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MAGIC CIRCLE, NOXIOUS MACHINES
In his seminal work of occult philosophy, In the Dust of This Planet, Eugene Thacker devotes a lectio to H. P. Lovecraft’s story From Beyond, ruminating on the nature of the traditional “magic circle” and the changes Lovecraft wrought upon that tired old stand-by of horror fiction by introducing the infernal boundary-dissolving machine of Dr. Crawford Tillinghast...
“During the story ... the device itself gradually recedes into the background as the characters can only look about in a state of horrified awe. It is as if we get the effects of the magic circle without the magic circle itself. Nearly all the traditional uses of the magic circle adopt the model of spectator and spectacle – inside the circle is the audience, and outside it is the dramatic action ... In From Beyond, however, we lose this separation, and there is no spectacle that we may view from inside the safety of the circle. Instead, natural and supernatural blend into a kind of ambient, atmospheric no-place, with the characters bathed in the alien ether of unknowable dimensions. The center of the circle is, then, really everywhere...and its circumference, really nowhere.”
Lovecraft has famously been called “the Copernicus of modern horror”, and in this short piece of fiction we can certainly see why. From Beyond is a tightly-wound story, no more than a single scene, really, obsessively narrated by a scientist driven mad by the revelations his work has brought him. That claustrophobic attic room, the two chairs on either side of the simple wooden table upon which rests the fiendish machine, the madman, and his victim: it could easily be a one-act play, performed on a very small stage... and yet that stage opens up, engulfing the audience, the theatre, and the world outside, opens up into an entire universe of gnawing, incomprehensible horror, a universe that we are given to understand is always present, just on the other side of a tweak in our perception.
And, worse, Tillinghast’s Resonator does not force the revelation upon us. Our means to perceive (and be perceived by) that other universe, has been within us all along: the pineal gland, tucked away in the very centre of our brains. Descarte’s “seat of the soul”, properly activated, grants this uncanny sight. There is no separation, no escaping the horror, for we are, in a very essential way, part of that horror.
This is, of course, one of Lovecraft’s more enduring themes and certainly one of his greater contributions to weird fiction. In Lovecraft’s world, nothing is inviolate. Everything is either corruptible or already corrupted, and those with the eyes to see that corruption will see it. And once seen, it cannot be unseen. Madness and death follow. In a way, From Beyond takes William Blake’s elegiac promise of “a world in a grain of sand, and heaven in a wild flower” and subverts it: if Blake’s “doors of perception” were truly cleansed, the infinity glimpsed would send us scurrying for a dimly lit corner somewhere in Lovecraft’s “peace and safety of a new dark age”.
It’s a powerful little story, and the wicked inspiration for the book you hold in your hands. There are hints of greater wonders in Lovecraft’s tale: architecture dimly glimpsed, dizzy vacua that tease with possibility, and an ecosystem (or as I came to call it while working on the book, an “EEEK-osystem”!) that suggests layers and levels beyond the squidgy horrors we are briefly introduced to in those few terror-filled moments before the unnamed narrator puts a bullet through the device.
It’s those hints that we wanted to expand upon in RESONATOR: New Lovecraftian Tales From Beyond. What, for instance, are the implications of a machine like the Resonator for such diverse fields of study as physics, biology, medicine, and transportation? What would the military, or a megacorp, or a monastery, do with the tech? We read a lot of stories for this anthology, most of which were of the “I built a machine in my garage/attic and oh no! Monsters!” variety (some of which were quite good), but we wanted to see Resonators humming further afield, in doctor’s offices, vehicles, broadcast booths, and bedrooms.
Ah, the bedroom. Thanks to director Stuart Gordon’s gloriously over-the-top film adaptation of From Beyond, it’s difficult to get away from pairing sex and the Resonator...and why would we want to? Is there anything as Freudian in horror filmdom as the sight of Jeffrey Comb’s pineal stalk thrashing around between his eyebrows? We think not! And so, within these pages you’ll find engaging treatments of that stimulating theme: the neon-lit psychedelic terror-tantra of Cody Goodfellow’s Infernal Attractors; Anya Martin’s tone-perfect Velvet Underground-inspired RESONATOR SUPERSTAR!; Christopher Slatsky’s grim and schizophrenic Film Maudit (redolent of Ramsey Campbell at his best), and the delightfully gross Machine Will Start When You Are Start by Matthew M. Bartlett.
Not all the action is between the sheets, of course. In Richard Lee Byer’s Bug Zapper, we visit an Earth reduced to an interdimensional wasteland by irresponsible military use of Tillinghast technology; and in my own small contribution here, Turbulence, military application of the same gives a pilot the flight of his life before taking his sanity. Scale is something we wanted to explore in RESONATOR, and in both of these stories, as well as Robert J. Santa’s excellent Professor Hilliard’s Electric Lantern, we are exposed to the sheer vastness of the over-full, writhing cosmos revealed in the light of the Resonator.
Crafty CEOs, hucksters, and megalomaniacs feature as well, victims of hubris, all. Tillinghast’s heirs and relations make appearances, naturally: Edward Morris gleefully relates the decline and fall of great-nephew Jason Tillinghast, a crazed and delusional uber-geek hungry for revenge at a horror convention, in his story The Happiness Machine. Lucinda Tillinghast (a great-niece) patents Crawford’s tech and makes millions repurposing it for the Transportation Security Administration before history repeats itself in Darrin Brightman’s IPO. In Leeman Kessler’s Deresonator, a
grifting Tillinghast heir hits upon a perfect health-and-wellness scam when he inherits the family secret...until he meets the one patient he can’t “cure”.
Not everyone deliberately seeks out the hellish light, though, and the unlucky souls who stumble into the Beyond are represented here as well. The curiosity of a child and a freak accident reveals “that at which cats prick up their ears after midnight” in Christine Morgan’s Ninesight; and a renegade Zen mystic on a search for ultimate Truth reaches a terrible enlightenment in Satori by Rodney Turner. Others come in contact with more sentient (but no less deadly!) denizens of the Beyond. Orrin Grey’s brilliant Programmed to Receive is a series of chilling snapshots detailing the influence of the utterly alien upon a girl genius; and in Lyndsey Holder’s Parasitosis, debased entities of that other realm use accelerated synaesthesia to enslave an inventor for their own perverse purposes.
In the end, though, it’s the madmen and visionaries that occupy the shifting centerless center of our magic circle. In the anhedonic far-future of Damir Salkovic’s The Divide, a jaded trio of dreamers employ illegal technology to plumb the black heart of Reality itself; and the always excellent Scott Nicolay brings us to a desolate graveyard of the Universe where the meth-and-magic-fueled experiments of The Wizard of OK have stranded an unsuspecting mother and son, who realize (too late) that there really is no place like home. We’re very proud to have The Wizard of OK make its first appearance in RESONATOR. We love this story, and every story here, and we think you will, too.
So, make yourself comfortable, engage in a little pineal massage if you’re able, throw the knife switch on that glowing box on the table, watch the cats carefully, and get ready to experience wonder and horror, ecstasy and insanity! And remember, there is no safety within this circle. In these rays you are able to be seen, as well as see. So, remain perfectly still. And should you tremble with anxiety to see the ultimate things Tillinghast discovered, don’t worry, for they are coming... Look, look, curse you, look! It’s just over your left shoulder!
Scott R Jones
 12 February 2015
 Victoria, BC
 




FROM BEYOND
H. P. Lovecraft
Horrible beyond conception was the change which had taken place in my best friend, Crawford Tillinghast. I had not seen him since that day, two months and a half before, when he told me toward what goal his physical and metaphysical researches were leading; when he had answered my awed and almost frightened remonstrances by driving me from his laboratory and his house in a burst of fanatical rage. I had known that he now remained mostly shut in the attic laboratory with that accursed electrical machine, eating little and excluding even the servants, but I had not thought that a brief period of ten weeks could so alter and disfigure any human creature. It is not pleasant to see a stout man suddenly grown thin, and it is even worse when the baggy skin becomes yellowed or grayed, the eyes sunken, circled, and uncannily glowing, the forehead veined and corrugated, and the hands tremulous and twitching. And if added to this there be a repellent unkemptness, a wild disorder of dress, a bushiness of dark hair white at the roots, and an unchecked growth of white beard on a face once clean-shaven, the cumulative effect is quite shocking. But such was the aspect of Crawford Tilllinghast on the night his half coherent message brought me to his door after my weeks of exile; such was the specter that trembled as it admitted me, candle in hand, and glanced furtively over its shoulder as if fearful of unseen things in the ancient, lonely house set back from Benevolent Street.
That Crawford Tilinghast should ever have studied science and philosophy was a mistake. These things should be left to the frigid and impersonal investigator for they offer two equally tragic alternatives to the man of feeling and action; despair, if he fail in his quest, and terrors unutterable and unimaginable if he succeed. Tillinghast had once been the prey of failure, solitary and melancholy; but now I knew, with nauseating fears of my own, that he was the prey of success. I had indeed warned him ten weeks before, when he burst forth with his tale of what he felt himself about to discover. He had been flushed and excited then, talking in a high and unnatural, though always pedantic, voice.
“What do we know,” he had said, “of the world and the universe about us? Our means of receiving impressions are absurdly few, and our notions of surrounding objects infinitely narrow. We see things only as we are constructed to see them, and can gain no idea of their absolute nature. With five feeble senses we pretend to comprehend the boundlessly complex cosmos, yet other beings with wider, stronger, or different range of senses might not only see very differently the things we see, but might see and study whole worlds of matter, energy, and life which lie close at hand yet can never be detected with the senses we have. I have always believed that such strange, inaccessible worlds exist at our very elbows, and now I believe I have found a way to break down the barriers. I am not joking. Within twenty-four hours that machine near the table will generate waves acting on unrecognized sense organs that exist in us as atrophied or rudimentary vestiges. Those waves will open up to us many vistas unknown to man and several unknown to anything we consider organic life. We shall see that at which dogs howl in the dark, and that at which cats prick up their ears after midnight. We shall see these things, and other things which no breathing creature has yet seen. We shall overleap time, space, and dimensions, and without bodily motion peer to the bottom of creation.”
When Tillinghast said these things I remonstrated, for I knew him well enough to be frightened rather than amused; but he was a fanatic, and drove me from the house. Now he was no less a fanatic, but his desire to speak had conquered his resentment, and he had written me imperatively in a hand I could scarcely recognize. As I entered the abode of the friend so suddenly metamorphosed to a shivering gargoyle, I became infected with the terror which seemed stalking in all the shadows. The words and beliefs expressed ten weeks before seemed bodied forth in the darkness beyond the small circle of candle light, and I sickened at the hollow, altered voice of my host. I wished the servants were about, and did not like it when he said they had all left three days previously. It seemed strange that old Gregory, at least, should desert his master without telling as tried a friend as I. It was he who had given me all the information I had of Tillinghast after I was repulsed in rage.
Yet I soon subordinated all my fears to my growing curiosity and fascination. Just what Crawford Tillinghast now wished of me I could only guess, but that he had some stupendous secret or discovery to impart, I could not doubt. Before I had protested at his unnatural pryings into the unthinkable; now that he had evidently succeeded to some degree I almost shared his spirit, terrible though the cost of victory appeared. Up through the dark emptiness of the house I followed the bobbing candle in the hand of this shaking parody on man. The electricity seemed to be turned off, and when I asked my guide he said it was for a definite reason.
“It would be too much...I would not dare,” he continued to mutter. I especially noted his new habit of muttering, for it was not like him to talk to himself. We entered the laboratory in the attic, and I observed that detestable electrical machine, glowing with a sickly, sinister violet luminosity. It was connected with a powerful chemical battery, but seemed to be receiving no current; for I recalled that in its experimental stage it had sputtered and purred when in action. In reply to my question Tillinghast mumbled that this permanent glow was not electrical in any sense that I could understand.
He now seated me near the machine, so that it was on my right, and turned a switch somewhere below the crowning cluster of glass bulbs. The usual sputtering began, turned to a whine, and terminated in a drone so soft as to suggest a return to silence. Meanwhile the luminosity increased, waned again, then assumed a pale, outré colour or blend of colours which I could neither place nor describe. Tillinghast had been watching me, and noted my puzzled expression.
“Do you know what that is?” he whispered, “That is ultra-violet.” He chuckled oddly at my surprise. “You thought ultra-violet was invisible, and so it is—but you can see that and many other invisible things now.
“Listen to me! The waves from that thing are waking a thousand sleeping senses in us; senses which we inherit from aeons of evolution from the state of detached electrons to the state of organic humanity. I have seen the truth, and I intend to show it to you. Do you wonder how it will seem? I will tell you.” Here Tillinghast seated himself directly opposite me, blowing out his candle and staring hideously into my eyes. “Your existing sense-organs—ears first, I think—will pick up many of the impressions, for they are closely connected with the dormant organs. Then there will be others. You have heard of the pineal gland? I laugh at the shallow endocrinologist, fellow-dupe and fellow-parvenu of the Freudian. That gland is the great sense organ of organs—I have found out. It is like sight in the end, and transmits visual pictures to the brain. If you are normal, that is the way you ought to get most of it... I mean get most of the evidence from beyond.”
I looked about the immense attic room with the sloping south wall, dimly lit by rays which the every day eye cannot see. The far corners were all shadows and the whole place took on a hazy unreality which obscured its nature and invited the imagination to symbolism and phantasm. During the interval that Tillinghast was long silent I fancied myself in some vast incredible temple of long-dead gods; some vague edifice of innumerable black stone columns reaching up from a floor of damp slabs to a cloudy height beyond the range of my vision. The picture was very vivid for a while, but gradually gave way to a more horrible conception; that of utter, absolute solitude in infinite, sightless, soundless space. There seemed to be a void, and nothing more, and I felt a childish fear which prompted me to draw from my hip pocket the revolver I carried after dark since the night I was held up in East Providence. Then from the farthermost regions of remoteness, the sound softly glided into existence. It was infinitely faint, subtly vibrant, and unmistakably musical, but held a quality of surpassing wildness which made its impact feel like a delicate torture of my whole body. I felt sensations like those one feels when accidentally scratching ground glass. Simultaneously there developed something like a cold draught, which apparently swept past me from the direction of the distant sound. As I waited breathlessly I perceived that both sound and wind were increasing; the effect being to give me an odd notion of myself as tied to a pair of rails in the path of a gigantic approaching locomotive. I began to speak to Tillinghast, and as I did so all the unusual impressions abruptly vanished. I saw only the man, the glowing machines, and the dim apartment. Tillinghast was grinning repulsively at the revolver which I had almost unconsciously drawn, but from his expression I was sure he had seen and heard as much as I, if not a great deal more. I whispered what I had experienced and he bade me to remain as quiet and receptive as possible.
“Don’t move,” he cautioned, “for in these rays we are able to be seen as well as to see. I told you the servants left, but I didn’t tell you how. It was that thick-witted house-keeper—she turned on the lights downstairs after I had warned her not to, and the wires picked up sympathetic vibrations. It must have been frightful—I could hear the screams up here in spite of all I was seeing and hearing from another direction, and later it was rather awful to find those empty heaps of clothes around the house. Mrs. Updike’s clothes were close to the front hall switch—that’s how I know she did it. It got them all. But so long as we don’t move we’re fairly safe. Remember we’re dealing with a hideous world in which we are practically helpless... Keep still!”
The combined shock of the revelation and of the abrupt command gave me a kind of paralysis, and in my terror my mind again opened to the impressions coming from what Tillinghast called “beyond.” I was now in a vortex of sound and motion, with confused pictures before my eyes. I saw the blurred outlines of the room, but from some point in space there seemed to be pouring a seething column of unrecognizable shapes or clouds, penetrating the solid roof at a point ahead and to the right of me. Then I glimpsed the temple-like effect again, but this time the pillars reached up into an aerial ocean of light, which sent down one blinding beam along the path of the cloudy column I had seen before. After that the scene was almost wholly kaleidoscopic, and in the jumble of sights, sounds, and unidentified sense-impressions I felt that I was about to dissolve or in some way lose the solid form. One definite flash I shall always remember. I seemed for an instant to behold a patch of strange night sky filled with shining, revolving spheres, and as it receded I saw that the glowing suns formed a constellation or galaxy of settled shape; this shape being the distorted face of Crawford Tillinghast. At another time I felt the huge animate things brushing past me and occasionally walking or drifting through my supposedly solid body, and thought I saw Tillinghast look at them as though his better trained senses could catch them visually. I recalled what he had said of the pineal gland, and wondered what he saw with this preternatural eye.
Suddenly I myself became possessed of a kind of augmented sight. Over and above the luminous and shadowy chaos arose a picture which, though vague, held the elements of consistency and permanence. It was indeed somewhat familiar, for the unusual part was superimposed upon the usual terrestrial scene much as a cinema view may be thrown upon the painted curtain of a theater. I saw the attic laboratory, the electrical machine, and the unsightly form of Tillinghast opposite me; but of all the space unoccupied by familiar objects not one particle was vacant. Indescribable shapes both alive and otherwise were mixed in disgusting disarray, and close to every known thing were whole worlds of alien, unknown entities. It likewise seemed that all the known things entered into the composition of other unknown things and vice versa. Foremost among the living objects were inky, jellyfish monstrosities which flabbily quivered in harmony with the vibrations from the machine. They were present in loathsome profusion, and I saw to my horror that they overlapped; that they were semi-fluid and capable of passing through one another and through what we know as solids. These things were never still, but seemed ever floating about with some malignant purpose. Sometimes they appeared to devour one another, the attacker launching itself at its victim and instantaneously obliterating the latter from sight. Shudderingly I felt that I knew what had obliterated the unfortunate servants, and could not exclude the thing from my mind as I strove to observe other properties of the newly visible world that lies unseen around us. But Tillinghast had been watching me and was speaking.
“You see them? You see them? You see the things that float and flop about you and through you every moment of your life? You see the creatures that form what men call the pure air and the blue sky? Have I not succeeded in breaking down the barrier; have I not shown you worlds that no other living men have seen?” I heard his scream through the horrible chaos, and looked at the wild face thrust so offensively close to mine. His eyes were pits of flame, and they glared at me with what I now saw was overwhelming hatred. The machine droned detestably.
“You think those floundering things wiped out the servants? Fool, they are harmless! But the servants are gone, aren’t they? You tried to stop me; you discouraged me when I needed every drop of encouragement I could get; you were afraid of the cosmic truth, you damned coward, but now I’ve got you! What swept up the servants? What made them scream so loud?... Don’t know, eh! You’ll know soon enough. Look at me—listen to what I say—do you suppose there are really any such things as time and magnitude? Do you fancy there are such things as form or matter? I tell you, I have struck depths that your little brain can’t picture. I have seen beyond the bounds of infinity and drawn down demons from the stars... I have harnessed the shadows that stride from world to world to sow death and madness... Space belongs to me, do you hear? Things are hunting me now—the things that devour and dissolve—but I know how to elude them. It is you they will get, as they got the servants... Stirring, dear sir? I told you it was dangerous to move, I have saved you so far by telling you to keep still—saved you to see more sights and to listen to me. If you had moved, they would have been at you long ago. Don’t worry, they won’t hurt you. They didn’t hurt the servants—it was the seeing that made the poor devils scream so. My pets are not pretty, for they come out of places where aesthetic standards are—very different. Disintegration is quite painless, I assure you—but I want you to see them. I almost saw them, but I knew how to stop. You are curious? I always knew you were no scientist. Trembling, eh. Trembling with anxiety to see the ultimate things I have discovered. Why don’t you move, then? Tired? Well, don’t worry, my friend, for they are coming... Look, look, curse you, look... it’s just over your left shoulder...”
What remains to be told is very brief, and may be familiar to you from the newspaper accounts. The police heard a shot in the old Tillinghast house and found us there—Tillinghast dead and me unconscious. They arrested me because the revolver was in my hand, but released me in three hours, after they found it was apoplexy which had finished Tillinghast and saw that my shot had been directed at the noxious machine which now lay hopelessly shattered on the laboratory floor. I did not tell very much of what I had seen, for I feared the coroner would be skeptical; but from the evasive outline I did give, the doctor told me that I had undoubtedly been hypnotized by the vindictive and homicidal madman.
I wish I could believe that doctor. It would help my shaky nerves if I could dismiss what I now have to think of the air and the sky about and above me. I never feel alone or comfortable, and a hideous sense of pursuit sometimes comes chillingly on me when I am weary. What prevents me from believing the doctor is one simple fact—that the police never found the bodies of those servants whom they say Crawford Tillinghast murdered.
 




IPO
Darrin Brightman
Investor’s Business Daily, May 4, 2015
IPO Calendar: Market Remains Slow with Three IPOs
A sluggish quarter continues as three companies are scheduled to begin trading this week, seeking about $875M.
The largest IPO planned this week is optical research firm Resonation (NYSE: RESO). Resonation plans to raise $435 million by offering 21.75 million shares at a price range of 19 to 21. A promising contract with Siemens AG makes Resonation an attractive buy.
MarketWatch, May 14, 2015
Resonation Initial Public Offering Struggles as Contract Talks Waver
NEW YORK (MarketWatch)—Resonation, Inc. (NYSE: RESO) launched its IPO to much fanfare last week, hot on the heels of an announcement that the optics research firm was negotiating a contract with medical device manufacturer Siemens AG (OTC: SI). The initial share price of $20 more than doubled to $43.57 before Siemens spokesman Robert Jamison announced a suspension of talks on Friday afternoon. “The technology is promising,” said Jamison, “but needs further development before Siemens will be ready to invest in it.”
At market close today, Resonation had plummeted to $5.37.
Washington Post, August 4, 2016
New Technology to Replace Airport X-Ray Scanners
The Transportation Security Administration today announced acquisition of a new, radiation-free technology to replace the ubiquitous x-ray scanners at airports around the country.
TSA Director Joseph A. Gutierrez says, “After months of negotiation, we have executed a contract for scanners using this new visualization technology. While the amount of radiation travelers are exposed to is small, we recognize that frequent travelers and TSA agents alike have concerns about repeated exposure. The new scanners from Resonation will be safer for all.”
Gutierrez went on to explain the energy savings expected from the new scanners. “While Resonation’s scanners use more power when in operation than traditional X-ray technology, they need only be in operation for about one and a half seconds per passenger. The scanner takes multiple snapshots as the passenger moves through the scanning field. Overall, we expect a 50% reduction in power usage with this new technology.”
MarketWatch, August 4, 2016
Resonation Stock Price Skyrockets
NEW YORK (MarketWatch) —Resonation, Inc. (RESO) stockholders who held on following the company’s disastrous IPO got their reward today. Shares climbed over 360 points, ending the day at $375.15, on the announcement that the Transportation Security Administration has signed a $2.7B contract with the firm to supply imaging technology.
“Of course we are thrilled,” said Resonation CEO Lucinda Tillinghast, “as well as vindicated.”
Ms. Tillinghast explained that not only was the company vindicated in the eyes of shareholders, but also the value of her great-uncle’s life’s work was proven. “Great-uncle Crawford died of a heart attack during a demonstration of an early prototype,” Tillinghast explained. “A colleague of his who was present at the time destroyed the original machine, and claimed Crawford had gone insane and tried to kill him.” The truth did not come out until years later. “My father learned that this colleague had stolen a number of Crawford’s journals, no doubt wanting to develop the technology for himself. Fortunately, the final ledgers necessary to understand the work were stored in a locked safe, and never left the family. It’s been my own life’s work to recreate and modernize this important technology and bring it to market, fulfilling Great-Uncle Crawford’s vision.”
Resonation’s ResoViz scanners will be manufactured at a new facility under construction in Detroit, Michigan. The factory will employ two hundred workers at salaries well above area median. The first scanners are expected to appear in major airports in twelve to fourteen months.
Detroit Mayor Mike Duggan issued a statement welcoming Resonation. “We are thrilled to be Resonation’s new home. It is a new day for Detroit’s industrial sector.”
Detroit Free Press, March 7, 2017
Industrial Accident Kills Twenty; Several Missing
DETROIT—A factory at the I-94 Industrial Park closed this afternoon following an explosion and ensuing fire that claimed the lives of at least twenty employees. An investigation into the cause of the explosion is underway.
“Our thoughts are with our extended Resonation family in this dark hour,” said Resonation CEO Lucinda Tillinghast. “We are working closely with police and OSHA investigators to determine the cause of this horrible tragedy, and promise complete transparency.”
Tillinghast went on to promise full pay to employees while the facility is closed for the investigation and repairs.
In a separate statement, Detroit Mayor Mike Duggan extended his condolences to the loved ones of the dead and missing, and praised Tillinghast’s commitment to her employees and Detroit.
Detroit Free Press, April 15, 2017
Resonation Victim of Industrial Sabotage
DETROIT—Investigators concluded that last month’s explosion at Resonation, which is believed to have killed 27, was the result of industrial sabotage.
Lead investigator Jeanine Streeter issued the following statement:
“Cause of explosion has been determined to be damage to a plasma generator. Security footage captures an employee in the act of striking the machinery with a sledgehammer, with clear intent of causing damage. Three employees attempted to restrain the saboteur, but were unsuccessful. Employee was identified as Lamarre Howard, grandson of Phillip Howard, the former colleague of Crawford Tillinghast.”
CEO Lucinda Tillinghast was unavailable for comment. Human Resources Director James McLaughlin explained that Resonation was unaware that Howard was related to the man who tried to steal Resonator technology, and that Howard had no reported disciplinary problems. “I can only imagine he was upset that a Tillinghast had succeeded where his grandfather failed,” said McLaughlin.
Employees speaking on condition of anonymity said only that Howard was quiet and hardworking.
USA Today, August 25, 2017
ResoViz Scanners Begin Shipping
DETROIT—The first ResoViz scanners have shipped to the Transportation Security Administration for final testing, Resonation CEO Lucinda Tillinghast announced today.
“We are thrilled to see this technology about to be deployed not only nationally, but worldwide,” said Tillinghast. “We are in discussions with several European and Asian countries about bringing the ResoViz Scanner to their airports as well, and have begun discussions with several medical device manufacturers seeking ways to expand the peaceful uses of this amazing imaging technology.”
Detroit Mayor Mike Duggan commented, “Detroit is overjoyed to have such a successful new industry at home on I-94. Resonation’s expansion will employ another four hundred, many in high-wage research positions, and is attracting related industries to I-94.”
Optical fiber manufacturer Corning and microchip manufacturer Intel are among the companies acquiring space at I-94 to produce specialized components for Resonation. An additional two to three hundred high-tech jobs are expected.
Oregonian, October 29, 2017
New Scanners to Speed Lines at PDX
PORTLAND, OR—Travelers passing through Portland International Airport’s international terminal are the lucky first in the nation to try out the ResoViz scanners.
“The ResoViz scanner uses no radiation, and is much more sensitive in detecting particular substances,” said Transportation Security Administration director Joseph A. Gutierrez. “Not only is risk reduced to our employees and frequent travelers, but the opportunity for terrorists to smuggle weapons, including plastic bullets and ceramic blades not detectable by conventional X-rays, onto our airplanes is virtually eliminated.
“As an added bonus, passengers do not need to empty their pockets, take off their shoes, or remove belts with the ResoViz.” Gutierrez paused. “Well, if they have their pockets jammed full, they may need to pull some things out,” he laughed, “but most folks won’t have to.”
Portland will serve as a test case and training facility for the next two months, where TSA agents can get firsthand experience with the ResoViz scanners and actual in-use power consumption can be monitored. Scanners will be rolled out nationwide after the holiday travel season.
Passengers passing through the scanner reported that the security lines moved faster than they’d ever seen, and they enjoyed the convenience of not taking off their shoes or other clothing.
“It’s great,” said Geoff, a tall, tattooed man with a pierced nose. “Usually they have to check all my piercings by hand. And, well, there’s more than you see above the neck.” He lowered his voice and added, “I think some of ‘em liked it better that way, you know?”
Oregonian, November 22, 2017
Mass Hallucination Causes Travel Delays
PORTLAND, OR—Portland Mayor Charlie Hales called for calm today after several dozen travelers and TSA agents experienced a brief mass hallucination in the security line at Portland International Airport’s international terminal. Passengers and agents alike reported seeing a gigantic creature appear in midair and attack a traveler.
“Police and federal agents are currently investigating the cause of the incident,” Hales said. “The victims have been taken to Oregon Health and Sciences University Hospital, where they have been isolated. Some have required sedation because of the nature of the hallucination, but all are expected to make a full recovery. Bloodwork and other tests are underway to determine whether a drug or nerve gas of some sort was involved.”
Asked whether the incident was a terrorist attack, Hales declined to speculate.
A TSA agent, speaking on condition of anonymity, stated that everything had seemed normal to her. “The line moves really fast here with the new scanners—with the Thanksgiving crowd we just left them running, people go through that fast—so we don’t have as long to observe passengers, you know, to look for suspicious behavior. I suppose someone could have slipped something past us.” She was not a victim of the hallucination, but said that those who were appeared to be terrified, running and screaming from whatever they thought they saw. “One woman even dropped her purse and some loose clothes she was carrying. She’s lucky nobody grabbed her bag and ran off with it. We packed everything up and sent it to the hospital, so she should get her ID and all back soon.”
The agent was not free to share the victim’s identity. Families of the victims will be contacted by police before the names of victims are released.
Portland Mercury, November 23, 2017
Passengers, Agents Claim Earlier Airport Hallucinations
PORTLAND, OR—Over two dozen passengers and eleven TSA agents have come forward with stories of hallucinations at Portland International Airport’s international terminal over the last two months. The hallucinations were very brief, usually not lasting more than a second or two.
“I just saw something big and weird out the corner of my eye,” said traveler Shawna Jackson. “But I turned to look, and it was gone. Thought it was my mind playing tricks, kept it to myself.”
A TSA agent, speaking on condition of anonymity, said that he and two of his co-workers had also seen something. “It was huge, with lots of eyes and a big gaping mouth, just floating through the air. And we all saw it. How could we all have the same hallucination? No, that’s no hallucination, it’s a ghost or a monster or something. That terminal’s haunted, and whatever it is, it’s angry.”
Asked why they hadn’t reported their experience, the agent explained that they feared loss of their jobs if they were perceived as “mentally unfit”.
Oregonian, November 23, 2017
Missing from Airport: Jennifer Babson
PORTLAND, OR—Hallucinations and panic led to quarantines and some minor injuries. Tragically, there is also one missing person.
Jennifer Babson of Tigard was taking advantage of the long holiday weekend to visit family in Vancouver, BC. She checked in for her flight at Portland International Airport’s international terminal (Alaska Air 2624). Security footage captures her waiting in line and passing through security just before the mass hallucination, but she cannot be found in the ensuing panic.
Ms. Babson’s purse and a loose change of clothing were found by TSA agents on the terminal floor. It is believed that Ms. Babson may have had an emotional breakdown and run off. Portland police ask that anyone with information on her whereabouts contact them immediately.
Weekly World News, December 1, 2017
What Happened to Jennifer Babson? TSA Lies!
The Transportation Security Administration claims that Jennifer Babson dropped her purse and ‘a loose change of clothes’ and ran off during the so-called ‘mass hallucination’ at Portland’s airport earlier this week. We examined the security footage, and you won’t believe what we found!
Continued: Babson, p. 3
Investor’s Business Daily, December 4, 2017
Resonation Acquired by Northrup Grumman
NEW YORK—Share prices skyrocketed as optics research company and ResoViz scanner manufacturer Resonation (NYSE: RESO) fell prey to a hostile takeover bid by aerospace and defense contractor Northrup Grumman (NOC) today.
CEO Lucinda Tillinghast issued a statement announcing her resignation. “I am deeply disappointed that my great-uncle’s work will be controlled by the military-industrial complex, and will have no part in whatever vile plans these weapon-builders may have. I am resigning effective immediately.
“I’m sorry.”
Ms. Tillinghast was not available for comment.
New York Times, July 3, 2018
Abandoned Russian Cruiser Adrift in Bering Sea
A Russian warship, the Varyag, was found drifting in American waters off the coast of Alaska earlier this week and boarded by crew of the fishing vessel Fnord. No crew were found onboard.
“Left in a awful hurry, they did,” said Fnord crewman Joey Langtree. “Dropped clothes everywhere, didn’t even take none of their stuff. Weird.”
Fnord captain Nora Simmons’s hopes of high-value salvage were dashed when the Coast Guard, and then the U.S. Navy, appeared on the scene. “They just kicked us off the ship and told us to get lost,” Simmons complained. “Maritime law! We found it, we get salvage rights!”
The U.S. Navy has taken control of the Varyag, a Slava-class Cruiser and flagship of Russia’s Pacific Fleet, and is investigating the bizarre incident. Navy spokesman Captain Darryn James withheld comment, citing Navy policy of not discussing incidents under investigation.
 




INFERNAL ATTRACTORS
Cody Goodfellow
“Turn it on,” she said.
When he didn’t move, she cocked the gun. Even so, Marc hesitated, his hand over the knife switch at the heart of the sprawling machine.
“It’s not safe,” he said, trying not to whine.
“I know.” The raw silk in her weary voice turning to rusted steel. “That’s why I need it.” She laid down the gun, certain of his obedience, and began to unbutton her long black dress. It slithered off her angular, hungry curves to pool round her feet. Her stockings were the color of smoke. She wore nothing else. The sheen of her perspiration made her pale body glimmer in the moonlight. Her long burgundy bangs hid her eyes. “Turn it on, and open it up all the way.”
He had built it for her with the weird old components she always seemed to find just when they were needed, and the yellowing circuit diagrams stamped PROJECT BIFROST: ABOVE TOP SECRET. Whenever he asked her about it, she had fucked him until he forgot his questions. But this morning, he had done some digging and found out just enough about what he had built that he tried to destroy it.
Thus, the gun.
She’d told him some of it, when she had to. She didn’t have to spell it out. He had to be an idiot or crazy, not to realize how far out of his league she was. When they’d met on a makers’ message board thread about teledildonics and orgone generators, he’d played along with what he was sure was a joke. Something that’ll make Sex and Drugs obsolete, was all she had to say. Meeting her in person was a shock. Her picture didn’t begin to do her justice.
Like so many girls who dyed their hair a new color every week and covered themselves in tattoos, there was spectacular damage behind her intriguing façade, desperation and despair between the whirlwind binges of thrill seeking. She warned him she was “a bit of a nymphomaniac,” and there was a sleepy confession that she’d been to rehab, been committed, experimented on. He didn’t care about her past, any more than he cared if she really loved him, or what the hell a Tillinghast resonator was, until it was too late.
They had played with the freaky machine for a week, enjoying the crystallizing buzz it conveyed, like a half-tab of acid with a vasopressin chaser, the weird hallucinations that only got more intense when you challenged them, the sense of the walls of the world withering away from the glowing bones of something hidden in plain sight and more real than reality itself. Sex in the resonator’s field was a mystical experience—the visible sparks of Shirley’s orgasms coursing up her spine and out the top of her skull like latent lightning—but perhaps too mystical, for he always felt as if something was watching them.
He threw the switch and instantly felt the itching in the front of his brain, felt it become a tingle long before the eccentric acceleration of the activated resonator became a bowel-tickling hum. He consulted the mildew-spotted researcher’s journal she’d brought him, something she “found at an estate sale.” He turned the master frequency dial up until the hum became a throbbing, subsonic roar.
The moonlight seeping through the dingy windows dwindled and died. The warehouse loft was enfolded in a gray void, but within, the air itself seemed to glow with a nacreous, magenta light. The resonator’s hum became a sinusoidal cascade of chimes when all the other electronics shorted out and stopped dead. Distorted by rippling currents like heat mirages in a desert, the room seemed to rot away, and a host of shadowy shapes swam through the ghostly walls. By strangely layered turns, the room became like the floor of a pre-Cambrian sea, as the phantasmal shadows took on a terrible solidity.
Great whorled nautiloids floated past, regarding them with lambent spotlight eyes. Razor-winged lampreys slithered towards them, gulping the ionized air and groping with manifest eagerness for Shirley’s white body, only to dart away as if electrified. Arachnids with far too many legs clung to each other and stalked their prey with scimitar antennae longer than their bodies. Their victims, drifting neon jellyfish that circled like moths around the resonator’s tuning fork array. And still more and stranger forms swarmed into the feeding frenzy, too alien to register, even to his enhanced mind, as more than spectral distortions of the light and momentary pulses of utterly foreign ecstasy.
Shirley rose from the chair and sprawled out on the floor. “You see it, Marc? Do you feel it? How could you not want to see this?” She arched her back and threw out her arms, basking in the overwhelming rush of new perception, the otherworldly arousal that the resonator seemed to directly ignite in the human nervous system. His cock stirred and jabbed at his trousers, but he was riddled with fear—not of the eager flying eels, but of Shirley.
Her naked, ink-scarred skin shimmered with the heat of her arousal and seemed to shed trails that anticipated her movements, flowing backwards in time to meet her as her black fingernails dug into her flesh and drew blood. He started to rise to stop her, but the slightest motion brought wriggling predators groping towards him until he froze.
Shirley raked her back as if trying to tear off her own skin. The tattoos on her back––eyes, feathers, scales, and more eyes––ran and reformed as she dragged a boiling black cloud out of herself and set it adrift overhead.
She beckoned for him to come and join her, but he retreated behind the control console. His hand hovered over the kill switch.
She writhed on the floor as if embracing a phantom. “It’s not enough. Open it wider...”
He could not bear to look up from the console. It was too much, the visions and the realization that this was not a hallucination, but the truth, compared to which any hideous sight was a blessed white lie.
She would never be satisfied. If there was any hope of snapping her out of it, of getting her back, it would come from giving her more than she could handle.
He turned the oscillation cycle to 37,000, the level at which the journal’s crabbed, careful notes became looping gibberish and spiky mandalas, eclipsed by maroon stains.
The livid pink light deepened to an abyssal violet. Marc could barely see Shirley through the shadow that seemed to pin her to the floor. He rose and rushed to reach out to her, but then recoiled in shock.
Up close, it was not a shadow, but something almost too strange for his eyes to process. It seemed to perch astride her back like a rider on a horse, its trailing, nebulous limbs penetrating her skull and spine like a leash and reins, lazily tugged upon to elicit mewling sighs of pleasure.
“So,” she moaned, “you see it too?”
It was like a massive armored octopus, a billowing, vaporous body enfolded in an exoskeleton that glowed a sullen, sordid red, like molten iron underwater. Its countless branching tentacles drifted on subatomic winds like flaccid hagfish, but dozens of them were fused with Shirley’s spine, jacked into her chakras like astral spinal taps.
“Do you really want to know why I am the way I am, Marc? Well, now you do.” She twisted a translucent leash and kissed it, making it shiver. “I was never molested or abused, but I always had what Mom called a devil on my shoulder. Something in me that fed off danger and sin...”
She twisted around under the floating incubus and took hold of two thick spinal reins and lifted herself off the floor to cling to it like a stripper’s pole. Seeming to become more tangible from arousal alone, the phantom parasite enfolded her in an uneasy embrace of spiny, segmented arms; but with a growl of effort, she seized the parasitic cords connecting it to her like a leash, and brought the thing to heel.
Scissoring legs spread wide to straddle its chitinous thorax, she gently stroked the ethereal tentacles that transfixed her spine until the armored body was suffused with an excited lava-lamp glow. With a hiss like the gutting of a fish, the armor split open.
A flurry of velvety fronds like the venomous petals of a sea anemone erupted from the phantom to enfold and impale Shirley. She rolled and wriggled on a bed of avid, adept tongues, moaning with delight at their electric touch, reveling in the trails of rainbow saliva etched from her neck to the pierced and pleated cleft of her groin.
While it held her suspended in the air, Shirley’s devil braided its tentacles together into a luridly glowing scorpion stinger that throbbed and swelled and coiled to strike.
Marc threw the kill-switch.
He would have been surprised if it actually worked. The resonator was recycling power or drawing it directly from the hidden reality they had tapped into. He shuddered with rage and frustrated lust. This thing was no alien to Shirley, being something that had attached itself to her, fueled her dangerous behavior and fed off her, for most of her life. But now, she could touch it as it had touched her. She had used him to make it possible for her to seduce her own lust.
He moved slowly out from behind the console, watching the teeming alien predators, but they seemed to have retreated for fear of Shirley’s demon lover.
There was no shutting it off, no reasoning with her to make it stop. But there, forgotten on the arm of the chair, was her gun.
Shirley opened her mouth to fellate a probing anemone-tongue, eliciting a strobing ultraviolet seizure from the incubus. The strange lightning poured out of her, illuminating her nervous system like overloaded Xmas lights, silhouetting her skeleton and seeming to dissolve her flesh in an acid bath of light. Marc shielded his eyes, but still saw her through the thin curtain of his transparent fingers. He saw her thrust herself onto the quivering stinger, and could not look away as her glowing plasma body engulfed it down to the root.
Somehow, his fingers found the pistol. He couldn’t risk hitting Shirley. He turned and tried to shoot the tuning array, but the bullets only burst the clouds of jellyfish and pinged harmlessly off the screaming tuning forks.
“This is what you wanted, wasn’t it, baby?” She purred and gyrated on the phantom parasite’s monstrous organ. He could see the impossibly large thing quivering and thrashing inside of her, trying to match her violent rhythm. Ethereal clouds of vapor streamed off its glowing shell. “All those things you made me do, you didn’t just want to watch and feed off the heat, did you?”
Marc reached up to pull her away, but the incubus swept him aside with a thorny whip-limb that flayed his forearm to the bone.
“You wanted this...wanted to touch me...have me...but you never thought it would kill you, did you?”
With an agonized cry, she flexed herself against the engorged stinger and wrung it dry. Her orgasm was a wrenching seizure that tore through her in waves, splaying her lovely limbs out as if she’d been electrocuted.
Her demon lover spasmed in her embrace and seemed almost to melt with the explosive force of its own release. Its armor was riven by cracks of ultraviolet light, and waves of iridescent energy spilled out of it seemed to flow down its shrinking stinger and up Shirley’s neon spine, into the brain of its erstwhile host.
With a contemptuous sweep of her hand, she ripped away the shriveled spinal taps and kicked away from her spent lover. She hit the floor and gracefully danced away from the impact, but then swooned into the chair.
Shirley’s crippled parasite drifted across the room like a flaccid helium balloon. A swarm of lampreys descended upon it, feasting on its helpless, sex-shocked flesh like remora devouring the wreckage of a shark’s breakfast.
Abruptly, finally, the deep violet light and the unholy hum cut out with an anticlimactic pop. The gray void dissolved into an ugly predawn industrial cyclorama.
Probably, they’d blown the circuit, or even the whole grid. It didn’t matter. It was over, and she was alive. Wasn’t she?
Shirley rolled over on the floor, over and over, laughing and hugging her bloody knees to her chest. He thought twice before he put down the gun, but then he rushed to her and draped her in a bathrobe. “I thought you were—I tried to—”
“You did the right thing,” she said, and kissed him. On the forehead. “Thank you, Marc.”
Shaky, she got up off the floor and deftly shrugged out of the bathrobe, toweling herself clean with it, then stepped into her dress.
“What should we do...?”
“About what?”
“The fucking resonator...”
“You can destroy it now, if you want.” She laced up her boots and clumped towards the door as if she’d just finished an appointment with her masseuse.
“But Shirley...you...if you’re...cured? Then...what about us?” Marc wrung his hands, only then becoming aware of the oddly bloodless wound in his forearm. “I...I love you...”
She turned and looked at him, and she started to laugh. But then she looked up into the space above his head, and the laughter turned to a jaded gasp. “You’ve got a bad one, Marc.”
She turned and went out, closing the door behind her.
Something stretched to its limit and snapped in his chest.  Stupid! He hadn’t even known how he felt until he’d spit it out.
Spinning around, looking for something to break, he found himself staring into a mirror.
He didn’t need the resonator any more, to see the thing that rode him, any more than he needed the device to feel it suckling his pain. Only a vague distortion of the air around his head and heart was visible, yet he could see it with his new organs of sight, his newly awakened mind.
All his life he’d been chasing a dream of a girl, when she was right behind him.
It was nothing like a human, nothing like a female, and yet it looked just like her.
“Hello, beautiful,” he said, and reached for the knife switch.
 




SATORI
Rodney Turner
The true nature of Siddhartha Gautama’s enlightenment has always been a source of fascination for me. What exactly transpired under that tree while the Buddha sat nearly dead from starvation? What did he see when he looked up at the sky and witnessed Venus, the so-called morning star? I suppose you could say that understanding that revelation has always been the cornerstone of my practice...much to the chagrin of my instructors. What do they know with their paper Zen?
I am not entirely certain how I came to be in possession of the wondrous machine. Perhaps I found it on some auction website thinking it to be some curiosity from the golden age of quackery or a home-made light and sound machine for a Halloween display. I suppose it makes no difference now.
I had given the device a home on top of a bookshelf in my bedroom. A technological oddity striking a paradox with all the texts of ancient wisdom collected below. It sat there gathering dust. I, too, seemed to be gathering dust. Pointless stretches of meditation before the serene, knowing smile of the Buddha statue on my makeshift altar. I had quit going to the meditation center. There was not any point to it. I didn’t need to listen to someone else, someone unenlightened, tell me what enlightenment was all about. I wanted to see for myself.
A hot August day marked the beginning of my new path. I love patterns and that this first revelation, .this initial awakening came in a month called “august” amused me greatly.
I had been straightening my bedroom and dusting off the shelves when the machine caught my eye. A sense of wonder and excitement came over me as though I was seeing the device for the first time. Perhaps I had forgotten it completely in the repetition of the daily grind that had followed since I had acquired it.
It was not a large object. Slightly smaller than a shoebox with a number of wires and coils protruding from the top. All the faces were painted a flat grey and devoid of markings. One side, I suppose it was the front, had a simple chrome toggle and a heavy black knob. I flipped the switch and felt the satisfying resistance of old solid state electronics.  I tested the knob next, cold and heavy between my fingers. It turned freely between what I assumed were the minimum and maximum settings for whatever function the device performed.
I decided to take the machine off the shelf. I sat on the bed, carefully wiping the months of collected dust from the exposed components. It was then I finally became aware of the power cord. Curiosity welled up in the back of my mind. Should I plug it in? Did I really want to know what function this odd little box performed? I decided that the mystery was better for the time and placed the machine back in its place on the bookcase.
That night’s meditation was fruitless and full of distractions. My eyes kept drifting from the blank spot on the wall toward the machine. My breathing would not settle into the usual rhythm. I gave up and rose, finding myself gravitating toward the box. I stared at it for what seemed like hours before taking it down. I turned the device over in my hands looking for some detail I may have missed earlier in the day. Finding nothing, I placed the machine on the altar and plugged it in to the wall. I held my breath, unsure as to what would happen when I flipped the switch.
No fire. No sizzle followed by a shower of sparks. I breathed a sigh of relief that the device did not perform as expected. Instead there was a gentle hum, almost inaudible. I adjusted the knob slightly and the hum grew in intensity. I felt a little dizzy and disoriented. For a moment, everything seemed different. Distorted and alien. Then it settled back into familiar patterns. I switched off the machine and went to bed. That night, I slept fitfully and dreamed of the void between stars.
Days went by in a haze of color and motion. I felt a bit disconnected from my life, from the world. It was as though I was living that fairy tale with the shoemaker and the elves. What I needed to accomplish was completed but I had no real recollection of it. I recalled very little conscious thought of my actions. I felt as though I were just a passenger in someone else’s body. The machine sat on the altar. Another lifeless thing collected.
A month passed before I even thought about activating the device again. A whim came over me while I was reading the Heart Sutra. Avalokitesvara’s words echoed in my brain: “Form is not different than emptiness and emptiness is not different than form.”
I looked at the machine and, although it was off, I could feel the hum from the first time I activated the device bouncing around inside my skull. I placed the book on the night stand and crossed the room to my altar. I noticed the enigmatic smile on the Buddha statue. For the first time since I had set out on the path of Dharma, it meant something. He was encouraging me to continue. He knew what the end of this road would bring.
I sat down in front of the altar, pressed my palms together in the gassho and flipped the switch. I adjusted the dial to a higher setting and closed my eyes. I took a few deep breaths to center and felt myself settling into a natural rhythm. In and out. I followed my breathing. The hum tugged at my mind. It pulled at the edges of my consciousness. The blackness in front of my eyes wavered.
Light! At first it was a pin prick like the glow of a distant star but it steadily grew larger and brighter. I was falling toward it and it toward me. The hum grew louder as the light grew more intense. The light burned. It soothed my senses and sharpened them at the same time. Fear overtook me. My eyes snapped open and I slapped the switch back into the off position. I sat there, the dim light of my bedside lamp creating puddles of shadow in the corners. The Buddha’s smile seemed much more sinister.
I called in sick the next day. I felt fine but the previous night’s experience clung to my brain. I could not tune out the hum. All of my senses felt heightened. I could hear the individual melodies of every species of bird nearby. Colors were sharper and textures stood out in sharp relief. I felt as though I could count the threads in the t-shirt I was wearing. It was incredible. I spent the whole day listening, looking, touching things. I basked in sensation even though I knew deep inside that this was not enlightenment. I had to go deeper.
My next session with the marvelous device was that evening. I was still reeling from the experience of heightened senses so the now familiar hum that saturated my mind and the bright light behind my eyelids grew in intensity much more quickly. I fought back the fear and endured the burning sensation.
The effort was rewarded with the most stunning vista I had ever seen. Countless worlds overlapping with this one. Countless Buddhas radiating the same clear white light. Flower petals falling from the sky in multifarious colors. They drifted on a light breeze like snowflakes. Throngs of beings assembled, waiting for the Lord to speak a single syllable of truth.
It was exactly as the sutras described it. I was overcome by the beauty of the vision. Tears streamed down my cheeks.
The disconnected feeling, however, stayed with me to the point that it was becoming increasingly difficult to function in normal society. I lost my job because I preferred the world of visions to that of my mundane life. I quit participating in any situations that distracted me too much from my time on the meditation cushion.
My power was turned off when I ran out of savings. I was left without the means to feed my addiction to the machine and the fantastic visions that it induced. I wandered about town, angry and frustrated. The myriad things lost their lustre. I had become a hungry ghost, craving the experience of the visions. I wanted how it made me feel.
Some people say that the truth will set you free. I felt more like I was shackled to it, imprisoned by it. So long I had exposed myself to the frequency the device emitted, that I was never free from the hum. The tone constantly reverberated in my head. If I let my eyes go out of focus, the infinite worlds would superimpose over the mundane. No one could see it but me. Why could no one else see it? Did they not have eyes? People passed by the Lord Buddha’s radiance, passed through it, never once seeing what was really there.
One afternoon in the city square I decided I had had enough. I began screaming at the people. I told them what was actually there. They stared at me with wide eyes. Some even screamed in fear. The initial taser hit was the first time the hum had been silenced in months.
Thankfully, no charges were pressed concerning my public outbursts and the police released me once they were convinced I had sobered sufficiently. Sober was certainly how I felt. An afternoon in jail had drained away the feeling of bliss that had overcome me after my experiences with the machine. I craved another session, but I knew that without any way to power the machine I was stuck. The sky grew purple as I walked back toward my apartment.
Three blocks away from the police station I saw something move in my peripheral vision. It was a nearly shapeless mass, darker than the surrounding shadows and moving in the jerky fashion of a marionette. I turned to face it directly but saw nothing but darkness. The hairs on the back of my neck stood on end and my heart began to race. Adrenaline surged through my veins.
A light rain began to fall over the city making the glass and concrete appear greasy. Oil slick rainbows formed in puddles of water and lamplight. A light mist congealed between the buildings. I saw few cars and no pedestrians. Everyone had decided to stay out of the rain as if it were an ill omen.
I felt that the city that I had called home for most of my life had become some sort of alien jungle. A primeval fear gripped my spine. I felt cold. The hum returned stronger than ever.
By the time I was near my apartment I was running. Shadow creatures manifested more frequently. They pounced from behind corners and reached out toward me with spindly fingers. I paused to catch my breath in the reassuring glow of a street-light. The hum bored into my mind, making my head throb. The pain was almost unbearable but secondary to the fear that I felt.
Things moved outside my fortress of light. Shapes vaguely human meandered about seemingly ignorant to my presence. In the deepest shadows I saw eyes, yellow-green eyes, peering at me with a predatory gaze.
Specks of light drew my attention away from them. Strange jellyfish-like creatures faded in and out of reality. Their bioluminescent bodies flickering like a florescent light with a faulty ballast.
Sharp pain shot through my skull as though a spike had been driven through my forehead. I dropped to my knees, clutching my head. I screamed at the night as images flooded my senses. The emaciated figure of the Buddha right before or right after his enlightenment. The familiar knowing smile twisted into a grin of madness. His third eye glowed the same yellow-green of the shadow creatures. Innumerable worlds stretched out in the eight directions, each one presided over by a skeletal figure radiating yellow-green light.
I was bombarded by infinity. Every word, every song, every beastly howl and whimper rose in my ears. Every odor that ever was or will be assaulted my nose. I was but a single grain of sand among infinite grains of sand in an infinite number of rivers.
I saw sentient beings of every possible permutation moving about their day to day lives unaware of me, unaware of everything else occupying the same space. Gods and Buddhas, monsters and men all real, all existing, right here and right now.
The sensory overload transformed into a profound stillness and silence amid all the activity. I raised my eyes toward the rain. Rain, flowers, snow, ice, fire, blood and shit washed over me. Venus glowed in the brightening sky. I smiled.
 




PROFESSOR HILLIARD’S
 ELECTRIC LANTERN
Robert J. Santa
To the best of my knowledge, Jonathan Hilliard never slept. Ever. It was a handy trait for an astronomer, to be bright-eyed and bushy-tailed all through the wee hours and into the dawn. It was quite something else to be his friend and suffer through phone calls or knocks on doors at all hours. Jonathan was too much of a genius to allow something as trivial as human development stand in his way. I believe he simply willed himself to stay awake, and his body listened.
Which is, of course, why I killed him. But the story is really much better from the beginning.
The winter of 1930 was a marvelous time. Jonathan and I were discovering asteroids on what seemed like a daily basis. Eckert wrote the most amazing paper on sunspot activity. And, once Tombaugh discovered Pluto, you can only imagine the buzz around the university. Flagstaff has always been a quiet place, and the addition of another planet to our solar system didn’t exactly cause fireworks.
Still, in the areas that counted—the scientific community, and especially government funding—our group was famous. Tombaugh was at the peak, naturally. Convinced that there was more to the solar system than we knew, our budget trebled. I’m certain it had something to do with the hysteria of planetary doom that swept through the civilized world when Halley noted the comet would “come close.” If the public heard “a few hundred thousand miles” instead of “close,” I doubt even a single eyebrow would have been raised.
But I digress. The astronomy department at NAU was flush with money. Tombaugh and his crew had tacit permission to monopolize the telescope, which afforded the rest of us time to work on other projects. Eckert continued his sunspot work, since the telescope was virtually untouched during the day. I examined photographic plates in an effort to justify the government’s expense on us; I am happy to report that I discovered sixteen asteroids of significant size in the space of only nine weeks, none of which had an orbit that would cross Earth’s.
Jonathan tinkered.
It is hard to define his area of expertise. Mine is both astronomical and geological, for I’ve been working of late on mineral composition of the objects around our sun. I’ve dedicated six years to it. In that same time, Jonathan aided Hubble with his idea of an expanding universe (taking no credit, which was typical), built a battery that recharges itself through magnetic agitation, discovered two comets, wrote nineteen papers and three books (two of which are still in use at NAU and most other universities), and considerably advanced his own work in uniform theory. These would only be the scientific contributions. He also rebuilt the art department’s kiln, planted a mushroom field, constructed a tiny helicopter that can be remotely controlled through a cable, and a hundred other successes too numerous to recount. He was undoubtedly a genius, one not limited to a few skills.
The observatory was not just brimming over with money; it had a surplus of personnel as well. Interns and graduate students abounded. I had two assistants, as did Eckert. Tombaugh must have had eight or ten. I’m not sure if Jonathan had any. If he did, he certainly didn’t utilize them. It’s likely that a few of Tombaugh’s originally belonged to Jonathan, and they drifted away from him if only to find something to do. It’s why I loved examining photographic plates so much: it was solitary, time-consuming work of which there was always more to do than could be done. A practiced eye will see the discrepancies between two different photographs of the nighttime sky. Those shifted differences are nearer objects, probably asteroids. It was a rewarding use of time.
Jonathan hated it. He found he had less and less time booked on the big telescope, and for a cosmologist, this is a frustrating experience akin to being a chef with no stove. He taught his classes, but it was as one who is forced to do a chore instead of enjoying the work.
So he built things. I think one of them was meant to just pass a few days: a brass and steel insect, about as big as a toy poodle. The contraption actually walked, powered by a steam engine he fueled with coal as if it were a passenger train. The thing chugged and crawled and was rather clever, if only a distraction. I’ve spoken of his other inventions. Dozens more emerged from his workshop, existed for a while as if to justify Jonathan’s efforts, then vanished.
Then came the knock on the door. I have already mentioned Jonathan made this something of a habit, waking colleagues he knew to have worked all night. Perhaps he saw sleep as a sign of weakness. I never asked him, afraid his answer would strain our friendship. As I was intent on visiting my uncle that morning, I was mercifully already awake, though still dressed in night clothes.
“Do hurry up, Henry!” he called from the street. “It is cold out here.”
I ran downstairs as I tied my robe. When I opened the door, Jonathan pushed past me. A light snow had fallen, rare for Arizona.
“You wouldn’t be so cold,” I said, “if you bothered to wear a coat.”
Jonathan looked at himself. He dismissed my comment, as he did most matters of small consequence, with a lopsided grin.
“I want to show you something,” said Jonathan. I thought the device in his hands was a weapon, and I cringed when he lifted it and flipped the activator. The original incarnation was best described like a flamethrower: a brass backpack with extruded piping hung from wide leather straps, with a cylindrical ejector attached by a flexible hose. It wouldn’t be the first time Jonathan rushed through a presentation without considering his environment. The observatory lounge still bears the scars of his experiments refining cordite.
But nothing untoward happened. The end of the cylinder behaved like a flashlight, oddly focused. Jonathan swept this beam around the room, and I tried to duck out of the way for fear the device’s output was more than mere light. As the glow cut across my legs, I felt nothing out of the ordinary. Jonathan twisted a ring on the cylinder. The light lost its focus and became more like a cone, considerably dimmed. He scanned the room again, scowled in disappointment, and turned off the device.
“There’s nothing here,” he said, turning. “We should go outside.”
“Jonathan.” He stopped, his face displaying annoyance at the fact that I wasn’t hot on his heels. “May I dress first?”
“If you must. Oh, and perhaps I may borrow a jacket?”
I rushed, skipping the formalities of tie and closed cuffs. Jonathan fidgeted with manic energy, and I felt it best to get him out of my house before something was damaged beyond repair. In the street, he looked around then moved quickly away.
He ducked down a side street. I turned the corner and found him in a small courtyard.
“Perfect,” he said. “Now to see if anything is here.”
The courtyard itself was empty, an area used for ash cans; I doubt even children played in it. Perhaps a rat eyed us from a crack in one of the building’s foundations.
Jonathan activated the light. It was still set as a cone, which he moved swiftly around the courtyard, even into the air above us. He aimed it at a space over my left shoulder and tightened the beam.
“Observe,” he said with a smile. I turned and saw a monster.
In bright light, one can see ghostly images just out of focus of one’s vision. These are the microscopic organisms that travel in the lubricating fluids of the eye. As they pass over the lens, they become visible.
This was no microorganism. It was an amorphous mass, perhaps the size of a steamer trunk. Its borders were like the cell wall of a paramecium: thick with the appearance of being unable to hold back the protoplasmic ooze within. Ropy tendrils hung from one end. They flailed the air as an anemone would, searching for food. What seemed like a mouth but could have been an anus gaped at the center of these tendrils. It was abhorrent to gaze upon. Turning as I did and seeing it for the first time, I screamed and jumped backward, slipping on the snow and falling onto the cold, wet pavement of the courtyard.
“It cannot harm you,” Jonathan said as I scrambled backward.
It may seem like cowardice as I tell of it, yet this beast was frightful in a way that I find difficult to describe. When I say Jonathan told me it could do me no harm, I didn’t believe him. Even now, knowing what I do, I shudder at the first sighting of his lantern device.
“What is that thing?” I said, or at least I believe I phrased it that way. Perhaps I only blubbered, for I cannot recall the immediate moments following my flight from the creature. I remember sitting in the snow with my back against a wall, Jonathan on my right.
“I don’t know,” he said. Jonathan never spoke more terrifying words, for he knew a great deal. He advanced on it. I am ashamed to admit I did nothing to prevent him.
Jonathan held the beam of light on the blasphemous thing. He reached out a hand and passed it entirely through the creature’s body without disturbing it in the least. It was as if my psyche blinked, for rational thought returned in an instant. A core belief of every scientist is that an action results in a reaction. When the creature did nothing, I found this more unbelievable than its presence in the courtyard. I stood and joined Jonathan beside it, my mind whole once more.
A closer inspection revealed it to be less like a single-celled animal than I first thought. Yes, its innards seemed made of liquid, but there was a transparent structure underneath. I could make out organs, though they were unlike a digestive tract or respiratory system. I searched the thing for a mouth and found nothing, so whether it ate from the maw beside the tentacles and excreted by osmosis or ate by enveloping prey and passed solids and liquids from its singular orifice, I know not. Bumps and lesions covered its skin. Its structure enthralled and horrified me simultaneously, like stumbling upon a dead bird already beset by insects.
“It was my goal to study ultraviolet wavelengths through the big telescope,” Jonathan said. “As I configured the optics on a desktop model, I saw a multitude of airborne creatures. I rigged this harness with a portable power supply, which, unfortunately does not have the sustaining qualities I would like.”
“There are more of these things?”
“In a quantity that is hard to imagine. To be honest, the only place I haven’t seen one is in your home.”
“How do you know they are harmless?” I asked, my face no more than a foot from the thing.
“I don’t. But I can do this,” he said and placed his hand inside the body of the creature. Engulfed by its mass, Jonathan seemed to suffer no ill effects. He stood there, holding the cylinder with one hand while the creature hovered. He didn’t see it, and I’m not certain I did either, but when he withdrew his hand the thing curled slightly, as if it longed for the contact to continue. Maybe that’s just how I perceive it now.
“Can we go for a drive?” I asked. Jonathan switched off the light. The creature vanished, leaving us alone in the courtyard.
“Whatever for, Henry?”
“I believe we should go see someone.”
“Who?”
“It may be easier to show you.”
“Very well, Henry. Lead us on this mysterious voyage.”
Behind a high wall of adobe, with ornate gates reminiscent of Mexican barons, just on the fringes of city and desert, is a property that many landowners would envy. While there were no signs, it was impossible even for someone who had never been there, to mistake the Emily Prescott Facility for anything other than an asylum.
Uniformed attendants followed patients who wandered the grounds. This was no place for those who were merely “touched,” as my Appalachian grandmother would say. The patients at the Prescott were the kind that required full-time care. About half the patients needed an attendant to follow them and ensure they didn’t hurt themselves or anyone else. My uncle had been there for years and fell into that half.
We watched him through the window of his room, a jail cell with cushioned furniture bolted to the walls and floor. That must have been one of his bad days, for the staff had placed him in a restraining jacket. He sat twitching in the single chair, legs curled.
I opened the door. Jonathan gave me a strange look but followed.
“Hello, Uncle Adrian.” My uncle didn’t respond. A crusty trail of dried saliva lined his chin. A week’s worth of whiskers peppered his jaw. Apparently, he had been having more than just one bad day.
“Henry?” said Jonathan.
“I told you it was easier to show you.” I knelt in front of my uncle and lifted his head. His vacant eyes looked right through me. “Uncle?” He ignored me. “Uncle?”
With one hand under his chin to keep his head up, I slapped him hard across the cheek. Jonathan hissed with surprise, but my uncle’s focus returned to the room. 
“Get them off me, Henry,” he said. “Get them off me.”
“Them?” asked Jonathan.
“He has complained of monsters attacking him for years.” I stood and went with a bewildered Jonathan outside. We retrieved his backpack device from the car. In what was only one of many strange happenings that day, not a single attendant asked us what we were doing. In fact, the director of the facility himself shook my hand and spoke with us at length. He barely glanced at the gleaming brass tank on Jonathan’s back. Perhaps they were accustomed to strange sights.
My uncle had returned to his catatonia, though he had slipped to the floor.
“Turn it on,” I said to Jonathan. He flipped the actuator and bathed the room in blue light.
There were four of them. Shaped like jellyfish, with tentacle-like appendages, they clung to my uncle. Their bodies were as shapeless as puddles, with the same transparent organs inside as the creature from the courtyard. Seeing more of them—and in a newly rational state of mind—I could tell they were smaller versions of the same creature. Rough hairs stuck out of the tentacles, which ended in tiny, three-clawed talons. Where the first thing had not interacted with us, these clearly fed upon my uncle. Their bodies pulled like they were sucking on him. A talon scraped against my uncle’s lip, and he twitched.
I walked across the room and swatted at the one attached to his temple. My hand moved through it as if it were made of smoke. But when I picked up my uncle and moved him back into the chair, the grotesque things remained where they were. My uncle shuddered, a deep sigh leaving his body. I watched as the creatures twisted in the air. Then, one by one, they drifted towards my uncle as if his gravity were slowly drawing them close.
The light shifted from blue to the more familiar yellow-white, and the creatures vanished.
“I must get back to my lab,” Jonathan said.
“I need a few minutes.”
“Swiftly, Henry. Swiftly.”
Jonathan returned the device to the car as I spent several minutes speaking with the facility administrator again. I requested that my uncle’s care take a new direction, that I wanted him active and mobile. When I asked what the most difficult time of day was for my uncle, I knew before the director spoke that it was mornings. I suggested that my uncle be heavily sedated at night, so that at least he would be consciously free from the touch of those things while he slept. The director studied me with a queer expression, but I persisted until he agreed.
After only a week of constant motion, my uncle’s health improved dramatically. He no longer raved, though mornings were still quite bad. But a few minutes walking proved most therapeutic. The doctors tried to convince me that it was a psychological dependency on motion that had stricken my uncle, and I let them believe that I believed them. With only a nurse’s assistance at the beginning of each day, my uncle was able to behave like the less-stricken half of the asylum.
Jonathan and I drove back to the university, and it was the last I saw of him for several days. Jonathan seemed to disappear from the face of the Earth. Graduate students took to teaching his classes. His reserved time on the big telescope went unfulfilled, but the vacancies were quickly snapped up by desperate colleagues, myself included.
I slept poorly, as could be expected, and became dependent on sleeping powders mixed into my evening tea. My skin constantly tingled with tiny itches, worse than when someone suggests ants may be crawling on you. I took to walking everywhere, even around my house. My exhaustion compounded, for I stopped resting. How could I, even though I felt nothing of their intrusion?
I fought to concentrate at work. Skills that had seemed so simple before proved impossible. I stared at photographic plates through the stereoscope, searching for the floating afterimage that signified an intrasystem object. The specks of light blurred so that all of them floated. Worse still, some seemed to sprout tentacles.
A tap on my shoulder caused me to jump. I lifted my eyes away from the stereoscope and stared into the face of someone who looked like Jonathan Hilliard’s insane twin.
My uncle’s hair had been unwashed and uncombed; Jonathan’s was wild. His eyes burned with fever, rimmed with red circles. The patches under his eyes were so dark they looked painted on his cheeks, which were hollow as if he had not eaten in days. His newly-grown beard was like a forgotten lawn, patches alternating in short and long whiskers. His breath stank. He wore dungaree overalls over a white lab shirt; both were filthy and wrinkled. Grease stained his hands, and dirt crusted beneath his fingernails.
“My God, Jonathan. What happened? Where have you been?”
“Come with me.” His voice held frantic tones I’d never before heard. It frightened me, more than the creature in the courtyard had.
We drove north out of Flagstaff. I asked Jonathan twice where we were going. Once I was given the cryptic answer “You will see.” The other time I was met with silence. When we stopped, nearly an hour later, it was in the middle of the forest.
“Why here?” I asked when Jonathan remained in the car staring straight ahead. My words broke his hypnotic state, and he exited the car and walked into the woods. I followed, but I admit again with no trace of embarrassment I felt unease.
“This is a young volcano,” he said eventually, “born nine hundred years ago.”
“I know, Jonathan. I did geological studies here as a freshman.”
On another day, he might have responded with a nod, a dismissive wave or perhaps something to the effect of “yes, yes” as if he’d momentarily forgotten I’d spent my whole life in Arizona. It gave me more pause that he did nothing other than follow the deep ruts of a heavy truck’s tires further into the woods.
The tower was enormous. At least twenty feet high, a steel skeleton supported a convex shell. Beside the tower squatted a diesel generator; two drums labeled as fuel sat nearby. Thin cables ran from the generator’s rear face, up the tower, and into the machinery underneath the shell. Welding equipment and tools, along with steel bars and scrap metal, littered the ground.
“I came out here after our trip to the asylum,” Jonathan said while I looked up at the tower. “I often come here. Something about this place, about the dormant peak, has always settled my mind. On a whim, I brought the illuminating device.” He laughed, a single bark that he strangled with a shake of his head. Without saying another word, he walked to the generator and turned it on.
The turbines spun amid black exhaust. Jonathan shouted over the sound of the pistons driving the spinning magnets.
“It must be the energy released from the magma layer,” he said, which meant nothing until the blue light from the tower poured out in all directions, shaded from blinding us by the shell.
Three of the grotesque monstrosities hovered above the slope, giant dirigible-like jellyfish. They pulsed, swimming through unknown currents opposite the direction of the wind. Protoplasmic fluid ebbed and flowed through tentacles thick as ancient trees. Directly overhead, I could see up into the cavity of one, its ringed maw open and puckering.
A fourth thing hugged the volcano in a grip obscenely sexual. It sucked on the mountain with a force that threatened to loosen it.
“They’re everywhere, Henry.” His voice cracked twice in that sentence. “It’s as if they don’t exist unless we turn on the device. That doesn’t stop them from driving your uncle mad. I’ve tested them with wavelengths of light, chemicals, physical contact. They have no effect. But there must be something. Why else would they be here, feeding on the volcano?”
Jonathan laughed then, a shrieking wail that was half sob. He stammered, unable to string together so much as two coherent syllables. I ran to the generator and switched it off. As the light faded and empty sky returned, I saw the feeding monster break free from the volcano while another moved in to replace it.
I grabbed Jonathan by the shoulders and shook him. The smile stayed on his face as he gibbered. The slap I gave him, stronger than the one I gave my uncle, silenced the laughter and erased the smile. I thought he would be angry. Instead, his face drained of all emotion. I led him back to the car, away from that dreadful place. He followed my directions like an automaton, my hand on his upper arm guiding him forward. His feet moved, but it seemed as if they held no volition of their own. If I had let go of him, I believe Jonathan would have stood in that forest until he simply fell down and died.
Jonathan came back to my house. He was still unresponsive. I sat him down on the living room couch, then took off his boots and loosened his shirt. Lastly, I did what I probably shouldn’t have, though there is no telling for certain that it was my actions that killed him: I mixed one of my sleeping powders into some water and forced it down his throat.
After I lay him down, his lids closed, and he slept. I tried to stay awake and found my mind hummed with too much confusion. One packet in tea didn’t feel like it would do the trick; the glass of whisky on top of it made the difference. It was barely after lunchtime when I too fell asleep.
I awoke groggily to what was obviously morning light. I stumbled down the stairs and found the living room couch empty. When I walked into the kitchen, I thought my house had been burgled in the night. Drawers and cabinets stood open. The table was covered with miscellanea. My tool box had been dumped out on the floor. But I saw spools of stripped wire and other parts that told me Jonathan had built something while I slept off my drug-induced state.
The car was gone. I found it parked crookedly in front of the observatory. Jonathan’s car and mine were the only ones in the small lot, so it was I who found him.
The police sergeant I spoke with later nodded wisely and gave me what I suppose he felt was sound advice. He said one should never handle a body that had been hanging, even to check it for vital signs. A swelling of the feet and legs as the blood settles down is all that’s needed to tell that the suicide victim is already dead.
I rushed to Jonathan. He had used his tie and the sturdy framework of the big telescope. I wrapped my arms around his middle and lifted him. Perhaps I was thinking to alleviate the strain of the fabric around his throat. The sergeant thought he had been hanging all night and half the previous day, a deduction confirmed by the coroner. It would take that long, they both said, to tenderize the flesh to the point that it stripped off in my arms when I tried to lift him.
My mind vanished in that moment. With Jonathan’s peeled skin and meat on my bloodied forearms, I could think of nothing. I was assaulted with the imagery of his corpse, of my gore-stained arms, of the glowing of a blue light from the big telescope’s lens. Had my mind not been shaken loose from its already addled tracks, I may have had the willpower to resist the light’s allure, to flip off the switch of the device that had been made in my kitchen and attached to the solar filter. Instead, I bent my head down and looked directly into the viewer.
The sun filled the lens. Jonathan must have set the following timer so the telescope would keep its target centered. Shaded by the filter, I could see the arcs of flares around the sun’s disc. Wrapped around its mass were dozens of twisted tendrils, grotesque things that pulsed and sucked. In the grip of these horrors, the sun seemed to shudder and lose a touch of its luminosity. Other shapes teased the edge of the image. I rolled the focus over a wider field lens. More ravenous things waited to feed, too many to count.
I ripped the illuminating device from the telescope and flung it across the room. It shattered, and nothing I have ever done has given me more pleasure.
Jonathan didn’t leave a note. Why would he bother? He left the device activated; that was all the note I would need.
The tower beside the volcano was easily toppled. The newspapers reported the strange construction when it was discovered a few weeks later, but I had removed some of the elements so that its purpose would always remain hidden.
I am an old man now. Nights have been colder. Summer months seem not so long, even in Arizona. Climatologists speak of a global cooling that could precipitate the coming of another ice age. It’s not a terrible theory; we are overdue for one.
What more could I do? No one would ever believe a man with insanity in his family. Better to hold this secret than allow it to be released upon an easily panicked world.
I have slept better. My skin still itches. When it does, all I do is scratch it and hope it’s a bug, though I know it probably isn’t.
What became of the backpack device? I took it home. Following the interview with the police sergeant, I washed in the observatory restroom and went outside. Jonathan’s car was there, with the device in the back. The very first task I performed after wrestling it into my home was to flip the actuator.
The creature was huge. It dominated the living room, parts of it passing through the walls and ceiling. In only a moment it moved silently away. I feel fortunate to have seen it at all so that I might understand Jonathan’s choices.
Jonathan not only never slept; he never sat still for more than a few minutes, even at mealtimes. When he lay on my couch, the thing must have fed on him for hours. No wonder his mind snapped.
I held the device for decades but finally destroyed it. I will take this knowledge to my grave and hopefully spare the human race the ugliness of the truth. To all the world, I apologize for my actions and my inactions.
Especially, I apologize to you, Jonathan, you who were my friend before I drove you to your final deed. Some of our colleagues called you a coward for taking your own life; I find it the bravest thing you’ve ever done. Judging what I now know about the universe that we cannot see, what lies beyond? I am not looking forward to finding out.
 




FILM MAUDIT
Christopher Slatsky
“The art of film can only really exist
 through a highly organized betrayal of reality.”
François Truffaut
Leslie had memorized the entirety of Human Wreckage’s stock, from the piles of dusty bootlegs and stacks of Eurosleaze exploitation, to the cinéma vérité haphazardly shelved. The store’s walls were papered with posters of rare or lost films. He was particularly fond of a ghastly yellow print depicting a smiling young woman holding a trephine drill poised just above her shaved scalp.
“You’re a horror guy right?” Paula looked up from counting her till. She only engaged in conversation with Leslie due to their mutual interest in film. His incessant loitering around her business and refusal to purchase anything made her reluctant to open the store every morning.
Leslie nodded, continued reading the description on a Japanese VHS import of An Orgy of Entrails.
“Someone dropped these off this morning.” Paula held up a handful of black and white photocopies. They depicted a movie screen, a jumble of women’s heads and naked torsos stacked on the stage below. The film titles were printed in tiny cramped letters, difficult to read on the cheap reproduction. Leslie was only able to make out Lust of the Vampiress, Slit Slut, and something that may have been Doll Humiliation. The date and show times were listed just above the event’s name: ABATTOIRFEST.
“Film festival?” 
“Looks like it. Mostly Euroschlock, giallo shit, buncha horror directors I haven’t even heard of. You know Aquino, McBride—” Paula snorted in amusement. “Van Riesen?”
Leslie had to reluctantly admit he didn’t. His gaze moved down the page, snagged on one title.
Film Maudit.
He knew as much as there was to be known about Film Maudit. Its writer, director, and producer were anonymous—rumor was it may have been a collective of filmmakers. Shot in Germany, or at least the unidentified actors spoke oddly accented German, and released in the summer of ‘74 for one weekend in just a handful of showings where it was swiftly condemned for its disturbing violence and sexual content. All known prints had long been misplaced or destroyed. Little else was known about the film’s production. The holy grail of lost films.
The mysterious producers had even gone so far as to hire extras to protest outside of showings, waving signs and chanting slogans condemning the film’s alleged use of actual snuff footage. This attempt to manipulate the viewing public had the desired effect; an obscure foreign horror flick became a newsworthy sensation for several days until Nixon’s resignation pushed the story aside.
“Lookit.” Paula tapped the page in Leslie’s hand. “They even dug up one of those Tingler machines.”
Leslie looked at the ad again. An asterisk hovered next to Film Maudit like a tiny puckered black star. His gaze lowered to the other dim star fallen to the bottom of the page. The precise, calligraphic print read: FeatuRing A RestoRed OSCILLATOR!
“It’s not the Tingler.” His heart raced.
“Really? Swore I read ‘Tingler’.”
Human Wreckage was muggy inside, sweat dotted Leslie’s face. He ran a slick palm across his dreads.
“Kinda like the Tingler. Oscillator was more like, uh, like ‘Sensurround’. Sound system used for the disaster flick Earthquake. So loud it rattled the whole place.”
Paula raised a pierced eyebrow. “Films were something else back then. Who needs character development, mise-en-scène, narrative, camera placement.” She held her forefingers together, thumbs straight out to form a square, framing Leslie’s head in a shot.
He didn’t acknowledge Paula’s sarcasm. “Gimmicks ended around the time of Water’s Polyester. With those scratch ‘n’ sniff cards. Actually, now that I think about it, Gaspar Noe used something like the Oscillator. In Irreversible. Played a really low 28Hz frequency background sound that was supposed to disorient the audience. You know, make them sick to the stomach. Dizzy and shit. Oscillator did something like that too, but more psychedelic, like those CIA programs blasting the public with high frequency sound waves. Incapacitate the central nervous system, make the enemy hallucinate, wig out.” Leslie wiggled his fingers in the air to emphasize his point.
Paula folded her arms across her chest. “Not my idea of a good movie night.”
“Film Maudit wasn’t supposed to be entertainment, it was supposed to be an ordeal. The Oscillator was gonna change the way people watched film, like actually physically fuck them up. Everyone was gonna be altered. Not just because of the sound, but the environment, the experience itself.”
Paula leaned back against the counter. “You ever see Through a Glass Darkly? Great use of sound. The scene with the roar of the helicopter’s engine triggering Harriet Andersson’s breakdown. Damn. What a performance. Film has its own language. Like how we know what it sounds like when someone gets punched in the face, but it’s a completely different sound when it happens in a movie. It’s own way of communicating the five senses, different than real life.”
“What’s the gore like?”
“What? It’s Bergman. You do know there’s more to films than tits and blood, right?”
Leslie stroked his chin in faux contemplation. “Maybe. Anyway, so few people saw Film Maudit there’s not much to go on. The handful of critics that went to a screening refused to describe the plot. Just wrote shit about it, tore it to shreds. Even accused the theater employees of slipping acid into their RCs.”
Paula laughed. “LSD. Now that’s a gimmick Castle never tried.” She gestured towards the sheet. “Festival is at the Old Klein Theater on Boroughs Street. No idea that place was still around.”
Leslie was just ten years old when he’d seen his first film unattended at the Klein. Sorority
Bloodbath. The gruesome makeup effects, gratuitous nudity and vestigial plot led to his love of underground films, the filthier the better. Last he’d heard the theater had closed down and became a refuge for the city’s booming junkie population. He hadn’t heard they’d renovated and reopened.
“Supposed to spend time with my daughter that weekend, but I think I can talk her mom into watching her. I deserve some me time, right?”
“Askin’ the wrong person.”
“You going?”
“No can do. Burman is coming to the store that night with the lead to do a signing for Craniofacial Holocaust. Don’t expect a big turnout, but there are some hardcore gorehounds that’ll waste some time talking to the director. Who knows, one of the little leeches might actually buy something.”

Leslie should have been excited he was on the way to Abattoirfest, but he was still fuming over his daughter’s inability to do even the most basic chores around the apartment. He was tempted to just stay on the bus until it took him away from this ugly city, away from Samantha and a girlfriend who constantly made excuses for their kid’s problems. Away from an existence that drained him that much more each day and replaced the void with the realization the best life had to offer had long passed. Sure he’d overreacted—but it wasn’t his fault. For Christ’s sake, Samantha was fourteen now. He didn’t care if her delayed development was a challenge; she’d enough brains to know not to piss herself again.
The bus passed through dilapidated neighborhoods. He hated to waste fare on a ride to the Klein but he couldn’t afford another DUI. The graffiti streaked windows presented a haggard man. Gray dreadlocks, red furrows of razor irritation, four-day old stubble on his cheeks like smears of ash. His reflection looked like a battered thaumatrope, face intermittently broken by the dim streetlights.
The driver pulled into a part of town where starlight slid off pale concrete and bounced from cracked glass at just the right angle to paint the buildings a tarnished lead hue. What little color remained oozed from malfunctioning traffic lights throbbing red.
The bus groaned to a stop.
Leslie walked a block until he saw the Klein Theater’s sign. Pieces had fallen away, the paint had long faded. It now spelled LEIN EATER but still mimicked an old fashioned clapboard. He was giddy with anticipation. All the stress over his disabled daughter was pushed aside even if only briefly.
Some of Leslie’s fondest childhood memories had been spent at the Klein. His father’s drinking problem had been a mixed blessing as it initiated the weekend ritual of getting dropped off at the old movie theater, but also meant a ride home would only return after running tabs at every bar in town. But it was all worth it; the physical abuse and any lingering emotional misery had long been dulled by the wide array of weird films he’d been lucky enough to experience. The Klein used to be a place where he could dream, a refuge from the reality of a shattered home.
He wondered why there were so few cars in the parking lot.
The hand written message in the box office window read ABATTOIRFEST Friday, Nov. 13th. The ticket booth was vacant. He cupped his hands over the glass. What little could be seen inside was due to the wan glow of the heat bulb in a vacant popcorn machine.
Three of the four theaters had film titles posted but Leslie couldn’t make them out. The theater door with no title above was larger than the others. An employee must be sweeping in the lobby—why else would anything be shuffling around in the darkened interior?
He was startled to see an arm splayed on the floor palm up, the rest of the puffy limb obscured by shadow.
He pressed his face against the window. It was just a crimson velvet rope strung to a floor stanchion that had toppled over. He wiped his sour breath from the glass, hit his knuckles gently against the window.
“Anybody home?”
A greasy palm print and the glass quivering from his tapping created the illusion of something thin falling to the floor. It crawled behind the concessions. But there was nothing alive in there; only shadows moving about like wisps of water-thinned blood swirling into drains. The place was empty.
Maybe there was another entrance or an employee outside. He walked around the corner of the building into the long alley that ran between the theater and a boarded up warehouse. The flickering EXIT sign lit up the grimy brick walls of the dead end. Something was piled several feet high just outside the door.
It looked like a stack of discarded mannequin parts. Leslie thought it was probably a promotional display staff had dumped out back for the trash truck. Several pieces were battered and missing bits. It was only the stuttering light that made it seem as if one of the hands was swaying back and forth in greeting. He walked out of the alley as fast as he could anyway.
He was about to return to the bus stop when a dim light turned on inside the theater lobby. An old woman was standing at attention in the ticket booth. The illumination stained her skin the color of pewter.
“I was worried the festival had been cancelled,” Leslie said good naturedly.
The old woman didn’t respond.
“One for Abattoirfest.” Binge drinking over the last few hours made Leslie’s inflection come across as more demanding than intended.
The woman didn’t acknowledge his presence.
“So they actually got an Oscillator up and runnin’?”
The geriatric’s hands shot through the gap, closed on Leslie’s wrist with a jaw-trap grip, pulled his hand through the partition’s small opening. Fingers scraped against glass. She stamped the back of his hand with an image of the theater’s clapboard logo.
“Shit, thanks a lot.”
The money sat untouched.
As Leslie walked into the lobby he glanced back at the booth but quickly looked away; the ticket seller’s posture suggested something lumpy and dusty had occupied her theater uniform.
He sucked at his bloodied knuckle. The concession stand was closed. Judging by the black grease stains on the counters and rotting patches of carpeted floor it didn’t look like food or beverages had been sold here in quite some time. He was ok with that though; his stomach roiled from the nauseous combination of blood and alcohol.
Movie posters curled from the walls, stiff like dried skin. He wondered how bad this place must’ve looked before the renovation.
Theater #1 was showing The Raped Void, #2 Screaming Throat. Leslie wasn’t familiar with either film. The third displayed Lust of the Vampiress—he recognized this one from the flier. He was curious about the larger unmarked theater. Probably a storage warehouse. He heard activity within, the clank of machinery. Maybe they were setting up the Oscillator. He walked into the Lust of the Vampiress theater.
The seats were a plush burgundy and surprisingly elegant. Dust wafted from the fabric. He stifled a sneeze so as not to annoy the handful of patrons, though they seemed captivated by the blank screen and made no move to acknowledge his presence. He wasn’t too surprised at the small audience as even he was unfamiliar with many of the movies advertised tonight. But he was here for Film Maudit. Everything else was filler.
Movement caught his eye. He glanced up at the ceiling. Several panels were missing, their vacant squares dark and ominous as the entrance to an abandoned house’s attic. He turned his whole body around to look to the projection room, hoping to catch a glimpse of the Oscillator being prepared, or even any evidence such a device existed and wasn’t simply an invention to draw ticket sales. There was nothing but the dark window.
He realized he didn’t have any idea what an Oscillator even looked like. He had an image of something robotic and menacing squatting next to the projector. Or maybe several small units placed in each dark corner of the theater.
The lights lowered, the projector’s beam shot across the room like a lighthouse beacon. Lust of the Vampiress started.
Thirty minutes in Leslie chalked it up as yet another soft core Euro-thriller full of buxom undead girls in diaphanous nightgowns. The superior cinematography would appeal to the art film crowd, but he saw little else of worth. He’d seen it all before and done much better by the likes of Jean Rollins.
Then the lesbian vampires started doing something to each other he didn’t find particularly erotic. Their gestures were overwrought, there was far too much chocolate sauce colored blood on the voluptuous actress’ thighs. Something lying just beneath the soundtrack’s surface suggested breaking glass or rust forming. Leslie found himself looking away twice. On the third occasion he confronted the screen with his gaze, but something in his peripheral vision needled him for attention.
He was frustrated with his childishness. He wasn’t some kid peeking between his fingers at an actor in a rubber suit stalking some damsel in distress. He’d managed to sit through crush films and even a snuff flick he thought might be legitimately illegal. This was nothing.
One of the viewers in the front row began wriggling in their seat, tilted his head back and moaned loudly. Leslie tried to ignore the pervert and concentrate on the rest of the movie.
Had the staff activated the Oscillator? He hadn’t seen anyone working here other than the old woman in the ticket booth. But he was sweating profusely, a nervous knot clenched in his gut. He had no idea why anyone would have started the device during this film though—he’d assumed it was for Film Maudit only. Maybe someone had accidentally thrown the switch?
Something slithered low near the bottom row. It moved with a muscular grace, like a python wrapping itself around a branch, reflecting a gray moist hide. Leslie pushed himself up in his chair, peered into the gloom. Just a glistening stain and erratic light worming across the floor.
The next feature started immediately.
Filmed in FANTASCOPE
flashed on the screen. Music swelled as MDCCCCLXXXVII was followed by a crude hand drawn intertitle:
THE LATEST IN BLOOD AND GUTS
The soundtrack erupted with a chorus of unfamiliar animal cries spiraling into screams. A menagerie of species Leslie didn’t recognize paraded across the screen.
He’d once read an essay on Edison’s Electrocuting An Elephant, but this was far more horrific. How the filmmaker managed to incite the creatures to do such things to each other was baffling; even a starved beast wouldn’t inflict such hideous acts in such an imaginative manner. He couldn’t believe that what he was watching wasn’t some elaborate visual effect. But the film was far too old to deceive with sophisticated digital tricks.
The Latest In Blood and Guts ended with no credits. Leslie assumed there’d be a break now so he stood up with the intention of using the bathroom. If it wasn’t the Oscillator churning his guts it must’ve been the alcohol. But the next film began right away. He sat back down, crossed his legs to alleviate the pressure on his bladder and bowels.
Several more films were screened. Alcohol must have dulled his memory; he was hard pressed to remember the names of any he’d just seen much less plot details. He wasn’t sure how much longer he could remain seated.
Finally, Film Maudit began.
Leslie clapped but stopped when someone a few seats down turned to glare at him. He thought it was cool that some horror fans were so devoted they’d dress up in grotesque masks even for a small festival like this.
He tensed. Listened for any auditory cues, a blinking light in the dark, a change in the air. Nothing. But they must have activated the Oscillator— why else would the aisle seats seem to be undulating like waves?
Film Maudit opened with a medium shot of a dirt floor surrounded by three concrete walls, the fourth removed for the camera crew. An uncomfortably young looking girl sat in the center of the room. She was naked and kneeling, face covered by a mauve paper butterfly mask. Her arms and stomach were wet with fake blood that looked like the melted-crayon waxy gore in Profondo Rosso.
The girl’s skin, her mouth, the way she moved—all seemed hauntingly familiar.
She slowly stood.
Her waist was impossibly narrow, tapered to a wasp-thin shape. The soundtrack was just the swish of limbs against wet skin. Cries spilled from the speakers. The tension was nearly unbearable.
She walked towards the camera.
The girl’s breathing didn’t match her sobs. The screen filled with her face and plump crayon-red lips. She broke into a smile that threatened to become beatific. Her lush mouth dominated the theater. The soundtrack’s crumbling stone sound vibrated the room.
Her knees were bent the wrong way.
The film must have been missing a reel; she suddenly appeared in another room with several other actors, all sitting cross-legged on a dirt floor. Everyone wore butterfly masks but nothing else. An intertitle read:
Sex-Welle!
Sex-Welle!
Sex-Welle!
Leslie found the makeup effects disturbing but not particularly convincing (especially that hyper-saturated blood). He thought the mutilation of the actor’s genitalia was amateurish prosthetic work, but their horrified reactions made him queasy. Not bad for such a low budget sleazefest.
The audience sat completely motionless, slumped at awkward angles in their plush seats. The masturbator was mewling in what Leslie thought was prelude to orgasm. On listening further it sounded more like the panicked cry of someone too deeply submerged in nightmare to wake up.
If the Oscillator hadn’t been on before it must be operational now. A growl reverberated, rattled Leslie’s chest, spread through his muscles.
The theater walls felt as if they were closing in. Film Maudit was off somehow, the frame rate wrong. Leslie still had to use the bathroom. He needed to talk to management, request they turn off the Oscillator. That should clear things up.
He stumbled up the aisle.
Couldn’t believe he was taking a break from a film he’d always dreamt of seeing. But his head was filled with a strange soundtrack, the chattering susurrus of an unseen ensemble. It felt as if his brain was pulsing against his skull.
He had to get some fresh air. Had to get away from the radius of that Oscillator fucking with his head. He couldn’t have been the only one to complain about the machine.
The lobby was empty. The old woman in the ticket booth was gone.
A loud knocking emanated from inside the unmarked theater. The gibbering music in Leslie’s head made him retch.
The theater door shook. Something within made the sound of oily plastic sliding against rusty metal, the clank of gears and a moaning like blowing into a bottle.
Someone frantically pummeled against the other side of the door.
Leslie took a step away but not quick enough to avoid the door striking him in the face. Metal hinges tore, a stray screw sailed across the room, pinged off the ticket booth’s glass. He collapsed, cheek and chin pressed so forcefully against the filthy carpet he no longer looked like himself.
An impossibly thin figure stood just inside the theater. Its form subtly distorted, not bilaterally symmetrical, like a poorly constructed clay model, one side drooping lower than the other. The screen behind it glowed with an otherworldly haze. Atavistic images caroused up there. Odd animals frolicked. Clucked and chittered and brachiated and crawled in a sinuous manner with difficult to define limbs.
A little girl stepped into frame from the right. Her face was shiny. Leslie couldn’t explain why he knew she was slathered in lard much less why he was certain he’d seen those cheekbones and eyes before.
Something released itself from a phlegm colored edge fog at frame left. It lovingly coiled itself onto the girl’s face, in a precise shape, like a carefully applied swirl of feces. She was silent as several other weird predators joined in to rend her features anonymous.
Leslie was screaming so loudly he tasted blood from his raw throat.
The person towering over him was far too tall to be anything but a distorted shadow. He’d suffered a concussion. The contours of the man’s face were wrong, Leslie couldn’t fully comprehend what he was looking at. A concussion.
It hunched to pass through the doorway.
Head of amber, a gelatinous sculpture, special effects prop used for exploding headshots in gory film scenes. Far too many narrow limbs propelled it in one long stride until its make-up effect face was touching Leslie’s face.
Invisible bodies press against him, slide over his skin with the texture of tangled kelp bulbs washing over a drowning victim as he sinks into unconsciousness.

Leslie woke up back in his theater chair. The Oscillator’s music roared. The seats were now all occupied, the audience clapping and whistling enthusiastically. A remarkably skinny form sat next to him, but he couldn’t turn his head to see who it was. It didn’t matter much; his attention was fixed on the bizarre antics projected onscreen and he couldn’t imagine why he’d want to look at anything else.
The thin companion touched Leslie’s forehead with a long finger. Carved out a perfectly smooth circle, plucked the bone coin away. Poked its finger through the skull into the hole.
Exposed to the air, the film’s colors bled into Leslie’s fevered brain, the hue of deformed peacocks glass-tailed and shimmering. The projector’s light revealed crevices in the screen. Leslie remembered a book on caves he’d treasured as a child. It had the most beautiful full-page pictures of speleothem in ancient caverns.
Film Maudit’s third act. Something with far too many tongues smeared its saliva across an expanse of hairless flesh stretched taut across a room. The camera panned up its length to a pair of swollen eyes framed by a mauve butterfly mask.
The audience hooted and screeched, wriggled in their seats with excitement. Upright ticks, starved bags of viscera adorned with hair and teeth clamoring at the screen for nourishment. They turned their far too large heads towards the rear of the theater and siphoned the projector’s light into mouths as dark as a changeover cue.
The Oscillator’s drone masked all other sounds. The dark filled with colors both wonderful and impossible. The wound in Leslie’s head slurped more light into its depths.
He could truly see now, true sight finally recognizing those eyes on the screen.
An intertitle appeared:
The streets grow active
 with feral hunger.
“Stop the film please.” Leslie whimpered.
After Samantha had failed to develop normally, Leslie quickly realized that watching a loved one suffer the pangs of existence would slowly destroy him as well. It wasn’t his fault she’d never have a normal life, it wasn’t his choice to be saddled with the responsibility for a girl that would never read a book without assistance, drive a car, or graduate from college.
He knew he was selfish and petty and abusive, but existence was all that and more. The universe wasn’t apathetic, it simply had an obscene sense of humor and Leslie was the victim of a genetic pratfall he’d named Samantha.
You can turn the Oscillator off now. I don’t wanna see everything any more.
The final intertitle flashed on the screen:
Scavengers scurry from the sewers
 to lap at the wet afterbirth of night.
I don’t wanna dream anymore please.
He prayed the reel would change but he knew it never would. As Samantha’s eyes filled the screen the camera pressed in with a zolly shot. A phosphorous-white light filled Leslie’s vision. A light as harsh and raw as peeled stars flooded the theatre.
 




NINESIGHT
Christine Morgan
“They’re doing it again,” Mel said.
Her sister, flopped on the bed with her phone, didn’t answer. Courtney was practically almost a teenager, and she made no secret of how she was way too grown up and mature to pay attention to a little baby bratty-brat like Mel.
Courtney made no secret of lots of things. Like how annoyed she was that Mom and Dad had sent them to spend the week with Aunt Vera and Uncle Joe, instead of letting them stay home by themselves. Or, better yet, sending Mel, and letting Courtney stay home by herself.
“You don’t even trust me, gah!” she had said during the Big Family Discussion, then done the drama-queen huffy hurt flounce to slam her door and sulk.
She was annoyed that Mom and Dad were going on vacation without them. But, of course, she would have been just as annoyed to be dragged along, complaining about the plane ride and the hotel and the beach and there not being any cool kids her age to hang with or whatever.
Most of all, she was extra-special-double-bonus annoyed because, at their aunt’s house, she and Mel had to share a room. It was, like, worse than prison or something, the way she went on about it.
They had to share a room, there was nothing to do, she couldn’t hang out with her friends, the house was old and weird, she didn’t like Uncle Joe’s cooking, there was hardly even decent internet, and she was totes going to die of boredom already!
And she hated Aunt Vera’s cats. The cats were mean. The cats were creepy. The cats did that thing, that thing they were doing now, and it freaked her out, and she hated it, and she hated them, and she hated everything.
“Courtney,” Mel said, knowing it was teasy-needling bratty-brat stuff, but so what? “Courtney, looooook, they’re doooing it again.”
Mel thought the old house was neat, full of creaky steps and dusty nooks and explory-corners. It was great for pretending she was a detective, spy, or secret agent. It would have been even better for hide-and-seek if she had anybody else to hide from or seek for. The room she and Courtney had to share was still bigger than both their rooms at home put together, the beds with carved wooden posts, and a windowseat where the windows angled out on three sides. She enjoyed helping Aunt Vera in the garden, enjoyed what Uncle Joe called his crazy kitchen experiments, and enjoyed the old-timey card and board games they brought out after dinner, instead of just watching TV until bedtime like normal people.
The cats...
Well, okay, maybe she didn’t hate the cats like Courtney did—she wanted to like them, and have them like her, too—but they really were kinda mean. They wouldn’t cuddle or play. They hissed if anybody tried to pick them up. Sometimes, they’d let her pet them a little bit, and they might even lean into it, but then just as suddenly they’d whirl and claw and bite her hand.
They also really were kinda creepy, like when they did the thing they were doing now. Mel tried not to let her own goosebump-feelings show, though, because it was more fun to see how much it bugged Courtney.
Aunt Vera had asked them to leave the door always propped open a little, so that the cats could come and go as they pleased. Otherwise, she said, they’d scratch at it and yowl, and it was their house, too, and they were used to having the run of it, and were stubborn and set in their ways. It gave Courtney something else to complain about—”We don’t even get any privacy, gah!”—but she would have complained more if they did go scratching and yowling all night.
The biggest cat, Ulthar, was what Aunt Vera called a ginger-stripe. His short fur was a few different colors of orange, his body was thick and heavy but not fat, and the yellow-green color of his eyes made Mel think of sour pickles. He had been all sprawled on the windowseat cushions as if inviting someone to come give him a tummy-rub, though Mel had found out the hard way that was an arm-shredding trap.
Now, he’d gotten up and sat straight like a tiger on a throne, those sour-pickle eyes fixed in an unblinking glare on the part of the wall where it met the ceiling. His nose and mouth were wrinkled in the kind of face cats made when they smelled a yucky-gross smell.
Ishtar, sleek-slim and blacker than black, was no longer prowling around the edges of the room but had stopped, hunkered low in the space between the dresser and the tall floor lamp. Her eyes, which were bright gold, stared up at the same spot that had Ulthar’s interest, and the white points of teeth against pink gums showed that she was also making the yuck-face. Though no other part of her moved, the hair along her back rose up into a fuzzy line like a Mohawk, and her long thin tail bushed to twice again its normal size.
Fluffy grey-and-white Queenie stood in the doorway with her front paws just over the threshold. Thanks to her flat, squashy, pushed-in nose, it was hard to tell if she made the yuck-face or not, but her wide sky-blue gaze exactly followed those of the other two.
“Cooooouuuuurtney—” Mel began, drawing her sister’s name out in a sing-song.
“I see them, okay? Gah!” Courtney lowered her phone long enough to glance at the cats. “Why do they do that? It’s, like, so creepy!”
“Maybe they see something.”
“There’s nothing there!”
“Well, maybe there is, and they can see it, but we can’t.”
“Shut. Up.”
“What? I’m just saying—”
“I said, shut up, Muh-liss-sa!”
“Look,” said Mel, dropping her voice to a whisper. “It must be moving, whatever it is.”
True enough, all three kitty heads silently turned, as if their three sets of eyes—still unblinking in blue, gold, and sour-pickle green—followed a slow, tracking course across the ceiling. Not in a straight line, but in a sort of meandering lazy-curvy one.
Queenie slinked the rest of the way into the room, ears laid so flat they almost disappeared in her poofy fur ruff. Ishtar made a kind of “eh-eh-eh” noise through her bared teeth. The tip of Ulthar’s tail snapped twitching back and forth.
Courtney shivered. “Gah...make them stop.”
“What do you think they see?”
“I don’t care. Stupid cats. I hate them.” In a sudden lunge, Courtney seized her pillow and flung it. “Go on! Pssst!”
She missed any of the cats by so much that Mel couldn’t even guess if she’d been aiming at one in particular, but the whirling thump of it into their midst made them all jump half out of their skins. Ulthar hissed and leaped over Queenie, who tried to whirl and bolt for the door but got a claw hooked in the rug and stumbled. Ishtar streaked past them both in a black blur.
Then the cats were gone, and Mel looked accusingly at Courtney.
“I’ll tell Aunt Vera.”
“Go ahead, tell her, so what?”
“They weren’t hurting anybody.”
“They were creeping me out!”
“Why are you so scared?”
“I’m not! I told you, it creeps me out when they do that! They’re always doing that, staring at nothing, getting all weird!”
Mel snickered. “Maybe the house is haunted. Maybe they’re chasing ghosts.”
“That’s not funny, and there’s no such things.”
“You believe in Slenderman.”
Courtney scowled. “Well, you believe in Santa.”
“Wait, what? Santa’s real.”
“Huh-unh.” Her lip curled in a bitter kind of triumphant sneer.
“Yeah-huh!” said Mel. “He left me my deluxe junior investigator kit for Christmas!” She pointed at the playset, which was her favorite toy ever and the main one she’d chosen to bring along on this visit.
“How dumb can you be? Gah!” With that, Courtney hopped off the bed, grabbed her phone, and stepped into her shoes. “I’m going out on the porch so I can text and stuff without stupid cats and sisters everywhere.”
“But it’s cold and rainy.”
“So? You’re not Mom!”
“Okay, jeez, sor-ry!”
“Hnf!” went Courtney, all huffy-like. She did, though, stop long enough to get her hoodie. Then she was gone, clomping down the hall.
Mel rolled her eyes. Some people just couldn’t be happy. If that was what it meant to be almost-a-teenager, she’d rather stay a kid. Lying about Santa that way, too, wow...
She slid from her own bed, leaving behind a scatter of crayons and an activity book with a picture half-colored-in. Why did the kitties do their staring-at-nothing thing?
Then sometimes get all weird and go racing-chasing around?
Aunt Vera, when asked, had only shrugged and said it was because they were cats and all cats were a little bit crazypants. Mel figured she was probably right, but, it was more fun to treat it like a real mystery.
Cats could see super-good, way better than people, especially in the dark. Maybe nine whole times better; ninesight to go with nine-lives. What if they could see more, not just better? What if they really could see things that the rest of them didn’t even know were there?
Skipping over to her jumbled pile of luggage and toys, she popped the clasp on the sturdy black plastic case with the FBI and CSI stickers on the lid. Soon, she was geared up and ready to go, a vest with official lettering on the back and utility belt worn over a lab coat, night-vision goggles hanging around her neck, and a headlamp blacklight strapped to her forehead just under the bill of a cap to match the vest. She slid a pair of mirrored sunglasses into place, checked the mirror on the closet door, and flashed herself a double thumbs-up.
“Detective Investigator Special Agent Mel is on the job!”
She paused in the hallway, looking around, sweeping a penlight in slow, cautious arcs. Musty-dusty motes danced in the thin beam. Her sunglasses made normal rainy-day indoor shadows into even darker darkness, turning the already-kinda-spooky old house into what really did seem like it could be a crime scene.
Or haunted.
A skinny, crooked flight of stairs at one end of the hall vanished up into third-floor total blackness, and it was way too easy to imagine someone hiding there, watching her.
Someone...or something...
Mel shivered a little, partly enjoying the thrill and partly wishing she hadn’t teased Courtney about Slenderman after all.
From downstairs, she heard music, the big-band old-timey music her aunt and uncle liked. They were probably in the kitchen, Uncle Joe reading the paper and Aunt Vera doing one of her puzzles.
Up here, it was quiet except for the tick-tock of a tall clock. Its pendulum, swinging back and forth, made a streaky-brassy glimmer in the gloom.
Another glimmer shined at her, two glimmers really, two eerie rounded glowing glimmers. She realized they were eyes, cat eyes, peering out from under a table that held some music boxes and a vase of flowers.
“Here, kitty-kitty,” Mel said. “Want to be my detective helper?”
The eye-glimmers narrowed. Mel figured that was a nope. She caught a quick flick of movement at the edge of her vision and turned to see another cat, a fluffy pale puffball that could only be Queenie, darting along the carpet-runner and going whoosh fast up the crooked, skinny stairs.
“Let’s find out what you’re after.” Removing the sunglasses, Mel folded them shut and tucked them into her lab coat pocket.
Then she settled the heavy battery-laden night-vision goggles into place on her face and flipped the switch on the side. The lenses lit up video-game-green. The eyepieces hummed with a faint tingling sensation she felt in her cheekbones and temples.
Under the table—Aunt Vera called it an occasional table, which made Mel wonder if it was occasionally not a table at all but became something else—the rounded glowing cat’s-eye glimmers now looked bright as the headlights of an oncoming car. She saw the greenish-white flash of teeth, too, and heard a low, warning yowl.
“Ishtar?”
Whoosh and up the crooked stairs Ishtar went, too, following Queenie. Her black coat was almost invisible even with the night-vision. Mel made her way after them, trying not to bump into or knock anything over. The reflection of her penlight flowed like silvery water across the glass of picture frames, the tall clock’s front, and a collection of snowglobes on a shelf.
These steps weren’t carpeted, but were wooden and creaky. Mel climbed with her free hand trailing along the old carved banister. She’d been up there before, of course, during some of her previous explorings.
One room had been the art studio for Uncle Joe’s younger brother, who went crazy or died—or went crazy and died; she wasn’t quite sure on the details—long before Mel had been born. All sorts of his paintings and sketches and stuff were still in there. They were, she thought so at least, pretty good...if also kind of freaky and gross.
Another room, the round room at the corner of the house where it rose in a towery-turrety thing, had belonged to Uncle Joe’s sister, the one who’d run away from home when she wasn’t much older than Courtney was now. A teenager, and probably just like Courtney, too; sure that she knew everything and was all grown up and could take care of herself, she wasn’t a child, gah!
The rest of the family didn’t talk about it much, but when they did—usually at gatherings after the grown-ups thought the kids had gone to bed or were otherwise occupied—the stuff they said made it sound like there was more to it even than just running away from home in a snit.
Like maybe drugs were involved. Or stealing. Or a bad boyfriend.
“Or murrrrr-derrrr,” Mel whispered.
But that was a mystery she didn’t think anybody would let Detective Investigator Special Agent Mel look into. They’d just say it could wait until she was older.
The doors to both of those rooms and the smaller linen closets and storerooms had been left slightly open so the cats could go in and out. In the dim green haze of her night-vision goggles, Mel recognized the unmistakable thickset body of Ulthar sitting in the doorway of the turret room. His back was towards her, and his striped tail swish-whished behind him on the floor.
Queenie, whose white-and-grey fur made her show up almost too well, was doing the same exact thing in front of the art studio. Mel couldn’t spot Ishtar anywhere now; the black cat must have gone into a room.
“What do you guys see?” she murmured. “What’s in there?”
Obviously, neither of them answered, or even looked at her. Mel crept closer, wishing she had the good real kind of night-vision goggles like spies or the army might use...with infrared spectro-thermo-whatever...so she could see in the dark as well as the cats did. Or X-ray specs; X-ray specs would be cool.
Remembering her blacklight headlamp, she switched it on too. It shed an even eerier radiance, a strange misty thunderstorm purple that lit up electric-brilliant on various spots, splotches and speckles of what she figured must be old paint or something, because it probably wasn’t really, like, blood.
She edged up to Queenie, ready to jump aside at a hiss or snarl. When none came—Queenie only kept staring, making the nose-wrinkled yuck-face again—Mel nudged the studio door open a few more inches with the toe of her sneaker.
Some light came in from outside, around the sides of the curtains and shades. Cloth-draped easels and blank canvases loomed pale like strange ghosts. An uncovered, half-finished painting, one of the freaky-gross ones, showed what looked like an extreme close-up of an eyeball with different color gummy-worms curling across its glistening surface. In the combined night-vision/blacklight, it looked way majorly seriously weird.
“There’s nothing,” Mel whispered to Queenie. “Except the wormy eyeball picture, which, okay, yuck-face, I get it. But there’s nothing else in here.”
Still, and still obviously, Queenie didn’t answer. But, when Mel made to go into the room, the fluffy cat swiped with claws out. They snagged into Mel’s sock and jabbed sharp pinpricks into her ankle. She sprang back with a yip just as Queenie tried to dash underfoot. Mel did a crazy little hop-skip dance not to step on her, succeeded in that much, then tripped over her own feet and went bellyflop onto the floor.
The fall didn’t hurt, but her head whiplashed forward with a whack-crunch so hard she saw sparks and stars, and that did hurt. For a second, she thought she must’ve cracked her skull open, like her parents always warned would happen if she rode her bike without a helmet.
She only didn’t howl or start crying because the landing had knocked her breath out in a big oof-cough. Pinwheel spiral fireworks whirled and spun, seeming both in front of her watering eyes and behind them. She wouldn’t have been surprised to see a ring of cartoon tweety cuckoo birds going around, too.
Her forehead trickled wet—oh jeez was she bleeding? As she pushed herself to a sitting position, the weight of her goggles and headlamp shifted, making a tinkly clatter of falling tiny plasticy bits—oh jeez worse, did she break them? Her hands flew up quick to check, grope-patting, and she winced and yipped again because that hurt too, pain-darts needling into her face.
Whimpering some, starting to sniffle, Mel rocked back and forth on her butt. She blinked, tried to wipe her eyes but couldn’t because of the goggles, tried to take off the goggles and set off more stabby-needly pain-darts. She squinched her eyes tight-shut, which at least made some of the colorful fireworks go away.
There was a hum in her ears, too, a faint, ringing buzz that she could more feel than hear. It reminded her of being at the dentist, when they polished her teeth with the spinny thing.
What if she really was hurt, really bad? What if she was going to pass out or something? How long would it take anybody to notice and come looking for her? How long would it take them to find her? Maybe the cats would go and get help—
Or was that only dogs? She remembered stories on the news about dogs that called 911, and once even a parrot...but not so much cats. Cats, one of the bigger kids at school liked to say, would be the pets that ate the lips off old ladies in the commercials who fell down and couldn’t get up.
“Don’t eat my lips off, you guys,” she said in a woozy-sounding mutter. “Queenie, okay? I know you don’t like me but I didn’t step on you, did I? Ulthar? Ishtar?”
She peeked, one eye open to look for the cats, and thought at first somebody had turned the lights on up here. Then she thought she must have busted her night-vision goggles after all, because instead of shades of video-game green, the hallway was awash in a weird prickly-white glow. The white was speckled with staticky flecks of grey and black, an ancient-TV-set kind of effect.
When she opened her other eye, the view didn’t change, except that now she could see more, and better. If better was the right word for it; it hardly looked like the ordinary third floor anymore. The hall was still there, sure...and the doors to the various rooms...but...
But, actually, the longer she peered at her surroundings, the less it seemed like she was even in the same house. The faded wallpaper and wood paneling were etched with moving lines – long, skinny squiggles in neon shades of pink, yellow, and blue. The floorboards, upon which she still sat, looked totally solid and normal, but something like liquid smoke or thick rainbow-sheened oil rippled up from underneath them, the way waves might rise and subside through gaps in a half-submerged and falling-apart footbridge.
Ahead of her, in the doorway to the turret room, Ulthar either hadn’t even moved when she fell down, or had gone back to what he was doing before she’d noticed. He was still sitting there, still with his tail swish-whishing, still making the yuck-face at nothing. Now, though, she saw the ginger-stripe tabby outlined in brilliant orange, and twin glowstick-colored rays of light shot from his eyes like laser-beams.
“Ulthar?”
His ear flicked, but he didn’t turn. His whole attention stayed riveted on the turret room. Queenie, meanwhile, was back in her same spot at the studio door, just as if Mel had never nearly stepped all over her...and Queenie, too, had a shining outline, though it was fuzz-blurred by her fluffy fur. She looked like she was in front of a bright-white full moon.
And Ishtar...a black cat in the blacklight with an ultra-black halo, moving lean and low and swift down the hall...leaving a streaky trail in the air behind her as she went.
Ishtar was following something, stalking it, and Mel recoiled with a shudder as she suddenly saw what it was.
Blob-spider-jellyfish was the best she could come up with. 
She touched the side of her head, just under the edge of the goggles, and wondered again how badly she’d bonked it.
Words kept trying to push themselves into her mind, words she didn’t know and didn’t like the sound of.
—undulant, amoeboid, mucilaginous, quaggy, geloid, viscous, protuberant, effusion—
It...oozed.
Oozed and squished.
Reached out with gooey string-feelers and rolled the—
—globular mass—
—gross wet snot-bubble of its body along them...pushing with a cluster of spindly leg-things that stuck out the back...and inside the—
—translucent glutinence—
—kinda see-through jelly were these dozens of—
—tumorous ocular nodules wavering with fine hairlike cilia—
—lumpy, knotted, hairy twists of gristle she realized might be its eyes.
Mel sucked in a breath, ready to scream. If it was a nightmare, so what? Let her wake everybody up, let Courtney laugh at her and tease her from now until forever!
If it wasn’t a nightmare...if she was seeing things because she’d cracked her skull open, so what? Scream anyway, and they’d come for her, find her, take her to the doctor, make her better.
Except, before she could scream, Ishtar’s luminous bluer-than-blue gaze found hers. The black cat meowed once, a sort of musical but urgent warbling chirp. Then Mel felt cloud-soft fur brush her arm, felt the nudge of a whiskery nose, both felt and heard the busy rumble of a purr as Queenie twined and rubbed against her side.
None of the cats had ever wanted to cuddle or nuzzle. Mel was so surprised she almost forgot about needing to scream, though she sure as heck did not forget about the—
—semi-fluid quivering monstrosity—
—yucky awful blob oozing toward the stairs, where several more of them squished and flowed, overlapping, mushing together, bulging, squeezing, stretching. Some were smaller than a cupcake, others were too big to fit in the staircase...but that didn’t matter because they passed right through the walls like the walls weren’t there...they drooped through the ceiling and wallowed up out of the steps the way whales did, only without the spouting and tails...
Queenie climbed onto her lap and started doing the pushy-paws kneading that cats did. Her purrs rumbled louder. Her claws pricked at Mel’s lab coat and jeans. She bumped her head against Mel’s chin.
Startled by, and not quite trusting, this unexpected display of affection, Mel hardly dared move for a minute. Then she hesitantly raised a hand and ran her palm along Queenie’s back, making the cat arch and push harder and purr even more.
The cats saw them, the blobby things in all their—
—multihued slickness of mucoid tissues—
—horrible, horrible jellyslime colors.
This was what the cats had been seeing all along. This was what their ninesight showed them.
This was what crawled sluglike all through the whole house. All through the whole world! And people didn’t know.
People didn’t know!
Those oozy blobs might be anywhere. Might be right by a person, under them, over them, on them! Creeping through them the way they crept through solid walls!
Ulthar strolled toward her, did a biiiiig stretch and yawn, and sprawled flop at her feet. Between her and the stairs. Between her and the mounds of wobbly goop squelching silently—or were they squelching silently? Just because she couldn’t hear them...
They knew, the cats. The cats knew. They understood now that she was seeing what they did, what most people couldn’t or didn’t.
A deep-body shudder started way down deep in Mel’s bones and guts.
Both Ulthar and Queenie purred and acted all super lovey and cute. Like they wanted to distract her from the—
—amorphous coagulant loathsome protrusions of extradimensional abominations—
Meanwhile, Ishtar paced the hall, long and sleek as a panther, sparing only a slitted glowing-blue glance of warning Mel’s way. As if to tell her to not say anything, not react in any way, not let on that she could see what the cats saw.
But, why? Didn’t they want people to know? What if those blob-jelly things were dangerous? Or was it because they were dangerous? Crazy-killy dangerous, for people if maybe not so much for cats?
Because something bad might happen, if the blob-things sensed or realized Mel saw them, too?
Because then they might...be able to...what?
Reach her? Touch her? Get to her somehow?
She thought suddenly of the wormy eyeball painting in the studio, and the other freaky-gross artwork Uncle Joe’s brother did before he died. She thought of Uncle Joe’s missing sister, the one who’d supposedly run away from home.
What if they’d been able to see...?
And the jellyslime blobs had found out, and did something to them?
That was silly, though. The only reason she could see any of this was because of her night-vision and blacklight. Which somehow—after she whacked her head with them on and maybe broke something in there—gave her ninesight like the cats.
It occurred to her, as she petted Queenie and Ulthar curled around her feet and Ishtar reared up on her hind legs to swat at something dangling down the wall—
—elongating in supple and pendulous pseudopodic tendrils—
—in long gluey, goopy strings, that all she had to do was take off the goggles and headlamp. Then she wouldn’t have to see these ucky things anymore. They’d go away.
She grabbed the goggles by the sides again and felt another needling zap-shocker of pain, as if part of the electronics inside had jabbed into her skull, wires stuck like splinters. It stung and sizzled. More wetness trickled down her forehead. But the pain and the bleeding couldn’t be as bad as what she was having to see, and deal with, and think.
With a terrific yank, she wrenched the goggles from her face and dropped the headlamp on the floor in a brittle crunch of glass. It hurt even more than when she fell and whacked her head in the first place. Tears gushed from her eyes and blood dripped on her cheeks and nose.
Sniffling, she used the collar of her lab coat to mop at the mess. She blinked. She wiped her eyes. She didn’t want to play anymore. Detective Investigator Special Agent Mel wanted to be off the case.
The hallway was all dark and empty, except for her and the cats.
It had worked.
The oozy blob-spider-jellyfish things and wormy dangling strings were gone—
Except, then, with a rising cold terror, she realized that maybe she was wrong.
The cats with their ninesight were still watching the stairs.
Just because she couldn’t see them anymore...didn’t mean they weren’t...there.
They might even be moving toward her right now.
But no one else would see them either. No one would know. And nobody would believe her, because she was only a kid.
Sitting on the floor, hugging Queenie, Mel started to cry.
 




BUG ZAPPER
Richard Lee Byers
Baker lost it halfway through the systems check. Already sweating in my Kevlar, steel, and plastic suit, I turned to find out why the technician had stopped talking and saw him sitting, slack-jawed and vacant-eyed, in front of his console.
“Baker,” I said, “take a pill!”
He didn’t. I walked over, put my hand on his shoulder, and shook him. He still didn’t react.
I yelled for help. Someone came eventually, a doctor trotting across the cavernous space that hadn’t seemed so huge and echoing back when the building was swarming with scientists, soldiers, and workers.
The physician was a tall young woman in retro cat-eye glasses. Somebody had introduced us at some point, but I didn’t remember her name. The syndrome makes it difficult to take an interest in anything, including other people.
The doctor took a syringe from the pocket of her white coat, uncapped and tapped it, and squirted a little clear solution into the air, then injected Baker in the neck.
That didn’t help, either, and when he didn’t respond to the treatment, the doctor sagged like a balloon with the air leaking out of it. “Why are we even bothering?” she sighed.
For a moment, I didn’t know, either. Then I snapped out of my funk and shouted, “Pill! Now!”
That startled her into motion. She fumbled open a yellow plastic bottle and dry-swallowed one of the red and white capsules inside.
“Give me one, too,” I said. I had my own bottle—I never let it out of my reach—but my gauntlets made me clumsy. She passed a pill through the open visor of my helmet and put it in my mouth.
The floor manager found another technician to finish the systems check. When we finished, I told my team—six armored Army Rangers with SCAR rifles slung over their shoulders—to close their visors, and the reflective ballistic glass erased our faces. Then we activated the resonators built into our helmets.
First, there rose a hum like the hiss of static between radio channels. But only the hum. The snarls, roars, and the gibbering that always seemed on the brink of articulating comprehensible, horrible words had long since fallen silent.
Next, everything started glowing. Some people claim to see the phosphorescence as silvery, like moonlight, or as pale violet, but if they do, that’s a defense mechanism. It’s really an alien color that human beings can’t perceive normally.
The otherworldly light turned mundane objects translucent. Close up, they were mostly opaque. Solid and real. But farther away, they were cellophane. Beyond the walls loomed Cubist mountains with promontories that occasionally rearranged themselves like pieces sliding in a puzzle. Above the roof hung several moons like cracked, misshapen eggs.
A pair of jellyfish drifted ten feet off the floor. One trailed tentacles that writhed right through the oblivious doctor’s face and cat-eye glasses, without resistance. A scaly bat-like thing hung by its feet from a catwalk, and a giant centipede with an apelike head that was on upside down crawled over the arms of a forklift.
One of the soldiers let out a yelp. In a way, I didn’t blame him. The monsters the resonators revealed were ugly in a way mere grotesquerie didn’t explain. It was a transcendent ugliness that made a person’s eyes tear up and bile burn in his mouth.
But it seemed stupid to act scared when there were only four, and none of them were trying to interfere with us. I remembered when they were everywhere, like fish in a corral reef, or the pioneers’ descriptions of buffalo covering the plains, or passenger pigeons darkening the sky. That was a sight worth screaming over.
The yelper had MORRISSEY stenciled on his helmet and vest. I decided to keep an eye on him.
A little jumpiness might not be the worst thing in the world. It showed he still cared if he lived or died. But I didn’t need him panicking in an emergency.
The Rangers and I piled into our up-armored Humvee. The demolitions expert settled himself beside his supplies, all secured in their boxes and buckled straps. The machine gunner and another soldier climbed into the turret, and the driver headed for the exit. At first, we hardly seemed to need it, but as we approached, the wall congealed into something more substantial-looking than a soap bubble.
By the time we got outside, the multiple moons had disappeared. Now, a latticework of colossal bones divided the sky into squares. Closer to the ground, geysers erupted from shimmering spots in the empty air to fill green, steaming pools. Insects scuttled to drink the liquid and vomit forth their wriggling larvae, but not in anything like their former profusion.
Morrissey reached for the keypad on the side of his helmet.
“Don’t!”
He froze. “I wasn’t doing anything.” His youthful baritone voice had a Southern-fried twang.
“You were going to switch off your resonator.”
“Well…okay. You got me. But as long as I’m just sitting here, what difference does it make?”
“Probably none. But with so many resonators working, the Humvee exists more in T-space than in normal space. If you deliberately shift yourself out of phase with the rest of us, there’s a small but finite chance that it will stop existing for you entirely. You’ll fall through the floor and back into the real world.”
He grunted. “Wouldn’t that be a shame.”
“You volunteered.”
“I didn’t know it would be like this.”
I frowned. “I asked for T-space veterans.”
“The sickness is hitting the military as hard as it’s hitting everybody else. For what it’s worth, I’m the only rookie.”
The driver called, “We’ve got a problem.”
I craned in my seat for a better view out the windshield. The highway ran on before us in a filmy kind of way. But we could see right through it down into a gorge that nobody had encountered in this patch of T-space before. Waves rolled sluggishly back and forth in the dark viscous liquid at the bottom. Occasionally streams of the stuff tried to squirm up the stony walls but splashed back down after a few yards of defying gravity.
“The way I see it,” the driver said, “we’ve got three choices. We can go on the way we’ve always gone before and hope the highway stays real the whole way. We can turn off the resonators and drive in the normal world.” A couple of the other Rangers murmured their approval of that idea. “Or we can look for a way around.”
“I’m not willing to risk the road,” I answered, “and the point of making the whole trip in T-space is to give us a chance to spot whatever it was that neutralized the previous teams from a distance. Go around.”
“Roger that.” He turned left down a street that ran more or less parallel to the crevasse. A gaunt, eyeless thing like a stretched-out black panther staggered in hopeless pursuit. It was probably too famished to manage its usual flickering lope.
“The weirdest part,” Morrissey said, “is seeing two things in the same place. Things that seem like they can’t both be true.”
“It’s because you’re seeing normal space with your eyes and T-space with your pineal gland.” He looked at me like he wanted to ask what the pineal gland is but was afraid of seeming stupid. “Jesus, kid, didn’t they give you any orientation at all?”
“Williams—the guy who was supposed to be here—got sick at the very last minute.”
“Then let me tell you what’s what.” I hoped some chat might take our minds off the shifting, flowing hyper-dimensional chaos outside the Humvee, which was difficult to look at even without a thousand hideous creatures slinking, slithering, or gliding every which way.
“Back in the early years of the Twentieth Century, a crackpot inventor named Crawford Tillinghast enhanced his perception with the first resonator, looked into T-space—which turned out to be the same thing as entering it—and got himself killed for his trouble. No big surprise, right? Considering what we now know about the place.
“And in a better world, that would have been the end of that. But Tillinghast left his notes behind, and decades later, they came into the hands of a physicist whose hobby was fringe and discredited science. He looked them over and, much to his surprise, decided there might really be something to them.
“He built his own resonator, and the modern study of T-space began. The dangers—well, some of them—were obvious, but the potential for new knowledge was limitless, and the scientific community and the governments backing it figured that with the proper resources and protocols, they could handle it.”
“But they couldn’t,” Morrissey said. He raised his visor long enough to pop a pill and wash it down with a swig from his canteen.
“Actually,” I said, “while we were only studying, things weren’t too bad. There were accidents, but nothing completely catastrophic. Then the scientists discovered that to a limited degree, T-space impinges on the normal world even without a resonator field.”
“Why?” Morrissey asked.
“Beats me. I’ve seen the equations, but I can’t explain them, or any of the really complicated science. My job was—still is, I guess—to understand just enough of everything to formulate action plans and lead teams to troubleshoot problems in the field.”
“Yahtzee,” the driver said.
Beyond the windshield, the gorge had disappeared when a different layer of T-space replaced the one we’d been experiencing. We turned right onto a nice, solid, opaque road that ran through a forest of trees with mouths. The trees had torn off much of their foliage and bark and broken their smaller branches as they pawed at themselves in an endless search for the rodents that used to nest atop them but weren’t there anymore.
Morrissey considered the trees, made a little sound of disgust, and looked back at me. “So. T-space impinges.”
“Yes. In practical terms, that meant some people sensed the monsters without realizing it consciously. Some of the parapsychologists even claimed their minds touched ours in a telepathic kind of way. Anyway, research proved that the mere presence of certain creatures promoted the nastier forms of human aggression. Murder, rape, torture, child abuse, you name it. And once we knew that, it was only natural to wonder if we could improve the world by exterminating the filthy things just like we’ve tried to eliminate the smallpox virus or mosquitoes carrying malaria.”
“Did everybody think that was a good idea?”
“Not quite, but as it turned out, everybody who mattered. Obviously, it was a huge undertaking, but by then, we thought we’d learned enough to pull it off, and pretty much everyone who sees T-space creatures hates them instantly. Maybe that made the decision makers reckless.”
The demolitions expert made a spitting sound. “You think?”
I sighed. “The project gave us a few good years. ‘On Earth, peace, good will toward men.’ Meanwhile, the towers we’d built in T-space were working even better than expected, killing off species right and left and breaking down the whole ecology. But who cared? They were monsters, and it wasn’t our ecology.”
“Except that it really was,” Morrissey guessed.
“Yeah,” I replied. “It turned out that even though the monsters stimulated some of us in a bad way, all of us need them to stimulate us in a good way. Alien as they seem, they’re our symbiotes, like the bacteria in our guts. Specifically, they’re vital to human motivation, and if they don’t make a comeback, eventually, every person in the world will go catatonic and die of hunger and thirst.”
“So we need to shut down the bug zappers.”
“Yes, and unfortunately, we can’t do it remotely. The towers are self-contained. There’s abundant energy in T-space if you know how to collect it—even Tillinghast discovered that before he came to grief—and even if we’d been sure it would work, it would have been dangerous to run a landline or create any sort of permanent link between this place and the normal world.”
“So people need to go into T-space to shut down the zappers hands-on,” another soldier said, unscrewing the cap of his pill bottle. “But as far as we know, nobody’s managed to do it or even come back from the missions. No one in the whole world.”
“So we’re not going to mess around with the controls inside our tower,” said the demolitions man. “We’re going to blow the mother up. Fast. In and out before anything bad can happen to us.”
“I see it,” said the driver, braking to a stop.
Actually, he saw the top of the spire—or bug zapper, as Morrissey and the other Ranger called it—sticking up above some lower buildings on the outskirts of the city. Constructed of bare girders, it looked a little like an Eifel Tower that some huge fire had heated red-hot.
But the ruddy glow was misleading. The towers didn’t actually throw off heat. They emitted a kind of radiation that was only a little harmful to humans but both alluring and highly toxic to many creatures native to T-space.
The Ranger sitting up beside the driver peered at the huge machine through digital binoculars. “I don’t see anything different.”
“It looks okay from up here,” called one of the men in the turret.
“Drive on,” I said. 
The closer we approached, the more rotting monster bodies we found, and neither the Humvee’s chassis nor our helmets did much to block out the stink. One Ranger tore open his visor and retched down the front of his vest. Meanwhile, the armored car veered around the larger husks and bumped over smaller ones.
In due course, we reached the square of tarmac surrounding the base of the tower. The Humvees of the teams who’d attempted this job before us sat among the scores of alien corpses. But there was nothing to tell us what had actually happened to our predecessors.
“We can search the other vehicles,” said the Ranger who’d thrown up.
“No,” I said, sneaking a glance at the name stenciled on the demolition specialist’s gear. “Ramirez has the right idea. He sets the explosives, the rest of us stand guard, and then we get the hell out of here.”
Four of us climbed out of the Humvee, although the driver and the men up top stayed where they were. Ramirez trotted toward the tower. He’d studied the blueprints back at the base and knew where to place the charges.
Picking my way among the decaying bodies, I prowled some little distance away from the utility vehicle. Like everybody else, I was looking for signs of trouble.
But for that first minute, I didn’t see any. Though a few blue-green flies the size of rats were crawling on the dead things or flitting above them, they couldn’t hurt a man in body armor. Their rocky faces sliding, the distant mountains opened to reveal the vistas of galaxies and nebulae they held at their cores. But that had been going on for years and was no threat to us, either.
“One down!” Ramirez called. Then the light changed, the red glow of the tower giving way to another alien color no one ever sees in the normal world. This was one I’d never seen before, either. For an instant, my brain tried to perceive it as an electric white, then surrendered and accepted the otherness for what it was.
Lifting my rifle, I spun around. At first, I couldn’t tell where the new light was coming from. Then, suddenly, the source appeared. I had the sense that it had emerged from around a corner or behind a barrier even though there was so such object nearby.
It was a haze of otherworldly glow almost as tall as the tower itself, and within the cloud was a Tinkertoy skeleton made of lines of glare. Shifting like the shapes in a kaleidoscope, the lines danced to form a series of patterns. Once again, my brain tried and failed to turn what I was seeing into something more tolerable. Even though I could barely make them out, I recognized that the angles and congruencies would have been impossible if I were back where I belonged.
The thing was closest to Ramirez. Inside it, lines and triangles rotated or formed to point at him.
As soon as they did, he became almost unbearable to look at, too. I could still see the outside of his armor, but also both his naked body and the bones and organs packed inside it, and all of that from multiple angles at once.
Screaming, fumbling to unsling his rifle, he floated up into the air, broke apart, and dispersed like a puff of smoke. It only took a moment, but there was still a wisp of him twisting above the ground when the rest of us opened fire.
Was there any hope that firearms could hurt an entity like Ramirez’s killer? Maybe, because of those of us who were left, Morrissey was the closest to it. But it ignored him to focus elements of its internal structure on the Ranger blasting away with the M2 heavy machine gun, the most powerful weapon we had.
Cursing at the top of his lungs, he clung to the gun to keep the entity’s attention from floating him up out of the turret. He disintegrated anyway.
His partner up top took over for him, but only for a second. Then the creature pointed again and dissolved him, too.
“Turn off your resonators!” I bellowed. “Turn off your resonators!” Raising my hand to my helmet, I typed in the code.
Nothing changed. Apparently the luminous thing was a kind of resonator in its own right and could hold us in this reality if it saw fit.
“Get in the Humvee!” I cried.
Firing as we went, we all retreated in that direction. Morrissey made it through the door. Then the entity focused on the vehicle. The Humvee somersaulted slowly upward and broke apart into nothing as it rose, along with the two men inside.
“Run!” I screamed. “Scatter!” Maybe that way, someone could escape.
No, wrong again. Changing position for the first time, the entity shot over the corpse-littered asphalt like a bishop sliding across a chessboard, and it gave chase faster than any man could run. Wailing and thrashing, the Ranger it was pursuing drifted upward.
As he disintegrated, I could only think of one thing left to try. I dropped my rifle, threw away my helmet, and pulled my Beretta M9 from its holster. I reached around behind my head, pressed the pistol’s muzzle against the lower portion of my skull, and put my thumb on the trigger.
I knew where the pineal gland was, tucked away in a groove between the two halves of the thalamus in the center of the brain. I knew where surgeons go in when they have to biopsy it or excise a tumor. Still, what I was intending was crazy, suicidal, and I froze until the last Ranger was gone. But when the shining thing focused on me, and my feet left the ground, I screamed and fired.
The next thing I knew, I was here in the hospital.
I’ve learned that while the bullet didn’t kill me, it pretty well ruined me. I can’t walk or see, either. But my memory’s all right. I know I’ve already told this story a dozen times. Still, I keep repeating it even when I doubt anybody’s listening. Because everyone needs to understand what I saw and what I’ve figured out.
The mathematicians say T-space is infinite, and we’ve only explored the nearest parts of it. I think that when we killed so many of the monsters in the bit that’s right next door, we opened up that territory for creatures deeper in to colonize, and now that they’ve moved in, they’re not going to let us put things back the way they were without a fight.
I want to believe we can beat them. But the hospital’s quiet. I’ve been pushing the call button for a while now, and the nurse hasn’t come.
It makes me wonder who’s left to go to war.
 




PROGRAMMED TO RECEIVE
Orrin Grey
1. The Tower
When Kelly is a little girl, the Tower is right next to her bedroom window. With the purple curtains open, it becomes her nightlight, and she lies in bed staring up at it and the stars beyond.
Her dad was one of the men who helped build it, and now he watches over it. That’s what he says, the words he uses. He likes to tell her about the Tower, to point up at it and explain that it’s one of the most powerful broadcast towers this side of the Mississippi. When she asks him what it broadcasts, he just says, “Honey, this thing could send a signal all the way to outer space!”
Kelly has an imaginary friend who lives at the top of the tower. At least, that’s what her mother says, “imaginary.” Her mother says that when she was a little girl, she had imaginary friends, too, but they were always other little girls like her, girls she could have tea parties with. Kelly’s imaginary friend isn’t a girl like her. He’s kind of like a bug and kind of like a flower, and he glows with his own light. He lives at the top of the Tower, but sometimes he comes down, and Kelly can always hear him, his voice a drone, like the TV on in the other room.
Kelly calls him Lenny, but she doesn’t know why. On the wide-lined paper that they give her in school to practice penmanship, she writes: Sumday I’ll clime up the Tower an get on Lennys back an he’ll take me to see his frends. He says the signul isn’t strong enugh yet. He wants me to help make the Tower bigger, but I don’t know how.
2. The Moon
When Kelly is twelve, she and her dad move away from the Tower. Her mother has already left by then. Kelly remembers her parents standing in the front door, the sound of the trucks passing on the highway outside, punctuating their conversation. She remembers her mother saying to her dad, “This is your fault. You did this.”
Kelly and her dad move to a lake where Kelly’s dad is building a dam. The lake is big and flat, the color of the slate tiles that Kelly sees in Home Depot. They live in a trailer park near the dam site. It’s a lot smaller than their old house, and the Tower is too far away to see. The sky here is always gray, like the lake, and Kelly never remembers seeing the sun. It’s cold and her breath comes out as steam in the air as she gathers with the other kids to wait for a bus that takes them to school in a cinderblock building surrounded by evergreens. The bus isn’t yellow, like her old one was, but gray, like everything else here, with green letters.
With the Tower so far away, Kelly doesn’t hear Lenny anymore. She doesn’t have any friends now. There are kids in the trailer park, but they feel temporary. She knows that soon enough she’ll be moving on. That her dad doesn’t watch over the dam, like he did the Tower. Kelly feels different from the other kids, but she also knows enough to know that all kids feel that way, so maybe it’s nothing.
She spends a lot of time down by the side of the lake, looking out across the water. There’s something that lives at the bottom of the lake, something that glows like the moon. She thinks that maybe it’s like Lenny, but she never sees it, never hears it. She just knows that it’s there.
3. The Magician
When Kelly is old enough, she moves away from her dad and goes to the University of Kansas. She cuts her hair boy-short and dies it bright pink and wears a faded black T-shirt with the letters T.S.O.L. stenciled on it in purple. By now the headaches have started, stabbing pain across the inside of her skull, along the back of her forehead. Like a railroad spike, working its way out between her eyes. Her dad took her to the doctor the first time it happened, and they called them migraines, gave her yellow-and-red pills which she dutifully takes whenever she feels a headache building.
She majors in art history with a minor in chemistry, which is where she learns how to make the bombs that blow up part of the KLMB television studio. She watches on the little TV in her dorm room as the police drag away the members of the campus protest group who set the bombs, their faces blurred out in a storm of pixels. They shout about television, calling it the “brainwashing tool of the oligarchy.”
Kelly recognizes one of them as the boy who sat next to her in ethics, the one she slept with a few times before he finally got up the nerve to ask her about the movement, about bombs. He’s wearing a T-shirt with a picture of one of the aliens from They Live, posed to look like Uncle Sam.
She expects the police to knock on her door, to show up in one of her classes. Every day for weeks she waits, but they never come. She claimed no affiliation with the group, and she was nowhere near the blast, and she guesses that the boy didn’t rat her out, that the police, having found their culprits, didn’t probe too deep. In a way, she’s disappointed.
The boy never asked her why she was willing to help. He just assumed that she had the same goals he did. She never tells anyone about the bombs, never has anyone to talk to about why she made them. She doesn’t keep a diary or a journal of her thoughts, but that night she draws a picture of the Tower on the inside cover of her notebook, surrounded by flames.
4. The Hanged Man
When Kelly’s dad hangs himself, men from his work come and take the papers out of the big four-drawer filing cabinet that has always stood in his office, wherever they lived. But they don’t know what Kelly knows, about the papers that her dad keeps in an old boot box at the top of his closet, next to the pistol that Kelly was never allowed to touch.
By then Kelly is out of school, and doing nothing to help her alma mater’s reputation by working as a custodian. She remembers the custodians at her various schools, pushing brooms and running floor buffers, seemingly lost in their own solitary orbits. That feels right to her, safe. She stays away from people when she can, and stays isolated from them when she can’t. She knows by now that she sees things other people don’t, and she’s beginning to learn why.
 When the funeral is over and everyone is gone, Kelly takes down the boot box and looks through it, sitting cross-legged—what they used to call “Indian-style” in her elementary school—on her dad’s bed. That’s where she learns about the machine.
They found it at a crime scene back in the 30s, half-destroyed by a bullet from a revolver. They put it back together, bit by bit over the years, shuttling it from secret bunker to secret bunker, making it the provenance of first one bureau and then another through the Cold War, until it ended up in a repurposed missile silo in Kansas, where they built a Tower over it and attached it to a transmitter, just to see what would happen.
When she’s done reading, she burns most of her father’s papers in the fireplace, and the others she takes back to her room, placing them in a pile atop books on Jungian archetypes and the pineal gland, schizophrenia and the Tarot.
5. The Hierophant
When Kelly is ready, she takes two weeks off work, gets in her car and drives south and west. She leaves her dad’s house burning behind her, all her books and papers inside. In the car she listens to the radio, the irony not lost on her. Franz Ferdinand admonishes her to “Turn It On,” though she intends to do just the opposite.
A mile from their old house she hits the first roadblock. Night has fallen outside, and she can already see the Tower’s lights in the distance, blinking to warn off planes. Blue and red lights pulse in the darkness at the roadblock, the SUVs stopped at forty-five degree angles, sawhorses up across the road. She coasts to a stop, turns off the radio, rolls her window down.
The guy in the sheriff’s department jacket walks up to the car, his gun unsnapped in its holster. His hair is cropped military-short, and there’s a hole in his forehead the size of a nickel, a single black line of blood running down his face, along the right side of his nose, around his lip. The hole looks just like the one a bullet would make in a movie, like a trephination wound. Kelly figures that’s not far off. The deputy looks at her. His eyes are that blue they call “cornflower,” but they don’t focus on her, they’re looking past her. Something else is looking at her through him, and it’s not using his eyes. She looks at the hole, at the darkness on the other side of it. He nods and moves aside, and others like him move the sawhorses, pull one of the SUVs to the side of the road so she can drive past.
She leaves her window rolled down, the radio off. She can hear it now, the static in the air, the sound, musical and familiar, like a TV on in the next room. The air outside is too cold, and there’s a breeze that comes from nowhere and goes nowhere. What her dad used to call “wind from Pluto.”
There are cars parked everywhere at her old house. More police cars and an ambulance, their lights strobing the darkness, a station wagon, pickup trucks. News and television vans are clustered at the base of the Tower, their own satellite dishes and broadcast arrays extended. Everywhere, people are milling around, and Kelly doesn’t have to look to see the holes in their foreheads, all of them identical.
All the lights are on in her old house, and the wall nearest the Tower has been torn down. There’s the room that was her bedroom, stripped now of anything that could identify it except geography. Everywhere she sees piles of equipment. Car stereos, TVs, speakers, those small satellite dishes that go on the sides of houses. The zombies are carrying it from the cars to the house, where it’s sorted into piles, and then from the house to the Tower.
The top of the Tower isn’t where Lenny lives. Kelly knows that now. She had it wrong as a little girl.
The door of the maintenance hatch at the base of the Tower—the one that her dad used to go down once every few months—stands open now, so that the zombies can carry in their supplies of old transistors and copper wire. She waits for a gap in the procession, and then she follows it down.
6. Judgment
When Kelly gets to the bottom, she finds a massive room, like an airplane hangar made of vaulted concrete. Left over from the missile silo days, or something else. Now, it houses a jumble of electronic equipment. Amps and old radios and TV tubes, all cobbled together with a jungle of cables that run everywhere like spilled intestines. And in the center of the chaos, what her dad’s papers called the Resonator, a machine like a tuning fork that emits—or maybe inhabits—a purple glow that Kelly knows she doesn’t see with her eyes.
Coiled around the Resonator, through it, a part of it, is Lenny. He no longer looks much like a bug or a flower, though still a bit of both. He’s partially transparent, like a special effect in an old movie super-imposed on the film of reality. His tendrils or roots or hyphae extend out, reach through the walls of the chamber into the earth and the Tower above. Claws like the pincers of an enormous crayfish manipulate wires and knobs. Everywhere, luminous eyes turn on truncated stalks. His mouth—if that’s what it is—opens and closes, emitting a light that sets Kelly’s brain on fire.
No, not her whole brain. The pineal gland, the third eye. She can feel it growing, pressing against her skull, threatening to break through. And she knows that when it does she won’t be Kelly anymore—whatever that means. A transmission is no good without a receiver, after all. But she won’t just be a receiver, either. That’s what the zombies are. She’ll be something else, like a cellphone tower, something for the signal to ping off of and go further. That’s what she’s always been, and she can remember her mother standing in the doorway, telling her dad, “You did this,” and her dad hanging from the beam in his workshop, an extension cord coiled tight round his neck.
Lenny’s eyes turn toward her, his mouth is open, she remembers his voice, which she knows now she never heard with anything that could be called hearing. She remembers his promises to her when she was a girl, that he would show her where his friends lived. She looks up, and she can no longer see the roof of the hangar. She is in the center of a living darkness, shot through with something that is not light, illuminated by stars that are not stars. They are drawing nearer. Her dad is telling her that the Tower is one of the strongest transmitters this side of the Mississippi, that it can send a signal all the way to outer space. She can make out their shapes now, and her throat is making a sound that she can’t hear over the music of the spheres.
Lenny reaches out with a pseudopod to embrace her, maybe, lift her up, and she activates the charges that are concealed under her jacket. The moment before the blast stretches out forever, becomes multifaceted, and she can see into the past and the future. A little girl lies in bed and stares up at the Tower, watching as the bomb she’ll set in twenty years rips apart its foundation and brings it tumbling down into fire and smoke.
 




MACHINE WILL START
 WHEN YOU ARE START
Matthew M. Bartlett
The “Our Secret” adult novelty and video emporium (100 booths! No waiting!) inhabited a sprawling warehouse building at the far end of the Leeds Industrial Park. Marshall loathed the long walk from the lot to the front door. He imagined every driver glancing to his or her left and thinking, “Hey, it’s the pimply guy who works at Staples.” Of course, this never stopped him. A guy has to do what a guy has to do.
He had selected his videos (“Big Jugg Mistresses” and “What Are You Doing to My Daughter 5”) and was heading to the register when he saw the table with a sign that read CLEARANCE in accusatory capital letters. Among the dildos and the lubricants and the used videocassettes was a big box, faded pink and leaning like an old house. The box depicted a man with a gelled ‘80s coiffure and paper-white teeth, head tilted back in ecstasy, ghostly images of naked women swimming around him like miniature mermaids. TILLINGHAST MASTURBATOR, the box read. A PRODUCT OF ANNELID INDUSTRIES, INC. There was no picture of the item itself, but the ad copy promised “otherworldly ejaculations” and “prolonged pleasure.” It was eight bucks.
Marshall considered. Then he grabbed it and brought it to the register along with the videotapes. The clerk, a skinny kid with long hair obscuring half his face, not the half with the nose-ring, rang him up indifferently, without either speaking a word.
Back at his apartment, he pried off the top (it was held on with Scotch Tape) and pulled from the nest of cashew-curled Styrofoam pieces the Tillinghast Masturbator. It was a wooden box, no bigger than the cigar box in which he kept his dope. There was a small proliferation of glass bulbs on the top that reminded him of a cluster of blisters. Where, Marshall thought, are you supposed to stick it?
Underneath was a folded instruction sheet. It read,
connect battery pak onto machine at bottoms
machine will start when you are start
it is ill advice to use in conshunshion with pornography
use only in dark ness
Marshall dug into the box and found a small package wrapped in bubble-wrap, all the bubbles long ago flattened. He peeled it and found inside two double-a batteries cocooned in black plastic with a tail of intertwined black and red wires capped with a miniature white plug. It looked ancient, but uncorroded. Marshall found a corresponding spot on the bottom of the masturbator and plugged it in.
There was a sinister hum and the bulbs went purple as though the machine had spit grape juice into them from inside. He drew the blinds and hit the light switch, leaving the living room in almost complete darkness.
machine will start when you are start
The fuck does that mean? Marshall shrugged, undid his belt, shoved his pants to his ankles. The machine’s hum grew louder and began to pulse. Suddenly the air around him swum, coalesced. Images began to crowd the corners of his vision.
They were unlike anything he had ever seen, feminine, with fingerlike breasts capped with pincers for nipples; elongated mouths that swum like streams, white globes of teeth rolling in them like lottery balls; pink, labia-lined caves that stretched and contracted and pursed. Their shapes pulsed erotically. They came closer, wound around his groin, under his balls, squeezing them gently, and then lower, then back up. It was wonderful, sensual, almost unbearable...but the visuals were too alien, too strange. He needed to see white skin, black skin...human
skin.
Fuck it, I need a better visual, he thought, and he did the pants-down shuffle over to the TV/VCR combination. He pushed in “Big Jugg Mistresses.” The top loader accepted the tape with an exasperated whine and lowered it down to be engaged by its aging mechanisms. The screen went bright blue, and then a blonde woman clad only in short shorts and suspenders appeared, bouncing on a trampoline, grinning inanely. Her breasts were clearly fake; they went up and down like strapped-on basketballs.
“That’s more like it,” Marshall said out loud.
A bearded man joined her on the trampoline, jumping in from the right, clad only in a purple striped tank-top. His junk bounced grotesquely, like a mesh bag of malformed grapes. Marshall grunted and aimed his vision at the left half of the screen while the alien beings wound themselves around his taut legs. His toes spread and stiffened as something wet tongued at his bottom.
Another girl jumped onto the trampoline, a brunette in pigtails. Marshall refocused on the full screen as the trio bounced off of the trampoline and onto a bed conveniently placed right next to it.
Then it all went wrong.
One of the grotesque alien thingies swam to the television, the glowing light expanding and revealing its horrible features —eyeballs wound in green veins, pustules and blisters pulsing in its many groins. It reached in with coiled arms and pulled the blonde by her hair out of the television and into Marshall’s living room. As she came through the TV screen, her skin pulled apart in great gashes, revealing a kaleidoscopic glistening mess of intertwined intestines and purple-pink organs. Blood spilled onto the Berber carpet. Her teeth elongated, becoming fence posts, pushing at her lips until she looked like some awful grinning clown, and then bursting through them. Lip shrapnel and blood hit Marshall in the neck as he scrambled to pull up his pants. The teeth sliced into the ceiling and into the floor, forming bars that blocked Marshall from the door out.
Then another horror reached into the screen, green, eight-fingered hands that grabbed the tank-top clad man and pulled him out by his toes. His genitals appeared to be stopped briefly by the barrier of the TV screen. They flattened and spread like pancake batter. His toes became fleshy strings that wound around the ghastly green arms that pulled at them. Then he came through with a wet POP, his genitals exploding, his intestines flying out through his mouth, grabbing a lamp and squeezing it until it broke, shards flying into everything, into Marshall, into the walls, into the alien beings, into the other porn actors.
Marshall leapt up and beat it for the window, pulling shards from his chest and neck as he ran. The pigtailed brunette flew from the screen and landed on her hands in front of him. Her breasts became strings, her legs elongated and blackened until they were spiders’ legs. The legs went to work, wrapping Marshall in pink breast strings like a cocoon, as quickly as you please. They lifted him to the ceiling. His mouth was forced open and invaded by a million writhing snakes.
Somewhere in there, he orgasmed hard. Then he felt himself being spun, spinning, spinning, spinning. The snakes in Marshall’s throat expanded and he burst in the cocoon like an overripe pimple.
The Tillinghast Masturbator continued to hum. The humming went louder, higher in pitch. Then there was a pop, a flash of bright, bright light, and a sound like bacon frying. The little glass bulbs shattered, releasing a twisting column of black smoke. The room returned to darkness. All was quiet.

Murray Shackle, the manager of the Leeds Staples, store 404, most profitable in the district, thank you very much, looked at his watch, then at the wall clock. “Either way you look at it, Marshall’s late. Again.”
Anne O’Glass, the assistant manager, typing in her password, not looking up, said, “He’s probably whacking off.”
“Bah ha ha,” said Murray. “Whatever he’s doing, he is most certainly fucking fired.”
 




PARASITOSIS
Lyndsey Holder
“I don’t know what to tell you, Ainsley. All your tests have come back normal. There’s nothing wrong with you.”
Doctor Sanders bit her bottom lip and thumbed through the thick stack of papers on the battered wooden clipboard she carried, as though this time she would be able to deduce the cause of my illness.
I’d been trying to be kind, but anger welled up in my throat. I’d fallen into a terrible kind of love with her, a depraved dependence. The pedestal I’d put her on stretched higher than the clouds. I hated myself for how I felt about her. It was so obvious, so cliché, and yet I couldn’t stop myself. I’d filled three notebooks with sketches of her: as a Valkyrie, as a Roman gladiator, as a soldier, as the captain of a spaceship, as a pirate, as whatever kind of hero I needed that particular day. In all, she was armed with a weapon—a ray gun, a sword, a bow, whatever—and was fighting back against the darkness.
Marjorie was her private name, forbidden to me as her patient. I dutifully called her Doctor Sanders, never letting myself cross the line of familiarity. Never letting myself imagine how her generous lips would feel pressed to mine, what it would taste like to kiss the nape of her neck, what it would be like to run my fingers through her long, maple-syrup coloured hair...at least, not in her presence.
I took a deep breath. It didn’t help that Marjorie—Doctor Sanders, rather—seemed to take it personally every time a test came back frustratingly clear. “There has to be something wrong, though. Maybe there’s another test you could run?”
“Ainsley,” she said, and it was hot summer sun overhead and running through fields of wheat in summer sundresses with sandals on. I’d been trying so hard to tune it out, I was always trying so damn hard, but fuck it. Fuck it. Now I was going to roll with it, let the sun hit me, let the warmth caress my skin. Smile. “Have you ever thought that maybe this is your normal? Maybe this is just how you are.”
I laughed. “Doctor Sanders,” I began, but then stopped. She’s given up, I realized. She’s given up and now she’s throwing me out to pasture. Rage built up in my stomach, thick and yellow. She was abandoning me. How dare she abandon me? I didn’t owe her politeness anymore. Fuck this formality.
“Marjorie,” I corrected myself, letting the green-ness of the name roll around on my tongue. Tasting its new-leaf flavour. “Marjorie, did you know that your name is brilliant green? Bubbles of emerald green, with lime at the edges. And it tastes like leaves that have just been picked. How is this normal, Marjorie? How is any of this normal?”
Doctor Sanders’—Marjorie’s—eyes narrowed. “I understand that you’re frustrated, Ainsley. I know you really wanted a cure for this, but you’re looking to me for answers that medical science can’t give you right now. I think what you have is synaesthesia—”
I tried to laugh again, but it came out hollow and dusty, dead leaves rattling around inside a rotten stump. “Marjorie.” I couldn’t stop myself. I was drunk on the deliciously effervescent green. “It’s not synaesthesia. Do synesthetes see vignettes while people talk to them?”
Marjorie stared at me blankly.
“You know, little movies, like—”
Her eyes narrowed again, this time so tightly her eyes became inscrutable, mascara-lined slits. “I know what vignettes are, Ainsley.” Rosebushes with dead, black roses and five-inch thorns. She was angry.
“When you talk sometimes, it’s like I’m a little kid running through a wheat field. And I can feel the sun, and it’s beautiful.” I spoke softly, head bowed. I couldn’t meet her eyes when I wasn’t pretending to be a badass.
I could feel her looking at me. Rainbows poured from her. She bathed me in each colour in turn, trying to see which one fit. She shuffled through my file again and sighed. “Maybe you should see a psychologist.”
“I’m not delusional,” I said firmly, raising my head up again, putting my asshole cape back on.
Marjorie sighed again, deeper and more resigned. Pink light radiated from her. “I’ve done every test I could think of. I don’t know what else to do.” Her voice was quiet, sad.
“I’m not making this up. I’m not hallucinating. It’s the Babylon Engine. It’s made this happen to me, and I thought I could do something, I thought I could use it to change the world, but the things that it does are pointless and there’s no evidence, there’s no proof.”
Orange and yellow spikes, like beaks, all pointed at me. Shit. I said too much. “Wait.” Marjorie tilted her head, eyes sharp, birdlike. “Babylon Engine? What are you talking about?”
“Nothing.” But the spikes were multiplying and sharpening and dripping with sticky venom and I knew that there was no way I was getting out of this.
“Are you doing drugs?”
“Drugs?” I snorted. “You think I’m some kind of plebeian who needs drugs to be special?”
“I understand that you’re upset, Ainsley.” Rage had taken root inside me, a great tree of fury with gnarled branches on which flowers bloomed at each of her simpering words. I hated it when people said stupid things like that, things that really meant nothing. She wasn’t going to help me, she wasn’t even sorry that she was acting like a fool. She only understood that her uselessness was upsetting me because I was getting shirty with her.
“Of course I’m fucking upset. I’m trying to make the discovery of the century—something that will really fucking matter—and not only are you being of absolutely no help, you’re accusing me of being some kind of two-bit, backstreet addict. I’m not doing drugs, you idiot. I’ve made a machine – I made it – and it’s going to cause a huge, global awakening, like, like...like a massive expanding of consciousness! It’ll turn everyone into one of those skinny enlightened assholes on a mountaintop. All I need is for you to actually do your fucking job and help me prove that it works.”
Marjorie said some smarmy aquamarine chiffon things I didn’t pay attention to. I hadn’t wanted to tell her about it, but I couldn’t stop myself now. I’d opened the floodgates and let loose a torrent of thick, yellow, ego-fuelled vitriol that couldn’t be slowed, let alone stopped, even if I’d wanted to.
“I built that thing all by myself. Sure, I had some help, and I’d read some books, but I built it. Me. And it works, it does things. It’s making me see. And taste, and feel sometimes too. But what’s the point, Marjorie? What’s the fucking point? Who gives a shit if your name is green? Am I going to get money in research grants because of that? No, of course not. And I’ve got no proof that there’s any difference, because every fucking test is fucking normal. Normal! What kind of bullshit is that? How am I going to convince anyone of what I’ve done when every goddamned test is normal? They’ll look at me the way you do, like I’m some crackhead loony.” I felt so damned amazing saying this. I was smooth orange, soft and leathery and warm and spicy.
“Now Ainsley,” Marjorie began, but I was on a big fucking roll, smashing every brick of logic and reason in my way, and her sweetness, her beautiful face, her kissable lips and warm brown eyes were not half enough to stop me this time.
“No. I’m done. I don’t give a shit anymore. I don’t care. Your science,” I brought my face close to hers, close enough to breathe in her sweet, lavender scent, “your science is bullshit.”
I stood up, turned on my heel and walked out of there on a cloud of my own self-importance, puffed up like an angry chicken. I slammed all the doors on my way out for good measure.
I can’t handle the streets in daytime. The tentacles of conversations pull at me, dragging me into oceans and deserts and minefields. A woman was yelling into her cellphone and it was black and green and thick and awful. My feet got stuck in the oppressive tar of her rage, and when I’d finally freed myself, I was assailed by a man trying so hard to romance a woman that the ground was covered with a thick, orange-red slime, which formed into humanoid shapes that slipped and ground against each other. My mouth filled with the sour taste of bile. Gagging, I closed my eyes and stumbled home as quickly as I could.
We’re always so concerned about our garbage, all the shit we’re throwing away, but what about all of the words we carelessly toss around? They turn into feral things, worming into the ears of passersby, gnawing away at their brainstems. I would rather walk a street devoid of people yet full of refuse, flies riding like surfers on waves of putrescence so thick you can taste it, than have my senses constantly assaulted by careless chatting.
Back in the sanctuary of my apartment, I fussed over the strange form of the Babylon Engine, removing old vacuum tubes and replacing them with new ones. I never threw the spent ones away. The spent ones would somehow collect a thick layer of powder at the bottom. I was certain this powder was important, and when I had enough evidence to get a research grant, I would send them off to a lab for an intense analysis. For now, I labelled them with a number that corresponded to an entry in one of my many journals that detailed the experiences I’d had while under the influence of the Engine. I then wrapped them in old newspapers and put them in boxes. I had forty new tubes left, enough for a solid two weeks of experimentation.
I turned up the amplitude, put on some ambient music and sunk into a dreamy softness. The visions were getting stronger. Either that or reality was getting weaker. It was difficult to be certain.
It was dark, cool and damp in the forest. The moss-covered ground was spongy beneath my bare feet. Trees taller than skyscrapers, with the circumference of city blocks towered around me. Ferns the size of apartment buildings grew at their feet, rustling gently in the quiet midnight breeze. The solitude empowered me. Finally I could think, finally I wasn’t being held hostage by the ramblings of strangers.
Was it midnight? I wondered. Even when I craned my neck, I couldn’t see through the thick canopy of tree branches to tell what colour the sky was. Perhaps it was mid-afternoon, or even morning. Perhaps there wasn’t a morning in this place and it was perpetually dark and cool.
I wandered along, enjoying the solitude and the earthy scent of the forest, when suddenly I was struck by the feeling that I wasn’t alone. I’d never seen anyone before, not once in the dozens of times I’d come here. It wasn’t just people. Other than the vegetation, I hadn’t seen anything alive, ever. The thick branches were empty of raucous birds, the air devoid of the insistent thrumming of bees. No bears, tigers or panthers lurked ready to strike in the dark brush. The shimmering lakes held no fish, their surfaces unbroken by errant dragonflies.
The complete isolation was the reason I came here. I was addicted to it. It was the reason why the worsening side effects of hearing and seeing and feeling all of the world’s detritus when I was outside of this was worth it, because I knew that a place of delicious seclusion awaited me.
And yet, someone else was here. Someone—or something—was watching me, stalking me. I didn’t know how I knew, I’d seen no movement nor had I heard any sound, but I knew. Synapses were firing, my body was screaming at me, preparing me to run, run, run.
My heart convulsing, my legs pinwheeled underneath me, taking me somewhere, anywhere but here.
My mouth sandpaper, I ran ran ran but it was still there, it was always there. I darted behind a tree, then zigzagged to another, but my stalker’s oppressive presence was waiting for me when I arrived.
My fingernails were digging into the palms of my clenched fists, my breath coming hot and jagged, lungs full of knives and broken glass. I pressed my back to a tree, sliding down slowly, quietly, as though that would help, as though anything would help. I became a ball, a fetus, played possum.
My mind was wrenched open, brutally, into hyperawareness. I could feel it, the thing, all around me. I could see it too, a sentient fog of yellow, making the air thick and toxic. I couldn’t run from it any more than I could run away from the sky or the air or the ground. I couldn’t find it anywhere because it was everywhere and I was inside of it, stumbling around in its putrescent miasma. As I struggled to inhale the too-thick air, I watched the yellowness in front of me condense into a large orb, around half a meter in diameter. A dark oval formed in its center, black beyond black, the colour of space between stars, the colour of void.
It blinked.
The world convulsed and the fog thickened, tightening around me, choking me.
The eye swirled around me, perhaps assessing me, though I had the distinct feeling that it already knew everything it needed to.
There you are.
The words pierced into my head and directly embedded themselves into my brain, hurting with a sharp, surgical intensity.
I convulsed, hacking, my lungs refusing the dense air, gasping for breath. A dry, scraping sound filled my ears, getting louder and louder until it consumed me entirely, until it became everything everywhere. 
It was laughing, I realized. It was laughing at me.
I’d heard that oxygen deprivation is a pretty good way to die, all things considered. There’s a sort of euphoria that you experience. I’d read that in a book somewhere. People fight off their rescuers sometimes, not wanting to leave the blissful state of comfortable near-death.
I understood that now. Life seemed far too banal and messy. Death was rational, a math equation I had finally solved. All that living meant was that I’d need to go back to the real world, the hard world, the world that was too loud and too aggravating and too full of stupid people with their insistent bullshit. I let go, relaxing into the welcoming arms of the abyss.
It smiled. The thing, it didn’t have a mouth, just an eye, and I can’t explain how it smiled, but it did. It was a cruel smile, the kind that’s all teeth and no lips, the kind of smile that sharks and tigers have before they casually rip into you. It smiled with a force that thundered into my solar plexus. It would have knocked the breath out of me, had I any breath left to lose. This must be what getting hit by a freight train feels like, I thought as I flew backwards.
There were trees in my path and I prepared myself for the impact, but it never came. The landscape became transparent and I phased through it and countless others: deserts with sand in a myriad impossible colours, oceans with viscous liquid, forests with strange trees, barren wastelands and parched scrublands, and innumerable worlds that contained things I had no language to describe or previous experience to even begin to understand in the scant few seconds I inhabited them.
Each, though, I noted with confusion, was as empty as my own. Or as empty as I’d thought my own had been, anyway.
Pain blossomed around me as I fell back into my body. I hadn’t eaten since before my appointment, and my stomach was angrily making me aware of this fact. The doorbell was ringing, its dissonant chime scraping against my eardrums.
I pulled myself off of my bed and shook my head, trying to clear it, to make any kind of sense of the bizarre events that had befallen me. The doorbell persisted, though, with an urgency that I could feel throughout my bones. It was clear that the only way to get the godawful racket to stop was to answer the door, so I stumbled groggily across my tiny apartment, glad of its miniscule size for the first time in my life.
I’m not sure who I was expecting—Mormons, maybe—but it certainly wasn’t Marjorie.
“Hi, Ainsley.” She smiled at me, as though this was a normal thing, as though she came over to my house all the time.
Maybe this was just another side effect. I blinked, long and hard, squeezing my eyes together in desperation. I wanted her to be real, but...
Wait, no. No, this was too fucked up. I didn’t want her to be real, because that would involve too many fucking weird questions that I’d need to ask her. I wanted this to be a side effect, because then I could pull her to me and we could have sex for hours and hours and I wouldn’t have to worry about why she was here or anything else. I’d lose myself in her body and maybe this time when I died I’d actually die, tangled in her limbs, skin on sweaty skin. It wouldn’t even matter that it wasn’t really her, because who is really anyone? You exist in my universe the way I see you. There’s no room for what you think about yourself in my world.
“I’m still here, Ainsley.”
I opened my eyes. I wasn’t sure why I’d closed them in the first place. Blinking never got rid of side effects before.
“What are you doing here?” I said it quietly, suddenly not the bastion of self-confidence I’d pretended to be with her earlier.
She smiled, warm and soothing, barefoot through dry grass. She said something. It didn’t matter. I was running under the hot sun, my hair floating in the breeze, air deliciously cool on the back of my sweat-covered neck.
Babylon sex was better than I ever could have imagined. The visions were the same quality as the ones I had when I used the Engine by myself, but instead of empty alien vistas, I was drawn into Marjorie’s memories, a sort of liquid pool where they flowed together in strange, nonsensical and breathtakingly gorgeous ways.
And it wasn’t just the things that had happened to her, it was things she’d wanted, things she’d dreamed: she was riding bareback on a horse through hot, dry prairie fields and now it was a unicorn, and now a Pegasus, and she was flying through a starry sky, her hair billowing behind her.
As my lips caressed her flesh, I tasted her soul, drank in her very essence. Complete intimacy. I knew her now, in a way that no one else ever had, and no one else ever would. No matter what happened afterwards, parts of her would still be mine and mine alone, uncharted by past and future lovers.
Hours later, I disentangled myself from her sleeping form to check on the Engine. It was off. What did that mean? Probably nothing – I had side effects from it when it was off all the time. It was her or it wasn’t her, and I’d probably never know for certain. My body was still thrumming from the sensory overload.
“Is that it, the thing you were talking about? The thing you made.” I’d felt Marjorie get up, but I wanted her to find me like this, to see me at work.
“Yeah,” I said, with the pride of a parent watching their child at an awards ceremony. “The Babylon Engine.”
“What does it do?”
I laughed. Marjorie, so innocent. She’s a doctor, she’s supposed to know so many things, and yet here she is, asking me questions like what does it do?
“It’s not like that, Marjorie. It’s not what it does, it’s what you do. It changes the vibration in the surroundings on a quantum level. This allows your body to function at a different frequency, opening up new senses.”
“This is why you were experiencing the colours, and the, the...”
“Vignettes. Yes. This is why. And this is also why I have been seeing new worlds.” I tried to sound scholarly, rather than smug, but the expression of awe in her eyes made me feel powerful and intelligent, and I could feel my ego stretching to mammoth proportions.
“How did you know how to make it?” Her voice was full of wonder, like a child seeing fireworks for the first time.
“I read some books. There was a website—it’s gone now—it had some instructions. But really, a lot of it was trial and error. You’re seeing this after five years of hard work, of soldering and re-soldering and smashing and breaking. This is not finished by any means, but it’s a lot less...rudimentary than it was. I noticed that one of the tubes was burnt out, so I unscrewed it.
“Vacuum tubes? I didn’t even know you could get those anymore.”
“You can get anything on the internet,” I smirked. I handed Marjorie the spent tube. “See the powder in there?” I shook it, agitating the grey dust inside. “I want to get it tested. I’m certain that there’s something significant about it. I’ve kept every tube I’ve ever used, along with a log of what happened when I used it. There could be differences in the composition. I’m still a bit short on research funds, though. Lab analysis is expensive. Maybe you could help me out with that?”
“Ainsley,” Marjorie said, love and admiration spilling from her eyes, “this is amazing.”
“I know,” I said, snaking my arms around her naked waist, fingers exploring, caressing, penetrating.
“Show me how it works,” she breathed as she craned her neck to kiss me. “Show me how it feels for you.”
I turned it on and sank into her flesh.

I awoke to find Marjorie doing lines of vacuum tube powder in the bathroom, one of the crates resting on the closed lid of the toilet seat. Three empty tubes were lined up in a neat row on the counter by the sink.
“The fuck are you doing?” I grabbed the crate, wrapping my arms around it protectively.
Marjorie smiled a grin that threatened to crack her face in two. “Oh, Ainsley,” she said. “You didn’t think this was real, did you?”
My knees rebelled against me. I sank slowly to the floor. “I...I had thought maybe...maybe it didn’t matter,” I whispered.
Marjorie put down the thin glass straw she’d been using for railing the vacuum tube dust and came to me, encircling me with her arms, lifting my chin to look into her eyes.
“It doesn’t matter, Ainsley. It doesn’t matter at all. We—I—come here and have these little adventures with you, and you make us drugs in return. You have fun, we have fun. Who needs real?” She kissed my forehead lovingly.
“I’ve done this before?” I scoured my memories, but all I could come up with was this time, this one time.
Marjorie stroked my cheek. “Many times.”
“Why don’t I remember it?”
“You don’t need to. It doesn’t matter. All that matters is that you’re happy. We give you these experiences, and each one gives us a different high. When you’ve been angry, it gives us strength and energy. When you’re scared, it makes us feel like we can do things faster. When we’ve had sex, it’s more relaxing.” She kissed me softly.
I wondered how long it went back, how many of my memories were actually mine and not just a trick to make me feel whatever way they wanted to make drugs from me. When that thing talked to me while I was in Babylon it certainly felt like a turning point, but maybe it wasn’t. Maybe it started when I first built the damned thing.
I tried to remember why I had built it. I’d read something about altered states of consciousness and had come across a few different, contradictory and confusing plans for the Engine on the internet, though when I tried to send the links to others, the web pages had all inexplicably vanished. The Engine sounded like something I could build and use to quantify and map the esoteric, becoming a pioneer in metaphysical research. I even changed its name from A075-39HO-Q to Babylon, invoking the Enochian goddess in a strange mixture of ego and reverence. But was that really me? Were those really my thoughts? Was that something I’d actually wanted, or was it something that I’d been told I’d wanted? Had there even been websites?
When I was a child, I caught some of the older kids in the neighbourhood stomping on caterpillars. I’d like to say that it was concern for the caterpillars’ right to live that forced me to intervene, but really it was that they were in my yard and I didn’t want to have to look at mulched bugs every time I went to play. Daniel, the oldest, explained gently (because at his eight years old, four year old me was still a baby) that there was a kind of wasp that laid its eggs inside caterpillars. This process didn’t kill them, at least not right away. The caterpillar went on eating leaves and believing that everything was perfect until the day when the eggs hatched and it was eaten alive from the inside out by hungry wasp larvae. You could see the wasp eggs on the caterpillars, and so he and his friends were killing the infected ones as a kindness to them, because a quick death was surely better than the horror of slowly being consumed.
When did the—whatever Marjorie was—when did that implant its seed into me? Was there ever a Marjorie? Was I even in my house, or was all of this just an illusion to keep me producing drugs for them? Was I the only one or were there more people like me? Did they have farms full of us, hallucinating in pens like drugged-up cattle?
I stopped by the kitchen on the way back to the bedroom. There were knives in the block. If I was fast, I could grab one. I could kill her. I could kill myself, and then I’d be free, free of the infection. Free to feel my own emotions on my own terms, free to not be fed off of and used.
I pulled the biggest knife out of the block, its blade gleaming in the soft glow of the streetlight that shone in through the open kitchen window. This morning, Marjorie had been my hero. She was the one who was going to help me make this whole stupid experiment mean something. She was the one I wanted to save me, to love me. I wanted her to tear down the dark clouds that surrounded me, and I suppose she did, but instead of light behind the clouds there was an even more profound darkness.
Marjorie was reclining on the bed when I entered the room, pinup style. When she saw the knife in my hand, her body tensed and her eyes turned yellow.
“It won’t work,” she said, but it wasn’t her, it was that thing again, the thing from Babylon, talking right into my head. “It never does.”
“What’s the point?” I asked.
Laughter poured directly into my head. I stabbed her. Again and again, the knife keeping time like a drum beat, her laughter combining with my staccato beats in a grotesque harmony. I didn’t stop, not until I was covered in her blood, until her abdomen was a pulpy mess, until the laughter stopped reverberating through my head.
I stumbled blindly towards the shower, as though cleaning her body off of me would make this better, as though there was any way to stop this madness. As the hot water poured over me, I wondered how I was supposed to handle this. Who do I call? An ambulance? The police? Did I kill Marjorie or just the resonation Marjorie? Was there a difference? The blood and tissue that spiraled down the drain looked real enough, but so had the wheat that I was running through when she’d talked to me, and that definitely wasn’t real. Or was it? Maybe I was that child running through the wheat and this was the illusion.
My stomach lurched. I curled up in the bottom of the shower, my body wracked with tearless, impotent sobs. I felt for the knife but I couldn’t find it. I’d left it in the bedroom, I guessed, but it didn’t matter now. I didn’t want to kill myself anymore: I didn’t want anything but Marjorie, any Marjorie, even the drug addicted not-Marjorie whose mutilated body was slowly seeping into my mattress.
When my wobbling knees finally agreed to carry my weight, I turned off the shower and absently dried off on the worn towel that still carried not-Marjorie’s lavender scent from when she used it earlier. I could still taste the spicy-sweet flavour of her body on my lips.
I shuffled to the bedroom, hoping against hope that Marjorie’s body would have magically disappeared while I was gone. It—she—was still there, waiting patiently for me, her hair splayed out on the pillow like a crude halo. I pulled the sheets up over her so that they covered her to her neck. I closed her eyes gently.
Tears came to me finally, in a bitter flood of self-pity. I crawled on top of the comforter, curling up around her cooling body and cried until I fell into sleep’s black abyss.

I jolted into consciousness, agitated but confused, adrenaline coursing through my veins. I couldn’t shake the feeling that someone else was here and something terrible had happened. That there was nothing out of place and no one else in my bedroom did nothing to stifle the suffocating unease that was quickly overwhelming me.
“It’s fine,” I whispered to myself, as though saying it would make it true. “There’s no one here.”
I ran to the kitchen and grabbed the biggest knife from the knife block. Emboldened by its reassuring weight in my hands, I crept around my apartment, checking every possible hiding place. There was no prowler crouching in my closet. No burglar waited for me behind the shower curtain. My apartment was empty but for me and the comforting mass of the Babylon Engine.
I jumped and screamed in terror when the doorbell rang then laughed, ashamed. There really wasn’t anyone else here. Nothing was wrong. I sighed with relief, pulling my robe tighter around myself, then opened the door.
Marjorie stood on my doorstep, hair shimmering in the afternoon sun, more beautiful than even the most idealized portrait I’d drawn.
“Hi Ainsley,” she smiled at me, as though this was a normal thing, as though she came over to my house all the time.
 




THE HAPPINESS MACHINE
Edward Morris
I’ve been in the writing game a good few years in this part of the world, and borne the thousand and one insults of Jason Tillinghast as best I could. But when he brought his great-uncle’s machine to PanCon (the Pacific Northwest Science Fiction Convention, the big one they always have at the Seattle Hilton every year) my first impulse was to knock him out cold. Or snag the cart with the machine on it and run. Or something.
Something. I’ve been to a lot of literary conventions, as a writer and a volunteer. I write in a lot of different genres, and I care about all of them. Since I was nineteen and starry-eyed and listening to the late Ray Harryhausen regale me about the early days of special-effects work from mere feet away, it is the moments between the Cons that speak to me the most, and fill me with wonder and purpose.
I met Harryhausen in an elevator at Readercon. I made the late Lucius Shepard laugh out loud once in another elevator, and I’ll cherish that forever. In a third elevator, the very-not-late John Shirley schooled me on the craft of writing, in several short sentences, to such a degree that I ran back to my suite and began fooling with a novel I’d been stuck on for three years, then got a bit misty about the optics because the whole plot had been so simple the whole time.
I just couldn’t see it. It was right in front of me and I couldn’t see it. Until someone else turned up the juice.
Both proof and exception to that rule came at a moment in my life that forever divided Before from After. It, too, concerned an elevator, in a textbook perversion of that rule that still won’t die in my dreams.
The night I shared an elevator with Jason Tillinghast and his great-uncle’s machine.

Jason Tillinghast was as Portland as a solar-powered umbrella, and we were all tired of his schtick long ago. Because it wasn’t funny after a while. Every time he had a meltdown at some other writer or fan over some slight to his monstrous, undeserved ego, in public or private, he looked older the next time I saw him. More vacant. Less there.
The last time I saw Tillinghast was at Orycon the previous year. He stayed with all his people down in the bar, and I made sure  to pointedly avoid the bar. (I do that a lot.) The usual. But when I saw him again, he was much transformed.
The saddest thing is that we all knew this was going to happen, just not When or What or precisely How. There was always one more issue up his sleeve, one more way to stir up nastiness. That all certainly got a whole lot more attention than his work, which I really did try to read. And really tried to like. I tried. But early on, the life surrounding the work generated an allergy.

Later on, the government guys (who never told me what branch they were with) had a lot to say off the record. They showed me a lot: Photos of a family home in Providence, Rhode Island, of all places, and a will stuck in probate to this very day. A burgled cellar. A whole swath of pissed-off relatives and ebay transactions concerning items in said will...
“And the great-uncle, he had kind of a...remote facility.” John, as he only ever identified himself, laughed that dry assassin’s laugh where we sat in the Mongolian grill two blocks away over meals neither of us could really stomach, not long after the Thing happened. “A lab that Dr. Tillinghast didn’t even tell his wife or his kids about. That’s where most of the...parts were,” here he looked strangely shamefaced, “But all the rest of those machines, the prototypes, that ol’ Crawford Tillinghast wrote about—”
I swallowed hard, finishing his sentence. “Gone.” All of a sudden, nowhere seemed safe.
John nodded slowly, crewcut head gleaming under the dull fluorescent bulbs over the back booth. “We have some of our best people in the field working on it now, Mr. Morris. It’ll get cleaned up.”
I looked at the table.“If you say so.”
John looked like he wanted to say something else, but held his tongue. We’d all been through a lot.

Jason didn’t build the machine. He didn’t build it at all. He just inherited it, right around a long midlife crisis that didn’t come as young as the dye in Tillinghast’s elaborate Mod quiff seemed to suggest. I tried to dig through his reputation and find the human in the closet. I give people too many chances. In industry circles alone, he used every last one and a few more.
Still, there’d been a good minute or two of that. I knew him. I read between the lines of his endless editorials and various blogs. At first, on top of the  writing, way back, he’d wanted to start a touring band. Then a church. He wanted something to equal anywhere near the stature his great-uncle Crawford held, something longer than that long shadow, without actually becoming a scientist the way his parents dogged him to. The great-uncle had been a great psychedelic researcher, to hear him tell it, and a suppressed visionary on a par with Niko Tesla.
But Jason said a lot of things, and so did the few people he managed to keep around him.
I remember the first review I ever read of his first collection, SYCOPHANTASIA: “Jason Tillinghast’s work is new and startling, stimulating senses we forgot we had, opening terrifying new vistas of illumination to our heretofore-unexamining eyes, and eliciting terror and ecstasy from a realm far beyond our plebian perceptions.” So I tried to read it. I tried. Again.
Then I tried to read his solo novel. His first. Seven hundred and eighty pages. He wrote it when he was touring with something called an “atheist metal keyboard rock experience, featuring Jason Tillinghast performing as Kläüs Ümläüt.” None of the videos are anywhere online. Very few negative reviews of his work are, either. Not that they don’t exist. But there are so few reviews of it in general that the bad ones were probably easy to Googlebomb away.
Not that it matters now. The whole tempest will fade, and fall to the bottom of archive and search-string alike, in ways no one could program or predict. But as an editor and a writer, his behavior was the stuff of legend at the time.
He came to my writing workshop once and didn’t critique one story until he’d been made to wait until second-to-last. At that point, he exploded on my ex Bobbi, who was new to the game and needed feedback. Jason called Bobbi’s work “high and twee” (it isn’t) and spent the next fifteen minutes insulting every metaphor in it, and her. I walked over and held the front door open before Bobbi could even open her mouth.
Likewise came Tillinghast to my collaborator Daniel Maximoff’s house for the last Solstice party Kelly Maximoff got to throw before the two of them moved back to San Franpsycho. Jason came just to publicly reject a story Daniel had submitted to PHANTOUCHE magazine. Daniel never forgot that, and toward the end of his time in our city he was starting to find Jason less and less blackly hilarious.
Frankly, you don’t do that to Daniel if you don’t want to hear about it. For someone most people would label a shoestring horror writer on the fringes of Punk Rock and activism and anarchy, Daniel’s a professional, and he remembers when others aren’t. And calls them on it.
So do I. Like I said, I do a lot of Cons, and I see a lot. I don’t say all I know, because I don’t need to. It’s not worth it. But sometimes, The Fun just follows me.
Jason is...(excuse me, was...though we really don’t know, do we? More of a metaphysical question now...) was tired of no one noticing him, or wanting to. Bad was better than Nothing. Better than ho-hum. Better than being just about as good as the next author, or filmmaker, or musician. Better than really telling the story. Really making the film. Really feeling the thing. Really accepting anything that didn’t come from him. Really behaving in consensus reality.
“I’m just an intense person,” he told greater and greater numbers of people as the years wore on and we both did what we did in the same city, and watched. “If you don’t like that, I’m sorry.” That was the closest thing to an apology that ever came out of his mouth, followed soon enough each time by more acting-out and clamoring for any attention in the field at all a few months after everyone had shaken hands.
About four months before PanCon, which would have been right around February, that slope started getting noticeably deeper and more slippery. There was always one more thing up his sleeve. One more issue. One more way to stir up nastiness.

But I wasn’t even thinking about any of that when the shivering gargoyle cornered me as I walked into the elevator, leering over the sheeted machine on the cart, staring hideously into my eyes. “It’s okay,” he said, and what I felt was greater than any intoxicant or circumstance or issue. “I forgive you, Edward. We can work through this. No one is perfect. There’s a little time.”
“What the fuck are you smoking?” No response. But he had something else to say. I waited. Horrible beyond conception was the change I saw in him. He looked disfigured. Altered. The shell of bloated bloviation was gone. His socketed eyes glowed, and his hands shook.
I backed up as close to the door as I could, trying to figure out what was under the white linen drop-cloth. It was making a whining sound. It smelled funny. Something about its angles was all wrong.
As wrong as the Wrong that was all I could feel like infrared heat radiating from the forty-six-year-old man in pajamas and Iron Man slippers in that elevator.
“I will pop you in the mouth if you come near my face. Jason. Do you understand what I just said to you? Please give me some sign that I am speaking a language you understand. Acknowledge. Hablados Ingles? Parlez-vous—”
Nothing. I kept looking at the door. Jason looked like he hadn’t slept for a good long time. The sweat shone on his forehead and his cheeks. His voice sounded higher than usual, unnatural, though as pedantic as ever.
“I know I melted down. But look. There are things happening here. We all have to see this. My aunt just died,” he gushed, as if that explained something to me then. “In Providence, and...You don’t know? That my great-uncle came close to changing what we call Science?”
Something spoke for me, something that had occasionally sat on panels half-asleep or sick or worse. Something with a different interest. “S.T. Joshi discredited that,” I heard myself answer. “He said Crawford Tillinghast was a bad check artist and a junkie, and the neighbors rode him out of town on a rail.”
Now he was close enough that I pushed him gently back. Every flabby muscle in Jason’s shoulder felt like piano-wire in an earthquake. “I locked myself in the attic for ten weeks—” he cleared his throat when his voice broke, “Ten weeks...testing this fucking thing. At the old place,” he told me, like I had any idea what he was even on about. “In Providence. When we finally went back. You...you know we’re not real well-liked there. It. Huh. Ha.” He saw my deer-in-headlights visage and drifted away again.
“My great-uncle built several of these resonators. Like Preston Tucker with his cars. If I have this right, the one with the bullet hole is the only non-functional unit, and small wonder...”
I could smell his breath, and what was behind it was worse than any disease.
“But this one works.”
As if slaved up to his brain like a hard-drive, the machine under the cloth began to glow with a sickly, sinister rose-madder pulse, a not-quite-blacklite effulgence. With no surprise, I observed a giant 240-volt plug hanging from beneath it. Huh. Then why was it glowing? It must have built up a charge...
“You...just told me off online,” I said slowly and carefully. “Me and about half the writers at this Con. Who...what...how...”
He grinned at me like an animal that doesn’t know it’s dead yet. “I’m a co-sponsor of this Convention. So I can do any goddamn thing I want. In just a minute, you’re all going to shut up and listen. I saw you looking. I have a portable charger for...the big test, but it doesn’t...exactly...need one...”
The laugh was nothing anyone should ever have to hear. He kept looking behind me. At the glass walls of the elevator, and the outer glass wall of the shaft. And the sky behind that. Licking his lips. Searching. Trying not to look like he was either cringing or begging, by turns. Begging something of the sky.
I’m not going to say he should never have become a writer, or an editor, or anything he did. There are plenty like him. He simply never should have gone to Providence. He should have left well enough alone, or at the very least delegated some help. Admitted that he was no authority on the matter.
Accepted what he might have seen as a failure, and become stronger by it. But he was the prey of failure.
“You’re kind of an idiot,” he said blithely, still smiling, “But most of the real writers here will get the evidence from beyond.” The glow was increasing, shadowing the far corners with hazy unreality. “Things will see you in this light. First. Ha. Hope they find you. They...They’re not very forgiving.”
The drop-cloth fell to the floor. I marveled at the cluster of multicolored lights atop a fairly-aeronautical bank of oldschool redline dials and more complicated gauges. The main body of the machine was burnished metal, faced in something like crystal or clear Bakelite. The glow it produced was giving me a headache. Jason moved closer to it like it was a warm stove.
“The knobs talk.” He began to play with the first row of them, but not haphazardly. Like he was cracking a safe. Listening to the clicks. “I have to zero them out. It’s almost...” he giggled. “Showtime.”
All of a sudden, I realized he was alone. No wife. No mentor. No phone ringing. I wondered a lot about that. He never went to Cons alone. Too many people wanted to kick his ass. “How’s Shandeen? How’s Bill?” I whispered, and his head came up like a marionette’s.
“Beyond. They’re...busy. They’ll be back. They...I can fix it. They...They’ll come back. They always come back.” Incredibly, he sobbed. In that sob was a quality so pathetic it surpasses my capability to describe. Then the elevator went ding. But I waited.
His eyes were pits of flame, and they glared at me with what I now saw was overwhelming hatred. “Do you think you understand anything? I’ve seen things your little brain can’t picture, and bound gods from the stars. I’ve strode across the worlds. Space belongs to me. Not to you. You’re no god. Look outside the glass! See them! See the creatures from the air and the sky!”
I merely exited the car ahead of him wordlessly, trying not to scream. When I got out in the hall, I started texting writers: TILLINGHAST’S MELTING DOWN. COME WATCH...

It was a shitshow. But it was over with quickly. I made it into the main ballroom just behind the storm.
In the darkness of the ballroom, beyond the small circle of light, people were beginning to make We’re Leaving noises. Not Part of the Act noises. Columbine noises. From the first.
At the main podium on the stage, Brian Keene had just been telling a story. Most of the audience had moved their chairs in closer, or come up to stand and listen. A few other writers had circled up their chairs onstage behind him as well.
Something about that setup was familiar. I should have guessed it. They were all Horror people, some with faces I knew. Like they were waiting their turn for something, or had been. Now they were all either watching in clinical awe and bemused disgust, heckling, or herding together until they had a reason to run out the door. At conventions, everything becomes part of the act eventually. But this was the wrong part of the wrong act. And everybody knew it.
“I have seen the truth, and I intend to show it to you, and all you dupes and parvenus up on that stage in particular! Do you wonder how it will seem? I’ll tell you!"Jason shrieked at them. The hollow, altered quality of his voice was sickening. Every pudgy gamer in a Security shirt I saw in the room was standing at various posts with their mouths hanging open and their radios squawking bloody damn hell in the Coptic of disaster.
“What do we think we know about the universe? Whattaweknowabout the inner workings of...anything, really? Einstein used to carp about ‘zeee feeeeble huuuman percepshual eqvipmment...’  but what the fuck did Einstein know? We’ve shoved him out of the way. My great-uncle shoved him out of the way, and the FDA burned his notes just like they did with Reich and Tesla. You and all the rest, you only see what you’re constructed to see. Real visionaries change the game. Listen to me! The waves from this machine will wake our evolution!”
“IS THIS PART OF THE CONTEST? LOOK? HE—”
“Oh, Tillinghast’s doing another one. Someone throw something.”
“SECURITY! WHY ARE YOU ALL JUST—”
We could all see Jason’s boiled eyes in the hellacious rose-madder glow the machine threw off.
This was the nightmare end of a long history. Still, no one expected him to actually start turning knobs.
He watched the machine’s light sink into their eyes, the knowledge crossing every face. This was an Unknowable. Jason’s own face looked green, the lenses of his glasses opalescing a similar hue. Behind them, Jason’s eyes drifted, turning lazily like silver pinwheels on a summer day in a slow breeze, the eyes of a vacant-eyed child doodling tracks in the dust with a scalpel, watching the pulsing rigor of the animal model on cheap display.
“My great-uncle lives through me, and I have reimagined his work. We don’t have to take drugs anymore,” he babbled softly. “Or drink, or anything of the kind. Nothing between us and the Word. Nothing. Behold...”
“SHUT THE FUCK UP, TILLINGHAST! WHAT HAPPENED TO THE LIGHTS?”
“WHAT ARE YOU—”
“WHAT IS—”
“GET THE FUCK OFF THE STAGE!”
But slowly, another world was spilling from the machine’s glow. The audience in that hall began to see. Silence rolled through the room like a pinball, randomly coming to rest. And rest. And rest.
Even the petulance was gone from Jason Tillinghast’s face, which was the most frightening thing of all. What was left looked like a waxen mask, or any brain case in the main room of a nut ward when the movie was on and the med-cart had just come by.
“There are beings out there who use different senses. There are whole other realities right at our fingertips. We can open up vistas unknown to organic life! No breathing creature has yet seen what happens when I turn this machine all the way up!”
Slack. Unhinged. Fever-bright with old, curdled sweat. Shiny, flat carny eyes that had beheld utter, absolute solitude in infinite, sightless, soundless space. Childish fear, and behind that, absolute void.
Those eyes now pointed toward only one thing.
The machine in front of him on the cart that burped up and up and up with the blatting sound of ancient fanbelts running without lube in the dust and the dark, singing an old song that everyone just knew we didn’t want to hear again, before the noodling solo even started from the furthest regions of remoteness, assailing every ear all the way like ground glass scratching together.
That sound begat a cold wind that sprang up in the ballroom, a wind with a howl behind it like an oncoming train, a great big new toy train Jason controlled with the machine on the cart at his right hand. His right hand.
Trembling on the knobs. 11. 12. Working each one in a complicated series from the zero-out pattern I’d seen him achieve. I wondered what a unity-gain reading would look like on that monitor, how one would start to get a level when listening, and what level of What.
Then I had it. What level. Oh, what level indeed. Zero on this machine was the world we all knew. Eleven, twelve, anything up that high...
We were all in Jason’s world now. Like a magic-lantern throwing the nerves of one’s own eyes into light and life upon a screen, a whole other place was superimposed across the room, and it had always been there. When I looked up again, a river ran through the ballroom slantwise, one that had never touched human affect enough to see before, but matched every angle, between the angles, like the forest that rose behind the back wall of the room.
Everything smelled like rain all of a sudden, rain and a strange plastic undercoating of smell I couldn’t identify, fumes that hurt my mind. The smell of the machine.
The room held the same outlines, but everything was blurry and silvery-incandescent. Shadow meant as much as shape, and behind the shadows was a whole other picture. I could see the sky, but it wasn’t ours. Not Oregon sky.
The clouds blew through the roof. The stars made no sense. The machine was barely making any noise. And the river flowed on, all around us, cutting a path through the forest whose massive cycad-things and leaning palms gave way to only more of themselves, no firs or pines or cedars anywhere. Just trees that had barely evolved up to the definition.
Terror stalked the shadows, but the surpassing wildness I felt from the way the wind moved every immortal, unclassifiable leaf was nigh-on Tantric, making my throat close, stirring my blood. There were other worlds beyond this room, worlds with greyhounds and centaurs and giants and demons along the dark road that I could make out stretching just past the main hall that led to the lobby. Worlds where a reporter had never before Gone Live...
Then I looked back toward my own kind, and keen salutary pain pierced my heart. Fans and writers were screaming, dropping to their knees, slapping at the motion of air that looked like water that looked like sky, and strange blind-robin fish they couldn’t exactly touch that bumbled and nosed at their ears, or explored their pockets, or ducked back from their screaming wives or boyfriends or, in some cases, children.
I saw a thirteen-year-old boy sitting back in wonder in the middle of the ballroom, looking up as that which could have never been called a jellyfish danced a glowing, lugubrious waltz one pseudopod at a time through the upper registers of what I would have once called a suspended ceiling. As I looked harder, I saw more. More of what was in the river. More fish. And not-at-all-fish. The creatures that flowed forth from the silvery water, breathing air and flying in it interchangeably. And the things that fed upon those things, loathsome plasmic profusions that overlapped, and walked up out of dirt to devour, or passed through each other and took a bite on the way.
All of a sudden, I was pretty sure I knew what was keeping Jason’s wife and mentor busy, and I didn’t expect Bill or Shandeen along any time soon. And that got me cold. Very, very cold.

What remains to be told is brief, and may be familiar to you from eyewitness accounts. The ground-glass third sound developed more of a whistle, an echo. When I looked up again from where I stood, stock-still, ready to do God knew what, finally, just a few seconds or minutes or even hours before I should have, the storm above us was a literal lake, a swirling lake-hole in the sky that hurt to look at.
Jason had taken the stage. He and Keene were tussling over the microphone.
Lightning flared. Tillinghast jerked forward and bit Brian Keene in the ear. Brian howled, rolling them to the floor with some kind of military-looking takedown and socking him in the back of the head a few times with quick, deliberate rabbit-punches. But Jason was slippery and he had the mic, grabbed it and ran. Keene began to chase after him, involuntarily, but Jason had flipped the mic back on, and feedback screamed through the dimensions.
He got to the machine, eyes everywhere through what he’d wrought. I saw one more knob get flicked, and then he just put his free hand on it like a preacher at a lectern, shrieking, “LOOK ON MY WORK, YE MIGHTY, AND DESP—”
But as Jason shrieked, that new sky answered back.

As I sensed it, as I understood it then, what followed was just a Bump in time, a great big BUMP and then everything was Okay and the lights were back on and everything was a mess and I had just really seen that Thing happen and it was all still there, the disarray and terrified people and...
No more was the shriek winding up in Tillinghast’s throat when Something came down from that lake in the sky, drawn by the sound of the amplified voice.
Something viscid and pustulant and pulsating, raw and winged, bearing a wash of stink like burning film scraps. I could understand its wings, its general mouth, but not much else. No time.
It all took next to no time. The sweep and swoop of those enormous wings, so black and quick I had to put the memories in a straight line almost as they happened. It swept up Jason and the machine, extruding slightly-fluid claws towards his mouth and...
And up. And in. From behind. Taking the air, and gone. For all I know, they may still be travelling together.

At the time, my foggy eyes blinked once. Twice. Thrice. Shocked groups of people were starting to move around again through the ballroom that was just a ballroom now. Just a Con again. Reforming. Making sense of all they’d seen. For each other. Because it was Just That Thing. And now no more.
Because the monster was just a monster. And we could perceive it now. Together. Now the horror was done. Now the human mind could encapsulate it and eat it. I was crying and I didn’t quite understand why, but not for any of the missing. Not at all.
Something to do with the ones who were here right now.
On stage, Brian Keene had found the other microphone, and was brandishing it triumphantly. The whole room looked at him, mute and pleading, but there was no question in his dark, sagacious eyes.
“I DECLARE THIS YEAR’S GROSS-OUT CONTEST A DRAW.”
Cue Thunderous Applause.
 




TURBULENCE
Scott R Jones
They’re sealing the silo today and the cavern below it. One hundred fifty thousand tonnes of concrete poured down the wet, black throat of the thing. I hope it’s enough.
The facility is down to a skeleton staff now. Topside security and just enough eyes on the monitors to hit the red button if things change down there. I’m not really needed; my MSc is in Avionics Engineering, after all. I don’t even work here anymore, but I felt like paying my respects. I’m not alone in this. Declan made friends easily and there are a lot of project folks here that don’t need to be.
His official funeral was just so goddamned unsatisfying, for one thing. That eulogy! “Oh, I have slipped the surly bonds of Earth....” They ran that Magee poem into the ground, which was about as tasteless as you could get, considering the circumstances. Considering his resting place.
That’s just it though, isn’t it? Declan isn’t at rest. Declan will never be at rest. I know what they told everyone. That he died testing the DreadMoth. That’s only technically true. I know he’s not dead. Ask anyone who ever sat with him down there, in the cavern. They’ll tell you.
They talked about Icarus at the funeral, too, which is all mytho-poetic and sells the American hero line, sure, but it’s a flawed comparison. Icarus fell. That kid kissed the dirt.
Declan may be half a mile underground, but he hasn’t touched down, yet.

The tech wasn’t new, exactly. Tillinghast Resonators had been around since the 1930s, but no one besides cranky pseudo-scientists and soft-headed ghost hunters paid them any attention. Hell, until a few years back, you could order the plans and parts for a simple device off the internet. Slap it together in your garage over a weekend. Entertain your friends with some low-resolution trippy visuals for an evening and, once the novelty of vague blobs and vibrating eels wore off, forget about the thing.
Then a couple of physics students at MIT did just that. Only, the novelty didn’t wear off; they got their professors interested in it. Turns out, once you got beneath the clunky psychedelic effects, the Tillinghast tech had some revelatory things to say about M-theory, dark energy, gravity. Name your flavour of physics, that machine had surprises for you. Pretty soon, the military got involved. There were applications, of course. The project was born.
Well, projects. It was a big tent: clean energy, faster-than-light communications, weapons. The important stuff that takes time to research and develop. The flight-suit was fast-tracked, though. It was the first and easiest application. They moved my team to Edwards AFB and before we’d even settled in, they started pushing, and pushing hard, because, let’s face it, a flying man? A man in a real flight-suit, not a jet pack or mini-copter, soaring the way every kid ever imagined himself doing? That was some straight-up superheroics that would sell any application to follow.
With the T-Resonator technology, a kind of differential pressure could be generated between our dimension and an oscillating cascade of other dimensions. I don’t pretend to know the higher-order physics of it; that’s for the big brains at MIT. I’m in avionics. I understand things like lift, drag coefficients, Bernoulli’s principle. And this differential pressure? This tug-of-war between our reality and the infinite layers of every other reality as they flowed across and against each other in the incomprehensible depths of the resonator? Well, spread that out across a physical membrane, a wing, and you could create a kind of lift. The spookiest lift I’d ever seen.
It was barely flight. More like levitation. Not even that: It was as if the wing, and anything attached to it, like the suit and the pilot wearing it, stayed absolutely still and the world moved around it, instead. They called this effect “the Pinch” and maybe that’s what it was, but as far as my team was concerned, it acted like lift.
The wing wasn’t even a wing in the traditional sense. It was a super-light reinforced graphite armature, six stubby rectangular panels, three to each side, extending out from the hub at angles. Between the panels, a mesh of miniature hexagonal graphite plates, pliant and smooth. The hub held the T-Resonator unit and a prototype FTL communicator, developed elsewhere in the project. The whole thing slotted and locked into the back of the suit, nestled between the air supply and the chute. Like every other application of the tech, the thing powered itself, something the clean-energy people loved. Wherever it was pulling the power from, it wasn’t here.
It looked completely fragile, like a brittle gray moth. We expected it to fall to pieces in the wind tunnel the moment we turned it on. We dreaded that moment. So, the DreadMoth, a name that stuck, despite our immediate successes with it. Because, when the mesh began to glow with that impossible light, the wing became rigid, as unyielding as stone, and no matter what we threw at the suit in simulation, it would maintain its position in the air.
All we had to do was figure out a control system, in-suit avionics for moving “the Pinch” between, around, underneath, and on top of the panels. We were in the initial stages of that when they brought in Declan to observe. He’s a lieutenant-commander now, a posthumous promotion, for what that’s worth, but he was a major then. Major Declan Reese, USAF. Our test pilot. We were introduced: He knew he didn’t have to salute me, but he did anyway, out of respect for what I did. I liked that. Then I showed him the DreadMoth.
“I’ve been up in almost everything that can go up. And that has gotta be the most goddamned ridiculous thing I’ve seen. That’s supposed to lift a man? C’mon.”
So, I had my team put on a bit of a show, run it through some high-speed maneuvers. I watched his face as he watched the DreadMoth perform, floating in the serene way that things like that shouldn’t float, not at those speeds. Not in those conditions. Hell, not at all. Declan’s expression moved swiftly from credulity through to wonder, then a childlike excitement. It was charming. Pure pilot.
“What kind of Gs could a guy pull in that?”
I told him what I’d been told. That, as far as the real brains could tell, the field generated by the resonator cancelled that out. Acceleration, banking, deceleration: G-force did not apply. So much did not apply. But it could fly. It flew.
Declan let out a long whistle. “Christ! How soon can you get me up in it?”

A week before the incident, there was a party on the base. Nothing too crazy, just one of those things to help bleed off tension. I got a little drunk and I cornered Declan, who may have been in the same tipsy boat, which we ended up steering into a bed. Just the one time. It wasn’t serious; we’d been working together for months and we were friends. He was attractive, and a pilot, and I’ve always liked pilots in bed, if not in my life. And I was curious about him.
Afterwards, I asked him why he flew. Other than the obvious alpha-male reasons.
“Terror. I like to piss myself with fear,” he said, grinning, and when I punched him in the shoulder he laughed.
“Nah. It’s the view. You can’t beat the view up there.”
I may have asked him not to be a cowboy. To power down and pull his chute if anything seemed even a little off. Declan laughed again.
“It’s going to be great,” he said. “The suit’s been tested to death. Your avionics? Easy as breathing. It’s ready. I’m ready.”
He wasn’t wrong. Only that morning, Declan had taken the DreadMoth for a spin around the inside of a hangar: a test of the controls keyed to the gloves and forearm plates, and the HUD in the helmet. Tethered to guide wires for safety, he’d stayed in the air for 53 minutes. I recalled the light in his eyes when he landed and removed the faceplate. That was probably the moment I decided to get him into bed. I asked him what it had been like.
“Oh, now, you saw. I never wanted to come down.”

The incident.
After the initial howl of pure joy as he launched into the cloudless Mojave blue, Declan had composed himself. Mostly. He’d been sticking to the flight plan: keeping within visual range of the two HH-60 Pave Hawks accompanying him, staying above the hard deck, never accelerating above 300 knots, announcing each maneuver before attempting it, relaying his impressions after. A steady stream of radio chatter, and through it all, beneath the professionalism of Major Declan Reese, seasoned test pilot, you could hear the glee of a little boy, flying, finally, on his own.
The first indication that something was wrong came exactly 23 minutes, 9 seconds into the flight. Declan had just completed a textbook hammerhead at 200 knots, a move that drew appreciative whistles from the pilots in the Hawks. We expected to hear similar from Declan, but instead, he went silent, and stayed silent for another 51 seconds. Then he spoke, panic rising in his voice with each syllable.
“That ... what? No, that can’t be right. No. No no no. Ah! Mother of Christ! Ground, are you seeing this? Are you guys seeing this?”
All there was to see was clear blue desert sky and the floating figure of a man with a grey moth pinned to his back. A figure which immediately began to execute a tortured series of acrobatics: dives, multiple rolls, instantly steep climbs, moves a lesser flyer in a machine susceptible to G-forces would never think of trying. Avoidance maneuvers.
“Ground! I can’t ... Jesus! How are you not seeing this? There are too many of them! Everywhere! Shit! I’m going to—”
Then, at 25:30, the DreadMoth vanished. The shocked chopper pilots immediately reported the loss of visual. Declan was gone from radar and GPS, too.
Nine seconds later, he popped back up. Fifty-three miles SSW from the point where he had vanished and eighty-three hundred feet up. Two seconds later, the same again: gone, then back, only now, he was ten miles due east from the base and a jaw-clenching two hundred and ten feet from the ground. Again: 32 miles NNE, and a mile and change up. And again. And again. The silent gaps between his appearances were awful but not as awful as the screams that came over the radio when he did.
He was being shaken to death in the sky.
Then, by some miracle, one of the Hawk pilots got a visual on him, managed to train their cameras on his last moments. He’d warped in again, practically in their laps. The eggheads were already babbling about “dimensional shear” and “super-positional turbulence.” He’d deployed his chute, as I’d asked him to, but it couldn’t save him, not at the speed he was going. The useless tissue tore away, streaming above him like a spider’s nest.
The earth rose up to meet him, but that fatal kiss never happened. The video shows one final vanishing act, a half-second before impact.
Declan Reese was gone.

Eight hours later, in the middle of the kind of insane scramble you’d expect after a disaster of this magnitude, the prototype communicator in the DreadMoth pinged its location. We never would have found him, otherwise. The T-Resonator, humming the very faintest of signals from deep within the earth, directly below the spot where the DreadMoth had disappeared. The cavern. It seemed unlikely that Declan had survived, went the general consensus. The suit needed retrieval, though, if we were to understand what had happened. As one of the suit’s designers, I was put on the team.
And so, the shaft was sunk and, after we found him, widened into a silo. The space was narrow, maybe thirty meters across. You couldn’t see the bottom, so the catwalks and gantries had to be bolted to the roof. Difficult, nerve-wracking work. I admire those engineers. They had to work around the DreadMoth and its pilot, and that’s a sight no one should ever get used to.
Declan hovered there, nine metres below the ceiling of that lightless void, the crackling glow of the DreadMoth’s wings encasing him in a lambent sheen of violet light. A lot of him was missing: the left leg to just above the knee, most of the torso on the left side, and chunks out of both arms, as if they’d been lifted out with an ice-cream scoop. There was also a large section of the left side of the head, just above the ear. Gone.
That was bad, but there was worse. He was missing so much, but what was gone had not been torn away. Declan was not wounded. The outlines of his body, and of the suit that held it, had changed: They just stopped. He’d become a cut-away anatomical model. Blood and organs and bone on the other side of his new edges, all clearly visible, all clearly working. Veins and arteries still pumping blood from a heart that was only half there. At first, they thought he’d been rendered invisible, but no: You could pass your hand through the space his left lung should have been. A lung that was clearly still breathing, wherever it was.
Declan was alive, sunk in a deep coma. And there was worse, still.
It became apparent that the T-Resonator in the DreadMoth was experiencing power surges. The graphite mesh of the wing would flare with light. If, at that moment, you were watching the man and the machine from the right angle, from the right spot on the catwalk, then you could catch a glimpse of the outlines of the thing.
So, of course, we brought in more T-Resonator units, repurposed as trans-dimensional floodlights. We wanted to see it clearly.
It was a fractured crystalline structure but organic at the same time. The entity was largely still, though it exhibited an arrhythmic pulse along its shining length, a length that stretched down into the black depths of the cavern. Fine hairs or tubes would sprout from its surface and then burrow below again. Small, obscene fissures would appear, gape, then seal themselves.
The tip of this perfectly still, impossible, monstrous thing passed right through Declan’s body. Where Declan was missing pieces of himself, there was the thing, except it wasn’t really there. It was and it wasn’t, like Declan himself. The eggheads went out of their goddamn minds with excitement.
Moving him was out of the question. They didn’t dare risk disturbing the entity, this now-sleeping beast that had roused itself only long enough to pluck a man out of the air and fling him across hundreds of miles and how many realities before bringing him to rest in this black pit. They couldn’t move Declan, so they declared him dead, though we all knew better. They called him a hero. That funeral. That goddamn poem, with its “high, untrespassed sanctity of space” and its “touching the face of God.”
What do you do when a moth brushes your cheek while you sleep?
All this was very bad, but it wasn’t the worst part. That came when Declan woke up, three weeks ago, in the middle of the night. He wasn’t awake long; there are only 13 minutes of footage. His vitals barely shifted and he didn’t move at all. How could he, with that thing in him? He spoke, though. Whispered, down there in the darkness. No one topside noticed while it was happening; the audio monitors were turned low and some idiot had Coast to Coast AM turned up high. We only learned he’d awakened the next day, when someone noticed the larger-than-usual size of the audio files.
He was terrified but lucid. He remembered everything. He knew where he was and what gripped him. “I know all the places I am, at this moment. So many places. I’m spread so thin. And I know its name. It’s bigger than the world. I know its name,” he said. He spoke the name, then, and the ears of everyone in the room began to bleed, though none of us noticed at the time. He asked that his parents be looked after and he wept, quietly, for everything he’d lost.
Declan Reese warned us, then, of the things he had seen on his short flight. He warned us of what was out there and what was to come. In that soft, small voice, he prophesied and raged. He begged for the cavern to be destroyed, even as he laughed at the idea that it would make any difference.
Then, moments before he fell back into unconsciousness, he sighed. He sighed and spoke my name. He wanted to thank me. In spite of the horror of it, he wanted to thank me for putting him up there, in the DreadMoth.
“It’s the view,” he said. “I can see forever. Everything. Goddamnit, but you can’t beat this view.”
He thanked me. I heard his sanity crack open as he did, heard that joyful flying boy inside him wail and plummet into the dark. I couldn’t stand it. I quit that day. I’m only here to pay my respects.
They’ll watch the thing on their cameras, waiting for movement, their palms hovering over the red button set to trigger whatever tiny stinging weapon they’ve put down there, collapsing the cavern. The focus of the project has shifted, I’ve been told, but they won’t shut it down. So much still to learn, right?
Fools. It knows we’re here. We can be seen now: moths, flapping blindly around a light we can’t understand.
They’re sealing the silo today. One hundred fifty thousand tons of concrete.
It won’t be enough.
 




DERESONATOR
Leeman Kessler
It’s not really a crime to take advantage of the gullible is it? I mean really? I didn’t go out of my way to hurt people. If I hadn’t found these folks, someone else would have and their money would be just as gone. A fool and his money and all that. I got to them first is all, offered them a glimpse, a taste of what’s out there. Am I really a monster for trying to make a little money on the side, to recoup the losses I’ve accrued as part of this enterprise? How was I supposed to know? How could anyone know it would end the way it did?
Okay, maybe I’m getting a little ahead of myself. Let me try to go back a bit. You need to know about the Machine.
The Machine had been in our family for years and everyone knew about it in that not quite sure what to make of it way. Seldom talked about, like Aunt Carolyn’s drinking habit. You know the deal. As kids we were full of questions but they were always redirected or shrugged off by long-suffering adults who knew better than to ask. As we grew up we realized that no-one knew what to do with it or wished to talk about it and so it drifted into pseudo-memory.
I wouldn’t even have thought of it if my aunt and uncle had been better about checking the batteries in their carbon monoxide detector. After the funeral, we were summoned to go through and pick over what all they left behind, before the estate sale managed the rest. We’re something of a family of hoarders, never wanting to let go of things if we don’t have to, and so we descended en masse. A tragic death is no excuse to let strangers poke and touch our things, after all; there are standards to be maintained.
It was eerie walking through that musty house that felt barely lived in despite being only recently and permanently abandoned by its two occupants. It had been in the family for over a century and had accumulated quite a collection of curios, collectibles, and other euphemisms for ancient junk. My sisters and cousins were all upstairs politely fighting over furniture and clothes when I decided to go wandering through my uncle’s study. Before my current business, I used to make a handy bundle selling first editions and other rare books as well as convincing folks of the value of less than rare titles. A decent if tricky trade that requires a discerning eye and a lax moral code which I come by honestly.
Meandering through the study, I found most of the books to be dog-eared and thumbed through all to hell, and uninspiring from a sales point of view besides. Pound for pound, I probably would have gotten a better price for the curtains, truth be told.
Turning on my heels, I was about to make my way out when I noticed my uncle’s old rolltop desk, scratched and nicked and also unlikely to demand much of a price, but a potential treasure chest of half-forgotten secrets. I never pass by a rolltop desk without giving it a once over.
The drawers were locked but I keep handy tools for such eventualities, and it wasn’t like the old thing wasn’t already dreadfully abused. After jimmying and prying, I was rewarded with piles of yellowed papers and old bills. Nothing of particular note jumped out at me until I caught sight of a date and noticed the age of these papers. They were from before my uncle’s time, some going back to the 1910s. This encouraged me to dig deeper and that’s when I found the book.
It was buried beneath some old newspaper at the bottom of the lower drawer. I took it to be another book of accounts, as the first few pages seemed to be numbers and lines all tallied up. When I flipped past them, however, I saw a hasty sketch of something every member of my family would recognize: The Machine.
I began to read more slowly and it dawned on me that I was holding the key to understanding the enigmatic monstrosity. Here was the original thought experiment that inspired old Crawford to build the thing that now sat, untouched and broken, in the attic upstairs. I pocketed the book and made my way to find the rest of the family, squabbling demurely over chairs in the dining room.
The Machine became mine with very little convincing on my part. Ever since it had been built and subsequently ruined shortly after, it had just sat up there. None of the family members knew what to do with it and yet no one wanted to get rid of it. Doing so would be an insult to the great patriarch’s memory, and so, like every other piece of embarrassing family business, it was simply left alone.
My grandmother, oddly calm at the sudden loss of her son, was the only one to object to my suggested claim, on the grounds that she didn’t trust me not to sell it for scrap. I had to swear up and down that I wouldn’t, that my interests were purely in preserving and restoring this piece of the family legacy. Her dry, pinched lips and steely squint let me know she still didn’t trust me, but after securing enough promises in front of unsmiling witnesses that it would not leave the family, she acquiesced, and with her blessing, I was given leave to begin the arduous task of taking apart, boxing up, and shipping the thing to my storage container.
The next months were a blur of activity as I pored over both the pieces of the Machine and Crawford’s cramped handwriting. His whole theory was about awakening dormant sensory organs, pineal glands and the like. A little research on my part proved the claims to be pure quackery, but there was something to the device, I knew it. I can smell opportunity without the need of some Victorian occult biology to explain it, and so I began to work.
The machine was ungainly. I realized that the bulk of it was unnecessary. The larger components were largely for power and computational purposes like those giant room-sized computers they used to feed cards into. The critical parts at the core, the ones that seemed designed to actually produce Crawford’s “awakening” effect were rather small and miraculously intact. The gunshot that had rendered the Machine useless had only disrupted the clumsy framework, not the delicate, filigreed mechanism of the core.
You’re aware we got to the Moon with less computational power than a ten dollar digital watch? My first project was to shrink the whole thing down. I made sure to stash all the tubes and baroque brass so my grandmother wouldn’t curse me throughout eternity, but soon enough I had the heart of the device powered and operating using a rather pedestrian laptop and some lithium batteries. It lacked the old world charm but more than made up for it in functionality.
The memory of the first time I switched it on is etched into my brain. I had Crawford’s excited illustrations and hastily scrawled notes, so when the floating, fluttering creatures came into my view, I only fell out of my chair and didn’t pass out entirely.
They were everywhere, swimming on invisible currents, passing through objects without a by your leave. I don’t know how long I sat there watching the terrible panorama. It’s not possible to accurately describe just what I saw, but at some point I noted that it felt like swimming in a Petri dish, held captive beneath a microscope. That’s when inspiration struck.
Here’s the thing: people are already convinced of what they believe and just want confirmation. That’s it. Once you understand that, it becomes a matter of figuring out how to sell that confirmation. Sure, I could have tried to hand this over to some university or the government but what would I get out of that? A bit of time on the talk show circuits, maybe a book, who knows? Truth was, it would have been taken out of my hands by folks who know better what questions to ask. This was too big. I wouldn’t get to be Einstein or Edison. I’d be the poor sap who discovered fire and probably got shoved in it for his troubles.
So yeah, I didn’t go public. I went into business.
Somehow I managed to ignore the fluttering things long enough to design and build the Deresonator, although it wasn’t exactly as it would later be advertised. You see, once you flip the switch on in your brain or your soul or whatever Crawford’s Machine did to you, you can’t flip it off. I was seeing these things everywhere. When I ate, when I tried to sleep, in the bathroom. It was maddening. The human brain isn’t prepared for that.
So, with the help of the book, I figured out just what signals Crawford’s machine was sending out and I inverted them, essentially making a kind of white noise emitter to counteract the effect. This was originally for my own peace of mind but it fed right into the thoughts I was having about how to monetize this thing.
Hypochondriacs –I’m sorry, folks suffering from Health Anxiety Disorder– are a cash cow. They’re better than alcoholics or gambling addicts. Usually they come from higher income brackets, have an innate distrust of established authority, and are wildly swayed by folks with no credentials but a kind face and a willingness to listen to their woes and tell them that yes, they are right to be so worried.
It’s also criminally easy to find them. They love to congregate online, share symptoms, and complain about not being taken seriously. When I finally had my office and my business cards, I harvested their names and emails and phone numbers and I set to work.
Lisa Maple was not my first client. You might think so based on what happened, but she wasn’t. No, the first person to respond to my mail outs was a short fellow named Aaron Marcus. I got his contact information through an online naturopathic group. Classic case. Vague symptoms, constantly changing doctors, feeling belittled and unheard.
Well, Mr. Marcus certainly found his sympathetic ear when he came in. Right before he arrived, I debated between a suit and lab coat, trying to decide which approach to take before finally opting for the suit. Make this seem more like therapy and less like a rectal exam. You have to cater to the client’s expectations. Some people want to see the white uniform so they feel like they’re not being sold car insurance so I kept both handy depending on the read I get prior to our first session.
First I had him talk about his problems and what all he had tried. I nodded and smiled all the while, occasionally jotting down a note as the sob story went on and on. When he was done, I leaned over, my brows furrowed in concern and sympathy for this poor man who no one would really listen to, and I touched his arm.
“I hear you,” I said. “And I can help.”
Then came the flim flam...
“Mr. Marcus, how much do you know about illness and germ theory? Do you know how hard it was for people to believe the likes of van Leeuwenhoek and Pasteur? As ridiculed as they were then, think of how far we came once we accepted their work. Now, what if I told you they only had part of the picture and we are on the cusp of an equally miraculous discovery?”
Eyes wide, Mr. Marcus nodded with great excitement and without realizing it, he stood up and walked with me into the back room.
It was modeled to look like a dentist’s or an optometrist’s office. Sterile and plain. Familiar, but just discomforting enough to keep the client on edge. There was a chair in the room that housed the newly built Machine, its Edwardian spideriness hidden from view. Inviting him to sit, I told him to relax, to open his mind, and then I turned it on.
His screams were profound and understandable but I kept near him, talking him through the experience as he saw the creatures flitting through the air, their cilia and organic dendrites brushing against him, unfelt but seen. Oh, so very seen. Here before him was the cause of every unexplained pain and twinge or bout of fatigue or anxiety. He wasn’t crazy, he was just blind, and now I had opened his eyes. Then came the reveal.
“You can make them go away.”
I held out the Deresonator to him, the size of a cellphone and just as unobtrusive. He took it in his palm, unsure of what to do, so I pushed the button for him, and as suddenly as they appeared, they all went away.
And here is where the lie came. I admit it, I lied. Truth in advertising is as realistic as honesty in parenting; we all know it but for the sake of society, we pretend otherwise. I told him as I told all the others that the Deresonator sent out a field that made the things go away. “Think of it as a cosmic citronella candle on your person all the time, keeping you safe,” I said.
Well, once he had seen the disease, he had to have the cure and the sale was made. Okay, I’ll confess that I also lied about the creatures somehow being responsible for his ailments but who knows what they do? It’s a working hypothesis and really what I was selling was peace of mind. As someone who had seen the things, I knew all too well how much it was worth to be rid of them.
You can judge me all you want but I didn’t invent this scam. We’ve been making up problems and selling people the solution for millennia. You’ve got your handful of religions that called it sin and had their ready-made salvation for you. The Scientologists perfected the sales pitch with their engrams and their thetans and no end of fancy gadgets. Even Lysol knows how to cash in on mysophobia in a major way. The trick, as all good salesmen know, is to get the client to keep coming back.
You see, I constructed the Deresonator to be my own personal antidote to the truth lying just beneath the surface of my eyeballs but it wasn’t until later that I realized it would be the major money maker. My first thought had been to charge folks to see the bugs in the first place, but that’s not a sustainable business model. Truth seldom is.
But show them the bugs for free and then hold out the cure? That’s ready money right there. And like the good folks who sell printers and razors, I knew the real money would be in refills. Costly refills. So that’s what I did. I sold Deresonators, and with them, temporary peace of mind.
Mr. Marcus left with his little pocket sized device and walked out a new man, assured that all his woes were behind him. Soon enough, as his tiny friend’s rather unique battery wore down and the bugs began to return, he came back with wads of cash and fear in his eye, and with a sympathetic smile, I made them go away again. Thus, a booming business began.
Miss Maple was probably my tenth customer. She came to me after being referred by a Chelsea Darling who I had helped about a month prior and man, was she a mess. I had a feeling she would be trouble but I also couldn’t help but notice how well she dressed. If she ran in the same circles as Miss Darling, then she could be an absolute whale and was I right.
Unlike the others, she was reticent to talk about her issues. All she said was, “You can make them go away?” I wondered if Miss Darling had done most of my sales pitch for me. Licking my lips, I assured her that yes, I could. Escorting her into the room and placing her gingerly in the chair, I turned on the device.
Her response was unlike any of the others. Instead of screaming or fainting or begging for me to make them go away, her only response was to widen her eyes ever so slightly. “I’ve never seen them awake,” she whispered and I even saw her reach out a hand as if she wanted to stroke one of the creatures.
I kept my own Deresonator on at all times, a prototype without the built-in faulty battery life plus an emergency back up, so I never saw what my clients did when their vision was opened to the creatures. Still, I remembered their terrible undulations and flickering, unearthly forms well enough to be amazed at her almost calm recognition of them.
She turned back to me as if remembering I was still in the room and said, “You can make them go away? Forever?” Still put off by her calm demeanour and trying to remember my script, I told her that the Deresonator did keep them at bay but that like anything it would wear out with time and need replacing. She nodded and handed me her heavy black credit card. I completed the transaction and with that she walked out with the device, a look of absolute serenity on her face.
Now, aside from my own personal device, the Deresonators have a built in lifespan of about six to nine months. Enough time for folks to feel good about their purchase but not enough time to keep me out of business. It doesn’t shut down right away either, just begins to fade so the illusion of the creatures’ absence peters out gradually. Generally speaking, my clients come back sooner rather than later, only too happy to have me swap out the device with a “new and improved” version and off they go, feeling safe and secure in a cold and dangerous world. Some try to brave it out longer in an exercise in frugality but not that many, and those seldom hold out for long.
Miss Maple came back in less than a month. “They’re back.”
Confused, I replaced her unit, thinking I must have produced a lousy model but sure enough, she returned again and again. Nothing I gave her worked longer than a month or two at a time. She was growing frantic and I was getting concerned. On her fifth return, she wouldn’t stop screaming.
“They’re back and I keep seeing more and more. They’re all around me! They’re all around you!” Her eyes were wild and terrifying until she looked up at me with a deep and hateful loathing. Before I knew it, her hands were around my throat. I somehow managed to get her off of me and ran to call the police but she fled before they could arrive.
Deciding to calm things down, I closed the office and took a little vacation. I had been talking about going away for a bit but business had been good and I hated to miss out on sales while word of mouth was at its peak, but my head had been killing me for some time and I needed the break.
When I got back, I felt refreshed. More importantly there was no sign of Miss Maple. My inbox was crammed with requests for help and so I went back to it.
I didn’t know about the first murder until two years later. I hadn’t heard from the client, who was overdue for a recharge by quite some time, and I wanted to make sure I had all the correct contact information. After I hung up the phone in shock at the news, I quickly put it from my head, discounting it as bad luck for the fellow, and erased his file.
News of the next murder, and the one after that, followed much more quickly. By this point, I couldn’t deny that this was more than mere coincidence. It couldn’t have been the devices malfunctioning somehow, I reasoned, as the victims were all brutally stabbed to death and their units smashed to pieces.
When the fifth case came to my attention, I shut down the office and began to dismantle everything. No police had contacted me yet but I knew it would only be a matter of time.
Looking at what was left of the Machine hidden beneath the chair, I had a flash of my grandmother’s disapproval. Instead of taking it completely apart, I disconnected the sinister thing from its power sources and let it sit, inert and harmless in a snug box, before dropping it off with the older components back in my storage locker. Everything else was completely done away with—all the Deresonators and the trappings of my office. I even got rid of the lab coat. The money had all been transferred in pieces through various channels, so all I had to do was close out the main accounts and I was free.
Given how thorough I had been, how careful to conceal my tracks from clients and investigators alike, I have no earthly idea how she found me, but she did.
I was sitting on the deck of my newly purchased lakefront home, listening to herons call out as the numbing warmth of nearly half a magnum of red did its duty when she walked out of the evening gloom, knife in hand.
Falling out of my chair, I stumbled towards the railing, the phone half a house away. Miss Maple was barely recognizable and the stench roiling off of her was almost comically offensive. She didn’t lunge right away for me but instead just stood there, the dirty knife held firmly and unmoving in her hand. Her eyes wouldn’t focus on me as they darted all around. What little of her face I could see beyond the curtain of her matted hair turned a livid purple.
“They’re all around you,” she hissed before finally slashing out at me. I didn’t so much dodge as trip and she slammed into the railing, wheeling around and searching for me, batting away at the air and flailing her knife in seemingly erratic patterns.
“Please!” I begged in cowardice. “Whatever you want. Just please!” I had no idea what I was offering or what she wanted, save for my blood which I wasn’t quite ready to part with. Our clumsy dance continued for a few seconds before she was on top of me, the tip of the blade mere inches from my face.
“It doesn’t work!” she hissed. “It draws them near! Moths to a flame!”
I exhaled and the knife slid that much closer to me. In panic, my knee arched up and hit the softness of her stomach and there followed a mad tussle which I was convinced would mean the end of me. I shuddered at her hot breath against my cheek and then felt warm wetness between us. I hadn’t felt the sting of the blade despite anticipating it since the moment she appeared.
More seconds passed and there was no pain, save for the bruises where I had injured myself during the struggle. I dared to look up into her eyes and saw her features had shifted, eased. Pushing her away, I could see that the knife had indeed found a home, but not in me. She fell back against the railing, slumped and staring at me, as if for the first time.
“Moths…flittering, fluttering, flitter…” and then her face began to contort, and when it froze, finally, I looked upon the most terrible grimace I’ve seen on a human being. Miss Maple continued to bleed out, dripping red down onto the sands below. She bled out for some time.
The police and the ambulance came and went, statements were made, lies were easily told. I’m sure somewhere, someone was happy to close her file, but it wasn’t over for me.
You see, I can’t get those words out of my head. What did she mean by “moths?” She had to mean whatever it was the Machine made visible, but she was also clearly insane. Delusional, and not in the profitable way. She had killed all those people, all those clients of mine.
The very idea that my Deresonators somehow could draw the things closer... well it’s just the ravings of a broken woman, no? A woman terribly sick from long before I ever met her.
I haven’t been back to see the box with the dismantled Machine, not since I locked it all up. I can’t bring myself to discover if there is an ounce of truth in what that madwoman said. I can’t believe it because if she was right, then I have damned myself and who knows how many others. I attempt to comfort myself with the idea that she was just a miserable wretch, lost in her own head, a slave to her own madness. Anyone would agree.
But then, why won’t I turn my unit off and see for myself? Answer me that. Why am I so afraid that the battery will run out and I won’t have the backup ready in time? Why, when I close my eyes, do I see, not the comfort of darkness, but the brief shadows of something fluttering?
 




RESONATOR SUPERSTAR!
Anya Martin
“If you want to know all about Andy Warhol,
 just look at the surface of my paintings and films
 and me, there I am. There’s nothing behind it”
Andy Warhol (1968)
Curt clicked the keypad on the Macbook.
“Here goes nothing.”
Red strobe flash. 
Blue strobe flash.
Rapid bursts of white light. DiDi felt the heat from the strobes on her back.
The music cut in. A steady drone in a single repeated chord.
In the original performances of Andy Warhol’s infamous Exploding Plastic Inevitable, aka EPI, human hands would have had to switch on and off and maneuver each of the multiple lights, adjust the sound levels, run the 16mm projectors, but thanks to 21st century technology, Curt had developed a software program that executed it all with just one laptop tap, except for a live performance by the Velvet Underground, of course.
“Nothing comes of nothing, but you’ve really done something,” DiDi whispered as Curt leaned back and right towards her. Their chairs close already, he touched her hand, did that twisty thing with the thrift store ring he gave her last week. It wasn’t an engagement ring, but after six months since they first met in a Sergei Eisenstein class, and then bonded over a mutual appreciation of Brakhage, the usual dance of we’re-fucking-but-are-we-a-couple-or-not, to her, it represented a powerful symbol. Punctuated by Curt slipping his hand down to her knee, sliding it slowly underneath the hem of her black leather miniskirt. She liked that, too.
Blue strobe blinks. Yellow strobe flash.
The first projector flickered on, fade from black to grainy black and white close-up: pale hair in a ponytail, pussycat black eyeliner, full pouty lips. She looked down but then she smiled, maybe.
“You can really see in Nico’s face why they loved her and hated her,” DiDi whispered in Curt’s ear. But he put a finger to his lips. Why did she have to try so hard to be clever to impress him? She hated the times when she dared to do so spontaneously and he shut her down. Got to remember—less is more. Let him do the talking, listen, girl.
Yet, this time Curt might just be protecting her from derision. Every one of the fifty seats was occupied, but no one was speaking, not even whispers. Not like the cineplex. More like a Catholic congregation, except its members bridged jaded aging once-punks-now-art-scenesters with self-consciously-attired hipsters not born until a decade or more after the original shows took place. The on-screen diva was their Madonna, years before another pop star actually pretended to that name. Guttural deep bass line and cacophonous guitar jangle, intentionally uninspired drum beat, as camera focused on her profile—pensive, speaking, sighing. Fade to black and back. Out of focus, in focus, out, in. Panned out enough to see she was banging a tambourine with a maraca—keeping the dull beat but an untrained monkey could do that—perhaps that’s why she needed to dress like a Euro-Spy in black jumper and tight pants like she just stepped off the set of THE MAN FROM U.N.C.L.E. And finally the pan-out to the entire band, concentration, all serious intent on their instruments. The prophets of punk to come, the artists of anti-pop orchestrated by the King of Pop Art. At Nico’s feet, a blonde toddler rubbed his eyes, sleepy, then shaking another maraca with a randomness only a child can accomplish amidst the wall of sound surrounding him.
More fades to black, pans, shaky cam and the window into the Factory expanded and contracted. Intimate, not intimate. Rehearsal not performance. Performance not rehearsal. Shake, rattle, machine.
Lou’s ear peek-a-boo, his baby-cheek, DiDi wanted to stroke it—you could think he was just a cute-as-hell guitar player if not for the jarring metallica. Camera jerked from close-up to full rehearsal panorama. Sterling, she wanted to run her fingers through his hair. Why can’t the lens ever focus on Cale, who had become her favorite as she found out more and more about his forays into film? They looked almost just boys, so young—even Mo Tucker, in her pixie cut and striped shirt, could have stepped out of a Peanuts cartoon. Everyone but Nico in dark sunglasses, eyelessness. Always back to her maraca banging on the tambourine. The beat blondtastique. Mother but not a nurturer, radiating discipline, that maraca could come down on a wrist. What she said to Iggy: “Poison is the essence of the performer.”
A screech of feedback overwhelmed the incessant beat, scraped sonic burn over DiDi’s eardrums.
“Look carefully at Nico’s forehead,” Curt whispered in DiDi’s ear. It was OK when he wanted to share something. “How the camera technique makes it seem like her brow is vibrating as if something wanted to emerge from inside.”
“Her super-ego?” DiDi asks; surely his initiation of dialogue was an invitation for some humor.
“No, Andy was fascinated with the pineal gland—it’s kind of an evolutionary throwback but has been linked in rodent studies to the secretion of sexual hormones. It’s stimulated by darkness but light dampens the effect. It’s another thing Charley Tillinghast turned him onto.”
DiDi wanted to roll her eyes. Charley Tillinghast again. In all her reading about Warhol, all the interviews she’d watched on YouTube and DVD with Curt as he researched his thesis, nobody ever mentioned a Charley Tillinghast. Yet after meeting some roadie out in San Francisco, Curt seemed obsessed with him, like he was Andy’s right-hand man. Right hand jacking off man, maybe.
“So despite the implied sexuality of bondage and blowjobs in Andy’s films, the EPI is an antisexual experience?” DiDi posed, unable to hide her skepticism.
“No, baby, you don’t get it. It’s all about turning off the sex drive and turning it back on again, except super-fast. The ultimate frustration. Like me touching you and then removing my hand rapidly.”
He reached deep under her skirt now, touching her and then pulling out again, three times. Four.
“Stop it, or I’ll have to take you back to the loft now,” she said, giggling, forgiving him again.
“Point proven. Now shh, back to the movie,” he said.
Mirror shard sparkles swept across the screen. Disco wasn’t even a thing then—what would they have called the ball in the ‘60s? Just mirror ball? Didn’t matter. Pineal gland, sexual stimulation—Andy was all about the spectacle and the manipulation of his entourage. Sounded like typical Warhol BS. But Curt’s playful prods stimulated anticipation of later tonight, a post-performance performance—his success transforming into her pleasure. She lifted fingers to play with his blonde spiky hair. He looked to his side again, threw her a wink. Mission accomplished.
Two more projectors flickered on. When? That was the beauty of multimedia—the eyes, brain could not process it all, forced to make choices. On the left screen: the familiar images of Vinyl, which she’d viewed even in class. Gerard Malanga—all beatnik James Dean in white T—chest thrusting, elbows shaking, the punctuation of the crack of the whip, that guy in the suit laughing. Edie—big dark Boop eyes in tight little black dress—alternating between fashionably bored, puffing cigarette, and go-going without standing, like it was all just another hazy lazy day at The Factory.
Right screen: Beat incessant as Blowjob cuts in, head enraptured in receiving head and yet banal in its detachment from the act of pleasure looped over a half-hour. Curt had told DiDi that Andy varied which of his films showed up in the EPI like a mixtape which also included Bitch, Restaurant, Eat, etc., all his vignettes of the everyday human act or emotion stripped to monotone.
Green strobe—triple flash. Purple strobe—swam slow across the screens and flashed out.
“Lou used to wear sunglasses so he wouldn’t be blinded by the strobes,” Curt whispered in DiDi’s ear.
She didn’t quip back this time, remembering his last hush—repeating to herself, “less is more.” She lamented that when it came to the EPI, at least a half-hour more. She loved the Velvets, but compared to sex later, or maybe he was right about the repetitive display stimulating her pineal gland. Whatever the cause, the whole production now chafed her eyes and ears like fingernails on a chalkboard.
A shadow of a girl dancing now projected high across Malanga’s rattling body and above the screen onto the white wall behind. DiDi never saw the girl up until then nor saw anyone stand up from the crowd. Not even to slip out the back to the restroom.
At first she was just a wavy shape in a glossy sleeveless aluminum minidress, skinny but curvy at the same time—pale spidery arms and spellbound hands, twisting hips nurtured on Fats Domino down long model legs to shiny white boots of leather with solid heels—were there any other kind of boots in the ‘60s? She could have been part of the film except for the shadow she cast across Gerard Malanga, shifting the remaining light of the projector to Edie’s perfunctory chair dancing.
Edie. The girl looked like Edie. Not just looked. Could have been her long lost twin, up to her blonde bob, her darkly lined eyes, the eyebrows so smooth they seemed like lipstick.
Curt withdrew his hand fully from DiDi’s leg, leaned in.
DiDi dropped her hand from his hair.
“Who’s that? You didn’t tell me you’d hired a go-go dancer. Good job though, spittin’ image hair, eyes, clothes, she could be Edie’s twin.”
“I didn’t hire anyone.”
Gerard Malanga cracked whip onscreen behind proto-Edie.
“Well, she looks great, but I thought you didn’t want any performers for this first run.”
“If I pull her offstage, it’ll disrupt the show. She’s really good, obviously practiced on real footage. Makes it more like the real thing.”
DiDi thought of Coca-Cola. Hadn’t Andy painted Coke bottles like he did soup cans? Still, she didn’t like the way Curt was watching the girl. The abrupt shift from affection to distance. What audacity to just jump up and start dancing, and yet exactly in synch with the exhibitionism that Andy had encouraged among his Factory groupies, feeding his and their addiction to fame. Still, DiDi had to admit the gal was good, especially since the footage was so damned obscure. One had to do some serious googling to put together any concept of the EPI and none of the YouTube footage was in any way really evocative given the light displays and the multiple streams of film that combined spontaneously for each performance, the fact that there were relatively few shows to begin with. This was one dedicated fangirl.
As the projector and strobe lights hit cosplay-Edie’s body, which she grooved almost gear-like now from screen to screen, the dress glowed in different colors and DiDi thought she saw images, too, as film hit fabric—weird damage to the footage that wasn’t visible on the screens. Squiggly lines and x’s—marks the spot, marks no spot—letters she didn’t recognize, Runic symbols perhaps. Then a man’s face, each lens of a pair of dark glasses reflected on a breast, thick long hair spreading out into her arms—must be some mirage caused by the fabric itself or was this face sewn into her dress? She wanted to ask Curt if he saw a face in the dress. His eyes were still locked on the dancing girl, no, transfixed—had he taken some drug before the show and not told her? No, its success was too important to him—the culmination of his master’s thesis, three years of intense research.
DiDi tried to turn Curt’s head slightly with one hand, but he shrugged her off, shook his head.
Looking back at the dancer, DiDi almost jumped in her chair. Two red glows through the glasses right where her nipples should be. Eyes. Just above and perfectly centered was a third eye or at least a flesh-colored oval that resembled an eye inside a three-fingered hand. She thought back to Curt’s description of the pineal gland. Was that it?
She shut her eyes, reopened. Just a girl in a silver dress go-go dancing. Was the effect of the EPI not just hypnotic, but hallucinatory? She recalled a previous animated speech Curt had given her about the EPI being able to induce a trancelike state, that Warhol took part of his inspiration from Heliczer’s Rites of the Dream Weapon which sought to reduce the audience to lab-rats. Had she fallen for the experiment or maybe just fallen asleep, perchance to dream?
The center VU rehearsal film closed with the no longer unexpected arrival of the police responding to a sound complaint. One could empathize with a Factory neighbor, DiDi thought. Eventually the earworm would be too much. One might even long for an out-of-tune clarinet for variety. The two other reels pattered off into silence, the strobes continued to blink for a few minutes, a trickle out of the incessant sound and then quiet.
As the lights rose, the crowd clapped but did not rise. DiDi didn’t expect they would—not the kind of crowd that gave standing ovations.
Edie’s lookalike had vanished and yet DiDi never saw her leave the stage area. Hopefully she left the building like the proverbial Elvis and would offer no further visual stimuli to her boyfriend’s penis or pineal gland.
DiDi again tried to give Curt a peck on the cheek as he rose, but once more he seemed oblivious to her gesture. As he walked to the front, she saw him scanning the crowd. He was looking for that girl.
“Thanks, everyone, for attending the grand premiere of this recreation of Andy Warhol’s Exploding Plastic Inevitable. Thanks again to my landlord the Mattress Factory Lofts for allowing me to use their clubhouse studio in the basement. Sorry, we couldn’t book the Velvet Underground to accompany.”
Curt paused for a trickle of ironic laughter to cycle through the audience, then spoke again: “But this should give you some idea of what audiences would have experienced back in 1967. Underground film was as key an influence on the Velvets’ sound as rock or experimental jazz. John Cale had been hanging around with filmmakers like Jack Smith and Ron Rice, through his association with La Monte Young’s Theatre of Eternal Music. Even before hooking up with Warhol, Lou, John, Sterling and Angus MacLise had provided music for Piero Heliczer’s multimedia presentations at the FilmMaker’s Cinematheque. So when Andy, who by this time, had rejected art as his vocation, stepped forward to be their manager, they were not just open but enthusiastic to embrace his multisensory approach to performance. Keep in mind, folks, this was before the big light and prop shows that characterized arena shows in the 70s and 80s, a much more orchestrated type of spectacle. Each performance was different, and the EPI program I have developed takes all these elements and remixes them to mimic the same sense of spontaneity that would have occurred at the original shows. Any questions?”
An earnest-looking young woman with long straight red hair in a black turtleneck and jeans raised her hand.
“You use the word spontaneity, but weren’t John and Lou really about repetition, following the lead of Cale’s work with La Monte Young in his Dream House Ensemble?”
“Yeah, that’s true but each show used different footage and effects to achieve the same effect of repetition.” DiDi detected an edge in Curt’s reply; she knew he hated restating what he thought was obvious. “Next?”
A bald older man with an obviously dyed black goatee and a British accent: “Andy always had a name for everything he did—a label even for the mundane. So have you got a name for your software program—it’s not just EPI, I do hope?”
“I was going to call it the Transformer, after Lou’s seminal album about his experience with Andy and The Factory, but in the end, I settled on the Resonator, after  Charley Tillinghast’s nickname for the whole sensory experience. Question for the audience to see how well you know your Factory players—who’s Charley Tillinghast?”
Whispering first, then blinking on of smartphones. Furious googling.
“I know,” a female voice said softly from the back.
DiDi looked to her right. Sure enough, it was the Edie lookalike. Her head tilted down, eyes to the floor.
“T-I-L-L-I-N-G-H-A-S-T.”
Proto-Edie rattled off the letters machine-gun rapid face up, coy half-smile, nodded, dropped her head down again.
Weird that she spelled the name rather than answering the question. Surely Curt would think so, too. Instead, he clapped his hands.
“Very good!”
Sheesh, DiDi groaned silently.
“Now can anyone tell me who Charley Tillinghast is?”
Quiet fell back over the audience until proto-Edie lifted her hand.
“Charley Tillinghast helped Andy develop the EPI and ran the projectors.”
“Hey, wait, how come we’ve never heard of him then?” A silver-haired woman in angular purple glasses asked.
Proto-Edie’s eyes focused back on the floor, and she shuffled her feet back and forth. Was she still slowly dancing? Clearly she had reached the limit of what she was going to share.
When she didn’t respond, Curt went ahead:
“When I was researching the EPI out in Frisco, I was able to track down one of the extra light guys who worked for promoter Bill Graham when he booked the EPI at the Fillmore West. As I’m sure all of you know, he pulled it after two nights. Official story was that Graham didn’t like the VU’s sound, but after a few drinks, this guy told me about Charley and how Charley was supposed to do something special during the show—some extra effect, he didn’t know what it was—only it didn’t work. And then on top of things, one of the dancers disappeared. Andy arranged for an extra show, a rehearsal with just the visuals and tapes of the band. After that, the guy never saw Charley again, nobody did. He was genuinely spooked. I mean looking behind to make sure no one was watching. There’s no public record of Andy even saying Tillinghast’s name before or after. Like he never existed. Should be one of the great mysteries of rock history. More questions?
“If Andy never mentioned Tillinghast, how do you know that dude wasn’t just pulling your leg?” asked a lean kid in Lou Reed T-shirt and jeans. DiDi smiled—right on, kid. She loved Curt, at least she thought she did, but sometimes he could be as pretentious as Warhol. He wasn’t going to bring up the pineal gland, was he?
“I have to admit I was skeptical, but as I started doing my research on the EPI shows, I noticed there was a distinct difference between all shows leading up to the Fillmore and the ones after. So when I developed the program, I only used the shows before and including the Fillmore to generate the variations from the light and sound effects to what’s onscreen. In a way, it doesn’t matter if there was a Charley Tillinghast or not.”
DiDi was disappointed when a black woman in a red leather jacket followed up with a routine question about Mary Woronov. Her mind rewound back to Charley going on about Tillinghast for hours after coming back from San Francisco, but she had to admit she had the same thought. Except suddenly this Edie-cosplay-chick knew who Tillinghast was, could spell his name. If Curt could find some hard evidence, he was set for his own place in rock history.
The Q&A continued for another 15 minutes. More questions about the relationship between Lou Reed and Nico, technical intricacies about the Resonator’s functionality, and underground filmmakers who might have influenced the EPI. Proto-Edie had retreated from the main seating area and was now cross-legged on the floor near the door, like a wind-up doll whose performance had stopped until someone twisted the key in her back. DiDi didn’t like to think she was waiting for Curt, but if proto-Edie was a music box, she was sure that was the tune that would play—repeating like one of the tape loops of the EPI. Every bit of insecurity as to whether she and Curt actually were a couple ate back into her, and she hated herself for it.
As the audience rose and began to disperse, DiDi beelined to head Curt off.
“Well, that went pretty fucking amazing, don’t ya think?” she asked him.
“Yeah, it was,” he nodded, shouldering past her. Before she could spin around, he was already bent down and talking to that girl—and then helping her up.
People pushed past her, some pausing to say something congratulatory about Curt’s accomplishment tonight—friends and neighbors and teachers who clearly considered them a couple. DiDi pushed down her anger and jealousy to make polite small talk. Then when the room had finally emptied, she saw with relief that Curt and that girl at least had not left together. He wouldn’t have abandoned his laptop, his equipment. She should have known that.
The two were sitting, facing each other on the leopard print couch at the back of the room. Curt was doing his usual, a soliloquy bound to impress, probably combining his knowledge of Warhol, the VU, his efforts to accurately recreate the EPI, and how it related to his master’s thesis on the use of repetition in picture and sound in underground avant-garde film in the 1960s.
When DiDi approached, he broke away, enthusiastically declaring: “DiDi, meet Hester Tillinghast! Guess what, she’s Charley’s granddaughter. Who could have imagined that?!  And she’s going to show me some of her grandfather’s notes. I was right about the pineal gland. Charley was a medical scientist at MIT before he hooked up with Andy. Isn’t that fucking amazing? DiDi, can you be a doll and run up to your loft and grab us some beers?”
“Sure,” DiDi nodded, not knowing how to react to this latest torrent of info-dump. Hester nodded, same polite but disinterested half-smile as earlier. Something in her eyes, a mix of everything and nothing all at once, made DiDi wonder if she’d ever said a word, other than what she said to the audience, maybe her name. As if Curt had made up everything he had just told her, or he’d learned it some other way than speech. But if Hester communicated through some kind of mental Star Trekkie brainy pineal method, she wasn’t talking that way to DiDi.
DiDi found herself walking to the exit—as if Hester had dismissed her with that odd nondescript glance, more than Curt’s request for beer. DiDi looked back from the doorway. Curt was still talking in monologue, but now he and Hester were holding hands. He had leaned in closer. DiDi didn’t exist anymore, only Hester.
No, wait. Curt was looking at her. He’d realized she was watching, and the glare in his eyes was meaner than any she had ever seen from him.
DiDi rushed out the door now, pushing back tears. She ran for the elevator, punched the button like a trigger. It opened right away. Good, empty. It was past midnight, but in a building like this—full of artists and students—people kept all hours.
A few minutes later, she was in her loft. She slammed the door, threw the keys hard onto the concrete floor, making Trier, her Siamese cat who had been walking up to greet her, jump instead and run behind the sofa. She scooped up a pile of Curt’s books and papers off the couch and hurled them in the air until they rained down across the floor. He didn’t live with her, but lately he’d been there almost every night, studying and sleeping on her futon. Guess he wouldn’t be doing that again. She ought to throw them all out in the hall.
What was she going to do? Was she going to just leave them alone to commune about Hester’s grandfather’s research on the pineal gland and test it all out with his penis? No way could she compete with Charley Tillinghast’s granddaughter.
Trier had reemerged and was now meowing loudly from the pile of paper at her feet. She patted her lap to signal it was OK to jump up, but instead he just stood there.
“Silly cat,” she muttered, reaching down to scoop him up. As she leaned over, she saw the word “Tillinghast” in Curt’s messy handwriting on a piece of notebook paper and a rudely drawn diagram of a face with an arm-like protrusion extending out of its forehead and culminating in the three-fingered third eye thing she had seen on proto-Edie’s chest.
She picked up the page, stroking Trier’s back with her other hand, eliciting loud purring. She read further. “The pineal gland is stimulated by darkness.” OK, that’s what Curt told her. “But rapid bursts of light and sound in the right combination can create a tension that awakens the gland to a new level of sexual arousal and release that opens a door to a higher consciousness, that frees the ID. Andy Warhol wanted to be not just a leader in the world of pop culture, but a deity.”
DiDi bent down to search for more notes, annoying Trier again, who disappeared to the kitchenette area after not getting the attention he wanted. His food bowl was probably empty, but it would have to wait. Ah, there, another drawing, men in robes, names next to each—Tillinghast, Warhol. Dollar signs next to Warhol’s name. Did he pay Tillinghast to open the door for him, but somehow Tillinghast ended up going through instead?
OK, so maybe Tillinghast was the face she saw in Hester’s body. Was Hester the missing dancer? But then she couldn’t be his granddaughter? Or Edie? Edie didn’t die until 1971. Something wasn’t right. No, nothing was right? Did Curt have another plan for tonight? Or did he unwittingly open that door? Did she need to go back and...save him?
When DiDi got back down to the studio, the lights of the mirror ball were spinning, the colored strobes flashing but sleepily compared to the performance earlier. The repetitious beat of the VU throbbed loudly, but the groans permeated the wall of sound.
The two copulating bodies pulsed, rather than pummeled in and out of each other. Slow, the slowest she had ever seen. Their surfaces shiny, their skin seemed glazed over with a sheen beyond sweaty sex. They weren’t connected just at the groin but at their heads, about a foot apart, tendrils intertwined and groping, massaging. The pineal gland had awakened not just metaphorically but physically.
“Curt!” DiDi yelled and ran towards them.
She pulled at Curt’s shoulder, but as she touched it, her hand slid rather than gripped. His skin was slippery, no flesh to cling to—not rubbery plastic but hard plastic like a Barbie doll or in his case a Ken. She touched Hester’s arm—also stiff, no give.
Neither showed any sign of recognizing her presence—as if she was invisible to them—just one conjoined blob. DiDi bent over to scan for any sign of life in Curt’s eyes, then Hester’s eyes. Both were rolled back, all white cornea, empty.
“Curt!” she yelled again, louder, top of her lungs.
Nothing.
Comes of nothing.
DiDi pushed against both again, trying to pry them apart by sheer force. No movement. They were soldered firm—locked at the head and at the groin, their shadow blocking Nico’s emotionless onscreen visage, framed by Gerard dodging the whip on one side, male head appreciating head on the other.
Only one thing she could think of to free Curt—send Hester or Edie or whoever this Factory-manufactured doll was back into the whatever dimensional, ID or Super-Ego doorway the EPI had opened. She had to shut off the Resonator.
DiDi ran back behind the rows of now empty folding chairs to find Curt’s laptop, hitting the keyboard harder than she needed to wake it up. Now where was the icon? Damn, nothing called Exploding Plastic Inevitable, EPI, Warhol, Velvet Underground, anything that could be. Wait, in the far right hand corner was a folder called Resonator.
She clicked it open and saw the .exe file pulsating, clicked on it. A screen opened with rows of graphic frequencies, but how to stop it? Wait! She saw an icon for red strobe. She dragged it to the trash-bin. The red strobe blinked out. Then the blue, the green, the yellow. The light was now reduced to the spinning mirror ball. But that was still flashing light, the trigger for the pineal.
The music picked up in speed, and along with it Curt and Hester’s coital undulation. Heads jerking, bodies jerking. From bare touch to Arriba, Arriba, Andale, Arriba! Speedy Gonzales cartoon fast.
Fuck, what icon would turn the music off? She started clicking on them all, dragging every icon she could see into the trash bin, then the entire folder. With each drag, something did shut down, elements of the sound, a bang of drum, a drone of bass, a bar of guitar, Gerard faded to black, no more head, the mirror ball and lastly the VU themselves.
Curt and Hester’s bodies ripped apart, backwards, the tendrils of the pineal gland pulling back into their heads.
DiDi breathed a sigh of relief, started to run up to Curt’s side, to tell him he was safe. Safe with her.
But then the sound started to rise again, the strobes switched back on, the mirror ball, the projectors. Color everywhere now, not just at the front, the stage. How was this happening? She’d turned off the Resonator—did it no longer need the machine?
A beam of red crossed her arm like a blood stain.
Blue on her fingers.
Light so bright it blinded her. She needed to get to Curt, drag him out of here, away from Hester, away from the inevitable whatever was going to happen. But all she could see were flashing rainbow colors.
She remembered what Curt said. Lou Reed used to wear sunglasses because...
She didn’t have any sunglasses. She closed her eyes.
Somehow, feeling like a blind woman using the seatbacks to guide her, she made it to the screens. She kicked where the bodies should have been hidden by the lights, but her shoe found nothing.
She opened her eyes and found the lights faded back, the center screen visible again. No Nico, No VU, no kid with maraca. Just Curt in a white T-shirt and black leather jacket, dancing, all elbows, the crack of the whip. To the side, Hester smoking and go-going in her seat. Ultimate voyeur. Their pineal glands extending out from their foreheads in a dance of their own.
Hester smiled, winked, laughed.
No, the laughter came from the man in the suit. The camera panned in until Curt and Hester were no longer visible. Just the close-up on his face. Laughing.
The same face DiDi saw in Hester’s dress.
From the middle of his forehead a long tendril shot out like a torpedo from a submarine.
She tried to duck but there wasn’t time, felt her own pineal gland emerge from her forehead to meet it. And then the pull as her body entered the screen. And as she entered, she sensed his gland letting go and his body exiting.
DiDi wanted to scream, but she couldn’t help but laugh as the whip cracked.
 




THE WIZARD OF OK
Scott Nicolay
“Yet shalt thou not be therein,
 for thou shalt be forgotten, dust lost in dust.”
Aleister Crowley, Liber Cheth vel Vallum Abiegni
“You’re the bone machine.”
The Pixies, Bone Machine
Perdy could have slept longer if the kid didn’t keep whining. “Mommy I’m scared, Mommy I’m scared,” and he tugged the torn black lace of her sleeve as if to drag her off the couch. The Jim Beam bottle slipped from the crook of her arm and clunked on the carpet. She could tell it was empty from the sound it made as it rolled away down the tilted, buckling floor to carom off the living room wall. All hollow, no slosh. Fuck.
The kid woke her, only she knew without opening her eyes that the kid was not there. The kid was gone. He tugged on her sleeve and the bottle fell, but he was gone. Except he didn’t want to stay that way. Perdy didn’t want to think about the kid. She didn’t want to think at all. She only wanted to sleep and she wished the kid would let her.
She heard the Wizard of Oklahoma in the next room, fucking around with his grimoires and his quantum-sigil-projector or whatever it was, his “Device.” Not that his efforts would be worth anything. She knew he couldn’t bring them back, that he had punched them a one-way ticket. All the king’s horses. Then again, he might not be totally wasting his time. Maybe his next cosmic mega-fuckup would put them out of their misery altogether. And that would probably be a good thing. Anything was better than this. Anything was better than thinking about the kid. Anything was better than whatever was outside. But without electricity, she didn’t see how he was going to do shit. The device hung from the ceiling, dead as his dick. Maybe if he had actually finished college he would’ve been smart enough to buy a generator for all his fancy electronics. Asshole.
Perdy wanted to go back to sleep, but the Wizard was making too much noise, cussing and slamming tools. Probably on purpose, just to piss her off. Meanwhile, her head shouted burst blood vessel—if only she were so lucky—and she knew there was no more booze. No more crystal or Vicodin either. That supply had been gone for days. Smokes was all. But hell, the Big C was the least of her worries now.
She shuffled into the reeking bathroom with its mounded, unflushable toilet. Even the minimal changes in cranial pressure that came with each step blasted sheets of black lightning through her skull. She held her breath against the stink long enough to poke in the medicine cabinet, found the rattling dregs of a bottle of 200 mg Ibuprofens, stumbled gasping into the hall.
She carried the little jar into the kitchen, downed what was left with a glass of warm OJ from the dead fridge, and sparked a bent Newport from the last crushed pack in the waistband of her skirt. She leaned against the fridge with her head back until first the nic and then the pills began to kick in, and when she felt ready to move again she staggered toward the room where Connor was up to whatever he was up to, steadying herself against the wall with one hand. Useless, whatever he was doing. He had fucked them well and truly, him and his Psychic TV-Aleister Crowley-Chaos Magick bullshit. Only the sad thing was it wasn’t all bullshit. One look out the window would show her that Connor really did know some magic, some serious fucking magic, with or without the “k.” Seriously fucked-up magic, that is. Magic he had seriously fucked up and in the process fucked them all. Especially the kid. But Perdy didn’t want to look out the window. She’d seen enough of that. Once was more than enough.
She thought of an old joke: What do a hurricane, a tornado, and a redneck divorce have in common? Answer: Someone’s gonna lose a trailer. Well, the trailer was lost, and they were lost with it. Only it hadn’t landed on any witch, there weren’t any ruby slippers, and no one was going home. Game fucking over. It wasn’t fair, it’s not like she’d married the guy or anything. She’d only been with him a few weeks. But then what in her life had ever been fair?
Especially wasn’t fair to the kid. They met Connor AKA The Wizard AKA St Mortuus at the Flaming Lips’ Zombie March in Oklahoma City, and the Zombie March had been the one thing the kid had actually wanted to do together with her. They even had a rare mother-son moment when she was making him up into a little kid zombie, all white face cream and fake blood.
And the kid had been a hit, people snapping his pics with their phones and saying, “Whoa, check out the little zombie dude!” This kind of attention was new for him and he ate it up in his awkward way, but when they called him cute, he growled and said, “I’m not cute! I’ll eat your brains!” Which of course just made him cuter.
Then Mortuus had come along, 6’2” of lanky Okie zombie, black Wranglers and black cowboy boots and black leather vest over ghost-white arms, full-sleeve tats showing through the makeup. Cheap black vented cowboy hat, shirt open to show latex and TP edged gashes down his chest, fake exposed ribs with fake dark blood congealing between. Dirty blond hair past his shoulders and a narrow ass she knew would be bone-hard. She wanted to grab that butt from the get-go, oh yes.
He told the kid how sca-a-ary he looked and won him straight over. Of course he had Perdy before he opened his mouth, and she could tell he knew it. Like that wasn’t always her problem. He told them how to say his bullshit made-up name. He pronounced the first part “est” not “saint,” only Perdy didn’t give a shit anymore since she’d seen his driver’s license and the name on that was Connor Goodman. But then Perdita wasn’t her given name either. Fuck him anyway. And then he said he was some kind of wizard, how he had powers, how he was combining “magick” and technology. Told her how he had some good crystal, too. Crystal, not some crystal ball—although he had one of those, too. She’d gone home with him that night, the kid in tow, and after the kid conked out they’d hit the pipe and fucked till they fell out of bed and kept going into the hall, the kid out cold on the sofa. The whole time still in their zombie makeup, faces gangrenous, flat slats of the pig bone he glued on for ribs popping off on her back and stomach as he humped away. Too bad it turned out that kind of energy was not typical for him.
Mortuus had a rundown singlewide in Valley Brook, south of town. She knew the area, had danced in a strip joint nearby for a while, quit because there was no one to watch the kid while she was grinding out eagles in her purple sequined g-string. She was more serious about her maternal responsibilities then.
They didn’t go back to her apartment except to pick up her clothes and shit and some of the kid’s toys that he was whining for. Beat two months’ rent. Tough on the landlord: you snooze, you lose. She slept in the back bedroom with Mortuus and the kid slept on the couch. There was a master bedroom, but it belonged to the Device. She wasn’t allowed in there, let alone the kid, and at first she thought he was hiding a meth lab, which would have been cool with her. Totally cool.
But it only took a couple days for him to start bragging to her about the machine. “The Device.” After that he wouldn’t shut up about it. He went on and on about how long he’d worked on this thing, stealing components for it the whole time he’d been in college. And he talked about hells. Asian hells and Judaeo-Christian hells. Only hells were really other universes or other dimensions or something. That was the part other people hadn’t understood about magic for centuries. But he did. He called the hells branes, other branes, said there were lots of them (B-R-A-N-E-S—not brains like zombies eat—he had to spell it out like she was stupid on top of her other issues). The Device was supposed to create openings to other branes, let him communicate with whatever it was that lived there. “Inorganic entities,” he called them. The Device was supposed to allow him to control the inorganic entities. Obviously, that part needed work.
There was a kind of wired-up metal cap he claimed helped him tune into the quantum activity of his brain (regular B-R-A-I-N), and lasers that were supposed to convert this activity into sigils and project them all the fuck over the walls. A sigil was a magical formula reduced to letters and then the letters were combined into symbols. She knew this, but he went on about it anyway. He said he used them to focus his will. That was something else he was big on: will. “Do what thou wilt,” he was always saying. This was more Crowley crap. She recognized it from her old crowd, as far back as high school. A Crowley-spouting tinfoil-hat-wearer. But she’d done worse before. Or so she thought.
According to the Wizard, the quantum component was the main thing magicians and wizards and shamans had been missing about magic for thousands of years. But he almost had it down: big things were coming, blah, blah, blah...she usually zoned out around this point.
Tube lights like for Christmas made a circle on the floor, three overlapping pentagrams painted inside. The Device itself came down from the ceiling like a submarine periscope, club lasers clamped to the sides, wires running all over and back up through the roof. The whole thing was linked to a laptop that sat on a cheap metal folding chair in the center of the circle. The lasers reminded her of Bonerz, the club where she’d been a dancer. All the Device room was missing was a crotch-light and a smoke machine.
She’d known Wiccans and even Satanists among the Goths she’d run with at Del City High before she got pregnant and dropped out, before she began her romance with crystal. But none of this sounded much like anything she’d ever heard from any of her old crowd. The Wizard was a dropout, too, but from OU, a bona fide Sooner, if only for just a little over two years. Double major in physics and religious studies, which helped explain The Device. She remembered back in the day one of her friends telling her that Edison built a machine to communicate with the dead. She supposed this wasn’t so different. Only Edison wasn’t a loser. Wasn’t any dropout either.
She should have known right off Mortuus was only interested in the kid.
Not in a pervert pedo way. She’s not the best mother in the world—not even close—but she thinks she could’ve spotted that early on. She’s had her own experiences, after all. No, this was something even creepier.
After the first couple days with Mortuus she just kind of drifted. He didn’t have a lot of crystal, but he usually had enough to keep her quiet. There was whiskey, too, when she wanted to come down a little. Sometimes they fucked, but after the first few days, he didn’t show much interest, and when she tried to initiate things, neither he nor little Mortuus responded. He mostly messed around with his machine while she hugged the pipe. The kid did whatever: watched TV, played outside in the dirt, who the fuck cared. Perdy didn’t have to work, which was cool, but Mortuus didn’t seem to work either. Every now and then he went out for more crystal, booze, electronics, even a few groceries. He never took her or the kid.
She was aware that he didn’t get high as much as her. He pretty much ignored her. Her spider-sense was tingling, only it was telling her she was the one in the web. Her and the kid. But spider-sense was easy to silence. The pipe or the bottle did it fine.
One night about three weeks after Perdy moved in, the tide of bourbon and Vicodin she was sailing withdrew and beached her on the shore of her own bleak existence. Right off she got hung up thinking about her dad, the kid’s dad, the others, all the things they’d done to her. She needed a boost and there was no more crystal.
She wandered across the trailer, wanting to ask Mortuus, Connor, whatever, to make a run. She knew he was in the Device room because she could hear his voice. And another voice with it, probably the radio. Like he was ripped and talking back to Frito on KJ103 or something. Fucking fail. She realized then she hated him, but right now she didn’t care as long as he could hook her up with some fresh gak.
The door was closed, but she tried it anyway. Unlocked. There were lights inside, pretty, like Christmas, only maybe Christmas in Hell.
The Device spun as she watched, rising and falling in calliope rhythm, lasers painting sigils up and down the walls, on the ceiling—everywhere beyond the lit circle on the floor. A thousand brilliant zigzag hieroglyphs in red and blue and green sprang up and faded in seconds, scoring her retina with intricate afterimages, floating black tangles that each crisscrossed the next batch of sigils until her vision was streaked with black cobwebs and dead spots and she felt half-blind and dizzy.
St Mortuus sat in the center of the circle, crosslegged and naked, tapping the laptop with his back toward the door. Vertebrae stuck out in stark bumps from his shoulders to his ass crack. A lizard’s back. He faced the far wall, the one whose only window he’d covered with tar paper and duct tape. Only there was no window now, no wall either, only a huge whirling circle of darkness. First Perdy thought the darkness was smoke. But where was the fire then? Somehow the edges of the circle looked wider than the wall, and the absolute nothing in its center seemed way too deep. No light where the lasers struck it. Freaky.
Before she could say shit, the bulky clot of shadow exploded across the circle, ploughing over Mortuus and wrapping her in black. It gave her no chance to dodge. An acrid oiliness stuffed her nostrils, the stink of tire fires, of dog shit on pavement on a hot summer day. She gagged and fell to one knee. Something spoke in what was no more a voice than bubbles bursting from toxic mud. Said her name. Greasy laugh. Said the kid’s name. Laughed again. Then the kid’s own voice called from the suffocating cloud that enveloped her: “Mommy!” A second cry choked off, and the darkness passed. The choking stink was gone, at least mostly. Perdy staggered toward the edge of the lighted circle and Mortuus.
The Wizard had fallen, but he was back on his knees. He turned toward her, cursing and waving frantically, yelling at her to back off, to stay outside the circle, leave the room. She decided to cross it anyway just to fuck with him. Before she could the whole trailer lurched, and then everything tilted and spun counter-clockwise. She just had time to think: “Twister!”, and how she’d lived her whole life in OK and never been in one, when she tumbled forward and her head struck the doorframe. Hard. That was it for a while.
Perdy woke where she’d fallen in the doorway of the Device room, face pressed into a drool-sodden patch of the filthy carpet, hair stiff with dried blood. That bastard Connor could’ve moved her to the bed or the couch or something, but no. She got to her feet, which was trickier than it should’ve been. Her head throbbed, the floor was humped and buckled, and the whole trailer tilted toward the Device room. Jagged boards stuck through the living room carpet, and in the kitchen the doors of the cabinets hung open all crazy, whole and broken dishes mingling on the floor with uprooted linoleum tiles like shed scales of an enormous reptile.
The light was wrong: cold, gray, directionless. What time was it? How long had she been out?
Perdy looked for the kid. He wasn’t on the couch. Not in the bedroom or the kitchen or the bathroom or any of the closets or the Device room. Obviously wasn’t in the living room. She even checked the cabinets. Nothing. Asked the Wizard, who just shrugged, wouldn’t say anything, wouldn’t meet her eyes, just stood staring with his face through the part in the curtains of the living room picture window. She finally said, “So what the fuck are you lookin’ at anyway?” and shoved in beside him. And then she knew the kid was really gone—and so were they. So was everything. Gone, gone, gone. The other crappy trailers in the crappy trailer park, the bleak but familiar red earth of Oklahoma...a landscape even more desolate had replaced it all, a monochrome expanse of quicksilver dunes rolling away to the edges of sight in every direction, pocked only by isolate scatters of wreckage: some unidentifiable and corroded farm machinery here—a hay-baler? A gap-toothed windmill there, seriously old school, hanging motionless with three blades gone from its upper half. An ancient upside-down Ford, Model A or B or whatever, tires sagging, a big dead turtle. Turtle? Tortoise? Further off, what she took for the half-collapsed remains of an old sod house, the grass on its sunken roof shriveled and brown. Other, less identifiable structures pimpled the distance. The sky was a raging emptiness that hurt her eyes just to look at, pained her plain old B-R-A-I-N to ponder. There was no horizon—except sometimes there was: a lifeless oscilloscope line that flickered, faded, reappeared, faded.
She thought about going outside to look for the kid. It wasn’t her first thought, but she gave herself credit for at least getting to it while she was still at the window, before she saw the thing, before she hit the bottle, hit it hard. She even said to Mortuus: “He’s out there. We’ve got to go look for him!” The Wizard wouldn’t face her, just laughed a humorless laugh, flat as the light. “Are you blind? Do you see this shit? He ain’t comin’ back, bitch. Deal.” And before she could respond, there it was, rising from the dust.
After that Perdy didn’t look out the windows at all as she moved through the bowed and sagging trailer, head throbbing. She didn’t need to look, didn’t want to, and she had long since closed the curtains as tight as she could over all of them. Even still, she knew that thing was out there, slithering and burrowing through the dunes. She could hear it. The sound never fully left no matter how far off it withdrew, but most of the time she just felt it, a quivering wrongness down her spine, mix of nails over a blackboard, whacking her funny bone, biting a fork, the effect preceding and heralding the cause. It rose and fell with the variable drone of cicadas on the hottest day of the 17th summer. Bad enough, but even more she dreaded its scream, when it would come again. That was the worst, the blank electrical howl that violated all her senses, filling her nostrils with feces and ozone, her mouth with the awful sweetness of brain-corroding lead...and underneath it all, faintly, the kid’s voice, calling.
She had seen it that first time as she peered through the curtains next to Mortuus, and that had been enough. It began as a flowing disturbance beneath the dust. Then a vast, rifled serpentine trunk rose in low, hollow arcs from the dead platinum dunes, before it dove back down and the silver-gray powder closed around it smooth as biscuit gravy, the plain kind without sausage. It stretched for miles.
Then she hit the booze, which was the strongest stuff they had left. First the Comfort, then the generic store brand vodka to kill the hangover. Last the two bottles of Beam, one after the other, no break.
The kid would come back when her guard was down, and she couldn’t deny a part of her was glad of the company. Perdy had never thought she would miss him, but she did. A surprise, but then the last few days had been full of surprises, hadn’t they? Still, his visits drove her harder into the bottle, right up until there wasn’t any bottle to ride anymore.
As wasted as she got, she could not blank out the obvious recognition that Mortuus had hooked up with her to get at the kid, that she had known it almost from the start. He had used the kid as some kind of offering. To what exactly, she didn’t know. An inorganic entity. Apparently the kid hadn’t been enough so it had taken them, too. Taken the whole trailer. She couldn’t imagine why it wanted the piece of shit. Or Mortuus. Or her. They were all pieces of shit.
It came to her that the Device room was set up backward. Or inside out. Back in her goth days, after she and her friends had graduated from Ouija boards, they had made their own attempts to invoke “unclean spirits,” even the devil himself, using ceremonies they got from books and the Internet. Those had always involved standing outside the circle and planning for the demon or whatever to appear inside where it was supposed to be trapped. Not that they’d ever had any success—but she knew how the setup was supposed to look.
So Mortuus had planned all along to offer the kid, probably had the same thing in mind for her. Now here she was, screwed, blued, and tattooed—literally yes, in ways way beyond her tramp stamp and her spiderweb sleeves and the Nick Cave lyrics about some kind of path that spanned her shoulders in $75 an hour calligraphy, framed by little black bat wings.
And had Perdy told herself Mortuus was the one, that “you” who was going to walk down the path beside her? Oh yeah, of course she had, and before him a string of other losers best not mentioned all the way back to the kid’s father, the one who had disappeared off the face within 24 hours of her telling him she was about to pull a Juno, all except for the adoption part. Since she popped out the kid, she’d asked herself many times why she really went through with it. But she knew. She remembered telling herself that having a kid would mean having someone who would always love her, never leave, something no one else could take away from her—like her tats. And look how that turned out. At least she still had her tats. For now.
With the kid gone, Perdy slept on the couch. No way she was sleeping by Mortuus. They avoided each other, which was easy enough because he spent most of his time messing with the crippled Device and she spent most of hers in the bottle.
Outside, nothing changed: no day, no night, just pale gray light that grew neither brighter nor darker. If you could call it light. A not-light. It seeped through not just the curtains, but the very walls and ceiling and was the only illumination they had. Sleep came whenever she passed out from drink. Her watch and their one clock were both dead, so she had no way to tell how long they’d been here, no way to tell whether it was supposed to be night or day, no way to tell how many days the kid had been gone.
Wherever “here” was. Wherever the kid had gone...or wherever whatever had taken him. And whatever it had done with him. But she knew the answer to that one, didn’t she? She needed more booze. Or crystal. Either. Both. Anything.
Across the trailer, Mortuus—Connor—whatever, fuck it—chanted some bullshit spell that was useless without electricity for his Device. It was obvious his “powers” didn’t count squat without the Device. He might as well have been yelling something out of a Harry Potter movie, “Petrificus Totalus” or some shit like that. The kid liked those movies.
Supply of booze exhausted, she shambled through the trailer, heading away from the Wizard’s end. She didn’t want anything to do with that fucker anymore. A zigzag crack almost a foot wide split the far wall in the back bedroom, and the dead gray not-light flooded directly through it. It freaked her out the way the dust motes eddied and swirled in it, as if a breeze she could not feel was toying with them, so she’d shut the door to that room and stuffed a towel underneath it. Mortuus kept kicking the towel aside and leaving the door open, and she kept moving it all back. Now she yanked it open herself. The towel caught and she kicked it hard against the wall. She wanted to see again what she thought she’d seen the first time she looked outside. She knew what it was already, but she had to see it—needed to see it—one more time.
No way to tell how long she watched. Minutes, days. And there it was...
It rose from the dunes, serpentine and nearly infinite. She saw clearly what it was now, a thick tube of bones woven in some complex and unwholesome geometry, ribs and long bones intricately and inexplicably linked, sides spotted with blankly staring skulls, thousands, perhaps millions of them, miles on miles of dem dry bones.
And then it showed her what she had only glimpsed before: the tapered tail, the end of all its convolutions. A child’s ribcage tipped it, topped in turn by a child’s skull, a blunt scorpion sting. The ribcage, the skull, those could belong to anyone. Any kid anyway. Could. Didn’t.
As if aware somehow she was watching, the bone thing raised the end with the kid bones and shook it the way a rattlesnake shakes its rattle, the way a mother shakes a rattle for her baby. The little skull faced her, jawbone bobbing up and down. And it screamed. The scream came from everywhere, but it came from the skull, too. It came from within her skull.
That sweet metallic taste leaked into her mouth again. She remembered The Odyssey, one of the last books she actually read at Del City, how she first imagined herself a siren, so enticing she could lure sailors to their doom, a singer fronting her own goth band. Like Siouxsie, like Chibi. And all the boys who hurt her, spurned her, totally ignored her, led her on—she could destroy them. Then her teacher showed them a picture of the sirens, hideous forms so much the opposite of their beautiful voices: things of bone, crouched on their bone-covered island, more vultures than mermaids. Now Perdy understood their power.
The vast brittle coil slid back beneath the dust, kid-skull-tail pausing to offer her one last shake and scream. Taunting? Inviting? The same in the end.
Perdy left the bedroom and picked her way back across the trailer to where Mortuus stood facing the partly dismantled Device, his arms hugging it loosely and his forehead pressed against its central column. It only took her a moment to realize that he was sobbing quietly. Like a little child. The ruptured floor creaked, and he must have heard her approach, but would neither turn or acknowledge her. She went to him then, found a long-bladed Phillips head screwdriver in the litter of books and tools that surrounded him, and gripping it with both hands, jammed it upward into his back. He hit the floor after the third thrust, but she followed him down and kept going until her arms shook and the screwdriver slid from her numb hands.
Panting, Perdy rose and walked to the front door. It was unlocked, but she had to wipe her bloody hand on her skirt before she could turn the knob and open it. The screen door outside was a wreck, torn screen hanging bowed and shriveled from the top of the frame, only barely connected. She grasped the rickety frame and shoved it aside. It swung all the way around and clattered against the trailer. The sound it made died at once.
The steps were gone, but she paused only seconds before leaping out. Her feet sank several inches into the silver-gray powder. There was no sound, no dust puffed into the still air. Pain shot through her skull and she threw her arms out for balance. Behind her the threshold was just over waist-high. She could climb back in easy if she changed her mind. She was not going to change her mind.
Perdy steadied herself and stepped out to meet it, the bone machine whose screams promised that true rest she sought so long: full oblivion, an option far better than her current state, far preferable to most of her life. She knew it was coming to meet her before it rippled from the dunes and raised its tapered tail. Before it waved for her to follow.
She wondered if her own dry bones would end up near the kid’s. Too late to ask. It had been too late for a long, long time.
 




THE DIVIDE
Damir Salkovic
“But is it safe?” asked the Lady Ventagne as the trio assembled in the great empty hall at the heart of the castle, where shining chrome surfaces glittered with innumerable lights and screens of ionized particles floated in the perfumed air, images and information filtering across them at a dizzying rate.
“My dear Aril.” The host cast an amused glance in the Lady’s direction. A smirk flitted across his pointed features. In the dim, pleasant light of the vast chamber, his eyes took on a reddish glow, the microminiature processors behind his pupils analyzing the facial reactions of his two guests. “I can recall a time when you did not concern yourself with such trifling matters.” He crossed to the center of the room and ran his fingers along the polished glass lid of one of the three oval-shaped navpods.
“Everything’s a laughing matter to you, Jorev.” The third man was tall and stooped, with a hawkish face dominated by a high forehead and angular jaw. He turned his back on the clicking apparatus and flickering gesticular interfaces and walked to the tall latticed windows which commanded a majestic view of the valley beneath the castle promontory. Far beyond, across an expanse of dark pine forest, the high spires and domes of the arcology basked in the last scarlet rays of the sun. One billion human beings living and breathing inside a megastructure of titanium and fiberglass and flexsteel; a repository of souls, a monstrous anthill designed by a deranged creator.
A shudder passed through the tall man at the thought of the crawling multitude; deep inside his brain, a fraction of an inch or so from his amygdala, a tiny glandular implant responded with a microscopic burst of synthetic relaxant. In this gilded age of comfort and freedom from want, solitude was the last great luxury left to man. “What you are proposing has never been attempted before. We cannot afford to be reckless.”
“There is nothing to fear.” Jorev Krissat gave an inward sigh of frustration. A century ago neither of his two companions would have bemoaned his recklessness. The elites nurtured a certain relaxed contempt for the flesh, a banal meat-prison for the mind and the spirit. But everyone changed, given enough time. Eternal youth—or its close approximation—could be had at the cost of a weekly fortune in hormones and chemicals, of biannual DNA recoding; yet no cure had been invented for the decaying of a spirit grown sluggish and fat with ennui. Jorev’s elegant, slender hands described a circle. “The navpods are equipped with first response equipment and surgical devices, both macroscale and of nanite size. Medscanners to monitor our bodily functions. A Leiden switch keyed to our brainwave oscillations. State-of-the-art machinery used in deep space travel.” He chuckled into his trimmed beard. “Which, in a manner of speaking, is what we are about to do—delve into the deepest space known to man.”
The stern, disapproving expression remained unchanged, but Jorev could see the tall man struggle with his thoughts. Feyn Osair was one of the grandest intellects of the millennium, a versatile scholar whose contributions to the fields of astrophysics and controlled fusion had changed man’s understanding of the universe. His illustrious career had been spent probing the gulfs between the stars and the planes of the atom, unraveling the secrets of matter and energy, of fundamental forces and hidden dimensions. Yet beneath the facade of the relentless scientist, incurably drawn to the truths that lay in depths unlit by the spark of human knowledge, was a man haunted by insecurity and hidden fears, by a deeper, darker hunger. Feyn Osair hid his inner demons well, but over the years Jorev had picked and chipped away at the thick wall of indifference and silent irony behind which his friend’s true face lay. A scientist of Osair’s caliber would not—could not—pass on the opportunity.
“Tell us about it again,” said Aril Ventagne, her delicate fingers turning over the curious wreath of leads and circuitry that connected the navpod to the user recumbent within. She would be the one to convince, thought Jorev. An aristocrat by birth, the product of a dozen generations of genetic engineering, a noble bloodline from which every chromosomal imperfection had been meticulously expunged, the Lady Ventagne was renowned not only for her comeliness and elegance, but also a mind of tremendous sweep and depth, an intelligence that dwarfed even the prodigious mental faculties of Feyn Osair.
“Certainly.” With a flourish, Jorev brought up the navigation menu of the Sapientia on the central particle-screen. Simultaneously the three empty navpods came to life: a low purple glow suffused the interiors and lights and symbols flickered across the glass lids. Automated injectors equipped with a cocktail of nerve and tissue serums emerged from the carbon-fiber sides. “All three of us have indulged in the program over the years—as a simulation matrix, a playground for extrasensory adventures, for languid dreams and fantasies that transcend the boundaries of flesh and organs. But the Sapientia is much more than this: within its repositories is contained the totality of human knowledge, sensation, emotion. The pleasure and entertainment nodes comprise only an infinitesimal part of the network.” He glanced at the tall man, who nodded his patrician head.
“The Institute used a part of the network for the first thought-experiments on hyperspace,” Feyn Osair said. “But long after we’d ceased to use the Sapientia as a direct interface, the network continued to store every byte of data entered into or generated by the Institute’s internal grids.”
“Every byte of data ever generated, by every computer on the planet.” Jorev kept his processor-enhanced gaze on Aril’s face, following the movement of the tiny muscles beneath the porcelain skin. “Every effort of the human mind to pry into the nature of the universe—in science, in philosophy, art, literature, religion—is stored within its repositories. Every emotion felt by man from the dawn of sentience to the modern age, from the summit of our hopes and noblest speculations to the pit of our darkest fears and superstitions. The Sapientia is the human condition translated into holographic memory and nanocircuits—the ethogramic essence of mankind.”
“But what you’re proposing is no mere jaunt into the information nodes.” The long, green eyes of Lady Ventagne narrowed in suspicion. “You want us to venture into the deep underbelly of the network, to use the navpods to...” here she trailed off, as if unable to bring herself to say the words. She turned away from the particle-screen with a sigh.
“This is madness.” Feyn Osair ran his hands through his thick mane of dark hair. “The Corridor is a no-space, a room with no doors or windows, inaccessible from a civilian port. But that’s the least of the impossibilities. Mind-linkage has been abandoned as unfeasible—and abhorrent. It cannot be done.”
“For the right price, nothing is impossible.” Jorev reached for a crystal decanter and poured amber liquid into three tumblers. “The Fleet has been testing neural interface arrays for close to two decades in deep space operations. A direct link between the pilot and the pseudo-AI of the navcomputer minimizes reaction time delays and allows simultaneous response to multiple stimuli and inputs.” He handed out the tumblers to his companions. “These three pods represent the latest in navigational interface development. They are not connected to a navcomputer, but to a neural interchange device, the first of its kind. Each one of us will be able to feel what the other two are feeling, see what they are seeing, taste their thoughts and reactions. The device, in turn, connects to the network access port. In this state of altered—broadened—perception, we can enter the Corridor as a single, composite mind.
“The Corridor is a dark, uncharted sea, a Stygian abyss teeming with monstrosities. But are these true abominations of the mind, or are they impressions distorted by a flaw in our perception, by the narrow, warped lens of the brain, incapable of comprehending the absolute nature of phenomena around us? What lies in the deep reaches of the collective subconscious of mankind, hidden from our meager senses?”
“What is it that you expect to find?”
“Who is to know?” A fevered note had entered the voice of the host, and a slight trembling of the hand that held the glass betrayed the surge of emotion. “The meaning of life? The ultimate truth? God—or the Devil? Or perhaps only echoes of a savage, animal past. Perhaps what we call sentience is nothing but a high refinement of bestial instinct.” He stole a glance at the face of the ancient clock of carved wood and brass by the door. “I have obtained a techgrade-two access token to the Corridor node. It expires at midnight. You have a little over two hours to decide. In your glass is a psychotropic compound that will open the doors of perception and facilitate the mind-linkage. Drink it and lie in the navpods; the machinery will do the rest. Or forget what you saw in this chamber, and we shall find other diversions to amuse us.”
There was silence, but in their faces he read his answer. The glasses rose in a toast, the amber liquid refracting the many-hued light of the room.

A mild tingle and a sensation akin to falling as the neural interface plug entered the connector at the back of his head. Jorev willed his body to relax and traced the familiar pattern across the navpod screen. Behind his eyes the drug was already taking effect: motes of indefinable color swam across his field of vision and his senses felt curiously heightened. Sinking deeper into the memoryfoam bed, he inserted the extrasensory lead into the miniscule socket under his left ear and placed the wreath of blinking circuitry atop his head.
The lid-screen went blank, the image now datavising directly into his visual cortex. For a moment disorientation took hold, two visual inputs—one datavised, the other received through his bioengineered eyes—melding together, strangely superimposed. The pod’s medscanners took note of the soaring stress hormones in Jorev’s blood and reacted by injecting a small dose of calming agent. The conflicting images solidified, came into sharper focus.
Two prone forms, blurs of red and orange and yellow hues, lay in the remaining two navpods. In the dim purple glow of his own container, Jorev’s lips stretched in a smile. His friends had not failed him.
He initiated the interchange apparatus and opened the neural communication channels between the navpods. This was the crucial, dangerous part that he had kept from the others: the initial contact between the cortices, two infinitely complex, fragile networks of perception and reasoning centers meshing together. If an aberrant pattern emerged, one that Jorev could not control, the resulting ripple would tear apart the fragile substructure of both psyches, resulting in organ damage to the brain and psychosis. Aril would be the first, he decided; preliminary tests had shown her mind to be more pliant and resilient.
The drop was sudden, a depthless chasm yawning beneath, reality falling away. Panic seized him; he willed that the sensation stop. Nothing happened. Swathes of shadow and color moved before his eyes, inconstant shapes coalescing and dispersing. He expanded his consciousness, producing filaments of light, working them into a shining conduit. The light-tunnel stretched, enveloped him within its glimmering walls. The rushing chaos receded. His disembodied mind rode the conduit into the neural interchange matrix. At the other end was a presence; he could sense its thought-breath, rhythmic and steady, electric with expectation.
Strange disassociated images flashed across Jorev’s thoughts: three bodies motionless beneath glass lids, bathed in purple-hued light; half-naked celebrants chanting around an altar of stone, immense manlike constructs of wicker and branches burning in the background, the screams of bound human sacrifices rising from the smoke and flames.
Then the entry—dark waters closing over his head, an endless sinking, awareness melting away. He felt the other mind rebel against the intrusion, the surface swelling like a stormy sea, black waves rising like mountains. Of the three minds Aril’s was the strongest, but he could never have anticipated the extent of the force that now hurled itself against him, huge and uncontrollable. Darkness threatened to overwhelm him.
From the depths came swirling plumes of color, the neural relaxant inching through her bloodstream. He dipped into the colors, projected a thought-vision: scarlet sunset on the shore of a boundless ocean. A memory from days long past—the shore long vanished beneath sprawling arcologies and saltwater-processing towers, the sunset reduced to a harsh, chemical glare in a yellow, poisoned sky. But it worked: the maelstrom subsided. He was descending through gossamer sheets of thought and feeling and memory, his self dissolving, melting like a shard of ice in sunlight.
In the blackness another conduit gleamed. Coupled, smooth, fluid, they poured through it and into a mindspace of crystalline order and Cartesian angles, of flexsteel lattices across which ideas sparked like blue flames; a complex mechanism of interlocking cogs and wheels, a relentless mill grinding incalculable quantities of data. A reflexive shudder vibrated the apparatus, but the resistance did not last, and Feyn Osair was swept along. Time and space ceased to exist. For an eyeblink, or an eternity, or not at all, the composite Mind floated on the currents of an ocean, drifted across the fathomless velvet distances between the stars.

From the nothingness rose the fringes of the Sapientia, trillions of information nexuses and memory repositories gleaming like a galaxy in the frozen emptiness of space; at its center, the black hole of the Corridor. The tri-mind floated into that lightless well in which lay the inner core of humanity, stripped of reasoning and logic: raw emotions, primal urges and half-formed fears, forgotten memories of tooth and claw and darkness, of fire falling from the sky.
Sensations and inchoate thoughts swam out of the murk, slipping through the heightened awareness of the tri-mind. A broad plain of long grass, glimpsed through the brain of an ape-thing, tinted by the scarlet haze of hunger and terror. Sharpened stones rising and descending and rising again, covered in blood: the sharp tang of wrath and lust, of mindless triumph. A barren wilderness covered in snow, the sense of something approaching behind a line of blue mountains, cold and enormous and deadly. Sweat and agony and merciless heat, thousands of wasted bodies straining as one in the shadow of a colossal stone altar. Blind fear at the sight of land vanishing from sight. Guilt and blood frenzy. Regret and passion.
Jorev—or the part of the Mind that still retained a recollection of Jorev—felt and subsumed through Aril’s synapses, analyzed and correlated using Feyn’s machinelike reasoning. He could see the Feyn behind the cold, calculated exterior, a man tormented by insecurity and superstition, by lack of faith in science; he could sense Aril’s regret over a life wasted in idleness and sensual glut, her brilliant mind tearing itself to pieces; he faced his own irrational awareness of the futility of existence, deep-seated and inescapable, the black spectre of melancholy forever tainting his days.
It no longer mattered. The world on the other side of their eyelids was a distant dream, unpleasant and all but forgotten. Deeper and deeper into the dark node the Mind drifted, shedding layers of thought and emotion, casting aside myth and metaphor, seeking the naked kernel of truth. Each of the three ceased to exist, and in doing so became more than they could ever have dreamed of becoming. The Mind was now all that remained, an amalgam of neurons and cortical memory-implants connected by thin tendrils of fiber-optics; a pulsing beacon of composite consciousness in a shadowy vortex, processing, assimilating and rendering the thought-images that flashed past like a datafilm compiled from random frames. Intellect, emotion, physical reality itself: all a mirage, a carefully constructed hallucination, a screen behind which lay the no-space of the subliminal.
Show me, said the Mind, and forced a shape on the blur. Show me your true face.
Something shifted in the whirling mists and a voiceless shriek of horror traveled through the Mind. It was a form that defied form, ancient and infinitely malignant; a thing of insane dimensions, of decaying universes. It was the Father, the life-giving Mother, the creator and devourer of worlds; the only god mankind had ever worshipped, to whom it had given thousands of names, before whom it had prostrated itself and laid out sacrifices since the beginning of time.
Like a bloated spider, it sat at the heart of the space that was not space, spinning a web of shimmering illusion; a mad god in a deranged universe of patterns without reason. The Mind beat itself bloody against the confines of its flesh-prison, attempting to terminate the program, to blot out the madness rushing across the thought-continuum like a putrid wind.
The God showed Its true face and smiled.

There is no death in the simulation nodes of the Creator’s mind.
There is a universe in which they awaken on the frozen shore of a black lake, surrounded by piles of rotting corpses, and are pursued and devoured by the great snake-god who inhabits this desolate wasteland, over and over again.
In another reality there is a landscape of black, jagged rock and a sun like a red, infected smear, and the air burns their lungs as they try to scream, and all the aeons that have ever existed are but a tick of eternity’s clock.
In another, a crooked, twisted thing of limbs and heads and shrieking mouths sounds its interminable agonies in a vast cavern.
In another, three bodies lie motionless in the purple light of the navpods, surrounded by the low hum and whir of the machinery that feeds them and removes waste and stokes their metabolic processes; perfect and virtually deathless, an infinity of horrors behind their closed eyelids.
Within the walls of the castle above the valley, silence reigns, thick and absolute, broken only by the metallic scuttling of automatons.
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