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GOING DEEP

Bridgett Nelson

———

When they look at the sea, I often wonder if people think about all the bits and pieces of rotted flesh floating around in it. And I don’t just mean that of the sea life.

No.

The ocean is nothing more than a big, swirling vat of salty, human DNA stew. And let’s face it, most people whose remains end up in the water didn’t go peacefully. Well, except maybe those who were cremated and requested their ashes become part of Earth’s hydrologic cycle. For a not insignificant percentage, though, these folks were diced up, stored in thick, black garbage bags, and dropped from boats wearing monikers like Slice of Life or Bloody Vengeance.

I gazed at the “pristine” aqua waters from the deck of my own boat, Seaduction, and chuckled. I’d scared away more than one boyfriend, and most of my family, with the macabre nature of my thoughts.

“How much longer?” I called to my pilot and assistant, as I ventured toward my private quarters.

“An hour, give or take a few minutes,” Ron responded from the doorway of the wheelhouse. “Are you sure you want to do this?”

If you only knew. An excited tingle ran down my spine.

“Don’t ask stupid questions, Ronnie.”

“Look, Crystal, I know this is your dream, and I support you. But I can’t help but feel I’m steering this craft to your watery grave.”

“Charming.”

“Well, it’s the goddamn truth! This is insane!”

“Maybe it is, but I’ve been working most of my life for this, and I won’t have it ruined by your nonsense. I didn’t suddenly drop a ‘holy shit’ bomb on you. You’ve known my plans for years, so don’t go getting cold feet now!” I slammed my cabin door behind me—conversation OVER.

Who the hell does he think he is?

I sat on my bed, my body stiff with anger, tired of people who thought they could run my life better than I could. I stared at my posters, did some deep breathing, and eventually felt my equilibrium return.

The posters.

Each carefully chosen.

Carefully chosen to sexually arouse me.

I ran my hand along the slick surface of one and felt a promising tingle between my thighs. Tucking my hand into my shorts, I ran my middle finger over my swollen clit. I was ready. Slick moisture coated my hairless pussy lips.

Not yet.

I reluctantly removed my hand from my shorts and licked my finger clean. I loved the way I tasted. Sighing contentedly, I sprawled across the small bed and gave the posters on the ceiling their moment in the spotlight.

Sweet God, I thought, my mouth twisting into an excited smirk. I can’t wait to get into the fucking water.

***

Almost exactly one hour later, we arrived at my very specific destination. Near the Guadalupe Islands, it was known as the “Everest of Shark Diving.” Years ago, I’d tagged a magnificent great white and had been tracking him ever since. I’d secretly named him Bert, and I’d followed him as he’d migrated to the warm waters of the eastern Caribbean.

As I pulled on my customized dive suit, Ron knocked on the door.

“Not decent!” I yelled, hoping he’d go away.

“Let me prep the cage, Crystal.” He spoke plaintively to me through the wooden door. “This is nuts!”

I pulled open the door. He suddenly seemed like a stranger—his face flushed, and his pupils dilated. A giant wave of anxiety rolled off him like a tsunami.

“Ron, listen. This is a free dive. You’ve known that from the very beginning. I’ve studied sharks my entire life. I know how to read their behaviors, and I know when to get the hell out of dodge.” I glared at him, my patience long gone. “This particular great white has been on my radar for years. He’s an old friend. I’ll be fine.”

Pushing past Ron, I made my way to the boat’s stern, where the diving platform was located. I did my safety checks on the scaffold, the warm ocean water playfully lapping at my feet. Satisfied that everything was as it should be, including the customizations to my dive suit, I prepared to enter the water.

“What the fuck?” Ron asked. “I’ve never seen you wear anything like that before. That’s some damn weird shit.”

“I’m testing a theory, is all. Now back off, and let me do my job.”

I leapt off the platform, feet first, and felt the Caribbean water caress my body. Looking downward into the aqua abyss, I smiled.

It was time.

***

Ron paced the deck of the Seaduction, full of nervous energy. Crystal wasn’t telling him something. She had been secretive and evasive, which was unlike her. He couldn’t shake the feeling this dive was going to be disastrous.

Maybe there’s a clue in her cabin…

He knew he shouldn’t. Entering Crystal’s sleeping quarters was a huge invasion of privacy that would likely end their friendship, and cost him a job, if she found out. But if she was doing something dangerous, he needed to know. Pulling the master key from the pocket of his cargo shorts, he went to the door, unlocked it, stepped inside…

…and gaped in horror.

Every square inch of wall and ceiling space was covered in shark posters—many of them images of the predators violently copulating.

Lying on the bed, still wet with vaginal juices, was a large flesh-colored dildo. On the device’s head, an image of a gaping shark’s maw had been drawn with multi-colored markers, the teeth sharp and deadly.

“Goddamn,” Ron muttered, wiping a palm across his suddenly sweaty brow. “What the ever-lovin’ Christ, Crystal?”

***

I removed my phone from the mesh bag attached to a loop on my diving suit and opened Bert’s tracking app.

He was 500 feet away and closing the gap quickly. I couldn’t see him, yet I wondered if he was attracted to my scent. I knew male sharks could find ovulating female sharks with only their sense of smell, but did that apply to male sharks and human females too? I’d made sure this trip was scheduled on the perfect day in my cycle.

I returned my phone to the mesh bag and began fiddling with the custom-made additions to my diving suit which had startled Ron. After wrapping and securing the straps around each of my shoulders, I pulled a cord which extended my ‘pectoral fins’ to their outright positions. They were made of neoprene-covered rubber and should serve their purpose perfectly.

Bert’s outline appeared in the shadowy depths. Within seconds, his toothy grin was visible. Keeping his distance, he slowly circled.

Contrary to popular thought, I knew Bert was not evaluating me as a potential food source. He was simply curious. I remained still in the water, letting him venture closer and closer. My body responded to his muscular physique and aggressive nature, readying itself for what I hoped was an inevitable encounter.

When he was near enough, I gently grasped his pectoral fin and swam by his side. He seemed undisturbed by the move, so I stayed where I was, allowing him to acclimate to the feel of my body against his.

My titillated body.

I gave myself five minutes of close, personal contact with Bert, enjoying the sandpapery feel of his skin as we glided through the briny seawater together. Unfortunately, there was only so much oxygen in my dive tank, so I’d been forced to plan this meeting carefully.

My time was now.

I released the snaps of my beavertail dive suit, causing the crotch flap to float out behind me, and exposing my cunt to the elements. Reaching into my mesh bag, I grabbed a bottle of female shark pheromones and emptied it into the water.

Bert immediately reacted, opening and closing his mouth spasmodically, while frantically swiveling his head left, then right.

The finger I pushed into my slit verified just how ready my body was. My fluid was silky and viscous… a stark contrast to the salty sea surrounding me. Positioning myself over one of Bert’s claspers, I rubbed my pelvis against him, increasing my excitement—and his. He responded by curling his body into an arch and biting at my fake pectoral fin.

Yes! It’s working!

I was concerned I’d be too small or too foreign, and his interest would be lacking. I silently thanked Ka’ahupahau, the Hawaiian goddess of sharks, that my Bert was a randy fellow. Spreading my thighs and wrapping my arms around Bert’s trunk, I felt the tip of a clasper at my labia.

This is it! The moment I’ve been waiting for my entire life!

I ever-so-slowly slid myself onto Bert’s sixteen-inch length, savoring the feel of his smooth, calcified appendage. Although I knew I couldn’t take the entire thing, I’d been practicing with my dildos and could easily accommodate nine inches.

The feel of the massive shark cock inside my feminine folds was delicious. My clit swelled with blood, my nipples hardened, and my pussy clenched and throbbed against his immense organ. I had probably six inches of the white clasper inside me, but needed much, much more.

Using my grip on his torso as leverage, I moved my body up and down his stout dick. As my pussy took in more and more of him, I erupted in an intense, mind-blowing orgasm. When my body finished convulsing, I knew I was just getting started. I wanted more. So much more.

The wetter I became, the more of Bert I could take inside me, yet my rapid, ragged breaths were causing me to use way more oxygen than I’d anticipated. I needed to make my remaining time count. Sliding myself up his massive shaft, I disengaged our bodies. The immediate lack of fullness in my pelvis made me feel empty, but I had a plan. Pushing his clasper back, away from his body, I wiggled around until a few inches penetrated my anus.

Oh, fuck yeah!

Had anything ever felt this good? This hole was much drier and wasn’t as accommodating to his mammoth size. But the friction!

Men—human men—never satisfied me.

This was extraordinary… like the first time I’d realized how sensational rubbing against a pillow felt when I was just seven. I’d never been as happy as I was right now. This is what I was meant to do. Bouncing my ass up and down on the clasper, my clit rubbed against the shark’s coarse skin causing my body to repeatedly shudder as multiple orgasms ripped through me.

Bert, perhaps detecting the pheromones my body was emitting, repositioned his grip on my temporary pectoral fin, biting harder and more firmly establishing our union.

I smiled, intuitively knowing he was enjoying me as much as I was enjoying him.

Seconds later, my smile quickly turned into an open-mouthed scream as Bert’s body arched and twisted against me, thrusting his clasper much deeper.

Too deep.

Too far.

I felt it tear through my guts and viscera, punching through my abdominal wall at liver-level.

The pain was indescribable. So was my disbelief. Bert, panicked, thrashed and bucked wildly, further eviscerating me.

As gouts of blood poured from my ass, my abdomen, and my mouth—and consciousness began fading—I saw a huge female great white swimming toward us, her mouth open in a predatory grin, drawn by the tantalizing scent of coppery blood.

I’d gone from shark mistress to shark feast.

This isn’t fucking fai…

***

The hydraulic system kicked on, lowering Ron and the cage into the temperate southern water. As he descended, he looked for Crystal, his anxiety growing. She wouldn’t have strayed far from the boat—hadn’t had the oxygen for an extended dive. Yet he’d seen the blood cloud rise to the surface; had watched the aqua water turn deep claret and ripple from an apparent large-predator feeding frenzy. Ron knew the chance of finding Crystal alive wasn’t likely, but knew he needed to try.

Thirty feet down, about fifteen feet from the sandy bottom, he finally saw her.

Well, the little that was left.

Her severed head sat on the ocean floor, eyes staring vacantly through her cracked and foggy facemask. Jagged pieces of bloody skin surrounded her neck-stump like the petals of a sunflower. Her mouth opened in a rictus smile, the regulator shoved into the deflated remains of her throat. A reddish-brown blob, which Ron suspected was Crystal’s liver, was impaled on a single, massive shark clasper. The chimeric monstrosity undulated in the gentle currents of the sea a few feet from the head.

What the fuck happened down here?

Overcome, Ron kicked the cage in anger and frustration. He was goddamned pissed at Crystal for being a stubborn dumbass and frustrated that she’d refused to listen.

But still… the poor girl.

She’d just wanted to have some fun, maybe fuck a shark or two. Who was he to judge? Instead, she’d become part of that damn oceanic DNA stew she was always blathering about. Ron exhaled, a long sigh escaping his lungs, as a grim smile played upon his lips.

Bon appétit.


SEA COW

Lucas Milliron

———

Kyle looked like the heavy metal band Five Finger Death Punch gang raped Jimmy Buffet. His body was tatted up like a can of sugar free Monster Energy Drink, and his face could have broken daylight with his crackhead, toothy smile. Kyle’s long blond dreadlocks were a mop dragged across the ocean floor. Bits of shells, sea glass beads, and driftwood clicked as his locks fluttered in the breeze. With his prospects of Olympic Gold in freestyle swimming, and a dick the size of a tall Red Bull can, women came in droves to be impaled on his rod.

Dead fish and iguanas floated on the water’s surface, slick with green algae. The pungent aroma of nitrates from the sugar farms upstream left a metallic odor that tickled the throat and tongue. It reminded Kyle of pussy right before a period. That sweat, unctuous odor was an everglades aphrodisiac. Salt life and sunshine, and everything was fine.

Rosalie, Kyles Miami girlfriend, was standing next to him in his rotted-out boat, a ‘93 Mariah Talari MX named, Shit Box. Rosalie’s skin was soft as toffy ice cream. Kyle itched for a lick as he watched a bead of sweat race between her apple sized breasts. Rosalie’s juicy thighs and fat ass swayed to the rhythm of the boat as it rocked in the gentle waves.

Cans of Swamp Ape IPA and White Claw clanked across their feet. Rosalie cringed as stale beer spilled across her white painted toenails. The Florida flag tattoo on the side of Kyle’s neck fluttered while he flexed, sucking on his vape rig. Plumes of sickly sweat THC and cotton candy smoke billowed out of his mouth.

“What the fuck we doin’?” Rosalie yelled. In all her eighteen years, she’d never been so pissed off. “I fucking hate fishing! It’s hot, I’m sweaty, and I hate seafood!”

“Get psyched!” Kyle gave her the shaka before burying his hand in the bait bucket. “Shrimp on the line!”

He pulled out a large shrimp the size of his palm and hooked its tail.

“Why’s it alive!?!?” Rosalie screamed.

“So the fish have something tasty, bro!” he smiled before baiting her hook.

“Eeew!” Rosalie cringed as the shrimp curled its body and snapped its tiny claws. “Why does it have so many legs!?”

Kyle cast out his line a couple yards. Rosalie flicked her rod and spiked her bait against the side of the boat. It plopped into the water, sinking to the bottom.

“This is bullshit!” she said, reeling in her line.

Before the bait breached the surface, something bit the line.

“What the fuck do I do!?” Rosalie regarded the pole like a big ugly dick as it pulled from her grip.

“Fish on, dude!” Kyle rushed to her side. “This thing’s jacked, dude! Yeah man! Hey Jack! Jackie Chan, man! Whooooh!”

Rosalie screamed as the fish crested the water. Its tail flicked with a flurry.

Rosalie’s brow wrinkled into a scowl; her sweaty lips peeled back like a panting dog as she strained to reel the fish in. Kyle belted with whoops and howled as it surfaced.

“It’s that easy!”, he cheered, “I could catch thirty more of these! Minor. Not a prob, dude!”

Rosalie brought the fish over the side of the boat.

“What the fuck’s wrong with its face?” She screamed.

“Sheepshead snapper!” Kyle grabbed pliers from the tackle box beside them. “Got teeth like a person. We’re going to the dentist, bro!”

Kyle used the pliers and wiggled the hook out of the fish’s mouth. It slapped Kyle with its tail and wiggled free. Rosalie screamed as the sheepshead flopped around the deck, it’s spiny fines poking her ankles.

“Totally sick, man!” Kyle grabbed the fish and tossed it overboard.

“I’M gonna be sick…” All the color drained from Rosalie’s face.

She covered her mouth, but the sputum was already at the back of her tongue. She leaned over the side of the boat and fed the guppies swimming around the boat a half-digested protein bar and three cans boozy seltzer.

***

A few miles ahead, Mama Cow and her Baby Calf floated like grey clouds in the greenish-brown waters. Mama Cow poked her nose out of the neon slime that blossomed across the canal, took a breath, then sank towards the bottom.

Baby Calf rose to the surface, but the bloom was too thick, sticking to her nostrils like breathing through a wet, fiberglass blanket. Mama Cow floated up under Baby Calf and pushed her above the slime. Baby Calf smiled, her black button eyes squinting with delight as she took a delicious breath.

Mama Cow heard the speed boat engines. Her back was a checkerboard of gashes and scars. It was a long, tattered relationship with surface life. Her scars itched with anticipation. She slipped next to Baby Calf and pressed her nose to the air for one last breath before diving towards the bottom.

Baby Calf floated with her head above the muck, curious at the commotion above the surface.

***

Kyle heard the boat but thought nothing of it, not until he the sounds of Limp Bizkit’s song Rollin’ echoed down the canal.

Kyle gulped, “Fuck me, bro!”

“What’s wrong?” Rosalie asked, her question punctuated by a viscous belch.

As Fred Durst hit the first hook, “Keep rollin’, rollin’, rollin’, rollin’,” Kyle could hear the sputtering racket of the beat-up bolt on airboat engine. Squinting, he made out the two figures sitting in the camo-colored Johnboat. Makayla, his Boca Bitch girlfriend, and her brother, Officer Dan, were coming in hot.

Kyle swore this was the last time he fucked around with a cop’s little sister.

“We gotta go,” he said, throwing both rods onto the deck.

“What’s up?” Rosalie whipped her mouth and got to her feet.

“Don’t be mad,” Kyle said, sucking on his vape pen while turning the ignition, “But I think my psycho ex-fiancé found us.”

“Your WHAT?” Rosalie roared, all the sick in her eyes was washed away with rage.

Kyle gunned it before Rosalie could even sit down. She fell on her ass with a hard thud, empty cans crunching under her thick thighs. A few yards up the canal, Makayla and Dan were in hot pursuit.

“We got that fucker on the run!” Dan whooped.

“Can’t we go any faster?” Makayla asked, sitting in front Dan.

“Trying!” He spat a wad of chew into the water. “Told you he was a fucking bum.”

“Least I didn’t knock up Anastasia from that strip club, the Port Hole!”

“Don’t be talkin’ about my baby mama!”

Kyle kept looking behind him. Makayla was tan as boot leather with hair blond as lemonade. She wore a bright blue lace top over her a pink hibiscus bikini and gold jewelry.

It was like her face was shrink wrapped to an alien skull. Her voluptuous DD cup breasts were taught as sandbags stapled to her chest. She was holding her six-inch yellow polka dot high heels, wearing pink tie dye Crocs.

Her brother Dan couldn’t have been any more different, sitting in the boat fat and sweaty in his camo sun shirt and denim jeans. His balding head was buzzed short, the afternoon sun glinting off his blue mirrored Oakley sunglasses.

Dan bobbed his foot to the songs bridge blasting through his Bluetooth speaker, his finger up his nose to the second knuckle. He pulled out his finger and regarded the nose gold stuck beneath the nailbed, tilted his head to one side, then dragged it across his tongue.

Makayla belched an acrid burp trying not to lose her ceviche lunch. Dan laughed and shoved another pinch of Skoal in his cheek.

“Kyle!” Rosalie yelled.

Kyle looked forward. They were headed full speed into “Slow for Manatees,” sign. He cut the wheel, missing the post by inches. Kyle followed the canal as it turned a corner and brought them to a small cul-de-sac of cypress trees and mangroves. He turned the Shit Box around, but Dan and Makayla blocked them in.

“We gott’em!” Dan said to Makayla.

Kyle looked over at Rosalie.

“Don’t you dare!” She barked.

Kyle pulled out his vape from his pocket and took a deep puff.

Dan heard Kyle rev his engines and followed suit.

“He wants to play,” Dan licked the sweat from his lips.

“Do it.” Makayla gave her brother a maniacal glance.

Dan spat out the side of the boat gave it full throttle.

Rosalie was about to smack Kyle with her flip-flop when he gunned the engine. She fell back into the mess of cans while the beads and shells in Kyle’s dreads clicked in the wind.

***

Baby Calf was looking the other way when Kyles boat slammed into the back of her head. Globs of brain oozed out of her cracked skull. The propeller sliced off her tail and flipper, tore her soft grey flesh into ribbons of pink meat and white fat. All this in less than a second, while Mama Cow watched wide eyed in slow motion terror.

Kyle felt the propeller bog down for a split second as he ran over the baby manatee. In his momentary distraction, Dan’s airboat was right on top of them. Kyle and Rosalie dove onto the deck as the flat bottom skidded up and over. The impact crushed the windscreen, steering wheel, and dashboard.

Kyles boat drifted away by the time Mama Cow floated beside her calf. Baby Calf’s back was peeled like orange zest. Seagulls needed no further invitation as they circled the air and water like seafaring vultures.

Mama Cow nudged her baby with her nose, but the calf didn’t respond. She touched her with her flipper, her tears hidden in the tea-colored waters. Dozens of nostrils rose above the algae blooms, spitting water as the other manatees took breath and watched. They’d seen the events unfold, a hundred times over. Mama Cow’s pain echoed in each of their scars.

A bull with a tail shredded into the shape a palm frond from his own boat encounter swam beside her. He placed a tattered fin along her back. Mama Cow heard the humans shouting, heard their engines cut out as they floated in place. Her body trembled with rage.

Trouble was, the more they hid, the more surface folk kept coming. Their boats cutting and slashing their backs; their trash choking the waters. Mama Cow nuzzled Baby Calf one last time. This was the last straw.

***

“You could have fucking killed us!” Kyle screamed.

“You fucked with the wrong girl!” Makayla shouted, resting her left hand with her shoes on her hip while waving her right.

Rosalie stood up.

“Who’s THIS bitch?” She snapped her head and fingers side to side.

Dan grabbed the Shit Box with a long fishing gaff and pulled his johnboat closer.

“We broke up Tuesday!” Kyle sucked a heavy drag of his vape.

“Text break ups don’t count!” Makayla waved her heels and snapped her fingers back at Rosalie.

“Why you fucking around on my sister?” Dan asked in a calm, serial killer demeanor as he boarded the Shit Box.

“Step up, bro!” Kyle shook out his arms and raised fisticuffs.

Makayla hopped across the boat and swung her shoes at Kyle.

“Crazy fucking bitch!” Rosaline shouted as she drove a heavy hook into Makayla’s jaw.

Dan shin stomped Kyle, then punched him in the face. The boat rocked, knocking the girls on their asses. Rosalie wrested Makayla, landing two more jabs to the ribs and an elbow to the head. Makayla swung her shoes, nailing the heel into Rosalie’s eye. She screamed.

“Oh fuck!” Kyles eyes bulging at the carnage.

Dan grabbed Kyles dreads and pounded his face. Kyle was seeing stars when the manatees rammed the boat. Dan waved his arms to keep balance but fell overboard. He hit the water with a thud.

Below the surface, Dan watched as a herd of sea cows swam towards him. Their black button eyes were furrowed into scowls; their mouths turned in deviant grins. A large manatee body slammed him from behind, as two more grabbed him with their mouths and fins.

Their whiskered lips sucked his neck like granddads hickies. Dan kicked and punched; his blows nightmare slow under water. More manatees joined, grey-mossy angels with somber grins carrying him off to a watery grave.

His lungs were at civil war against his throat, burning as the water flooded his lungs like hot lava. He wanted to cough, but with no air to push, only sucked in more stinging water. As his struggles waned, the sea cows laid him to rest upon the trash littered bottom, tucked neat against a pile of discarded truck tires.

Kyle got to his knees as the Shit Box settled. He spat out a few teeth and squinted through his busted eyes.

“I’ll kill you!” Makayla’s clawed nails reached for Kyles throat.

He screamed and tumbled backwards, kicking Makayla in the chest and knocking her over the side of the boat. She hit the water with a splash of green.

“Makayla?” Kyle asked, leaning over the side of the boat. “Makayla!”

The water’s surface was calm and still.

A manatee grabbed Makayla ankles with its wiry lips and pulled her down. Without any teeth to bite into her skin, Makayla was about to wiggle free, when another manatee hovered above her like a raincloud. It pressed its mouth to her face like a toothless dog trying to rip its toy to shreds. Wet lips undulated across her nose and mouth, pushing muddy brackish water up her sinuses and into her lungs.

Makayla thrashed. The sea cows pressed their weight against her, thwarting her struggles as they dragged her to the bottom. They waited, patient little cherubs as she gave up the struggle, and left her waterlogged corpse to the trash heap bellow.

***

Rosalie screamed, blood and viscous fluids dripping down her knuckles.

“Don’t take it out!” Kyle shouted.

Rosalie responded with a banshee howl as she yanked the shoe from her socket. Kyle’s jaw dropped as he watched her eye like a smashed grape ooze out of her skull. Blood poured from the gaping hole, red to the point of black.

“I need a hospital!” Rosalie pressed her hands to the gaping wound.

“No hospital!” Kyle sucked down vape juice as he climbed the helm. “You bitches can’t do this to me! I’m top division in free style swimming! I can’t have my side chick stabbing my girlfriend's eyes out!”

“SIDE CHICK?” Rosalie’s good eye contorted into a wicked snarl.

“Now wait a minute!” Kyle raised both hands in surrender.

Rosalie took two steps before stomping the sharp corner of a crushed beer can. Pain shot through her heel as the manatees hit the boat with all their weight, lifting the starboard side into the air. Kyle and Rosalie spilled into the manatee infested waters.

Kyle wiped the slime from his face and watched Rosalie surface. A second later, something pulled her under. The manatees surrounded her, dopey smiles and soft black button eyes smeared across their faces. She looked for the surface, but they’d blocked out the sun like storm clouds.

The wall of manatees swatted her with their fins, pressed their weight against her, and dragged her towards the bottom. One of them pressed its mouth to her bleeding eye socket and suckled her wound.

Rosalie struggled long as she could. Her lungs ached for air but were met with a breath of salty water. Her body spasmed its last death rattle as the manatees dispersed. Thin lines of blood floated from Rosalie’s broken eye like smoke from a chimney. Her good eye was wide open, frozen in terror as her corpse took on water.

While the manatees focused on Rosalie, Kyle swam for his life. Despite the pain in his shin and the burning salt water against his broken face, Kyle kept swimming. He was a good clip ahead of them when he heard a boat cruising his way down the canal.

Mama Cow released herself from the bottom, a grey blur in the tea-colored water. With a flick of her tail—chipped like old porcelain—she was off like a shot. Mama Cow unleashed all hell and ranker, ballerina graceful as she twirled onto her back with arms wide opened.

Kyle swam right into Mama Cow’s flippers. With a hug like a wet grandmother, she wrapped her mittens around him and dove towards the bottom. Kyle thrashed; his panic fueled by a teaspoon of water burning the back of his throat.

A few feet from the bottom, Mama Cow twirled a pirouette and dragged Kyle through clam beds and trash piles. Salt water and the mucky bottom burned his lacerations as the detritus cut into his face and ribs. Mama Cow swam up towards the surface.

Kyle heard the boats engine before he saw it, the twin propellers thundering beneath the surface. Mama Cow spun around one last time and threw him into the boats path. He slammed the hull, barnacles grating his flesh before his foot hit the propeller.

The boat skidded across his body, the propeller cutting as it went. Mama Cow smiled as she watched boat cut him to shreds, from foot, to dick, to face. Ribbons of red mingled with the brown waters, staining it a dull pink. Crawfish, blue crab, and catfish descended on his corpse as he settled on the bottom.

The boat carried on down the canal, ignorant to the carnage. As it’s din faded in the distance, the manatees surfaced. Mama Cow regarded the congregation of sea cows like a preacher to her flock. She spoke without uttering a single word, for herd could read the hatred plain on her face.

They were tired of humanities bullshit. The time of the manatees was upon them, for the glades always gets its keep.


THE WEST-SIXTH

WATERPARK MASSACRE

Sutter Kang

———

You know, I heard about this water park once that was supposed to be the most dangerous in America. Something like 136 accidents a day. I don’t think they were aiming for that award, but as shoddy slides were developed, injuries piled up, so they sort of promoted it, even challenging patrons to make it through unscathed, a real “come if you dare” sort of vibe. After what happened at West-Sixth, I’d put money on us taking their title.

I’d been working for WS (that’s short for West-Sixth, the street the park sat on) for about two months. The day started like any other. I sat on the tower and started flirting with Donald, who wore a speedo to show off his considerable bulge, when from across the park someone screamed. At first, I mistook it for one of the usual screams, kids having a good time tend to get rather rowdy, but there was a bloodcurdling quality to this one that made me feel cold despite the warmth of the sun.

“Travis,” my boss shouted. “Get over here… Sonofabitch.”

I ignored the sonofabitch part, sure it was attributed to what I was being called for: There was blood, so much blood. The water was a cloud of red. People scrambled away. I thought someone had fallen out the sides of one of the slides until I noticed the guy’s head. It was split at the mouth, the top turned upside-down so that it rested on the back of his neck. A cascade of blood trickled down his neck, washing away with the current slapping his back. It was insane how blood could look like Hawaiian Punch in bright sunlight. Something hung from his mouth. It took me a couple seconds to realize it was a tongue, lolling like a dead snake. It was turning a chalky grey. My hand reflexively covered my mouth.

“Get something to cover him up with,” my boss said. “We can’t have everyone staring at him.”

I nodded, ran for towels from the souvenir shop. When I came back he looked at the fabric in my hand, said, “What’n the Hell’s wrong with you?” He emphasized Hell so that it gave his southern drawl a “Gotta get them Duke boys” sort of quality.

“You said—”

“I said to get something to cover him with, not waste potential money by damaging gift shop items,” he whispered, eyeing everyone surrounding us to see if they were listening. They were all too engrossed with the horror to notice, chatting amongst themselves, sounding like hens clucking. By the time I found something to put over him, the EMTs had already shown up and taken him away.

You’d think the park would shut down for at least the day after that sort of thing. Nope. Same as Jaws, capitalism knows no sympathy. Our boss couldn’t take the financial loss, so we stayed open. They shut the ride down for maintenance. Everyone sort of forgot about it for a few days. Whenever the guy was brought up, there’d be someone to say, “Oh, you mean Pez?”

The next week there was the next incident.

The water to big thunder somehow shut off while in full swing. The tube held eight people, three tubes going, twenty-four people who suddenly found themselves skidding along a dry, scalding surface. When the rubber took too much heat and finally popped, the lucky ones fell through the tunnel and hit the pavement. I’m sure they barely felt a thing. What a mess they made, though. The unlucky burned to death when their skin fused itself to the plastic surface, their screams echoing across the park like the whine of bottle rockets minus the POP! A girl managed to make it down the funnel to the end. Her feet had been burned down to the bone, strips of flesh left as each footstep tore it away. It didn’t hit me until later why the smell of freshly roasted pork seemed to fill the air that day.

While all this was going on there was more chaos happening on the other side of the park: Some chemical agent found its way into the lazy river, resulting in over one-hundred people running screaming out of the water with chemical burns, an unlucky few with skin dangling like curtains as it melted away. Of course, there were tramplings as everyone rushed out of the water. I think the worst part, yes even worse than everything mentioned so far, had to have been the food. Burgers that day got an extra topping; razor blades. And it’s not as if the food was much better before the additional condiment, believe me.

So, the park was shut down, despite Mr. Beckley’s pleading.

There was a police investigation for a couple of days, then the place went dark.

The day after the police finished their investigation I got a call from Faith about a potential party on-site at the water park. I thought it was sort of crazy to even entertain the idea, but Faith put it into perspective for me. The park wasn’t going to open back up and it might be the last time we would all see each other, especially Donald.

I was sold.

I showed up wearing the tightest board shorts I could, hoping Donald might catch a glimpse of something of interest. There was beer, pizza, a couple bottles of hard liquor, and of course, plenty of weed. After a few beers and a few tokes, I was feeling pretty loose. Donald saw me, I saw him, and he kind of coked his head to the side and motioned for me to follow him into one of the concession tents. The last thing I remember before passing out was finally getting a kiss from Donald, but Faith interrupted us.

Next thing I knew I opened my eyes and saw Donald staring back into mine. I smiled, opened my mouth to apologize for falling asleep, but stopped when I noticed something was off. It took a moment to register the strangeness in that they were not blinking, then I realized why. Donald’s head was without a body. I screamed, sat up, kicking the head in the process. It rolled away like a deflated volleyball.

A sharp mechanical squeal came from overhead. From the intercom a somewhat familiar voice spoke. “Donald Farrah, your body is waiting for you in lot A. Donald, body in lot A.” It said, then a clownish cackle echoed through the park. “Travis Hart, I’ll be with you momentarily.”

My balls nearly sucked back into my body when I heard my name over the intercom. Apparently my scream had traveled pretty far. The good news was I knew there was only one place that call could have been made from, and quickly started in the opposite direction ASAP, making sure to remain as hidden as possible. Along the way I came across body after body, some spared the mutilation others had. As I moved I tried to place a face to the voice.

“Fuck me…” I said, that face appearing in my head, like a headache. It was Ricki Fucking Ricki, my ex, the psychopath who swore up and down he didn’t steal my cat, who tailed me on my first date after we had broken up, who left notes on my car once I filed the restraining order. That had been over a year ago. How long did the bastard hold a grudge?

The shadowed outline of a person startled me, causing my sphincter to tighten so tight it could have cut diamonds. I froze in place for a moment before remembering K-hole, the clown mascot statue set up at the entrance of the park. I could’ve shat myself in relief. Something dripped into my hair. It was cool, thick, and sticky to the touch. Oh, and red… Above me were what appeared to be entrails. They had been draped along the light poles. Amazingly, they went on and on to what I assumed would be the entrance to the park—a ghoulish party banner for sure.

“Hello, Travis…”

I didn’t wait for a confrontation. I was no fighter, never had been. I sure as shit could run, though. Worked my ass off in track enough to prove it with those gold statues encased in glass on the living room mantel. My feet sped off as fast as the roadrunner, sans the “Beep-Beep”.

“Travis? Travis! This isn’t how this is supposed to go!” Ricki whined.

I didn’t stop. My attention focused on my feet, my legs, the speed that carried me, the cadence adjusted to keep me hidden in shadows. My fleeing set him off in ways I could not have ever imagined. Objects, I had no way of knowing what, speckled my surroundings. It wasn’t until later I learned it was bullets being haphazardly shot that I heard.

I came across the death drop right as thunder began to roll in. The vertical slide dropped about two stories, then went horizontal for about 500 feet. Sprinkles of rain spit on my face as I ran for it. By the time I reached it, a downpour had started. The back of my head knocked the slide as I went down. For a couple of seconds the stars moved like the snow inside a snow-globe.

Without water to slow me after I hit the bottom I sort of skidded until I hit the side. There was a loud crack and I felt a few of my ribs snap. “Fuck me,” I wheezed, finding it hard to get another breath in. I had to move, so I did my best to ignore the pain. Unlike most people, it would be there for me later. A sharp pain shot through my shoulder as I tried to pull myself up the pool’s edge. There was no way I was going to be able to climb out. That only left the stairs, which were all the way on the other side. I hobbled as fast as my broken body could.

Ricki was already there by the time I got to them. He flashed that shit-eating grin, exposing that dead left incisor I never had the heart to tell him about, though he had to be aware of it, it being brown and all. A flash of lightning painted shadows on him that made him resemble a jester. “Not gonna lie, that was pretty damn impressive.” He said, taking a step closer. I took a step back in response, our tango of death; I hoped I could manage the dance despite not knowing any of the steps.

“Oh, c’mon,” he said. “Don’t play shy. We both know that’s not your style.”

“Ricki, I know you’re upset. People break up all the time… But killing me isn’t going to change anything. You need professional help.” I said, feeling pretty stupid. Of course he needed help. It’s not exactly normal for someone to run around killing a bunch of people.

His grin grew wider. He lifted the knife to his lips and used the end of the blade like a toothpick. “Oh, you dumb jizzgobler,” he said. “You gotta make everything about you, don’t you? My Dad runs Wanda’s Wet Waterland, and this place,” he held his arms out “has been stealing all his business. When he started talking about filing for bankruptcy, I took measures into my own hands, couldn’t have us out on the streets because that drunk sure as shit ain’t finding another job. You working here was the cherry, babe.”

He put his hand on the rail as he started down, holding the knife above his head, set to bring it down if I should get daring all the sudden.

Welp, I thought. Guess this is it. I’m fucked.

I never believed in a God, some great creator up there looking down, watching all of us like some parent sitting on a bench at a cosmic playground, but after what happened next I decided I’d have to think about it: A bolt of lightning shot from the sky, striking the blade. It was only a microsecond, but in that short amount of time I memorized all the details. His hand gripping the rail harder, his hair shooting up as if he were a Looney Tunes character, his eyes bugging out so far I half expected them to pop out like Champagne corks. And that awful sound he made, what I imagine if a cat got sucked into a garbage disposal. With one final cha-cha he went still, then fell.

It took me a moment to realize the gift I had been given. I just stared, watching smoke rise off his cooking corpse before I gathered enough sense to book it out of there. Rain pelted me all the way to the police station, which happened to be about five miles—I checked Google maps later. Let me tell you, never, not in a million fucking years, would I have thought being forced on the track team would have benefited me in any way. The more you know, huh? Cue a big rainbow soaring across the sky.

And that, friends, is how I spent my summer vacation.


DOWN THE DRAIN

Shelley Lavigne

———

The bath was just right, Sadie’s skin felt tight in the water, but not prickly. She peeled off the biodegradable wrapper and as she turned the Bubble bomb over in her hand, she could feel a bunch of somethings moving inside, like the beans in a magic bag. Must be the surprise, Sadie thought. The sales lady had hinted that there was something unexpected about this Bubble bomb.

“I mean it feels a bit silly to call this our state-of-the-art Bubbles bomb,” the pretty Bubbles employee had said. “When corporate told us to sell it that way, we had, I’m not going to lie to you, a bit of a laugh in the storeroom. Cause, like, I’m used to the silly corporate nonsense, and we get that they can lay it on thick at Bubs HQ, but honestly this Bubble bomb is the real deal. And it comes with a surprise in the center.

“And no, I’m not going to tell you what it is, that would ruin it!

“First and foremost, it’s filled with sage and eucalyptus, which not only smell great but also have muscle relaxant properties…”

She dropped the fizzing bomb in the water. It twirled and danced, spinning wildly in the water as the color started spreading out, whorls of red and blue and yellow and orange, vibrant glittering swirls as the bath bomb exploded in slow motion.

There was a strange noise, a note below the fizzing of the baking soda meeting water. It sounded almost like rain on a window pane. It was relaxing, a nice added touch.

She felt the muscle relaxant kicking in; tension drained from her muscles as she melted into the warm water.

A sudden burst of smell hit her; the eucalyptus and sage. An earthy aroma—the sales person was right—soothing, relaxing. Sadie leaned back against the back of the tub, knees peeking above because it was too small to accommodate her frame. She might not be able to afford an apartment with a huge soaking tub, but she could have these little luxuries for self-care. To undo the damage she had done. She needed a reset.

Her skin needed moisture.

“It’s also got some cocoa butter that moisturizes skin, makes it supple and tender. Baby soft…” the woman had said.

She caught a glimpse of her submerged left elbow, between the colourful swirls.

Maybe it was a trick of the water but it looked like her skin was stretching to rest at the bottom of the tub, melting, dripping down from her bones and pooling on the porcelain.

Her stomach gave a warning clench of panic.

The colourful swirls met and she lost sight of her limb. But it was definitely not out of sight, out of mind. She panicked, trying to lift her arm out of the water, but it was like the water had thickened. The arm barely budged.

Muscle relaxant, she remembered. It’s fine, it’s just an herbal thing, and that shit is mostly in the head. Silly stuff, not like medicine and drugs. It can’t last that long, or actually be that powerful. You just have to try harder.

Her encouragement sounded false. Like a mother telling her child yes you can be anything you want, when really she knew better.

But Sadie didn’t give up, straining harder to lift her arm. She felt sweat drip down her temples.

It lifted an inch out of the water.

The skin that had been below the water stretched like melted mozzarella.

The sight turned her stomach.

It’s a dream, it’s a dream, she hoped she was right.

The Bubble bomb cracked open and the water around it started to churn.

The sound changed; there was no more fizzing of baking soda, no more rain water trickle. Now, she heard chittering.

What had the sales rep said?

“And at the center is a powerful exfoliant surprise, to really remove all that dead skin.”

She felt a pain in her side. Like a horsefly bite.

Muscle relaxant, but not painkiller, she thought with a whimper as she felt another sharp tinge on her thigh.

Another in the crevice of her belly button.

Then she saw it, a little white thing, slightly bigger than cooked basmati, swimming in the water.

Rice?

The white thing suddenly changed directions and plunged back under, as if to prove it was alive. She felt a bite on her leg a moment later.

And another one on her foot.

The bites started coming more frequently.

Harder bites.

Deeper.

She saw another white squirming maggot. Was it bigger? Were they growing?

One of her colleagues had gotten a fish pedicure before, where they sat her feet in water and a bunch of fish chomped away at the dead skin—“It’s all natural!”—that she said had tickled.

This hurt.

They were eating her flesh. Her now baby soft flesh.

Everywhere they bit, it stung like soap in a cut.

The water wasn’t a swirling, bright rainbow and longer, the foam and fizz was pink, and now red.

“There’s nothing quite like it,” the Bubbles staff had said.

Was this a mistake, a cruel joke? A case of untested natural products? A too-strong batch? A too-hungry batch?

The opaque red swirls hid her body from view but she wondered, when the ambulance came (or maybe her landlord, Jesus she’d be found dead naked, that had always been a weird irrational fear of hers. Not that irrational now), what would they find? Would they find everything under the water digested, and only the bits above looking hale, rested?

When would they even find her? Would someone call when she did not show up to work on Monday, or maybe Tuesday, or maybe Wednesday? Her friends would think nothing of her silence, thinking she was working herself “to death” again, just as they had accused her of before.

I tried to relax, see where that got me!

Sadie was suddenly reminded of her mother. She always insisted Sadie needed to look on the bright side, ironic considering her own end. Sadie thought she could see her mother now, leaning into the bathtub, perfectly-coiffed hair, feet hovering over the floor, face blue, just like she’d seen her last.

“The sales lady said the glitter was all natural! At least the slurry you’re making will be biodegradable.”


FROM THE SWELLS

Wile E. Young

———

The tide was coming in, and the lot of the island waited. I could feel the rumble in my belly just like I was sure that the others could. We were arrayed across the rocks like gulls, our eyes tuned unblinking to the surf.

The giant waves crashed against the jagged black rocks, strong enough to dislodge anyone who tried to get their meal before the rest. I looked up and down our coast at the  nearly three hundred mouths salivating as they looked out at the roiling mass of the sea.

We could see them out in the swells, like old tops rolling end over end, stretching to the horizon under the sickly light of the moon. Even with the movement of the waves, it looked like the surface of the sea was crawling with them, teeming, but it wasn’t true.

All of it was dead.

The foghorn from the lighthouse sounded, Mickey doing his job to signal that it was time, and the crowd stood. I counted down the seconds, letting the beat of my heart keep time. This was the part that I hated the most; the flight and fight.

We couldn’t kill each other, Pastor Yardmoore had commanded that, but we could hurt each other. And hurt each other we did if it wouldn’t mean another month of eating putrid, brine-soaked flesh.

The waves rolled and left nothing, came again and took away the grey sand, before finally depositing the first body on the shore. The horn sounded again and the race was on.

I jumped from my rock, feeling my long hair flow around me like a veil as I dashed towards the steadily piling bodies, spinning over each other. The rest came, the ravenous panting nearly drowning the tide.

Then I was amongst them, the dead and milky-eyed corpses plopping over the chop with each new wave. I had to look for a good one, a fresh one… those nearest to me had been under for some time, swollen and green, curdled black blood oozing out of their orifices and into the shallows.

Lights bobbed from flashlights, a few torches and oil lanterns burned to drive back the dark. I could see a few others dragging their catch away as fast as they could, settling for those that the bloat hadn’t completely claimed. There were shouts, a few of the men falling to fists as they fought over the tenderest flesh. I was beginning to get desperate; all the skin my light fell on was green or black, encrusted with small barnacles.

The pale light from my lamp passed over something white and I stopped. It was a woman’s body, just as old as me. Her eyes were dilated, empty, and her clothes hugged her figure, fuller than mine. It helped that she had probably been eating well before… before whatever had happened.

I spared a quick glance around me. I had to hurry, it looked like some of the others were coming this way. Her skin was cool, but solid, not waterlogged like the corpses around her that had long been embraced by the sea. I pulled hard; they don’t tell you how difficult it is to move a body. They were heavy and laden with water, and they were soft.

There was a flash of bright light, just the lighthouse panning over the shore. I could almost imagine Mickey licking his lips at the railing, ready for his tithe of flesh, and I froze when I heard the shout, “SHE’S GOT ONE!”

I knew the voice, a longshoreman named Henry. There were no fish in the bay anymore, Henry’s gaffs and hooks had been turned to a different sea’s bounty.

Their lanterns were bobbing maybe fifty yards away. The beam from the lighthouse came again and I saw that he wasn’t alone, but was joined by the other longshoremen. I pulled hard, dragging the corpse, and stepped through something soft and wet. Black oily blood bubbled up and swished between my toes. The dunes weren’t that far, and they were my salvation. That was one of Pastor Yardmoore’s commandments: once you reached it with your catch, you were home free.

Henry and his cohorts turned my way and I knew that I would fight. I couldn’t eat another of the bloated, my brother couldn’t, and I knew that I had no chance of fending them off. They couldn’t kill me, but we could shed blood. They’d probably drink it, waste not.

A wave crashed, sending more corpses flopping across the shore, and it washed over Henry, knocking his rabble off their feet and into the grey sand. I heard the curses as I pulled my prize onto the dunes, lying back and staring at the endless black of night. I thanked my fortunes… the same ones that ruled over all of us here.

***

The dead woman’s eyes stared over our meager village. Tallow candles burned in the windows, the shadowy forms of my neighbors waiting for their own to come back carrying their meal.

There were no birds anymore, no fish, and no cattle. Whatever had happened out in the wide world was a mystery to us. All we knew was that anybody who’d left in our seaworthy boats hadn’t come back and neither had the animals. But the sea… the sea had provided.

I found my home, just another identical structure of stone and wood, my little brother waiting for me. Jothan’s eyes lit up when he saw the girl in my arms, a string of drool falling. Feeling the cold flesh under my fingers, I shared his anticipation. The foghorn bellowed, the hunt was over, we didn’t dig graves for the unclaimed bodies. If the sun chose to rise in the morning, we’d eat the rot, but tonight, I had something fresh.

“Get her feet, will you?” I asked as I carried the dead woman to the threshold.

Jothan wasn’t much more than a month past twelve, but he was already filling out in strength. In a few years he would be a strong man, if we were still here in a few years that was.

A draft blew in behind me, casting a chill pall on the already frigid house. Our power plant had failed weeks ago, and now the only things that functioned were wood burning. Luckily, we’d been brought up in the old ways. My stove had a fine pile of driftwood waiting for the lick of flame.

Jothan hurried back and shut the door, throwing the latch, and sealing us inside. Another unspoken rule of our community: you ate your meals behind closed doors and didn’t speak of it. None of us were proud of what we did to survive.

I brought the dead woman to the kitchen island, laying her out as gently as I could. I didn’t know who she was, what kind of life she had lived. All I knew was that she would sustain us another week.

Though I’d never seen it, I’d heard whispers that a few of us didn’t hold true to honoring them as Pastor Yardmoore preached. A man named Burman was a neighbor, and I could already hear the dull thumps as he went about his preparation, his butchering. I didn’t hold to that; I kept the commandments.

My father had been a longshoreman, same as Henry. There had been a time when he had spoken of marriage between the boy and I, but that time had long passed. The sea had taken my father a few years back, before whatever happened, but he had left the tools of his trade.

I took the flensing knife from the wall, deciding to start with her arms. The blade was in position, and I looked into her eyes. “I’m sorry, and thank you.”

She didn’t respond, the corpses never did.

Her meat came off like a roll of paper. Jothan was there to grab the red squares, quietly carrying them to our ice box, kept in the basement and still cold. The blood ran fast, still red, but not warm. I heard it dripping, the small trickles finding the cracks in the floor so they could feed the cellar earth.

I did the same to her legs, peeling it back. My stomach rumbled as our home filled with the rich copper smell of fresh gore. It didn’t take much to stoke my hunger anymore. Used to, my stomach would at least wait until we had cooked our catch.

But now… I reached with trembling fingers and dabbed them in the runoff from my ministrations. I brought them to my lips and closed my eyes, savoring the flavor. It was merely a taste, but I had learned to appreciate when blood came fresh.

My fillet knife cut through her stomach muscles. She had been healthy, but what fat she had I would need. Tallow was nearly as valuable as the meat that came with the tide. I stared into the hollow I had made and began to cut. I liked to start at the bottom, removing her uterus, her ovaries. I could hear the small wet squelch as my knife cut through the soft offal.

The major organs came next. I started with her lungs, reaching under her ribcage and pulling the pair away, placing them in Jothan’s waiting hands. He squeezed a little and the sea water shot out. He palpated both until they were empty.

I was fixated on it, and my blade nicked the stomach, spilling more seawater into the cavity I’d made. I heard it wash around, soaking through my fingers and mixing with the blood in the dark hollow.

Her heart was still out of reach, but it didn’t matter, her ribs snapped in my hands easily enough. These too could be used… all of her would be.

***

I warmed the bath and Jothan did his part of processing while I cleaned myself. The vanity mirror revealed what looked like a corpse that had risen from the sea. I didn’t remember when my hair had become so pallid, my face had sagged into something unhealthy.

The warm water was a comfort as I sank into it. It was sea water as we saved what fresh water we had. In the silence of my bath, I heard something…

I’d been hearing it for a while now, stronger every day. It was soft singing that offered comfort. Offered hope.

I wanted to hear more.

Jothan had already set our places at the table, but he left it to me to prepare the meal. Sometimes I seared the meat, but tonight stew would do. The smell of the herbs and meat together was tantalizing. I dipped my fingers into the cauldron, feeling the bubbling brew heat under me. I didn’t care about disease anymore; all I had to look forward to was our next meal, and the salt in my hair from the sea.

I placed the steaming food at Jothan’s place and waited for my brother to return. He came back clad in his bedclothes, smelling crisp and raw like the sea. I saw his eyes dazzle at the stew, the hunger rising in him.

He sat and both of us lowered our heads in prayer, thanking whatever god had brought us this bounty on the waves of fate. We both dined and I tasted the salted human flesh, remembering the girl who had sated us, her face ever behind my eyes.

“Sister… have you heard it?”

I froze at Jothan’s words, trying to find my own. “What did you say?”

His fork trembled in his grip as he stared into his stew. “Ever since it happened, since we began to eat…” He paused. “Like we do, it’s gotten stronger. I hear it outside the bath now. It’s telling me—”

“Never mind what it tells you,” I snapped, harsher than I intended, the faint teeth of fear biting in my heart, causing it to beat a little faster.

Jothan looked like was going to say more, his mouth opened, but instead he took another bite. The two of us ate the rest of our meal in silence, enjoying the blessings of what we had. I tried to ignore the chill bumps racing up my arms, and the soft melody in my ears.

***

My sleep was fitful, nothing but the endless current of the tides and what they brought. Weak light trickled through the window, and wearily I opened my eyes to take in the dawn. It was the fog that came with the day and seemed to fade at night, another endless grey rotation around the world. But distantly, across the expanse of the village, I heard a faint yelp.

I don’t know why this set me on edge, why the hair stood on the edge of my arms, but I rolled out of my bed, grappling for my clothes. A glance out the window revealed dark figures shuffling past. I thought to call to them before I realized that each was trailing a steady stream of water, muddying the street as they passed.

I hurried down the hall, opening the door to Jothan’s room and immediately rousing him. My hand covered his mouth before he could speak and I put a finger to my lips, entreating him to silence. Confusion passed over him before he understood; we both could hear the song, loud as the seabird cries that used to grace us. It was coming from the shore.

The two of us made our way down the stairs, avoiding the steps that I knew would creak and reveal our presence to the strangers. The windows were still blurred with the morning dew, the strangers outside little more than dark silhouettes moving by.

The radio squealed to life. “Hello? Is anyone listening?”

I scrambled across the floor. We had heard no messages from the rest of the world, but our own sets worked fine. I knew Mickey’s voice like I knew my brother’s, and even from the brief words, I knew he was afraid. My hands jumbled to cover the speaker before he spoke again, but it was too late, the strangers had heard it.

The doorknob to my home jerked, twisting, and I heard words come like they were muffled by water. I gestured for Jothan to grab the blades we had used the day before, still coated in the blood of the woman we’d eaten.

Even terrified, he moved to heed me. I keyed the mic. “Mickey? Mickey, are you there?”

“Charity? Is that you?” he asked.

“Yes. What’s happening, what can you see?” I replied, watching Jothan close the door at the landing even as our entry began to shake.

I could almost imagine him up at the top of his tower, lantern turning to warn nonexistent ships to avoid our shores. Or signaling other things that we were still here, still alive.

“Charity… there are so many, they’re everywhere. They’re coming up out of the waves.” He whispered. I knew that whatever had happened, it had finally come for us. “I think we’re sinking,” he continued. “The waves are hitting the church. I… dear god… they’re coming over the cliffs!”

My heart beat faster and I gestured for Jothan to come. He was crying, he’d heard the words the same as me. He came into my arms and we hugged, listening to Mickey.

“Charity… I… I can hear them on the steps.” His breathing kept coming even as I heard the door to our home splinter and give way, “I know them. Dear god, Charity, I know them.”

My hands were clutching the mic so hard that I thought it would break. “Who? Mickey, who?”

His answer chilled me to the bone. “They’re who we’ve been eating.”

A long scream came from the mic and I threw away the radio, trying to comprehend what was happening, not realizing that the water had come rushing into my home. It was filling up fast. My eyes flicked to the roof, how far could the water rise, would we be safe there?

As if in answer, I heard the waves slosh as something moved through the lapping water in the house. I saw a crown of hair spread across the surface like an oil slick, and the pale face of the woman I had just yesterday devoured appeared from the wet darkness.

More followed, bloated and green disciples that I recognized from their time on my table. I was frozen in place by their looks of joy. Their hands reached for my brother and me. Then they ferried us from our home. I heard my brother’s screams, the water soaking through my shift, drowning the place where we had lived our whole lives, had eaten our fill.

Pastor Yardmoore was there in the street, as were Henry and the other longshoremen, their fists flying as they attempted to fight. They might as well have tried to fight the sea itself for all the good it did them.

I saw my friends and neighbors in this exodus, held in procession by corpses that acted like pallbearers. My home sank around me as, out in the bay, I saw large pale teeth ascend from the surf.

We had eaten our fill. I suppose it was only time for the sea to do the same.


DRIPPING WET BITCH

Jonathan Butcher

———

The woman approached Zed from the water, in just the way he liked: soaking wet and naked.

He’d been lying on the damp bank of Lake Trejerrah, contemplating his wife Maggie’s hypocrisy. They’d fought earlier that morning. Just a scrap, like usual—some slapped faces, a few shoves—but how dare she snarl and growl at him for occasionally purchasing a gappy-toothed whore, when she herself did the same thing? Well actually, she didn’t go for cheap hookers, but she’d finally confessed to liking the ladies, and that morning, she’d told him she often hungers for poontang and takes a taste whenever she can.

So, pissed as hell, Zed had headed to the water.

Resting on his back before the sun-streaked lake amidst the dangling vines with only the busy buzz of bugs for company, Zed had daydreamed of gorgeous blondes, brunettes, and redheads—the opposite to that cheating sow back home. He sure missed the days when he could dip his wick into a soft young thing’s squishy places, and be gone by morning still holding all his change.

So Zed had wished for someone new, fresh, succulent, and free of charge. And, not 20 feet away, the placid waters had parted and made way for exactly that.

Zed sat up as a dripping head rose from the dappled pool and revealed long hair bordering a luscious-lipped face, with teen-innocent eyes, and cheeks just begging for a coating of cream. He should have been disturbed by the sight—how could she have held her breath long enough to pop out of the water like that?—but his first response was a twitching in his waders.

The moist maiden, at least half his middle age, smiled and ran her tongue around the edges of her thick dick-lickin’ lips.

“Heh… hi there!” Zed said, bewildered and scrambling to his feet.

Her bare shoulders came next, then the tops of her arms which edged a pair of neat, petite, oh-so-suckable titties. Tiny sweet bee-stings, they were, with nipples like stiff raspberries.

“What the…” Zed started, laying a hand on his face as he swayed upright on the shore.

The watery woman continued to rise from the depths, her narrow, taut tummy-tum giving way to what he half-expected to be a mermaid’s fishy lower half, but which instead were two round hips begging to be gripped and groped. Heavy thighs hugged a landing strip crowning a superbly shaven snatch, which led down into tanned legs the likes of which Zed hadn’t felt wrapped around him in a couple of decades.

Zed clamped his jaw closed so as not to gawp, despite the astounding vision defying everything he’d believed about the world until today.

Dreams came true.

And naked sluts breathed underwater.

The only moment of unease Zed felt before she was upon him and every doubt was forgotten, was the way she swept herself over the calm ripples. He could see her feet as they paced across the surface of the lapping H2O, like she was his very own saturated saviour, but instead of bearing stigmata and a judgey disposition, she came bearing titties, ass, and a generous portion of pussy—apparently just for him.

“You dreamed of me,” she said as she drew near.

The melody of her voice had Zed’s beefy flesh-spike standing taut, readying him more effectively than the blue pills he sometimes took before slipping ol’ Maggie the length.

“You wanted another, so I came,” she told him.

“Who are you?” Zed asked, admiring the shimmer of her golden skin.

“You like it wet, don’t you?” she said. “You want to be wet, with me?”

Zed’s mind swilled with thoughts of creamy cooches and the warmth of a lubed, slippery butthole. She was almost within his reach now. “Yes. Wet is… perfect.”

“And you’re not attached, are you?” she asked, her voice hypnotic and resonant. “There’s no one stopping you from joining me?”

Zed thought of his unfaithful wife’s porcine face and bovine udders. Her prone floppiness when he fucked her. The dryness of her dusty slot.

“No,” Zed said. “There’s no one else.”

With her feet still resting in the water, the sopping nymph reached for him. He smelled salt, and lush green reeds, and the exhilarating rush of a wave crashing directly onto you and dragging you down, down into the foamy depths. Her hands on his face were cool and clammy, and Zed, not much of a kisser, was overjoyed when she tugged his waders and jeans down to his knees, knelt before him, and enveloped his pecker in the cold cavern of her mouth.

Though the chilly temperature of her tongue was unexpected, it was the finest contrast to the sloppy warm holes he was used to. It calmed him, weakening his knees, and when her jaws wrapped around his furry scrotum she took him to an icy kind of heaven. She slurped his pole back between her lips and Zed felt the most curious sensation: as though, instead of preparing him to plop a load into her, she was preparing to squirt one into him.

“Wait… woah… what are you doing?” he asked.

When he looked down she stared right back up at him, with the glittering gaze of someone inspecting their conquest, a proud, lustful, and somehow cruel stare that made Zed’s heart freeze alongside his cock.

“I think you should stop now,” Zed said, pensive. “I’ve changed my mind. I’ve got a wife!”

With her mouth still full she quivered her eyebrows, as if to say, I know.

Her stare never shifted, even as he felt the sharp, horrific sensation of his stiffy being opened, then penetrated. A frosty jet filled his pisshole, froze his balls, and he yelped and shoved her head away.

Kneeling on the bank with her toes still touching the lake, the young woman, who had momentarily been Zed’s finest fantasy, grinned. It was an almost-mocking expression, and something dripped from the side of her mouth and ran down to her chin. She raised her hand and beckoned. He backed away, jeans and waders still at his feet. Cupping his genitals, he shook his head, confused but relieved to be free of the wintry bitterness of her mouth.

He was left with a numb certainty that he’d been tricked. “You’re sick,” he said.

“And you’re a liar,” she replied. “A sappy, wet cheat.”

“What are you talking about?”

“Look at you,” she said, and the sensual thrum of her voice had become jagged and hard. “Saturated in guilt. Soaked with deceit. As inconsistent as water.”

Zed back-paced further, taking his hands away from his penis to look down at it. Now floppy, it was rather paler than usual and certainly not a happy-looking chap, but he was glad that its temperature seemed to be returning. His urethra dribbled, but that just told Zed that whatever this moist bint had spat up into him was coming right back out again.

“Go fuck yourself,” he said, for he was not a witty man. “Go on: fuck right off.”

Feeling violated, he pulled up his jeans and waders and staggered away from the strange wet woman. This week, for the first time in years he’d go and take an STI test. Who knew what diseases that pond-tramp carried?

Slinking back into the trees, he glanced behind him. Thankfully she was gone, no doubt submerged back into whatever sodden home she’d swum from.

Zed began to make his way back along the muddy path through the trees. Sunlight speckled his bare arms and head as he went. Once free of the waterside woods, he traipsed along the road towards the cottage he shared with Maggie, ready to apologise, make up, and hopefully enjoy the hen pie she’d baked for them just last night.

On the way, his crotch throbbed. What the hell had that bitch done to him?

Still walking on a road free of cars and pedestrians, cooking beneath the sun, Zed climbed the steep empty hill that led him home. He rubbed the front of his waders and felt something bizarre: his dong had become stiff again but it wasn’t upright, as though it was filled with erection-blood but couldn’t be bothered to stand up. He’d have Maggie take a look once they’d straightened things out between them. She’d know what to do.

But as soon as Zed opened the door to the cottage, a wail came from upstairs.

“Zed!” his wife Maggie called. “That you? Don’t come up here!”

The painful ache in his prick had worsened during the walk, but Zed was distracted now. He knew that sound in her tone: guilt. She was up to something.

Did she have a woman up there?

Zed stomped across the hall and mounted the stairs, groaning as more pain flared in his groin. At the top, he yelled, “I know what you’re doing in there, you filthy twat! Are you so bored of my ding-a-ling, that you’d rather snack on a lady’s crotch-lips these days?”

He opened their bedroom door—and threw his hands to his face at the sight beyond.

Maggie, his cunt-hungry wife of 15-odd years, sat on the bed clutching her belly with both arms. She was wearing her green flannel dressing gown and, since this morning, her stomach had ballooned to twice its usual size. It was enormous, and could only mean one, impossible thing.

She was pregnant.

“What the hell am I looking at here?” Zed demanded.

Maggie turned a sagging, chubby sneer his way, her look struck halfway between hate and searing discomfort. “I told you not to come in. I’m still mad at you.”

“You’re still…” he said, but faltered. “Why is your belly like that?”

“I don’t know.”

“Whose is it?”

“It’s not a baby, fuckhead!” she spat.

Zed pounded across the room to her. “Then what is it?”

Maggie’s expression softened, suddenly afraid. “I think it’s water retention.”

“You’re saying this is… a woman’s problem?” Zed asked, feeling unsteady.

“I don’t know. It’s been like it since she left.”

Zed reeled. “Since who left?”

“It was the strangest thing,” Maggie said, her gaze drifting. “I was running a bath, hoping it would calm me down after you stormed off this morning. And I left the bathroom to make some coffee.” Her piggy eyes filled with something uncanny. “And when I came back, there was… there was…”

“There was what?”

Before she replied, something in Zed’s underpants lurched.

“Shit!” he barked, his attention grabbed by a bolt of agony.

“What’s wrong?” Maggie asked.

“It’s nothing, is what it is,” Zed said, but couldn’t help cupping his crotch with both hands.

Maggie scowled and hauled herself to her feet, struggling with the weight of her newly gigantic undercarriage. “Have you caught something off of one of your ‘friends’, Zed?”

“No, I just…”

“Get them off.” She reached for the suspenders holding his waders up.

“Let go!” Zed said, but an explosion of agony ripped through him. “Ugggghhh… fine, but let me do it.”

Zed stepped back, pulled the bands off his shoulders, and let his waders drop to the bedroom carpet. His jeans strained against a voluminous bulge, as though he’d secreted a football in his underwear. He gasped, barely believing what he was seeing. As he undid his zipper, a thought hit him—something which he had little reason to believe, but which he knew was a fact all the same. His jeans fell around his ankles and he said, “You met someone, didn’t you? Someone… weird.”

“Yes,” Maggie said, frowning. “She was just there. Beautiful. In the bath, when I came back up. And she…”

“And she asked if you had a partner, didn’t she?”

Maggie looked astonished.

“And then she spat something up into you, didn’t she?”

“How do you…”

“Didn’t she?!”

Maggie’s mouth formed a shocked zero. She hung her head. Then she shrieked, high and whinnying. She pointed down and Zed followed her trembling finger.

Zed’s stained grey underpants had torn open to make way for his nutsack and cock, both of which had distended wildly. His scrotum was the width of a breakfast bowl, and his johnson the length of a toddler’s arm. They hung thick, heavy, and ridiculous, their veins and flesh pulsating.

Maggie looked into his eyes. “What’s happening to us?” she asked, groping her swollen abdomen.

Zed only had one answer. “She did this.”

After a pause, Maggie prodded Zed’s giant dangling dick experimentally. There was a soggy POP, and it sprang a leak. A thin spurt of clear liquid shot from his shaft, as though she’d nicked an artery that carried only water.

“What did you do that for?” Zed screamed, panic turning into rage.

“We need to call an amb…” Maggie began.

Zed jabbed her in the stomach. A bucket’s worth of water hit the floor between her legs. Her eyes widened and she shielded her engorged torso.

“You prick!” she said, winding a fist back.

“No wait!” Zed said, holding his hands up. “Maybe we should squeeze this stuff out, like pus, y’know?”

Maggie kept her fist raised, but said, “Okay. Maybe we can…”

With a rumbling gurgle, frigid water blasted out of her mouth, smacking Zed’s face with the power of a fire hose. He felt the snap of his nose break, staggered back, and tumbled to the floor. Maggie gasped, swallowed, and the deluge halted—but as soon as she coughed, another arcing spray erupted from her lips and over the bed.

Zed scrambled to his feet and out of his jeans. Drenched in his wife’s copious splashing, he noticed that the narrow squirting from his cock had thickened, and multiplied. Ropes of water shot from his urethra, from two holes in his shaft, and from a puncture in his balls. He gripped them as best he could, trying to block the sprays, but it was like holding a finger over a running tap: the water pressure simply increased. He dashed through the door, leaving his wife spluttering and vomiting transparent streams in the bedroom.

Next door, Zed caught sight of his face in the bathroom mirror. His cheeks were puffed, and alongside the painful swelling of his knob and tackle, he realised with terror that the sensation was spreading through his body. He raised a hand to his fattening face and saw that his fingers and thumb had grown too, the skin stretching taut against the rising tide within. His cheeks bloated further, like the vocal sacs of a frog.

“Maggie, help me!” he cried, his voice a waterlogged squawk.

As the words left his mouth water powered from his throat, shattering the mirror and the awful sight it framed. Shards of reflecting glass tinkled to the floor as he shambled from the room. His anus belched a geyser of water into the door, which crashed against its hinges.

Back in the bedroom, Maggie was on the floor on her back. Her dressing gown was open and beneath it she was nude, revealing two tits and a stomach that had inflated to four times their usual size. Her nipples machine-gunned transparent fluid and her belly had burst in countless places. Erratic gluts fired from her still-growing tits and tum, powerful enough to knock paint from the ceiling and crack the bedroom window.

Zed couldn’t find his jeans, and assumed she’d flopped down over them. “Where’s my phone? Where’s yours?”

Her head turned sideways but he doubted she could see him anymore: her eyes were white water-balloons stretched and straining from their sockets, the pupils bugging in opposite directions. She opened her mouth to speak but something pink and glistening that wasn’t her tongue emerged, spurting water like a hydrant. Hissing and wheezing, the wedge of sprinkling muscle plopped further from her lips. It was a lung.

With a deep, ear-crushing boom, Maggie’s knockers met breaking point. Fluid filled the air as her chest tore asunder, revealing the shattered ribs and squirming organs inside.

Zed tried to speak but his tongue was next to go, expanding with such force that when it hit his teeth it split open, unleashing torrents more. Despite the leaks patchworking his frame, he felt like he was only becoming more full. His bodyweight became too much to bear and he fell sloshing to the flooded carpet.

The unfaithful pair lay side by side, juddering and squittering and grunting. As the room became a reservoir produced by their own bodies, Zed watched his wife in horror. For a second he thought she was looking at him, but then her eyeballs ruptured too, their remains sagging down over her cheeks.

A strange thought came to Zed, moments before they expired: Does this count as drowning?

With a vile splat, his penis detonated in a watery mushroom cloud, leaving fleshy remains that resembled an empty beige banana peel.

Zed’s last conscious action was to raise his hands before him. The skin was parting from his bones and losing its colour. Then his head blew apart in a clear stormblast of fluids, and he thought no more.

The water that submerged the room trickled out across the hall and down the stairs, leaving their corpses deflated, and steadily melting from solids, into liquid translucence.

The human stream they’d become, which had poured from two separate beings but since become a single body of liquid, ran beneath the cottage front door. Gallons emerged into the street in a tidal rush.

The cold river burbled through the heat of the day, down the steep hill from the cottage and into the woods. When it hit the soil, its current drifted to the same lakeside clearing where Zed had met the strange, cruel, seductive woman earlier that day. Once there, the wet remains of Zed and Maggie flowed over the bank and into the lake, and for just a moment, the sparkling surface seemed to smile.


MISTER FUCKIT GOES TO SEA

Gerard Houarner

———

I met the guy when I was a kid. He chartered my father’s trawler. Had a spot he wanted to go to. Pulled out bills like chum for sharks.

Dad’s eyes went big. White sperm whale breaching kind of big, with that cash in his hand like a harpoon ready for the kill. Uncle Fred’s mouth was a trap door that wouldn’t close.

Cash in hand beat fish in the nets. What was the worst that could happen? Fisheries weren’t so regulated, back then. And we were heading south, anyway, according to him.

You see, he didn’t have any gear. Didn’t know shit about fishing. Knew his spot, though.

Dad and uncle didn’t know fuck about no spot or what the fuck he was going to do out where he was sending us. They worried about meeting up with pirate drug smugglers on the high seas. But cash, up front, stowed away on land and waiting for them to come back, like a wife waiting for her captain on a widow walk like they had back East, made the poles of their spines stand a little straighter.

Look, I ain’t nine years old no more, just like you ain’t never gonna get what you want to get. Unless he wants you to catch him. And you don’t want to catch that fish.

Who said he was dead?

No. I’d never say that. I can say I saw him die.

A few times, now.

How about you front that charter money right about now, before I get busy doing something else. It’s how I make my living, you know.

Thank you.

Now, about that man you’re interested in.

He looked crazy. Even dangerous. But didn’t act like the drug lord type. I wasn’t scared of him, and at that age, with Dad, my uncle, and the sea for family, I’d already run across a few typhoons full of trouble. Having my father as a father was like not having a father, at all, if you get my meaning.

Never mind my uncle.

So, we went out. Steady and quiet. Sometimes people went out to dump ashes, or for the stars and moon. Go tripping or get high on the waves. It was really California, back then.

Just in case, we had pistols and shotguns stowed away in easy reach.

We got to his spot after a few days, trolling as we went, picking up crabs on the bottom, even netting a wahoo once we were in Mexican water. The sea was calm, just kissing the hull now and then. The moon was full, with a Jesus halo all around it. Fish were coming up. We didn’t have to hit the stores, or even the crabs, for dinner.

He stared into the water. No at. Into it. Like he was watching something we couldn’t see, yet.

My uncle started singing. He had a good voice. I liked the old songs, from Mexico, though I didn’t understand the words. I miss his voice.

Is it bad to say I liked him better than my father?

I don’t give a shit that you don’t care. You’re on my dock. There’s no menu. You get the catch of the day.

So, then he jumps into the water.

No warning. Smooth as a proper cast of fishing line. Clothes on, like a kid.

A Humboldt squid wrapped him up, took a spin or two, took him down like a body snatcher. The man was there, and then he wasn’t. Never seen anything like it. I was standing on that side, leaning on the rail like him, staring at the stars, making up the words to my uncle’s song, like always. Next thing, I’m looking down at him wrapped up in arms while water’s splashing my face.

The damned thing rolled and gave me the eye, some tentacles squeezing the man while others slapped the water. As if in triumph.

And then it was gone.

My uncle stopped singing. Dad looked to me. They didn’t start getting up, and got mad at me because they thought the man was playing a trick on them and I was helping him.

Finally, they stood up and stared at the spot the man had occupied, as if he was hiding behind the stars on the horizon.

We didn’t head back right away.

Going back meant reporting the accident. Dad didn’t want problems. I understood, completely. It wasn’t until I was much older that I thought, that’s exactly what we should have done. Anything else just made us look guilty of something. But back then, I guess we were all kids, at some level. Cancer took Mom, my Uncle’s wife divorced him and took the kids, so there wasn’t anyone responsible, anymore. Except when it came to the business. And even that had a lot of soft edges.

Three to four days, my Uncle said. Wait to see if the body comes up.

Even I knew the currents were going to take that thing far away. It’s just that nobody wanted to go back. It was like we were in an episode of I Love Lucy. Only, we were Lucy and nobody was there to love us.

But the body did come back. Two days later. Already bloated.

We smelled it before we saw it. I turned the lights up and got them on what had come back up from the sea. My uncle said the body wasn’t our guy. It was too soon for our charter to come back for a refund, even in warm water.

And that seemed true enough, given the corpse was stripped naked, ass to the moon, face down. The bloat seemed uneven, like an undercooked omelet, pale and runny here, firm and sun-tanned there. His flesh crawled, as if eels were trying out the skin for fit and comfort.

Uncle pointed to the missing hands and feet. More evidence it wasn’t our man. And he kept asking about the clothes. There should have been something left. Underwear, at least.

Nobody answered when I asked why a lamprey was anchored to the body’s ass hole. It was in the wrong ocean, for one thing. I knew that much.

Yes. Yes, they let me see all of that. What were they going to do, lock me up below deck? I was raised on the water. Just shut the fuck up and listen.

Dad hooked the body, turned it over. A ray slid off, leaving a hole in the neck past the trachea all the way through to a white and polished spine glistening through strands of meat and tissue. There was no face, but the front part of the skull was covered with a layer of, like, mushy white muscle. It was a guy because there were no tits. The missing cock and balls left a gaping hole in the crotch, from the abdomen to the upper inner thighs.

A funny looking crab, all kinds of colors, with some weird antennae sticking out of its head, popped out from between his legs. It had lost a limb of its own, somewhere. Behind it, a small octopus had gathered itself around the lower spine and hips. Just over the edge of a tentacle, I could see little globes clinging to bone, glowing in the moonlight like little pearls, sparkling whenever water splashed into the wound.

The smell was something else—sharper than rotting fish, thicker than entrails cut open to spill out shit. Brine carried an acid edge that pricked the nose and burned the sinuses just a little.

The octopus shouldn’t have been nesting in a corpse, protecting her eggs. The crab didn’t belong in these waters. Neither did the shark that popped up, looking like it was going to take a bite out of it from the grinning chops sticking out under him. I’ve been told over the years that what I saw was a cookiecutter shark, a dog, kitefin and even a gulper shark. The eye bulged out like a blood pus barnacle. It nudged the guy with its nose, rolled, took a tiny little bite from a handless arm and swam away.

Other things popped up from deep dark water into the moonlight. An angler bumped the man’s body from underneath, then circled, its bait rod dancing in the air, before nipping the raw end of an arm. A viper fish, looking like a swimming long, flaccid cock with a crown of teeth, nibbled at a thigh.

There were more things coming up from the deep, all mysteries to me at the time. All I ever knew were game fish, things you could eat and sell. When I looked up all the things I’d seen later, I recognized some, but most never matched exactly what was in the books.

Everything we saw that night had extra parts, like jellyfish tendrils or a crust of coral larvae that had chosen flesh rather than rock to attach and bond themselves to. And there were things under their scales, moving between flesh and scales, wiggling beneath the man’s skin.

They didn’t belong here. Or now.

I saw a Coelacanth that day, long ugly thing with fins all over, supposedly dead for millions of years until somebody found them alive, on the other side of the world. It didn’t belong in those waters, or that time, taking a bite out of a corpse.

And when I thought about all of that later, when I dreamed it as if I were one of the fish nibbling away at the corpse, it somehow felt like church, when Mom was alive and had me take the sacrament with her even though I was way too young.

Taking a bite out of Jesus’ body, for salvation, to get closer to God.

These things, these fish from nowhere, everywhere, and anytime were waiting there for that man to jump in the water and give himself to them.

Something like that was going on, only without Jesus and God, and nothing about salvation. Survival, maybe. Feeding on something, coming back for him, again and again, passing along whatever was in that man that made him live that way. And that man, maybe feeling the urge to give himself, maybe even end himself, and pass along what he was to something else, something old and primitive and maybe deserving a chance to make less of a mess of everything than people had managed to do.

He was something special.

We left him out there. Nobody came around to ask for him.

I grew up. My Dad died of cancer ten years later. I was left with Uncle and some guys from the docks who took turns helping out.

That man came back. Looking just the same as when he jumped into the ocean. He even remembered my name. Asked how Dad was, and gave his condolences. Apologized he hadn’t come back sooner. Said the fish were going to be glad for his visit.

I thought you were dead, I said.

I come back, he said. That’s the way it’s always been, guess it’s not going to stop anytime soon.

I went out with a couple of older men, ones who knew my father, who’d heard Dad’s stories but never believed them. I didn’t say a thing to them, it was just another charter. They did wonder about him having no gear, or interest in fishing.

On the full moon night, he jumped. I held the men back from going in after him. They saw the squid take him down. They didn’t want to go down after him after that. We left before the show went into its second act.

They never went out with me again. Some wild stories got spread in the surrounding bars. Actually helped with the finances. Some men started looking at me as something more than a quick fuck.

Got married. Had a couple of boys. My husband and I both worked the business. We bought a bigger trawler. The kids grew up on and near the ocean, just like me, just like me the sea got into them and they learned like a fish learns to swim.

That man came back, again. Didn’t wait ten years. I didn’t tell my husband that he was the guy from the bar stories. The man didn’t jump, this time. But the fish gathered. Waited. Instead of jumping, he cursed them, and wept, and screamed that he wasn’t going to let them feed on his body, he was a human being not a grocery bag, and finally drank everything alcoholic onboard and went unconscious.

My husband saw the fish, the man, but didn’t say anything. When we got back, the man left without saying goodbye.

We fucked hard enough to push out twelve kids, but we never got any more.

The man came back every few years, sometimes bright and cheerful, other times sour and cranky. Drunk. Mad. Sometimes he didn’t remember me, but knew he had something to do. Then, after my husband was killed in a stupid head on car crash—highways kill more people than oceans—that man came by, again. Barely said a word, this time. Hid inside for the trip out.

He came out for the full moon. The water was a little choppy. I didn’t think he was going to jump, again.

He did.

I had a couple of older men working for me. They remembered the stories that had gone around. They saw the fish waiting for him, jumping and splashing under bright stars and brilliant moon. They never sailed with her, again.

The kids saw everything. I told them everything. They pointed out the man never jumped when the sky wasn’t clear, the moon bright, the sea relatively calm.

I told them he didn’t always jump when everything was like that, but then, I let them know he’d never jumped without the full moon and all the stars watching over him.

The boys were men and we were sailing on a larger trawler when he went in the third time. He was drunk, but he’d been drunk before and never went in. This time he did. He screamed, like he was being forced to do something he didn’t want to do. As if he forgot who and what he was.

Yes. He still comes around. My sons look like they’ll be around for good long while. The sea is their life. They call him the boogey man. I’ve heard him call himself Mister Fuckit. Any which way he goes, it’s because, fuck it. That last time he went in, I heard him say it, before he jumped.

Our situation here is no different than what I’ve told you about how and what he does, so let’s do this now.

When do you think he’s coming?

Sorry, but I like a good laugh. The look on your faces… you don’t get to laugh a lot working with the water.

He’s already here. Outside. Behind you. Waiting.

Of course he knows you’ve been tracking him. For years. Those long trips out, not knowing if he’s going to jump or not, he talked to himself. Or maybe, to the sea.

Think tank fixers, he calls you. Doing the dirty work for suits and the lab coats.

Go ahead, check out the place.

Do you know anything about working a boat? Then I’m going to need my boys to do the dirty work. You bring all the guns you want. Sleep in shifts.

I can’t guarantee he’s going to jump. You can push him. I’m sure the fish’ll be there. They’re always there, waiting under the full moon. Getting their fix, like those immortal jellyfish I read about, better at copying and repairing DNA, and protecting chromosome ends. Hell, maybe they help him keep those telomeres long and strong.

Still go back to the library to keep up on the world. Fuck the internet.

When he was drunk, once, I asked him how long he’s been like this.

Said thousands of years.

He’s lived all over the world. Moves around when he feels like it. He spends most of his time getting killed, then coming back.

Always drawn to the sea. The fish—those fish—they find him. From the African coast to Indian waters to the frozen ends of the earth, they’re drawn to each other. They’re addicted to each other. They’ve both become more of that the world is, and less of what they were.

No, I don’t think he can change. He’s just unpredictable.

You’re going to fix that?

Sorry. I haven’t laughed this much in forever. Have to thank you for that. Let’s just get going.

***

Come on. Wake your partner up. The moon’s out. The boys are sleeping. They’ve seen this before, they don’t care. He’s good luck, they say. Fish love to be caught by the ones who help Mister Fuckit.

***

What a surprise.

He jumped.

Guess he really wanted to put on show for you guys.

Better get in there and haul him out. Surprised the squid hasn’t snatched him, yet.

***

Ah, they’re mad, now. You’re trying to take their savior. Stealing their sacrament.

You didn’t think it was going to turn out this way, did you.

***

The pole is right here. I can’t help it if you can’t reach it.

No, let the boys have their rest.

You wanted to see this. Know it was true.

Front row seats, boys.

***

No, we’re not waiting. They’ll pop up soon enough. Desert for the fish.

No, boys, I don’t think he’ll ever come back.

If I were him, I’d hang out in Indonesia until those guys chasing him die out. Lots of islands out there.

We don’t have to say shit to anybody.

No, I don’t want to see what happens to him, again.

Yes.

Yes, I know.

I’ll miss the fucking bastard, too.

But not that fucking smell.


HOKEY POKEY

Alex Norcross

———

Of all the obstacles along the Shawnee River, Hokey Pokey was the most dreaded among the river folk. Amid the Lower Solomon rapids, there were a collection of tall, rounded boulders called Gaea’s Revenge. Gazing at the formation head on, it vaguely looked like a giant, voluptuous woman lying on her back with her knees bent skyward. Crashing into Gaea was bad enough, but the feature hid another deadlier secret.

Just before Gaea, a few yards before where her legs started, there was a sinkhole. The sinkhole sucked water down and plowed it back up into the middle of the Gaea formation. From there the water would divert into two narrower streams and return to the river. Since the space became restricted among the boulders, debris like twigs and branches became caught in the crawlspace like spaghetti in a strainer. If a person fell out of their watercraft and became caught in the current, the force of the sinkhole would drag them down and drive them straight into the wall of prickly runoff.

Depending on the river guide and how euphemistic they wanted to be with their audience, the tight space between these rocks was either Gaea’s Stomach, Gaea’s Womb, Grinding Gyre, or Hokey Pokey. Victims of Hokey Pokey either got stuck on a wood spike and drowned, got impaled through a vital organ and died, or the current or their own desperation compelled them over and through the briar patch, tearing them open, so they bled out on the shore below the rapids. Guides were especially careful around Gaea, but accidents still happened.

I should say most guides were careful.

Another guide named Blaine and I had a secret competition between ourselves to see who could earn the bloodiest river story. The rivalry began during my first year as a guide when a woman in my raft fell overboard and got sucked into Gaea’s womb. Following my training, I beached the raft downstream, told my other charges to stay with the craft, and scrambled back to the rock formation to take stock of the damage. I peered into the gaps between the rocks and saw the woman was dead.

A branch as thick as my arm had plowed through the back of the woman’s skull and erupted through her face. One of her eyeballs dangled precipitously on the end of the splintery point just above her gaping mouth. With the current rushing around her, I was surprised the quivering, gelatinous ball hadn’t come loose and plopped onto her lolling tongue like an hors d’oeuvre. Hypnotized, I stared at her shuddering body and dislocated eye as though it were a lava lamp, wondering when the pulverized tissue would fall. When it did, it disappeared without a ripple into the roiling surf. Eventually I pulled myself away from the scene and returned to my group, wracking my brain for a way to tell a group of elementary school age kids that their nana had just died.

Later, at the Woodlawn Tavern, Blaine ate my story up and put my mind at ease.

“Don’t worry, Randall,” he said. “You’re not going to lose your job. These things happen all the time. That’s why we make them sign waivers. It’s not like you threw her overboard.” Blaine gave me a wink and a smile.

“I didn’t throw her overboard,” I insisted.

“Of course,” he said and winked again.

“Have you ever…” I began.

“Tossed someone over the side?” he finished for me. “Not exactly. Sometimes if I’m with an annoying group, I’ll capsize the raft just to shake them up a bit. Give them something to whine about. If someone’s being a real dickhole, I might time a pivot, so they take a spill.”

“Ever had anyone get hurt?” I asked.

Blaine grinned. “A few times,” he said. “One time there was this guy who complained the whole way down the river. Kept saying our river wasn’t anything compared to some other river out west in Colorado or wherever. And he kept going on and on like he was an expert, so I thought ‘Let’s put this guy to the test.’ So, I dropped him on the east side of Mastiff Falls before the drop.” Blaine shook his head. “He did not recover. He went over the edge and hit every rock on the way down. It was like that game Plinko on The Price’s Right. One rock chopped a chunk out of his head. Looked like a jack o’ lantern except his brains were spilling down the side of his head instead of seeds.”

“Jeez,” was all I could say.

“I’ve lost a couple of folks to Hokey Pokey,” he went on. “The best one—or the worst one, depending on how you look at it—was this teenager who was jumping on Gaea. You know the gap between her knees and her tits? Well, he jumped, missed his footing, dropped fifteen feet, and met old pokey. He got himself three separate exit wounds, or, as I like to call it, a three-pointer.”

Blaine laughed.

“A stake about the size of a car exhaust pipe pierced him all the way through his forearm. It exploded through the gap between the bones, breaking and bowing them out. The second spike entered through the back of his knee and tore the cap clean off. The stick looked like it was wearing his kneecap like an actual cap. And the third spike skewered him through the chest. Popped his ribs out through the wound.”

Blaine held up his index fingers making a V.

“The kid didn’t die immediately, but it was fast. He kept coughing up bubbly blood but couldn’t turn his head to cough into the water. He could only lay on his back, so the blood rolled down his face into his nose and eyes.”

“Jeez.”

“It’s all part of the game, Randall. Fishermen have their big fish stories. We have our big spill stories. Keeps things interesting.”

After our conversation at the tavern, Blaine and I got into the habit of exchanging mishap stories from the river. It started off as a joke for me. I told him about a visitor who twisted an ankle when she stepped out of the raft wrong and another who skinned his knees when he tripped over his own feet onshore. Minor injuries. Blaine replied with a story of his own about a group of sorority sisters who tried to pose for a selfie in the middle of a rapid. One of the girls raised her beer at the wrong time and smashed the bottle against her friend’s face. The glass vessel shattered against the girl’s mouth, and the sharp edge nearly sheared her nose off. A single strand of flesh kept the cartilage from falling off, but it wasn’t enough to keep the appendage from flopping from side to side like an obscene tail.

Over time I started taking more risks like Blaine. Nothing too dangerous at first. Just the occasional practical joke on an irritating and unwitting tourist, like bouncing them out of the boat or making the craft spin until they felt nauseated. Sometimes I’d jettison a passenger, anchor the raft until they had nearly swum back to the group, then let the craft drift just out of reach, forcing them to dog paddle some more. It was all gentle teasing, and the groups usually enjoyed these little jabs, making it a richer experience for everyone.

Later, if someone was being an asshole, I would warn them about Gaea ahead of time, then eject them when the water went from placid brown to roaring white. I’d make a big show of trying to save them and drag them back to the boat. If they weren’t scared already, my performance put the fear of God in them. Once we pulled their sopping selves aboard again, they were generally well-behaved for the remainder of the voyage.

It never actually occurred to me to hurt anyone until I met Angela and James.

Fresh out of college, Angela and James were a couple I ended up ferrying down the river at the beginning of my fourth season with the Shawnee River Runners. At first, I was disappointed because couples notoriously tipped poorly at the end of the trip. Bigger groups always meant a bigger payout for a day’s work. I recognized I was the last to arrive at the office that day, so I accepted my shit job assignment without complaint. Before we hit the river, I was still determined to put my best paddle forward and show them a good time.

Once on the water though, it became clear my charges had not thought through their whitewater rafting expedition. I think they suspected the journey would be like one long Tunnel of Love ride where it was only the two of them. They wanted to get physical and my presence inhibited their desires. It felt like whenever they were necking, I’d need to warn them about upcoming rapids. The river seemed to want to twist and bounce whenever they did, spoiling the mood. I also had the habit of glancing at them as they shared an intimate whisper or sensual touch. I already felt like an insignificant third wheel, but as soon as our eyes met their glares branded me as a voyeuristic perv.

Drifting down the river in uncomfortable silence, I fantasized about capsizing the boat. I already knew I wasn’t going to get a big payout at the end of the trip, so why not at least have some fun? Give the girl a good dunking and drown the guy’s cell phone. Then I thought, why not make them dance the Hokey Pokey? Blaine’s always talking about his three-pointer kid. I wonder how points I can score with two passengers? All his stories involve a single person. Maybe I can hit a double. I could do it. I could tell folks the couple wasn’t listening to me during the safety lecture, which is true enough. And there aren’t many other craft on the river, so there’s no one around to say I was being reckless. Why not go for it?

As we neared Gaea, I placed our raft on a collision course with her. Just before the legs of the stone woman was a submerged boulder, which some referred to as Gaea’s ankles. For most guides this was an invisible marker on the right side of the river and a sign to pivot fast back to the left. Running into the boulder wasn’t a big deal if the raft hit it on the craft’s starboard side. If that happened, the rock would act like a pinball bumper and simply bounce the raft to the left and around Gaea. Taking the stone head on at full speed, however, was like slamming into a wall. Anyone who wasn’t prepared for the impact was likely to go flying.

When we hit the boulder, Angela shot forward over the front of the raft like an Olympic diver. She didn’t even have time to flail before she bellyflopped into the river. The inevitable sound of her body smacking the surface was inaudible above the constant roar of the milk-hued current. The girl didn’t resurface. She had gone straight into the sinkhole on the first try.

James, through sheer lucky instinct, had remained in the raft. Just before striking the boulder, he had shimmied down low in the boat and braced his feet against the front of the craft as though pumping an invisible brake pedal. When the raft crunched to a stop, he popped upright and stared at the roiling gyre that had just devoured his girlfriend. James glanced back at me, his eyes wide and searching for answers. Up until that moment I’d been disposable to him, but now he needed me.

Even if I wanted to help his girlfriend, I couldn’t do it while stuck on a boulder in the middle of a class three rapid. I tried to redistribute our weight and ease us into the water again, but James was not on the same page.

“What do we do?” he yelled as he crawled toward me.

“Hang on,” I yelled back.

“Angie fell in!”

“I know. I’m working on it.”

James stood up and immediately lost his balance. He lurched at me and tried to steady himself on my shoulder. Swatting him away, the boyfriend began to fall again, and this time reached out for me with his other hand. The flailing limb caught me around the neck, and I wasn’t strong enough to fight gravity. We both went over the side.

The cold early spring water was a shock to the system. Everything in my being screamed at me to get out, but James still had a firm hold on me. Twisting and somersaulting through the maelstrom, I grabbed his arms, uncoiled them from my body, and held him away from me. I wanted to punch him and thrust his head against a rock for dragging me in with him, but as soon as the anger flashed through my mind it cooled. Hadn’t I just tried to dunk and kill him and his girlfriend? Wasn’t it fair that I should share their fate? In a sublime moment of clarity, I let go and surrendered to the current. The river had been my life for the last four years. There was no reason why it couldn’t be my death too.

The water sped up and I felt it dragging us down into the sinkhole, down Gaea’s throat. I clenched my eyes shut. A second later, we resurfaced and came to a halt. There was a cracking noise and the sound of echoing, rushing water. Opening my eyes, I saw the dreaded, pokey wall of Gaea’s womb. The force of the current should have driven me into the barricade of spikes, but holding James in front of me the boyfriend had acted as a shield and taken the worst of the collision. A bloody branch, sharp and slender as an icicle, blossomed from his throat. The flesh around the wound spasmed as he struggled to speak one last time.

To our left, Angela blinked down at us, crucified on a precarious timber totem. Drowning and desperate as she traveled through the sinkhole, she must have swum up and with the current, inadvertently casting herself into the open arms of Hokey Pokey. Three splintery shards had stabbed her through the stomach and exited her torso below the rib cage. Her dislocated bowels slithered down the staves like curious snakes. Matching spearheads as long and thick as hotdogs pierced her right palm and left wrist. Another spike had torn through her cheek, nearly demolishing her eye.

In the tight crawlspace, I looked for a way out. Both the streams that flowed from the womb back to the river appeared clogged with debris like Hokey Pokey itself. Exiting through one of them meant risking getting stuck, injured, or both. Cushioned as I was against the wall of spikes, I was reluctant to venture far and have the current slam me into the splinters. Turning my head skyward and gazing up the open shaft in the rock formation, I knew what I had to do.

Using James’ shoulders like the rungs of a ladder, I climbed up and steadied myself against the debris wall. Out of the water, I could select sturdy foot and hand holds without fear of being swept away. The collection of timber cracked under my weight, but held. The wood wall of spikes stopped six feet above the waterline, which meant I needed to traverse another nine feet of smooth stone wall to escape. Reaching across the narrow passage behind me, I pressed my hands against the entrance wall of the enclosure. Maintaining pressure, I stuck a leg straight out, then the other. Slowly, painstakingly, I chimney climbed my way out of the Hokey Pokey and into the sunlight.

Lying atop what would have been Gaea’s tits, I stopped to catch my breath. I couldn’t believe it. I’d survived the Hokey Pokey. I had emerged from Gaea’s womb, reborn in the blood of my hapless charges. Not only that, but I had just hit a double and scored six points.

I couldn’t wait to tell Blaine.


SPLASHIN’ TO THE OLDIES

Christine Morgan

———

“Like feeding time at the beluga tank, amirite?”

“Huh?” Jerry glanced over at Sloane, sure he’d heard him wrong.

They were doing a standard daily safety check of the lifeguard gear, Sloane supposedly training Jerry but mostly slacking off and letting Jerry figure it out on his own.

He could get away with it, too, because at 7:40 AM on a Wednesday, activity in the Parkdale Swim Center was at low ebb. The serious hardcore early-bird exercise types had already been, gotten in their however-many laps before work, and gone. Aside from the two of them, there was one yawning coffee-addict junior manager covering the office, a couple janitors going about their routine disinfectant duties, and someone restocking the vending machine in the lobby. The instructor for the 8:00 class hadn’t even shown up yet.

Several of her students, however, had, and after a moment, Jerry realized they were what Sloane had been referring to with the beluga remark.

But, just in case the penny hadn’t dropped, Sloane made a condescending point of explaining anyway. “Them,” he said, doing a semi-discreet head-jerk in the direction of the secondary shallow pool. “All that pasty-white blubber bobbing up and down? Come on, new guy, get with it.”

“I got it, I got it,” Jerry said.

“Belugas, you know? Those white whale-things they have at the aquarium?”

“I got it!”

“Though,” Sloane added, after a considering pause, “maybe that ain’t quite fair.”

Jerry waited.

“I mean, hey, belugas wouldn’t wear fugly-ass bathing suits and swim caps, or those stupid As-Seen-On-TV turbotwist whateverthefucks.”

“Yeah, guess not,” Jerry said. Keeping it neutral, not wanting to piss off Sloane but not wanting to join in. So they were old folks, so what? The job wasn’t going to be just a cavalcade of bikini babes and hot MILFs all day long.

“And some of ‘em look more like stick-bugs. Jeez, how can anybody be that scrawny-bony and still alive?” Sloane scoffed, flexing a little—perhaps unconsciously, but probably not; he took every opportunity to show off his buff physique, including wearing the shortest and tightest red lifeguard shorts their supervisor would allow. A whistle hung self-importantly on a lanyard around his neck, its silvery glint drawing further attention to bulging pecs and taut abs. “Or that old fart; dude’s damn near a walrus!”

Jerry did have to admit, inwardly at least, the old fart in question did bear much more of a resemblance to a walrus than a beluga. A long, sloping barrel-gut overflowed his low-slung briefs. Bristly sideburns and whiskers overcompensated for his liver-spotted bald dome. He also possessed a honk-bellow laugh, and judging by how often he used it, felt his own frequent jokes and witticisms were fucking hilarious.

And, okay, sure, most of the elderly ladies sported gaudy floral-print grannysuits with the token skirts meant to help conceal butt- and thigh-flab, if not always successfully. Their blue-rinsed perms or beauty-shopped coiffures were tucked neatly beneath swim caps or shower caps—or, yeah, those terrycloth turban things. They chattered amiably about Bingo and grandkids and all that good stuff.

Another old man, tall and skinny, of the stick-bug contingent, descended the steps with a slow and careful gait, clinging to the steel rail. His baggy trunks ballooned up, a terrible take on the iconic image of Marilyn Monroe on the subway grate. A third man, short and stocky, clumped to the tiled edge by the 4’ depth mark, casually detached his prosthetic leg, left it lying poolside, and plunked himself into the water.

Some of them beat the age-average by a decade or three, but made up for it with various ailments or infirmities. A cancer-chemo patient whose flattened suit-front suggested double mastectomy... a maybe-fortysomething with a sweetly/sadly pretty face set atop rolling mounds of morbid obesity such that she could have had her own reality show... a youngish developmentally-disabled dude in inflatable water-wing arm rings, accompanied by his caregiver...

“You never been here for this one before, have you?” asked Sloane, smirking.

“The, what is it, low-impact aquarobics class? No, not yet.”

“Hoo boy. You gotta see it. Totally nuts, man.”

“What’s so nuts about it? They just do stretches and simple exercises and stuff, don’t they? To music?”

Sloane nodded, the smirk widening. “And lemme tell you, new guy, you haven’t lived until you’ve seen a poolful of geezers doing Y.M.C.A.”

Jerry winced so hard his face hurt. “Really?”

“For sure. Arm wattles flapping like turkey necks.”

“Oh. Wow.”

“Oh, wow, no shit. The Loco-Motion’s freakin’ hilarious, too. Chugga-chugga-choo-choo-ing with those foam dumbbells for water resistance? First time I saw it, I almost pissed myself.”

“Wow,” Jerry said again, unable to say anything else.

“Yeah, bet you never saw that working at Community!” Sloane threw him a ‘companionable’ elbow a little harder than it strictly needed to be.

Jerry managed not to grunt or show discomfort. “True that,” he admitted.

He didn’t bother to add that Community, the open public pool, had been its own special brand of hell. Obnoxious screaming kids, inattentive or entitled parents (when they even stuck around instead of just dropping off their brats), the NO RUNNING sign meaning nothing no matter how many times he tweeted his whistle, a canvas shade atop the lifeguard gantry the only thing between him and the blistering sun, the way-too-common likelihood someone would squeeze out a floater or puke or have explosive diarrhea, people sneaking in beers or booze...

No, he didn’t miss Community in the slightest. Especially on a day like today, with the weather shaping up the way it was. The only thing worse than dealing with all that was having to close up early and order everyone out and endure the ensuing tirade of abuse and complaints. Public pool, I pay my taxes, my taxes pay your salary, who do you think you are, et cetera et cetera. If they wanted to swim during a thunderstorm and get struck by lightning, that was their call, their decision, their holy God-given American right. But didn’t mean he had to risk his job or life over it, let alone be the one who had to haul out their corpses. As if shit-floaters weren’t bad enough!

Getting a job at Parkdale was a major improvement, even if it meant having to put up with Sloane.

And even if he still found the indoor pool venue kind of unsettling. Like the way the enclosed acoustics amplified every splash or drip or locker door clang or wet slapping footfall, and weirdly distorted voices with a hollow-echoey reverb effect. Or the way the air stayed so still, climate-controlled and humidly breezeless, thick with the scents of chlorine and disinfectant. Or the bland, pale, steady artificial illumination, occasionally augmented by whatever sunshine happened to filter through the tinted plexiglass skylight panels.

Although, again, especially on a day like today, sunshine wasn’t going to be part of the equation. It had barely risen by the time he’d left home, not that he could have seen it if it had. He’d biked to Parkdale under a combination of overcast and ominous, getting spatted by a few fat, random raindrops. Even now, at five-‘til-eight, the skylights were little more than patches of sepia-tinted gloom.

The door from the women’s locker room banged open and the instructor bounded through, calling, “Good morning, good morning, who’s ready for some splashin’ to the oldies?”

In an ideal universe, she would have been nineteen or twenty, drop-dead gorgeous, and abundantly stacked. Maybe in a sleek swimsuit, or sports bra and yoga pants, or crop top and silky gym shorts.

This being, however, far from an ideal universe, she was pushing sixty, wiry of build and overtanned-leathery of skin, with flyaway steel wool hair in a haphazard messy bun. Her voice had a smoker’s rasp, her teeth were too white and prominent to be anything but dentures, and she wore a hot pink ‘Sassy Nana’ tee shirt over capris and swim shoes. A rolled-up exercise mat was tucked under one arm. With the other, she carried a boom box so vintage that guy from the meme would be wanting it back.

A clamor of cheery greetings arose from the pool, addressing her as Wilma, as she set her boom box on a bench and unrolled the mat.

“Aaaaaand may I just say,” she went on, winking, “a very happy Hump Day to one and all!”

Several of the ladies reacted as if they’d never heard anything half so ribald, tittering like little kids at a naughty joke. The old men whooped and clapped. Jerry shot another glance at Sloane, whose smirk had widened to take up his whole face.

“That Wilma.” Sloane snort-laughed, shaking his head. “Ain’t she a kick in the dick?”

“Uh... yeah.”

“Just watch your ass if you go to the end-of-season barbecue. Couple wine-coolers, and she gets kinda handsy.”

Jerry blinked. Almost asked. Thought better of it. There really were some things it was better not to know.

Wilma, meanwhile, had gotten everything set up to her satisfaction. Her charges had waded, waddled, or bobbed into what were presumably their usual places, facing her expectantly.

“Right-o,” she called, loud even without the acoustics, perhaps to accommodate the harder-of-hearing, perhaps just because she didn’t have an indoor voice. “Starting off with some stretches, then our warm-up, everybody ready?”

They agreed that they were, she punched a boom box button and slow-dance music poured from the speakers. Whoaaaa, my love, my daaaarling, Wilma guiding the class in a series of slow, easy motions and poses. She maintained a running patter of instructions and encouragement—loud now to compete with the music as well—as they segued into a faster-paced warm-up. Hey-la, hey la, my boyfriend’s back! And, goofy though it was, they all seemed to be having a good time.

Sloane took a cursory glance at the trainee orientation checklist. “’Kay, so, next you’ll inventory the first-aid kits, in the big metal cabinet there. Oh, and once a month or so, you wanna check the batts on the de-fibs. Haven’t had to use one yet, but wouldn’t it be just our luck some fossil has a blowout and we’re caught with flat batts. You know how to use ‘em, yeah?”

Jerry nodded. “Got my CPR re-cert in May.”

“Ever have to for real?”

“Not yet. Rescue breathing, though; a girl last summer.” He tried to suppress a shiver. “Some other girls, mean girls, kept ducking her in the deep end until she didn’t come back up.”

“Save her?”

“Yeah.” The shiver won; recalling the limp, slack deadweight in his arms as he hauled her out of the pool. So heavy, so small but so heavy. Water running from her mouth. Eyes half-lidded and empty. Shouts and chaos all around him, people with phones more interested in getting it on video than calling 911—

“She have decent tits?” asked Sloane.

“The hell, man?! She was, like, ten years old!”

“Well, you didn’t say that—”

A dull but brilliant flash filled the skylights, accompanied almost immediately by a rolling KUHH-RAKKK even louder than Wilma and her boom box, come on bayyy-bee, let’s do the twist!

Everybody except Chubby Checker  fell silent, doing the hunched upward-looking cringe field mice might do at the sound of a hawk’s cry overhead. Then a nervous ripple of laughter swept the space, along with comments to the tune of “that was a big’un” and “must be right on top of us.”

The morbidly obese younger woman raised a tentative hand. “Are... are we safe in the pool if it’s storming?”

Sloane scoffed, but, over by the first aid station as he and Jerry were, none of the students noticed. Wilma assured her it was fine; Parkdale had been built with such precautions in mind, the pipes and metal fixtures well-insulated; they were perfectly safe.

“Plus,” she added, “we won’t get rained on!”

As if to emphasize the point, another burst of brightness flared through the skylights, another thunderclap resounded, and a torrential downpour pelted the roof. They all jumped, flinched, and looked up again.

“Damn,” said Sloane. “Bet you’re real glad not to be working at Community now, huh, new guy?”

“No kidding.”

At a third colossal flash-and-bang blast, the power went out. It didn’t flicker or sputter or fuck around; it went out, snuffed it, game over, plunging them into darkness. Well, incomplete darkness; a murkier version of the previous sepia-tinted gloom still filtered through the skylights, and emergency battery backups made sure the EXIT signs continued to shine their above-the-door beacons.

There were yips and squeals, curses, startled exclamations. The developmentally-disabled guy started crying, his caregiver attempting to soothe him. Wilma’s boom box, courtesy of D-cells, kept right on going, but nobody was gonna rock-rock-rock around the clock just now. Wilma herself, cranking it to full volume to be heard above the deluge, urged them to stay calm, not panic, it was okay, only a blackout, only a storm, they were okay.

Jerry turned to Sloane, about to ask what the Parkdale protocol was in such a situation, should they check in with the office or what.

Before he could speak, a sudden gusty howling roar arose from everywhere and nowhere. The building shuddered. Walls cracked, crumbled, crashed. The ceiling somehow simultaneously collapsed and erupted, a maelstrom of debris and broken skylights torn away to reveal a cyclonic greenish-black turbulence. Brilliant-stark lightning bolts forked from its roiling core, stabbing sharp and jagged fingers at the pool, as a concussive detonation blotted out every other sound.

Blinding. Deafening.

Shockwave. Weightlessness. Impact.

A crushing landslide barrage.

Unbelievable pain.

Nothing.

Nothing.

Then pain again, a grinding throbbing pressure pierced with myriad splintery jabs, a terrible half-numb/half-agony broken wrongness.

Jerry opened his eyes. Or thought he did, anyway; between afterimages of sheeting incandescence and shadowy obstacles, he wasn’t sure if he was seeing anything at all. A ringing drone filled his ears, filled his head... though, somehow, faintly, through it, he heard... or imagined he heard... music?

...a-splishin’ and a-splashin’...

Music. Muffled. but jaunty.

Mingled with an actual splishin’ and splashin’, a steady-heavy wet patter he felt as well as heard, felt trickling over him in cool streams contrasting oddly with the warmish puddle beneath him.

...a-movin’ and a-groovin’...

Moving? Maybe. He struggled to raise his head, push himself up with his arms. Things didn’t seem to be working right.

Grooving? Definitely not.

The warmish puddle beneath him was sticky and thick, like crimson-tinged chocolate syrup. He realized he could smell it, smell the blood, blood and more, blood and piss and shit and worse, as well as a dank rain/storm funk, overpowering any lingering traces of chlorine and disinfectant.

He finally did manage to raise his head enough to turn it and look around, and there was Sloane, next to him. Sprawled next to him. At least, he presumed it was Sloane, going by the silvery glint of a whistle; the rest was pulp and bone and sinew, flattened beneath a large metal first-aid cabinet and surrounded by a viscous Jackson Pollock splatter. It reminded him of how, as kids, he and his friends would stomp on ketchup packets swiped from McD’s.

...everybody doin’ a brand new dance now...

The music had changed, but nobody was doing a brand new dance now, nobody was doing anything except for him as he clawed and crawled and clambered his way from the wreckage, hitch-pushing with one leg and dragging the other.

...chug-a chug-a motion like a railroad train now...

Yeah not even.

The whole place had come down, demolished, smashed to shit.

Tornado? Must have been.

Sloane, dead. Dead as roadkill.

Wilma? Her boom box had survived... you got to swing your hips now... but what about the ‘Sassy Nana’ herself?

And her students? So much for Parkdale’s precautions and insulation; when the lightning had hit the water—

The tilted slab he’d been inching across shifted with a groan, tilting further, tipping, slipping.

...do the loco-motion with me!

Jerry scrabbled for purchase with no luck, caught in a cascading landslide, an avalanche of rubble.

PLOOSH into the pool.

The pool, choked with debris, but not just debris, and he gargle-screamed as he submerged face-to-face with the gape-mouthed wrinkled visage of a little old lady in a flowered swim cap, her spindly clawlike fingers wavering as if to reach for him.

He thrashed to the surface, gagging and gasping and spitting. The music had changed again, still hideously upbeat.

...young man, there’s no need to feel down...

And they were everywhere, floaters, bobbing splayed and blank-eyed. Less “feeding time at the beluga tank” now and more “aftermath of lobbing a stick of dynamite into the ol’ fishin’ hole.”

...I say, young man...

Pallid mounds of loose, inert flesh... cool and clammy, waxy and slick... rippling and wallowing as he pushed them aside, as he fought his way past them, searching for the steps or the ladder or the tiled edge.

...many ways to...

His palms couldn’t get purchase, he couldn’t pull himself out! Where were the sirens, the rescue efforts? Hadn’t anyone called for help? Or was everyone else in the building already dead?

...have...

...a...

...good...

...time...

Jerry looked up, up where the ceiling and skylights used to be, up at the churning clouds, and felt the growing electrical crackle in the air even as the familiar musical sting pulsed from the boom box.

...kzzsh-kzzsh-kzzsh-kzzsh—

Except, on the fifth note, it went KZZZZAP, and the whole world exploded.


PLEASURE CRUISE

Alexander C. Bailey

———

Don exploded in Erica’s throat just as something hit the boat forcing it to rock harder than normal. The motion caused Don to lose his balance and the tip of his cock stabbed further down Erica’s throat than what she was expecting. She started to choke and gag. He regained his balance as he pulled himself free from her mouth, glad she didn’t take a bite.

“What the hell was that?” the naked man said as the boat rocked again.

Erica’s only response was to fall to her hands and cough up wads of sperm mixed with cocaine onto the carpeted cabin floor.

“You’re snorting that up when it dries,” Don said over his shoulder as he made his way to the deck, “With how much that cost, we don’t need to be wasting it.” They both knew Don bought more than enough coke along with numerous other drugs. Anything that the bitch Erica had sucked off his cock which was now on the floor wouldn’t be missed. She knew Don would just like to see her follow his orders as well as her ass in the air. Being sexually submissive, having a degradation kink and the mere thought of doing what he said would have gotten her wet even if she wasn’t focused on catching her breath. It was the reason she was attracted to Don, even though most people thought he was a douchebag.

Being in the middle of the Atlantic Ocean, Don didn’t bother putting on clothes before seeing what was making the boat rock. It happened one more time when he was halfway through the kitchen area of the cabin. He first thought the boat had run into a coral reef or some other underwater obstruction, but as it kept happening, he wondered if a pod of whales or some other big fish were swimming near them.

Maybe they were being high-jacked by pirates.

This drug-filled thought made Don stop and grab the pistol from under the sink. He made sure the weapon was loaded before exiting the cabin.

Don blinked a few times, surprised the sun was already up. The last time he was on deck it was the middle of the night. How long were we in the cabin? This wasn’t the first time he had been on a multi-day long bender.

The thought was cut off when something hit the boat.

He didn’t see anything cresting out of the flat surface of the ocean, nor did he see any other boats.

After making his way to the other side of the boat, he choked on his breath as he saw a large yellow round object, with a black circle in the center of it, just underneath the surface of the water. It was attached to something that was a shimmering blue. One end of the object came to a rounded point. Don was unable to see the other end as it was hidden under the hull.

Don’s gaze was brought back to the yellow orb. There was something about it that seemed familiar. Had he been in a sober state of mind, Don would have known exactly what he was looking at.

With one hand on the railing, the other still holding the gun, he leaned farther towards the orb to get a better look. His feet left the flooring of the deck as he allowed his waist take on most of his weight.

He was almost over the side of the boat when the black circle of the orb moved to look at him.

A scream escaped Don’s lips as he almost fell over. His feet hit the deck again, snapping him back to reality.

It was an eye.

It was the eye of a giant fucking squid, Don thought, feeling fear sobering him up.

One of its long thick tentacles rose from the water to tower over both him and the boat.

Don let out a fear-filled scream as he frantically shot at the tentacle.

***

Erica recovered from choking on Don’s cock a few minutes after he left the bedroom. Staring down at the puddle of drugs and cum, she did have the urge to slurp it back up. To satisfy her craving to continue her high, Erica leaned down to lick a small bit of the mixture. She let it rest on her tongue for a few seconds, just long enough to allow the concoction to dissolve before swallowing.

Not bothering to get dressed either, Erica headed to the galley. Being even higher than Don she didn’t even hardly noticed the boat rocking. After downing a glass of water, her bladder screamed for relief.

She had just sat down on the toilet when the sound of the gunfire made her jump. This wasn’t the first time Don had fired the weapon on the trip.

Spotting a joint and lighter sitting on the counter, Erica smiled. She took a puff from the lit smoke, smiling as she knew it was laced with a little LSD.

She exhaled as she felt something prodding her pussy lips. Giggling a bit, she thought it was just the LSD taking effect, plus it felt good.

She let herself drift into a cloud of drug-induced euphoria as whatever was causing the tickling sensation played back and forth across her genitalia. She let out a soft moan as the pressure probed into her wettening hole. Her moans grew louder as the object slithered deeper into her. She brought a hand to her breast and tweaked it more, engorging the nipple.

The rest of the world fell away.

Don shooting.

Whatever was making the boat rock.

The fear deep inside of her of what Don’s wife would do if she found out Don brought her on this trip.

She just let herself ride this wave of pleasure for as long as she could. Her ass frantically lifting from the toilet seat and plunging back down.

“Erica what the fuck is going on?!” Don roared, making her eyes snap open. “There’s a fucking giant monster attacking the boat and you’re in here fucking touching yourself?”

Erica’s high was quickly replaced with pure horror. Mouth open in a silent scream she looked at both of her hands, then down into the toilet. Trembling, her mind struggled at the thought of what was inside of her. She tried to lift herself off the toilet but felt a suction sensation latching onto her vagina, holding her in place. A dull pain scraping against her insides, quickened her breath.

“Don,” Erica whimpered looking him man with terror in her eyes.

Don caught a glimpse at the tentacle swirling in the toilet. I could fire off a few rounds, who cares he I hit her, he thought.

Instead, he ran to the kitchen tossing the gun on the bed as he passed. Opening a drawer, he searched for the longest kitchen knife he could find.

Back in the bathroom, Erica whimpered. Whenever she tried to stand up, or even move, the suction grew stronger. The more she tried, the deeper the sharp pain inside grew. It seemed like eternity that Don had been gone. Had he left her and abandoned ship? she thought. The sound of relief exited her lips when he came back into view.

“When I say now, I want you to stand up as fast as you can,” Don instructed as he crouched down next to the toilet. He got the blade ready to strike the offending appendage.

He knew he owed it to her to at least try and rescue her. While he didn’t exactly her, he did enjoy fucking her. Of all the women he had been with over the years she was the best.

“Three… Two… One… Now!” Don yelled.

Erica used all of her might to push herself up off the seat of the toilet. The tentacle latched tighter causing the teeth to pierce the walls of her vagina. Blood flowed her hole as Erica released a gruesome scream. As soon as the tentacle was in view, Don slashed the knife across the rubbery skin. Coated with blood, Don smiled a toothy grin as he sawed through the appendage, releasing Erica. He barely had time to get out of the way as Erica came stumbling towards him with half of the tentacle still shoved up her pleasure hole.

Don got back to his feet watching as the rest of the tentacle thrashed in the toilet before disappearing through the pipes.

“We need to get the fuck out here,” Don said through deep breaths. Erica was curled in a ball on the floor with red and black blood pouring from her pussy as she gave birth to the severed tentacle. The sharpened appendage ripped through her vaginal cave walls, slicing her flesh deep. A wave of her entrails squeezed their way out like a river through a canyon.

Don knew Erica was gone.

“Well, it was fun while it lasted,” he said, taking one last look at his favorite piece of ass. He felt a brief moment of sorrow before the boat rocked again.

“Fucker,” Don mumbled before rushing out of the bathroom to the pilot house. When he exited onto the deck, he saw at least four other tentacles thrashing in the bright sun. The head of the monster was peaking over the bow of the yacht. The two large eyes turned to look at Don.

The sight of the angry beast got Don moving double time. He reached the pilot house just as a tentacle slammed behind him. The appendage crushed through the deck of the boat.

“Son of a fucking bitch!” Don roared as he grabbed onto the wheel. Before he could react the second impact split his yacht in half. He hung onto the wheel with all of his might as the two halves shifted upwards.

With a glance out the windows of the pilot house, he was able to see the monster latching onto the front half of the boat, slowly hoisting it into the air. The boat shook violently, like a child trying to get the last piece of candy from its packaging.

As the boat half jolted upwards, Don felt his fingers slipping from the wheel.

Looking down to see something straight out of Hell, Don panicked as the monster’s red mouth opened, revealing a snapping black beak. The drug kingpin tried to use the fear to grip the metal wheel tighter, but every ounce of courage and muscle were failing him.

After each finger gave up their grip, Don fell into the maw of the beast with a drug-induced scream.


BOBBING FOR FUDGE-SLUDGE

Steve Vernon

———

So I knocked over this general store in Arkansas.

Well, I didn’t knock the store over, you understand.

That’s just an expression.

I’m not all that strong.

I robbed the store, is what I did.

It was a good robbery when it started, although things got a little bit worse, but that’s how it goes, isn’t it? That’s a perfect example of the law of diminishing beer returns. No matter how fine the beer tastes going down, it all comes out as weak piss and at least one bottle out of the six-pack bound to get broken, so you can’t fucking return it.

I came away with nearly two hundred dollars.

It was a case of finders-keepers.

Those fellows I shot couldn’t keep it, so I found it and kept it, the two hundred and a Halloween pumpkin.

Actually, the pumpkin was all I came for.

It was Halloween and I wanted to chuck it at the first hitchhiker I ran over on the way home.

So I walked on into the store and there was this fellow standing behind the counter in a pair of dark blue coveralls with a name tag that read Carmine.

“Hey Carmine,” I said. “I’m going to take one of those Halloween pumpkins, but before I take it I need to use the washroom. Do you have a key or do I just kick the door down?”

I grinned like I was telling a joke as Carmine handed me the key and pointed the way.

It was right about then I decided that I must be thinking about shooting somebody, on account of I always get a little loose in the bowels when I’m anticipating a cold-blooded shooting. Don’t ask me why. I’m sure there’s some kind of deep-seated psychological reason behind it, but I’ll be fucked if I could tell you.

What I can tell you, is that washroom reeked so badly that I’d have to say that the fumes were damn near puke-inducing.

Anyway, I came out of that washroom feeling a little bit lighter by a big old King Turd that I’d left in the bowl.

Fuck flushing.

Then I pulled my pistol out and started shooting.

I shot two customers who’d just walked in, one mangy dog who’d followed them, and a pin-up calendar girl thumbtacked to the wall on account of her looking a hell of a lot like an ex-girlfriend of mine who wouldn’t give me any sex. She turned me down so many times before finally telling me that I was uglier than an unwiped buffalo asshole.

The pin-up bullet ricocheted off the thumbtack in the wall and smashed a bottle of Dr. Pepper clear in two.

Damn.

I love me a Dr. Pepper soda pop.

I probably would’ve stolen that Dr. Pepper too, if I hadn’t gone and shot it like I did.

“Hey Carmine,” I said. “How about emptying that cash drawer? And then, while you’re at it, how about fetching me one of them big old Halloween pumpkins and loading it into my car. Don’t try to run, mind you, or I’ll shoot you dead faster than you can say “Eat shit and die”.

“I won’t try anything,” Carmine said, holding up his hands like he wanted to show me that he’d washed. “You don’t have to shoot me.”

He sounded like he was scared, either that or he was a really good actor.

I had my money on scared, which was good.

Scared people are easy to push around.

“That’s a good thing, Carmine,” I said. “On account of I’m trying to save on ammo. You don’t sell any .38 shells, do you? If you do, I’m going to steal a box or two.”

He didn’t answer my question, which left me wondering just what kind of a store clerk was he really, but like I said he was scared and that’ll make a fellow stupid if he lets it.

“I’ll do anything you ask,” Carmine pleaded.

Well, whenever anybody uses the phrase “I’ll do anything”, my mind automatically goes straight to sex, mostly on account of the fact that I actually am a whole lot uglier than any unwiped buffalo butt that you ever met.

I mean, let’s be real here.

“Will you suck my cock, Carmine?” I asked, politely, because even with a gun in your hand you still need to be polite. It’s the civilized way of doing things, if you know what I fucking mean. “I always did enjoy being on the receiving end of a good knob-gobble.”

“Yes… yes, I’ll suck your cock,” Carmine pleaded, just a little too eagerly for my liking. “I’ll smoke your flute all you want. Hell, I’ll even swallow. Just please don’t shoot me.”

That bothered me just a little bit.

I started to get a funny kind of feeling about Carmine.

It’s not that I’ve got anything against cock sucking, you understand, especially when I’m on the receiving end. It’s just that I distrust an outburst of sudden outright agreeability, scared or not, when I’m busy trying to decide whether or not to shoot somebody in the head.

Speaking of the head… I just remembered something important.

“Tell you what,” I said. “Why don’t you go on into the washroom and do me a little favor, now would you?”

“Sure,” he said. “Sure.”

Damn it.

There he goes repeating himself.

Don’t I hate me a stuttering bastard.

I almost shot him, right then and there.

“Tell you what, Carmine,” I said. “I left me a couple of big old grandfather king turds floating in that there toilet bowl.”

“Do you want me to go flush?” he asked,

“No, no, flushing won’t do,” I said. “You get to flushing it and some eager-beaver police investigator is going to grab himself a plunger and pull that big old log out of that toilet faster than you can say rocket-powered roto-rooter.”

Carmine blinked, hard, like he didn’t understand what I was trying to tell him.

Obviously, my arch-criminal wisdom was confusing the hell out of him.

“Listen, it’s simple. That there turd is evidence of the worst kind. I’m talking honest-to-habeas, DNA delecti, guilty-on-all-fucking-accounts evidence—do you know what I’m saying?”

“Huh,” he said. “I guess so.”

He didn’t sound all that certain to me, but like I said, Carmine didn’t have all that much in the way of a Menses level I.Q.

“You guess so,” I said disgustedly. “Carmine, do you even know how to spell DNA? I mean, there’s a reason why DNA is the first three letters in the word danger. You let those law-dogs get their hands on a sample of your DNA and you’re done for, for sure!”

Carmine nodded again, and I decided to give up on trying to teach him anymore arch-criminal genius lessons.

“Well, what do you want me to do?” Carmine asked.

“Just like Weird Al said to Michael Jackson, I want you to eat it,” I said. “I want you to go and fish that grandfather of a king turd out of the poop-bowl and swallow it on down.”

Carmine’s jaw dropped open like a falling drawbridge gate.

“That’s the spirit,” I said. “Double-joint them ratchet jaws of yours! Think long and wide thoughts, Carmine. I mean think really wide thoughts, because I don’t crap no little baby turds, if you know what I mean.”

Well, it took him a little while to work up the nerve to do what I was telling him to do, but I could tell he was mostly fixating on the hope that I was actually going to keep that promise to not shoot him if he does what I asked. And hell, I wasn’t going to shoot him anyway, on account of the honest-to-handgun truth that the bullet which ricocheted off the pinup calendar’s thumbtack had been my very last round. I was figuring on stealing me some fresh ammo after I get done dealing with the damning DNA dung deposit I accidentally left floating in the poop-pool.

Well sir, old Carmine did it, just like he said he would.

He leaned over and scooped up that big old King turd just like he was bobbing in a big old barrel for Halloween apples.

“Chew it up now, Carmine,” I coaxed him. “Didn’t your momma ever teach you to chew what you were eating? Come on, Carmine, just pretend to yourself that it’s a big old chunk of sweet chocolate fudge and chow it on down. Hell, it’s got my DNA in it. Maybe you’ll inherit some of my criminal mastermind.”

Well I guess I must have really motivated that boy, because old Carmine just started chewing on that hunk of turd like a big old heifer chewing on an acre-and-a-half of freshly cut cow cud.

Sweet dying Jesus on a clown’s unicycle, but it was revolting to watch.

Watching Carmine chowing down on that turd-bomb was about three hundred kinds of absolute disgusting. He was chewing on that triple-fat-fudge-dumpling like he was chewing on a mouthful of sun-melted road tar.

Just try and imagine a mule chewing on about fifty-eight gigantic sticks of Blackjack chewing gum while wearing a set of poorly-fitted false teeth and you’ve got the picture.

I mean, as sights tend to go, the sight of Carmine chewing down on the jumbo-chocolate whoop-ass pie was absolutely, positively…

“GROSS!” I said, out loud, rolling that word around in my mouth for maximum dramatic effect.

And just then, as my mouth was rounding itself into a big dramatic donut around the middle part of the word gross, Carmine grabbed me by both of my ears and pulled me straight up to his mouthful of hot, sloppy oranga-skank turd and then he power puked the whole load of fudge-sludge straight down my open gagging throat.

Do you remember that scene in the movie Animal House, where that big old Belushi boy filled his mouth with a mountain of mashed potatoes and turned himself into a human-super-zit?

Well, Carmine did the same sort of thing with that mouthful of freshly masticated super-turd, with the aid of a well-timed flex of his diaphragm he managed to force that shit down my throat like a momma bird feeding her chicks on a beak full of dirt worm spaghetti.

Of course I accidentally inhaled in shock and the next thing I knew my lungs were doing their level best to try and inhale a good ten ounces of liquefied crap.

Only lungs aren’t built for breathing shit.

I instinctively took a polite bow and leaned over the open toilet and heaved up a throat full of barely digested, DNA-infused, king turd, roughly the shade and texture of burnt coffee and an eighteen day old bloated swamp corpse.

And then, while I was bent over with my head halfway down the toilet drainpipe, Carmine slammed the squatting-ass-polishing part of that upturned toilet seat smack-down across the back of my neck, cutting off my ventilation and nearly de-crap-itating me.

Of course, at that point I had heaved all of my gumption and gut muscle down into that funky toilet bowl that I was now immersed in.

Carmine had all of his weight bearing down on me and there wasn’t all that much I could do, choking and drowning in that gut-shit gumbo that I’d recently crapped up, not to mention the ghost-shit-remnants of the half a thousand buttholes that had previously emptied themselves into this toilet bowl since the last time the fucking thing got scrubbed clean with a half-dirty toilet brush.

And you know it’s true that you see your entire fucking lifetime dog paddling before your eyes while you are in the middle of drowning, and the memory-movie-picture that you see is twice as worse and in ten kinds of terrifying technicolor when you’re being drowned in a crapper full of freshly-chewed king turd.

But sooner or later you don’t see nothing but old man death grinning up at you from the cigarette butts and shit-stained debris of your final resting place and that’s what I died looking down at.

What I mean to say is that this is the point of the story where I checked out and died.

So I didn’t get to see Carmine root through my pockets and take those two hundred bucks that I thought I’d legally stolen.

I didn’t get to see him rifling the pockets of the two other people I’d shot and killed.

Hell, I didn’t even get to see him check the dog’s butthole, just in case somebody had hid a can of whoop-ass up there.

I didn’t even get to see him go through the cash drawer for the money that he hadn’t given to me in the first place.

That’s right.

It turned out old Carmine was just a little bit smarter than I thought he was.

And I sure as hell didn’t see the real Carmine hanging in the broom closet, shot dead with the .38 caliber pistol that the fake-ass, treacherous, turd-chewing Carmine (or whatever his fucking name really was) was carrying in his pocket the whole damn time.

Now that you’ve seen this whole fucking story play out the way it did, I know you fucking well want to say something about “My, wasn’t that fucking ironical?”

Well, fuck you, buddy.

Irony is just the opposite of wrinkly.

Or in other words, eat shit and die!


VAMPIRE LAKE

Matthew Weber

———

The locals called it Vampire Lake because they had no real imagination. That accursed black water pooled against a 70-year-old concrete dam deep within the woods of Shady Brake, Alabama. The lake had been forgotten by most, other than the occasional kayaker and teenagers on ATVs. Nobody ever swam in the water. Some folks claimed it had been contaminated by the old chemical plant that once occupied the property. Others claimed the lake had been tainted by something far more sinister.

My best friend Gilby Peters had a different outlook entirely.

“Let’s go swimming this weekend,” Gilby muttered under his breath. He sat next to me during fourth-period biology.

“Go swimming where?” I asked in a whisper. This was October of ‘93, and all the pools had closed weeks ago.

“Vampire Lake.”

I gave him a look. He cocked an eyebrow at me.

“Dude,” I said. “Supposed to be bad water. You know that. Parasites and disease and stuff.”

He looked up at the ceiling, as if maybe God were up there giving him a shrug, then he looked back at me.

“You ever heard of anyone getting a disease from the water?” When Gilby set his mind on something, there was no turning back. I could see where this was heading.

“No,” I said. “But I’ve never known anyone to swim in it, either, because it’s known to be contaminated.”

“Mr. Kerrick…” interrupted our teacher Mrs. Hallman with the horse-like teeth. “Is there something you’d like to share with the rest of the class?”

Why do teachers say things like that? Had I wanted to share something with the class, I’d have raised my hand or even sang it out loud while standing on her desk. I sure wouldn’t whisper it to Gilby.

“No, ma’am.”

Gilby and I both rolled our eyes.

Saturday afternoon, we went to Vampire Lake.

***

They say if you don’t like the weather in Alabama, wait twenty minutes and it’ll change. The leaves had dried and fallen after a long, hot summer, and the ground had a crunchy carpet of reds, golds and browns. Friday had been hot and muggy, but Saturday was gray with clouds, and the air had the early chill of winter. Diving into cold water sounded like torture to me. I’d only come along for the boat ride.

Gilby, on the other hand, kept charging full-steam ahead with his big idea, and had even convinced his airhead girlfriend Debbie that a trip to Vampire Lake was something she couldn’t miss. She wore ruby lipstick, a big blonde bouffant, tiny jean shorts, and a skin-tight Rolling Stones shirt that showed a big red tongue lolling out a mouth. I didn’t care much for Debbie, but she showed up with a cooler of beer, so I kept my complaints to myself.

We hauled the row-boat beneath a bridge along Grayson Drive. We had to wade down the creek with the flat-bottom carried between us until the water got deep enough for us to pile in and paddle. Debbie carried the cooler—no easy feat for a tiny girl made mostly of tits and hair.

Smooth sailing from there to the lake, and along the way we laughed and drank, and told jokes, and drank. Gilby kept trying to grab handfuls of Debbie, and she kept swatting him away, complaining that I could see what they were doing.

“You’re being naughty, Gilby!” she’d squeal and giggle.

I felt like a huge fifth wheel but tried not to pay attention, just laughed and rowed and drank heavier.

No vampires in sight, by the way. The lake, though, had a strange darkness to it. The inkiness had to be due to something in the water rather than its depth, and speculating about whatever gave the lake its eerie blackness did stir the imagination. No wonder the place got such a bad rap with the vampires and whatnot.

I was hammered by the time we rounded a bend and that big, gray dam came into view. It barricaded the lake about 50 feet wide.

A few fallen trees had long ago perished in the water to the left of the dam, with their bony branches blocking the way ashore. We paddled for the right side, where I hopped over the bow and dragged the boat aground, slogging through mud so deep it swallowed my sneakers. That proved to be no easy chore while shitfaced on Budweiser.

Once ashore, Gilby and Debbie busied themselves with molesting each other, which gave me time to blaze the fat joint I’d been saving. Happy to give my rowing shoulders a rest, I dropped onto my butt, leaned against a tree, and sparked up.

***

Mary Jane and I were getting along famously. White Zombie’s “Black Sunshine” blared through my Walkman, while I puffed and puffed and puffed. As I was drifting away into a doobie-land nap, I heard a scream and a splash that cut through Jay Yuenger’s wailing guitar.

Gilby and Debbie had ventured onto the dam, which I figured to be about five feet wide. Seems like halfway across, he thought it’d be cute to shove her into the lake. She plunged in with a gnarly splash.

Gilby nearly lost his balance, pinwheeling his arms so as not to tip over and fall off the steep side of the dam—a good 30-foot drop.

Just as he steadied himself, Debbie exploded up from the water. Gilby yelped as she grabbed his ankles. She snatched his feet off the dam and pitched herself backward, sinking down again and bringing Gilby with her.

“Shit!” he hollered, as he slid into the black, the concrete ledge raking his back on the way down. They both disappeared beneath the surface.

***

I thought they’d never come up.

I ripped off my headphones and stood on the bank trying to see something—anything—in the pitch-black depths, but it was impossible.

And when they finally emerged, they were different.

I fully admit to being three sheets to the wind, but I saw what I saw.

“Why’d you throw me in? You fucking piece of shit!” Debbie snarled at Gilby after coughing up the creek water. I had never heard her swear before. She waded ashore wiping black mud and gunk from her face.

A slime-covered Gilby trudged out of the water behind her. “‘Cause you deserved it, whore.” He spoke in a voice as flat and unfeeling as an eviction notice. “You shoulda drowned down there.”

Now, I knew Gilby as a perpetual jokester, but he didn’t sound as though he were joking. He sounded nothing like the friend I knew.

“Not before I cut you open and pull out all your insides,” she told him.

To say the least, the mood had changed.

Both of them stood glaring at each other on the edge of the bank, covered from head to toe in some sort of tar-like substance that seemed like it should have rinsed off in the water.

“Try it, cunt,” Gilby dared her. “Give it a shot, and watch me break your head open and eat everything that falls out.”

I could not believe my ears. Something had gone very wrong.

The shore laid scattered with dead branches and debris, and Debbie bent down and picked up a four-foot tree limb with one end broken into a point.

Gilby grumbled something at her that I couldn’t quite understand because it came out in a kind of ragged growl.

I’m not sure what possessed Gilby to rush at Debbie. To attack her? To disarm her? He never got the chance, though, because she disarmed him.

She thrust that big stick at him. He threw up a forearm to block it. The spear tip sheared right through the muscle and ripped a deep gash from his wrist to his elbow. The meat of his arm opened up in a flap.

Gilby moaned at the sight of all the blood, and Debbie again raised her makeshift spear.

Horrified, I backed away by pure instinct.

Gilby looked at me then at Debbie and must’ve seen the same murder in her eyes as I did. But instead of shrinking in fear, he clenched his good fist and roared, “You bitch!”

He charged at her. Too slow, though.

She lunged and stabbed the tree branch right into his eye. With a squelch, it sank deep into his face.

My blood ran cold. I froze where I stood.

Gilby’s legs buckled. He collapsed to his knees. Debbie planted a muddy foot on his right shoulder and ripped the stick from his skull. He fell over and twitched on the ground.

The whole world seemed to go still and silent. Then she turned to me.

I dashed for the rowboat.

Luck placed me nearer to it than her, if only by 12 feet or so. With a sprint and a leap, I rolled into the boat, snatched up an oar, and pushed the hull off the bank as Debbie splashed into the water—a total blackened maniac.

She chased me like an animal, tearing through the water and growling like a crazed beast. Her speed was stunning. I paddled like hell but glanced back to see her climbing over the stern.

I thought of diving into the lake, but one look at that black water stopped me.

Glassing the woods around me, I screamed, “Help! Somebody help me!” but the place was deserted. Nothing around but looming trees, craggy branches, dark shadows and murky depths.

Her nails ripped the flesh of my back. Her fingers slid around my neck. She roared and climbed onto my shoulders, tearing at my left eye. I’d never seen such fury from a human. I dropped the oar and wrenched at her, but good god her strength! I couldn’t shake her. She bit my face like a savage, chomping and tearing. I heard my skin grind between her teeth. My ear fell to the floor of the boat. Bitch is eating me alive!

I threw myself backward, crashing onto her and pinning her against a wooden seat. That knocked her off me. In that instant, I grabbed an oar, spun around and whipped it over my shoulder. She bolted upright, but I brought the paddle down to crush her feral face. Bone crunched on impact, and she fell back. In a rage, I smashed her again, and the oar’s edge sunk between her eyes and split her mud-caked head. I kept bringing the paddle down, over and over, telling myself this thing was not Debbie! Because Debbie was gone! She was somewhere down below! This thing could not be Debbie!

She finally went still and died with no stake in her heart.

***

No vampires exist in Vampire Lake, but something else does. Something much worse lurks in that water. It’s something that I can never forget nor hide from. I’m reminded every time I look in the mirror to apply my prosthetic nose, or insert my glass eye, or brush my hair in a particular way that conceals my missing ear.

I still miss ol’ Gilby. And even poor, poor Debbie.

Damn that terrible place.


MY OCTOPUS MASTER

Stephen Kozeniewski

———

“Man, of all the animals, is probably the only one

to regard himself as a great delicacy.”

— Jacques-Yves Cousteau

Behold, the humble octopus. She is a gentle, noble creature, and perhaps the strangest of all life forms found on planet Earth.

There are those, in fact, who suspect that the octopus’s intelligence is not of this Earth at all. In the very coding of its genes, we find in the octopus a most unusual DNA, unlike that of any other living organism. There are even those who suspect that the octopus is a creature of extraterrestrial origin.

But since that supposition can be neither proven nor disproven, as scientists, we must disregard it, and concern ourselves only with indisputable facts.

Fact number one is that the octopus is an animal without bones. There is only one hard structure in all of the octopus’s rubbery body. This is its chitinous beak, or “rostrum.” This, the most elevated of invertebrates, uses the two-part hinged structure of its rostrum to consume whelks, clams, prawns, and the various bottom feeders crawling along the floor of the ocean’s mysterious depths.

Fact number two: it is but a simple procedure to remove the octopus’s beak. Without any professional surgical training, I am able to do so with little more than a paring knife, the likes of which could be found in any household kitchen. Having dealt with this particular octopus before, I know she is a slippery creature, and therefore I also take the precaution of holding her fast with a pair of rubber gloves, again, something most families keep under the kitchen sink.

Zut alors! The octopus, she reacts violently to the debeaking procedure, which is also sometimes known as “coping.” It is little wonder! One imagines the immense pain associated with having one’s sole source of nourishment violently and mercilessly removed by a simian creature, which must appear as alien to you as you do to it.

Further picture going through such a process without so much as a local anesthetic. Still, even if such a thing as a painkiller for a cephalopod existed, I would not utilize it when cutting out this beautiful creature’s beak. The greatest joy in such a procedure is watching the animal writhe, all eight tentacles thrashing wildly as it suffers an agony to beggar all reason. Its suffering is to me the purest joie de vivre. Milk, one might say, from the Mother of Sorrows.

And here our friend has released her ink pack, in a vain attempt to escape my kitchen counter. But, worry not, gentle reader. She will suffer greatly for dirtying my possessions. For such a misdeed the forfeiture will be a single arm. This time I will not use my paring knife. No, for this unholy procedure I will use her own severed beak, positioned on my index finger and thumb like a finger puppet, so I can bite and saw through what you might term her shoulder.

If the octopus truly has a superior, perhaps even alien intelligence (and, though it cannot be categorically proven, in many ways, I suspect she does) then perhaps she understands the irony underlying this action. I have taken her one hardened appendage in order to mark her as my own, and now with that selfsame severed beak I mark her as my own again, though this time purely pour le plaisir. As the dominant lifeform, my pleasure is the only thing that should matter to her.

It has been a grueling afternoon. The now seven-armed octopus, or perhaps I should say “septopus,” after quivering in existential pain for a few minutes, retreats to the relative safety of her saltwater tank. I have ink to clean up. And, now, at the end of a long day, I can look forward to a particularly fresh and delicious order of salade de poulpe.

As I chop her so recently severed arm into a bath of lime juice, oregano, scallions, and wine, I wonder if the octopus smells her own delicious flesh being marinated. And if she does, I wonder if she understands what it is, and what will happen to her if she does not soon become more compliant. Her feelings, of course, are of zero interest to me, but my curiosity is nevertheless aroused.

It is not long, only a day or two, before she escapes her tank and comes pleading to me for some form of nourishment. I have carefully secured, locked, and octopus-proofed every pantry, every cupboard, even the refrigerator, in order to ensure that she has no access to food of any variety. Finally, one morning I wake to find the once-proud cephalopod has crawled into my bed, and is seated on my chest, pleading with me with her eyes.

Had she still her beak, she might have bitten me. Even as it is, I worry that she may wrap some or all of her remaining tentacles around my neck and choke the life out of me in some form of primitive, animal revenge. But she is not at that point yet. She has learned to identify me as some kind of caretaker, albeit a capricious one. She will not risk her lone remaining food source by alienating me.

I roll over and go back to sleep. Patience is an important lesson for the octopus to learn. For instance, she must learn to be patient about her arm, for even now, I can see the bud of her new tentacle beginning to take form. It is the miracle of regeneration! But without food, sadly, the octopus will die any day now.

Depressed, she whips at me with her remaining tentacles in an attempt to awaken me. I snatch one out of the air.

“Do it again and I will take the offending limb,” I say.

Octopuses, like many of Mother Earth’s creatures, respond more to tone of voice and facial features than actual words. She seems to have gotten the gist. She will have to wait for her food until I am damn good and ready. And when I am, oh, how she will regret ever having been spawned.

I awaken on my own schedule, to find the octopus lurking in the corner like a beaten cur. Now that she has fully understood the girth of my stick, I am willing to let her taste the full length of my carotte. I pat my hips, which, were I sitting up, would form a lap.

“Don’t sit there all alone, gloomy gus!” I say, playfully.

The octopus unfurls herself, and, if such a creature may be described as dejected, crosses the floor in a dejected manner. She climbs up onto my chest, but I correct her, lowering her down the few hundred centimeters to my pelvis.

“You will find your nourishment in here,” I say, lightly stroking my own enormous penis, which, it being morning still, is engorged with the blood of a mammalian erection.

The octopus seems confused and, it being her first time, I am not so surprised. It has also been so with the people I have kidnapped to be sex slaves. All animals, be they as superior as man, or as inferior as the common army ant, must be taught if we expect them to learn.

Feeling around and, against her rather vociferous objections, I insert my penis into the octopus’s obviously still tender mouth wound. She recoils at first, but I hold her fast. This is a lesson she must learn, amply and correctly the first time.

Wincing in pain from her recent coping, the creature slowly begins to bite down on me. Having no beak, she is unable to cause any harm, of course, and her attempts at biting only increase my pleasure as her throat or a “buccal mass” contracts into a tighter fuckhole. The octopus, confused by what is happening, continues to attempt to bite and consume my penis, but finds she cannot, and that I am equal parts amused and aroused by the attempts.

Several times now she attempts to break free, but I continue to hold her fast, assuring her with gentle caresses and soothing sounds. After all, her breakfast has nearly arrived!

It is awkward, and, if I may be frank, not entirely earth-shattering, this first inter-species bout of oral rape. She is a clumsy lover at best, but I am patient, and we have all of her three to five years of life together for her to get it right. Finally, when she has satisfied me in the most bare, physical sense possible, despite her inelegance, she receives her reward: a shot of my seminal fluid, directly down her throat. A paltry reward, perhaps, but after all she has done a paltry job.

She is still hungry, of course. Quel bon! I have more for her to eat. Indeed, a midnight snack of coffee and endives yesterday evening have left me ready to feed her to the fullest. I turn onto my belly and slowly reveal to the octopus her next source of nourishment. I must assist her in latching onto my anus this first time. It is strange defecating in this manner, lying on my belly, but I have no doubt we will soon both adjust to our new life circumstances. I slowly press out an early morning turd for her, perhaps a bit on the dry and chalky side. She chokes it down, symbolically accepting her fate.

Over time, the octopus learns and even improves. In only a few days, she comes to my penis herself, without me having to show her the way. When I am flaccid, she knows enough to stroke me into erection. Slowly, her ministrations become swifter, and better. She has learned that sticking one of her tentacles into my anus to stroke my prostate from the inside, and using another to tickle my perineum, will result in the fastest and thickest flow of semen.

Soon the term “bowel movement” becomes something of a misnomer, as I no longer even have to move a muscle in order to void myself. The octopus slowly works her tentacles into my anal cavity, removing each tiny chunk of turd and devouring it like a bowl of delightful Dippin’ Dots ice cream one sometimes purchases at an oceanside resort.

We settle into a routine, my octopus sex slave and I. Though it has been a long, hard road, I have finally found someone to satisfy me orally and anally five to seven times a day. Bon temps!

Still, as with human women, all relationships have their bumps and rocks. I first begin to suspect that my octopus sex slave and I have reached one such fork in the road when I wake up one morning to find her smothering me with a dirty dish towel.

Foolish octopus, I think, I will make you pay for this in ways that will make having a single tentacle severed seem like a pleasant day at the beach.

But before I can rip the octopus off of me, I am beginning to feel drowsy. This is no simple washcloth. She has soaked it in industrial strength ether! Truly, the preternatural, perhaps alien intelligence of this mollusk never fails to amaze.

When next I wake I find that I am paralyzed from the neck down and I appear to have picked up a new chapeau of truly haute couture. Something rests heavily and rather uneasily on my head. I have a suspicion of what it is, but it is only by looking in the mirror that I confirm that it is, indeed, my octopus sex slave, resting entirely on my crown.

But I must stop to consider this new state of affairs. From the neck down I can feel nothing. How, then, am I standing and staring into my shaving mirror? It is an enigma, and, like many things, Mother Nature offers us no shortage of those.

If I could describe the look in those alien eyes, I might suspect that my octopus sex slave has grown delighted. Perhaps even cruelty is shining there. I watch in surprise as my own arm raises, makes the peace sign, then a fist, then finally a thumbs up. I can feel none of it. Clearly, it is the octopus controlling my body for me. She has Ratatouille-d me. But how?

We have grown so close over the past few months that perhaps she senses my question. My body turns to the side so that my ear is facing the mirror and I can somewhat see the back of my head. The base of my skull has been removed so that part of my pulsing pink brain is exposed to the air. Eight tentacles–yes, that’s right, she has finally regrown the one I took from her on that first day–tickle the nerves at the top of my spine like the keys of a piano.

With one tentacle she flashes the paring knife which I used both to debeak her, and to chop up her arm into what had turned out to be a rather exquisite salad. Truly, the octopus has an otherworldly, if not divine intelligence. Merely by applying the right level of pressure, I have turned her from a simple, peace-loving sea creature into a brain surgeon with skills to dwarf even the maddest of mad scientists. In a way, I am not really even angry. I am too proud.

My hand, still numb to me as though it were a stranger’s, or fallen asleep from being laid on, takes the paring knife from my octopus slave’s–excuse me, my octopus master’s–waiting tentacle. It is strange to say, I do not feel myself moving but I can still feel pain, perhaps even moreso than before. This becomes abundantly clear as I take the paring knife and sever the tip of my own pinky finger down to the joint.

Quel difficile! The pain, she is encroyable, but my octopus master is persistent, cutting through shrieking nerve, springy tendon, and recalcitrant bone with equal aplomb. Blood spurts from my severed finger all over my bathroom, in a grim reenactment of the octopus fearfully spraying her ink on that first day.

She then sticks the fingertip into my mouth and, dutifully, I chew for several minutes. I do not wish to do this, of course, and I am already feeling lightheaded from the blood loss. But, gradually I masticate the flesh and bone, pulp and marrow, into a thin gruel.

The octopus, with some difficulty, moves her beakless mouth under my own, and, like a mother bird gently feeding its baby, I spit the pulp of my finger into her throat, which she greedily laps up.  This is the first mouthful of something other than semen or shit she has had in quite a while, and she luxuriates in it. The octopus, it seems, has found a new source of nourishment.

It is little wonder, then, when she makes me take a few steps back and put the paring knife to my own scrotum. It is hard to say whether she will feast on a testicle here, a chunk of finger there, and keep me alive to chew up my own body parts up for her for years to come. Perhaps she will simply have me grind myself all up today until I am little more than a deranged head and attached vital organs, then live off of the pulp of me for as long as she can. Either way, my suffering will be exquisite, and well deserved.

Truly, the sea is a bringer of miracles!


WHAT WATER WANTS

Jack Feerick

———

William Stentz awoke in the small hours with a piss-boner of prodigious urgency. He was busting. He rolled from his bed, kicking aside dirty clothes, and shuffled rapidly into the bathroom, clenching inside to hold back the flow. Even so, a few drops spilled onto his hand and down his leg before Stentz had fully fished his dick out of his boxers. “Ah, fuck,” he muttered. He planted his feet—the seat was up, as always—and released the stream, hot and fat and acrid. He shuddered with relief that was almost pleasure.

As urine rattled into the toilet bowl, Stentz grew sullen. He got little enough sleep, these days, and was irritated that these few precious hours should be interrupted. He kept wired up on Monster for late shifts at the theater (the perks of being assistant shift manager included sweeping up after the last screening, even if they didn’t trust him to make the bank deposit, oh no), and he needed a couple hours afterward to unwind, laptop glowing with games and porn. The emptiness of his apartment—though it was almost as small as his old room back home—made him uneasy. And so he always put off sleep ‘til he was too exhausted to fight it—until the Monsters made it necessary for him to answer nature’s call at this ungodly hour.

Stentz, feet apart, pondered this injustice while absent-mindedly scratching his ass. Then the thought occurred: He had been pissing for an awfully long time. It seemed like minutes. It couldn’t have been that long, he thought. That would be absurd. He’d read somewhere that animals in the wild never void for more than fourteen seconds. He didn’t know why. Something to do with predators and whatnot. He’d definitely been going for more than fourteen seconds, though. So long that it was almost funny, like a gag in some Hollywood gross-out picture.

But his stream had not tapered off to squirts and trickles. He was firehosing the bowl, with no signs of slackening. He kegeled, trying to stop the flow for a second, or hurry it along (for he must be coming to the end, he thought), but it was as if he’d tried to hold back a freight train with a screen door; he was in this for the duration. How long could that be?

It couldn’t be minutes, no, couldn’t be, he thought—until the toilet began to flush on its own, just as when he dumped mop-water into the johns at work. The toilet tank held a gallon. To trigger a flush, you’d have to put at least that much into the bowl; gravity would do the rest. Was that even possible? A gallon? Stentz, who didn’t know much about anatomy, pictured a gallon milk jug, imagined something inside him swollen and distended to that size. Impossible. Yet the toilet was flushing. But surely not a gallon. If he’d lost that much water, why, he’d be…

The hand scratching his hip pinched a fold of skin together for a moment, then let go. The flesh remained steepled together. Stentz knew that for a symptom. Dehydration. He was dehydrated. It made no sense. If his skin was losing elasticity, he shouldn’t have been producing urine in any quantity—let alone in this exuberant fountain—and what came should have been dark and murky. What was pouring forth unabated from his dickhole was clear and odorless and fresh as a mountain stream.

Stentz flapped for the light switch. His hand, he could see, was a wasted thing of sticks and ropes; there was no roundness, no softness to the flesh. He caught a glimpse of his face in the vanity mirror, and gasped. His cheeks had sunken, his jawline grown razor-hard, his eyes hollowed. He looked skeletal. Not skeletal; mummified. He could think only to quench his terrible, terrible thirst. He scuttled sidewise to the sink, spraying streamers of hot piss across the tiles, across his feet, and reached for the not-quite-collectable Avengers souvenir cup that held his toothbrush. He turned on the tap (pivoting his body to redirect the endless urine stream back into the still-flushing toilet), filled the cup. He could barely part his lips to drink. The inside of his mouth felt like a baseball mitt. The water passed over his tongue and down his throat seemingly without wetting them.

Stentz filled the cup again, drank again. All the while, urine gushed out of him. There seemed no way he could drink fast enough to keep up. He could only stare in wonder. Where was it all coming from? The human body is seventy percent water, he thought. If every cell in his body gave it up, what would be left? He went about two bills, so 140 pounds of that would be pure Aitch-Two-Oh. A pint’s a pound the world around, that’s…

A crash of agony interrupted Stentz’s calculations. Pain, even greater than his awful thirst, jolted through him as his heart tried and failed to move blood gone to syrup, to glue, to taffy. One beat; another; no more.

His brain kept working long enough to dredge up another half-remembered line from a book read long ago. Organic life, he thought, was invented by water as a means of moving itself from place to place. He wondered vaguely if water was abandoning all life for some more convenient means of transport, or if it was simply tired of him personally.

Then the cerebrospinal fluid drained away and his brain shriveled like a kitchen sponge.

Evacuation took nearly forty minutes in all. Stentz was dead within the first five, but his corpse remained upright until the end. From every part of him, from every cell, the water osmosed and transited and ejected, every drop. As it went, the flesh took on the consistency of jerky. Stentz’s bowels turned to sludge, hardened to cement, then crumbled to powder; his organs rustled like paper bags, inaudible above the endless jet of hissing water. The collapse and crumbling of the bones began first at the shoulders, where gravity moved the precious cargo down and then out. The feet and legs stayed intact long after the chest caved in, some capillary action drawing every drop of moisture from the cells, some transport system that was no function of Stentz’s lifeless body moving it towards its egress point. The flow of water never slowed, never slackened; if anything, it sped up as Stentz’s desiccated penis crumbled and broke away and the exit hole grew marginally wider.

And on it went until it was done—the last of the liquid arcing with a perfect splash into the bowl. No sputter, no spatter, no final flying drop. Done. Gone. And whatever held Stentz together was gone with it. What had been a body gently soughed into a heap of crystals and ashes, like sixty pounds of bath salts on the tile floor. The toilet ceased its flushing. The water—grown weary of this little life it had made—was off already, bound for other business.


WRAPPED IN PLASTIC

Robert Essig

———

Clinton and Rand were two of the dumber sons a bitches you were likely to meet in rural east Tennessee, what with ten teeth between them and inbred faces that gave the appearance of the kind of goons who would have a bright future sucking the government’s titty and impregnating their cousins at family barbeques after too many Busch Lights.

They were brothers, Clinton and Rand. Lived on the family land, all of five acres that housed several generations of Dunns. Clinton lived in an RV that smelled like a horse barn, and Rand lived in the fucking horse barn that smelled like cat piss and mold. Clinton had managed to keep a job for a few months a while back, scrounging himself enough to buy the RV. He’d planned on getting the sombitch to driving again, but lost his job when his boss caught him jerking to the Tractor Supply ad in the storeroom. He had the ad open to a country girl with a cowboy hat and boots, but she couldn’t have been a day over ten.

Clinton and Rand were that rare breed of redneck who didn’t know how to work on cars, though Uncle Skids did. Problem was, Uncle Skids was doing time for home invasion. Then there was their father Gary. He was one of the only Dunns who made an honest living as a carpenter. He was a handy grease monkey, but could hardly find the time for his boys, they being such disappointments and all.

Most the time Clinton and Rand liked to hunt. There was that one year they mistook cousin Laura for a sickly doe and put an arrow right through her. The boys had been high on meth. They saw movement and Rand pulled his bow. Turned out Laura was just popping a squat out in the woods. By the time they got to her, she was dead, her ass awash in liquid shit.

There really wasn’t a sensible person in the Dunn family. Even Gary, the only one to make a proper living, was as slow as a slug on summer pavement. That day, when Rand put an arrow through cousin Laura, the boys had to make one of the most important decisions of their life. A decision that turned into an argument. Clinton suggested burning her body while Rand thought burying her would be more dignified. Clinton was smart enough to know that burying her would leave remains, and what if someone came looking? But burning her would create a problem all its own. Would the fire be hot enough to turn bone to dust?

That day they’d stood there looking down at Laura’s body akimbo on the ground, shit-spattered ass, arrow through her back and protruding from her breast, the blood having soaked her shirt and plastered it to her wire frame. Her face had been kind of cocked up, mouth open in a terror rictus that showed off a set of plaque-filled chompers like a braying donkey. It wasn’t her best look, but then again it wasn’t her worst.

Eventually they decided to bring her to the trash pile. The one they poured directly into the river. They rationalized that, if her body was found, it would be assumed she went for a swim and drowned. Problem was, they wrapped her body in plastic wrap to make it easier to carry, not once considering how that would look were her body to be found. Kin asked about Laura, but she was never seen again. Clinton and Rand acted stupid when questioned, which is to say they didn’t act at all. Laura was assumed to have gone off on a tweak binge never to return.

The river in question was really more like a glorified creek. Water ran good in some parts, and in others it slowed to a crawl. The amount of garbage that was deposited in the river, as well as countless leaching septic tanks, were cause for a layer of film to settle on the river rocks. The edges were foamy, and often strewn with debris that hadn’t caught the right current of and gone down stream.

Next to shooting guns, hunting, and sticking their pecker in places it didn’t belong, those boys loved swimming.

“Hey, Clint?” Rand said, squinting his beady eyes in a face that was beer-bloated and red. “You ever think about where this river runs?”

Clinton stood there, waist deep in murky water, and pondered as if this was the very question of life itself. His jaw moved, but that wasn’t a sign of thoughtfulness, just a twitch the meth fairy left him.

“I guess it probably meets up with a bigger river somewhere.”

“Yeah, but where?”

“Down yonder, you dumbfuck. Where else? All this shit goes to the Tennessee River anyhow. I think.”

“Why don’t we go down and see where it ends?”

“What the hell for?”

“Just curious.”

“You know what curiosity did, you stupid fuck?”

Rand stared at Clinton, mouth agape, eyes sort of squinted. The living embodiment of a big, dumb question mark.

Clinton sighed. “The fuck did the curiosity do to the cat? Fuck if I know. Probably killed the little bastard.” Clinton swallowed the last of the beer he’d been drinking and dropped the can in the water. “Okay, fuck it. Let’s float downstream and see where we end up. We can walk back on land.”

And so the Dunn boys went on a little adventure.

As they floated with the current, Rand liked to drag his feet across the slimy bedrock. The slickness made him think of when they had those three hogs Sally, Jesse, and Raphael. After a good rain the boys would jump in the pig’s pen and chase them around, grabbing them and trying to hold onto their slick little piggy bodies, laughing as the swine scrambled for safety. The pigs would get real worked up. One time Clinton had Rand grab Sally and hold her still by the head while Clinton came from behind. You’d have thought he was about to go to town on the prom queen by the size of his rod. Sally didn’t like it at all. She squealed and shifted and Clinton was having the time of his life once he got his rhythm down, that was until Sally bit Rand in his fat inbred face. Rand let go of her and she pulled away from Clinton just as he let go of his load and goddamn that was a sight. Something Rand would never forget. He was laughing so hard he’ forgot about how bad his face hurt.

So yeah, Rand liked the sliminess of the bedrock, and he had reasons.

Clinton took the lead. That’s how it always was, he being the older brother and all. They’d only ventured so far in the past, mostly by land, mostly while hunting. He wasn’t skittish about anything, however he didn’t appreciate the slimy bedrock like his brother did. If anything, he would have liked to come across a dead trout. He used to sneak off and use dead trout like a pocket pussy. Clinton was a horny motherfucker. He got it from that movie American Pie, only when he tried sticking his dick in an apple pie it turned into a gooey mess and he caught hell from Momma. One day he found a dead trout on the riverbank. The body was soft enough to push his finger through, and yet firm enough to not crumble apart in his hands. He thought of that damn movie and got himself an idea, as well as an erection.

Rand caught wind of what his brother had been doing and started calling him fish-fucker. That was, until Clinton had enough and beat his brother’s ass real good. Rand was crying like a baby, all bloody and missing a few more teeth. Clinton threatened to fuck him in the ass, but ended up smearing a rotten fish all over Rand’s body. A used rotten fish, if you know what I’m getting at.

As they traveled further, the riverbanks became more covered in yellow foam, littered with random pieces of refuse. Rand found a Mountain dew can, caught by a tree branch that was tangled within the clutches of a rock pile. He grabbed it and beamed.

“Hey, Clint, look at this! This was our can from last week.”

Clinton turned to look at his brother. “Don’t be so ignorant. There’s all kinds of cans out here.”

“But look! It has the burn marks from where we smoked weed out of it. It’s our can!”

Clinton trudged through the water back to where his brother stood, proudly waving around the green soda can.

“Sumbitch,” Clinton said. “That sure is our can. Sure wish we had some weed to smoke out of it now.”

Rand tossed the can into the river and watched it float on down like a little green boat, taking the tiny rapids and then swooping around a large bend. The water was deeper now, but still only waist high. They’d floated most of the way, trying to save their feet from the abuse of slipping and sliding across the bedrock. They’d been in the river enough to know that slick bedrock resulted in twisted toes and scraped ankles.

“Wanna go any further?” Rand asked.

“Just around the bend,” Clinton said. “I’m getting bored.”

“Me too.”

“Mamma’s making squirrel and dumplings.”

Rand pouted, “She making enough for us?”

“Well, hell, she better. I killed her five squirrels yesterday.” Clinton continued floating down stream. “Come on, shit for brains.”

Rand followed.

Around the bend they ran into something fascinating, something that made the journey worth every second.

“What the fuck is that?” Clinton said.

The water rounded the bend swiftly, and then calmed to a placid state. Up ahead was something they both thought was a beaver dam, but turned out to be man made. The boys floated closer, the water getting deeper. They could barely touch the bottom.

“Holy fuck, Clint, I didn’t know the river got this deep.”

“Don’t be a pussy.”

“I’m not, it’s just—”

“Shut the fuck up, Rand. What the hell is this?”

Before them was a blockage that water could only seep through or breach from around the edges. As the boys approached, both of them became wary, for they could now see that this was no beaver dam. This blockage was not created of branches and twigs and leaves, but years of garbage that had floated down stream, all packed together into a tight mass that dammed off the water to create a deep pool.

“This is kind of cool,” Clinton said, but there was no conviction in his voice.

“I don’t know, Clint.”

Then Clinton scrunched up his face. “Kind of smells, don’t it?”

Rand nodded.

They tried to stay away from the damn of human refuse, but it seemed as if the bedrock fell from beneath their feet. They were floating like turds in a toilet bowl, and the water around them smelled about as bad, like raw sewage. Daddy had run the gray water to drain into the river, but they’d always thought the toilets were on septic.

Rand started panicking. “It’s pulling me!”

“Oh stop whining. You’re such a—”

Then Clinton was swept into the pull. He tried to play it off cool, but soon enough he was flailing around and struggling to swim. The water was so placid, so still, and yet something was pulling them toward the dam. As they got closer, they could feel things beneath the murky water. Slimy things that slithered across their legs. There was no bottom, but their feet seemed to drag through debris that was sunk, and yet floated around in the mire. The water bubbled, and garbage floated to the top only to become submerged again: milk cartons, beer cans, plastics, waterlogged pieces of cardboard, fast food wrappers, pieces of broken glass.

The boys kicked their legs and flailed their arms, trying desperately to swim out of there, but they made no traction. The water pulled them toward the wall of garbage no matter what they did.

“What the fuck, Rand?”

Rand cried. “I can’t get out!”

“Swim! We can get out of this!”

“I can’t!”

They floated through the roiling water until they both smacked into the dam, slapping against the slimy face and sticking to the gummy surface like a couple of flies in a gooey fly trap.

“What the fuck is this?” Rand asked.

Clinton shook his head.

There were garbage bags intertwined with the discards of their daily lives. All the Mountain Dew and Busch Light cans. The milk and egg cartons. The fast food wrappers. All there, all entangled in a tightly packed wall that blocked the flow of the river and created a cesspool.

“Maybe we can climb up this shit,” Clinton said. “Or even just hang on and guide ourselves to the side.”

“I can’t move, Clint. I can’t move!”

Clint grimaced, putting all his strength into moving, but it was as if some kind of pull held them firmly in place. That was when something emerged from the wall of the dam. A thread that grew thicker as it emerged, now more like a rope, protruding from the dam inch by inch, each foot of the substance tied together like sheets that a teenager throws out of their second story window to sneak out at night, only this bizarre thread was made out of food wrappers, all tied together into a neat rope that was a good five feet between the boys, wavering around about a foot above the water.

Rand started to say something, only his voice came out about as screechy as a whining sow. The rope of food wrappers whipped around and smacked Rand in the face, almost as if telling him to shut the fuck up. It then curled around his neck, wrapping itself around and around. Rand’s eyes went wide.

“Oh fuck!” Clinton yelled. He reached to grab at the wrapper rope, but something slithered out of the slimy dam of refuse and grabbed his hand. It was green and black and unpleasant, but clearly a hand that grabbed him. His mouth dropped and he started crying. He’d been a tough guy right up to that point, but his nerves were shaken to the core of this black heart.

The hand was mottled and rotted, but the arm was still wrapped in plastic.

Rand struggled to breathe. The rope of food wrappers squeezed tighter. His face blued. The wrapper rope loosened its grip, allowing Rand to gulp some air. On the other side something was birthed from the wall of trash, something big and nasty. It was human-like in form, but created of bones. The head was a deer skull, white showing through blackened skin that had rotted and hung off in strips. The body was a mix of bones from birds and deer and cattle, all fused together with tendon-like threads of offal. An arm reached around, the hand a mess of half eaten chicken legs and fish spines.

Rand squirmed and choked on his words as the rope of food wrappers lifted him out of the water and pulled him so that his back was against the top of the dam, his fat belly bobbing in the water, legs kicking beneath.

Beside Rand, Clinton was immobile, the hand of their cousin grasping him firmly in place. While the creature of old bones emerged, so did Laura. Her face was still wrapped in plastic, fat maggots trapped beneath, wriggling around as if her gaping maw was a giant speaker emitting maggoty dance music. The gaping hollows where her eyes had been seemed to look right at Clinton. The look on what was left of her face, now a puffy mush of dough-like flesh, was the same braying donkey look he last saw when he looked down at her lifeless body all covered in shit and blood.

Lying atop the dam, Rand looked up at the tops of the trees that crowned the river, blue sky beyond with wisps of clouds. He tried to find peace, but could feel the damn beneath his back, shifting and pulsing as something within took shape. Something worse than the bone-thing, or cousin Laura in Reynolds Wrap. He saw it snake up from the top of the dam. A length of spines fused together with everything from electrician’s tape to soiled bandages, to pieces of chewing gum. They were the spines of foul and fish, looming over Rand. He screamed, and that’s when the length of spine entered his body through his toothless maw, diving deep and twisting like a plumbing snake. Rand’s screams came out muffled as his body shook from the force of the spines spinning through his guts, churning his insides, and then the fused-bone plumbing snake tore through Rand’s pelvis, pushing his wet shorts down as it emerged. The length of spines spun like a drill, ripped intestines and organ meat bursting through the aperture in a splatter of red chunks.

After watching his brother eviscerated, Clinton scrambled even more to get away, but he was pinned in place. Laura’s plastic-wrapped face was right beside him, her mouth close to his ear like she were about to whisper something to him. From the other side, her right arm presented itself, this one torn free from her plastic bonds, the fingers thick and water logged, but strange in that they were lined with shards of glass, green, brown, and clear from the many beer bottles the Dunn boys had tossed in the river.

Laura’s glass-flanked right hand teased Clinton at first, tapping his forehead and cheeks just hard enough to make little cuts, for the glass was razor sharp. She then used her forefinger and swiped one of his eyes. Clinton screamed. Blood and ocular fluid drained from the damaged eye, further blurring his vision. Another finger sliced through his cheek, opening it all the way to his gums. Her pinky had a thin sliver of glass like a sharpened fingernail. That one went into his nose, jammed up there like a vicious cotton swab.

Clinton screamed, and then the glass-speckled hand swiped across his throat, opening it up in ribbons of severed flesh, blood spilling into the nasty river water as Clinton gurgled on the last vestiges of his life. Laura maneuvered herself to a sitting position on the top of the dam above Clinton. She unwrapped some of her plastic as he choked on his own blood, and then she placed it over his head and wrapped it around his face.

Now the Dunn boys were the trash everyone knew them to be.
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The pool is closed…

somebody took a shit in the water…


You still here?

Well, aren’t you a nasty, wet freak…

Ok, here’s another one floating by…


THE WEATHERMAKER

uncut version

K. Trap Jones

———

Some called us risk-takers, but we considered ourselves adrenaline junkies; obsessed with the extreme challenges life had to offer. My dipshit friends and I were always seeking out the next rush whether it was cliff jumping or sky diving, it didn’t fucking matter as long as the risk was there. We had broken many bones in our day, but pain was always included under the fine print of fucked up group’s mission statement.

I didn’t fear death.

I had no reason to.

Until one day it walked up to me and introduced himself.

There’s not much I can recall about my past life, but I know the memories are there, locked away in the back of my mind, but I’m no longer in possession of the key. I remember my arms burning as I held the paddle. Little Pigeon River, western Tennessee is the last memory I am granted. White water rafting in category five currents was the next on the checklist and we were well prepared for the feat, so we believed. There were five of us in the raft along with our guide. The current was brutal and the water was tempting us to continue.

Come on fuckers, let’s dance

The raft collided with the boulder. Through the lingering fog, I remember looking down at my friends as we were being tossed like rag dolls. I fell deep into the freezing water. The chill stung my eyes as I tried to keep my head above water. My muscles quickly tightened and my lungs begged for air, but I could not help either of them. The fog made it difficult to see, but I could decipher the orange vests of my friends floating ahead of me. My heart quickened, but failed to provide warm blood to my shimmering limbs. The fog thickened as I lost sight of my friends. The current carried me around a bend as I tried desperately to keep my legs from dragging against the rocks. I was too numb for physical pain, but nothing in my life would prepare me for what I encountered next. My mind would never be the same again.

The rapids calmed and the fog vanished as the water temperature increased. My muscles loosened and my teeth no longer clamored. Up ahead, I saw a lone cabin just on the shoreline on the river bend. Smoke was siphoning through a chimney and snaking through the dense trees. Hope conjured up courage as my arms swam towards the shoreline. All of my friends were floating aimlessly and swaying with the current. Their lifeless stares brutalized my mind as I pulled each of them up to the shore. Battered, broken and bruised, their corpses were shredded by the rocks and bent beyond repair.

As I dragged the last one from the water, I noticed the embankment was comprised of bones. Speckled throughout the mud were half-buried helmets, vests and splintered paddles. It was some sort of sadistic graveyard for rafters. I know my words will seem odd at first. I wish they weren’t that way, but obscurity does not work in such a manner.

“Hello?” I yelled through clamoring teeth, but received no response.

I treaded lightly on the skulls and bones of the shoreline as I made my way to the porch of the cabin. I noticed someone in the window from the way the curtain was being pulled back.

“I need help!” I shouted, prompting the curtains to fall back into place.

Tired, I sat upon the porch steps as my eyes once again embraced the vision of my dead friends. Sadness crept up my spine and dug its claws deep into my heart.

“Fuck off!” a voice demanded from inside.

“Please, there’s been a terrible accident,” I replied, trying to peer inside.

“Why aren’t you dead?” the disgruntled voice rang out again.

The words startled me as the door cracked open.

“You’re not supposed to be alive! Why are you still alive?”

I had no response. I couldn’t form any words.

“Go back into the river and die already. The currents are only allowed to deliver corpses upon my land.”

“There’s been a terrible accident,” I repeated.

The front door to the cabin became more ajar.

“Do not mistake me for someone who fucking cares about your damn problems? Don’t make your problems, my problems. I was told that I would not have to deal with your kind, but yet, every so often one of you contaminates my land with your disgusting germs and odors. Always dicking around; your kind can’t even die correctly. I am not happy!”

“I need…”

“We all need something you greedy asshole, but few rarely receive it. Now, as I said before, go back into the river and die.”

“I will not!” I said angrily, starting to get annoyed.

The cabin door swung fully open to reveal a small, frail man. He couldn’t have been but about three feet in height. Jabbing his cane into my chest, he pushed me backwards off the porch.

“Don’t use that fucking tone of voice with me, douchebag!” he shouted in unison with a thunderous roar from the clouds. “I will slice your little pecker off and fuck you with it, straight up the shitpipe.”

Lightning streaked across the sky and splintered trees, buckling them into the river. The piles of bones shook uncontrollably beneath my feet as I was forced back to the shoreline. The clouds let loose a heavy rain, blinding my vision.

“See what you’ve done, dipshit. You’ve upset me,” the old man stated, pointing his cane to the clouds. “Now I have to fix all of this shit. I do not like visitors, especially live idiot ones.”

“Please, I need your help,” I pleaded with the man as he walked back up the porch.

“I cannot help you. I cannot help the living. You have strayed from the path, one that you must fucking return to.”

“Am I dead?”

“Unfortunately, no. I can still hear you,” he said, shoving his hand down the front of his baggy sweatpants in order to scratch his balls. “Speaking of fucking, there wasn’t any females in your group, was there?”

“No,” I replied with curiosity.

“Shame,” he continued while pulling his hand out of his pants. He was admiring a moist scab he had treasure hunted from down below. “I like the female corpses. You’d be surprised how much longer their orifices remain warm, even after being in the river for as long as they have. Much longer than the males.”

There wasn’t a single thought in my mind as I stood in front of him.

“But, every now and then, mostly during the summer, yeah, during the summer,” he mumbled as he shit the door behind him.

Alone with only my confused thoughts and the corpses of my friends, I sat upon a rock on the riverbank. Even with the current of the river moving the bodies around, I could not grasp the concept of the situation. The wind became angry and showed its vengeance by abnormally bending the trees. The crackling of the bark howled and frightened the fog. I was no longer afraid, as I truly believed I was already dead.

“Hey asshole, stubbornness will get you nowhere,” he said through the cracked door. “Your stench is fucking up my dinner.”

“I don’t know what happened,” I replied through my choked throat.

“Oh Jesus Christ, another sappy, emotional one. This is why I can’t have nice shit. People like you with all of your meaningless worrying and surrounding yourself with trinkets and whatnot… you’re all the same. Pathetic propped up flesh trolls who think they are the shit. I don’t know how to say this any fucking clearer…you belong with the dead. You should not be here. She will not be happy unless you rectify the situation. You must kill yourself.”

“I cannot kill myself. How could I possibly do that?”

“Well, I can’t do it either; it’s not part of my job. Although I wish I could,” he said in a sarcastic manner. “Not a bad thing to think about. I supposed I could… nah, she’d never go for that. Plus, I’m already on probation. You know, with the whole female corpse thing. I mean, so what if I want to fuck a corpse every now and then. It’s not like I have a problem or anything like that. It’s not fault my dick still works. What am I supposed to do when a few thong wearing asses float my way. Shiny, smooth but cheeks bouncing in the water like a couple of fishing bobbers. I’ll tell you what I’m going to do. I’m going to take out my rod and spearfish some of that sweet ass. Not sure why it’s frowned upon, but whatever.”

Thunder roared from the horizon.

“Damnit, the storm’s early. See what happens when I get distracted. She’s not going to be happy.”

“God?”

“Ha, no! Mother Nature. We don’t get along that well. I have to work with her, but I don’t have to like her. Between you and me, she’s a straight up MILF. You should see the jugs on her, but it’s her mouth… she talks way too much, you can’t get a word in. I mean, take a fucking breath every now and then.”

“Where am I?” I said, ignoring him.

“You are where no human should ever be; behind the veil of the planet. If you had just hit your head on a jagged rock and spilled your entrails on the side of the boat like the others, you would’ve been well on your way, fulfilling whatever predetermined fucked up destiny was meant for you.”

The thunder grew louder as the leaves fled the branches of the trees.

“I can smell your stubbornness. It reeks of a naked torso that should’ve been thrown out two days ago. She was good, real good. Her body had very little physical damage. I think she just hit her head and drowned. They way her body would bend and contort upon demand, she had to have been one of those circus freaks. Then of course, she starts to decay. At first, I didn’t mind, but that shit’s hard to ignore. Then comes the kicker… rigor mortis. Ruins all the fun. Joints lock up, legs stiffen. It’s not fun. I tempted fate by trying to bang out one way nut. The sound of her spine breaking as I bent her over a wrecked canoe didn’t bother me as much as I thought it would. Just as I was entering her, the hips contracted in such a way causing her ass to shift, entrapped my dick. Don’t get me wrong, the tightness was appreciate and I unloaded, but couldn’t retract.”

I could only stand there and listen.

“All this time, I thought it was harder to find something to stick my dick in. I never imagined it would be difficult to pull it out. Mother Nature was pissed. She only found out because of the random weather patterns. You see, I was stuck to that bitch for a good four days like one of those wooden sticks inside a pop-sickle. Finally, she started to decay. Her skin altered in color and the fatty tissue in her ass deflated. I figured, maybe I could help the process along, so I pried open her asshole in order to get a grip on either side. The rim gave way quickly as I pulled her cheeks apart. I’m the skin, I created one crevice splitting up her back while the other merged her ass to her vagina. And then what do you know… my dick was free.”

He could tell that I wasn’t paying attention to him. To be honest, my emotions were a complete dumpster fire charring my inner skull.

“After the storm subsides, you must return to the path. Once you die, you will remember nothing. Everything resets.”

I was at a loss for words. Whatever courage I had remaining was left back on the raft. The lightning was intensifying as the electric serpents split apart the trees with no effort. I looked to my dead’s friends. Their corpses were being dragged back in to the river by the wakes creeping upon the shoreline. For a moment, I wished I was like them; dead and gone with their minds at ease. Instead, I was the lone survivor, stricken from the path that was to be my destiny.

“What if I can’t do it?”

“It’s not a matter of if; it’s a matter of when. I do not like that you are upon my land, but I have to deal with it, now don’t I?”

“Is there no other way?”

“No, you cheated death. That’s a big fucking red flag on your soul. The powers that be do not like souls with red flags attached to them. You want a simple after-life, don’t you? Trust me, you do not want to reach your final destination with a sign on your back that reads Hey look everyone, I’m an asshole! Finishing the task is the only fair way to settle the score. I see plenty of your kind; high-energy seeking people taking every risk which come your way. Well, guess what? You took a fucking risk and you fucking failed. All of you mother fuckers did. Now you must deal with the aftermath. There is no such thing as a risk without consequences.”

“Why only me?”

“If I knew that, I wouldn’t be standing here talking to you, now would I? I would use that knowledge to make sure that every one of you assholes dies properly, so my work never gets interrupted again. Maybe you shouldn’t have been obsessed with risks in the first place. Have you ever thought of that? No, you didn’t. Always toiling with life and death. Can’t just be content with what you got. Well, you can’t always have a winning hand. In your case, someone called your fucking bluff. There are plenty of people who don’t enter a vessel and allow their lives to be at the mercy of Mother Nature’s wrath. She’s a fucking bitch, too. Random moodiness and shit. You catch her on a bad day and everyone gets a hurricane.”

“I, I…”

“Up there, beyond the ridge is a tree; the tallest in the mountains. Upon the sturdiest of limbs, I have attached a noose made from the strongest of threads. After the storm subsides, you are to climb that tree and place the noose around your neck. If you’re too much of a pussy to jump, I can have the winds nudge your pansy ass off.”

“And if I don’t?” I replied in a stubborn tone, which sent the old man walking towards his door.

“Be it as it may, but there are things much worse than a peaceful death by one’s own hand.”

Insanity was swinging from my rib cage, desperately making its way to my heart. Inside, he started to close the door. My panic was shown within the tone of my voice.

“Alright, alright.”

“Now that everything is in order, get your ass inside, the storm is approaching.”

Agreeing to kill myself took a toll upon my mind. Rapid visions of what death plagued my thoughts. Anticipating death was difficult to comprehend. On the porch, I looked back to the river and surrounding mountains. The darkest of clouds were rolling into the valley, suffocating the horizon. The thunder roared like a pack of starved lions.

“Close the door behind you; seal it tight. I don’t care for the unpredictability of rain. Those falling droplets are mischievous; always sneaking in through the cracks, causing mold and whatnot. It makes it very difficult to breathe if they are allowed to run rampart.”

After ducking under the doorframe and closing the door, my eyes were met with wonder. I had to bend my neck downward and squat my knees in order to avoid hitting the ceiling. It was as if I had walked into a historical gallery of a museum. Beautiful relics were mounted to the wooden walls. Large bookshelves were packed to the brim, but what caught my eye the most was the sheer amount of globes hanging from the ceiling. I tried my best to avoid colliding into one, but my fascination with the beautiful copper telescopes blinded me. My forehead struck one of the globes ever so slightly.

“Mind your damn manners, asshole! Do not touch anything!”

“I’m sorry,” I replied, trying my best to avoid any others.

“Your huge, abnormal melon head could tip the scales off balance with one hit.”

I tried to follow him to the center of the cabin. I moved slowly as it was difficult to see where I was stepping. I felt like if I knocked over one item, that it would cause a domino effect. I sensed his frustration with me as the thunder outside grew louder. Lightning occurred whenever his anxiety spiked. Trying to shuffle my feet within the cabin, my eyes were focused downward as my head collided with another hanging globe. The whole cabin swayed from side to side with the movement of the globe.

“Why must you be so God damn clumsy? Are human minds not capable of following simple instructions? Useless idiots. No wonder your kind is always killing themselves.”

With a pipe in his mouth, he put on a small pair of spectacles. Rolling up his sleeves, two globes floated down from the ceiling. My eyes widened as one was a replica of Earth and other was the moon.

“What is…” I started to say.

“Silence! Don’t speak! One slip and mass chaos ensues,” he said from behind the globes. “And that will be on you. I already have two strikes against me. The bitch will strip me of shit if I get caught again causing worldly catastrophes.”

Spinning the moon with one hand, he slowly rotated the earth while staring deep into the globe. His eyes turned a shade of grey as small streaks of lightning extended from his fingertips. Outside, lightning cracked alongside the sound of rain.

“Every cloud must be controlled; every element must be watched. The atmospheric pressure must be contained at all times,” he said, spinning the globe.

His hand halted the rotation. With his index finger stuck within the globe, he spun it. I leaned forward and saw him creating a hurricane. When the storm was moving under its own free will, he exhaled, blowing the system on a direct course. Rotating the globe again, it took a hit from his pipe. Releasing small puffs of the grey smoke, he forged darkened clouds within the atmosphere.

“That should suffice for now,” he said, sitting back and taking off his glasses.

Looking to the ceiling, I couldn’t help but see other globes of different colors.

“Are those…”

“Different planets? Yes. You didn’t think that you were the only ones, did you?” he said with a smirk. “No, there’s more civilizations out there that are just as stupid as this one.”

“How many are there?” I asked, not truly believing what I was seeing.

“A dozen or so; each with its own environment and capable of holding life, but also capable of destroying it as well. Like I said, stupid is not something that is contained to one planet. It’s a universal problem. Life is a delicate equation that no mortal mind can contemplate.”

“Where will death take me?” I nervously asked, hearing the storm outside.

“How the fuck should I know. There are many things that I am not giving knowledge about. Never fret, think of it as another one of your idiotic risks involving the unknown,” he said, laughing.

He spoke the truth with regards to death. Never before had I feared it or gave it much thought. Every time I stood on a ledge or looked out the open door of a plane, I never gave death an ounce of thought. I assumed I would live through any action; I assumed I would be alive when the opportunity for another risk revealed itself.

“One should always fear death; it should never be taken for granted, especially by those who are able to die, but it’s not your fault. Your planet just contracted the stupid virus like so many others,” he said with confidence.

The simple act of swallowing became difficult to achieve.

“However, death is by no means the end of your existence; it is merely a delusional detour. Like most paths, the directions can go astray and that is why you are here. Although your ass was supposed to die, you didn’t; a questionable blockade of sorts.”

“If I am not alive or dead, then what am I?” I said with a dry throat.

“Nothing; a speck of sand clinging to the walls of an hourglass instead of falling through like the others. Like a piece of shit dangling from my ass hair, you will eventually fall, but it is your choice as to whether you want to jump or not… you know, in order to speed up the process.”

The storm was lessening. As the thunder was fading, he allowed the globes to hover back up the ceiling.

“There, those storms should appease the boss bitch for a while.”

I didn’t want to get up from the table; I didn’t want to walk out the door.

“Unfortunately, it has come time for you to get the fuck out of here. For what it’s worth, I do not confide in many people, but there is a grain of a brave soul within you that I admire. You may not even need my wind at your back.”

I didn’t know what to say as I didn’t feel brave and my courage level felt like it was running low.

“You must go before she notices. She’s a sneaky bitch and always meddles in the affairs of others. Like I said, there are worst things to fear than a normal death. You don’t want to be on her bad side,” he said, standing from the table.

My knees were trembling as I stood and needed the support of my arms to help keep my body upright. He opened the door for me as fresh air flowed inside.

“Will there be pain?” I said, looking back.

“Oh fuck yeah, man. You cheated death. You think it will go lightly on you the second time. You’ll probably feel every tendon in your neck snap. The pressure may explode your eyes. Involuntary vomiting, you know, all the good shit like that, but nothing you can’t handle,” he said with a smile before closing the door.

I walked towards the shoreline where the bodies of my friends were still rolling in the wakes. The raft had made it ashore as memories of how excited we were to enter it rehashed within my mind. We didn’t have a care in the world. Our only complaint was how cold the water was.

A path led me up the hillside, high above the river. The tree, which he spoke of, was directly in front of me. The trunk was massive in size and the height could not be determined by my eyes as the clouds hung low. Small pieces of tree limbs were nailed to the bark and formed a ladder. Each reaching hand shook uncontrollably; each stepping foot had no energy. I kept my eyes looking up as if I was climbing towards the Heavens. With no more steps to grab, I looked to the right and saw a thick tree limb. Just above was the noose, swaying in the wind.

I tried not to think about it; I tried not to allow it to consume my thoughts. Instead, I focused on the memories and all of the great times I had during my life. I had come so close to death on many occasions, but I was blinded by the obsession of adrenaline, that I did not even offer a blink of hesitation. All of the fear I should’ve had, all conjured itself as I stepped out on that limb. Holding the rope for support, I looked down, much like I always did before jumping.

I was becoming unstable out on the limb. The wind instantly died down as I believed the Weathermaker was watching me. The rope fibers were rough as they slid around my neck. The clouds parted and allowed the sun to shine through. The sting of the rays felt good against my skin and renewed my courage. He was right, I was brave. Adrenaline pumped though my veins and my heart raced. I looked to either side and saw my friends; each one with their own rope in hand.

“Are we doing this or what?”

“This is crazy!”

“How are we possibly going to top this next year?”

“On the count of three, we all go!”

“You ready?”

“One!”

“Two!”

“Three, mother fuckers!” the Weathermaker yelled as a gust of wind blew me off the limb. “Jesus Christ, jump already.”
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