector. 
 
   “Robert, how you doin’ my man?” Vince asked cheerfully.
 
   “Doing fine, Vinnie-Baby,” Robert replied. Vince insisted people called him Vinnie-Baby.  
 
   “That’s good, that’s good,” Vince replied. 
 
   “Yeah, what can I do for you, Vinnie-Baby?”
 
   “It’s more like what I can do for you.”
 
   “What do you mean?” Robert asked. It was rare for Vince to call with good news. 
 
   “Well, I just spoke with a friend who was leaving Africa. He went on safari with his family. Real nice guy, you’d like him. Anyway, he was telling me a story he heard of a little girl getting killed by some huge fish in the Congo River.”
 
   “Gee, you are all full of good news,” Robert replied sarcastically. 
 
   “That’s not the news. The news is that this tribe of people thinks it’s a demon sent to punish them for running away from their masters! Isn’t that classic!”
 
   “Yeah, real classic. Vince, what’s your fucking point?” Robert asked, as he brought the grimy glass of scotch to his lips. Vince was really starting to grate on his last nerve. 
 
   “Well, I‘m glad you asked. My point is let’s film you catching it.”
 
   “I’m sorry, what?”
 
   “You heard me. We could restore the image of the great Robert Whilde! Get you back on top where you belong. Robert, it’s been years since the accident. Shit, almost eight years now.”
 
   “Yeah, well tell that to the boy’s family. I’m sure they will just agree that it’s time to move on.”
 
   “Look, you had a bad drinking problem. Hell, I didn’t even know you liked to get hammered before each show. And I’m as close to a friend you got!  It was just an accident.”
 
   “An accident? It’s more like a never ending bad dream.”
 
   ***
 
   8 years ago…
 
   “Welcome back to Whilde’s Xtreme Fishing! Today we are in the marshes of Louisiana hunting a monster garfish. People say they can get over fifteen feet long! I’m going to try to catch one bigger than that!” an exuberant Robert said to the young man holding the camera. 
 
   “And we are good,” Brad Robertson said as he put down the camera. “Good intro, Mr. Whilde.”
 
   “Thanks Brad, and call me Robert.”
 
   Robert ducked his hand into the ice chest hidden from the lens of the camera and cracked open another beer. It was his sixth today. He had been an angler for years and was going on the third season of his popular show “Whilde’s Xtreme Fishing,” but he still got painfully nervous in front of the camera. Alcohol gave him the liquid courage he needed. 
 
   Suddenly, something ran with the bait. The rod was almost jerked from the holder mounted on the side of the boat. 
 
   “Brad! Start the camera!” Robert yelled, as he ran for the bent rod, unaware of him knocking into Brad as he rushed by. The guide ran with Robert to the front of the boat. 
 
   “Man this one is huge!” Robert yanked back on the rod. “Brad, you better be getting this.”
 
   There was no response.
 
   “Brad, are we rolling?” Robert asked as he turned his head around.
 
   Brad wasn’t there. 
 
   “Jesus Christ,” the guide whispered, as he pointed to the floating body in the marshy water. 
 
   There was Brad, bobbing in the water like a piece of driftwood. A river of red ran from the side of his head. He was face down and not moving. 
 
   The death had been ruled an accident. In a fit of excitement, Robert had knocked Brad over. His head struck the side of the aluminum flat boat and he fell into the water, already unconscious. The police gave Robert a sobriety test when they noticed his breath reeked of stale beer. By that night, all the news channels were running the story. 
 
   Brad’s family sued the television station, the show, and Robert personally. They were awarded a lot of money. Robert had to perform years of public service and his license was suspended. With that, also went his fishing license. The show was promptly cancelled.  Robert had been living off of royalties from his line of outdoor supplies, but the checks weren’t coming as frequently, and when they did, they weren’t as big. 
 
   Robert sunk into a deep depression. Every time he closed his eyes, he could still see Brad in the water. There was always so much blood…
 
   ***
 
   “Robert, are you listening?” Vince’s voice exploded. 
 
   “Yeah, I’m listening,” Robert lied as he came fully out of his daydream. 
 
   “It killed a child, Robert. And those idiots are feeding the damn thing, trying to appease it, like giving it gifts will make it leave. But we both know an animal won’t leave a place if food is being provided.  It will never go away.”
“Even if I wanted to do it, I don’t have the money to get there.”
 
   “I do. I’ll finance the entire trip. Just think of it as a friendly investment.”
 
   Robert had nothing to say. He could feel himself slowly getting roped in. The personal glory didn’t entice him; he just wanted to fish again. 
 
   “Just imagine it!” Vince continued, “Robert Whilde! A picture of you next to the hanging monster; surrounded by smiling natives. You’d be back on top, my friend!”
 
   “I have to think about it, Vinnie-Baby. I’ll get back with you.”
 
   “I hope to hear from you soon, Robert. Take care.”
 
   “Yeah, you too.”  
 
   He already knew he was in. 
 
   ***
 
   The sudden debris floating on the surface of the muddy water confused the demon. On some of them, it could sense movement, and when it did, it made a rush for the small, poorly constructed rafts. If had just feasted on a chicken, and much to its dislike, found the thin bones painful when it crunched down and that the feathers were hard to swallow. Other rafts contained pieces of fruit and cooked dishes. It all tasted like mud under the water. The unique, sweet taste of flesh was fading fast from its limited memory. Soon it would forget the reason why it was hanging around this area and would leave to find other prey. It patrolled the banks silently, hoping for another chance to strike. A few days went by and nothing jogged the memory of its first meal. 
 
   Then it felt the water change. Something was causing tiny ripples that were racing through its body like electricity. Something bigger was in the water. It locked on the direction of the ripples and sped forward. Its angry mouth was open in anticipation. 
 
   ***
 
   Ateso was the last of the day to reach the river with his daily offering. He placed the hollow basket filled with cassava root in the river and watched it slowly pull away from him. To his surprise, a sudden change in the water caused his basket to float to the side, becoming ensnared on the roots of a tree. The poor farmer could not afford to see his offering go to waste. The demon had to be appeased, or certainly, his crops would suffer worse than they were already. Slowly, he entered the water and made his way toward the basket. Reaching the basket, he untangled it from the low hanging branches and pushed it toward the river.  Just as he turned toward the shower, he felt a powerful force tug on his left leg. For a second, he paused, unsure of what had happened. 
 
   A bubble of blood broke the surface and Ateso’s eyes grew wide with fright. Carefully, he traced his hands down his thigh and to his knee. When he reached past his knee, all he felt was the water. He turned his hand upward and felt a tattered shard of bone protruding from his stump. When his hand encountered the bone, a blinding white pain raced through his boy. 
 
   In a complete panic, Ateso swam for the surface. He felt the water swirl around him, and to his horror, he became face to face with the demon. 
 
   A mouth large enough to engulf Ateso’s head was darting toward him. In the mouth sat rows of teeth that reminded Ateso of a lion or a dragon. Ateso flailed to the left and the fish seized his right arm in its large mouth. With a mighty tug, Ateso felt muscles rip and tendons pop. The tearing of skin almost caused him to lose consciousness in the water.  In less than a second, the fish was swimming away with Ateso’s arm. Somehow Ateso was able to struggle his way to shore. He collapsed on the muddy shore of the cruel river and quickly faded away, as the blood gushed from his body, and then ran back into the river. 
 
   His last thought before he was swept into eternal blackness was ‘what had he done to make the demon so angry?’
 
   ***
 
   The demon chomped on the soft piece of flesh it held in its mouth; severing tendon, separating muscle, and crushing bone under its powerful jaws. The familiar taste flooded its mouth. It swallowed greedily and started patrolling the water again. 
 
   It craved more. 
 
   ***
 
   Robert placed his shaking foot on firm ground and was immediately relieved. The small, rickety tin can he had flown in to get to this remote part of the Congo had tested every nerve in his body and the contents of his stomach. He hated Africa. He hated the primative transportation, the clueless natives, and the sudden brutality that could arise without a moment’s notice. He walked away from the small plane and passed through a small makeshift market where vendors were hawking their goods. The iron smell of blood, rotten meat, and festering fish filled his nostrils. He had to concentrate to keep from gagging. He spotted a vendor selling bottles of water and he purchased one. To his dismay, he noticed the safety seal around the cap had been compromised. 
 
   “I need another water,” he told the vendor, the annoyance in his voice showing through. 
 
   The vendor looked at him with his hands out and an, “I don’t speak English” look. Robert looked down and noticed all the safety seals were broken. The vendor was merely refilling bottles and selling them. Robert pitched the bottle back with the others and walked away; he didn’t bother to get a refund. 
 
   As he walked slowly through the small market, people begging for money assaulted him verbally. The smell of filth, desperation, and shit hung onto their frail bodies and the odor repulsed Robert, who brushed by them, doing his best to not make contact with their putrid skin and clothing. 
 
   Vince was supposed to have met him the moment he exited the plane. However, Robert had not seen him. It wouldn’t be a difficult task to pick Vince out of the crowd of natives. He would be sticking out like a gigantic sore thumb. 
 
   “Robert! Over here! Robert!” Vince’s obnoxious voice carried over the muddled sounds of the market. 
 
   Robert turned and saw Vinnie-Baby stumbling forward. Vince was short with a stocky build that bordered on obese. His hair was jet black and cut short. Robert could already see the beads of sweat trickling down Vince’s face and his designer shades. The top portion of his blue button down shirt was already soaked through.  Vince had someone with him that Robert didn’t recognize. 
 
   “Robert, so glad you made it!” Vince said, as he shook Robert’s hand in a jovial manner. 
 
   “Yeah, you know how I love Africa,” Robert said sarcastically. “Who’s your friend?”
 
   “Robert, let me introduce you to Leo Commons, a very promising camera man. He will be documenting our journey.”
 
   Robert knew when Vinnie-Baby said, “promising,” he really meant “cheap.”
 
   “It’s an honor to meet you, sir. I am a huge fan,” Leo said as he stretched his hand out. 
 
   Robert took it and was a little surprised at the strong grip he received. Leo was thin, but had an athletic frame. His brown hair was neatly parted to the side and his eyes were hidden behind aviator sunglasses. Robert thought the kid looked no more than twenty-five. 
 
   “Leo! Start filming!” Vince ordered. “We should have been rolling the moment we got off the plane!”
 
   “Sorry, boss,” Leo said, as he turned on the camera and immediately aimed it at Robert’s face. Robert could feel his blood pressure rising. 
 
   “A word of advice, kid. Keep a safe distance when you film. You don’t want to get caught off guard in case things start to happen,” Robert said. 
 
   Leo nodded and slowly took a few steps back. 
 
   The sound of tires skidding in rocks made the three men jump to attention as an old, beaten down Jeep came to a stop behind Robert. 
 
   “Greetings friends! Welcome to Africa!” the man behind the wheel yelled. 
 
   ***
 
   Robert was puzzled and Leo looked scared as the thin, wiry black man exited the vehicle and stepped forward. Vince stepped forward to meet him. 
 
   “Hello, Charles, good to see you,” Vince said as he shook Charles’s hand.  He turned back to his two friends. “Everyone, this is Charles. He will be taking us to the area where the attacks have occurred.”
 
   Robert introduced himself and Leo followed. An odd quirkiness to the man annoyed Robert incredibly. Charles had a toothy smile plastered across his face. Robert wore a scowl. 
 
   “And I have some good news,” Charles interrupted. “There has been another attack last night and the victim’s body hasn’t been buried yet. I imagine this could be very helpful to you,” he said directing his attention toward Robert.
 
   “Yeah, that would be helpful,” Robert replied. “We better get on our way then.”
 
   “How far is the trip?” Vince asked.
 
   “Not far, maybe an hour and half. It’s a small village of Pygmies near the Lualaba River; just outside the city of Kisangani. We can get there most of the way with the Jeep and will probably have to walk a mile or two. The walk isn’t bad though. There is a trail and the area is free of fighting. Well, for now anyway.”
 
   “That sounds great. Let’s get going,” Robert said as he flung his backpack into the Jeep. 
 
   He noticed his fishing poles and gear were already in the Jeep. Vince took care to ship them ahead.  Robert climbed into the front seat, and Vince and Leo crammed in the back. Leo was still filming. Vince was trying to play director and was pointing at things for Leo to capture. 
 
   “Here we go!” Charles said with a laugh as he jammed on the gas. The Jeep skidded briefly and then shot forward. 
 
   ***
 
   The ride to the village was quick and unadventurous. Robert and Charles made small talk about fishing methods, while Leo and Vince were lost in the scenery. The Jeep came to a stop at a small clearing and Charles turned off the ignition. 
 
   “All right guys, this is us,” Charles said as he opened the door and climbed out. 
 
   “I have a question, sir,” Leo said meekly to Charles. Vince shot Leo an ugly glare.
 
   “What is it, friend?”
 
   “These tribe people, are they friendly? Do we have anything to be worried about?”
 
   “These people are good people. They have been beaten and used for years and only recently have enjoyed freedom. I have met their chief a few times and so I will be able to translate. Trust me, my young friend, we have nothing to worry.”
 
   Leo looked relieved and Vince looked angry. Robert didn’t care either way. 
 
   They walked mostly in silence down the worn path. Robert could hear the sound of rushing water coming from the distance and he had to admit, the sound excited him. By the time they reached the small village, he was really itching to put his line in the water.  Charles greeted the rush of children who immediately met them. Mongrel pups danced around their legs, as the men walked through the small village of huts made of sticks and grass. A communal fire was burning in the center of the village. The village chief appeared and Robert was able to pick him out from the throng that had come to meet the new white strangers immediately. The tribe was dressed in ragged jeans and t-shirts. However, the chief wore a modest hat of feathers atop his head. Charles immediately began speaking with him and made several gestures toward Robert and his crew. After a few minutes, Charles turned away from the chief.
 
   “The chief welcomes you to the village and hopes you will be able to rid them of the devil that is patrolling their waters. He also said the body of a farmer is in the hut just ahead of us and we are free to look at it. Just be mindful to show respect.”
 
   “Of course,” Robert said. “And tell him thank you for allowing us to be here.”
 
   Charles turned back to the chief and spoke for a few more minutes. The chief waved his hand and motioned for Robert and the others to follow. The chief walked toward the grass hut furthest away from all the other huts. He paused at the door and motioned for the others to enter. 
 
   “Film everything, Leo. Don’t ever stop fil…” Vince said as the smell of rotting flesh slammed his mouth shut.  He quickly turned and exited the hut. Robert could hear the loud bellows of Vince losing his lunch. Robert stared forward at the small man that was lying on the floor in front of them. Robert bent down and began to inspect the damaged corpse. Leo was next to him, filming the footage that he knew they could never use on television. 
 
   “The chief thinks it’s a crocodile,” Charles said. 
 
   “Normally, I’d agree, but there is no way this was a crocodile.”
 
   Robert looked at the unfortunate body with its glassy, lifeless eyes opened and staring at the ceiling. The man’s arm was a stump, but Robert noticed the bone, connective tissue, and flesh had been severed, as if done by a large knife. The man’s leg was also in the same condition. Large, concise punctures also dotted the man’s torso. 
 
   “I know what it is, but I don’t think I believe it.”
 
   “What is it, Robert?” Charles asked. 
 
   “Hydrocynus goliath.  The goliath tiger fish.”
 
   “No shit?” Charles asked, a bit stunned. 
 
   “The hell’s a tiger fish?” Leo asked. 
 
   “Imagine if a shark, a crocodile, and a set of knives mated. The results would be this evil bastard. This fish fears nothing and hunts everything. “ 
 
   “Well, why do you look so surprised?” Leo asked.
 
   “Because the largest tiger fish caught was a little over five feet. I know. I’m the one that caught it. For one to do that type of damage, it would have to be double that. They don’t get that big.”
 
   Robert stood and shook his head. He exited the hut, and Leo and Charles followed. Charles began talking with the chief and Robert could see a wave of fear wash across the man’s dark face. Vince walked over to Robert and asked him what happened. He looked ghastly white. Robert ignored him, but Leo filled Vince in with the details. 
 
   “Robert, the woman who lost the little girl is here. The chief said you can speak to her if you like.”
 
   “Sure, I guess, I might as well,” Robert replied as they were led to another small hut. 
 
   ***
 
   Charles and the chief entered the hut and returned quickly, giving the motion that it was okay to enter. Robert and Leo stepped forward as Vince lagged behind. 
 
   Robert took in the small living area where there was nothing, but a small pit for a fire, a large iron pot, and a cot for sleeping. He could see several small toys belonging to a child piled in the corner. 
 
   “This is Eshe,” Charles said to Robert. He introduced Eshe to Robert in her native language. Eshe didn’t move. 
 
   Robert noticed that Eshe’s appearance was dirty and unkempt. Her hair was wild and stringy, and her eyes were bloodshot pools. She had the appearance of a person who hadn’t slept in days. Robert began to ask her questions. Simple questions that pertained to her daughter and what happened that day on the river. Eshe stared forward and didn’t respond. 
 
   Just as Robert was about to leave, she began to speak. She spoke quickly and softly, and as each word pushed itself past her dry lips, tears began to pool and fall from her eyes. She went on for another minute and stopped. Charles and the chief looked shocked.
 
   “Well, what did she say?” Robert asked.
 
   “She said her husband has come back for revenge. She killed him to protect herself and her baby. He took her baby and soon he will come for her. Her husband is the demon in the water,” Charles said. 
 
   “Jesus Christ,” Leo whispered. 
 
   Robert thanked Eshe and walked out of the hut and back into the village clearing. He informed Vince of what had transpired before he had a chance to ask.
 
   “Jesus! A murderer! Shouldn’t she be punished?” Vince asked to anybody who was listening. 
 
   Charles stepped forward: “This tribe has its own laws and codes. I think the woman has thoroughly paid for her crimes.”
 
   “Well, what now?” Vince asked, his hands pressed firmly against his hips.
 
   “Take me to where it happened,” Robert said to Charles. 
 
   Charles nodded. 
 
    
 
    
 
   ***
 
   Robert stood at the shore of the calm, murky river and stared at it intensely. He studied the plant life, the natural curves and dips, and any characteristic that could give him an advantage. He could see the current slowly moving and small swirls appearing and disappearing across the water surface. Hard to believe that under this calm water lurks a monster, he thought, as he swatted a pesky mosquito from his cheek. 
 
   “Are you going to need a boat?” Charles asked. “I can ask the chief to lend you one.”
 
   Robert looked at a few of the small, wooden boats that sat near the shore. The boats, if one could call them that, were badly weathered and cracked by the intense sun. Robert would have been surprised to see if one could float and considering he out-weighed the Pygmies considerably, he doubted one would. 
 
   “No. I’m going to fish from the shore. I don’t want to hook into something big in one of those boats. I’ll set up three rigs from the shore and monitor them. I should be able to get the bait where I need it.”
 
   Then Robert noticed the small wooden rafts. One had become tied up in a mass of tree branches. Another had made its way to the opposite shore and had come to a silent rest on the bank. Robert turned to his right and walked a few feet until he encountered one of the rafts. He nudged it with his foot and overturned it. Chicken feathers presented themselves, stuck in between the pieces of wood that had been roped together. 
 
   “An offering to appease the demon,” Charles said quietly as he stood next to Robert. 
 
   “You ever wonder why the thing never left?” Robert asked. “No animal is going to leave if a food source is readily available. All they have been doing is ensuring that fish will be staying put.”
 
   Charles rapidly translated all this for the chief to hear. The chief spat out a reply. 
 
   “This is the way his people deal with their gods. The demon is angry, so they figured they would appease it with offerings. When it didn’t leave, they thought more offerings were needed.”
 
   “You  gettin’ this, right?” Vince said as he nudged Leo. Leo nodded. 
 
   “Ali right, it’s been a long day and we have a long day of fishing tomorrow. Let’s call it a night and get some sleep,” Robert said as he walked away from the river. The others followed. 
 
   ***
 
   Eshe stood at the shore of the cruel river that had taken her daughter from her and cursed it. She cursed the water, the gods, and the monster that was swimming in the river. 
 
   “I curse you, Kosey! Do you hear me?! Kosey?!”
 
   Suddenly a loud splash answered her cries. The sudden sound startled her and she fled back to the village. Tears fell from her face with each step.
 
   ***
 
   The sun had just appeared in the sky when Robert placed his first line in the water. Walking down the shore, he cast each line as far as he could throw. On the end of the hook was a gutted catfish. Robert stuck the rod into a holder and sat back on a lawn chair. 
 
   “Robert, maybe you should do some talking,” Vince said as he pointed toward the camera. 
 
   What the hell, Robert thought as he put on a smile, and explained to the camera the history of the tiger fish, the equipment that he was using, and why he was fishing on the shore. 
 
   Hours passed by under the hot African sun and the rods hardly moved. Twice, something had taken the bait and each time the result was a larger catfish than the one that was impaled on the hook. Only once was Robert’s interest peaked. Just as he was about to call it quits for the day, one of the lines took off. Grabbing the rod, he tightened the line and gave a mighty jerk as he set the hook. Within seconds, he felt the line go limp. He reeled in and his fear was confirmed, the line had been snapped. 
 
   “Damnit,” Robert muttered as he grabbed the tattered line. 
 
   ***
 
   The demon saw the fish silently bobbing in the water and knew an easy meal was in store. It struck the dead fish hard and ran with it for a moment. When it was certain the fish would not move it chomped down with its powerful jaws. Suddenly, a painful stick in the corner of its mouth startled it. Then came a tug and this set the demon in to a fit of panic. With a strong tug, it felt the pressure on its mouth disappear. It swam away, slightly confused to what had just transpired. 
 
   ***
 
   “I have to refine my methods,” Robert said. 
 
   “You mean use some new bait?” Vince asked. 
 
   “Nah, the bait is fine. But I need some stronger line and some bigger hooks. I’ll re-rig at the village and we’ll be ready for tomorrow.”
 
   ***
 
   “Hello and welcome back,” Robert said as he smiled at the camera. “Yesterday, the elusive tiger fish won the first round, but I can assure you, he will not win today. I have re-rigged my gear with a stronger line, steel leaders, and these,” Robert said as he held up a deadly looking treble hook. The three needle sharp points gleamed in the sunlight. 
 
   “If anything gets their mouth on this, they won’t be getting off.”
 
   The camera bobbed lightly, as Leo did his best to hold in a laugh. Vince gave him an ugly look. 
 
   “One of the problems yesterday was that I could not get the bait where I needed it to be. Today we’ll fix that,” Robert said as he gestured toward the water. 
 
   Sitting in one of the small boats was a Pygmy. In his hand, were three lines, all with large catfish attached.
 
   “My friend here will put the bait in place. Then, all we need do is to wait for the strike.”
 
   No sooner had he finished, the strike happened. 
 
   A bloodcurdling scream exploded into the air as the man and his boat were tossed upward. The man hit the water with a loud splash. 
 
   “Jesus Christ, Leo! Get all of this!” Vince yelled as they ran to the shore. 
 
   The man’s head was visible and his small arms were paddling quickly toward the shore, which unfortunately was more than one hundred feet away. Suddenly, his head jerked back and a scream escaped his lips. The scream was cut off as his mouth filled with water and soon the man disappeared under, never to resurface again. 
 
   All of the men stood on the shore. A stunned expression was splattered across their faces. 
 
   “Jesus, Leo, you can quit filming.”
 
   ***
 
   Later that night, Robert was not in a good mood. 
 
   “Fuck this, Vince! I’m out of here!”
 
   “C’mon, Robert, we can’t give up! These people need you!”
 
   “No, what these people need is to stay out of the water and stop feeding a goddamn killing machine! This isn’t what I signed up for!” Robert said, as he walked out of his tent toward the communal fire. 
 
   He sat down and buried his head into his hands, a sign that he had been defeated. Suddenly, he felt a presence. Looking up, he noticed Eshe sitting next to him. She stared directly into the fire, her eyes unblinking and her body motionless.  Charles also walked up and sat on the other side of Robert. Then Eshe began talking. She looked deep in the fire and spoke rapidly, the tone of her voice carrying loss and unimaginable emotional pain.  
 
   “She is speaking to her husband. She sees him in the fire,” Charles whispered. 
 
   Suddenly, Eshe’s tone became angry. She spoke at the fire with hate as her voice got louder and the pace of her words quickened. Suddenly, she spit into the fire and walked away. 
 
   “What was that about” Robert asked. 
 
   “She said that only she knows how to kill the demon in the water. Any more attempts by you will result in the demon taking your soul.”
 
   “Well that’s certainly comforting.”
 
   Robert stood up and walked back into the tent. Vince and Leo were involved in a game of cards and his sudden arrival surprised them.
 
   “All right, I’m back in, but we have to try something else.”
 
   They spent the majority of the night hashing out a new plan.
 
    
 
   ***
 
   “Hi, I’m Robert Whilde, and I am done fucking around.”
 
   Leo looked at Vince. 
 
   “We can edit that out,” Vince said.
 
   “Today, we will use new bait. You see, this monster has acquired a taste for human flesh. Now, I obviously can’t fish with a piece of human, but I can get the next best thing,” Robert said as he plunged a hook into the side of a freshly slaughtered piglet.
 
   “I will have the rod attached to me the entire time. When it’s hooked, I will reel it in close, and when I do, my buddy Vinnie-Baby will seal the deal.”
 
   The camera swung in Vince’s direction and he was seen cradling a large hunting rifle. 
 
   “We aren’t fucking around this time,” Robert said as he walked toward the river. 
 
   Robert let out a lot of slack, and picking the piglet up like a football, heaved it into the river with all his strength. The piglet hit the water with a loud splash. He tightened his drag and Vince helped connect the rod to the holder that was attached to Robert. Robert braced for a fight. He wouldn’t have to wait long. 
 
   ***
 
   The demon felt the splash and was immediately drawn to it. It poked around the odd creature that was floating in the river, unsure of what to make of it. Suddenly, the scent of blood drifted to its nostrils and the familiar scent caused a predatory surge in its primal mind. It shot forward and grabbed the animal, thrashing it in the water. Its focus was so intently on its prey, that it didn’t notice the painful stick in its boney jaw.
 
   ***
 
   Robert felt the line run. He tightened and set the hook. On the other end, he felt a weight that he had never felt before. The fight carried on for thirty minutes with Robert reeling in and the fish taking off, erasing his progress. At the hour mark, a large fin broke the surface. 
 
   “Shoot it!” Robert yelled as Vince took aim. 
 
   Vince took aim and his bullet clipped the fish’s fin. Robert could feel the frenzy on the line as the fish was in full panic mode. The fish made a powerful surge back. Robert stepped forward to stand his ground. However, his foot met with a patch of slick grass. Robert felt his leg pull out from under him as he fell on his backside. Then, he felt himself being pulled into the river. The cool water slapped his face as he was violently tugged into the deadly river. In the distance, he could hear Vince and Leo yelling. He came to an abrupt stop and it took only a few fleeting seconds to realize the deadly predicament he was in. Robert turned to the shore and began paddling wildly. He could feel the line had gone slack, which meant the fish was probably heading his way. He was only a few yards from the shore when he turned back and saw the fin had broken the water. Attached to that fin was a powerful, large body. Perched on the body was a mouth full of razor teeth. Robert closed his eyes and prayed the end would come quickly. A real fitting end, he thought. Keep filming, Leo. You don’t want to miss this. 
 
   Suddenly, a shrill cry and a splash forced him to open his eyes. In the water, wading toward him was Eshe. In her hands, she held a cassava loaf filled with the meat of the venomous puff adder.  The fish turned its attention away from Robert and went at Eshe. As its mouth reached her, she shoved the loaf deep down its throat. The fish bit down hard, severing her hands. Eshe screamed as she fell back in the water. 
 
   The fish began to swim away when the poison began to take hold. The highly toxic venom coursed through the fish and seized its heart. Within seconds, the fish began to spasm. A minute later, its heart stopped beating. The fish came to a stop and slowly rolled over on the water’s surface. 
 
   Robert swam over to Eshe and carried her shore. He laid her on the shore as the others gathered around. Her dark skin had become an ashen gray and her teeth were chattering. Fresh tears streamed down her eyes as blood pooled on the dirt from the stumps that were her hands. 
 
   “Asya,” she whispered, and Robert was certain that he saw a smile on her face as she closed her eyes and died.
 
   “Jesus, Leo. You can stop filming now,” Vince said.
 
   ***
 
   That night, both Eshe and the fish were fed to the fire in a ceremony that was both to forgive Eshe of her sins and to banish the demon back to hell. The flesh of the fish wasn’t to be eaten, for to all of the Pygmies, it was a devil, not a fish. Vince had objected the entire time, but his pleas to keep the fish for a museum fell on deaf ears. Robert was allowed to briefly study the fish and take pictures. The final length of the fish was over nine feet. Robert didn’t have the resources to weigh it. 
 
   Robert sat and watched both Eshe and the fish disappear in the flames.  Vince sat next to him, still pissed off. Leo filmed the entire ceremony. 
 
   ***
 
   It was two months later and Robert sat in his dimly lit office, thumbing through a recent copy of Extreme Angler. This time, Robert was on the cover kneeling next to the monster tiger fish. A caption read: Is Robert Whilde back? 
 
   Damn good question, Robert thought. 
 
   The loud ring of his phone wrestled him out of the article he was reading. 
 
   “Hello, this is Robert.”
 
   “Mr. Whilde, this is Mark Lalas of The Adventure Network. We have been looking to add an extreme fishing show to our fall lineup. After seeing the show you and your crew put together in catching the tiger fish, we think you would be perfect for us. Can we set up a meeting?”
 
   There was silence as Robert struggled to find his words. 
 
   “Mr. Whilde? You there?”
 
   “A meeting sounds great. Let me give you my agent’s number.”
 
   After a few minutes of conversation, Robert hung up the phone. He walked over to his bar and poured himself a fresh drink. This was something he could drink to, he thought as he smiled and toasted the air. 
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   The Ukiuqalaaq lifted his hands to the sky and crinkled his eyes at the horizon as if trying to see past the North Atlantic and beyond the illusion of sky to the farthest reaches of space. Tom did the same, trying to ignore the pointy teeth of the arctic wind as it tore through his flesh like a school of piranha. With very few mundane exceptions, Tom did his best to avoid ritualistic behavior. A few years back, he had seen a documentary about the aging process that had explained how peptides and things were conditioned by repetitive behavior and ever since, he tried to do something a little different every day. Things didn’t get much more different than this. 
 
   He wondered what it was about wrinkly red people that gave them the ability to make the silliest things seem as tangible and important as what you had for breakfast. The men who had formed a circle around them made the sign of the goat with their fingers and watched as he tried to regurgitate all the gobbledygook that he’d been required to memorize. They looked like something off an old Beavis and Butthead episode. Ever respectful, Tom ignored his impulse to shake his head in disapproval. It was all so damned silly. 
 
   “Aalla aananaak! Nipijuq ungatinga kajjarnaktuq! Qangurtuq uuktaujuq.” 
 
   At the Ukiuqalaaq’s sign, everyone raised their right hand in the air, made a fist, and punched their left palm as hard as they could.
 
   “A-aaq!” 
 
   They crossed their arms over their chests and looked down.
 
   “Inniartuq ijigiijutijuk. Qimirruartuq sila. kajjarnaktuq! Ikajurutijuk.
 
   The elder picked up a long black rope, which had been on the ground when they arrived, and tied it around Tom’s waist. He raised his hands to the sky again and clapped the way only a red man can. Everyone snapped their index finger towards the sky, and then lowered them slowly to point at the rope. They began to chant.  
 
   “Aqqarpaa! Aqqarpaa! Aqqarpaa! Aqqarpaa!”
 
   He was sliding into the icy waters of the bay before he could register what was going on. Some unseen force had hold of the rope and it was reeling him backwards into the deep. He had never felt such extreme discomfort. The initial jerk had stolen his wind. The shock of the arctic water was nibbling away every tiny speck of warmth that hadn’t already been consumed by the wind and his lungs were screaming, burning, demanding air that he had no means to provide. Panicking, he filled his lungs with dirty salt-water and screamed it out at the uncaring wall of green as if Aquaman might be vacationing in a nearby sea cave. His thoughts were raving like a drunken midget. 
 
   “That fucking Udo! This was probably his idea of a joke. I should’ve known his proposal was too good to be true.”
 
   He should have known better than to trust the men in funny hats who passed their time chanting gibberish at the sea. Unfortunately, he had always been fascinated by secret societies with their secret handshakes and mysterious decals. He had actually been excited when he had been informed he would have to join the Brotherhood of the Needle to make the contacts he would need to carry out his assignment. Up ‘til now he’d thought everything was going just fine. It didn’t seem right for them to kill him this way without even letting him know what he’d done.              
 
   The green murk was suddenly full of glitter and light. The cold gave way to a cottony cush, like he was the meat in a heavy pillow sandwich. He figured drowning in icy waters wasn’t such a bad way to go. At least, he would have an interesting story to tell at the great sock hop in the sky. If he got in, that is. He was beginning to think he should have devoted more time to the subject. 
 
   Then, with an unexpected splash, he found himself dangling several feet in the air above the very spot where he had been snatched. The rope cut into his guts, forcing out what felt like gallons of icy water and debris. He gasped for air, screaming and drooling like a feral child with its leg caught in a trap. The thick black rope slowly swiveled this way and that as if it were trying to show him the ordeal was over by pointing out the chortling of his chums. Eventually, the level of oxygen in his blood returned to normal and he realized what had happened.       
 
   The angaju came forward, cut him down while the others elbowed each other, and made jokes in that stupid language of theirs. His first impulse was to pull out his pocketknife and plant it squarely between the old man’s eyes, but he refrained. He wasn’t going to let petty emotions diminish his standing with the upper crust of Nunavut, so he forced a smile and laughed along with them.  
 
   As always, Tom tried to focus on the positive. Negativity never did anyone any favors. The way he saw it, he had passed the initiation, earned his rope and ring, and best of all, these eccentric Eskimos were all his brothers now. With their assistance, he could achieve any goal he set for himself. Well, any goal that had to do with the far north. It was a start anyway. And it wasn’t like they’d done it in the middle of winter. It was June and a comparatively lovely forty-five degrees out. To them this ritual was probably no worse than being pushed into a swimming pool on a hot summer’s day. 
 
   Everyone gathered around and made the goat sign with their fingers again. Oddly, of all the weird stuff these guys did, that thing bothered him the most. He had seen most of the guys in church at one time or another. Why would they use the same sign antsy teenagers use at heavy metal concerts to show their allegiance to the devil? It was especially creepy given all the references to “the ones from the deep” and the imagery of needles, nails, icicles or whatever, which adorned all of their paraphernalia. Worst of all, he had made the mistake of asking a friend to translate the spiel that they rattled off at the end of every meeting. He did not like the answer he had been given. 
 
   “I would rather have my stomach opened up for the seals than betray the trust of my brothers. I would rather the teeth of a polar bear tear me apart, than share one word of what I have learned. Great providers, ones from the deep, aid me in my silence that I may continue in the great work.”
 
   When the spiel was over, he went to the Ukiuqalaaq and clasped his hand firmly. Inuit or not, these were businessmen and he had learned long ago that a well-plied handshake was worth its weight in gold. The others lined up, congratulated him, and then wandered off in all directions. 
 
   When the others had all gone, the angaju, a man named Arrluk, slapped him on the back and led him back to the limo. As he walked around to the side with the working door, Tom caught a glimpse of the polar bear shaped license plate and smiled. He felt silly for thinking they were going to kill him. They had picked him up at his cabin in the country’s only stretch limo and driven him the three minutes to the pier. Inuits were way too nice to be participating in ritualistic sacrifice. He figured that whatever basis there was for the formation of the brotherhood had likely been swallowed up by time and all that was left were the silly traditions they used to haze the new guys.    
 
   He climbed onto the cushy leather seat and wrapped himself in the towels and blankets that had been provided. Arrluk came in behind him, closed the window to the front, and poured them each a double scotch. 
 
   “You did well. Many foreigners have been tried before, but few have endured with such grace. You should have seen the look on your face though. I took picture with my phone. Look.”
 
   Arrluk pulled out his iPhone and showed him a picture of his expression shattering as his feet left the ground. It was actually a pretty great picture. If he hadn’t been sworn to secrecy regarding the details of the order, he might have put it on this year’s Christmas card or at least posted it on Facebook. Oh well, obeying a few silly rules was a small price to pay for the connections that he was making at the lodge. 
 
   “Priceless. Do you always take pictures at these things? I’d love to see some of these other guys’ reactions.” 
 
   “No, I can’t let the others know about this. They would look down on me for making light of our traditions. Also, I only recently upgraded to a phone with good camera.”
 
   “What do you care if they look down on you? You’re the second highest ranking member.”
 
   “Rank is of no importance. One who betrays is a betrayer and must be punished.”
 
   “So, if it’s such a big deal, why did you do it?”
 
   Arrluk grinned and pointed at the picture. “How could I resist? You looked like you were about to shit yourself. I thought you would appreciate the humor. Your people are not so strict with your traditions. I’m tired of the way my people do things. I like your ways better. I was born into this position, raised to take my rightful place as Ukiuqalaaq one day.” 
 
   “You say that like it’s a bad thing.”
 
   “My dream is to move to Miami. I would like to serve alcoholic beverages to the elderly at a little Tiki bar on the beach. That will never happen. Your people have a saying, ‘Heavy is the head that wears the crown.’ Very true.” 
 
    “That’s not a good approach to life. If you want to get old people drunk, then go get old people drunk. I’m sure there are plenty in the order that would love to take your place. I’m sure as hell not going to stick around here forever. I’m hightailing it to Quebec the second that port is finished.”
 
   “What has Quebec got that we don’t?” Arrluk feigned offense.
 
   Tom gave him what was supposed to be a respectful don’t-be-an-idiot look. “No offense to your home, but it’s fucking cold. If this is summer, I don’t think I’d make it through fall, let alone winter. Plus, my wife still can’t sleep. We blacked out the windows and everything, but she just can’t seem to get acclimated. I think she’s starting to go a little crazy.” 
 
   “All women are crazy. White people too, after a week or two in Nunavut. I wish that I could leave, but it’s not possible. You would not understand.” 
 
   Unsure what to say, Tom stared silently out the window as his dirty little cabin slid up beside him. The wind sank its teeth into his soppy skin as he climbed out onto his welcome mat. He was dying to get inside, but he stopped to stick his hand inside the car for one more handshake.
 
   “Thank you for trusting me with your secret. It’s nice to know that I have a real friend in this country.”
 
   “You have many friends in this country. I am only the most rebellious.”
 
   Tom smiled warmly as they said their goodbyes and shut the door as gently as one can on an automobile from 1975. When his friend had gone, he stepped inside and left a trail of freezing, drippy garments through the kitchen and into the bedroom. Cynthia was right where he had left her, watching the Soap Channel with her back to him. She ignored him as he walked into the bedroom. There were only two rooms in this cabin, so the back of the couch served as an imaginary wall between the kitchen and the living room. With the temperature of their relationship quickly falling to match its surroundings, the couch was doing an excellent job. 
 
   By the time he reached the bed, he was completely naked. He decided to kill two birds with one stone and let the covers dry him off as his body temperature returned to normal. Even beneath the covers, his teeth were chattering loud enough for Cynthia to hear him over the TV. He half expected her to storm in, screaming about how he needed to keep quiet, so he wouldn’t disturb her show. Glancing at the clock, he wondered how long it would take to snuggle away the chill of a dip in the north Atlantic.  
 
   When he felt capable of braving the icy climate of the living room once again, he slid out of bed and into a pair of pinstriped slacks. Thermal underwear and sweatpants would have been far more comfortable, but his wife seemed to like him even less when he wasn’t fashionable. This was his reward for marrying sensibly. 
 
   When shopping for a wife, he had been taken in by Cynthia’s beauty and all of the nice accessories that she came with; the good job in daddy’s company, connections to the upper crust, and all the money that a sane person could spend. He was so impressed that he married her without even glancing at the hefty emotional price tag. Like many men before him, he had mistaken a combination of lust and greed for an emotional connection. 
 
   They were happy enough at first, but after a while, the new sex smell wore off and he saw her for what she really was. No monster birthed by the imagination of man could compare in evil or ugliness to a pretty girl with money. There was nothing he could give her that she couldn’t buy for herself, and therefore he was less than worthless. He tried again and again to form a bond that ran deeper than his penis, but all it ever did was exacerbate his buyer’s remorse. After six years of marriage, the only time they even pretended to be a happy couple was when they were entertaining. 
 
   Even the sex was bitter. They never made love. They never even fucked. They just used each other’s bodies to masturbate with. It was ugly and demeaning and every orgasm felt like a small caliber bullet passing through the stop sign of his soul.  
 
   Luckily, Tom had been raised to appreciate what he had. He’d been given a lot of practice by his parents who had been hell bent on giving him all the things they’d wanted and never had as children, whether he wanted them or not. He buttoned up his Armani man-blouse and attempted to reconnect or at least get laid. There really was nothing to do in this town, but watch satellite television and copulate. He assumed that was why there were so many children running around.            
 
   “I’m back. You want to do something?” he asked, as he rounded the couch.
 
   She glanced up at him and furrowed her brow. “Why is your hair wet?” 
 
   “The club played a prank on me, threw me in the ocean.”  
 
   “Good for them. You deserve pneumonia for making me live in this hellhole. Do you know what I did today? I watched a marathon of Dynasty. You’ve reduced me to watching Dynasty!”
 
   “You didn’t have to watch Dynasty reruns. We have, what, two thousand channels? Watch something else.”
 
   “It’s all garbage. It doesn’t really matter what I watch. It’s all going to rot out my brain and turn me into one of those fat women that shop at Wal-Mart. If I must make the change, I might as well get it over with as quickly as possible.”
 
   “Come now, dear, you know that can’t happen. This town doesn’t have a Wal-Mart.”
 
   She glared at him as if he had just soiled the carpet. “You know what I mean.”
 
   “Look, I don’t want to be here anymore than you do. If you want to blame somebody, blame your brother. It was his idea to begin with. Or, you could blame yourself for constantly pushing me to make something of myself. We already had plenty of money. If you insist that, I add more to it and get myself into a position of power than you’re going to have to put up with me while I do it. Anyway, you agreed to this. You said that it would be nice to get away from the hustle and bustle of city life.”
 
   “You’re right. I should be thanking you. It is so lovely to live in a place where, no matter where you are, the airport is within walking distance. That should have been part of the pitch. Trees won’t even live here!”
 
   “Well, excuse me for not telling you every little thing. You wouldn’t have come otherwise. What was I supposed to say? Hey, honey, let’s go live in a town that consists of a women's shelter, a church, a primary school, and a bed-and-breakfast. It has an average temperature of fourteen degrees below zero, the milk costs ten dollars a gallon and you have to order a year’s supply of anything you like, because planes can only come and go during certain parts of the year. Come with me to Iqaluit where the sun never goes down and you can drive snowmobiles everywhere and learn all the words they have for ice. Ooh, I almost forgot to mention the museum where you can look at sculptures of polar bears until your eyes bleed. I don’t want to be here anymore than you do, but I did this for you! We’re here because I want to make you like me again, and apparently, the only way to do that is to warp myself to fit your twisted definition of the perfect husband.”     
 
   “Is it really so twisted to want a husband that knows that, the phrase “moving up in the world,” denotes the achievement of socio-economical betterment, rather than geographical relocation?” Cynthia grabbed her hair and pulled, not hard enough to pull any out, but enough to calm her down. I am so sick of this argument. Let’s change the subject. Okay?”
 
   “What do you want to talk about?” 
 
   “I don’t care, anything else. What did you do today?”
 
   “A bunch of boring stuff.”
 
   “It can’t possibly be any more boring than a Dynasty marathon.”
 
   “Let’s see, I talked to the architect about what kind of iron we should use on the port. Uh, then I had lunch with the secretary of something-or-other. I’m not even sure what his name was. I think he just wanted something to do. I came home, changed clothes and met with my club. They threw me in the ocean. Then I came home.”    
 
   “That is pretty boring. What did you do with your club before they threw you in the water?”
 
   “Nothing much, club stuff.”
 
   “Why won’t you ever tell me anything about your club?”
 
   “Why do you care?”
 
   “We may not tell each other everything, but I have to wonder what you’re up to when you evade every question that I ask.”
 
   “There’s nothing to tell, really. It’s a social club for the upper crust of this crusty burg. I got my ring today. See.”
 
   She took his hand for the first time in recent memory and scrutinized his new accessory. It was large and silver in color with a long twisted spike imposed over a black square.
 
   “White gold?”
 
   He let out a little snort. “Nope. Nickel. They have some mines around here somewhere.”
 
   She dropped his hand as if it was covered in shit. “Nice. What is that thing?”
 
   “I think it’s an icicle. Who knows? They do and say a lot of weird stuff and it’s all in their Eskimo language. I don’t understand a word of it. All I know is that they can help me get this damn port built so that we can get out of here. I’m pretty sure they can help me in other ways too.”
 
   “But, what do you do there? Secret societies have rituals and initiations, right? Do you paint each other in peanut-butter and try to talk to aliens?”
 
   “No, nothing like that.”
 
   “What then?”         
 
   “I can’t talk about it.”
 
   “Why not?” 
 
   “They don’t want me to. The only reason you want to know is that I’m not supposed to tell you.”
 
   “You know what, don’t tell me. I’ll find out eventually, anyway. This will give me something to do other than sit around watching bad television. Time for a new subject.”
 
   “Like what?” 
 
   “It’s your turn to come up with something. You didn’t like my idea.” 
 
   “Whatever. What do you want to have for dinner?”
 
   “Oh, I don’t know. How about some more blubber?” Her tone was a high performance machine, zero to banshee in zero seconds.
 
   “You said that you didn’t want to have this conversation anymore.”
 
   “This is a different conversation. This one’s about how I’m starving to death because there’s nothing to eat here, but blubber.”
 
   “You haven’t eaten any blubber at all. You’ve had seal and caribou and…”     
 
   “Blubber! I want a nice meal,” she said in her best I’m-about-to-cry voice.
 
   “There are still half a dozen frozen pizzas in the freezer. Why don’t we eat one of those?”
 
   “Oh yeah, I suppose I could eat frozen pizza for every meal. I could use the insulation, but you’re going to have to kiss this goodbye if I do.”
 
   She stood and stripped off her shirt. He had lost the argument before her bra hit the bearskin rug. She pushed him down onto the couch and straddled him, running her fingers over her flesh, testing the firmness of her belly, the weight of her breasts, and the elasticity of her nipples. 
 
   “What do you think? My breasts would probably get bigger.” She leaned in bouncing them gently on his face. “Are they too small for you?”
 
   This was the way she won all of their arguments. She had a body that would turn Mother Angelica gay, and she’d had a lifetime to learn how to use it. His head and crotch changed consistencies faster than a snowman in a volcano. Not much later, as he was being tied to the bed, he promised to fly her to Paris for the weekend. Though he recognized and resented her manipulative tactics, his body, normally a backseat driver had leapt into the front seat and seized control of the wheel.   
 
   She teased him, running her nipples across his chest, pressing his knee into her warm slippery core, sliding her tongue across the chiseled crevices of his torso, kissing his thighs, but never once came into contact with the fish out of water, which twitched in desperation so close and yet so far from the Jacuzzi of her mouth. It was very nice, but something felt off. She liked to torture him, but it didn’t normally go on this long. She straddled his chest, intoxicating him with her pheromones as she ran her labia down his sternum, up again, down, up, down, and up hypnotically. 
 
   “So, what did you do with your club today?”
 
   He hated being right. “What? Nothing.”
 
   “You did something. Just tell me what it was.”
 
   He didn’t like where this was going. “I can’t talk about it. Will you please shut up and fuck me?”
 
   She stopped tickling his chest and sat down hard on his stomach. “That’s not very nice. A girl could get out of the mood if she’s talked to that way. You don’t want to ruin the moment, do you?”
 
   His mind was a bubble with more hormones than a seventh grade biology class as he pondered the seriousness of the situation. She obviously wasn’t going to let up, and since she never talked to anyone or left the house, he didn’t see how anyone would ever find out. He didn’t know anything worth telling anyway, so he let her have her way.
 
   “Alright fine, as I said before the Brotherhood of the Needle is a social club where people get together and network their way into powerful positions. Every once in a while, we have to do some silly ritual that doesn’t make any sense to me. The third degree and higher wear ropes around our waists. Third degree ropes are black and they get lighter the higher up you go. The higher ups also wear these funny hats with earflaps and a long pointy thing on top. I would show you the handshake, but I’m a bit tied up at the moment. Anything else you want to know?”
 
   “I already knew all of that. I want to know specifically what you did today.”
 
   “I was initiated into the third degree, whatever that means. They took me out to the pier and stood around me in the circle while I said a bunch of stuff in their language. I don’t know what any of it meant. When that part was over, they put a rope around my waist and I was dragged into the ocean. It was scary as shit. I didn’t know what was going on. I thought I was going to drown. Come to think of it, I wonder how they did that part. I wasn’t going in a straight line. It was more like I was being dragged in circles and then all of a sudden, I was hanging by my waist and everyone was having a nice laugh at my expense. They cut me down, shook my hand, and then it was over. Can we please get on with this now?”
 
   “Say the words.” She smiled victoriously as she moved to fill her end of the bargain, but the lights flickered and went out leaving them in utter blackness. “Ooh, this place is going to be the death of me. It’s going to get really cold if I don’t turn on the generator.  Be right back,” she said, as her voice grew distant. 
 
   He wanted to scream for her to come back, but held his tongue, fearful that it would come out in a counterproductive tone. He wanted to point out that the sex would be more than enough to keep them warm and they could deal with that later. More than anything, he wanted something, anything, to put out the fire in his lap. 
 
   He could barely hear her voice as she said, “That’s weird. The other houses all have power. Oh my God!! Tom, they’re coming! A whole bunch of them. I can see the points on their hats from here. They have torches and guns. They must have heard you tell me their secrets. We have to get out of here!” she screamed as she ran back into the room and jumped on the bed. 
 
   Tom was mid-heart attack, thrashing against his bonds when he heard her demonic giggle. She started jumping on the bed like a little girl, giggling and squeaking insanely. “They’re coming to take us away, ha ha. They’re coming to take us away, ho ho he he ha ha. You’ve told their secrets and now the men in the funny hats are coming to take us and eat our souls with little forks, ho ho he he ha ha.”
 
   “Stop it, you’re not funny. Those guys would be really pissed if they knew I told you.”
 
   “I’m sorry, I couldn’t resist.” She hopped down off the bed and slapped him on the thigh. “Let me go get the generator going and I’ll be right back to make you forget all about it.”
 
   “So, what happened to the power? Could you tell?”
 
   “It’s a snowstorm, what else would it be?”
 
   “But, it was forty-five degrees less than an hour ago. It wasn’t even cloudy.”
 
   “Welcome to the north pole.” He could hear her voice moving away again      
 
   Moments later, after the growl of a gasoline engine had persuaded the darkness to crawl under the bed and hide, Cynthia swaggered in with a can of whipped cream in one hand and a quart of frozen yogurt in the other.
 
   “I’ve decided what I would like to have for dinner.”
 
    
 
    
 
                                                           *** 
 
    
 
    
 
   The next day Tom rolled out of bed and padded to the shower still aching from the previous night’s debauchery. As he scrubbed the lipstick tic-tac toe off his chest, he noticed several itchy white and yellow splotches that hadn’t been there before. Further exploration revealed several more around his crotch and legs, but it didn’t look like any permanent damage had been done. He decided it would be best not to say anything about them. After all, sex that doesn’t leave a mark is hardly worth the effort. 
 
   He got dressed, choked down a few pieces of frozen pizza, and said goodbye to his wife. She sat watching her show and didn’t even acknowledge him when he patted her on the head. Everything seemed painfully normal until he opened the front door. 
 
   He asked himself how, after thirty-two years of life, he had come to live in a place where he could open his front door in the middle of summer and find the morning paper buried under two feet of snow. He couldn’t have been more surprised if an adlet had popped up and bitten him in his white and tinglies. The muddy streets and grimy little houses had all but disappeared under a blanket of fluffy white mauja. All around him, icicles hung like wendigo teeth giving the impression of jaws that might close on him at any moment. Nevertheless, he had important work to do, so he stepped out onto the palate of the beast, his feet squishing awkwardly on its tongue, and traipsed away in the direction of his office. 
 
   The far north has a certain stark desolation the likes of which no desert or war zone could ever hope to achieve. Even the most heavily populated areas seem to have been dreamt up for use in some existentialist’s nightmare. All around him, snowflakes sank from the sky as though their ankles were cast in concrete. Nothing else moved. The artists and housewives, hunters and children and everyone else seemed to have retreated indoors, but there were no lights in the windows. 
 
   This was normal weather for these people. It seemed like they would be about their normal business, but he hadn’t been there long enough to say for sure. He wondered if there was some function that he had not been made aware of. If so, he would have to have a word with his secretary. It was of the utmost importance that he show respect for the people’s culture at all times. If this deal fell through under his supervision, he would, well… he didn’t want to think about that.
 
   Finally arriving at the city’s one high-rise, he took the elevator to the tenth floor and opened the door to find it just as empty as the street below. A quick glance at the wall clock confirmed that he hadn’t accidently come in at three in the morning again, so he walked to the window and peered out at the dead city below. Nothing. In that moment, he had the most ominous feeling of loneliness and dread that he had experienced since his parents had forgotten to pick him up from school in the third grade. 
 
   “Where the hell is everybody? It’s Wednesday.”
 
   He pulled out his cell and called his secretary, but it went straight to voice mail. He dialed Arrluk and again straight to voicemail. He tried everyone in his phone including the pushy foreman whose calls he had been avoiding for weeks, but nobody was picking up.
 
   “Well, this is weird. Maybe, it’s some kind of Inuit holiday, where they can’t use electricity.”
 
   Then it finally hit him. The snow probably knocked out the cell phone tower the same way it had the electricity. Maybe, on days like this, the natives knew better than to go outside. Getting around was uncomfortable and dangerous, and any outside work would likely earn you more frostbite than money. 
 
   He felt silly. He should be happy. There was no such thing as a snow day where he came from. His only problem now was what to do with it. He could go home and have another fight with his wife or catch up on the paperwork that had been piling up on his desk. His inner child vetoed both of those. It was a snow day. Why not go out and enjoy it? 
 
   Maybe everyone was snow fishing. He had never been snow fishing. It sounded miserable, but it had to be better than spending time with the wife. He made his way down to the pier, but it too was abandoned. 
 
   A heavy sheet of ice lay over the water, though he couldn’t tell how thick or how far it went. He had never been to a frozen lake before, let alone a frozen ocean, so he decided to make the most of it. He tried the ice with his foot and figured it was thick enough, but just to be on the safe side he found a large rock and hurled it as far as he could onto the frozen platform. It hit the ice and slid away without breaking through the surface, so Tom carefully ventured out to become a better Christian. 
 
   It felt bizarre to walk on top of such a vast ecosystem. The ocean was not usually so hospitable to its prodigal children. He was so caught up in the novelty of it that he didn’t notice how far out he had gone until he started to hear strange cracking noises coming from beneath his feet. His heart fell right into his colon. He struggled to remember what he had been told to do in this situation, but the hurricane of panic which deluged his higher brain function had toppled trees to block every synaptic pathway. The closest thing to an intelligent thought that managed to traverse the horizontal forest was that running on ice was a bad idea. 
 
   He made for the shore as delicately, and as quickly as his frozen toes would take him. “Don’t look back! Don’t look back! Don’t look back!” repeated in his head like a mantra, but eventually his curiosity got the best of him. When he finally gave in, he couldn’t believe his eyes. There were no signs of instability at all. He stopped and listened more closely. The sounds swirled darkly beneath his feet like auditory vultures. After listening a moment or two, he decided that they weren’t cracks at all, they were clicks coming from some sort of animals under the ice. 
 
   His heartbeat slowed slightly and he snorted at his own paranoia. He wondered why he had suddenly developed a tendency to jump at shadows. 
 
   “I don’t know what you guys are, but you sure scared the crap outta me. You’re gonna have to go play with somebody else. I have work to do.”
 
   As if in response, the clicking, which had been sparse and scattered, suddenly congealed into one pattern which shook the ice beneath his feet. He stumbled, slipping forward, but was saved from falling by a long twisted spike which shot up through his right foot and the calf muscle of his left leg. For once, he was glad that the wind had frozen him to the point of numbness. He could barely even feel the warmth of his blood as it trickled out of him to freeze in his clothes. Hardly any of it made it onto the ice.
 
   He expected it to withdraw at any moment, but instead it kept him pinned there while another came up through the other foot, crossing the first and reminding him of seventh grade biology and the games he had played with the dissection animals. He frantically waved his arms, hoping that someone might intervene, until with great precision, two more shot up through his wrists.  
 
   “Oh God, what are these things?!!”
 
   A large section of ice exploded as a narwhal the size of a limousine rose up to answer his question. Propping itself on the remaining ledge, it glared down at him, the way one might at a roommate’s pet who had just chewed up one’s Gucci high-tops. It all began to make sense as he stared at the two giant teeth the creature had aimed at his torso. No sense in any logical or realistic terms, but sense nonetheless.
 
   He heard himself mumble, “One who betrays is a betrayer and must be punished.”
 
   His mind was flooded with questions. “How had they found out? How would a narwhal even comprehend the actions of a human? Why would they care? Whales are supposed to be smart, but…”  
 
   The leviathan plunged forward, puncturing both of Tom’s lungs, almost snapping his spine in the process. It was then that he began to feel the tingling. Not the tingling of cold or shock. It wasn’t a fleshy tingle at all, but rather some metaphysical itch, like his being had been bitten by mosquitoes. He could feel the very shape of his soul began to warp as it was tugged in all directions by the tenacious tusks. He felt like a milkshake that was being shared by six hungry children. As the last of his soul swirled down through the calcium helices, he thought of the funny hats and polar bear shaped license places and couldn’t help but smile.   
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Old Man and the Fish
 
   by Randal Tanabe
 
    
 
                 Xiao Chen woke before dawn as he did every day and got ready to go down to the river. His family had fished the upper Mekong River for as long as there had been a river to fish in. Now the old man was the last in his line to carry on the tradition. His eldest son, Xiao Bo had once fished the river alongside him; until the boy had fallen overboard and was swept away by the Mekong’s unpredictable waters. Chen never saw him again.
 
                 The old man had hoped his next eldest son, Xiao Jiang, would join him on the river. Much to his dismay, the boy held no such desire. Jiang was a smart boy, perhaps a little too smart, and he planned on leaving the village and going to Yunnan University. Chen didn’t really blame him. A life spent fishing the Mekong wasn’t easy, but it was the only life the old man had ever known.
 
                 After dressing, he ate a simple breakfast consisting of rice, tea, and the leftover bok choy from the previous night’s dinner. His other two children were still asleep, so Chen left their breakfast on the stove. He cleaned his dishes and knocked on his son’s door.
 
                 "I’m going. Don’t forget to wake your sister for school."
 
                 Jiang mumbled something, and rolled over for another hour of sleep. Chen shook his head and left his house, making his way down to the river docks. His family’s life had been so much simpler when his wife, Xiao Mei had been alive. She had died shortly after they had lost Bo to the river. Chen had come back from a day’s fishing, and found his children crying by the river. They told him that their mother had walked into the river that afternoon and drowned herself. Like their eldest son, Mei’s body was never recovered. Some days, Chen hated the river.
 
                 This morning was not one of those days. Chen passed by his fellow fishermen who were already hard at work. Some mended nets while others made repairs on their boats. He waved good morning and checked his own skiff. The patches in the hull still looked good, so he pushed the boat into the silt-laden waters.
 
                 His nets were set a little ways down river in a deeper area of the Mekong that was his family’s fishing grounds. The waters here were over thirty feet deep and had once teemed with fish. That had been a long time ago. These days, over fishing and upstream damming had taken their toll, and less fish were being pulled from the Mekong each year. Before Chen headed out, he said a prayer to his ancestors, hoping that his nets held one of the river’s legendary giant catfish. It had been years since anyone in the village had caught one. When that happened, it was a cause for celebration. People from far and wide would come to the village to see the catch before it was butchered and sold off. A large cat would bring in a good amount of money. There would even be enough of the fish left over to feed the village. Chen licked his lips thinking about the possibilities of fish head soup.
 
                 His stomach grumbled and the old man shook his head, digging his paddle into the muddy waters. Now was not the time to be daydreaming about food or family. The nets would not haul themselves in, and without his eldest son, the task would not be an easy one.
 
                 Chen came upon his family’s fishing grounds and started hauling in the first net. He didn’t expect much, yesterday’s catch had been barely big enough to feed his family. The old man was surprised when he saw the large cat tangled up in the net. Chen whooped with joy, praising his ancestors for heeding his prayer this day.
 
                 The fish was a monster; at least ten feet long. Possibly the biggest cat he had ever seen. It’s grey head broke the surface, the enormous toothless mouth sucking in the brackish water like a giant vacuum. A fish that big had never been caught on the Mekong, though there were always stories about fisherman seeing cats that size. The monster fish thrashed about in the net, churning the water and rocking the skiff. Chen held onto the net, even as the fish threatened to break free. He had no idea how he would bring the cat in by himself.
 
                 Bracing himself against the stern, the old man struggled to haul in the net. "I won’t let you get away."
 
                 The cat stopped struggling and turned its head towards the old man. "Why do you want to catch me?"
 
                 Chen yelled in surprise and let go of the net. He tumbled backwards in the skiff almost falling into the river. The old man gulped down a deep breath like a drowning man, and splashed some water onto his face. Had the fish really spoken? That was impossible unless the cat was a...
 
                 He peered over the boat’s railing. Still entangled in the net, the cat bobbed in the turbulent water. It regarded the old man with unblinking jet black eyes, the tiny barbels around its mouth twitching.
 
                 Chen leaned over the railing. "Are you a yaoguai?"
 
                 The cat titled its head. "A what?"
 
                 "A demon who takes the form of an animal."
 
                 The fish made a noise almost like a laugh. "If I was a demon, would I tell you?"
 
                 "What are you then? How is it you can talk?"
 
                 The fish rolled its head. "I’m a fish. As to how I can talk, let me ask you a question. How is it you can talk?"
 
                 Chen blinked. "I’m a human. Of course, I can talk. Fish on the other hand are not supposed to speak."
 
                 "Why is that? How do you know we can’t speak?"
 
                 The old man shook his head. "This isn’t happening. I’m not having an argument with a fish."
 
                 "I beg to differ. You are in fact, having an argument with a fish. A rather annoyed fish. Here I was swimming along this fine morning, minding my own business, when I wind up stuck in ... what is this thing I’m tangled up in?"
 
                 "That is my fishing net."
 
                 The cat nodded; at least that was what Chen thought it was doing. "A net. I’ve heard of these things. Nasty. Clogging up our beautiful river. Catching my brethren and yanking them out of their home. You humans are terrible creatures. Why can’t you leave us alone?"
 
                 "Because I need to eat. If I don’t catch fish, my family starves, and we run out of money."
 
                 "What’s money?"
 
                 Chen stood up and grabbed the net. "Bah. You wouldn’t understand." He began hauling the net back in. "I don’t catch fish because I want to. I catch fish to survive."
 
                 The cat flopped about trying to break free. "Please don’t do this. I can help you."
 
                 "Help me? What could a fish possibly do for me?"
 
                 "I know that you lost your son and wife to the river. If you set me free, I could bring them back to you."
 
                 "How could you possibly know about that?"
 
                 The fish looked down at the river. "I’m a fish. I’ve swum through this river many times.  I’ve seen things. Heard things. I saw when you lost your son, and when your wife walked into the river and drowned herself. I watched the river carry their bodies away."
 
                 "If that is the case, why didn’t you try to save them?"
 
                 "Because I’m a fish. My kind has seen the river claim many lives. That is the way it has always been. Your kind catches us, and we swim the river, watching the years pass by. Every year, there are fewer of my kind. Soon the river will be empty and no one will remember that we ever swam these waters."
 
                 The old man sat down in the boat, the net still clutched tightly in his hands. He wasn’t sure if he believed the cat’s story. What if the thing was really a yaoguai? Was it trying to trick him? Somehow, it would lure him into the river so that it could take his life, or worse his soul? Chen stared into the fish’s dark moist eyes and watched its mouth open and close slowly. The creature reminded him of a neighbor’s puppy he once saw. It didn’t look like a monster. He felt himself loosening his grip on the net. What if the creature was telling the truth? Surely, it was a magical fish. How else could it talk? Perhaps, it was related to the legendary Kun, a giant fish rumored to live in the northern sea with the power to transform into a giant bird. If that was the case, this fish might have the power to bring his son and wife back to him.
 
                 "If I let you live, how do I know that you’re telling the truth?"
 
                 "You don’t. For all you know, I could be lying."
 
                 Chen sighed and resumed pulling in the net. "Then I can’t risk losing you."
 
                 The cat shook its body. "Wait! I can prove to you that I’m magical." The water frothed around the boat almost tipping it over.
 
                 Chen let go of the net and gripped both sides of the boat. The old man cried out, wishing the fish to stop whatever it was doing. Suddenly, the river calmed and a small puppy floated to the surface. The tiny dog coughed up some water and began paddling towards the boat. Chen scooped it out of the water and held the puppy up. The little dog barked and licked his face.
 
                 "This is the puppy my neighbors lost! It wandered away from its home a few days ago."
 
                 The fish smiled. "I know. It slipped into the river yesterday and drowned. I used my power to bring it back."
 
                 "That’s amazing." Chen sat down and stared at the fish. "You could do the same thing for my son and wife?"
 
                 "I could, but not here. I would need to search the river. Find their bodies. The puppy was nearby. Otherwise, I couldn’t have brought it back so easily."
 
                 The old man set the puppy in the boat and watched it walk around. "This is a miracle."
 
                 "Then, do we have a deal? Let me go, and I’ll search the river for your family. It shouldn’t take me long. I know this river like I know my own body."
 
                 "When do you think you can give my son and wife back to me?"
 
                 "Free me now, and I’ll return them to you tomorrow. You have my word."
 
                 Chen took out his pocketknife and began cutting the cat free. "I will do it, noble fish.  You are free! Promise me that you will return my family."
 
                 The fish broke through the last strands on the net and dove into the river. It re-surfaced a short distance away. "I promise! Come to the river tomorrow and you shall be reunited with your loved ones!"
 
                 With that said, the fish swam away. Chen retrieved the rest of the net, finding it empty of fish. He didn’t really care. Tomorrow, his family would be whole.
 
   #
 
                 Chen returned to the village that night empty handed. He was ashamed that he did not catch anything, and wondered what he should tell his son and daughter. Would they believe his story about the talking fish? Looking at his empty boat, he had a hard time believing the strange events of the day. It was only when the puppy barked and wagged its tail that the old man remembered the miracle.
 
                 He picked up the puppy and carried it home. His son and daughter were waiting for him, and had begun preparing their evening dinner.
 
                 Jiang glared at his father. "About time you showed up, Father. That’s the strangest fish you ever brought home for dinner."
 
                 Chen set the puppy down. "Good evening, my son. You won’t believe what happened to me on the river today."
 
                 His daughter, Xiao Ni knelt down and petted the puppy. "Where did you find this dog?"
 
                 "It belongs to our neighbors. I found it out on the river."
 
                 "The river?" Jiang laughed. "What was a dog doing out there?"
 
                 "The dog had fallen into the river and drowned, but a magical catfish brought it back to life."
 
                 Jiang shook his head. "What are you talking about? Where is your catch?"
 
                 "When I checked my first net, I found a giant catfish in it. The fish spoke to me and told me that if I let it go, it would bring back your brother and mother."
 
                 Ni picked up the puppy. "Did it really?"
 
                 "Don’t listen to this old man. First, he let our brother die and then our mother. Now he fails to bring home any fish and makes up stories to cover his failure."
 
                 Chen slammed his hand down on the table. "I am not making up a story! The fish really spoke to me. It told me it would return your brother and mother to us."
 
                 "Have you been drinking again? Is that it?"
 
                 "How dare you speak to me like that! I am still your father."
 
                 Ni got between the two arguing men. "Stop it. The both of you. Mother and elder brother would not want you to fight."
 
                 The old man hung his head. "You’re right. They wouldn’t. I apologize."
 
                 Jiang turned away. "Did you really catch a talking fish?"
 
                 "I did. He promised to make our family whole again, if I let him go."
 
                 His son nodded and returned to chopping the vegetables for their meal. Chen knew his son still didn’t believe him, but he did not wish to start another fight. The old man sighed and sat down at the table. Chen supposed he couldn’t blame his son for being skeptical. Had he not spoken with the fish himself, he wouldn’t have believed his story either. It didn’t really matter whether his son believed his story. He had faith that the fish wouldn’t let him down.  
 
                 Watching his children, the old man knew that things hadn’t been easy for them. Without their brother and mother, they had to shoulder more of the household burden. Ni carried the puppy outside before setting the table. Chen got up and helped his son finish up the cooking. Afterwards, they sat down to eat. They didn’t speak anymore about the fish.
 
   #
 
                 Chen woke before dawn as he always did and got dressed. His children were already waiting for him in the kitchen. Five place mats had been set at the small table where they took their meals together.
 
                 "What’s this?"
 
                 Ni smiled. "I set places for everyone. We can dine together when we come back home."
 
                 The old man was pleased. At least, his daughter had faith. He looked at Jiang, wishing the same for his son.
 
                 Jiang rolled his eyes. "I still can’t believe we’re doing this. How do you know that your magical fish will even show up?"
 
                 "He’s an honorable fish. I know he will be there."
 
                 Chen led his family down to the river past the fishermen mending nets and repairing their boats. The family did not offer any greetings to their neighbors, though their passing drew curious stares.
 
                 Ni looked back at the fishermen. "Should we tell them about the miracle?"
 
                 Her brother scoffed. "What miracle? We haven’t seen anything yet."
 
                 For once, Chen and his son were in total agreement. "The villagers will know soon enough. We don’t want to scare away the fish."
 
                 They made their way a little down river and stood on the riverbank, the sun just breaking the horizon. The river was calm this morning, but there was no sign of the fish. They watched the sky brighten and saw other fishermen heading out to check their nets. Still the cat did not show.
 
                 "I knew this was a waste of time."
 
                 Chen knelt at the water’s edge. "The fish will come. Have faith."
 
                 Jiang grabbed his father’s arm. "There is no magical fish. You imagined the whole thing! I’m going home."
 
                 "No. The fish is coming."
 
                 Jiang let go of his father and snatched his sister’s hand. "Let’s go home, Ni."
 
                 "No." The girl pulled free. "I know that father’s fish will show."
 
                 The old man sighed and stared at the river. What if his son was right? Had he imagined seeing a talking fish? He just didn’t know any more.
 
                 "Father! Look!"
 
                 Chen stood up and looked where his daughter was pointing. A short distance from the shore, ripples radiated across the river’s surface. The old man walked into the water and smiled when the cat swam up to him.
 
                 "You came!"
 
                 The fish opened its mouth in what Chen believed was a smile. "I promised to come, did I not? Fish do not break their promises."
 
                 "Did you find my son and wife?"
 
                 The cat bobbed its head. "That’s what took me so long, but they’re here."
 
                 Chen gestured for his children who stared wide eyed at the talking fish. "Please, noble fish, make my family whole."
 
                 The fish dove back down and swam round and round. The water bubbled and frothed, churning so violently that the old man retreated to the shore. Seconds passed, then minutes, until a head finally surfaced.
 
                 Tears filling his eyes, Chen and his family staggered towards the river. Bo rose from the water, and Jiang and Ni cried out. Their brother stood before them, little more than a walking corpse.
 
                 Bo’s skin had turned gray from his years spent in the river’s torrid waters. Flesh and muscle were missing in places revealing bare bones. Both his eyes were gone, and when he opened his mouth, his upper teeth fell from rotten gums. Snails crawled across his body, while worms squirmed through his decaying flesh.
 
                 Behind him, Chen’s wife Mei shambled forth from the depths. Like her son, Mei was just a deathly shade. Her beautiful long hair was now gone and her bare arms were little more than bones. She groaned when she saw her family, muddy water pouring from the gaping hole that had once been her mouth.
 
                 The old man gasped and fell to his knees. Jiang and Ni fled back towards the village, their screams echoing in Chen’s ears.
 
                 The cat swam up to the shoreline. "Are you pleased?"
 
                 "What have you done?"
 
                 The fish seemed puzzled. "I did what I told you I would do. I brought your family back to you."
 
                 Chen stabbed a finger at his son. "That is not my son. You said you’d bring them back to life."
 
                 The fish looked at the two walking corpses. "No. I said I would return them to you. Bringing them back to life is impossible."
 
                 "But I saw you bring that puppy back to life."
 
                 "The dog had been in the river for only one day. Your son and wife were in the river for years. I did what I could, but my magic has limits."
 
                 Chen wrung his hands. "I did not want this. What do I do with these ... things?"
 
                 The fish bobbed about. "Why do you cry so? Your son and wife have come back to you. Take them home. Be whole again."
 
                 Bo reached for the old man. "Fa ... ther ..."
 
                 Chen threw himself at his son’s feet. "Please forgive me. I only wanted our family to be whole."
 
                 "Hus ... band ... whad ... hab ... you ... dun?"
 
                 The fish watched the old man wail and tear out his hair. "I’m sorry he’s so unhappy, but I gave him what he asked for. Honestly, I’ll never understand these humans."
 
                 With that said, the cat flipped its tail, and disappeared back into the river, leaving Chen with his family.
 
    
 
   The End
 
   


 
   
  
 

SINKERS
 
   by
 
   Murphy Edwards
 
    
 
    
 
                 Jerry Lemmen piled into the Envoy next to Chappham, holding his arm, dripping blood on the seat. Chappham eyed the droplets staining his buttery leather interior. “You wanna watch that shit? I just shelled out two hundred to have the leather conditioned.”
 
                 Lemmen was glazed over. “That sumbitch got a piece of me. Didn’t even have time to react. He was on me like that,” he said, snapping his fingers.
 
                 Chappham pulled a rag out of the console, tossed it in Lemmen’s face. “Told ya to be careful, didn’t I?”
 
                 Lemmen bobbed his head. “I know, but that fucker is ruthless.”
 
                 Chappham held up the jagged nubs where the last two fingers on his right hand used to be. The skin was still bluish-gray at the tips. “You’re tellin’ me. I’m still healin’ up from the last time.” He put the Envoy in drive and pulled away from the docks. A thick fog was setting in, hiding the choppy water in a misty blanket of white.
 
                 They rode in silence, Chappham smoking and Lemmen nursing the gash in his arm. Lemmen finally broke the silence. “Fuckin’ Frank Cates. Man that guy was a royal pain, floppin’ and kickin’ and screamin’ that little girl scream of his, while that thing took him down.”
 
                 Chappham flipped a smoldering butt out the window and rubbed the back of his neck. “To top it off, he barfed in the boat.”
 
                 Lemmen snorted. “Didn’t have his sea legs.”
 
                 “Yeah, and then he didn’t have any legs.”
 
                 Lemmen started to cackle, and then caught himself. “Jesus, it was pretty awful, wasn’t it? I mean, the damn thing rolled up outta’ the water and took Frankie like he was a five-piece chicken dinner.”
 
                 Chappham lit another cigarette and pulled smoke deep into his lungs. “Never seen it happen that quick before. It was vicious.”
 
                 Lemmen pressed the rag over the gash on his arm. The wound was still flowing freely, steady streams of thick, dark blood. “Did Ronney say what Frank did to deserve that shit?”
 
                 “Nah, you know the rules, we don’t get involved in that end of it. We just collect the stiffs and feed them to the beast.”
 
                 “But still…”   
 
                 Chappham held up a hand. “But still my ass. Ron Ronney is hosting this dance. When Ronney says waltz, we hoof it. And we don’t stop till Ron says so. Not ever.
 
                 Lemmen lifted the rag from his arm. The bleeding had slowed to a trickle, but the flesh flapped like a kite in a stiff March breeze. He knew Chappham was right. No one ever questioned Ron Ronney’s business practices. Do that and you might well be the next one to go out on the boat and not come back.
 
                 Chappham eyed the gash in Lemmen’s arm. The slice was so clean and precise a surgeon could have made it. Having witnessed the attack, he knew that wasn’t true. When the thing’s head broke the water to snag Frank Cates, it was a blinding flash of razor sharp teeth inside a slimy green mouth. The jaws stretched back over the gaping maw to reveal not two, but three staggered rows of teeth—teeth designed to do one thing—rip flesh. Then there was the horrid clacking sound of teeth snapping together, gnawing through tissue, vessels and bone. Lemmen’s arm got caught up in the fray.               Now he was getting an ashy complexion. “Best get that looked at,” said Chappham, chin nodding at the gash. Lemmen shook his head and closed his eyes, letting the hum from the Envoy’s tires lull him to sleep. 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
                 They got back to Camden just before dawn. Chappham wanted breakfast, a shower and a stiff shot of bourbon. Lemmen just wanted to forget. Chappham eased up to the curb outside Lemmen’s apartment. “Last chance. Sure you don’t wanna get the arm checked?”
 
                 “Nah,” Lemmen lied. “It’ll be okay. I just need to get some sack time. I’m beat.” Lemmen did want to get the  arm treated, maybe even have a dozen stitches thrown over it, but he didn’t want to take any chance of Ron Ronney getting wind of it. Ronney would consider it weak—a loose end. Ron Ronney hated loose ends. Lemmen watched Chappham ease the Envoy out into traffic and drive away, then staggered up the steps and flopped on the couch.
 
                 The wound was hot to the touch and turning black. Thick yellow fluid oozed from the center. He stumbled to the kitchen, uncapped a bottle of Jim Beam, and he splashed some on the gash. A surge of pain ran up his arm and shot out his eye. He filled a water glass, emptied it in one gulp and refilled it. After the third glassful, he rummaged through his closets and found a first aid kit, a pack of sewing needles and some thread. He spread it all out on the kitchen table and spooled out some thread. 
 
                 His hand trembled as he threaded the needle. Twenty-four holes, twelve stitches, no problem.
 
   He took a hit of bourbon, jabbed the needle in, pinched the skin together and drew the thread tight. One down, eleven to go. He bit into the heel of his hand and waited for the pain to subside. After twenty grueling minutes, the bourbon was gone and the wound was closed. He passed out in his chair, his head lolling on the table.
 
                 He woke with a dull ache in his neck and a ringing in his ears. His fingers were numb. The stitches in his arm grinned at him like a scarecrow’s mouth. Outside, it was dark. How long had he slept? The ringing in his ears continued.
 
                 The phone.  
 
                 Lemmen felt his stomach roll, tasting bile on his tongue. It had only been two days since the Frank Cates job, but he knew who it was. He could feel it down low in his gut. He let the machine get it. The voice was low and threatening: “Don’t mess with me Lemmen, I know you’re there. I don’t wanna hafta come lookin’ for you.”  Ron Ronney.
 
                  Lemmen acted as if he’d had to make a mad dash to get to the phone, faking a puppy dog pant. “Ron— whoa— sorry there—you caught me in the can. You know how it is.”
 
                 “Don’t try and shit me Jerry, I know you too well.”
 
                  Lemmen let out another long, fake gasp. “Hey, you can’t ignore the call of nature.”
 
                 “Put a cork in it. You’re wearin’ me out. Be at my place in an hour, there’s work to be done.”
 
                  Ron Ronney’s place was an abandoned cannery in the warehouse district. Lemmen hated the cannery. It smelled of greasy tuna guts and rancid fish oil. He’d never made it through a meeting at the cannery without barfing off the back dock. Ronney would just clap him on the back and tell him to get some balls, then toss him a roll of paper towels and tell him to clean himself up. 
 
                 When Lemmen got to the cannery, he spotted Chappham standing next to his jet black Envoy, smoking like a fiend. He pulled up next to him and gave him the ‘what gives.’ Chappham dropped his smoke to the pavement and crushed it under his heel. “Ronney’s havin’ a calf.”
 
                 “No shit,” said Lemmen. “She called my place, sounded like she was gonna blow a gasket.”
 
                 Chappham rubbed his palm over the hood of the Envoy, shaking his head. “Freakin’ salt water’s wreckin’ my clear coat.”
 
                 “Who gives a toss? What the hell’s wrong with Ronney?”
 
                 Chappham shrugged. “All’s I know is there’s some kinda rush job. It’s got to be done tonight.”
 
                 “Tonight? You kiddin’ me?”
 
                 “Ron says it won’t wait.”
 
                 “Where’s…?” Before Lemmen could finish, a pearl white Lexus pulled into the lot and parked next to the cannery office. The door swung open revealing a pair of long, tanned, shapely legs. Ron Ronney stepped out and brushed a silky strand of auburn hair from her eyes. There was a gold cigarette case in her hand. Chappham watched her open it, select a smoke and slide it gently between her red, pouty lips. She snapped the case shut and waited for Chappham to offer her a light. He obliged. She took a deep drag, seducing the smoke into her lungs.  “Bennie Smale. You know him?” she asked.
 
                 Chappham shrugged. “I know of him.”  
 
                 “And you?” she said, pointing the glowing tip of her cigarette at Lemmen.
 
                 “He’s a lawyer, isn’t he?”
 
                 “He’s scum!” shouted Ronney.
 
                 Lemmen scratched at the bandage on his arm. “Ain’t that the same thing?”
 
                 Chappham stood behind Ronney, making a slicing motion across his throat with his finger, indicating Lemmen should knock it off.
 
                 Ronney exhaled a wall of smoke in Lemmen’s face. “You’re funny. I like a guy with a sense of humor.”
 
                 Lemmen looked at her face, trying not to stare. She was a knockout. Watching her smoke was getting him aroused. He considered whether giving her a jump would be worth being turned into fish food. He felt the gash in his arm throb and decided he would pass.
 
                 Ronney reached into her purse and retrieved a yellow envelope. She opened it and held up a photo of Smale. “Bennie has worked for the Ronney family since I was in diapers. In that time, he’s been privy to some, shall we say, sensitive information.”
 
                 Lemmen rubbed his chin with the back of his hand. “How sensitive?”
 
                 Ronney arched an eyebrow, her hazel eyes taking Lemmen and Chappham in. “Sensitive enough for me to call you two meatheads. Now don’t interrupt me again. Got it?”
 
                 Lemmen hushed.
 
                 “Long story short,” Ronney continued, “Bennie Smale has outlived his usefulness. Understand?”  
 
                 Both men nodded.
 
                 “He’ll be at the Blue Star. Know the place?”
 
                 “I do,” said Chappham. “When?”
 
                 Ronney rolled the cigarette in her lips, giving Lemmen a little show. “The last four months? Every damned day of the week. He shows up when they open, doesn’t leave till last call.” 
 
                 “You sayin’ he’s got an alcohol problem?” asked Lemmen.
 
                  “Not unless he runs out.” She dead-eyed Lemmen. “See, I can be funny too.”
 
                   Lemmen was silent.
 
                 “How you want it done?” asked Chappham.
 
                 “Snag him in the parking lot. Make it clean. You make a big scene and it’ll get messy. I don’t like messy.”
 
                 “What about his car?”
 
                 “I got other people to take care of that. You two just hook Smale, take him to the lake, and sink him.”
 
                 Lemmen scuffed his foot on the broken concrete and waited a beat. “About the lake, I…”
 
                 Ronney’s eyes widened. “Yes? 
 
                 “Well, it’s just…”
 
                 “Out with it. I don’t intend to stand here all night freezin’ my tah-tah’s off. I got places to be.”
 
                 Lemmen swallowed hard, coaxing up the nerve to continue. “It’s that thing out there. It’s hideous.”
 
                 “That’s not my concern,” Ronney sniffed. “If it were, I’d be doing this myself, instead of relying on you two.”
 
                 “Have you seen what it does? How it tears a man apart?” Lemmen’s lip began to tremble. “It’s not a fish, that thing’s…it’s some sorta…”
 
                 “An abomination?” Ronney interrupted.
 
                 “Exactly,” said Lemmen. It’s ravenous. If it ever gets out of control, I mean really goes ‘balls out’ on us; I don’t think we could stop it. Nobody could.”
 
                 Ronney stared at her perfectly polished fingernails, letting Lemmen boil like a lobster pot. When he’d leveled off, she caught him by the collar and drew him up close. “You silly shit. What’d you think you’d be doing for me, giving these dinks a ride on a Tilt-A-Whirl and spanking them with a fly swatter? This isn’t business, you yuck, it’s war. My war. And I intend to win. If it means using some ugly, smelly piece of fish meat to do it, so be it.” 
 
                 Chappham stepped in, trying to rescue Lemmen without raising Ronney’s ire any further. “Jerry didn’t mean nothin’. He’s just antsy. We all get that way sometimes.”
 
                 Ronney tugged Lemmen’s collar, drawing him in closer, close enough to give him a good whiff of her perfume. Shalimar. “Just do your job and spare me the ‘Creature Feature’ details.” 
 
   She let go of Lemmen and slid back behind the wheel of the Lexus. “Otherwise, I don’t need you. Now get Smale and sink his ass.” She fired up the engine and roared off. 
 
                 They stood staring at Ronney’s half-smoked cigarette, smoldering on the cracked concrete, her deep red lipstick still fresh on the butt. “I gotta tell ya,” said Chappham, rubbing his finger stubs, “After that little pep-talk, my heart ain’t in this.”
 
                 “Had the boss right here, shoulda aired out your grievances and backed me up. We coulda turned down the job.”
 
                 Chappham’s eyes widened. “You serious? You know what happens if I do that. She’ll go apeshit. No way I’m paintin’ us into that corner.”
 
                 Lemmen grunted. “I ain’t as scared of Ron Ronney as I am that freak we been feedin’. It’s got enough teeth to saw through a Rhino’s hide. I got a good look at its belly when it laid into me. It’s got hair. What kinda fuckin fish grows hair?”
 
                 Chappham stared at the space where his fingers use to be. “The kind that eats people. We gonna do Smale, or what?”
 
                 Lemmen put his foot on Ron Ronney’s cigarette and ground the smoldering butt into the concrete, turning it into a brown and red smudge. “What the hell, you only live once, right?”
 
   ***
 
                 An hour later, they were sitting in Chappham’s Envoy, waiting for Bennie Smale to show up at the Blue Star. Except for a green Ford sedan, the lot was empty. It was 8:50. The place opened at 10:00. Like clockwork, at 9:55, the OPEN sign lit up and Smale’s Audi pulled up in front.
 
   Chappham eased the Envoy up next to the Audi. In the back of the truck, he had rigged a plywood box with a hinged lid and steel latches. He elbowed Lemmen. “You know what to do?”  
 
                 “I bag him, drag him, stuff him in the box and you slam the lid and latch it tight.”
 
                 “Bingo.”
 
                 They waited.
 
                 When Smale opened the door of his Audi, Lemmen was on him. The Envoy’s door pinned Smale long enough for Lemmen to get him in a chokehold. Smale began to squirm, thrashing his legs and screeching for help. Lemmen gave him a whack on the dome and dragged him to the back of the truck.
 
                 “Shit,” said Chappham, “I thought we weren’t going to make a scene.”
 
                 “I just gave him a little thump. Nobody saw. Lookit,” Lemmen said, pointing to Smales twitching legs. “He’s down, but he ain’t out.”
 
                 Chappham put some shoe leather into Smale’s ribs and grabbed him by the ankles. “Grab his arms. Let’s box him up.”
 
                 They tossed him in the box, slapped the lid shut, fastened the latches and hit the road. Once they had cleared the heavy traffic, Lemmen began fidgeting in his seat.
 
                 “Settle down,” said Chappham. “You got worms or somethin’?”              
 
                 “You knew Ron Ronney’s dad, right?”
 
                 Chappham shrugged. “Cliff? Yeah, me and Cliffy, we went back a ways, why?”
 
                 “He ever tell you what that thing out there was? Maybe let it slip, where in hell it came from?”
 
                 “Hell,” Chappham mumbled and stared off into space. “You’re closer than you think.”
 
                 “What’sat supposed to mean?”
 
                 “That lake out there where the boat is?”
 
                 “Yeah?”
 
                 “It used to be a holding pond for one of Cliff’s factories. Once business started boomin’ he had guys pumpin’ all kindsa shit into that water. We’re talkin’ paint sludge, fish guts, raw sewage, radioactive waste, the whole nine. If they could haul it, Cliff had ‘em dumpin’ it.”
 
                 Lemmen stared at the stumps on Chappham’s hand. “Outa sight, outa mind.”
 
                 The box began thumping, like a pack of third-graders running down a flight of stairs. “Listen to that guy back there,” said Chappham. “I put a boot in his ribs six or eight times, he’s still hoppin’ around like a freakin’ jack rabbit.” He took a hard left and put the Envoy on single-lane gravel.
 
                 “I don’t get it,” said Lemmen.
 
                 “Don’t get what?”
 
                 “The mooks workin’ for Cliff, what’d that have to do with that thing out in the water?”
 
                 Chappham jerked his thumb over the seat at the noise coming from the box. “I was getting’ to that before our pal back there interrupted.”
 
                 “Want me to hush him up?”
 
                 “Nah, we’re almost there. Then we can sink him and be done with it.”
 
                 Lemmen shrugged. “Your call. You change your mind, let me know.”
 
                 Chappham was silent, listening to the rumble inside the box, his eyes fixed on the gravel road.
 
                 “You gonna finish your story?”
 
                 “In a sec.” Chappham tapped the brakes and took a right. The box tipped on its edge, rode out the curve and righted itself with a hard slap. The thumping stopped.              “So, anyway, Cliff told me  he got this frantic call from the cannery. The night foreman is all Marty Feldman, said he needed Cliff to come down to the docks right fucking now. The guy was about to pop his cork.”
 
                 Lemmen grunted. “I’da told him to pound sand.”
 
                 “That’s what Cliff said he did.”
 
                 “End of story, right?”
 
                 “Nope. The guy blew Cliff some heavy shit, so Cliff hopped in his Seville, jetted down to the cannery, said he figured if nothing else he’d give the guy a righteous reamin’ in front of everybody, then shit-can him.”
 
                 “I’ll bet he tore the guy a new one,” said Lemmen.
 
                 “Once he got there, he found the whole night shift crew huddled around this big green lump on the dock. The foreman told Cliff it was packed in with a crate of Blue Fin and when it rolled out onto the canning line, the stench made half the crew sick. It ruined the whole shipment of tuna too.”
 
                 “I’m gettin’ sick just hearin’ about it.”
 
                 “Cliff was pissed. To him, it was eight-thousand pounds of useless fish that he paid top-dollar-tuna prices for. He wanted a piece of someone’s ass. He told the foreman to stow the thing on the back dock and pack it in dry ice while he got the fish broker on the phone to talk refund.”
 
                 “And?”
 
                 “The mooks on the dumpin’ crew, they don’t know from nothin’. They figured that if it was sittin’ on the back dock, it was good to go. They loaded this crate of ugly on the truck, along with sixty barrels of sludge and head for the holding pond.”
 
                 “But you said the thing was dead, right?”
 
                 “Cliff swore to it. He said it never took a breath or twitched the whole time it was in the cannery.”
 
                 “Then how…?”
 
                 “Nearest he could figure, that mutant carcass hit that pond full of Jeckyl and Hyde chemistry, soaked it up, and got a high octane jump-start.” Chappham pulled the Envoy next to the boat dock and backed up to the boat. They got out and walked to the back of the truck. Chappham opened the hatch and stared out at the lake. “It’s the same fish we been feedin’ for Ron Ronney.”
 
                 Lemmen held up his hands in disbelief. “Wait a minute. You sayin’ that that dead hunk of gills and goo at Cliff’s cannery came back to life?”
 
                 “Damn thing gobbled up three of those mooks from the dumpin’ crew, then rolled over pretty-as-you-please and disappeared under the scummy surface.”
 
                 Lemmen stared down at the clear blue water lapping at the hull of the boat. “Water looks pretty clean now.”
 
                 Chappham shook his head. “That’s because the thing feeds off the sludge. Well, that and the losers we been bringin’ it.”
 
                 “One bottom feeder eating another, huh?”
 
                 “Exactly. Now let’s get this over with.”
 
                 Lemmen tugged at the box, snagging it on the headliner. “Shit,” said Chappham. “That’s comin’ out of your half of our fee.”
 
                 “No biggie. I know a guy in Clifton, does good work. He’ll fix ya up good as new. No one’ll ever know.”
 
                 “Wrong. I’ll know. Now come on.”
 
                 They grabbed the box and carried it to the boat. Chappham flipped the latches and popped the lid. Smale was in the fetal position, knees to his chest, hands shielding his eyes from whatever fate awaited him. The water around the dock churned. A thick glob of black oil belched to the surface. Chappham grabbed an arm and hauled Smale out of the box. The front of Smale’s pants was wet from belt to crotch. “You better hope you didn’t soak my carpet, Betsy-Wetsy, else I’m gonna thump you good.” Chappham kicked the box shut and shoved Smale hard against the rail.
 
                 Smale raised his arms in defense. “What do you want with me?”
 
                 Lemmen stepped up. “It ain’t what we want, it’s what Ron Ronney wants.”
 
                 Smale lowered his arms and blew out a long, slow breath. “You’re joking.”
 
                 “I look like Lewis Black to you?”
 
                 “Impossible.” Smale crossed his arms in a lame attempt to pout. “I’ve worked for Ms. Ronney for years with no complaints. I have her utmost trust.”
 
                 Chappham cocked an eyebrow. “Hate to break it to ya, counselor, but she’s terminated your contract.”
 
                 Smale ruffled. “I won’t hear of it. I must speak to her at once.”
 
                 Lemmen spotted a puffy red eye dart under the hull in a foaming rush of brackish water. He turned to Smale. “What’re you, terminally ignorant? Who’d you think had us gift wrap you and haul you out here; Santa Claus?”
 
                 The water around the boat churned, replacing the clear blue with a noxious stew of oily yellow scum and chunks of rotting flesh. A slippery green snout broke the surface and opened up into a cavernous mouthful of clacking teeth. Bits of cloth and rancid meat hung loosely in its flapping jaws.
 
                 Lemmen buried his nose in the bend of his arm. “Lordy, that thing stinks.”
 
                 The fish turned to face Smale, one red eye the size of a quarter, the other as big as a basketball. Boney yellow spikes jutted from its dorsal fin and a fibrous horn sprouted from the top of its head. A low, wet whistling noise leaked from deep inside its gill slits. Smale fell on his face and began to shiver violently. He watched the thing with wide, terrified eyes while babbling at Chappham and Lemmen. “I promise, I won’t tell anyone Ronney’s business. I swear it. I’m an honorable man.”
 
                 “Sure ya are,” said Lemmen.
 
                 The thing’s jaws clacked harder, a sound like seasoned oak smacking plate steel.
 
                 “Honest, I wouldn’t rat like that. I’ll die before I’ll blab.”
 
                 Chappham lit a cigarette, took a long drag and grinned. “Yeah, you will.” He gave Smale a quick foot to the face, nudging him closer to the creature’s mouth.
 
                 Smale began sweating and gasping for breath. His feet thrashed wildly, trying to get a grip on the wet deck. He held his ribs and wailed at the starless sky. “Wait, please, I have money. Whatever Ronney’s paying, I’ll double it.
 
                 The creature hissed.
 
                 “I’ll triple it.”
 
                 Chappham kicked Smale in the ribs again, leaning into it. “Gee, Bennie, that’s real original. And normally, we’d take a guy up on an offer like that. Thing is, Ron Ronney, she don’t like to be out-bid.”
 
                 “Besides,” Lemmen added, “We do that, and we’ll be the next two guys dangling from a hook. Gotta tell ya, when it comes to bein’ fish bait, we just ain’t feelin’ it.”
 
                 The water exploded in a geyser of slippery scales and brown slime. When the spray cleared, Smale’s legs were gone and his eyes had rolled back in his head. Faint squeaking noises leaked from his bloody mouth. He flopped on his side and tumbled overboard.
 
                 Chappham flipped his cigarette at the thing’s head as it dragged the rest of Smale to the bottom. “Well, shit, that was easy. Didn’t even have to leave the dock.”
 
                 Lemmen gripped the boat railing and backed slowly away from the edge. His hands were shaking, the palms wet with sweat. Bits of Smale’s torso stuck to his shoes. “That thing took Smale like he was a ten pound porterhouse. I almost feel sorry for that poor bastard, lying in that thing’s belly.”
 
                 “It’ll be back too,” said Chappham. “A scrawny alcoholic like Smale won’t hold a meat-eater like that for long.”
 
                 “I say we don’t find out,” said Lemmen.
 
                 “Agreed. Let’s clear the hell out of here.”  
 
                 They rolled the box overboard and watched till the last bubble broke the surface. When Lemmen started for the Envoy, Chappham caught his arm. “Wipe your feet.” He pointed to Lemmen’s gut-soaked shoes. “I don’t want that mess in my truck.”
 
                 “Wipe ‘em? On what?”
 
                 “Your shirt, your jockeys, who gives a shit? Just don’t track that mess in my truck.”
 
                 Lemmen shrugged and shucked his socks and shoes. He crept to the dock and gently dipped the soles into the water trying to wash away the gore that was once Bennie Smale. The water rippled and belched up a gob of bloody sludge. Lemmen flinched, dropping the shoes into the oily mess. He dashed to the Envoy and piled in. Chappham fired the engine, dropped the truck in drive and tromped on the gas. They rode in silence, till they were back on two-lane blacktop.
 
                  “You see the head on that thing?” Lemmen asked.
 
                 Chappham’s eyes remained glued to the road, his maimed hand draped loosely over the wheel. Headlights from oncoming traffic cast an orange glow on his stone-cold face. “It’s gettin’ bigger.”
 
                 “And hungrier.”
 
                 Chappham began to sweat. He lowered the window a notch and took in the rush of air in big gulps. “I thought it was gonna roll the boat. Then where’d we be.”
 
                 Lemmen shook his head. “I don’t wanna think about it.”
 
                 “That undead piece of shit would go eight-hundred pounds, easy.”
 
                 “Maybe more.” 
 
                 Chappham began fiddling with the radio. His finger nubs stabbed at the buttons, trying to find something to take his mind off the thing, and about what it had done to Smale. He settled on 88.9, WYMS, and cranked up John Lennon’s ‘Nobody Told Me’. When the song was over, it started to rain. 
 
                 “Ya know, Chappy, I been thinkin’.”
 
                 “Thinkin’ what?”
 
                  Lemmen reclined the seat and started to prop his bare feet on the dash. Chappham gave him the stink-eye and he reeled them in. “This ugly, smelly lump of shit out at the lake, who knows about it?”
 
                 Chappham shrugged, concentrating on the rain-slick road.
 
                 Lemmen counted on his fingers. “There’s me you, and Ron Ronney. The rest are all dead, including dear old dad.”
 
                 “So?”
 
                 “So, I think it’s time for a raise. Look at us, stumblin’ around in the cold, arms gettin’ sliced up, fingers getting’ chomped off, and for what?”
 
                 “Ronney pays us pretty good.”
 
                 Lemmen turned a little in his seat. “Ah, but is it good enough to keep us happy? And healthy? And quiet?” 
 
                 Chappham shook his head. “Trust me, I know the Ronney family. It’s best if we don’t get greedy, especially if you’re serious about that ‘keeping healthy’ part.” He stopped for a red light and his cell phone chirped. He pulled it out of his pocket and punched it to life. “Yo. Yeah, Ron, we’re just finishing up.”
 
                 “Speak of the devil,” Lemmen whispered.
 
                 Chappham finished the call and clicked off. “You ain’t gonna believe this.”
 
                 “What?”
 
                 “She wants us to come to the house.”
 
                 “Yeah?”
 
                 “Yeah.”
 
                 “Her house?”
 
                 “No, numbnuts, Donald Trump’s house. Of course, her house.” 
 
                 “Well, shit the bed. She say why?”
 
                 “Nope.”
 
                 “She sound pissed?”
 
                 “Nope.”
 
                 Lemmen let a sinister grin fill his face. “Good. This is perfect timing. I say we hit her up for that raise.”
 
                 Chappham dodged a pothole and let out a moan. “Jerry, I’m tellin’ ya, let it go.”
 
                 “Chappy, we got her over a barrel. That thing out there won’t stay secret forever. I say we exploit it while we can.”  
 
                 An oncoming semi shot past, dousing the Envoy in muddy rainwater. Chappham flushed. “Bad enough I gotta keep feedin’ that damned thing, includin’ two of my own fingers. Now I gotta drive around in this shitty weather, screwin’ up a perfectly detailed ride, listening to you flap your lips about putting the pinch on the boss.”
 
                 “Chappy…”
 
                 “Put a lid on it.”
 
                 Lemmen let things simmer down, watching the rain beat heavy on the windshield. “Okay, let’s look at this from a different angle.”
 
                 “Angles,” Chappham interrupted, “You’ve always got angles. None of ‘em ever pans out, but you got a shitpile of ‘em.” He killed the volume on the radio. “Tell me, ace, what’s your angle this time?”
 
                 Lemmen turned the rest of the way in his seat, as if facing Chappham would make it more convincing. “Follow me here. I don’t care how many shlubs there are in Jersey who’ve ruffled Ronney’s feathers, eventually, we’re gonna thin the herd, then what?”
 
                 Chappham took the Townsend Street exit. “We’ll retire.”
 
                 “Or we’ll get retired. You wanna wind up inside that fuckin’ thing out there? Not me.” He waited for Chappham to chime in. Nothing. “Listen, Chappy, all I’m sayin’ is we get what we can and disappear. We could head for Idaho or Phoenix, get away from this nasty air and give our sinuses a rest.”
 
                 Chappham sniffed and rubbed his itchy eyes. “Phoenix is pretty far, but not far enough to evade Ronney. She’d track us down before we had time to launder the cash and buy clean underwear.” He turned into a secluded driveway, approached a security gate and punched in the number Ronney had given him on the phone. The gate swung open. He turned and put his finger in Lemmen’s face. “I’m tellin’ you Jerry, let it drop.”
 
                 “We’ll see.”
 
                 Chappham parked the Envoy near a carriage house. They dashed through the rain to a darkened entrance at the side of the house. Just as Ronney had instructed, there was another security keypad, this one attached to the entry door. Chappham entered the numbers, the lock popped, and they hurried inside. They let their eyes adjust and scanned the room. It was the kitchen. 
 
                 An intercom squawked. Ronney’s voice. “Dry your feet on the rug. Come through the kitchen and great room to a long hallway. Follow it to the last door on the right. I’ll be waiting.”
 
                 They did as they were told, pausing in the center of the great room to take it all in. “Nice digs, Chappy.”  Lemmen rubbed his palm over the mahogany woodwork as he eyed the chandelier. “See my point? We should be livin’ like this. The joint’s probably got a fully stocked bar, wine cellar, sauna and a pool too.”
 
                 “Give it a rest, you’re killin’ me.” He cuffed Lemmen on the arm and started down the hallway. “Let’s get this over with.”
 
                 The door at the end of the hallway was open. Inside was a dimly lit den. A mahogany desk sat in the middle of the room. A chair behind the desk faced the wall, smoke rolling above the headrest in fluffy swirls. “You two gonna stand there with your thumbs up your asses till you drip-dry or you wanna have a seat?” Ron Ronney spun in the chair and pointed to a black leather couch with two plush terry cloth towels draped over the arm. “Dry off and sit down.”
 
                 Chappham grabbed one, tossed the other to Lemmen. They soaked the water from their necks and arms. Lemmen tugged the towel back and forth over his baldhead as if he were buffing out a size ten wing tip.
 
                 “You straighten things up with Smale?” asked Ronney.
 
                 “Sure did,” said Chappham.
 
                 She took a long draw off her cigarette and French inhaled the smoke, giving it a three-minute tour of her lungs. “Any problems?”
 
                 Chappham shook his head.
 
                 “Just one,” Lemmen injected.
 
                 Ronney turned and eyed Lemmen through the smoke. “Which is?”
 
                 Lemmen held his thumb and forefinger an inch apart. “It’s just a little one.”
 
                 Chappham cleared his throat.
 
                 “Ah,” said Ronney, “The comedian. And this little problem; is it funny?”
 
                 “Well, I don’t think it is.”
 
                 Ronney tapped a finger on her desk, the long, manicured nail making loud pecking noises on the mahogany top. “Let’s see if I do.”
 
                 Chappham shook his head, a silent signal for Lemmen to shut up.
 
                 Lemmen laced his fingers over his stomach and sunk deeper into the leather couch. “There’s really no good way to tell you, so I’m just gonna say it. Chappy here, he’s been in a huff all day about the pay we been gettin’ for our services.”
 
                 “I don’t believe it for a minute.”
 
                 Lemmen’s head bobbed. “He said you’d say that, said that’s what made the deal so sweet, watchin’ you sweat and knowing you can’t do squat about it.” He watched as Ronney’s finger continued to tap the desk. The clicking sound reminded him of those hideous flesh-filled jaws snapping up Smale’s limp body.
 
                 “Deal?” asked Ronney. “What deal?”
 
                 “It’s simple.” Lemmen nodded at Chappham. “He came up with it. Being a stand-up guy, he decided to include me.”
 
                 “Go on.”
 
                 Lemmen smirked. “It’s easy. You pay what Chappy asks and that smelly load of carnivorous fish flesh and the damage it does, stays secret. If you don’t…”    
 
                 Chappham grabbed him by the collar. “Liar.”
 
                 “I tried to talk to him,” Lemmen continued. “He just wouldn’t let it go. He told me not to sweat it, said we should put the bite on you and if you didn’t come through, we’d just sink you.”
 
                 Chappham’s eyes shot daggers, one in Lemmen’s head, one through his heart. “You little shit; you ain’t the first bonehead who’s tried to play me against the boss. And they were all smarter than you.”
 
                 Ronney crushed out her cigarette. “Well, gentlemen, it appears we have a situation, don’t we?”
 
                 Lemmen nodded. Chappham said nothing.
 
                 “So,” Ronney continued, “I guess, I’ve got no choice in this.” She pulled a .38 from her desk drawer and shot Lemmen between the eyes. She rose and walked to Chappham, still sitting on the couch next to Lemmen. She pushed Lemmen to the floor and eased down next to Chappham. “You were right, Chappy, he couldn’t be trusted. I can always count on you to put the bee on ‘em.” She nuzzled his neck and kissed his ear. “I’m glad the dreadful little bastard’s gone.”
 
                 Chappham kissed her long and deep, wrapping his fingers around her hand, still gripping the .38. “Guess you won’t need this anymore.” She released her grip on the revolver, surrendering it to him. He thumbed back the hammer, shoved the barrel into her chest, and pulled the trigger. She slumped on the floor next to Lemmen. Chappham hovered over her lifeless body and whispered in her ear. “To quote the late Cliff Ronney, no one can really be trusted.”
 
                 He pocketed the .38 and loaded Ron Ronney and Jerry Lemmen into the back of the Envoy, careful not to let too much blood leak on his carpet. He cursed himself for not bringing more plastic. Now, he would have to find someone to detail the Envoy and get the stains out…someone who wouldn’t be missed. He eased the truck out of Ron Ronney’s driveway and began his last grueling trip to the lake. Once he had fed the thing, he would sink the boat. Then he could think about getting a real job, something far away from the water.
 
    
 
   —END—
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   The fish were in the fields again.  Wyatt sighed, dropped his shovel, in a throwing it at the ground sort of way and went back to the house.
 
                 In the kitchen, he complained about the fish and how work on the farm was never done, while grabbing his gloves and a laundry basket.  Stu sat at the table, eating a bowl of cereal and studying something on the back of the Apple Jacks box.
 
                 “He awake yet?” Wyatt asked before heading out to collect the fish.
 
                 “Nope,” Stu replied.
 
                 Just then, a voice screeched upstairs.  “WYATT!!!”
 
                 “Jinx,” Stu said with venom.  He left his half-finished breakfast on the table and disappeared out the back door.  It slammed against the frame, making Wyatt flinch, knowing the racket would only raise Pop’s ire even more.
 
                 He considered sneaking back out, pretending he had never been inside at all.  But Pop would know.  He climbed the stairs like a man who knows that at the top, he’s going to find a big bucket of shit, and then he’s going to have to eat it.  On the other hand, Wyatt thought that bucket might not be such a bad prize, considering what he was going upstairs to.
 
                 “Stop it.  That’s your father,” he commanded himself.
 
                 Halfway up the stairs the smell hit him.  At least it hadn’t reached downstairs yet, he thought.  He and Stu could still sit in the evenings and pretend everything was fine.  However, not for long, he realized.  It was late August, and with the heat so thick and heavy, the entire house would reek with the old man’s stench.  For now, he could reach the eighth step, before it hit him.
 
                 He got to the top and Wyatt had to make a conscious effort to walk into the room.
 
                 When he got there, he kept his eyes down.  To look at him . . . 
 
                 “Breakfast!” Pop demanded.
 
                 Wyatt slunk back downstairs and grabbed the oatmeal from the counter.
 
                 He spied Stu outside traipsing across the field.  His younger brother stepped on something, flinched and almost fell. Then he bent down and picked up a fish.  It was nearly two feet long, brown and covered in blotches with dozens of small, spiky teeth in its gaping mouth.  Stu had always hated touching fish and he held the thing by the anal fin while it twitched and flexed.  Its mouth gaped, sucking in air.  Stu carried it to the edge of the pond and tossed it back in.
 
                 Before Wyatt spent too much time pondering, breakfast was ready. Yep, he thought as he trudged back upstairs, the work is never done.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   Later that night, as they sat at the table eating in silence, Wyatt thought about the fish.  They cleared ten from the field that afternoon, dumped them all right back in the pond.  The first time they appeared, he had considered it strange luck and if the good Lord wanted to provide them such an easy dinner, who was he to argue?  However, the fish were long and thin, and tasted like rotten potatoes.  Since then, he and Stu just dumped them back into the pond and went back to work.  They had watched them scurry across the field, so he knew they could cross over land, but he’d never seen them before and had no idea where they’d come from.  This had been going on about a week.
 
                 Suddenly, Stu broke the silence with, “We gotta take him, man.”
 
                 Wyatt ignored him.  Stu added, “You know I’m right.”
 
                 “You take him, then,” Wyatt said.  “And you tell ‘em what happened.”
 
                 “That’s not fair and you know it.”
 
                 “It’s what they’ll think, though.  You gonna try and prove otherwise?”
 
                 “Then at least change the bandages.  I’m starting to piss out the back door, so I don’t have to go up there and smell him!”
 
                 Wyatt shoved his half-eaten hamburger away.  He did change Pop’s bandages that night while Stu sat downstairs in the dark, wishing he had the balls to go up and help.  Pop fought and raised hell the rest of the night, so fierce and constant, neither brother could sleep, one lying awake on the couch, the other in the recliner, because to sleep upstairs in their rooms was out of the question.  And in the morning, the fish were in the fields again.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   Wyatt knew what happened to Pop had been an accident.  But no matter how many times they went over it, it always sounded bad.  Pop and Stu had been at each other’s throats for a good week, because Pop hadn’t wanted him out here to stay, but Wyatt said Stu was family and they couldn’t turn him away. The whole week had reached a boiling point when Stu, covered in dirt and muck from helping Wyatt outside all day, had taken a particularly long shower.  That had been it for the old man who stood outside the bathroom door banging and yelling for almost ten minutes, while Stu was doing the best he could, but the stuff was caked on.  After a while, the banging and yelling got to be too much for him, and he finally threw open the bathroom door and yelled, “What the hell is wrong with you, old man?”
 
                 That didn’t sit with Pop.  He would be shown respect in his house.
 
                 “Other people live in this house too,” Pop yelled, “and those people are the ones paying for all that water you’re using up, so what you need to do is get out of my bathroom and I‘ll tell you when you can shower.”
 
                 “First of all,” Stu said, “Wyatt’s the one who pays that bill and Wyatt’s the one who busts his ass day and night on this farm to make that money.  And if you want to go that far, I’ve done more work around here than I’ve seen you do lately, so part of that money is mine, and maybe that means I’m paying those bills, so in that case, I’m gonna take as long a shower as I feel I need to take.”
 
                 You didn’t talk to Pop like that.  It just wasn’t done.  That’s when he shoved Stu.  And that’s when Stu shoved back.  And, that’s when the old man stumbled into the wall, lost his balance, and tumbled down the stairs.  Their father was not a young man and it was one hellava fall.  The racket was terrible and when he hit the floor at the bottom of that flight, his skull was cracked open and bleeding.
 
                 Their property sat just outside Ridgebury, close enough to be part of the town, but far enough outside it would take an ambulance forever to get there and they couldn’t just leave him on the kitchen floor like that.  So they hauled him up to bed and Wyatt bandaged his head.  Stu asked him if he was going to call someone, but Wyatt just stood there staring at their father for a long time, until he finally shook his head and answered, “They’ll take you in, you know.”
 
                 Stu wilted and looked away.
 
                 “It was an accident,” he said.
 
                 “The Sheriff knows Pop.  He might not think it was an accident.”
 
                 “Then, what do we do,” Stu asked, “just leave him up there to bleed to death?”
 
                 “It looks a lot worse than it really is.  Just a gash.  It’s not gonna kill him.  He probably just needs to rest up there for a few days until the swelling goes down, and it’ll heal up pretty soon, I think.”
 
                 “And if it doesn’t?”
 
                 Instead of answering, Wyatt went outside and watched the sun go down.
 
                 The next morning was when the fish first appeared in the fields.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   It was more than just a gash, and it didn’t heal.  It got worse, got infected, and the old man got meaner.  And of course, the infection filled the house with its stink.
 
                 They were searching the fields for fish, trying to make sure they collected all of them, when Stu asked, “How long do you think he can last up there like that?”
 
                 “I don’t know,” Wyatt said.
 
                 “I didn’t sleep at all last night.”
 
                 Neither had Wyatt, but he didn’t reply.  He didn’t want to talk about it.  He grabbed a fish off the ground, dumped it in his basket, and looked for more.
 
                 “It was an accident,” Stu said.
 
                 “You say that every day, Stu,” Wyatt replied.  “I know it was an accident.  Nothing to do now but deal with it.”
 
                 Wyatt spotted another fish. That was fifteen already, and he bent to grab it, but was stopped by a voice calling from near the house, “Hello?”
 
                 Wyatt looked at his brother, both wondering WHO?  Stu shrugged and they walked back to the house.
 
                 “Hello?” the voice called again and they heard footsteps going up the porch.  Wyatt dropped his basket and jogged to beat whoever it was before they knocked on the door.
 
                 “Hello?” he asked, just reaching the front of the house.
 
                 “Hello?” the visitor repeated, coming back down the porch steps and walking over to shake Wyatt’s hand.
 
                 “Hi,” he said, “My name’s Dave Jones with the New York State Department of Environmental Conservation.  I’d like to ask you a few questions.”
 
                 The brothers exchanged confused looks and Wyatt said, “Uh, all right.”
 
                 Jones was a short man with short red hair and freckles.  He looked like a young man trying to look older, and it wasn’t working.
 
                 “We’re in the area,” Jones said, “searching for fish.  We’ve been having some problems with a Northern snakehead infestation in Ridgebury Lake and Catlin Creek, and we’re canvassing the area to make sure we don’t miss any.”
 
                 “Northern snakeheads?” Stu asked.
 
                 “It’s a fish,” Jones explained.  “An invasive species.  It doesn’t belong in this area and can affect the ecosystem.”
 
                 “I don’t understand,” Wyatt said.
 
                 “You have a pond on your property?”
 
                 Wyatt nodded.
 
                 “These fish can travel over land,” Jones said, “live outside of the water for three to four days.  Your pond is close enough to Ridgebury Lake to consider it a haven, so what we need to do is determine whether the snakeheads have found your pond, and if so, we need to destroy them.”
 
                 Wyatt held up a hand.
 
                 “Wait a minute, all this over a fish?”
 
                 “The Northern snakehead is a top-level predator,” Jones said.  “They’re not native to this area.  They breed fast and they feed on other species.  Have you come across any strange fish in your pond or . . . anywhere on your property?”
 
                 The brothers looked at each other again and Jones said, “Is that a yes?”
 
                 Stu nodded.
 
                 “Can you show me?”
 
                 They took him around back to the field and showed him their baskets, and how many, they had already collected. Jones pulled out a cell phone and spoke into it.
 
                 “This is Jones.  I’ve got a positive ID on a farm just outside town.  We need to set up a CFT dump as soon as possible . . . Right  . . . Right . . . Perfect, thank you, sir.”
 
                 He put his phone away and told Wyatt, “Sir, we’re going to return tomorrow afternoon with a chemical called CFT Legumine.  It’s a liquid rotenone formulation and it’ll take care of the problem.  We’ll contact you later today with the details.”  Jones took Wyatt’s number, thanked him, and he was gone.
 
                 Stu said, “What the hell?”
 
                 “I don’t know,” Wyatt said.  “Everything’s so screwed up.  Fish in the fields, Pop upstairs like he is . . .”  He sighed, screwed his knuckles into his eyes to rub away the stress, then bent to pick up another fish that had flopped out of the basket and was scurrying away.  “We have to figure out a way to keep him quiet while they’re here tomorrow,” he said.  “I was afraid he was gonna hear him up there screaming, but he might be sleeping.”
 
                 “He’s not gonna sleep with a bunch of people traipsing all over the place.”
 
                 “You got that right,” Wyatt said. “Shit!” and he dropped the fish he was holding, then looked at his hand, at the blood running down his palm.  He raised his boot and stamped it down on the snakehead that was trying to wriggle away across the ground.
 
                 “Piece of shit!” Wyatt said.  The fish had taken a chunk out of his palm; the meaty swell just behind his index finger.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   Wyatt hung up the phone and told Stu, “They’ll be here around three, he said.”  Stu nodded, spooned something that looked like sugar over a bowl of oatmeal and handed it to his brother.
 
                 “You,” he said.  “I can’t.  I know he doesn’t remember what happened, but it’s the way he looks at me, he . . . senses it, or something.”
 
                 “He doesn’t sense anything,” Wyatt said, taking the bowl.  “He just doesn’t like you.”
 
                 “That too.”
 
                 Wyatt took the bowl upstairs, trying to breathe in as much apple and cinnamon as he could to stave off the stench of Pop’s infection.
 
                 “Bout time!” he snapped.  “And tell that truck to SHUT UP!”
 
                 Wyatt nodded and stepped closer, holding the bowl in both hands, ready to move if Pop happened to lash out again.  He pulled a chair over from its place against the wall.
 
                 “It’s apple cinnamon,” Wyatt said.
 
                 “I told you I hate maple, sugarman.”
 
                 “Apple cinnamon,” he corrected.
 
                 “That’s what I said, don’t you tell me!”
 
                 “Right.”
 
                 He scooped up a spoonful and fed it to him.  Wyatt hated watching him eat.
 
                 The old man’s hair stuck in dried-bloody clumps to his skull, some of it plastered to his forehead with sweat.  The parts that weren’t bloody were filthy.  His left eye had gone cloudy and stared off in some other direction.  It was hot upstairs; they had no AC or central air, only a few oscillating fans, but they were little help against the summer heat rising from below.  Pop ate without really chewing, only moving his lower jaw in a bad imitation of that particular motion, the food caking around his lips and tongue until he somehow managed to get it down his throat.  Feeding took forever.
 
                 Through a mouthful of mush he turned to Wyatt and yelled, “I said shut up that fucking truck, you piece of shit!” spraying chunks of cinnamon-covered apple into Wyatt’s face.  Then he threw his head back and laughed long and loud until he was coughing, choking on his oatmeal and spitting even more of it out into his lap.
 
                 He wheezed.  His head drooped forward and his right eye closed.  The left one stared at the wall, still half-open.
 
                 Wyatt held his breath.  He listened to the television downstairs.  It sounded like.  Stu was watching, Wheel of Fortune. The old man’s breathing came in heavy, labored breaths, probably from the way he sat hunched over in the bed.  Wyatt moved his leg and heard the joints creak.  Finally, Dad slumped fully over and passed out.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   Wyatt carried him under the arms while Stu held his ankles, and together they got him downstairs.  The smell from the wound was enough to burn Wyatt’s eyes and he tried not to breathe, but Dad was heavy, Wyatt panted, and the stench was just rotten.  His bloody hair pressed against Wyatt’s chest, and he had to force himself not to look down, because he would have been staring right into the hole in Pop’s head.
 
                 They hauled him through the kitchen, out to the porch, then out into the field.
 
                 “Are they out here yet?” Wyatt asked.
 
                 “I don’t know,” Stu answered.
 
                 “Let’s take him further in.”
 
                 They carried him to the edge of the pond, stood him up, and then let him fall naturally.  Wyatt tossed a broken tree branch near Pop’s feet, hoping to give the illusion he had tripped.  Then he stood over him for a second, trying to make himself turn around, but . . . this was still his father.  This wasn’t his fault.  It had been an accident.  It never should have come to this.  It still didn’t have to. It wasn’t too late to do the right thing for him.
 
                 No, he realized, it was too late, no matter what he was thinking.
 
                 “I’m sorry, Pop,” he said.
 
                 “Come on,” he said to Stu, and then they hurried back inside.
 
                 It was late, nearly two in the morning, before they managed to put themselves to bed, but both were lying awake, trying not to listen for the fish, hoping the old man didn’t scream.  All they heard were the crickets and the ticking clock.
 
                 In the morning, the fish were in the fields, and the old man was gone.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   The NYS D.E. C. showed up with someone from the Bureau of Fisheries and two New York State police officers.
 
                 “How many would you say you’ve seen in the area?” Jones asked.
 
                 Wyatt shrugged.  “Hard to say, we didn’t know what they were, we just tossed ‘em back in the pond.”
 
                 “And you never questioned why every morning you kept finding fish everywhere?”
 
                 Wyatt shrugged, feeling a bit stupid.  The truth was, he had wondered, but simply hadn’t known who to contact.  Who would have guessed there even was something called the Bureau of Fisheries?  If he had realized something was going on in the area, and that it was part of a bigger problem, sure.  But as it was, well, with Pop and everything, he just had bigger things on his mind.
 
                 “What’s gonna happen?” he asked.
 
                 “We’re going to poison your pond,” Jones explained.  “Then we drain it and process everything we find.”
 
                 “How long will that take?”
 
                 “Not long,” Jones said, then turned away and joined his team.
 
                 Wyatt went back inside, and Stu asked, “What if they find him?”
 
                 “What if they do?  They’re supposed to.  Accident?  Tripped, knocked himself out, got torn up by the fish?  They’re supposed to find him.”
 
                 “But he’s not there!” Stu said.  “He’s just gone.  You know they didn’t eat all of him, they’re just little fish.”
 
                 “You didn’t get bitten,” Wyatt said, holding up his bandaged palm.  “Those things can bite!  But you’re right, there should be something left out there.”
 
                 They had searched the property all morning, trying to find any sign before the D.E.C. showed up, but there was nothing, not a bloody print, not a scrap of T-shirt.  They hadn’t heard a thing in the night and their fear was that he had woken up and stumbled away, that he’d be found in town later in the day wandering down the street, bloody and rambling, and then they’d be in the shit.
 
                 It took a few hours, but eventually the fish were dead and then they began pumping the pond.  Wyatt and Stu sat inside, waiting for the roar of the pump to die and someone to clomp up the porch steps, bang on the screen door, and tell them they’d found the old man in the pond.  However, the pump went on and on until the pond was empty and a while later, the commotion died down.  Jones came up to tell them thanks for their cooperation, and then, just like that, everyone was gone, and Wyatt and Stu were left to the dark silence of the farm.
 
                 “What are we gonna do?” Stu asked.
 
                 Wyatt looked outside and shook his head.  “I can’t say.  I just don’t know.”
 
                 They went outside, into a cooling breeze and their sweat dried on their skin.  Stu shivered.  Wyatt headed for the pond.  It laid a ways back from the house, but it was not too far to walk.  He approached and stared in awe at the giant muddy hole in his yard.  He had fished it before, he had swum in it, but he never knew just how deep it was.  Had to be ten feet at the deepest.  And a good thirty feet across.
 
                 He sat on the edge in the damp grass, looking out over the emptiness.  Stu came up behind him, sat to his left, sighed and said, “Look, Wyatt, I’m really sorry.”
 
                 “I know,” Wyatt said.  “You didn’t know.”
 
                 “Yeah,” Stu said.  “I didn’t know.”
 
                 The crickets had come to life hours ago.  They had still never received a call from anyone.  As far as they knew, no one had found him.
 
                 “I don’t get it,” Wyatt said, peering into the dark at the bottom of the empty pond.  “Where is he?”
 
                 They heard something in the dark, a sucking sound, so loud and sudden, it startled them and they both flinched before they realized it was coming from the pond.  Stu got up and leaned over the edge, trying to see and Wyatt asked, “What is it?”
 
                 “I can’t tell.  Something in the mud.  Maybe a dog wandered out there and got stuck after they left?”
 
                 “I’ll get a flashlight,” Wyatt said, heading for the house.  “We should help it out.”
 
                 When he trotted back out to the empty pond, he found his brother on the edge of the mud, a look of horror on his face.
 
                 “What’s the matter?” Wyatt asked and Stu pointed.
 
                 Wyatt trained the light out onto the pond, where he thought the animal was stuck, but it wasn’t an animal he found.  It was Pop.  Dead, half-eaten with chunks of his face and arms missing.  His dead eye was gone, but the other one stared at them, shining silver in the light.  A chunk of torn fish hung between his teeth and he bared them, red and grisly.  His T-shirt and shorts clung to him like a second skin, coated in mud and algae.  Small pond twigs poked out from his hair.
 
                 “He just . . . rose up from the mud,” Stu said.
 
                 “Shit,” Wyatt said.  Stu was still on the ground beside him, whining high in the back of his throat.
 
                 His first thought was, Pop’s all right, but a closer looked proved that wrong.
 
                 Wyatt grabbed Stu’s shirt collar, and hauled him up, and then dragged him away.
 
                 “Come on,” he said.
 
                 Stu stumbled back a few steps, then wrenched his shirt free of Wyatt’s grasp, turned, and hauled ass for the front porch.  By the time, they got there and looked back, Pop had climbed over the lip of the pond and was heading for the house.  They darted inside and slammed the door.  Wyatt kept a Remington 700 in the closet.  He went for it and when he came back, Stu stood staring out the window, cupping his hands to see.
 
                 Wyatt stooped beside him and tried to see too.
 
                 “What is this?” he asked.  “What the hell is this?”
 
                 “I don’t know,” Stu said.
 
                 Wyatt felt the breath being sucked out of his lungs as if the house were being vacuum-sealed.  Pop grabbed the porch rail and hauled himself up the few steps, then beat at the door.  The glass shattered, shards buried in his hands and forearms, but he didn’t seem to notice.
 
                 “Pop,” Wyatt sighed.
 
                 His legs beat at the bottom half of the door, as if he were trying to walk through it.  His arms flailed inside the hole left by the broken glass.
 
                 Wyatt grabbed Stu by the arm and hauled his brother behind him.
 
                 “Get back,” he said.  “In the kitchen.”
 
                 “What are you gonna do?” Stu asked.
 
                 “I don’t know,” Wyatt replied.  And he didn’t.  He didn’t know if he could bring himself to shoot Pop, even like this.  “I’m so sorry,” he said, staring at the thing pretending to be his father.  Then he blew a hole in the wall an inch from Pop’s head.
 
                 “Shit.”
 
                 He cocked the rifle again and took aim, but now that he’d had that moment of fear and impulse, he didn’t know if he could bring himself to do it again.  To fire on his father?  
 
                 That’s not Pop, his mind said, and he knew he was right.  But still.  He just couldn’t do it again.
 
                 He lowered the gun, and that’s when Stu swooped in and took it from him.
 
                 “I’ll do it for you,” he said.  Wyatt nodded, stepped away and pressed himself to the wall.  His blood pounded in his ears, but mostly he heard the scratch of his own breath in and out of his throat.  Then, somehow, he heard Stu’s mumbled words.
 
                 “Who’da thought I’d get to kill you twice, you hateful old fuck!”
 
                 Wyatt snapped out of his stupor.
 
                 “What did you say?”
 
                 “Huh?” Stu asked, looking to his brother who now stood at his shoulder.
 
                 “What did you say?”
 
                 “Nothing,” Stu said.
 
                 The thing pretending it was their father still fought to get through the door, but the wood refused to give.  His arms reached and flexed, the dead fingers grasping.  Something churned in his throat, and then the rotting chunk of Northern snakehead in his mouth fell out, plunking to the floor.
 
                 “Why would you say something like that?” Wyatt asked.
 
                 “I don’t know what you’re talking about, Wy,” Stu said, trying to shrug off his brother and do what needed done.
 
                 “You know what you said,” Wyatt insisted.  “You get to kill him twice, why would you say something like that to our father?”
 
                 Stu didn’t answer.  Instead, he raised the rifle again, took his aim.  Then Wyatt asked, “Was it an accident?”
 
                 Stu lost his focus and looked over at his brother.
 
                 “Of course it was an accident.  They happen all the time.”
 
                 “Not like that,” Wyatt said.  “You look me in the eye and you swear it was an accident, Stu.”
 
                 The brothers glared at each other, neither blinking nor looking away.  Stu never said a word.
 
                 “I can’t believe you,” Wyatt said.  “He let you back into his house.  He gave you everything you needed.  And you did this to him, your own father?”
 
                 “What do you want me to do, Wy?  He hated me.  He was a fucking asshole to me, man, and you did shit to stand up for me.”
 
                 “No one told you to run off and disappear for ten years, either!”
 
                 “What else was I supposed to do, stay here and take his shit?  I’m sorry you were trapped here all your life working his farm, but that’s not my life, Wy.”
 
                 “I’m gonna kill you,” Wyatt said, grabbing the Remington and twisting, trying to free it from his brother’s grasp.  Stu’s hold was stronger and better placed.   A quick flick of his arm and the gun was well out of Wyatt’s grasp.  That’s when Wyatt attacked.
 
                 He flung his hands tight around Stu’s neck and choked him.  The younger brother fell back into the wall, startled, and the gun fell to the floor with a clatter.  He put his arms up trying to pry loose Wyatt’s hold, but it was no good.
 
                 He tried to fall and bring Wyatt with him, but Wyatt had a good thirty pounds on Stu and all of it was muscle built from working the farm.  He was going nowhere.
 
                 The old man made a noise like a shriek, his dead vocal cords emitting a weird sound like knives against metal underwater, and Wyatt looked over and grinned maliciously at his father, because he knew now how to handle this.
 
                 He picked his brother off the floor and carried him by the neck to the door where Pop’s arms reached and grabbed him.  The old man hauled Stu closer.  Stu screamed and fought, but Wyatt’s strength combined with the old man’s, which came from who knew where, meant the younger brother stood no chance.
 
                 The old man opened his mouth, reached, and took a chunk from Stu’s cheek.  He screamed again, this time like a toy winding down.  He tried to look around at his brother, but the motion only pulled the wound open wider.  Pop swallowed the chunk of bloody flesh, and then took another, this time from Stu’s neck.
 
                 The severed arteries sprayed blood everywhere, but Wyatt refused to let go until the deed was done.  Only when Stu was too weak to fight, did he loosen his grip.  The old man hauled him up through the broken pane, and then out to the porch, where he finished him off, while Wyatt stood inside and listened to the tearing sound of meat.
 
                 He stared out the broken pane and moved backwards until his back hit the opposite wall, then he fell to the floor, spent.  He panted and cried.  His muscles were sore from the sudden and extreme exertion. And the sound of his father eating his younger brother made his stomach churn.
 
                 After what seemed like forever, the noises stopped and something thumped against the porch floorboards, then scraped, and another thump, and a scrape.  Wyatt peered out the broken pane.  The sun was beginning to peak over the horizon.  He saw Pop on his belly, crawling away from Stu’s corpse, down the porch steps.  Then he tried hauling himself across the yard, struggling to turn his heavy deadweight toward the road.  He got halfway there when his body shuddered, the legs jerked and his arms wobbled and fell and the old man’s stomach burst open against the ground and dozens of bloody Northern snakeheads fell from him, wriggling and twisting to be free.  The fish wound their way across the ground, over to the road, and further on.
 
                 Wyatt watched from the front door, remembering what Jones had said, that these things could live up to three or four days out of water, almost envying their freedom.
 
                 He looked at his father, and then made himself look down at Stu as well.
 
                 He would bury them in the field. Hopefully the crops would cover them well enough.  He had better get started soon, he realized.  The sun would be high before he knew it, and there was work to do.  He stripped his shirt, headed to the barn for the shovel, dragged the two half-eaten corpses to the field, and got to work.
 
    
 
   END
 
                 
 
   


 
   
  
 



THE OLD MAN AND THE SEA OF THE DEAD
 
   By
 
   Tim Curran
 
    
 
                 He was an old man who fished alone in the warm waters of the Gulf Stream and he had not seen a living fish in three months. There were reasons for that and he knew what they were, but he no longer thought about such things. The time for that had past. The only thing he thought about now was the sea itself. The blue-green waters, the vast gray emptiness of it. How sometimes that emptiness seemed to live inside him. He was at one with the emptiness and it was at one with him. Again, he did not think about it, for the world had changed, and he had changed with it.
 
                 Though he had not seen a living fish in some ninety days, the old man believed in his heart that there was such a fish out there. One last fish. That it was waiting for him to catch it. It was a game and he must play it, because the fish expected it. Why would the fish, the last living fish, give its life easily without spectacle and sport? It would not. Because, if it did, its life would have no meaning. The last living fish in the sea of the dead.
 
                 Each morning, the old man would open his eyes and walk outside, where he liked to stand beneath the green of the palms. His eyes would look out to the vastness of the sea and he would say, “Today, fish, we will meet. Today, battle will be joined.” Then, like every day, the old man would go back to his shack and get his wooden box that contained the coiled, braided lines, gaff and harpoon. The very things he would need to find and hold the fish when he found it. He would unfurl the sail on the skiff and push out into the surf, the sea moving around him, neither happy nor sad for his intrusion, but perhaps, curious as to what it was he thought he would do today in the graveyard sea.
 
                 The white ribbon of sand at his back and the immensity of the Gulf before him, the old man would spend his day in search of the fish. His bait box was filled with crawling things, but it was the best he could do since the world died. Everything was carrion now. Carrion that moved and the old man wished for the old days when things dead stayed dead and did not move, did not bite. He no longer smelled the stink of the carrion. However, it was on his brown, weathered hands and enveloped him in a tarp. He was used to it and it no longer existed in his mind. All day, he would bait his hooks and cast his lines, catching one living dead fish after the other. He would throw them all back, because he did not want them. The living dead fish were neither sly nor crafty as they had been in life: they would bite anything. Even a bare hook was enough to tantalize them. There was no sport in them. They were dead.
 
                 When the sun turned the waters orange and the horizon red, the old man would return with no fish. Not defeated or frustrated, but only patient. The sea was a strange girl and sometimes she smiled at you, but mostly she did not. He would pack away his lines, gaffs, and harpoon in the wooden box and wash out his bait box, then go back to his shack. There was no point in putting anything away. There was no one left to steal from him. Those that still walked did not care about fishing, boats or stealing.
 
                 In the shack, he would think about the boy.
 
                 He was old and his memories were no longer clear, but before the world died, the boy had spent much time with him. The boy understood him in ways that he did not understand himself. The boy looked up to him and thought he was the greatest fisherman in the world, even though, very often, the old man caught no fish at all. There was a time when the boy fished with him, until his father forbade it. Still…the boy would come. He would bring the old man bottles of beer, sometimes plates of yellow rice and black beans. Then the old man would tell him stories of great fishermen he knew, of greater fish, and strange things that he had seen once but would never see again. The boy liked to hear about Africa, so the old man would tell him how, aboard a tuna clipper, he had first seen the walking dead men on the shore. How they had waited. How they had stared. How they had wanted the tuna boat to ground herself in the shallows, so they could feed upon the men that tried to escape her.
 
                 That was all before the living death came to the island.
 
                 It moved across the world, place by place, until it owned every last soul and had corrupted anything that walked, flew, crawled, or swam.
 
                 Before that, there were good days, the old man could remember when he would come back in the evening with his skiff, and the boy would be waiting for him. Very often, the old man did not have a fish, but the boy was certain that he would the next day. They would sit out on the terrace where the other fishermen gathered. The shark men, tuna men and the marlin runners would make fun of the old man for not having caught a fish and the old man would only smile. The boy did not like it. The older fishermen would have sad eyes, because they knew the old man was indeed a great fisherman, even though it had been some time since he had landed a great fish.
 
                 “But you will,” the boy would say with complete confidence. “You will land the greatest fish of all. I have faith.”
 
                 That would make the old man smile and feel not quite as old.
 
                 Yes, even those empty days with an empty skiff were good days. He had not seen the boy in some time now. The last time he had seen him and the time before that, the boy had been with the others, marching slowly up the brick roads of the town, that hunger in his eyes. They would march ceaselessly, until they found something to eat, which was quite often each other. The old man would watch them from the trees. He liked to watch the boy and remember who and what the boy had been. The old man was always careful that they did not see him, because that would not be a good thing.
 
                 Some three months since he had hooked his last living fish, the old man beached his skiff yet again, and went back to the shack. Lying in his narrow bed, he felt the tropical heat, listening to the buzzing flies and the sound of the sea washing at the strand. Then he closed his eyes, but he did not dream.
 
                 He knew there was nothing left to dream about. Dreaming was for those with full lives. His life was empty, a seamless gray rinse without borders or incident. Such lives do not inspire dreams. There had been a time, when he dreamed of women, fights and fish, violent storms and suffocating sea fogs, of yellow-eyed things with many arms that waited down in the salty depths. But no more. He did not even dream of the boy or his long-dead wife whose eyes had been like wet jade.
 
                 In the morning, when he opened his eyes, he knew it would be a special day. He wished the old fisherman were down at the pier, so he could talk with them about wind and weather, drifts and depths, but they were gone. The emptiness of the pier now made the old man feel ice in his heart.
 
                 He took his wooden box down to the skiff and watched the sea. Its waters were calm, flat, nary a ripple to be seen. It would be a good day, he knew it, even if there was no wind, and he would have to row. He wrapped his squirming baits in yellow newspaper, stuffed them in the bait box, and made ready.
 
                 “You will land the greatest fish of all,” the boy said.
 
                 The old man heard it so distinctly that he nearly cried out, thinking perhaps that the boy was behind him. That would be a bad thing, because the boy hungered like the others. However, the old man soon forgot about it, as he rowed out into the sea, through the mouth of the harbor, and into the open ocean where the fishing would be done.
 
                 Far from land, he saw sea birds flying overhead, the sun shining through holes in their bodies. They paid him no mind. He saw schools of dead squid and skeleton fish, all moving off to some destiny; he could not, and did not want to know. He remembered when there were others boats going out and the fishermen would call to one another, wishing each other luck. Now, no boats were there, and the only voices he ever heard, were screams in the night.
 
                 It was not night now; it was early morning. The sun was already hot, and he could feel it blistering his leathery skin, as it had on days beyond count. The flying fish leaped out of the water in silver plumes. They had very little flesh on them and flew even higher now that they were nothing but bones, scales and spiny fins. The old man did know why there was life in them. Once, he had thought it obscene, but he no longer thought about such things. An hour out into the immensity of the dead sea, a gigantic and blubbery creature surfaced. It was a whale of some type, maybe a gray or a finback. It bobbed to the surface, floating there like a great island of blubber that was bleached white. It did not move. An amazing variety of fish showed to nibble on it. Birds clustered on its flanks, pecking away at it and pulling out stringy sea worms that had infested it. The old man had seen the leviathans do that before. It was some kind of perverse symbiosis—the living dead whales would become so riddled with worms at the bottom that they would come up so the birds could pick them clean. Maybe fifteen minutes after the whale had surfaced, the old man rowed around the greasy slick spreading out from the beast, and the first sharks arrived.
 
                 “You damn whores,” the old man said. “Are you never satisfied?”
 
                 Of course they weren’t. They were sharks. They were swimming mouths, and alive or undead, they understood only eating. They knew nothing else and were interested in nothing else. There was a time when the old man had certain empathy for the sharks. They were driven to do what they did. It was not of their making. They did what sharks were designed to do. Now…no, he had no empathy for them. They had been bad enough in life. Now they were worse; gluttons, whores, demons.
 
                 The old man kept rowing, hoping for a breeze to fill his sail, but none came. The sharks concerned him. They would attack anything; bite anything. He did not want them coming after the boat. A few did, but thank goodness, they were smaller blues and white tips. When he had distanced himself far from the whale carcass, and it was gone from sight, he baited his hooks and dropped them deep where the big fish lived. Each was set with a float that would dip under the surface if anything bit onto it and the old man was hopeful that today something would; the last living fish. He was confident that it would happen and he waited for it.
 
                 An hour into it, he saw a great shadow pass beneath the skiff. He could not be certain that he had seen it, until it came again. Then he knew it was not his eyes playing tricks, it was a real thing and he did not like it. The way the shadow moved concerned him, because there was only one thing that moved like that. Maybe thirty minutes later, the shadow came again, but this time it sidled up to the skiff and bumped it with its squarish snout. It was a large shark, larger than the skiff itself. Its flesh was a dirty ochre-brown and horribly scarred from fighting. Had it been alive, it would have been a beautiful creature, but now it was just an abomination, as it swam with its belly split open and its guts trailing along like white confetti.
 
                 “Go away, you bastard,” the old man told it  “Don’t you see this is the day, I have waited for?”
 
                 The shark cut wide circles around the skiff, nudging the lines, but not biting into them, which was a good thing because its jaws had the strength to shear them. It was a huge animal and if it decided to, it could easily overturn the skiff. The old man did not want to be in the water with such a thing. The shark did not go away, but neither did it attack. It seemed curious, which was odd for such a creature.
 
                 However, the sea was a strange girl and these days, much stranger than ever before, because it was a sea of the dead.
 
                 As the old man tended his lines and kept an eye on that big evil shark, he remembered many years ago when he was a young man on a boat in the Sea of Cortez. It was the dark of the night and the mate was jigging for squid. He had an unusual contraption of light bulbs with weights to pull them under. He said the squid would come to see the lights and bite his baited hook which dangled beneath. After several hours, no squid had come. The mate asked him to tend the line while he slept for an hour or two. The old man did. About the time his own eyes were beginning to close from staring at the glowing lights just beneath the surface, he saw green phosphorescence in the water. It was an eye. An immense eye like a serving platter. A green eye that looked like the eye of a giant. On that, he was right, because it was the eye of a giant squid. The light reflected the green depths of its eye, which was very much like the eye of a man. At first, he was afraid of the creature, but when it did not attack, he just watched it. It stayed next to the boat for an hour, just watching the light, and then it left.
 
                 The old man thought of that squid now, wondering if the shark was merely curious, too. Maybe it was. After a time, it swam off.
 
                 Like the old man himself, the shark was of a solitary species.  It shunned the company of other fish, unless it was hungry.  Almost hourly, some days, it would engulf fish.  On others days it would not eat unless something was especially tantalizing.  It had gone weeks between meals or mere minutes. Its serrated jutting teeth were as razor sharp as any fine surgical instrument.  Those teeth had ripped many things.  Countless fish, mollusks, marine mammals, even other sharks.  It had once eaten an electric guitar dropped by a drunken man from a passing cruise ship (the rusted steel strings of which were still in its stomach).  It had ingested planking from a sunken ship, a lifejacket (no occupant), a lost fishing rod, a pair of discarded rubber waders, a truck tire, several small fishing nets, two lobster pots, a lost rowboat oar, and an entire full-grown Doberman Pincher in one gulp.  Once, off Key West, it had bitten off the foot of a diver. Then, for reasons known only to itself, found it unpalatable and vomited it back up along with the diver’s spear gun and a transistor radio that it had swallowed the day before.
 
   In life, it would eat almost anything. In death, it was even more voracious. It had no concept that it had once been alive, but was now dead.  It did what it was designed by evolutionary mechanisms to do; it swam and it ate. Even in death, there was nothing else.
 
   The old man was just glad that it was gone. He did not want trouble with a big shark today. Not this day.  As he thought that, he saw one of the floats dip beneath the surface. Is that you, fish? He wondered. Have you come finally? The float stayed under the water. It was no inconsequential nibbling, but a biting. That was good and it made the old man feel, as he hadn’t in many months now. He gripped the line, feeling the tension on it. Yes, down there, far below, the bait was being consumed almost greedily. He hoped it was not the shark. Please, let it be the fish, I’ve been waiting for and not that damn shark, he thought.
 
   Carefully, he removed the float so there was nothing between his hands and the great fish below. “Keep eating it,” he said. “Fill yourself and get hooked, so that I can tow you up and finish you with my harpoon.”
 
   The old man was patient, feeling the line moving in his hands. He did not know what was going on down there in the cold depths, but his hands told him all the same. When the time came to begin pulling, he would know. His fingers would tell him. He waited. Waited some more.
 
   “Do it now,” he whispered.
 
   He jerked the line; feeling how firmly hooked was the fish. He yanked and pulled until perspiration beaded his brow and rolled down his spine. The sweat was on his face. He could taste the salt of the sweat on his lips. The fish fought, trying to run far below. The old man played him very carefully, giving him room to run, to tire himself, but never too much. Too much was not a good thing. He knew the fish was happy now. It was fighting, and he was fighting, and only the strongest would survive. The fish wanted the old man to give its death meaning. 
 
   “Yes,” the old man said. “I will honor you.”
 
   The fish ran again, towing the skiff behind it. But with each run, it rose closer to the surface, as if the strength to keep it down deeper was fading now and the old man was winning the struggle. That is what the old man told himself. He was winning and the great fish was losing. However, if that was true, then it was not an easy battle. It went on for many hours, until the old man’s arms were numb from pulling, and needles pierced his back. Still, it did not end. The fish would play possum, it would sink itself like dead weight, and then when the old man began pulling it up, it would suddenly run with more vigor than ever before.
 
   The line in his hand and that great living fish connected to it and to him, the old man did not feel as alone as he had through these many months. He felt that he and the fish were brothers, mighty brothers. He respected the fish and he believed the fish respected him.
 
   As he thought that way, he began to feel pity for the fish. The fish was probably very old like himself. It had fought many battles and seen many lives end while it still swam on. Maybe, in the way of fish, it was wise. It must have been. How many sharks had it out-swam and how many baited hooks had it spit out? Too many to count, thought the old man. It saved itself for this very moment, so that its death would have meaning, great meaning, and a thing of legend that might be remembered as it battled a fisherman that was as great as it was a fish. So as much as he pitied the fish, the old man did not underestimate it.
 
   The fight went on through the day, until the old man felt he could take no more. His hands were cramped, his head dizzy and every muscle in his body ached. Then the fish rose. He had been pulling on it steadily for so long, he could not seem to remember a time, when he had not been pulling on it. With the last of his strength, he tried to get the fish up when his hands told him it could be no more than twenty feet beneath the skiff. But it would not come. The fish was not ready and no matter how much the old man pulled, he could not make the fish be ready. Then, about the time he had given up, the fish came up on its own. It surfaced, almost gently, swimming around the skiff. The old man was amazed at its size. It was nearly as big as the tiger shark he had seen earlier, which was immense for a swordfish. The old man watched it swim. He knew he must harpoon it. It was giving him the opportunity. Yet, he could only watch and feel the great fish in his heart and in his soul.
 
   “You are wonderful,” he told it.
 
   Waiting no more, the old man let his harpoon fly and it pierced the fish’s belly, spearing its heart. The fish rose up out of the water, silvery and frilled, flapping in the air, before crashing back into the water and dying. The old man felt sadness in his heart, but did what he had to do. He towed the fish to the skiff and lashed it alongside, reaching down into the bloody water to run the line through the fish’s gills and out its mouth to the bitt in the bow. After some exertion, it was done. He had caught the last living fish. Setting his sail, the old man pointed the skiff back to the coastline.
 
   The breeze was weak, but it carried the skiff along slowly, and not an hour after its death, the fish began to move again.
 
   “Oh no,” the old man said. “Not you, great fish. Do not be like the others. Die and stay dead.”
 
   But the fish would not. It had awakened in death like all others in the sea of the dead. Though it was firmly lashed, it began to flap its great tail and thud its bill against the side of the skiff. The skiff jarred with each impact, threatening to capsize. The old man knew, he must put his harpoon through the fish’s brain, but the very idea pained him. However, if he did not, it would mean he did not respect the life of the fish. As he made to spear it, its violent thrashing made him slip. His arm went into the water too near the bill of the living dead fish and it speared him in the forearm. The old man cried out, sinking his harpoon in the fish’s skull with great anger that was brought on by pain.
 
   The fish stopped moving.
 
   The old man’s arm bled profusely. He bandaged it with strips of cloth cut from his shirt and that staved the flow. However, he was old and tired from the fight, weak and confused. He felt every year of his age. Then the shark came, as he knew it would. It came from great killing depths and surfaced. The old man moaned in his throat at the size and ferocity of it. It was the same tiger shark as before. A huge and ragged carcass whose bones showed through its hide like the ribs of a ghost ship. It was dead, but it did not know it. It only knew hunger. There was nothing but hunger, and there never could be anything but hunger.
 
   The old man did not know it, but the shark had been trailing him all day, as sharks will. Although, it was an undead thing, its sensory receptors were still functioning quite well. It sensed movement in the water.  Frantic motion as if from a fish in distress.  Vibrations everywhere.  It smelled blood in the water and zeroed in on it. It could taste the blood and it wanted to fill itself with that flavor. Swimming faster, hungry for the great fish, it zeroed in on the skiff with great side-to-side swooshes of its long, pointed tail fin.  
 
   The old man saw it coming and said, “Why can’t you go elsewhere, you whore? The sea is full of things for you to bite and chew. Why must you come after my fish?”
 
   Its streamlined fins erect, the shark swam with sculling undulations of its caudal fin, cruising easily, if not swiftly through the murky waters of late afternoon.  It swam slowly, effortlessly, until it was within range, then put out a great burst of speed and hit the lashed fish, biting a great chunk of bloodless meat from its flanks.
 
   “No!” the old man said.
 
   He stabbed viciously at it with the harpoon. However, harpooning an undead shark was pointless. Unless he struck its head, it would keep biting and feeding. Maybe it would get angry, capsize the skiff, and then feed on him. That’s all that could come of such a thing. It was like stabbing a beefsteak. It had no more effect. The old man knew it. But in his rage he could not see it. He sank the harpoon into the huge shark again and again, but it did not stop the shark from biting out great chunks of flesh from the fish. Maybe, I should have left the fish alive in its death, he thought. For surely, it would have fought. Now, it can do nothing but be eaten.
 
   He felt bad that he had taken the fish.
 
   The shark came again and tore at the fish, biting its midsection right down to the bones. The old man did not bother harpooning it. Not then. The breeze was picking up, he adjusted his sheet, and the skiff began to move away faster. Still, the shark followed. In its stupidity, it had been confused by the escape of the skiff. Now it came again. It tore into the tail fin, devouring it with a series of chomping motions of his lethal jaws. It kept coming and coming. The old man tried to control his temper. He knew he was not thinking right. He felt sick low down in his belly and his blood felt old and tired. It was the excitement and the exertion of battling the great fish. He was too old for such a contest. That is what he told himself and he believed it.
 
   The terrible shark kept gnawing at the swordfish until it was nothing more than a head and a skeleton held together by sinew and ligament. When the shark went after the head, the old man leaped up and speared it through the skull, pushing the harpoon deep into its braincase. The shark did not like it. It swam off; trying to throw the harpoon, but it could not. It was impaled and even its evil undead vitality could not save it from its punctured brain. It thrashed in the water, jumping up and down and spreading bits of its carrion tissue into the waves. It rolled over and over, but the harpoon was in deep. Finally, it slowed and rolled belly-up and did not move again.
 
   That was the last the old man saw of it.
 
   His great fish was ravaged. It did not matter. It had lived to a great age and died the way it wanted to die. The old man had killed it and it nearly killed him. Only one survived. The old man mourned its death, as he mourned the fact that he would only bring a head and bones into port. But that was fine. It was okay. For he carried the memory of the last great living fish within him. Though his belly might be empty, the memory nourished his soul.
 
   He manned the tiller, thinking only of the awful throbbing in his arm and the wind that would carry him home. Oh, if the boy were only with him, he would tend to it as he always tended to such things. Had the boy been there, it would have been a different battle, but he did not let himself think about that.
 
   The wind was good and merciful. It carried him into the harbor and he beached his skiff on the white sand of the dead island. He fell into the sand and sobbed at the memory of the fish, wondering if perhaps, it would have been better never to catch it. It was the last true dream he had. Now, he had nothing. He rose to his feet unsteadily, weary and aching. His belly was sick. His head was dizzy. He was too weak to tend to the sail or the wooden box that now had no harpoon to rest within it.
 
   “Things like that no longer matter,” he told himself. “You’ll find now that, what was important before is trivial now.”
 
   In his fatigued condition, the old man was not sure whether he had thought that or said it aloud. Again, it did not matter. He stumbled down the beach until he found his shack. He barely had the strength to get through the door and drop onto his bed. His eyes closed of their own volition.
 
   When he woke, it was morning again. His eyes took in the day. He knew, rather than saw, that he was no longer alone. There was a shape in the dimness. It was watching him and he wondered how long it had been there.
 
   “Who?” he said.
 
   He felt no fear. After taking the fish, he did not feel things the way he once had. He had set out to do a thing, had accomplished it, and was content in that. Fear was no longer part of who he was.
 
   “It is I!” said the voice.
 
   The boy? But how? The boy was a dead thing stumbling up dead roads past houses where the dead decayed or stirred with grim appetite. This could not be the boy. Surely, it was another.
 
   The old man blinked his eyes, felt a coldness inside him that was welcomed. 
 
   “The dead did not get me,” the boy said. “I walked with them as one of them and they did not know, so I was safe. They did not try to bite me, because I was a dead thing like them. I fooled them. Wasn’t that clever of me?”
 
   The old man rose from the bed. “It was not just clever, but very brave.”
 
   “I waited to come to you. Always the dead wished to come to the beach, but I led them away. Now, they are gone from the village and are many miles away. I saved you.”
 
   “You did,” the old man said. “What a fine boy you are.”
 
   As the old man advanced on him, the boy’s eyes filled with fear. “Oh no…oh, dear God, not you, too…”
 
   Then the old man had him as he had had the fish. There had been remorse in killing the great fish. However, when it had stabbed him with its sword all that changed. The sickness had claimed him. He knew it and accepted it. The boy fought and the old man held him tighter as he bit into his throat, laying it open. The boy died trembling. The old man drank his blood and ate his flesh until he was bloated with it. When he had finished, the boy was a well-picked carcass.
 
   The old man looked down at the remains and said, “What is this mess upon my floor?” He had no memory of it or of a great fish that he had caught.
 
   These things did not concern him. He lay back down on the bed and thought about the boy, wondering what had become of him. Full and satisfied, he began to dream about the boy who had been his friend, but was now gone. After a time, he dreamed of Africa and the living dead men waiting on the shore. In his dream, he felt their hunger because it was part of him now.
 
    
 
   —End—
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