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			Greetings Dear Reader,

			Ah, October. The leaves are turning. There’s a chill in the air. Was that a scream of terror in the distance? Halloween is our favorite holiday here at Cosmic Horror Monthly, and we’re hardly in it for the candy. October also happens to be the month that the pulp magazine was first introduced to the world. 139 years ago, on an initial budget of $500, Frank Munsey founded what would become Argosy, the first all-fiction pulp magazine, inspiring many to follow. What a legend.

			We have an incredible lineup this month. To get things started, there is something in the fog out in the unique “The Sea Like Glass.” Following, is an intimate interview and top-notch tale from weird fiction savant and Grimscribe Press founder, Jon Padgett. Then, a couple of academics discover an ancient abomination underneath the campus in “Nematocyst.” A mental patient jumps universes and an artist unwittingly gets a glimpse of the unfathomable in “Meta-theory” and “Music of the Spheres,” respectively.

			Moving right along, a scientist out in the field gets far more than she bargained for in “The Unveiling” and creative writing gets a new, more sinister definition in a gorgeous reprint called “The Masterpiece.” Finally, a dive into the deep recesses of the crypt for another tale of something haunting and mysterious out at sea with “The Ocean Ogre.”

			Planning to dress up as your favorite cosmic abomination this holiday? Show us your Halloween spirit this month and tag us on Twitter (@cosmichorrormo) or Instagram (@Cosmic.Horror.Monthly), we may just return the favor!

			***
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			A monthly tome of terrifying tales, lovecraftian, cosmic, and weird.

		


		
			The Sea Like Glass

		

		
			By Christopher Hawkins

		

		
			“But they’re eatin’ at somethin’, that’s sure. Some kinda cloth down there too. Hard to say in the dark, but might be clothes. Could be a body. Could be more’n one.”

		



		
			“How do ye not see it, man? Look down my arm to where I’m pointin’. Ye see the birds, don’t ya? All out there wheelin’ and circlin’?”

			“I see the birds plain enough, Harry. But I don’t see nothin’ beneath ‘em. Nothin’ on the water, I mean.”

			“Ah, you’re blind. I told the captain when he first signed ye aboard. I told him, ‘That Fowler, he can’t see as far as the top of the mast on a clear day,” I told him.”

			“Well, it ain’t a clear day, anyways. Not with the sky all gray and the air all fogged through. It’s a wonder you can see those birds at all through this soup. Chills you right down to the bone, it does. What do you reckon you see out there, anyway?”

			“Bah. This far out, could be anythin’. School o’ sharks, bit o’ dead whale. Why, I did a run on a fishing vessel out of Marblehead, had the gulls ridin’ our wake from the day we left port to the day we came back and never left sight of ‘em in between.”

			“But it can’t be another ship, can it? Not with the wind the way it is.”

			“No, it can’t be another ship. Do ye not see the sails, all hanging limp from the yard like your old mam’s teats. Can’t have a ship with no wind, can ye? Well, there ain’t no wind, so there ain’t no other ship, is there?”

			“I was only thinkin’...”

			“There you go with your thinkin’, as if there was any good ever came of it. Ye’ve got eyes, dontcha? No wind in six days, and where do you think another ship’s gonna come from, eh? I told the Captain when you come aboard. ‘That Fowler,” I told him. ‘He ain’t got the sense God gave a goose, and fewer brains besides.’ If there was some other ship that close, we’d be able to see it, now wouldn’t we? But there ain’t nothin’ out there but the birds and this wretched fog stretchin’ out in all directions, far as it’ll let ye see.”

			“Pulls the warmth right out of my bones, it does. And the damp! I swear I don’t remember the last time my clothes were dry through. How much longer will it last, do you reckon?”

			“Could be an hour. Could be a week. Ain’t no way to tell in a calm like this. I got caught out once, just outta Nassau on our way up to Providence. Winds blew out and didn’t start up again for near three weeks. Food ran out after two, and the water ration got so thin that some of the crew took to drinkin’ their own piss just to keep the dry from their mouths. Didn’t have no fog then, just the sun beating down without so much as a cloud in the sky. But the sea was the same. Like a sheet of glass, it was, and so still you’d swear you could up and walk right across it all the way to land. Time we pulled in to harbor, half the crew went away down the wharf and never came back.”

			“I been down to Nassau once. The water was so clear that I could see dolphins following along in our wake. They stayed with us for miles and I could see ‘em the whole time, the water was so clear. Not like this soup. Black as day-old coffee, it is, and twice as cold.”

			“Aye, boy. Black and still as the grave.”

			“I heard some of the men talking, down below decks when they thought I wasn’t there listenin’. They’re getting’ restless, sayin’ things that make no sense. Sayin’ it’s the Devil’s work. Sayin’ it’s a curse what took the wind away.”

			“Ye think I don’t know it, lad? You think I don’t hear the same talk when the night watch is on deck and their tongues’re all loose with grog? But talk is just talk. Ain’t nothin’ in it. Just a buncha nonsense that blows itself out soon as it hits the air, and all the better for it.”

			“You reckon it’s dolphins? With the birds, I mean. Like maybe they can see ‘em, down under the water? Like maybe they’re following them back to shore?”

			“Nah, it ain’t dolphins, boy. Dolphins’re quick, and a bird’s gotta be quick to keep up. They can’t be hoverin’ and circlin’ ‘round one spot like that lot out there. Prob’ly some bit of dead whale. That’s what I’d wager. Some bit of dead whale floated up from the deep and now they’re pickin’ it to pieces. I can just about see it too, ridin’ low to the surface. See how they swoop down on it and light awhile ‘fore they flap back up again? They’re feedin’ on somethin’. That much is sure.”

			“I think I see it now. It’s just like you said, somethin’ floating low on the water. But it must mean that we’re close to shore, doesn’t it? That the birds are there? They had to come from somewhere, so we must be close to shore.”

			“No, lad. I seen birds like that fly out near a hundred mile or more. Don’t need to work too hard for it, neither. Just rise and fall on the breeze. ‘Course, with no breeze, there ain’t no gettin’ back. They’d tire out ‘fore they made it to land. That’s why they’re out there. They’re feasting, and if the wind don’t blow soon, they might to be feasting on us before long.”

			“But it’s been all of six days! We were due in port after two, and even rationin’ the way we have, we ain’t got food for but two more.”

			“Ye think I can’t count, now? Or did ye forget that I was the one made inventory of the stores and locked ‘em up where they can’t be had but for this key ‘round me neck? Or did ye think it wasn’t me that read the men the new rules and put the fear in ‘em besides? And anyway, it’s not the food we have to be worryin’ about. It’s the fresh water. Food’ll run out in two days, but the water’ll keep us another three, maybe four if we see rain. After that, well...take a man’s water and he gets to ravin’. A ravin’ man ain’t nothin’ you wanna mess with, let alone a ship full of ‘em.”

			“But that’s what I been tryin’ to tell you. They’re already ravin’! The things they’re sayin’...I don’t know if I could bring myself to repeat it, but it chills me right down to the bones, it does. Chills me as sure as this damnable fog.”

			“Aye. And a strange fog it is, too. Three and twenty years on deck and I ain’t never seen one quite it’s like. Come daylight, you’d expect it to lift. Clouds or no clouds, it oughta burn off when the sun gets high, but it clings so thick that there may as well be no sun at all.”

			“It could be a boat. Out there with the birds? Now that it’s closer, I can just about see it. A skiff or a jollyboat of some sort. And the birds all crowding on top of it, divin’ down and coming back up to circle again. I wonder if there’s somethin’ inside.”

			“I told ye, it’s a bit of whale as sure as I’m standin’ here, and so far gone to rot that it ain’t no good to no man anyhow. Keep your mind here, on this ship, on those men below deck, and don’t be takin’ no flights o’ fancy! There’s trouble brewin’, sure as the wind don’t blow. Idle talk is one thing, but give a man a day without water, and all that talk’ll turn to whisperin’. And pretty quick, whisperin’ turns to plannin’.”

			“They say it’s our fault. That ain’t the worst of it by a long mile, but they’re sayin’ there wouldn’t be this fog if it weren’t for us. They’re sayin’ the wind would start blowin’ again if only...if only...”

			“Aye, and they might be right. I always had it in mind that you were bad luck. I told the Captain, ‘That Fowler’s a Jonah, as sure as I’m standin’ here,’ I told him. ‘The stores’ll go to spoil or we’ll run aground if you take him on,’ I said. But damned if the Captain didn’t take you on anyway.”

			“And now the Captain’s dead.”

			“Aye. The Captain’s dead. And all the better for it.”

			“And if I am a Jonah, I ain’t never meant to be. I never even meant to be on this ship neither, least not particularly. I just took up with the first one headed in the direction of away, is all. I couldn’t’ve known none of this. I couldn’t’ve known one bit.”

			“Nah, boy. You couldn’t’ve known. Me, I had a feeling ‘bout this voyage, though. Weren’t nothin’ I could put words to, just a cold shiver runnin’ down my neck when my foot hit the decking, like someone’d walked right over me grave. Couldn’t say nothin’. Crew like this got enough superstition in ‘em. They don’t need no one to point to and call a doomsayer. But I felt it. Felt it strong enough that I near turned right back around like that crew up in Providence. And don’t go askin’ why I stayed, neither. Been askin’ meself that very thing ever since the day the sails went flat.”

			“We did right though, didn’t we? It’s like you said. We had no choice. No choice at all. Ain’t that right?”

			“Aye, that’s right, lad. You saw those lash marks yourself, didn’tcha? Right down to the bone, they was. A good captain, he makes the first few sting to make his point, then eases up on the rest. But poor old Billings barely had skin on his back at all when he was done. Ye could see the white of his ribs, stickin’ out through all the red. And what fer? Hidin’ a few coins in his pockets and swipin’ an extra bit o’ drink? Any other ship, that’d get ye ten, maybe twenty at most. But fifty? Fifty’s as like to kill a man, and nearly did. You saw it!”

			“I saw him on the deck that night. The Captain. After the take was all stowed and he called all the men and made them hunker down below. He was dancin’ and spinnin’ fit to pass out. Singing too! I was up on the yard, I was. Watched him when he didn’t think there was anyone there to see him.”

			“Woulda come out his share anyway. Tie him up to the mast, make an example, but ain’t no cause to skin a man to ribbons. Not after a haul like the one we had, and all that cause for celebratin’. It ain’t no way to run a ship, I says.”

			“Weren’t like no language I ever heard. Like he was chantin’. Like he was callin’ up somethin’, callin’ it up right out of the deep. If the rest of the men woulda heard it, they would’ve been right there next to us when we hauled him over the side. They would have, wouldn’t they?”

			“Ye know lad, now that I see it more clear, it might just be a boat down there on the water after all. Hard to say fer sure with all the birds weighin’ it down, but now that it’s closer I can just about make out the prow.”

			“If they’d seen him, they wouldn’t question it, would they, Harry? If they’d seen his eyes, all wide and crazy like that, they would’ve known we did the only thing we coulda done. If we’d have tied him to the mast, he might have said anything to get them to let him go, might have kept on chantin’ and callin’ up who knows what out of the water. We did the only thing we could’ve done. Why don’t they see that?”

			“There’s something’ in there, too. Down in the bottom. I can see the birds a-peckin’ and a-tearin’ at it somethin’ frantic.”

			“We need to get away, Harry. We need to get off this ship ‘fore the men get their courage up to do us in. I heard some of ‘em talkin’ about it, even with Billings layin’ right there dyin’. We can lower the launch down over the side and the fog’ll hide us before they even know we’re gone.”

			“And go where, lad? Without a star in the sky to sight by? Could ye even point to say which way is land? Set out to row in a calm like this, no drinkin’ water and no way of knowin’ which way to go? We’d be dead ‘fore we even made it outta the fog.”

			“Better dead out there than dead here. Better than endin’ up like Billings or worse. You ain’t heard ‘em, Harry. You ain’t heard ‘em the way I did. Half of them talking like we were the ones brought the fog down when we did what we did to the Captain, and the other half talkin’ like the fog’s what gonna save us. Talkin’ all worshipful like.”

			“There’s somethin’ in that boat out there fer sure. If those birds’d just leave off for a minute, I could just about make it out.”

			“Before long they’ll take to mutterin’ and chantin’, just like the Captain done. Just twirlin’ and dancin’ and callin’ out into the fog. And if we ain’t dead then, we will be after. I just know it.”

			“Shut yer yappin’ for once, willya? The boat’s a-comin’ closer and I need my ears to see.”

			“Wait. Harry, think about it for a second. There’s no wind. There ain’t been no wind for days. How can the boat be gettin’ any closer when there ain’t no wind?”

			“How’re you thinkin’ I’m supposed to know? A man sees all kinda strange things in calm waters. Could be it started off movin this way ‘fore the wind cut out and just kept goin’. Could be the birds been bumpin’ it along with all their peckin’ and pullin’. But it’s here now and almost alongside. Run and get a pole, willya’? Might be I can snag it if it drifts a little closer.”

			“But Harry...oh God. Can’t you see it?”

			“See what, lad? Speak plain!”

			“That’s not just any launch, Harry. It’s our launch. See how the cleat up front’s been shorn off? It happened on the way outta port. Hemmings pulled the wrong line and it fell down against the wharf. Shorn it clean off, remember?”

			“Aye, I ‘member. Only, our launch is a-sittin’ right there on the deck. I ain’t been able to get ye to shut up about it since we started talkin’. Ye see it right there, stowed away all proper-like.”

			“I know it, Harry, but it’s the same boat. I’d swear to it. Just look at the shape of it! And the missing cleat!”

			“It ain’t possible, lad. Not when the launch is sittin’ there on the deck, plain as day.”

			“Don’t ask me how I know it. I just know it. It’s like that cold shiver you said, but this one’s all the way down in my gut. It’s the same launch, Harry. I’d swear it on my life!”

			“Just ‘cause two things look the same don’t make ‘em the same, lad. Lotsa ships carry launches just like that’n, and I’d wager gold for copper that you couldn’t tell one from the other on a clear day, let alone on a dead foggy night.”

			“Come away from the rail, Harry. Whatever’s in that boat, just let it go. Let it float on by and be done with it.”

			“It’s near close enough now, lad. Go on and bring me the pole.”

			“I don’t like the look of it, Harry. I don’t like the look of it at all.”

			“There’s somethin’ in the bottom, that’s sure. Damn birds! They’re eatin’ it down to nothin. What d’ye figger it is?”

			“I don’t know, Harry. I don’t want to know. I don’t want to see it, don’t make me look!”

			“Quit yer cryin’ an’ get the pole, boy! I can shoo the birds away with it and be done with this nonsense once and for all.”

			“Can you see what’s in it, Harry? I don’t want to look. I don’t want to see it, case it’s somethin’ bad. Can you tell me, Harry? Can you tell me it’s nothin’ bad?”

			“Can’t tell without the pole, now can I? But they’re eatin’ at somethin’, that’s sure. Some kinda cloth down there too. Hard to say in the dark, but might be clothes. Could be a body. Could be more’n one.”

			“It’s the Captain! It’s the Captain come back for revenge for what we done! We have to get off this ship, Harry. We have to get off before it gets too close!”

			“It can’t be th’ Captain. Not with all the weight we put on ‘im it couldn’t. And if’n it is him back for revenge, he ain’t gettin’ none of it, ‘cause whatever’s in the bottom of that boat is stone dead and as still as this wind.”

			“I won’t look, Harry. Don’t make me look. Come away from the rail. Come away before the men come up from below. Help me get the launch over the side. I don’t care if it’s the same boat you’ve got down there. I don’t care what happens after. Help me get it over and we’ll be done with this place.”

			“Be still man! Quit yer rantin’ or make yerself useful and get that pole!”

			“I’m taking the launch. Do you hear me? I can lower it myself. I’ll row it myself too, if I have to. All the way to Hell and back if that’s what it takes! You can stay if you want. Stay if you have to, but I’m going!”

			“Hush now. It’s come up alongside.”

			And as the sea birds flew up to light upon the rigging, Harry paused at the rail, and his voice grew hushed and low.

			“I told ‘im you was a Jonah, Fowler. I told ‘im, but he wouldn’t listen.”

			End.

			***

			Christopher Hawkins is an award-winning horror writer, with short stories appearing in over a dozen magazines and anthologies. He is a former editor of the One Buck Horror anthology series, as well as an avid gamer and collector of curiosities. When he’s not writing, he spends his time exploring old cemeteries, lurking in museums, and searching for a decent cup of tea. For free stories and news about upcoming projects, visit his website, www.christopher-hawkins.com, or follow him on Twitter @chrishawkins.

		


		
			To A Puppet, From a Dummy

		

		
			By Jon Padgett

		

		
			“These terrifying images were my new waking nightmares, and my existence had been drained of all lucidity.”

		

		
			First I feared them. Then I pitied them. Then I envied them.

			 Popular culture presents us with the “killer doll,” either as a supernatural hobgoblin or as a psychological delusion born from a ventriloquist’s psychotic split personality. As a child, fear of this demon—born of The Night Gallery’s Algernon Blackwood adaptation of “The Doll” and, later, “The Dummy” episode from The Twilight Zone—possessed and obsessed me. A childlike, uncanny thing moving with non-biological animation was, for me, the height of horror.

			Case in point: “The Doll” of Night Gallery fame. I saw the episode at the age of four and had recurring nightmares about the Doll for the five years that followed.  I can see her now, four decades and more later, perfectly rendered by my imagination. The Doll has a rather square face (like my own) with matted, blond hair and smeared black circles under her eyes. When about to kill, the lids pop open, revealing eyes that are blue and rather beautiful. Her closed mouth breaks into a fixed grin revealing bright, white teeth. The Doll sits up, and she seems to float towards me.

			As per the Night Gallery episode plotline, the Doll “lived” only to exact revenge on a predetermined target. She was unstoppable once she had her prey in sight. She could be temporarily destroyed but would always return as good as new to complete her work. In my dreams, I was her sole target. I knew she had only to bite me once with her fatal venom to finish the job, as in the television episode, but she seemed content to extend my torment.

			The Doll was more terrifying than any run-of-the-mill horror because of her unchangeable, static glee—baring her teeth and hunting me with a kind of mechanical joy. The Doll never made a sound, and often I couldn’t actually see her during my nightmares. But even hidden, I could feel her presence focused like a magnifying glass on my dream self. I might be sneaking in a dreamscape version of my own kitchen and turn to see that a small portrait of a stylized cat was now the hungry visage of the Doll.

			In the Doll’s unwavering glass eyes and manic, fixed grin, I imagined this empty vessel wanted nothing more than to absorb everything I was or would be into its vacancy. Its clockwork consciousness. Automatonophobia, for me, was simple fear of my identity collapsing and becoming that automaton, that nothing.

			Many nights I would awaken screaming after a doll dream, unsure whether I was awake or not. The Doll’s small, square face might appear just over the foot of my bed or her distinctive form might surprise me in the dark hallway on my way to the bathroom. On countless nights I begged celestial forces to protect me. My one and only prayer was a simple one: don’t let me dream of her tonight.

			Meanwhile, still a young boy, I began witnessing all too real, waking nightmares: one family dog after another struck and killed by vehicles on the suburban street where we lived.  After the first canine death—a beautiful, young sheltie named Sunny—I begged my parents to put up a fence around our house. They refused but continued taking in dogs.  And I witnessed all their subsequent, violent deaths.  In the years that followed, I tried to keep our animals indoors, but at some point, I always slipped up.

			The last death I remember witnessing was that of a female mutt-puppy named Pepper.  By then, I was determined to ignore the doomed animals. But Pepper was an especially intelligent and kind animal, and her charms wore me down. I recall one morning my resolve gave way, and I realized all at once that I loved her. The very same day, she slipped through my legs as I opened the front door to get the mail.  It is one of my most vivid and painful memories. Pepper slips out. I am yelling her name, running towards her. A car zooms around the far corner down the block. The driver, a teenage boy, sees Pepper toddling across the street. The boy smiles, speeds up, swerves towards Pepper.  The impact.  My hysterics as the boy pulls over, exits the car with a snickering friend, rings our doorbell. Through my sobbing, I am aware of my mother opening the door.

			“Hey lady, is this your dog?”

			“Yes. Would you help me move her body into the backyard?”

			“Some people would do that,” the boy replies. Shrugging, he turns his back on my mother and gets back into his car.

			The boy and his friend smirk at me, weeping over Pepper’s body. The car starts to move again. I chase after it, screaming, holding the small, broken figure in my hands.

			I don’t remember how many of these traumatic canine deaths I witnessed, but I remember the bodies—once energetic and glowing with life, in a moment transformed into twitching and, finally, still forms. I see their bright, reflective eyes – so like The Doll’s eyes, staring through and beyond me.

			And, all the while, the Doll nightmares continued. One night, she was chasing me as usual through a dream version of my attic. All at once, I realized that I was dreaming. Then something unprecedented happened. First, I stopped running and turned on the Doll. Her wicked grin faded into a grimace of doubt. The dream’s POV shifted from first to third person. I could see my face, now with a bloodthirsty, fixed grin. I stooped down and grabbed the Doll by one of her tiny, filthy legs, and ripped her limb from limb. To defeat the Doll, I became the Doll.

			I awoke from the lucid dream, giggling with relief and joy, and for a few days I thought I was free from further nightmares.  But then I happened to watch “The Dummy” episode of The Twilight Zone, and I realized my automatonophobia was not quite extinguished.

			As a child, none of the mannequin-brethren frightened me more than ventriloquist dummies. As I would realize many years later looking at my own three-year-old daughter, ventriloquist dummies are similar in shape and size to human children. They appear alive via the ventriloquist’s movements and thrown voice. And when these wooden and plaster child-replicas are “active” in such a way, a willing audience more or less believes in their reality. But it is not the dummy’s uncanny movements that are, by themselves, frightening to some of us. It is when the dummy is inert—perhaps sitting on a chair by itself after the show is over—that the real shivers begin. Because we’ve seen them move and appear to talk on stage, we know those staring, vacant dummy eyes can move back and forth. We know that still dummy head can swivel. We know that closed dummy mouth can open. We know that silent dummy can talk. What’s more, we now expect to see these signs of life even when the ventriloquist is absent. Sit and stare at a dummy in an otherwise empty room, and you’ll see what I mean. Sit and stare at the dead body of a loved one (a dog or a human being), and you’ll feel that same expectancy.

			I became a ventriloquist when I was nine years old to stare down my burgeoning dummy fear. refusing to endure more recurring nightmares with a ventriloquist dummy in the Doll’s place. That Christmas, I asked my parents for a twenty-five-dollar Mortimer Snerd knockoff. I read the enclosed, three-page pamphlet on the basics of ventriloquism and took to the craft easily.  After acclimating to a dummy in my house (and a setback thanks to my cruel and imaginative older brother’s shenanigans), my fear abated. I became good at ventriloquism. Then I became excellent at it, performing on stage, booking birthday parties and the like. Three years later, I received a loan from the bank and purchased a custom, professional-grade ventriloquist dummy, which I dubbed Reggie McRascal. He had (and has) real human hair, large, blue eyes that wink and blink, a 360 degree swiveling head and (human hair) eyebrows, which move up and down. Aside from darker skin color and a snub nose, in fact, he looks like me.

			By that time, my fear of dummies, dolls, and the whole hollow-headed crew had faded away. In fact, I felt a growing affection and pity for my Reggie. I felt guilty when I left him in his case for too long or when I didn’t practice with him long enough. He seemed lonely for attention, as if every second in the darkness of the case was a conscious torment. When I was a teenager, the dummy and I began having long conversations, which burbled up from my ventriloquist practice sessions. Reggie had become a friend – a more aggressive, funny, angry and spontaneous version of myself. Fearless—able to say the most awful and hilarious things.

			My almost-adult mind knew the dummy was empty, devoid of any kind of consciousness. And yet… all those hours staring at myself and him in the mirror imbued Reggie with a kind of phantom personality. I began to imagine I knew what he was thinking, even when he was sitting across the room from me. His painted smirk became knowing, sarcastic. Far from him wanting to absorb me into an uncanny emptiness, it was as if I had filled his hollow form with a kind of unwanted humanity. A human personality. He glowed with it and became ironically larger than life (at least in comparison to my own shy, nascent personality). When I was practicing or performing with Reggie, I expected him to move, to talk, with or even without my unconscious help. This idea was neither uncanny nor monstrous to me. It was normal. 

			One night when I was seventeen, though, a practice session in the mirror went awry. Reggie interrupted our skit to scold me at length for my lackluster romantic life—specifically, my lack of initiative in asking out a girl I liked. We argued. The dummy made me cry. I had no idea what Reggie was about to say. I cast him down on my bed. Hours had passed, I realized, since the conversation began. I put Reggie back in his case—at the time I thought for good—because I was no longer afraid of the dummy. I was afraid of the human relationship I had formed with what I knew was an inanimate object but felt was another human being.

			College years brought the death of all my grandparents but one and a big move to another city. I did not take Reggie with me. The years that followed had little to nothing to do with dummies. Reggie became a bizarre footnote in my life, an oddity to pull out for friends and family on rare occasions when the spirit moved me. Of course, I was careful to put him up shortly after taking him out, lest Reggie began speaking again of his own accord.

			In the meantime, my attitude toward all automata changed. Long gone were the days when I couldn’t bring myself to sit alone in the room with a creepy, big-eyed, staring doll. On the contrary, I started to develop a deep feeling of connection to and affection for all hollow-headed figures. I couldn’t have said why at the time. 

			I had my first bout of significant depression as a young adult. With college done, it was as if the future that faced me folded into itself. I had long known extinction was the destiny of all living things, but now I felt that black hole of mortality pulling me towards it. I moved into a small apartment and brought Reggie with me, now out of his case, sitting on a chair in my tiny living room. I never practiced with the dummy anymore—too despondent to attempt such a thing—but I could no longer bear to leave him locked up in a suitcase. I identified with him and his mannequin-brethren more than ever. Like them, I was subject to forces beyond my control, helpless in an unknowable universe.

			I swung back and forth between the poles of despair and panic in nauseating, wide arcs. The utter stillness of the apartment each late night when I tried to sleep plagued me with an unwanted flood of compulsive thoughts. I started hearing a steady clacking from the living room outside the open bedroom door. It was the unmistakable hollow sound of a dummy’s plaster mouth opening and snapping shut in the darkness. I remember dreading that he was moving out there by himself. I remember hoping he somehow was. 

			As the days turned to weeks and months, the world around me began emptying out.  I left the apartment only to fetch junk food and to work, which I did in an automated fashion. My coworkers had become puppets, pulled this way and that by supervisors or their own senseless compulsions. This perspective was not limited to others. Every time I looked in a mirror, I saw a panicked, wide-eyed dummy staring back at me.

			Meanwhile, I had long ago stopped cleaning up after myself. Dishes were piled high and foul, never to be washed again. Trash was rarely taken out and accumulated in grocery bags in the kitchen and living room. Soda bottles littered the filthy wall to wall carpeting. The bathtub looked and smelled like a swamp. Soon, the whole apartment resembled one. The apartment attracted a terrible ant infestation, which I allowed to prosper—sometimes spending late afternoons after work watching the lines of the tiny automatons marching along, programmed to obey but never understand.

			Every night I heard the hollow-headed clacking from the living room. Open pause pause clack. Open pause pause clack. And now, night or day, whenever I closed my eyes, I envisioned rapid-fire images of self-violence. A bullet exploding out of my skull, spewing brain matter on the apartment wall. A steak knife plunging into my stomach, ruined intestines and bloody shit squirming out. Fingernails wrenched off one by one with needle-nose pliers. 

			Understand: I didn’t want to do harm to myself—let alone kill myself. These terrifying images were my new waking nightmares, and my existence had been drained of all lucidity.

			Now when I looked in the mirror, I saw a dummy in an aspect of despair and terror. But I saw a glint of something more – the staring eyes of my long-lost dogs, Sunny and Pepper and the rest, staring through and beyond me.

			I spent a lot of time sitting in the living room when I returned from my work at the library, staring at Reggie’s inert form. The sight of a motionless ventriloquist dummy may drive someone insane if they stare at it long enough, just as staring too long at a corpse might. We are afraid (hope) that both dummy and corpse will move again. And this fear (desire) might make us wonder whether our own animation (both physical and mental) is as artificial as the dummy’s.

			I stopped paying all my bills. The power company and credit card collection services inundated me with angry letters and phone calls. Then my phone was disconnected. 

			One evening, soon after discovering an eviction notice on my door, I tried to move the dummy’s eyes with my mind. I sat across from him in the semi-darkness, and—after at least an hour of mesmerized staring—Reggie’s eyes shifted to the left. I screamed and fell and got up, stumbling backwards into my filmy living room glass door and out of it onto my tiny balcony. Hyperventilating. Afraid to enter the black rectangle of the door. Afraid of what I had done to Reggie. Afraid of what had happened to my mind.

			I sought and received help via psychiatric drugs and psychotherapy shortly thereafter. Both depression and panic and delusions subsided with time. I moved, of course (sans security deposit and with a nasty stain on my credit record). But my year alone with Reggie in that terrible, quiet, disgusting apartment changed my relationship to the dummy and its mannequin-brethren. My complicated fear and naïve pity of them morphed into nostalgia and real empathy. A true kinship.

			Following my mental breakdown, I spent the better part of the next twenty years working out a simple question. What it is about dolls, dummies, puppets, and mannequins that unnerves and fascinates some of us?

			What I have discovered is this: these anthropomorphic, hollow-headed bugaboos are simply too much like us, both alive and dead. Some years ago, I was diagnosed with a cerebral aneurysm. It unmoored me from my “life’s story” and forced me to stare into that impossible vacancy beyond my own death. Isn’t that both the struggle and paradox of our collective existence as sentient organisms? Aren’t we all terrified and fascinated to one degree or another by our own inevitable dummyhood? We eventually will be just as motionless—just as empty—as they are.

			But, unlike us, our mannequin-brethren never suffer. There is no middle ground of consciousness between poles of blank forever. Consider the dummy, sans ventriloquist, sitting there by itself in an ideal state of meditative emptiness—neither alive nor dead. 

			And this brings me to the feeling I have now whenever I pull the dummy out of its case.

			I envy the dummy. I admire it.

			Why? It has not aged. All that time in its case, all those years, have meant protection from the elements, from time itself. Any flaw—a bit of rubbed off paint on the neck from plastic neck hole friction for instance—can be easily mended. Not even dust has been allowed to collect on the dummy. Next to any biological organism, it is ageless. As humans, we are not so lucky. The skeleton-dummies inside us wear down and become brittle with the years. The joints become painful and worn until they are unusable. The skin that covers them becomes sagging, wrinkled and papery thin—quick to tear. Our movement slows until we are inert and then utterly still things. Our brains shrink and malfunction and stop. Our hearts tire and sicken and stop. This degeneration and ultimate failure is inherent to our beings. Is it any wonder that our ancestor’s worshiped idols, which have a semi-permanence our own bodies and minds lack?

			And that leads me back to where I started all those years ago as a child running away from the Doll in the endless hallways of my nightmares. I haven’t had a dream about her since I was nine years old. But if—as the elderly man I may become—I could turn around upon the Doll, I wouldn’t set a toothy grin upon my face and rip her limb from limb, as I once did. No. I would surrender to her. I would sit down, draw her into my arms and let the greedy void inside that tiny body consume anything that might remain of my human identity. My life story.

			Yes, I envy the Doll and her mannequin-brethren. They look like us, yet they are more serene than we can ever hope to be. 

			As living beings, I used to imagine that Reggie had a personality. I realize now that it was all me – the illness that is my own consciousness, my perceived separateness from the inanimate past and future projected into a hollow piece of wood, plaster and paint made to resemble a human being. I am the one still possessed with the unrelenting idea that I am a person. But Reggie has never shared this ailment. I – not the dummy – am the one who fights back the rapid-fire, compulsive memories and future-projections that ricochet throughout my mind every waking moment of every day. 

			The dummy is the answer. The dummy is my future.

			The dummy is your future.

			When I take Reggie out of its dusty, old case these days and perform, usually for my daughter or an audience of one in the mirror, the dummy’s manner couldn’t be more different than it was those many years ago. The dummy is physically unchanged, but the words I throw into it have become shy, childlike, kind, nascent. It is neither aggressive nor angry anymore. There is peace between us now, for I know the dummy sees me – the real me.

			I recognize myself in the bright, reflecting nothingness of its eyes.

			End.

		

		
			Jon Padgett

		

		
			Interviewed by Carson Winter

		

		
			Jon Padgett wears many hats. You may know him as the crooked mind behind The Secret of Ventriloquism. You may know him as the founder of Thomas Ligotti Online. Or maybe, you know him as the editor of Vastarien, at Grimscribe Press. Jon Padgett is a lot of things (including a former ventriloquist!) and we were lucky to have the chance to pick his origami-brain and talk fiction, his legacy, and all the cool things Grimscribe Press has coming in the future. 
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			Carson Winter: How would you, in your own words, describe your fiction?

			Jon Padgett: A struggle to be free from all the things that make us a “self”: memories, compulsive thinking, the mental landscapes and obsessions we become trapped within during our brief lives.

			 

			CW: The Secret of Ventriloquism is a modern weird horror classic. You’ve mentioned before the many years it took stories like “20 Simple Steps to Ventriloquism” to become a finished product. Many young writers can relate (probably too well) to revision processes that feel endless. What’s the number one thing you’ve learned in revision that has made the greatest impact on a story?

			JP: Many thanks for the kind words. The actual revision of that story was a joy and came very late. It was the creation of it, step by step and before, that was excruciating to me. The first ten years into the process, at least, I had to learn how to write creatively. It took many drafts and many attempts at aborted stories that looked nothing like the final product in practically any way. It wasn’t until 2004 that I came up with the idea to take the “7 Simple Steps to Ventriloquism” pamphlet from my ventriloquist-childhood past and distort and add to those steps. After that, the process was all about creating each additional step. I was stuck on STEP 9, for instance, for the better part of a year. And then I got stuck for a year, writing abortive steps that didn’t go anywhere until I had the most terrifying dream of my adult life and wrote it into the story. That’s where the whole idea of Flight 389 and aircraft in general came in, and then I was able to burn through the rest, comparatively speaking.

			All told, that part of the process took about 6 years to complete. It was until then--2010 - 2011--that actual revision began. I had sent my complete story (over 14,000 words at the time) to the late, great Joe Pulver, for the Ligotti tribute anthology, THE GRIMSCRIBE’S PUPPETS, and it was in limbo. Joe liked the story a lot, but it was over the word limit by over 10,000 words! It languished there for the better part of a year, and I knew Joe was about to make his final cuts, so I went back into the story and cut out everything but the essentials. The whole plot and all the characters disappeared. I was only left with the manual itself--a lean, mean 4,500 words. That revision was my favorite part of writing the story. It was a revelation. Stripping all that meat away revealed the ultimate shape of the tale. It was finally right. As a writer, be merciless with your own work.

			 

			CW: In The Secret of Ventriloquism, you quote self-help author Eckhart Tolle—a surprising influence for many weird fiction readers. How did Tolle influence Secret and what do you think weird fiction readers can glean from his work?

			JP: While I was writing the aforementioned piece, “20 Simple Steps to Ventriloquism,” I was also dealing with some really significant depression and anxiety in the wake of Hurricane Katrina. New Orleans, in some ways a hard town to live in normal times, was spectacularly, a third world country the first few years after 2005, with very little in the way of infrastructure. And my job was very much focused on disaster recovery. Anyway, at the time, my friend and brilliant author, Matt Cardin, told me about Tolle’s The Power of Now, which I had scoffed at before then. I read it, and it helped my day to day quality of life more than anything I’ve ever read. Tolle’s message is simple: the past and the future don’t exist, including memories or compulsive thoughts. Only this moment is real. Basic mindfulness, but the book—that message—worked its magic on me. Tolle posits, as many Buddhists do, that all suffering has to do with resistance of the mind-made self and identification with thinking. Period. So, yes, this philosophy (present in many worldviews and religions, major and minor, to some degree) had a big impact on my writing. It fits in rather well with Weird Fiction if you consider it: nothing exists but this moment. How weird is that? Profoundly so. And it’s one of the reasons I consider most of my stories to have happy endings. The suffering all takes place for the characters (and/or the reader) before the last words are read. Then there is a release. And relief.

			 

			CW: Which of your stories do you think is most successful at executing your vision and why?

			JP: I think many of my readers would point to “Origami Dreams,” and I can’t contradict that. For me, though, it will always be “20 Simple Steps to Ventriloquism,” which was honed down to its essential elements and, thus, seems most efficient and effective in message to me.

			 

			CW: Throughout your career, you’ve been known as an advocate for Thomas Ligotti’s work. You’re also a powerful storyteller in your own right. Do you ever feel like one overshadows the other? If you could choose to be known for one, which would you choose?

			JP: I would definitely want to be remembered as the person who introduced Ligotti—a much greater and more important writer than I’ll ever be—to many new readers via Thomas Ligotti Online and Grimscribe Press. I have, I hope, many more years to do that, and I take that life-goal very seriously.

			CW: With Grimscribe Press, are there any authors you dream of publishing that you haven’t yet? 

			JP: I’d love to publish something original by Ligotti himself, and I dearly hope that happens one day. But I couldn’t be happier about the writers we’ve published so far, many of whom I had never read before. I’m so glad that Vastarien has been able to promote the work of new as well as established writers.

			CW: A new expanded edition of The Secret of Ventriloquism is in the works I hear. What separates it from the earlier edition and when can we expect it?

			JP:Well, a version of that expanded edition exists in Italian translation now and hopefully will soon also be available in Polish and Hungarian translations in the year to come. But we’re all waiting for the Secret Gateways box set with my expanded collection, a newly revised Gateways to Abomination, by the absolutely visionary Matthew M. Bartlett, and our collaborative collection of stories, with bated breath.

			The revised Secret contains two new stories, one original to the book, and some 10,000 odd more words. There’s more meat on some of these stories’ bones, especially “Origami Dreams” and “The Infusorium,” but new connections abound throughout. Case in point: the dummy from my play is now named Sam, who readers of the collection may remember was also an important name in “Murmurs of a Voice Foreknown.” Joe Snavely’s connections with other characters (and his identity, in some cases) are also clearer. I always thought the chief problem with the original collection was that it was too short. This revision feels right and, I hope, will be definitive.

			 

			CW: What is your relationship to cosmic horror and are there any works that influenced you personally? 

			JP: Ever since I picked up my first Lovecraft story as a kid (“Rats in the Walls” maybe?), I’ve been enchanted by cosmic horror. I have a deeper connection, content-wise, though, to the micro-horror of Ligotti’s work than with the more macro-horror of Lovecraft’s. In terms of actual stories, my one explicitly Lovecraft influenced story is “The Infusorium,” which is patterned after “The Haunter of the Dark,” in its narrative plot moves. To me, that is Lovecraft’s most purely perfectly constructed horror story.

			 

			CW: What is coming next for Grimscribe Press—are there any releases our readers should keep an eye out for? 

			JP: Yes! Kurt Fawver’s new collection, We are Happy, We are Doomed, just sold out in limited hardcover edition and will be available for pre-order in trade paper and pay-what-you-can electronic editions soon. It is marvelous and unique and bleak as hell. A perfect Grimscribe Press collection. Also, Trauma and Discovery:  Rebellion Against the Conspiracy Against the Human Race, is by a licensed clinical psychologist (alias Dr. Raymond Thoss) who works with traumatized children, using Ligotti’s work and worldview to help them and himself. This will be a must read and will come out in 2022. A reprint of Farah Rose Smith-Cisco’s brilliant novella, Anonyma, should also appear sometime next year. And, of course, we have new Vastarien issues on the way!

			Carson Winter is an author, punker, and a raw nerve. His work has been featured on The No Sleep Podcast as well as in Vastarien: A Literary Journal.  Reunion Special—his novella—is available now. When not rotting away at his day job, he tweets for Cosmic Horror Monthly. He lives in the Pacific Northwest. 
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			Nematocyst

		

		
			By Alexander Stanmyer

		

		
			“I edged forward and found myself in the presence of a god. A wall of pale flesh, impossibly huge. A pale leviathan. Slick and white and pulsating.”

		

		
			It started—when else?—on Halloween. Doughnuts swung from strings. Pong balls clattered about the room. A jack-o-lantern vomited seeds out onto the table and machine-roiled fog settled into low nooks and crannies of the Clark University dorm we partied in.

			I was dressed as a greaser. Just call me Ponyboy—though I’d always hoped I looked more like Matt Dillon’s Dally. Holly went as a monster. Or, more accurately, Max from Where the Wild Things Are. 

			We drank red wine from boxes with a couple dozen friends.

			Things got hazy for a while. Holly and I drifted apart and came back together several times that evening—like we’d do again and again over the next decade.

			Eventually, we found ourselves alone in one of the dorm rooms like it was the eye of the storm at the party’s center.

			She looked at me mischievously. “Want to see something cool?”

			Of course I did.

			She knelt down to the floor and moved aside a couple of empty beer bottles and discarded cups. I noticed a small half-ring was set into the carpet. She pulled at it and a panel lifted up, revealing a surprisingly large crawlspace.

			A blanket was spread out there among the remnants of old mischief. An old bottle of wine. Candles melted down almost to their bases. The barest husks of charred roaches.

			I was surprised there were no condom wrappers. Or condoms.

			It smelled like dust. And what else? The sea? Damp woods?

			I know we crawled down there. I know it. But I can’t remember how far we went or what happened or what we saw or how I ended back up at the party, alone. At the time, I chalked it up to too much wine; a brown out, we used to call them.

			Later, I found Holly outside, breathing in fresh air on the lawn. We kissed—it was the first time and she tasted like wine. After, we went back to my apartment where most of our clothes came off. I remember the feeling of her teeth nibbling my ear.

			The next morning, I woke with a sour hangover. Holly was out of bed before eight.

			“Got to go,” she said, pulling her shirt over her head. “Headed down to the river.”

			“Fish?” She was a biology major and was applying to grad schools. I knew she was doing research in one of the nearby state forests.

			“More interesting than fish. Hydras. Things can live forever.”

			“Hydra huh? Well, have fun, Hercules. Call me later?”

			She smiled and left. She didn’t call.

			We remained friendly the rest of the semester. I wanted more out of things. She didn’t. We drifted apart. I never stopped thinking of her.

			***

			Holly watched her father die that winter. It was slow and it was agonizing. Neuroendocrine cancer. Spread all over like some fungus from hell. Rectum, liver, brain. I went to the funeral. She didn’t cry. Just stood there, thinking, the gears turning in her head.

			“He was so strong,” she told me one fall evening as we sipped cappuccino at the local espresso joint. Snow fell outside in fat flakes. “A bear. An ox. At the end… he was human jerky.  His eyes were sunken and dull. Except when they loaded him up with dope. Then they shined with ignorant bliss.

			“The end came quickly. But not painlessly. You could tell in the breathing—shallow, dry, and too-fast—that it was not a good way to go.

			“When he died and the nurse officially announced his passing, my mom lost it. ‘We have to warm him up,’ she said. She climbed on top of him and tried to pull me with her. ‘Don’t let him get cold!’ All I could think about was how silly a thought that was. He was dead. Keeping him warm wasn’t going to change that.”

			“Damn,” I said. “I’m sorry.”

			“Yeah. I was sorry for a bit. Now I’m mostly pissed off. The kind of universe that allows a man to die like that is not one tended to by a compassionate being.”

			We finished our drinks without saying more. Outside, snow piled higher, erasing the world.

			***

			As New England spring settled in—mud, daffodil shoots, rain, and more mud—we started to see each other more. Lunch in the student cafeteria. Study dates. The occasional run-in at a Saturday night house party. To my disappointment, we didn’t find ourselves sharing the same bed again. I wanted it. She didn’t. At least not then, she explained to me on more than one occasion. Wasn’t ready for anything more. 

			Most of the time she looked tired: bags under her eyes, hair that wasn’t quite as tamed as it used to be, and a habit of spacing out during lulls in conversation. Lab work, she explained, was taking up most of her time—she had started working with one of her profs on an honors thesis. McClellan was his name. He was on sabbatical from his professorship in Edinburgh, was taking the year to do some research stateside at Clark and teach a couple of undergrad courses.

			When she wasn’t working in the lab, Hollly spent most of her time trying to get her dad’s estate in order. She was an only child, and her mom was too devastated to handle legal minutiae. At the age of 21, she was forced to play the roles of grieving daughter, full-time student, and, now, head of household.

			“Let’s do something tomorrow,” she said one night as we studied in the library together. “I need a break.”

			“Coffee? Drinks?”

			“How about a hike?”

			The next morning we took a short drive out of the city and to the nearby town of Boylston. We parked near the Wachusett Reservoir and took a walk along its banks.

			We found a sandy area and kicked off of our shoes. The water was cold and clear. She moved around, searching until she found some submerged logs in shallow water.

			“Here,” she said, bending down. “Check it out.”

			I took a look at what she was pointing at: a small, translucent stalk was attached to the log. Maybe an inch long. Several short tentacles extended from the top of it. “Hydra?” I asked.

			“Yes.”

			“This slimy little thing lives forever?”

			“As long as nothing eats it, or it doesn’t freeze, or dry out.”

			“Lot of ifs to be using the word immortal.”

			“Ifs for this one, yeah. For the hydra in the lab? Ones without predators? Seems they are eternal. You can take a hydra and throw it in a blender. Mix it up until it’s nothing but hydra soup. Then, if you put the cells back together via a centrifuge, the hydra will regrow. I admit it’s sort of a Ship of Theseus question. Is it the same animal? If hydra have souls, is it the same soul upon reconstitution? Stem cells are how they do it. And this is without mentioning the fact that in laboratory experiments, they don’t seem to have an upper limit to their age.”

			“You’d figure something inspired by its mythical namesake would be more, well, fearsome. Or at the very least, multiheaded.”

			“Want to know how it eats? It catches its prey using nematocysts.”

			“Nema…” I tried repeating the word.

			“Nematocysts. A biologic harpoon contained within a cell. When prey draws near, the organelle’s cap explodes, sending a threadlike needle spiraling through the water. It spears its prey, literally drilling the thread into the prey’s flesh.” As she spoke, her pace increased, her voice rose. “Oh, and then, if the predator carries neurotoxin—like our friend the hydra is—it passes its toxin through the biological thread into the host. Paralyzing it before it’s hauled back to the hydra’s mouth. It’s one of the most complex cellular constructs in nature.”

			“Sexy,” I said.

			“It is. At least at the molecular level.”

			“Holly,” I said, waving a hand at the reservoir. “What the hell are we doing out here?”

			“Looking at hydra.”

			“No,” I said. “I mean what the hell are we doing out here?”

			“Jackson…”

			I took a breath and then let it out. “You’re my friend. But I want more. And if you don’t, you’ll still be my friend. But I need some clarity.”

			“It’s not that I don’t want more…”

			“Then what?”

			“It’s… it’s hard to explain.”

			“Is there someone else?”

			“Jackson…”

			“Who?”

			“It’s John.”

			“John?”

			“McClellan.”

			“Your professor?”

			“Yeah. My professor. It’s complicated. And not, like, in the usual sense of when someone says that.”

			I felt myself deflate. I wanted to tell Holly that he was probably just using her, that things could never work out between them, that I was a better choice. But it wasn’t my place to do so. It was her life. “Complicated how then? If not the usual way?”

			“Let’s go back to my place. I’ll explain.”

			***

			We drove to her apartment and settled in with cups of tea in her bedroom.

			She took a sip of hers, took a moment to gather her thoughts, and then gestured with the mug to the window that overlooked a grey stretch of Main Street. “Think about this place. Clark University? Worcester, Massachusetts?  The University’s got a solid reputation nowadays, sure. It’s got a great geography program. Good undergrad education and research opportunities. But there’s no reason for the school to have attracted the kind of talent it did at the end of the 19th and first half of the 20th century.”

			“Can’t say I’m particularly familiar with the century old history of our fair institution and its dead old men.”

			“Albert Michelson, first American to win a Nobel in physics for his studies of the speed light, taught here. Arthur Webster, founder of the American Physical Society, replaced Michelson when he left. Robert Goddard, founder of modern rocketry, the man that, perhaps more than any other, set humankind on its path to the cosmos, was Webster’s student. Later, Goddard became a professor at the school. Guess who was one of Goddard’s students? Edwin Aldrin Senior. As in father to Buzz. And those are just a few of the luminaries.”

			“So? It’s a university. That’s where that kind of people work.”

			“So what I’m saying is there were some serious heavyweights here. People unravelling the mysteries behind it all. Maybe not Einstein, but damn close. And it wasn’t just physics. The birth control pill was made right down the street in a collaboration with the university. How many trillions of sperm has that little thing snuffed out? Secrets of life and death. Of the stars and the cosmos. They’re here. In this old mill town. Why?” She shook her head. “Hell. It’s even the only place in the States that Freud ever gave a public lecture at. Not that his theories proved particularly prescient, but still. The Austrian had serious clout. 

			“I ask you this: why? Why here? What is so damn interesting about this place? This city? Especially at the turn of the century?”

			“Maybe the dean or president was into physics?”

			“Nope. Well not exactly. Jonas Clark, the school’s founder, made his money out west in the 1800s. At first he dealt in mining supplies for the gold rush, later sold furniture, then he got into the insurance business, and so on and on until he was a wealthy man. Later in life, he came back east and bought a mansion in New York City. Started collecting rare books and art. Made several trips to universities in Europe.

			“He eventually came back to Massachusetts rich in money, texts, and knowledge. But academia didn’t accept him. Wasn’t old money. Didn’t graduate Harvard. He wanted in. He was after something. But those blue blood bastards refused to let him into their inner circle.

			So he did what any wealthy, entrepreneurial American would do: he founded his own university. At the time, it was hailed as the largest charitable donation in the history of New England. He bought swaths of property, set up a library, a graduate program, research labs. Hired faculty. The works. He died in 1900, but the all-star scientists kept coming.

			“Except none of them stayed happily or long. Michelson left for the University of Chicago after a few years. Goddard had the longest tenure of the bunch, but he hated teaching in Worcester. He’d rather be out in Roswell launching rockets. Eventually, he resigned. And Webster? Webster blew his brains out in his office with a revolver.”

			“Some kind of Worcester curse?”

			“Something is here. Not a curse. But something big.”

			“And you think that you know what it is?”

			“I have ideas. Clark was after something. He brought these men in to help him find it. He gave them money, financed their research, but he needed help. When he died, the search continued. What was he after? It was immortality, I think. He was close to finding it. The problem? All those scientists that left? They didn’t like the cost of what Clark was asking.”

			“Holly, this sounds…”

			“Go ahead. Say it. Call me crazy. People called Goddard crazy. Then we landed on the moon. There is something down there. Clark knew that. Beneath the ground. Something that was maybe sealed away or forgotten. Something to do with the stars, the aether, with light, with life and death. Professor McClellan is after it. We are after it.”

			I raised my hands in an attempt at a peace offering. “Okay. Say I did believe you. You still don’t want to go through with this. I’ve seen this movie. Kurt Russell ends up freezing to death with nothing to keep him company but a bottle of whiskey and a man who may be an alien intent on devouring him.”

			“There is a cost.”

			“And you’re willing to pay it?”

			“Who’s to say I haven’t already?”

			I took a sip of tea to try and melt the icicle that had formed at the top of my spine, but the tea had already cooled. 

			We again drifted apart after that day; she had chosen McClellan. I figured I might as well respect her choice. We stayed friendly; it felt like we were two rogue planets circling each other’s orbit in the dark—sometimes close, sometimes far, but never warmed by the light of the sun.

			***

			That summer my own father died.

			I was in Berlin working a summer internship at a niche German-English publishing house. I was finally getting my shit together—even had managed to sell a few poems to some small magazines. Token payments, of course. But still, I was a published poet. The future felt bright. I had started to move on from Holly. Then Dad died.

			It was an aortic aneurysm that did him in. My mom had called me in tears while he was still alive and in surgery at the hospital. He wasted away over the next forty-eight hours. Once his bowels went necrotic, there was nothing left to do but pull the plug. 

			I never got to say goodbye in person. My brother held his cell phone to my dad’s ear while I was on a layover in Zürich. I told him I loved him and forgave him of whatever wrongs he had done while being hurried by the attendants at the flight desk.

			Sitting in my seat on the plane, the woman next to me asked if I was scared of flying. No, I told her. My dad was dying. She apologized and handed me a tissue.

			When we landed in Boston, I turned my phone on and saw the text from my brother. 

			He’s gone.

			***

			I sort of fell apart after that. I wasn’t particularly close to my dad, but the fact that he was gone, just like that, sent me spiraling. Life became both precious and meaningless due to its brevity. I drank. I raged. I brooded. 

			 I’d lost other people I’d known before, of course. My grandfather. My mom’s cousin. But no one as close and, well, real as my dad.

			It hurt, and it scared me. I should have gone to therapy. Instead, the New Englander in me soldiered on through it all in an emotional state that was something like sleepwalking punctuated by moments of overwhelming grief and realizations of my own mortality. I avoided all but the most essential of responsibilities and gave into easy base impulses—boozing instead of studying, sleeping late instead of exercising, takeout instead of cooking, videogames instead of putting in the effort to socialize. Which, of course, only compounded the problems I already had.

			Things came to something of a head one Saturday night, back on campus. It was—when else?—Halloween. My roommates had dressed as zombies and dispersed to this or that party. I stayed in to mope, using some non-existent paper deadline as an excuse. Instead of writing, I drank whiskey and listened to music and stewed. 

			I was lonely and, to be honest, horny.

			I texted Holly. Asked her if she wanted to hang out. I figured that as for the horny part, I was on my own, but that maybe she’d want to chat and catch up. Maybe it’d help fill the hole in my heart.

			She responded that, alas, she was in the lab. Some other time.

			I tossed my phone onto my bed and turned up the music, trying to drown out the images in my head of Holly hanging on the elbow of a professor that I somehow imagined to be simultaneously kilted and rugged and elbow-patched and erudite.

			It didn’t work.

			***

			Life felt like it sped up.

			We graduated college. Me with no honors next to my name in the graduation program. Holly with summa cum laude and highest honors.

			I got a job teaching middle school English. She went to grad school for biology in Edinburgh. Didn’t take a PhD to piece that connection together.

			I got married. It was a mistake. She was a warm body and I was lonely. The grind of daily life set in. It damn near crushed me. Wake up. Work. Chores. Sleep. All done so I could make monthly payments on student debt that just barely took care of the interest, never mind the principle.

			I kept drinking. Anything to numb the grind. Years slid by. Memories captured here and there, like insects captured in a trail of sap.

			My wife wanted kids. Turned out I didn’t. Funny how you can somehow skip that essential pre-nuptial conversation when you’re young, horny, and incapable of being comfortably alone.

			Naturally, all that led to divorce.

			I cleaned things up a bit in the aftermath. Started exercising. Lost about 15 of the 30 pounds I had gained since college.

			One day, I looked up Holly online. Her Instagram profile showed pictures of her in Edinburgh, flanked by castles. She was working in some lab, white coat and all. She looked happy. Healthy. The glacial lines that grief had carved in her face were gone.

			There were no kilted men at her side in any of her pictures—no McClellan. I felt hopeful. I told myself I had never stopped feeling for her, that I had hid it all behind booze and marriage and lies to myself.

			One night shortly after finding her account, emboldened by, of all things, several helpings of a friend’s bottle of Talisker, I decided to send her a message.

			Hey. Been thinking about old times lately. How’s life?

			She responded moments later. It would have been just past three in the morning in Scotland.

			Hey yourself. Life is… different.

			Yeah. I can agree there.

			 Are you going to the ten-year reunion next month?

			I don’t know. I hadn’t planned on it. But…

			If I go?

			Then I’ll be there.

			And just like that our orbits were pulling us back towards each other.

			***

			We met on the lawn in front of the library—named after Goddard—for the reunion cocktail hour.

			Holly looked good. Actually, she looked gorgeous. Like she was still 22. Not that 32 is ancient, but it seemed as if she hadn’t aged a day since I’d last saw her.

			Suddenly and embarrassingly, I wanted to see what she looked like beneath her clothes.

			“Hey,” I said.

			“Hey Jack.”

			We hugged. She was a few glasses of wine into the night already. I caught up quickly. We chatted with each other and with friends we hadn’t seen in years. Shadows grew long. The moon appeared in the dimming sky above Goddard’s library. Dark thunderheads gathered in the distance. The air smelled of gin and ozone.

			And then we were back in the dorm room I’d rented for the weekend. Warm. Close. In our underwear. The light was fluorescent and through the covers seemed to cast the room in liquid amber. A bottle of wine was open on the nightstand though I couldn’t remember us drinking from it.

			I ran my hands over my face and through my hair. “Something about you,” I said.

			“What’s that?”

			“Things get fuzzy when you’re around.”

			“The warm kind, I hope.” 

			“Yeah,” I said. “The warm and fuzzies. But…” I tried to tell her how it was more than just that, but my thoughts were woolly. It was like trying to unspool a tangle of yarn. Things would go along until I’d hit a tangle and lose the thread.

			“But what?”

			“Never mind,” I said. I turned my attention back to her body next to mine. Ran a finger over its smoothness. Studied its topography. When I reached her knee, some kind of nagging thought stopped me. Another knot in the yarn.

			“What’s wrong?” she said.

			I realized what it was. When we were freshman, she tore an ACL playing soccer. Never played seriously again. I remembered the scar just below her left knee. It was gone now.

			I ran a finger over that knee. “How’d that happen? Where’d your scar go?”

			“Want to know a secret?”

			“Sure.”

			 “It’s my research. I’ve made promising gains.”

			“Seriously? Hydra? Stem cells?”

			“Not exactly.”

			“Then… aliens,” I said, doing my best Ancient Aliens impression.

			She smiled coyly, but said nothing.

			“You’re not serious.”

			“Something’s down there. Beneath us. Whether Earthly in origin or otherwise, I don’t know. And there’s more than one, I think. I’m close, in Edinburgh, to finding another. Beneath the castle.”

			“This whole thing about your dad?”

			“In a way. But not in a bring him back from the dead kind of way. He’s gone. Dead, cremated, and scattered wide. This is for me. I do not want to die. I am not going to die.”

			“And, uh, the thing beneath Clark University is going to save you?”

			“I wouldn’t call it saving. And it already has.”

			“Then what?”

			“All I know is that I won’t be going out the way my daddy did. Or from old age either. You know, I always did like you.” She draped an arm and leg across me “But I wasn’t ready for more back then. You weren’t ready.”

			“And now I am?”

			“I think so, yeah. You’ve felt grief and loss. Your father. Your marriage. Me. You want something now. Truly. From the bottom of your soul. You’re willing to give it all up for something, I think.”

			“You,” I said. “I want you. I’d give… anything. Everything.” I was drunk, but that doesn’t mean I wasn’t speaking the truth.

			“I know. I want you too. I did back then too. But it wouldn’t have worked.”

			“I—”

			She put a finger to my lips. “Hold the questions for now. I need to show you something. In my room.”

			She took me by the hand and led me from the bed. We put our clothes back on and I followed her out into the hallway.

			The dorm felt different somehow.

			From somewhere came the sound of bare feet running down a hall. Giggling from behind closed doors. There was a charge to the air. A passion. The kind before the sudden violence of a bar fight, maybe. Or the moment just before the clothes come off a lover whom you should not be seeing. It was unnerving. But it was also exciting.

			She came to a door and opened it. Realization washed over me.

			“The suite. The one with the Halloween party. The access hatch in the floor.”

			“Yep.” She closed the door behind us. We went into the bedroom and stood above the little rectangle in the carpet that marked the hatch. A duffel bag had been tossed on the bed.

			“It’s funny,” she said. “That Halloween night. We stood right here. So close.”

			“It’s like—”

			“It was meant to be.” She placed a hand on my shoulder and squeezed. Planets in the dark.

			“What happened that first night there? Why can’t I remember.”

			“Things get fuzzy around me, remember? Except, it’s really her that makes things fuzzy. That first night we were in here? That was her that made you forget. Happened to me too, without even realizing it. It’s the spores. The amount her servants eject aren’t virile or numerous enough to spread her and effect a transformation. They do fuck with the brain though. Like a bunch of good cocktails minus the severe hangover.” She took a knee on the carpet and pulled the hatch open. “Open my bag and grab the headlamps from it.”

			“Who is this her that you’re talking about?”

			“Do you want to be together? Truly?”

			“I do, but…”

			“Then grab the lamps. If you want to make this work, this is what you’ve got to do. I’m going to be around for a long, long time. I’m not wasting it with someone who won’t be. We need to go see her. And once we do, there is no turning back.”

			I unzipped the duffel and grabbed the headlamps. We put them on and she hopped down into the hole. The same candles and blankets and wine bottles from a decade before were there. 

			“There’s no other way in?”

			“The lab McClellan was working in all those years ago is closed. They fixed the floor. Poured fresh concrete in our dig. You want to start digging a hole in the middle of Main Street? When we breached her chamber, we found that this access shaft connects to the tunnels just outside.”

			“What’s she like?” I wasn’t sure if I believed Holly’s story. But I wanted to. Desperately. It would mean that she was not insane, that I was not insane for following her here.

			“Her size is... glorious. Though I don’t think I thought that at first sight. Awesome, in the true sense of the word, was what I thought. Terrible.”

			“Does she have a name?”

			She shook her head. “I think of her as mother. There are others, you know. Buried across the Earth. Like in Edinburgh. I wonder if they have names for each other. Or if they’re of one mind.”

			“What will it be like? Afterwards?”

			“You’ll be, you. Mostly. And more.”

			“Mostly and more? Sounds like a bad band name.” 

			She didn’t laugh, but instead got on her hands and knees and began to crawl.

			If there was a chance for me to turn back, it was then. I could have torn that headlamp off, walked out of that room, and found some classmates to spend the night reminiscing with. 

			Instead, I followed her.

			It was not easy. The shaft was narrow. My elbows grew raw. The air smelled of dust and my eyes watered.

			Deeper, and deeper we crawled. I tried to keep track of the many turns we took, but I couldn’t keep things straight. Was that a right we’d taken at the last fork? A left? Had there even been a fork? How was Holly navigating this labyrinth? The questions kept coming as if some dam had broken.

			What was I doing?

			And more importantly, why was I doing it?

			Was I chasing a past—a love, or at least a hope for one—that had never really existed? Had I simply lost my damn mind?

			I was scared. 

			“Holly? What happened to McClellan?”

			Though I couldn’t see her face, I knew she was smiling when she spoke. “She was hungry when we breached the chamber. Ravenous.”

			I recognized the words as the professor’s own from so many years ago. “He was eaten?”

			“Dissolved, would be a better word. Easier to digest that way.”

			“So he went in first?”

			“No. I did.”

			“Why did she dissolve him, then?”

			“Best not to ask those kinds of questions of a god.”

			We crawled deeper and deeper still. I was scared and I crawled on because the alternative, making a choice to go back, alone, in the dark, was even more terrifying. The dusty metal walls of the access shaft had at some point given away to dirt and bedrock. There were dark stains and thin furrows in the earth as if made by clawing nails.

			My heart hammered. I felt like my carotid was bulging, near to burst with the pressure of my own blood. The air was thick, soupy. Spores floated. I could taste their fungus-like funk.

			Memories came to me then, each bleeding into both one another and the present. Us crawling in these very tunnels a decade in the past. Us tangled in our sheets and each other. Furrows dug in the earth, furrows dug in my back. Me, alone and sobbing, walking back from McClellan’s lab. Us standing in the water of the Wachusett reservoir. The hydra. Its barbs.

			Then the camera pulled back. Around me—around her—the blackness of it all. The hum and burn of the stars. Below, the Earth like a blue pearl. Pangea. Our outermost flesh burns and chars and blackens as we enter the atmosphere and existence becomes fire. The impact is violent, the devastation we cause, vast. Forests burn and lakes boil. Lizards scream.

			Much of us is lost in the crash. Burned, and smeared, and broken. But the core holds. And so we burrow. Deeper, and deeper.

			Darkness envelops us. We sleep. We dream.

			Eventually, I come back to myself and the memories, her memories, melt like snow. 

			Holly was gone and I was alone.

			The headlamp flickered.  

			In front of me was a widening in the tunnel. From it, a breath of damp air that smelled of brine and rotting flowers. I edged forward and found myself in the presence of a god. A wall of pale flesh, impossibly huge. A pale leviathan. Slick and white and pulsating.

			“That’s her,” Holly said from I don’t know where. “And only a small piece of her magnificence. In the words of Whitman, she is large. And trust me, she contains multitudes. Her grossness extends far, far into the earth.”

			Something brushed against my ankle. Soft. Warm. Prehensile.

			“Holly?” It came out a whimper.

			There was a wet noise in answer. A sort of soft gurgling and squelching. The sound of sex. Of wet meat being torn.

			Sharp, agonizing pain flared on the back of my thigh. The darkness was illuminated for a moment by that pain. I felt my blood run warm down my leg. I tried to crawl from that pain, but my hands wouldn’t do what I wanted them to do. They kept fumbling. Clawing. Digging furrows in the earth.

			And then. Oh and then.

			And then things went past fuzzy. 

			My tongue felt thick in my mouth. Like it were made of wet paper. Dissolving, even. My shirt rode up and I was being dragged from my leg. What was it called? The hydra’s barbed harpoon? My brain scrambled desperately, trying to find the word for the thing, as if that knowledge could somehow save me. 

			The headlamp must have slipped from my skull. Its light receded, growing smaller and smaller like a distant star. And then it was gone as I was pulled around a corner. Back into the bowels of those tunnels.

			The word came to me. Nematocyst.

			A hand brushed against my face. Familiar teeth nibbled my ear.

			“I’m sorry. It’s going to hurt. A lot. The soft parts go first.”

			And then? I tried to ask. I don’t know that I made a sound other than a gurgle. My tongue sloughed wetly from my mouth, slipped back down my throat. I thought I wept, but when I managed to bring my hand to my face, I found the sockets of my eyes empty, my cheeks smeared wet.

			“And then,” she said, the sound of her voice fading. “You’ll be you. And more. Remember the hydra? Blended together and reassembled? We’ll be together. Finally. Forever. That is, as long as mother’s not hungry.”

			***

			The darkness of the tunnels was the darkness of the womb. It was absolute and it was all I knew. 

			My clothes were gone. I lay slick and steaming. The ground beneath me was bedrock.

			My thoughts were as sharp as the icy stars so far, far above.

			Was I me? Was Holly, Holly? These things no longer mattered. 

			I stood, my legs unsteady as a fawn’s. And yet there was a strength deep in the muscle and bone and marrow that wasn’t there before. A conviction.

			Come to me, Holly said. Or she said. They both said. The voice was one and the same and it was near and it was far.

			I found my way to her through those tunnels as a scarab navigates by the wheel of the Milky Way. Or perhaps Holly led me by the hand. In any case, branching paths no longer presented any dilemma. Nothing did.

			I came to her chamber.

			She was large and she was beautiful. A wall of pulsing flesh the color of falling snow. She was the future that I never had. 

			I grew hard at her sight.

			“I missed you, all those years,” I said. “I needed you. This.”

			Want to see something cool?

			“Of course.”

			The wall that was her parted slightly. Warm air rushed from her as if she exhaled. The breeze smelled of brine and rot and dust and the burn of the stars. Through that slit I saw warm darkness and wet flesh and sweet beauty and sweet release.

			The air was thick with her spores. I pressed my body to her. Heat radiated from her in waves with each beat of her slow, epoch-like pulse. I shuddered.

			She was warmth and she was darkness. She was the snow outside, erasing the world.

			Her teeth closed about my ear. She closed about me.

			Were the tears I wept of pleasure or despair?

			It was a question better left for Theseus and the philosophers.

			End.
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			***

			Alex Stanmyer lives in the suburbs of Boston. He experiences cosmic horror daily in his job as a middle school English teacher.

		



		
			Music of the Spheres

		

		
			By Nina Shepardson

		

		
			“...it was no defense against whatever existed inside the net of Chladni figures. Color and solidity drained from the animal until it dissolved into the roiling current.”

		

		
			Ian paced back and forth in front of the swath of black velvet hung on the wall. He laid a piece of engraved bronze against a spot on the velvet, held it there for a few seconds, then removed it and put it somewhere else. After ten minutes of indecision, he fastened the piece in place and stepped back to survey the effect.

			A dozen seven-pointed metallic stars, criss-crossed with elegant curves, dotted the velvet. The impression of a brilliant night sky was exactly what he’d hoped for. 

			***

			The clock in his studio read 2:45am by the time Ian finished the last sculpture. He pulled his safety goggles off, rejoicing in the feeling of cool air on the skin around his eyes.

			Under the track lighting, the pieces for his first solo exhibit gleamed like sunlight on the ocean. Palm-sized sheets of bronze, cut into a variety of geometric shapes, hung suspended from metal rods or were wired together to form planes or cubes or spheres. Each was marked by lines and curves that joined together to form a unifying pattern for the whole object. 

			Despite his exhaustion, Ian smiled in satisfaction. The first piece in what critics were calling his Chladni series had opened doors for him. His greatest fear upon reaching this new level of renown hadn’t been about deadlines or incompetent movers breaking a piece or unforeseen disasters derailing the whole show. It had been that greater exposure and opportunity would reveal his work as mediocrity. There was no risk of that now. Let one of the pieces fall apart five minutes after the exhibit opened! Let a hurricane demolish the gallery! Let a pack of teenage vandals sneak in after hours and rip everything down! No matter what happened, Ian would always remember this moment, would always know—even if no one else did—that he had succeeded in creating beauty.
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			Ian bent over his workbench to turn off the soldering iron, then straightened up again. He’d seen something shift from the corner of his eye. Did one of the wires come loose? He scrutinized the sculpture, which featured hexagonal and pentagonal segments wired together in an arrangement intended to suggest a soccer ball. As far as he could tell, everything was in its proper place. The lines engraved on the shapes matched up perfectly, creating an intricate arabesque that flowed across the whole work.

			There it was again! A hint of movement, obscured by the bronze plates. Ian leaned in closer to peer through the gap between a pentagon and the neighboring hexagon. Inside the sphere they formed, patches of light and shadow slid over one another. 

			God, I’m tired. Ian shook his head. It was three in the morning and he’d forgotten to eat dinner; of course he was seeing things. He put his equipment away, turned off the lights, and headed for his bedroom.

			***

			“Your first piece used Eine Kleine Nachtmusik, is that right?” Marianne Hoffsteder, arts correspondent for the city newspaper, poked at her tablet, then looked up at Ian with arched eyebrows.

			“Yes, that’s right. Of course, when Ernst Chladni pioneered the technique, he rubbed a violin bow across the edge of the metal plates. It’s a lot more efficient to just have speakers playing the music. That also lets me watch the patterns for a whole piece—like Eine Kleine—and choose the ones I like best. But the principle is the same: the resonance causes the plate to vibrate, which moves the sand I’ve laid across the surface. It gathers along lines where the plate doesn’t vibrate—mathematicians call them nodal lines—to make the patterns.”

			Marianne nodded. Her red hair was tied back in a bun so tight it looked as if it was pulling her skin taut. “And you take pictures of those patterns and use them to permanently engrave the plates?”

			“Right again.” Ian had given a great deal of thought to how he wanted to appear at the exhibit opening. He didn’t want to look like the stereotypical artist who was so caught up in “decontextualizing the fundamental nature of reality” that he couldn’t be bothered to make sure his shirt was on right-side out. Neither did he want to appear too successful. Some of the people who could determine whether his work reached a wider audience would consider that a sign that he’d sold out. He’d chosen a button-down shirt and slacks that were without stains or tears but clearly weren’t new, either.

			“And how do you create the impression of movement within the enclosed sculptures?”

			“Excuse me?”

			“Well, your piece World Cup, for example. The one with the nodal lines created by vuvuzela music. How do you make it look as though there’s something moving inside the sphere?”

			Ian’s brain, having confirmed that it was correctly interpreting the message received by his ears, scrambled to formulate a coherent response. She saw that too? It was real? “Oh, that!” he said. “Yes, well, there’s a funny story about that. It was initially an accident. After I finished constructing World Cup, I noticed that the lighting in my studio created a sort of optical illusion within the confines of the structure. So of course, I tried to replicate that lighting here in the installation. I feel it adds an extra dimension to the work.”

			***

			Ian stared at his latest creation over steepled fingers. It was his biggest yet, large enough that he could barely get his arms around it. He had left a gap between the panels on one side. The piece was positioned so that one of the track lights shone in through the gap, chasing away all shadows.

			He couldn’t pretend it was a trick of the light or an optical illusion anymore. Something was moving inside the sphere.

			Once, when he was in elementary school, Ian’s class had made a substance called gack. It looked like a liquid until you started moving it around. You could tip it from one hand to the other without any of it spilling, only to watch it dissolve into a puddle when you kept it still. At the time, it had seemed like magic, and Ian had proudly announced to his parents that his teacher was a witch. Now, he knew it was just a mix of corn starch and water, but looking at whatever was inside his sculpture, he was transported back to that childhood moment of wide-eyed wonder.

			The air inside the structure was flowing. Glopping, to use the word he’d employed when describing the gack to his parents. It looked thick and viscous, and his view of the bronze plates behind it was distorted. 

			Ian stalked from one end of his studio to the other. He peered into corners, shone the track lights at the wall, the floors, other sculptures. The gackified air only appeared within the enclosed piece.

			“So, what’s different?” he whispered. At the show, several people had repeated Marianne’s comment about the “optical illusion” in World Cup. No one had seen it in Night Music or any of the other pieces that didn’t create a full three-dimensional boundary around a central space.

			Okay, so that was the difference. But why? From across the room, Ian gazed at his newest masterpiece. From here, it was easier to see the lines carved on the plates merging into a single large shape.

			It looked like a net. Or a cage.

			***

			Over the next few months, Ian constructed several more pieces in which the strange distortion could be seen. When he wasn’t designing, etching, or soldering, he was reading. He already knew that sound waves at the proper pitch could have effects on physical objects, as in the famous example of the opera singer shattering a wine glass with her voice. His research taught him that certain combinations of waves could build upon or negate each other.

			A vague theory started to take shape in the back of his mind. Chladni figures imprinted sound waves onto solid objects, fixing them in place. Was it possible that pairs of solidified waves could cancel each other out and that enclosing a space in such pairs left a void within? But what’s moving that would only be visible in such a void?

			He got more food for thought when he left a rock in the middle of his latest piece. It was an ordinary grey stone he’d picked up off the ground at a local park. He wanted to know whether the currents of…whatever it was…would flow around the rock or through it. At first, they seemed to divert around it. Then he noticed its deep grey color lightening until the stone was translucent, like a lump of glass. 

			And before his eyes, that lump began to dissolve.

			Bits of the rock’s surface peeled away, joining the glutinous, sloshing air around it. Within a few minutes, it was completely gone.

			***

			Ian shaded his eyes and took in the fields that stretched away to the horizon.

			“Pretty impressive sight, isn’t it?” The woman walking up to him looked younger than she had on their FaceTime calls.

			“It sure is. And all this is part of your vineyard?”

			The woman nodded. “Obviously, these grapes won’t be making actual wine anytime soon, because of the fermentation and aging process. But we do have batches started by the previous owners that’ll be ready for bottling in about four months. We’ll be opening the winery to tours when we launch the new brand, and I’d love to have the sculpture completed by then. As we talked about on the phone, I’d also like to discuss licensing rights for a stylized image we can put on our bottles.”

			The woman’s name was Hyeon, and she had been a computer programmer specializing in A.I. before she’d become a vintner. Google had bought her startup for a truly ridiculous amount of money, some of which she’d used to buy a bankrupt winery. “A lot of people say art and science don’t mix,” she’d told Ian during their first conversation, “but I think that’s a load of bull. I heard about your work from a friend, and it sounds like you understand that too.”

			Ian had said something agreeable and tried not to look like one of those cartoon characters whose eyeballs turned into dollar signs.

			Then Hyeon had told him about the piece she proposed for him to build outside the main entrance. She wanted a sphere eight feet in diameter. He’d done a quick mental calculation of how much bronze that would require and how much time it would take to build, extrapolated a price based on what he’d charged for the smaller pieces, and named the figure. Hyeon had agreed without any hesitation and offered to pay for his airfare and lodging.

			Ian was pretty sure his attempt to not look like a dollar-sign-eyeballs character had failed miserably at that point.

			Standing under the warm sun of Napa Valley, it was hard to believe in weird non-Newtonian flows of the air in the center of his sculptures. Ian was glad Hyeon either hadn’t heard about the “optical illusion” or hadn’t felt the need to ask. Listening to her talk about more detailed specifications, he could almost convince himself that he wouldn’t see it here.

			***

			The sun had just set and Venus hung low in the sky. Ian stepped back from the sphere. It was almost done, but he didn’t want to risk ruining anything by trying to work in the dark.

			The one remaining gap was at eye level and about the size of Ian’s head. The network of wires and plates on the other side was visible but dim. In front of it, a gentle breeze stirred the… empty air?

			No, Ian realized. The movement inside the sculpture wasn’t the same as the motion he’d been seeing in his peripheral vision the whole time he was working. It wasn’t wind stirring the grape vines or flocks of birds taking flight. He’d become inured to those blurs of motion through the long days working outdoors, and they had tricked him into not seeing what was right in front of his face.

			Here, inside the largest of his creations, was the same strange congealed air he’d seen on a smaller scale in all the others.

			There was movement on the other side of the structure too, but that was different. That was the natural scampering of a mouse. Whiskers twitching, it sniffed at a couple of the plates, squeezed between them, and began exploring the cement platform in which the sculpture was anchored.

			Oh, great. Now I’m going to have to figure out how to clean mouse turds out of this thing. Ian wasn’t so naïve as to think any outdoor installation would remain pristine forever, but it was always good to let the customer have that impression. Maintaining it would become Hyeon’s problem once he’d collected his check and flown back home.

			The mouse’s whiskers were light grey and so thin as to be almost nonexistent. As Ian watched, they did disappear, and that was when he remembered what had happened to the rock.

			He had no love for mice, but he stamped his foot, hoping to scare it out of the globe. Instead, it hunkered down. That might have saved it from a hawk or cat, but it was no defense against whatever existed inside the net of Chladni figures. Color and solidity drained from the animal until it dissolved into the roiling current.

			Ian stumbled backward and tripped over his pair of wire cutters. He sat down hard, but managed to put his hands out and keep himself from sprawling full-length on the grass. His head was tipped back so he looked up into the darkening sky. It was dotted with stars, but between those stars were vast empty spaces. He’d never heard anyone talk about stars making sound, but surely, they did: whooshing gas, crackling flames, tiny whomps of colliding atoms. But where there were no stars, those sounds would be absent. Like the old movie tagline said: in space no one can hear you scream.

			If everything from rocks to mice to the air itself broke down into amorphous nothing when sound waves were solidified and placed opposite each other, negating each other’s influence, what happened where there was no sound to begin with? Were there places where reality just dissolved into goop? 

			***

			Ian sat up in bed. He was too high up, and the walls were the wrong color, and the abstract sculpture in the corner was missing.

			Then his conscious mind dredged up memories of the past few weeks. Hyeon’s commission, his flight out here on her private jet, the fancy hotel suite she’d put him up in. The long hours cutting and scoring metal, positioning pieces, twisting wire. The sense of satisfaction and pride as In Vino Veritas had taken shape. The corruption of that satisfaction into horror as the mouse deliquesced before his eyes.

			It was bad enough to imagine that reality might break down if you went far enough out. Now, despite the sunlight streaming in through the gauzy curtains, an even worse idea occurred to him. What if that colorless, formless goop was reality? Maybe every laugh and sob, every clap of thunder and gust of wind, all the music from Mozart to Metallica, was a framework that forced the cosmic sludge into the definite shapes of the observable world. What he had envisioned as a breakdown might just be an escape from artificial constraints, a return to nature’s purest form.

			He threw back the fluffy blanket and got out of bed, but instead of preparing for another day’s work, he wandered around the suite. Should I even go back? He could claim some sudden emergency, maybe an illness or a nervous breakdown. He’d have to refund most of Hyeong’s money, of course, and he’d be risking damage to his reputation. But how could he go through with it, suspecting what he did?

			No! Stop that! “Suspecting” wasn’t the right word at all. “Suspecting” was a weasel-word, like when a politician said he couldn’t recall something. Ian had always hated that kind of behavior, and he’d be damned if he was going to start doing it himself.

			“Knowing” was the right word. How could he go through with it, knowing what he knew?

			The mouse, though. What if it hadn’t been just a mouse? What if it had been someone’s pet? Or someone’s child? The remaining gap in the structure probably wasn’t big enough for a kid to climb through, but sticking a hand in was certainly a possibility. You stick your left hand in, and it don’t come out, do the hokey-pokey.

			Dismantling it wasn’t a viable option, either. He had made the connections between the plates strong enough to weather rain and wind, so it would take some time to pull them apart. There was no way Hyeon would fail to notice, and he couldn’t explain it without sounding insane. She could have him escorted off her property before he completed the demolition, and leaving a larger hole would be even more dangerous.

			No, he would just have to finish it. Finish it and go home and hope that no more critters crawled into it while anyone was watching. The distortion itself could be dismissed as an optical illusion, as had happened for all the smaller versions. He would deny any further requests he got, maybe even make a public statement that the Chladni series was finished and he was moving on to other things.

			Ian got dressed, collected his gear, and shuffled out to his rental car like a squire going to face the dragon that had eaten his master. He remembered rolling a ball of gack in his hands, letting it pool and drip and coat his fingers. He pictured stars and planets coalescing from it for a while, then subsiding back into the slime.

			He imagined faces in it.

			End.

			***

			Nina Shepardson is an affiliate member of the HWA and a member of the HOWL Society. Her short fiction appears in Vastarien, Nightscript, and MetaStellar, among others. She also writes book reviews at ninashepardson.wordpress.com. Nina lives in New England with her husband.
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			Meta-Theory

		

		
			By Jenean McBrearty

		

		
			“Her translucent ectoplasm, like a glowing mannequin, sat on her bed and leaned against the wall. She appeared to be napping.”

		

		
			One of Dr. Khon’s patients disappeared from Valley View hospital. There was an investigation, of course, but given the clientele of Valley View—people with  concierge healthcare and time to reflect on their emotional maladies—the police figured Sylvia Shapiro tired of talking about hers and left for Europe. It was summer after all. 

			Fearing for the safety of their loved ones, however, there were families who demanded an explanation, especially those without wills. To calm the waters, Khon issued a public statement about the ‘nature of troubled people.’ Privately, he shared what special people longed to hear: exotic, scientific speculation. 

			“Have you talked to anyone else about your dimension overlap theory, Doctor?”

			“Whenever I start to explain it to my colleagues, they tell me to talk to a physicist at the university. Professor Spendthrift … or Spangleshit … whatever …”

			Regina Schaffer stood behind Khon’s vibrating relax-a-seat chair, and massaged his temples. “You poor man. So gifted. So sensitive. Have you considered writing a book?”       
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			She felt him move and the vibrating stopped. “You mean like the Story of O? Hmm. It could be a best seller, except there would be no sex.”

			“But I thought…”

			“Nada. Your daughter is in love with that fellow from the other side. What’s his name… Ludlow Brockman, the interdimensional Wagnerian composer, who writes grandiose boring operas for Shield Maidens.”

			 “I wonder what he’s like,” Regina said softly and moved to the mauve-colored chair opposite him. 

			“With a name like Ludlow, he’s probably a cross between a homeless Jesus and Professor Svengali.”

			“Or he could be handsome, virile and wears a cod-piece.”

			“Regina, stop fantasizing. My theory is as good as any unproven bunch of phenomena.”

			“Suppose you expand that thought.”

			“Do you know Schrodinger’s cat or the Carol’s Cheshire cat? A good disappearing act done with a smile is endearingly profitable. It may take seven years to have a loved one declared dead, but with interest rates at the level they are now, it’s probably better to wait anyway.”

			“Oh, shut up, Henry. It’s time for me to disappear.” She grabbed her purse, threw it over her shoulder and made a determined exit, leaving Khon to contemplate the struggle between ethics and solvency.

			Nurse Laura brought him coffee and a Zantac. “What are you going to do, Henry? Regina believes Rachel Schaffer is sick with something; do you not know what she’s got?”

			“This world is a pissy place. Can another be any better?”

			“Have you actually seen her go into that… other place and come back?”

			“Why do you think I told her mother to stay away for six weeks? Rachel spends more time in La-la Land than she does here, now. I’m worried one day she won’t come back. What with Sylvia Shapiro missing, if Rachel just poofs away, I might be charged with murder.”

			“I’ve already heard the “M” word, Henry. The CNAs were talking in the break room.”

			He shuddered. “You better go home. I’ll check on Rachel before I leave.”

			Walter unlocked the door to Ward 6, then secured it after Dr. Khon entered the dimly lit hallway. He stopped at room 21, used the only key that unlocked Rachel’s room. She wasn’t back yet and it had been forty-eight hours. Her translucent ectoplasm, like a glowing mannequin, sat on her bed and leaned against the wall. She appeared to be napping.   

			The first time he’d seen her in her “gone” state, he’d thought she was a ghost. Frozen with fear, he sat on the bed and stared at her. He wanted to rouse her, but should he touch her? His reluctance paid off; she slowly became fleshy again and turned to look up at him.

			“Welcome home,” he said. “In our next session we can talk about all things paranormal. Astral projection, telekinesis, the Rapture…”

			“It nothing like you think, Doctor.”

			“Then tell me something of what it is.”

			Eventually, reticent as she was to share information, she began her story. “I learned I was different in the fifth grade. I heard one voice, and then it was like I was in the middle of a grown-up cocktail party. They were talking about a little girl in a coffin. I glided in to see, and it was me. I thought it was a day-mare. It went on like that for almost twenty years. Dropping in on funerals and church services. Then, last year, I dropped into a theater at a performance of the Heroic Symphony, went backstage and met Ludlow. We became interdimensional friends. Sort of like Facebook, but more like bodybook. When my mother heard us talking through my bedroom door, she believed I had multiple personalities. Now, I’m here and Ludlow and I are lovers over there.”

			If he hadn’t seen her coming and goings, he might have diagnosed her as schizophrenic. More troubling was the possibility that many of the patients he’d seen over the years weren’t crazy at all. Interdimensionality became the focus of his psychiatric investigation, and he believed it would make him rich. Unfortunately, the gate-keepers denied the possibility of his theory outright. That was when he’d started filming. 

			“Most people can’t handle one reality, much less two and half. What happens if you get stuck between dimensions?”

			She gave him a seductive smile. “Someone will have to rescue me.”   

			The boundaries between doctor and patient had blurred, and Khon felt the fault was his. With the camera running, he made love to her, and fell more deeply in love with every reviewing thereafter. More possessive, too. She could go to another dimension, but she could not pass through a metal door. 

			“She’s become a danger to herself,” he explained to Regina, “I’ve moved her to room twenty-three.” It was the violent patient room that no one entered except him. Even meals were delivered to her on a tray through a narrow portal. 

			Which of them was more a slave to the fetish? He no longer cared. The disappearing process became a ritual, a holy mass in which he enacted the sacrifice and resurrection of a goddess. His deepest desire was that she disappear, then reincarnate, in his arms. Until that time, he would provide her a private safe place in which to travel between dimensions and between lovers even as curiosity and jealousy occupied his waking hours.

			“Why do you resist telling me about Ludlow, how he makes you feel, and how he deals with your departures? I’m trained in the ‘talking cure.’ Your dissociative episodes are becoming longer and longer.”

			Her condition reminded him of what he had heard from the prostitutes he worked with during his residency. They employed a coping mechanism whereby they completely left their conscious mind behind as a john used their body. “While the guy does business down south,” a prostitute named Lu-Lu had told him. “I’m in Canada.” Could it be the same with Rachel? Was that the way women tolerated their husbands? 

			“Your mother reminded me you’re going to be twenty-seven soon, and that means you’ll have to find your own health insurance. Not that you have to leave. But you’ll need to talk with her, tell her you want to stay.”

			“I’m not seeing her. She’s the one that put me here.”

			“I couldn’t bear it if you left, Rachel darling.”

			She was brushing her hair as he implored her to consider the future. Was she biding her time, planning on what she would do on the outside? Perhaps she was secretly counting the days when she would join Ludlow in the other dimension permanently. 

			 “—Ninety-nine. One hundred.” She paused. “If I don’t return, the police will come looking for me. They’ll arrest you for murder. They’ll think you walled me up in one of your cells. Maybe this one. Or maybe they’ll find my bones. I won’t need them anymore.”

			He dropped to his knees before her. “Rachel, I love you. I have a house not far from here. You could move in.”

			“And do what? Clean your clothes and mop floors?”

			“No, no. You could do what you do here. Whatever it is.”

			“Do you really want to know?”

			Finally! She was going to trust him. Love him, perhaps. “You know, I want all of you, all to myself.”

			“In that other realm, I’m known as Mamadoom.” She took his hand. “I’m the one parents warn their bad children about.” She brought his hand to her lips and kissed it gently. He felt himself go limp, except for that down south part that was a steel rod.

			“Like the bogeyman?” he said with an all-knowing satisfaction.

			“Only I’m scarier because I am beautiful, and children trust the beautiful princess, and aren’t afraid.”

			“You mean you scare the hell out of children?”

			“I mean, I eat them.”

			He tried to stand, but Rachel had a ferocious grip on his hand. She put her arm around his neck and pulled him close to her. So close, he couldn’t breathe. Her teeth came down hard on his thumb and they began to disappear. Struggle availed him not. Though his mouth gaped, his screams were silent as she bit and swallowed each limb and organ  until all that remained was the empty room, and a scrawl on the wall: clean your room says Mamadoom.

			End.

			***

			Jenean McBrearty is a graduate of San Diego State University, who taught Political Science and Sociology. Her fiction, poetry, and photographs have been published in over two-hundred-fifty print and on-line journals. Her how-to book, Writing Beyond the Self; How to Write Creative Non-fiction that Gets Published was published by Vine Leaves Press in 2018. She won the Eastern Kentucky English Department Award for Graduate Creative Non-fiction in 2011, and a Silver Pen Award in 2015 for her noir short story: Red’s Not Your Color. She will graduate from Eastern Kentucky University with her MFA in July.

		



		
			The Unveiling

		

		
			By Lena Ng

		

		
			“In this ancient culture, there was no difference in fantasy and reality, in dreaming and being awake.”

		

		
			I was nearing the end of my sabbatical. I had been collecting samples of botanical flora, searching for chemical diversity for potential development into medicinal compounds, and for confidentiality reasons, the geographic location of my exploration cannot be divulged.  

			I specialized in the field of ethnopharmacognosy, investigating plant-based medicines using phytochemicals, with the goal of developing medications with fewer toxic reactions than the ones derived from synthetic compounds. From this field, anticancer agents such as vinca alkaloids have been developed from the periwinkle plant Catharanthus roseus; digoxin from Digitalis for treating heart arrhythmias; curare used from arrow poison to obtain muscle paralysis under general anaesthesia.  

			I performed the initial steps in the field of isolation, extraction, and characterization of the bioactive compound, using techniques of sample preservation through washing and drying of plant material, grinding to increase surface contact with the solvent of ethyl acetate, ethanol or methanol, and later back in the lab, identification techniques of high performance liquid chromatography and Fourier Transform Mass Spectrometry. 

			This search for traditional medicine has brought me to the hidden places of the planet, hundreds of miles from any road, deep in the turgescent jungles indifferent to and unmapped by man. It has brought me in contact with populations and cultures evolved over the millennia without the touch of technology. 

			The search for bioactive chemicals began with a familiarity of local customs and treatments. I usually began with finding the identity of the traditional healer, otherwise known, depending on the community, as a shaman, wise woman, or medicine man, and the search and analysis of herbs used in treatment. I sought the local plants of recreation as potential alternatives to opioids, which were crude and addictive, not to mention useless against neuropathic pain from the damage of nerves, such as diabetic neuralgia, herpetic neuralgia, or radiculopathy, the pain from spinal nerve injury. 

			It was not as simple as imbedding myself into the indigenous community, however. Through historical cautiousness, many of these populations were suspicious of Western outsiders but I’ve always tried to educate myself on the local laws prior to approaching such communities and strived to be open-minded and respectful of their customs.  

			I had collected a dozen of samples, all of which held much promise. But through my translator, I received word of the carvarcore plant, a hallucinogenic herb used in the religious ceremonies of this location’s indigenous people. The carvarcore plant, a nondescript trifoliate with spiny-edged leaves, grew only under specific conditions of light and shade, humidity, and the availability of the both the giddee ruti and the black snakeroot, with which it had a triplet symbiosis. 

			In this ancient culture, there was no difference in fantasy and reality, in dreaming and being awake. According to the local mythology, with the right rituals and sacrifice, the veil of what we believe to be reality could be lifted, and the reality of what lay beneath uncovered.  

			This plant, which bloomed only once every decade, was to be used in an unveiling ceremony, under the radiating red light of the blood moon, to reveal the reality beyond our reality.  

			The shaman was a lean, wiry, frog-like man, all bulging eyes and fleshy, fishy lips. At the translator’s words, his face transformed into grimacing mask of both fright and fury. It took many days and many gifts of whiskey, pearls, and other things that sparkled in the sun for him to warm towards me. 

			The temple’s black stone was suffocated by thick vines. It stood alongside a murky river, a winding, snake-like waterway. It was cast in shadows since the burgeoning jungle hid it from the sun. The shaman’s face hid behind a carved wooden mask, fashioned as a weird, leering demon. His back, landscaped by scarification tattoos, was made shiny with sweat. From an earthen pot, notched with auspicious symbols, he drew out the carvarcore’s pungent leaves and scattered them into a ceremonial fire, a main central blaze, and then into smaller fires burning in stone bowls around the temple’s perimeter.  

			The musicians plucked, with long, gnarled fingernails, instruments of hide and hair, strangely rhythmic passages of atonal motifs. The powerful scent of the burning blooms filled the temple with a hypnotic haze. It filled my head with a drowning quicksand of waking dreams. The induced visions flowed for an infinite time, a view into a terrible magnificence of the phantasm, a grotesque and surreal journey, fueled by the rush of dopamine between synapses. I crossed the borders of what I thought was reality. I have eaten my hallucinations, and they tasted so sweetly bitter, I wept joyous tears. The musicians beat on the drum of my heart, the speed of which pulled the primal from within me and released me floating to the temple’s roof. The smoke cured my skin; the steam cooked me.

			Chanting filled my head with slumber, with chaos, with thunder. The red in my veins flooded my eyes and I looked with hazed wonder into the ether of the unknown. Shadowy figures danced, cavorted, cajoled, gibbering silent secrets only the subconscious could reveal. 

			A hole in the temple’s roof revealed the red glow of the moon. 

			My vision was shifting. I was seeing and not seeing. The shaman’s demon mask made faces, contorted rictus sneers of mirth and madness. 

			A goat was pulled into the centre of the temple. Its skin rippled with undulating currents. Its eyes bulged and turned glassy as the knife tickled its throat. From the slit in the throat, instead of blood, a crawling eruption of coffin worms flowed from the wound. The slaughterers drew the skin from the goat away from its body, as easily as throwing back a blanket from a bed. Instead of flesh, there was a churn of insects, wriggling, feasting, the goat’s body fashioned of corpse beetles. 

			The shaman removed his mask, revealing a face more horrific than the demon carved into the wood. A heaving mass of necrophagous species, carrion insects of every variety from maggots to flesh flies to Coleoptera, crawled like bees over a faceless beekeeper. 

			I realized I was seeing into the future, the true reality beneath our denials, our distractions, our dreams. All our journeys led to only one end. What are we but decay? 

			I would have screamed, but something moved inside my mouth, and hair-like cilia scuttled down my throat. My skin felt too tight and a squirming itch burned below my face. I reached beneath the skin of my jaw, and slowly, with gentle, relentless pressure, I pulled my face away. I felt the released coffin worms writhe over my neck, creep over my arms, drop at my feet.  

			You may ask why at this point I didn’t flee. It was because I had no more eyes through which I could see.

			End.

			***

			Lena Ng lives in Toronto, Ontario. She has short stories in sixty publications including Amazing Stories and the anthology We Shall Be Monsters, which was a finalist for the 2019 Prix Aurora Award. “Under an Autumn Moon” is her short story collection. She is currently seeking a publisher for her novel, Darkness Beckons, a Gothic romance.
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			The Masterpiece

		

		
			By Mark Towse

			Originally published in the Breaking Rules Horror Anthology 2019

		

		
			“He begins to question if he’s got it in him. Selling a handful of short stories is a different beast from writing a novel.”

		

		
			Tom places his laptop into the drawer of the mahogany desk and gently pushes it closed. 

			Today is a new day.

			Eyeing the machine on his desk, light from the window diluting its blackness, he thinks back to the day he stumbled upon it in the grimy window of the antique store. It was purely by accident, an impromptu drive to get away from the house. And the wife. 

			He’d never seen the store before but was overjoyed to make the discovery. Full of old easels, pens, cameras, and all sorts of other seductive objet d’art, it was the old Smith Corona that made the hairs bristle on the back of his neck. He knew it had to be his as soon as he saw it. He even gave it a name, right there and then. 

			Today is a new day.

			He’s seen a few over the years, but nothing compared to this, with its slick black sheen and undeniable aura of importance. Without even knowing the price, he’d taken the label to the counter and told the guy he wanted it. Strange man, hair as black as the machine itself, small dark smudge across his right cheek. Almost choking at how cheap the guy was selling it, Tom couldn’t wait to shake the guy’s hand. All in cash, as dictated in the shop window. The man even gave it a fresh polish and threw in some beautiful paper; told him that it was the best you could get. Tom laughed out loud when the man said the machine came with the guarantee of a masterpiece. 

			Today is a new day.

			Since that day, ‘Black Beauty’ has sat on his antique desk next to the lounge bay window. There was never any intention to use it; that would be too much like hard work. Tom thought its presence alone might be enough to inspire him, to end his drought of productivity. 
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			Alas, no such luck. 

			Early this morning, he decided it was time for a change of tactics. He will write the first few pages on the machine, just to get him started.

			Today is a new day.

			He pulls the chair further in towards the desk, sniffing at the air that sneaks through the slightly ajar window. The familiar sounds of buzzing traffic and muted conversation bring an energy that excites him. 

			Wincing as he knocks back the cold dregs of coffee, he gives his fingers a loud crack. Magic is about to happen. Hands hovering over the keys, he lets his mind go blank—an empty vessel ready to be filled with mystery and adventure, tempestuous tales of protagonists with imperfect pasts, and a redemption arc that nobody sees coming. 

			Come on, Black Beauty!

			Fragments of forced and terrible ideas begin to invade his mind, quickly disappearing without a trace. It’s only a matter of time, though—patiently panning for that small nugget of gold. As he sits, staring intently at the keys, seconds become minutes. The vein in his neck starts to throb in perfect synchronisation with each impossibly loud tick from the large wall clock. His legs begin to tap frantically under the desk. The buzz of life from beyond the window that usually inspires is starting to feel more like a taunt, and soon the familiar and bitter taste of self-doubt and self-loathing begin to work their darkness. He glances at the clock once more to find an hour has already passed. 

			His fingers begin to hammer the keys:

			i

			am

			fucked

			In two hours, she will be home, and he’ll have to feed her lies again. Just once, he wants to be able to share real excitement. A mid-life crisis, that’s what people called it when he told them he was taking a year off to write a book. Some even studied him with a confused, almost pitiful look, as though he had just told them he was having a mental breakdown. 

			He’s not sure of the truth anymore.

			Tom gets up and paces the room, mumbling more of his mantras without conviction.

			Fiona was supportive early on. They had savings behind them, enough for a few months—but the judgmental looks have started to creep in. 

			Must write something. Must write something.

			As he takes his place once again in front of Black Beauty, he begins to question if he’s got it in him. Selling a handful of short stories is a different beast from writing a novel. 

			Come on! Think, you idiot! 

			He walks over to the cabinet, letting his hand linger over the hatch as if he might have the will power or self-control to deny himself a drink. Just one, he thinks, pulling it open. Bypassing the glass, he grabs the neck of the bottle and takes two generous mouthfuls. 

			With further mutterings of self-abuse, he performs two more laps of the room and sits back at the desk, shoulders slouching, and all the markings of defeat written across his face.

			“Fuck this for a game of soldiers.” 

			Forty-five minutes before she’s home. His body is rigid with anxiety. He knows there’s little chance of productivity in such a state. Too much pressure. One more drink. He shuffles to the cabinet and swigs back another generous mouthful. Shaking himself off, he takes his seat once more, fingers poised, determined not to concede another wasted day.

			Tick-tock.

			He writes a few words of uninspired drivel and immediately rips the paper out, tossing it in the bin under the desk.

			She will give him that look again. I’ve been at work all day, what have you done? 

			Fiona’s patience is wearing thin, and all that initial support is as absent as words on paper. If he doesn’t start soon, he will have to go back to work. Back to real estate. Back to Hell.

			Visualise, Tom, visualise. Start somewhere, anywhere. 

			Less than thirty minutes to go, and he returns to the drink’s cabinet—definitely the last one. Two mouthfuls. He rushes back to the desk.

			Just write something; anything.

			Fingers crashing down again: YousuckTom 

			He finally admits defeat, warily getting to his feet and giving Black Beauty the one-fingered salute. The room begins to spin, catching him by surprise, and he reaches for the edge of the desk to steady himself, trying to recall the number of whiskies consumed. 

			Mouthwash.

			He dashes upstairs but catches his foot on the third step, not quite getting his hands out in time, and paying for it with a tooth through his top lip. Scrambling to his feet, he runs to the bathroom cabinet, desperately reaching for the green bottle as if it was anti-venom. 

			Gravel crunches, causing random prickles across his skin. She’s home.

			The liquid is foul, but he gargles with intensity and spits it into the bowl. His reflection is unflattering, dark circles under the eyes and grey skin—the inevitable result of sleepless nights and countless days indoors pacing the living room carpet.

			And then he remembers the words he typed. If she sees—

			Holding onto the bannister for dear life, he skips down the steps. Noticing her approach through the frosted glass, he jumps from the fourth, ungraciously landing with a thud and a bolt of pain in his ankle. Fuck! Pressing his hands against the wall for leverage, he thrusts himself into the lounge, adeptly ripping the paper from Black Beauty and grimacing as he launches himself onto the couch, heart thumping wildly.

			The door opens, revealing deep caverns of angst etched into her forehead. He knows she’s had a bad day.

			“Hey love, how was your day?” he offers anyway, rather too jovially.

			“Rotten! Yours?” she replies with an accusatory frown. “What happened to your lip?”

			Instinctively, he puts his hand to his mouth. “Shaving. Stray hair,” he sputters.

			“I hope you’ve written more than that,” she says, nodding to the piece of paper in his hands.

			“Oh yes, twenty-three pages today, Fi. It’s really starting to come together. You sit down, love, and I’ll bring you a nice cup of tea!” he utters, in all too familiar survival mode.

			Holding the paper close to his chest, he makes his way to the kitchen.

			“Did you pick up my dry cleaning?” she asks.

			Shit. Shit. Shit.

			“I was going to, Fi, but I was on a roll; couldn’t stop typing. So much good stuff!” 

			“Tom! I told you I’m going out for lunch with the big wigs tomorrow. It’s a big deal!”

			“Sorry, love, just got carried away. You have loads of nice dresses, though!”

			She sighs. “I don’t ask for much.”

			“I know. I’m sorry, love,” he replies, wincing at his self-loathing tone.

			His knuckles turn white as he grabs hold of the kitchen bench and stifles a scream. He wants to make it. He wants to be successful, but there’s too much pressure—the lies, the anxiety. He just wants to be left alone. How can he be expected to concentrate and come up with magic if all he is surrounded by is—

			Written below his previous rants are twenty-eight letters. It’s a skill he’s developed; the ability to quantify the number of letters in a word or sentence. It helps bring back some control when things seem to be slipping away.

			itwouldbeeasierwithouthertom

			Time stands still as he studies the crumpled bit of paper, mouth slightly ajar. 

			“Where’s this cup of tea?”

			The kitchen seems to be getting smaller, closing in, as if there is an immediate lack of breathable oxygen. He rushes towards the door, quickly swinging it open and vomiting over Fiona’s geraniums.

			“Coming, love,” he replies, wiping the fluid from the corners of his mouth with a tea towel.

			Tom checks the paper once more. No change. There’s a knot developing in his stomach, one that he knows is only just making itself at home.

			He didn’t write it. He’s sure he didn’t write it. Even after the whisky, he can’t imagine himself ever writing anything like that. It’s a thought that has crossed his mind, that’s for sure—more than once—but there’s no way he would put it to paper. Would he?

			No liquor tomorrow. 

			He crumples the paper and throws it into the kitchen bin.

			The night continues like any other, aside from the familiar and all-consuming anxiety that eats away at Tom from the inside. He rubs her feet as she watches her shows on the television, and all he can think about are the precious minutes of writing that are slipping away as he’s forced into watching abominable displays from camera-hungry narcissists.

			He could be in front of Black Beauty right now, creating a masterpiece. 

			Yes, Tom, go ahead and tell yourself that. 

			Did he write those words—a whisky induced rant? Is he cracking up?

			Relief kicks in when she finally calls it a night and disappears to the bathroom to apply her creams. 

			Tomorrow is a new day. 

			But then he remembers. Today is Thursday. Sex night. 

			Their weekly session is uninvolved and uninspiring. It’s the same every week—a bit of lacklustre foreplay, followed by the missionary position, accompanied by the bed’s gratingly rhythmic and mechanical squeaking. Without fail, she orgasms, but he can’t claim it; all he can do is try and time his climax with hers to avoid further awkwardness. 

			Tonight, it’s going worse than usual, and her face projects something worse than disappointment, but even with his flaccid member redundantly thrashing inside her, she stubbornly battles through, albeit to a less than mediocre orgasm. He withdraws apologetically and watches her place the vibrator on the bedside table before turning over without even saying goodnight. 

			There will be a struggle to get any sleep tonight; he knows it. In five minutes, Fiona will be snoring, and there’s no way he’s going to beat that count down. So, he just waits, trying not to think about anything. 

			And she’s away. 

			He carefully swings his legs out of bed and tiptoes across the bedroom carpet. His excitement begins to build as he takes the stairs two at a time, being careful to miss the seventh one that always emits an impossibly loud creak. 

			As he approaches the living room light, the glare from the streetlight outside is enough to bring his attention to the sheet of paper in the typewriter. His finger hovers over the light switch, delaying the inevitable, but he finally takes a deep breath and flicks it on. Heart thumping, on less than solid legs, he moves slowly towards Black Beauty until he can read the lines of text written across the uncreased paper.

			admitit thinkofalltheextratime noquestionsnopressure

			There’s no delay this time. The new line—written underneath the previous ones—induces heart-pounding anxiety and a feeling of weightlessness that forces Tom to crouch. A million theories rush through his head, but none of them are plausible. Was it him? Another childish rant? Perhaps she wrote it? No, she didn’t get the chance. Besides, I screwed it up and threw it in the bin. 

			Am I losing my fucking mind?

			Remaining in the position for a while, he waits for the black floaters to dissipate and for the feeling of weightlessness to pass. Finally, he slowly gets to his feet and removes the paper from the carriage. He rips it up, first into halves, then quarters, carrying on until the pieces are too small to tear. Eyeing the forever seductive drinks cabinet in the corner, he considers a tipple to help alleviate unease. Instead, he defiantly walks to the kitchen, discarding the remnants of the paper in the bin and returning to bed.

			***

			The day comes and goes without any flashes of brilliance—only distraction and whisky—but at least no menacing messages from the machine. His anxiety levels show no sign of letting up, as he considers it’s already the end of the week, and he still hasn’t written anything new. He can’t go back, though, not to that—interminable boredom and stress. But his mind is consumed by the fact that today is Friday, which means dinner out with her awful friends, an unbearable evening of superficial conversation that cements his lack of faith in humanity. What car are you driving? Who are you wearing? Where are you holidaying? Who are you fucking?

			Fuck them all.

			***

			“So, Tom, how’s the writing going? Are we going to see the movie soon?” Richard asks.

			Tom eyes the clueless prick before taking another swig from his glass. “Working on it. Genius doesn’t happen overnight, though.”

			In the background, he hears a snigger from Fiona that induces a wry smile from Richard.

			“What’s it about, Tom? Can we have a clue?” Richard persists.

			“It’s about the hopelessness of humanity,” Tom replies, unsmiling.

			The waiter comes over with the main course, inadvertently breaking some of the tension.

			“How’s the new car, Richard? Looks sweet!” Gary offers enthusiastically.

			“Oh, don’t start him off on the car, Gary. It’s his new love; it’s all he talks about at work,” Yvonne interjects.

			But Richard begins giving everyone the low down—the speeds it can reach, the people he has left at the traffic lights, the looks he gets from women. He’s in his element, centre of attention, and Fiona is lapping up every word.

			Tom excuses himself and pulls a seat at the bar. Nursing his drink, he watches the table continue their rabble about things, places, and people he doesn’t care for. He observes Fiona as she frequently glances towards Richard with almost childish awe. Her body language is different, too—exaggerated—and she keeps flicking her hair and pulling at the lobe of her ear. Even her laughter sounds off. It feels surreal to him, watching the person he spends so much time with behaving so differently. It could be the drink, but he suspects there might be more to it.

			He orders another drink, taking comfort in the clink of the ice cubes as he swirls the golden liquid around. Occasionally, he looks back at the table to find some of them looking over in his direction and laughing. But could that be paranoia? He’s not sure of anything anymore. 

			Some of them finally begin to stand and push their chairs in. Thank God!

			As they say their goodbyes, Tom catches Richard whispering something into Fiona’s ear. He doesn’t say anything in the taxi, though. Neither of them makes a sound as they make their way through the fake hopefulness of the neon night, back to slow and uncomfortable suburbia. He notices her face is already changing. The frown is returning, and the sparkle from her eyes is fading. Youthful enthusiasm has all but vanished.

			She’s plain old Fi once again as they roll up outside the house. She throws off her shoes and stumbles up to bed—all part of the Friday night routine. In a few minutes, she’ll be snoring, and Tom will be lying next to her, wide-eyed and waiting for an idea that will never come. The subsequent weekend will be full of resentment from both sides and a nagging itch that Tom will be unable to scratch. 

			He decides he’s not ready for the onslaught of normality and instead takes off his shoes and makes his way towards the drinks cabinet for a nightcap. From peripheral vision, he notices it immediately but refuses to acknowledge it this time. There’s no fucking way. He opens the cabinet, grabs the bottle of scotch by the neck, and affords himself two generous mouthfuls. There’s no satisfying burn, just an ominous feeling that things are going to get worse, much worse. Unable to ignore it any longer, he turns towards the typewriter and warily makes his approach.

			Dickandfisittinginatree

			shesfuckinghimtom fuckinghisbrainsout

			Two lines beneath the others, on paper that was torn to shreds the previous day. The same disregard for grammar and punctuation impossible to ignore even as the familiar feelings of confusion and disorientation wash over him. Only hours ago, this piece of paper was ripped to shreds and binned. Now it sits in the carriage with alleged reports of his wife’s infidelity. 

			What the fuck.

			Tom stares at the paper, reading the text repeatedly as if it might provide a clue or explanation. He feels too present, too aware, to put it down to losing his mind. The paper’s weighty feel as he pulls it out adds further tangibility to the fact that something else is going on. 

			Something quite impossible.

			He makes his way to the kitchen, this time opening the corner cupboard and reaching for the matches. He grabs one from the box and lights it only on the second attempt, his fingers trembling with urgency and unease. Marching across to the kitchen sink, Tom watches the words of torment disappear as the yellow flame hungrily consumes the tainted paper. 

			Tomorrow he will take Black Beauty back to the shop. His decision is made. Maybe the strange man knows something or can give him information about the previous owner, something to go on perhaps. It’s a long shot, but what has he got to lose aside from looking like a fool?

			Tom settles into the couch and stares towards Black Beauty for as long as his eyes will allow.

			***

			He wakes to find a new line written across the paper he recently set on fire.

			manoramousetom

			“This isn’t fucking funny!” 

			Ripping the paper from the carriage, he carries it through to the kitchen, wincing with each move. No liquor today. He throws the paper in the bin and takes a large step back, as though it’s heavy and sinister connotation may manifest itself into something further. 

			“Tom!”

			Am I losing it?  But the paper is there—in the bin—plain as day. 

			As he continues stepping back, he crosses into the lounge, but the hammer of the typewriter’s keys stops him dead in his tracks. It’s a short sharp burst, but one that leaves him shaking, and the contrastingly joyful ding from the carriage sends a shudder down his spine. 

			Slowly, he glances over his shoulder and eyes the sheet of paper that once again mockingly teases him.

			sortherouttom

			“Tom! What’s all the noise?”

			Another sharp burst of letters followed by the ominous ding: youreafuckingmousetom afuckingservant

			Oh, fuck! Fuck!

			He snatches at the paper and stuffs it into his pants pocket.

			“Tom!”

			“I’m coming, goddamn it!” he shouts in reply.

			As he walks through to the hallway, teeth digging into his lip so hard he can taste blood, Tom feels unhinged, as if he is not in control. He hears the hammer of keys behind but continues up the stairs, past wedding photographs depicting happier times.

			Fiona is still in bed, nursing her head. “Would you be a darling and get me some tablets, please?”

			“Are you fucking him?”

			Her brow furrows, and the immediate crevice that forms across her forehead splits it in two. He knows the look. She’s preparing for battle—and she usually wins. “Fucking who? What are you talking about, Tom?”

			“King Dick! Are you fucking him?”

			“Have you lost your mind, Tom? We’re both married. We’re not sixteen. I’m with you, and he’s with Laura. You know that! What has got into you?” 

			“You’ve done it before. I’ve seen the signs!”

			Fiona pushes herself up into a stronger position. She is on the offensive now. Battle lines are being drawn. “Are you going to hold that against me for the rest of my life? I was young, stupid, and drunk. Everyone makes mistakes! I thought we were over all of this. What is all this, Tom? What’s the real issue here?”

			“What did he whisper in your ear?”

			“When?”

			“Last night. I saw him say something as we were leaving.”

			“Christ, Tom, this is ridiculous. He just said that it was nice to see me, that’s all. He meant as a friend. Is it the book? Self-doubt again?”

			It stings immediately. Tom perches himself at the end of the bed. There’s a lump in his throat, and pressure is developing behind his eyes. He bites harder into his lip, but it does no good; the tears begin, and in a matter of seconds, he’s overtaken with familiar feelings of self-hatred and the emasculation of failure. 

			“Look, Tom, I’ve tried my best to accommodate this mid-life crisis, but look what it’s doing to you, to us. Perhaps it’s time you moved on, got back to work?”

			He can hear her words, and they fill him with endless sadness. The thought of going back to that place is more than he can bear. 

			What is happening to me? 

			“You spend too much time alone, Tom. Your head is so full of fantasy that you’re losing your grip on reality. Honestly, I think it’s time to call it a day. You gave it your best shot, Tom.”

			There is a weight to her words that falls heavy on his shoulders, a crushing honesty that makes it difficult to breathe. The anger has already left, replaced with a child-like fragility. He looks towards her, but the returning look of pity that pours from her eyes is of little consolation.

			“Besides, we’re running through our savings far too quickly, Tom.”

			It’s over. I’ve failed.

			She shuffles across to him, placing a hand on his cheek. “So, you’ll ring the office on Monday?”

			He puts his head into her neck and reluctantly mumbles a “yes.” 

			They stay like that for a while, Fiona stroking the back of his head tenderly. “Any chance of those tablets now, silly?” she whispers.

			“Sure.”

			“Tom,” she utters, just as he gets to the door. 

			“Yes, dear.”

			“I’m meeting Felice later for coffee. She and John are going through a few things, that’s why she wasn’t there last night. But how about we go for lunch later—the Italian in the square perhaps?

			Tom nods and forces a smile. “Sounds nice, dear.”

			There’s no sharp intake of breath or churning on the stomach as he reaches the bottom of the stairs, noticing the paper in the carriage. He simply lets out a sigh. It’s just how it is now. Solemnly, he walks over to the typewriter to read its latest appraisal.

			schmucklaughingstockpussy

			Tom dutifully checks his pockets. Of course, impossibly empty.

			He angrily rips the paper from Black Beauty. “Just popping out, love,” he shouts, grabbing his jacket from the rack in the hallway. An array of emotions spiral through his head as he carries Black Beauty towards the car; some relief to be getting it away from the house, but primarily disappointment that it didn’t provide the inspiration he was looking for. A masterpiece or your money back. It’s the end of a dream, a failed escape from boredom and mediocrity.

			It’s the end of a story that never truly started.

			He thumbs the address into his phone and heads off. Even after all its taunting, Tom has immense respect for the beast in the back. In the rearview mirror, it glistens magnificently in the morning sun, suggesting a level of prestige that he just could not live up to. Perhaps it’s just waiting for a talented enough author, someone who can conjure a true masterpiece. Maybe then, the respect will be mutual.

			Denver Street, here we go. Just a bit further down. But there’s something very different about the place, something that makes his skin tighten. He rolls the car to a stop as he approaches the end of the street. Turning it around, he slowly drives back. No sign of the emporium, though, as if it never existed at all, the street boasting only derelict houses decorated with graffiti and furnished with boards across the windows. 

			No way!

			Tom sits in the car for a while, pondering what is happening to him. Questions run through his head in no particular order, and he has answers for none of them. What does he do with the typewriter now? Is Fiona lying? Does he just concede failure? How can he possibly face going to work?

			Eventually, he starts the engine and begins to drive, with no destination in mind, just an urge to stay away from the house for as long as possible. In the distance, a neon sign catches his attention: Liquor. His thirst is immediate and overriding. He pulls up at the shop, and as soon as he enters, feels self-judgement kicking in, but purchases a bottle of scotch, nevertheless.

			Sitting back behind the wheel with the bottle in hand, he catches sight of Black Beauty in the rearview mirror, loaded and ready to go. Once again, the paper is flawlessly erect and home to the same messages of torment, plus one more line. He turns to look at the latest offering: shesatitrightnowtom

			Tom urgently unscrews the lid and takes in some of the liquid. 

			Need to get rid of it. 

			Decision made; he screws the cap on and starts the drive towards the tip. The typewriter has only brought him more grief; perhaps this will at least allow him to move on from such insanity.

			As if on cue, the familiar hammering of the keys begins again. 

			Don’t look, Tom. Just drive.

			He can see the carriage moving in the mirror, and it takes everything he has to resist the urge to stop. Nearly there. 

			Finally, after what seems like an eternity, he pulls inside the gates and parks next to one of the large half-full metal bins.

			Ignore it, Tom! Ignore it! 

			Hand on the door handle, he lets out a sigh as he turns his head, giving in to the inevitable moment of weakness and curiosity.

			adelphihotel 

			The knot in his stomach reminds him of its residence. He taps the address into his phone with shaking fingers and wheel skids out the gates. Houses pass, traffic lights change as he drifts in and out of autopilot, his mind consumed by confusion, jealousy, and rage. He wants it to be a lie, for all of this to be some twisted manifestation of crippling paranoia and self-doubt. Two streets away—people on the corner chatting and laughing—are they in on it too? 

			Just as the hotel comes into view, the keys hammer down again in another short torrent of madness. The Adelphi, missing the E on the sign, is perhaps thirty storeys high—brown, depressing, and more than a little seedy. Tom parks the car and glances back at Black Beauty: roomd46. 

			Making his way to the entrance, he finds no security waiting at the gate and not a soul behind the reception desk. He’s no idea of his intentions but begins to sprint urgently up the stairs, momentarily wondering why boy wonder would bring her to such a place and why Fiona would accept such a rendezvous. But then it clicks—no chance of bumping into a familiar face—the perfect place for such a sordid affair.

			There it is, D46. Discreetly looking up and down the corridor, and with nobody else in sight, he tiptoes across, placing his ear against the door. Muffled laughs and muted voices stir more anger. The door is inevitably going to be locked.

			Slinking away to the corner of the corridor, he grabs his phone from his pocket. There’s no grand plan here. Nearly twenty minutes pass before the elevator pings, and after what seems like an eternity, a young couple finally steps out, looking as though they haven’t a care in the world. Frantically, Tom begins to tap at his phone keys. They eye him warily, sniggering as they unlock the door to a room on the opposite side.

			Five more minutes pass, and he hears the click of a door. They’re coming.

			Heart pumping, taking in rapid breaths of stale air, he shuffles nervously against the wall. Voices; louder this time. He knows that it’s Fiona, even before he sees her. And dickhead. They step out of the room—one last kiss—and now she is off towards the stairs.

			Tom gives it five minutes and follows her. A small part of him wants to lay down and concede, let the world do its worst, but another, the part that makes him slam his fist into the wall on the way down, wants so much more.

			Black Beauty. So sturdy and reliable. How can he possibly get rid of it now, when all it has done is provide him with truths?

			He doesn’t need her; all she has done is distract and let him down. How is he supposed to concentrate on the job at hand? It’s time to move on. As he swings the doors of the hotel open, cool fresh air rolls over him, and it’s a welcome relief from the staleness of the makeshift brothel. He marches to the car, his mind continuing to play out all possible scenarios, but there’s one that keeps haunting him. Without her, he can write all the time, just him and Black Beauty. 

			There’s magic in that machine, and he just needs to find a way to channel it. Imagine what we can achieve together.

			Wedontneedhertom is the new message on the paper.

			“Damn right!” 

			He sinks more of the golden liquid and performs another extended wheel skid, to the sound of more hammering keys.

			He turns, just as the movement of the carriage comes to an end: shewontgoeasilytom

			The raucous beep of a horn gets his attention, and he swivels around, dragging the steering wheel to the right just in time to avoid the oncoming truck. Fuck! He takes another few swigs of whisky en route to calm his nerves, rehearsing the imminent confrontation. 

			She won’t get out of this one.

			Pulling up the driveway behind Fiona’s car, he takes two more mouthfuls for courage and swings his door open. Carefully and affectionately, he takes Black Beauty from the back seat and places it back into its rightful place.

			He can hear Fiona upstairs in the shower. She’s singing. Fucking singing!

			Affectionately, he strokes his fingers across the top row of keys and sits down on the couch, shifting uncomfortably from one position to the next, a mixture of nerves and excitement. He stiffens at the familiar squeak of the seventh step. 

			Confrontation has never been his strong point; he buckles too easily. It’s the story of their marriage. He can see it so clearly now, how one-sided it’s been. All this time, he thought he was the weak link—neglectful, too caught up in his dreams of becoming a writer—everything his fault. But he’s been brainwashed. She just wanted him to feel weak; vulnerable. But no more. She’s been caught red-handed this time, and she can’t get out of this one.

			“Hi, love. I didn’t hear you come in,” she says, rubbing her hair with the towel, the whiteness of the dressing gown casting a contrasting innocence.

			“Just got in. How was coffee?”

			“Haven’t been yet. Just got out of bed; having a bit of a lazy day,” she chirps.

			Her face is hidden behind the towel. She can’t hide forever.

			“Funny. I swear I just saw your car about ten minutes ago.”

			“It can’t have been me, darling,” she replies, drying her hair with now impressive ferocity.

			Heart racing and stomach churning, Tom digs his fingers into his legs, trying to keep a lid on his rage.

			“I saw you, Fi. With him.”

			She finally stops drying her hair, letting the towel fall away.

			He studies her features, the initial and immediate defensive hardening and tightening of the forehead, giving way to a resigned softness and vulnerability that suits her much more. As her face visibly relaxes, her eyes begin to glisten, and her shoulders drop. She falls back into the chair with a long deep sigh. Wiping a fresh tear away, she looks up towards Tom. 

			Spill it, dear.

			Her gaze continues towards him for what seems like an eternity until she finally leans forward in the chair and says, “I’m sorry, Tom. I just feel so—so lonely. He pays me attention, makes me feel special, important. I feel like I’ve lost you—to the writing. Even when you’re not sitting at that bloody desk, you’re always away in fantasy land. You’re not here with me. Not present.” 

			“How could you possibly feel important at that shitty hotel? And is that all it takes? A bit of attention for you to spread your legs. After ten years of marriage?

			He tries to remain calm; composed. She’s too good at the switch, turning things around on him. She does it all the time. 

			“It helps, Tom,” she snaps, shedding more tears.

			“For fuck’s sake, Fi. I rub your feet, cook your food; I’m like a servant tending to your every need. What more do you want from me?”

			“I want you to want to be here with me, to talk to me, interact as other couples do. You’re always so obsessed with your stories. I may as well not exist! I just want to feel loved, Tom.”

			She is hysterical now, sobbing—head buried into her hands and shoulders heaving. Tom doesn’t recall her ever looking as fragile.

			Oh, well done, Fi.

			Rage is beginning to subside into confusion and inevitable self-hatred. He knows she’s right, though; that’s the problem. He’s given her up for his only true love—writing, storytelling. The lump in his throat is back, and he digs his fingers further into his legs to keep the tears at bay.

			“So, what now?” Tom asks.

			He was ready for a full-blown argument—words they would regret and all sorts of slander and abuse, but so far, it’s been a tame affair of truths and admissions.

			“You have to choose. It’s me or the writing, Tom. I refuse to be your second choice anymore.”

			“You can’t make me choose, Fi. This is my passion. Without this, I’m just—I’m just—”

			“You were happy, Tom. Once. We were happy! You’ve been at this for two years now, but all we have to show for it is a wrecked marriage and a big hole in our savings! We agreed a year at the most, but nothing is happening, Tom. I’m sorry. I know it’s a bitter pill to swallow, but it just might be that you’re not good enough!”

			Her words crush him. They’re words he has internalised many times, but from someone else, someone that is supposed to love him, they go deeper and hurt more—a finger in an open wound.

			“Maybe if you had just let me get on with it and occasionally lifted your fucking finger around the house, it would have been different! Maybe if you didn’t insist on trying to change me so fucking much, I might have it in my heart to love you!” 

			Fiona’s eyes widen, and her mouth drops. Tom’s not sure if it is surprise or fear; it’s a new look, but one that provides him with a surprising amount of satisfaction.

			“Tom, I’m the one with the job, earning money so you can live in fantasy land.”

			Suddenly, Black Beauty’s keys begin to hammer in the background, and both instinctively turn towards the typewriter. The thundering noise ceases abruptly, giving way to an ominous silence. 

			Ding! 

			More words thunder from his faithful machine—another ding, another short burst, and then a heavy silence once again falls.

			Fiona turns back to Tom, “What the—” 

			“I’m doing this for us. For a better life! Can’t you see that? So, you don’t have to work anymore at that shitty job!”

			 “How is that possible?” she finally says, beginning her walk towards Black Beauty.

			“Fi!”

			“What is this, Tom?” she asks, reaching towards the paper.

			“Fi, don’t!”

			She leans in towards the machine, reading each of the lines. “I don’t understand. What’s going on? We don’t need her, Tom. What does that mean? And who’s we? And—”

			There’s nothing to hide now. It’s all out there. He walks over to her side and begins to read the three newly created messages.

			sheslyingagaintom 

			theywilllaughandfuck 

			andlaughsomemore

			“I’m scared, Tom. What’s going on?”

			He opens his mouth, but there’s nothing to add. 

			Keys thump against the paper, and they watch the words form together: 

			letswriteyourmasterpiecetom

			Ding!

			onlyoneendingheretom

			Ding!

			killhertom

			“What the fuck, Tom!” Fiona mutters, slowly backing away towards the door.

			“Fi, let’s just talk about this.”

			“Stay away from me.”

			Ding!

			Wecantlethergotom

			Ding!

			shesseentoomuch

			Switching focus between Tom and the typewriter, Fiona reaches blindly for the handle. Tom’s mind is running a thousand thoughts per minute—panic and confusion—but Black Beauty has only served him well, been straight with him all the way, unlike anyone else. 

			Besides, they have a masterpiece to write.

			As she grabs the handle, he rushes towards her, slamming her against the wall so hard, the mirror crashes to the floor and splinters glass around them. Her nails instinctively reach for his face but slide down both cheeks without effect. She lets out a loud and piercing scream, a sound of pure terror that Tom can only equate to late-night movies. High on adrenaline, the events all feel surreal to Tom, as though he is watching from above.

			He knocks her flailing arms away and slides his right hand across her mouth. The muffled pleas are no easier to bear. She kicks her legs out in desperation, sending fragments of glass sliding across the floor, but he has his other arm wrapped around her throat and easily drags her off balance. 

			“Shh,” he whispers.

			She manages to get a hand on the door frame, but he kicks it away easily. Nothing from Black Beauty; he has this anyway. They’re in the living room now, her legs kicking helplessly and aimlessly at the air until he finally heaves her across the couch. 

			Breathing heavily, face carved with lines of terror, she screams again. He makes to hit her—a threat to try and get her to shut up—but the scream continues. It’s the fucking weekend. And just before his fist connects with her face, there’s a look of disbelief in her eyes that will stay with him until they put him in the ground. She slumps back against the upholstery and slowly slides down until her bloody mouth comes to rest on the arm of the couch. A garbled moan escapes her as she tries ineffectually to push herself up. 

			He pauses, hearing her words in his head, “you are not good enough.”

			All the lies, all the deceit—like butter wouldn’t melt.

			He can hear keys tapping in his head, but no movement from Black Beauty. He’s writing his own story now. He’s in control. It’s got to be a good ending, fitting. She reaches out towards him, tears rolling across her face into the damp fabric beneath.

			“I’m sorry, Fi. This was how it was meant to be. This is my story.”

			He reaches across to the desk, heaving Black Beauty into his arms. There’s no going back now; he knows what he must do. Tom lifts the typewriter into the air and holds it there for a while, in position, watching as his wife manages to raise herself slightly on the journey to regaining some composure. You’ve crossed the line, Tom. He scrutinizes her movement, each failed attempt, each mini success. He observes her features, the hope, the despair, and it turns his stomach with grief and sadness. But this is work now, this is research—he’s well past the point of return, and this is good material—depth for the story. She finally manages to lift her head towards him and eyes the machine held high above his head like a trophy. Tom studies the fear and realisation in her face, making a note to detail the way her adrenaline appears to surge, her moves suddenly stronger and more deliberate as though survival instinct is reanimating her. She thrusts herself up, but her arms suddenly give way, and she’s back to vulnerability. 

			“Pl—”

			Before she can raise her arms in defence, he brings the typewriter down onto her head, gravity doing most of the work. There’s a dull thud, followed by another garbled moan. Lifting the machine to observe the damage, he notes the misshapen nose and dark blood that is beginning to pool. He directs a dry retch towards the carpet.

			She’s still alive, though. 

			He brings it down again, lifts it, down again, lifts it, down again, and suddenly he’s in a frenzy, veins popping from aching arms and bloody saliva rolling down his chin. Somewhere in the fit of rage, he’s sure he hears her skull crack. Even as her struggles cease, Tom continues the relentless pounding until his efforts are accompanied only by a horrific sloshing noise. Heaving for breath, he finally takes a step back and begins to sob like a child.

			There’s a moment of disbelief, that feeling of dream-like detachment again that sends his head spinning and the room closing in. 

			A sudden and painful twinge down his spine snaps him back into reality. 

			I’ve just killed my wife.

			He lets out a small yelp, wincing as he lifts the machine from the wasteland that was once his wife’s head. It’s covered with blood and skin, and goodness knows what else. The paper, though, is unblemished aside from those menacing lines of text.

			Taking a step back, he places Black Beauty on the desk. The grief is passing quicker than expected, and his skin is prickling with excitement at the thought of writing his story. With a spring in his step, Tom walks through to the kitchen and puts the kettle on. Shuffling from foot to foot, he puts a teaspoon of coffee into a cup and begins to whistle. There’s a bird on the fence outside; it warily cocks its head and returns his stare. 

			“I’ve just killed my wife,” he confesses.

			The bird flies off, uninterested.

			The click of the kettle startles him, and he fills his cup and returns to the living room, sloshing some over the brim onto the floor. But there’s nobody to tell him off anymore. It’s just him and Black Beauty. And—

			There’s no longer a mark on it. No blood, no skin, no bone. Nothing. It’s as good as new.

			From the pocket of Fiona’s pants, the familiar sound of a text message sounds. Miss you already. How are you? No name, just a number.

			“She’s been better.”

			He walks quickly through the house, drawing curtains and pulling down blinds on the way—making sure all the windows and doors are locked. He cannot be disturbed. 

			Finally, he sits down to write his story.

			With fresh paper in the carriage, he begins to type everything just as it happened. The words come quickly and easily, and this time it’s his fingers hammering the keys into the thick and luxurious paper. He gets up only when he must, for the toilet or a glass of water. He doesn’t eat, doesn’t wash-but he is on a roll. 

			The house phone rings, the mail is delivered, and the world goes on around him. Someone knocks at the door, but he doesn’t get up. It’s a fucking masterpiece, no time for breaks. He doesn’t even notice the smell that is starting to develop, so lost is he in a familiar world of betrayal, revenge, and magic. 

			Flies start to circle him, occasionally landing on the white paper. Tom flails and roars in disgust. Pages pile up, but Tom is relentless. He knows he is racing against time. He pushes through the pain, hands like claws, and two days straight without sleep. How could he possibly sleep with this story inside him? The phone starts to ring more frequently, and there is yet another knock at the door and more shouting outside. But Tom is in the zone, at one with Black Beauty, and they’re a million miles away on a fantastical journey together.

			So close to the end now. How many days have gone by? He lives the emotion of the story, the tears, the laughter, the grief, and the ultimate freedom to write the fucking thing. More knocks at the door, this time more frantic and urgent. Louder voices. Someone is calling his name. The pain in his shoulders and neck is now crippling, but he carries on—words in his head that must make it to paper.

			“Nearly finished. Nearly finished,” he chants to himself.

			Fingers thrashing away, his nerve endings sing with pain. Come on. 

			He hears glass shatter—possibly the front door. So close now. 

			Voices louder and sharper, he hears the click of the door. 

			Wait.

			The first cop enters the room, young and nervous, gun shaking towards Tom. “Step away from the desk, hands above your head!” he orders. 

			“So close, just a few seconds,” he mumbles.

			“Do it now,” the cop shouts, trying to steady his hands. It’s all he can do to not vomit on the spot.

			Tom continues to write, muttering under his breath with every stroke.

			“Just let me finish—last few lines!”

			Another cop enters the room, older, carrying himself in the way only those with years of experience can. “What the hell is going on?” he says to his pale-faced colleague.

			“This guy. He’s fucking crazy,” the kid replies.

			“Nearly done, guys!”

			The second cop begins his approach. “Don’t make me make you!”

			“One more minute,” Tom pleads.

			“There’s no fucking paper in the machine, punk!” the veteran cop screams.

			And as Tom plunges his fingers down for the last few times, he watches with disbelief and confusion as the key hammers into only the blackness of the ribbon. Into oblivion. 

			“No! No, that’s not possible!”

			Grabbing him roughly by the shoulders, the cop hoists him from the chair. 

			“No! That’s not right. I’ve just written my fucking masterpiece!”

			His hands are quickly cuffed, and the cop marches him towards the door.

			“People have got to see my work!” Tom screams in the street. “It’s fucking genius!”

			“Shut up!” the cop says, forcing him in the back seat of the car.

			The younger one gets in the passenger seat, still white as a sheet.

			“You get all sorts of weirdo’s in this job, son,” the older one says as he starts the engine and pulls away slowly.

			Tom rocks back and forth in the seat, staring out the window, no longer sure of anything. He recognizes some people from the street staring into the car as though he was some sort of circus freak. Perhaps he is. 

			What have I done?

			Each street of the car journey brings its own set of buildings and people. Sounds of laughter and shouting; stories to be told, but not for him, not anymore.

			He spots something in the distance. The sign. It’s—the emporium!

			“That’s it! That’s the place where I got Black Beauty. You must listen! There’s something not right—something—”

			“I won’t tell you again. Shut it!” the older one says.

			“But—”

			“Shut it!”

			As they get closer to the store, Tom sees a figure standing outside. The jet-black hair is a giveaway. 

			Traffic lights change to red. There’s something in the man’s hand.

			Paper? Pages?

			As the owner starts walking towards the car, Tom presses his face against the car window.

			“Look, he knows—the guy with the black hair—he’s going to tell you everything! He’s got my book, see!”

			“It’s your last warning, you crazy bastard!” the old one screams.

			Why can’t they see him?

			Only inches away from the rear window now, the owner winks at Tom as he peels off the first page and thrusts it towards the window.

			k saw the old Smith Corona, he knew it had to be his. He had seen a few over the years, but nothing compared to this one, with its slick black sheen and undeniable aura of importance.

			“Guys—look, he’s right here, standing next to the fucking car. That’s my book! Why won’t you fucking listen?”

			The younger one turns his head and casts a glance out the window to satisfy Tom’s request. “There’s no one there, man.”

			“Fucking crazy bastard! Probably get off by pleading insanity,” the older one comments.

			Tom turns his attention back to the owner once more and observes the manic smile stretching across his face. He watches him let go of the first page, and as the paper impossibly begins a journey upwards towards the clouds, not even a rustle from the nearby trees.

			The owner releases the second page, then the next, and then the lot, each sheet taking off on its unique path. 

			“It was a masterpiece!” the black-haired man shouts through the window.

			The traffic lights turn green, and they slowly move away. Tom slinks back into the chair, watching his manuscript dissipate in front of his very eyes. Such a bittersweet ending.

			He knew he had it in him. 

			My masterpiece.

			***

			The store owner checks himself in the antique mirror on the wall, sighing as he eyes the small stream of ink running down his left cheek. “Goddamn it!” he mumbles. 

			He lifts his fringe to reveal the three sixes etched into his scalp, deep wells of ink that bubble and swirl with ferocious intensity. It always happens when he gets over-excited, and boy, does he have a good feeling about Gerald.

			It takes two plastic cups to collect all the over-spill, and he places both on his desk and out of sight. He’ll use the ink to soak more ribbon later. 

			Gerald should be home by now, the storeowner thinks, hopping from foot to foot with glee. Nice guy, very well-mannered, and dressed smartly, too. The trilby might have been overkill, though. He couldn’t wait to get the typewriter in the back of his car. Twenty dollars short, but it’s never about the money. 

			The storeowner skips to the back of the store, whistling cheerfully and very out of tune. There’s my beauty. Stretching across some of the other treasures, he grabs the shiny red Smith Corona and carries it over to the counter. The ribbon is fresh, loaded with his special ink. 

			Oh, how exciting. 

			He sprays the antique mirror with the liquid from the green bottle and smears it carefully across the surface. As he rubs his hands together, a strange little noise leaves his lips, accompanied by an excited shiver down his spine. His master loved the last one, but something tells him this story will be the true masterpiece. He excitedly loads the red Corona with a fresh sheet of special paper.

			In the mirror, he can see the inside of Gerald’s living room—comfy but drab. The typewriter sits on top of a large wooden dining table, underneath a rather nice chandelier, and already loaded with paper. 

			He watches and waits.

			Gerald pulls a chair up and relaxes into it. He sits there for a while, looking thoughtful, occasionally lifting his fingers above the keys and then dropping them back down to his side again. Distraction stage two kicks in as he scratches the back of his neck and runs his hands through his thinning hair multiple times. Trilby makes sense now, the owner thinks. 

			There’s a voice from somewhere else in the house.

			“One minute!” Gerald shouts.

			This time, the voice is louder and sharper, and the store owner watches the woman stomp into the room with her hands on her hips and eyebrows almost joining in a V-shape. “Gerald, have you taken the dog for a walk yet?”

			“Oh, you are going to be a lot of fun,” the storeowner utters.

			Gerald brings his fingers back over the typewriter and frowns. As she marches out the room in disgust, his fingers finally come down hard towards the keyboard, and the keys from both typewriters begin to hammer simultaneously into the paper. 

			bitch.

			The store owner smiles and rubs his hands together again as he watches Gerald roughly grabbing the paper and disappearing out of the room. Softly but purposefully, he begins to type something on the red Corona. Again, both sets of keys do their stuff. A single line is written beneath the word bitch across paper that sits in both machines.

			It’s started, the man with the jet-black hair thinks to himself. 

			He thinks of himself merely as the director. The mirror gives him some material, and he provides the prompts, but the characters write themselves. Each one is different with their own demons and scale of emotions. 

			Best job in the world, the storeowner thinks.

			End.

			***

			Mark Towse is an Englishman living in Australia. He would sell his soul to the devil or anyone buying if it meant he could write full-time. Alas, he left it very late to begin this journey, penning his first story since primary school at the ripe old age of 45. Since then, he’s been published in the likes of Flash Fiction Magazine, The Dread Machine, Cosmic Horror, Suspense Magazine, ParABnormal, Raconteur, etc. 

			His work has also appeared on many exceptional podcasts such as The Grey Rooms, No Sleep, Creepy, Chilling Tales for Dark Nights, Tales to Terrify, etc. His debut novella ‘Nana’ was published earlier this year by D&T Publishing, and his recent novella release, ‘Hope Wharf,’ has just been released, currently available in paperback with Kindle to follow.
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			The Ocean Ogre

		

		
			By Dana Carroll

			Originally published in Weird Tales July 1937

		

		
			“I turned to regard what was Gervais... To my surprise I perceived a slit deep in the folds of his neck, very much like the breathing-organs of a fish.”

		

		
			JUNE 2.—Our stiff canvas, faded and gray, hangs lifeless from the yardarms. We are stilled in one of the great calms. There is slowly rising water in the well, and our food is nearly gone. We heave on the greasy, heavy water, foul and green. The fog hides all from view. I confess that I am afraid. What an expressive word is despair! Luckily a flying-fish came scudding over the rails this morning.

			June 3.—The fog has lifted a bit, but there is no relief in sight. The seven of us worked all last night on the pipes, until our backs ached and our hands were raw. The crew seems gruff and surly, but I haven’t the heart to assert my authority at a time like this. They don’t realize how near death they are. I write for record only, for who knows what may happen in the next few days? We are at present in the open sea a thousand miles from land. A fine situation for the skipper of the Jolly Waterman! Three months ago I had a full crew and a lucky boat, but now—scurvy isn’t pleasant. No, sir, not pleasant at all.

			June 4.—Hope! I have given up even entertaining the word. By working desperately we are able to keep the water in the well down, but our hardtack is nearly gone. We have pumped and sweated on empty stomachs for twelve hours. Losier collapsed. He folded like the others, but thank God he died quietly. No reproachful blasphemies heaped on my head. Just a tired fading, glad it was all over.

			June 5.—It was funny. Another flying-fish came aboard today, and Herbie Tastrum made a dive for it. He looked like a maniac as he slid along the deck, filling his belly with splinters. He caught it between his two hands and bit into it, and finally disposed of it, bones and all. I was a bit put out. He could have divided it. I could shred a donkey’s carcass in my present state. Yet, I write it was funny.

			June 6.—Our case is desperate. No two ways about it, something has to happen, and soon. There isn’t a breath of air stirring, and Hanson is below, unable to raise a limb. The five of us are able to keep the water down, but we are tired —dog-tired.

			June 7.—We have one thing to be thankful for, the water hasn’t risen much in the last twelve hours. Not that we would pump it out if it did. We are too tired to pump. We lie on the decks and curse, and make faces at the sky. I lost my temper many times today, but I am suffering acutely. Why do I continue to write futilely in this log book which no one will ever read?
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			June 8.—We are saved! What glorious good luck! A boatload of provisions and a jolly companion to cheer us up. He says he is the sole survivor of the Kini William. You have probably heard of the King. A finer brig never put out from Marseilles. A hurricane and a leak did for her. Six or seven pulled away in the longboat, but my friend (what else could you call your savior?) threw them overboard. They died first, of course. They died from fright, or from drinking salt water. My friend didn’t elaborate on details, but not liking the unsociable company of corpses, he naturally disposed of them. That’s his story, and I accepted it at its face value. I am not a man to go poking about and asking questions. It’s enough that he brought us a boatload of provisions and his own buoying companionship. He has actually injected spirit. We were growing to loathe each other, we five. He calls himself Alain Gervais.

			June 11.—Gervais (he insisted we call him that) has been with us now for three days. He has the run of the ship, and I have turned the mate’s cabin over to him. The mate has no further need for a cabin—he spends his nights rolling on the ocean floor. Gervais is tall and emaciated. His face is oyster-colored, drawn and haggard. His eyes are set deeply in dark caverns and actually seem to consume you. There is something devastating about those eyes; sometimes they seem a hundred years old. His forehead is high and as yellow and dry as parchment, and his nose is shaped like a simitar. With long, gangling arms and thick wrists he presents an awesome picture. A very peculiar fellow now that I get to know him better. But he is one of us.

			June 12.—Gervais has kept more to himself. He remained locked in his cabin all morning, and answered my anxious questions curtly, through the closed door. But I was too busy to investigate; there is a chill in the air that encourages hope for a wind in the near future. Some of the crew seem too tired to work. They came across a bottle of rum in Losier’s locker, and by mixing it with salt water they concocted an elixir to alleviate their suffering. Who am I to assert my authority, but I hope for the first breeze, as it will surely bolster the ship’s morale. At that time I plan to regain my old power of discipline.

			June 13.—A breeze is surely coming. It is eerily still, all around us, except for a sharp report every now and then, as another deck plank snaps under the direct rays of a broiling sun. I am working frantically on a miserable substitute of a rudder. I am stripped to the waist, and the sweat rolls down into my eyes, almost blinding me. I have been over the side twice this afternoon for relief, but there is very little in the brackish water.

			June 14.—Gervais slept on the planks with the crew last night, and this morning he looks ten years younger. His face is flushed and full, and the greenish hollows have disappeared from beneath his eyes. But Hanson isn’t well. He complains of pains in his chest, and once or twice he spat a mixture of blood and rum. His big face seems sandpapered by age, and he is abnormally pale.

			June 15.—No breeze. Hanson is surely stricken. Death hovers over him like an impatient doorman. He lies in his cabin and groans, and I can do nothing for him. His pallor is genuinely alarming. Even his lips are bloodless. He complains of his nose, and noises in his ears. And Gervais has shown his first glints of ill-nature. His eyes smolder when he speaks, and for the first time I discern a hard cruelty in the man. He is an alarming personality.

			June 16.—Hanson died this morning. A horrible, racking death. It seemed as though he wanted to tell us something. I laid my ear on his broken, watery lips, but was unable to make out anything intelligible from his forced moaning. Gervais actually gloated over his death. What can it mean? Why such a metamorphosis in the man we befriended? He owes everything to our generosity. Human beings are utterly despicable, and I have lost faith in them. He gloats over the misfortunes of others. He actually smiled as we dropped poor Hanson into the sea. Imagine it!

			June 17.—There is still no wind. There is something unnatural about this floating hulk. Even the cook has noticed it.

			“It ain’t natural,” he said, “for a ship to smell like this, and that Gervais fellow’s cabin, phew! It not only stunk, but—”

			I clouted him behind the ear. “You’re a fool!” I shouted. “He’s all right.”

			You have a feeling that he knows more than ten ordinary men whenever he opens his mouth to tell one of his amazing yarns. And that tale of the French fleet he told yesterday was so real, so vivid! But it set me to thinking. I must confess the smell of Gervais’ cabin did horrify me. I entered it while Gervais was on deck, and the stench nearly laid me out. The place smelt like a charnel house. The odor of decaying shell-fish mingled with a peculiarly offensive and acrid smell that in some way suggested newly shed blood. Tonight I shall finish the rum. Oh, I will get gloriously drunk, but what does it matter?

			June 18.—Gervais has grown currish and cynical. He has assumed the authority to curse my men, and refuses to speak to me. This morning Harry Knudson went below to lie down. He was as white as a squid’s belly. All I could do was to perform a cursory examination. I told him to strip, and examined his entire body. He was pitifully lean and bloodless. Something had bitten him in the chest. A round discoloration showed plainly on the center of his chest, and in the very middle were two sharp incisions, from which blood and pus trickled ominously. I didn’t like the looks of it and told him so. Harry smiled grimly and turned over in his bunk.

			June 19.—Gervais seems to have appointed himself king of the ship. He does whatever he pleases. This morning he cut a strip of sail down and improvised a novel marquee for himself on the poop-deck. All during the late afternoon he reclined under the canvas, smoking his briar and gazing reflectively out to sea. None of the men approached him; they want as little as possible to do with so temperamental a person. We were all occupied forward when we heard a triumphant shout from Gervais. He was jumping around under his marquee and pointing over the side. It was Hanson’s body, floating face upward, not ten feet from the ship. His nose was gone, and his cheekbones protruding through the wasted skin. The water was so still he seemed to hang there, leering up at the ship. When we buried him yesterday, we sewed his body in canvas and weighted it. Evidently the stitching had loosened, and the suddenly released, air-filled body had popped to the top like a cork.

			June 20.—An unaccountable incident occurred on deck today. I am obliged to believe that Gervais is insane. Roland Perresson was working on the braces, and his hand accidentally slipped. He cut himself badly. The blood gushed down his arm, and we all feared he had severed an artery. His under lip trembled, but he didn’t complain or cry out. He simply walked with unsteady steps toward the fo’castle. Gervais was on the poop-deck, in his throne room, as we have begun to call it. The sight of Perresson’s uncertain steps somehow excited him. He made for Perresson. Perresson saw him coming, and stopped, a little puzzled, a little hopeful. In a moment Gervais had seized upon the injured arm. He gripped it forcefully and stuck it under his shirt Gervais was sweating and acting like one possessed. I feared for Perresson. The situation was unhealthy. I stepped forward to interfere. But when I reached them they were free of each other. Perresson held his arm and groaned.

			“There’s no blood on it,’’ he bellowed, “and it’s as cold as ice.’’

			I could only stand and stare. Is Gervais mad, or has he mastered some monstrous system of healing?

			June 21.—Roland Perresson is dead. I disposed of the body this morning. It was white and rigid, and I noticed an extraordinary discoloration above the wound on his wrist. From the elbow down, his arm was a bright green. I cannot explain it. Blood-poisoning, perhaps; but I will stand little more from Gervais. His presence has become odious to me.

			Something walked again tonight. It bent above my bed and I heard it gulp. We have become so few, we are mentally drawn together for protection against an alien evil. We are not certain what it is, but we must do something.

			JUNE 22.—This morning after a halfhearted gesture at making my rounds I retired to the ship’s library. It was fairly cool there and I thought I could get away from myself for a bit, although there is no breaking from this ship and sea and sky. But now I wish I hadn’t. I picked up an old water-stained parchment volume, called The Islands of France, a ridiculous miscellany of witchcraft and spirits. I chuckled to myself as I indolently flicked the pages until my interest was finally arrested by the childish awe and belief in the following:

			“There lies a beautiful island called Gautier off the southwest tip of France. You may walk from heavy ‘Druid’ depths of the forest to the brilliant blue glare of the ocean, where the fishermen spread out their nets of bright blue cord to dry, and fisherwomen make out at low tide to gather mussels, sold in the shell for two cents a quart. If you ask them what is the next land they reply, ‘L’Amerique est la-bas’—America is over there. They are a naïve folk, few of them ever having been away from the island. They will gladly tell you about the old legends of the island, and what’s more, believe them. There was the unfortunate Suzanne, the young girl, cruel or unfaithful to her lover, who was changed into a big black dog or female wolf. Unless she repented or a miracle restored her to her natural shape, she was doomed to lope, howling through the black naked woods, longing for death, until killed. Only a special bullet, properly blessed, could kill her, which made it difficult.

			“There were also the beak-faced hunchbacks, that lived in the sea. These deformed people made periodical raids on the good villagers. If they were displeased they had the unpleasant habit of dragging corpses through the streets with loud cries. And it didn’t take much to displease them, although no one could remember their ever having perpetrated bodily harm.

			“There were the ‘slacks’ or noisy drones. Spirits of those that had met a violent death, they wandered through the night, repeating the cries of agony with which they had died, often from age to age. The old fisherwomen even yet hear them howling on long winter nights.

			“There were, and according to the belief of many still are, sorcerers and sorceresses; they are looked upon as out-siders, feared, hated and never touched. It is a form of our ancient and respectable belief in witchcraft. If you meet one in your path, to avoid destruction you must immediately make the sign of the cross, seize a piece of earth, and hold it above your head, because between two pieces of earth, the ground under your feet and the piece held in a quivering hand above your head, no evil spirit can harm you.

			“It is a dangerous sign on this island when those little corpse-dragging dwarfs ring a bell as they go along, for that means another death; a bad sign also if a church bell rings without any hand touching it.

			“Those are still living who have seen the dames blanches—white ladies—howling in the night at church doors, seeking salvation and relief.

			“Alain Gervais, the villagers relate, was swimming with other youths of his age in the St. Jacques basin; of a frolicsome and adventurous nature, he swam some distance from shore. According to another youth who was making his way to Alain at all possible speed, he took what seemed an intentional surface dive, and did not appear again. Many hours were spent fruitlessly diving for his body. A few years later, one of the boys, now grown into a man, was stationed at the watch of a fishing-boat, when he saw the rough caricature of a man, diving and breaking for air a short distance from his craft. He insisted he recognized Gervais.”

			A few lame conjectures followed, on the ability of a man being enabled to live at the bottom of the sea.

			I remember flinging the book from me as if it were some abhorrent dead thing, and rising weakly, I made my way on deck with a troubled mind.

			June 23.—I buttonholed Peter Bunce this morning forward of the lee scuppers. I told him in ragged, forceful exclamations just what I had read. He ponderously turned my story over in his numbed brain. His eyes rolled crazily and his mouth sagged. His face turned yellow, but he caught himself with determination.

			“We must act at once,” he said.

			June 24.—Our plans have been worked out. Peter and I are to bunk together tonight. We have my revolver and a razor-sharp, double-edged knife. Peter contends that the knife will be necessary. He insistently babbles of vampires and other blood-sucking demons. His obsession took an active form this noon. He jumped up and stepped around deftly, brandishing his knife in dark corners, and lunging wildly in offensive alacrity, cutting an imaginary victim to bits. I smiled rather wanly. Finally, exhausted, he slumped down on a stool, his head between his hands. My smile faded as I contemplated his abject dejection. Frankly, we don’t know what to expect.

			June 25.—It is over—poor Peter is gone—but Gervais will trouble us no more. I am stunned, horrified, but I owe it to Peter to write it all out.

			I lay awake in my bunk, flat on my back, and the gnawed beams above me twitched like raw tendons. I had that tight, sick feeling of excitement twisting my stomach. We distinctly heard the door creak on its hinges. Something poised itself in the doorway. The door closed and it slid snake-like into the room. We could hear the thing gulp. Peter gripped my arm. I made ready to strike a match. I stiffened until its soft, slimy approach became unbearable; then I waited until it swayed at the foot of my bunk, until its green, glassy eyes were vaguely discernible in the almost total blackness. It was watching me, and I realized it could see in the dark.

			I clawed at the match, lit it, and with a frantically shaking hand carried it to the tallow wick, and then—it sprang. But it didn’t spring at me. It went higher and got Peter by the neck. I could hear him choke and gasp. In passing me the thing had knocked the match from my hand, plunging the room once more into total darkness. I was paralyzed, unable to move or think. I sat on the edge of my bunk, deathly sick, and my heart seemed to come up in my throat. The small room careened drunkenly. I finally became conscious of two dark objects struggling on the floor. I heard a gulping and a low moaning, and then the still night was rent with Peter’s forced screams of horror. “Oh Lord, where are the rest?’’

			He shrieked and shrieked, and between the screams he vomited a torrent of jumbled words. “Green—eyes! Ugh! Ooze! Mouth! Wet!”

			His last throttled shriek lashed at me like a whip. I finally managed another match and lit it. I kept my eyes averted, and carried the match quickly to the candle-wick. I knew that if I looked at the thing on the floor I would drop the match. I waited until the sickly glow flared, and then—I looked. Something was on top of Peter. It covered him and seemed about to absorb him. In its evil, distorted features I recognized a caricature of Gervais, but the evil in the man had sprouted. It had turned him into a jellyish, fishy monstrosity. His middle was festooned with soft flesh. His legs and arms actually gave. But worst of all, the body of the creature was covered with greenish scales, and it had pulsating pink suckers on its chest. These were lustily at work on Peter.

			I thought of the revolver on my bunk, found it, and gripped the butt and leveled it. I aimed it at Peter and the thing on the floor. I fired at the two of them, for I honestly had no intention of sparing Peter. I knew that Peter would not want it, and the mute appeal in his eyes was unmistakable. Again objects refused to retain their identity in my sight. I cracked mentally.

			I have a vague recollection of bringing two bodies on deck. I remember one was light, brittle and hollow like an empty match-box. The other, wet and strangely heavy, silvered its path with slime as I laboriously dragged it up the companionway. In the dim half-glow of the ship’s watch lights, I bent over the bodies. Peter was done for, there was no doubt about it. My merciful shot at short range had found its mark, and one temple was singed with powder. I stooped and lifted him tenderly; then with a sob I lowered him gently into the ocean. I stood for a moment looking over the side, thinking of the finality of it all, and watching the ever widening ripples on the surface of the oily water.

			Finally, I turned to regard what was Gervais. With a mingling of loathing and interest I unhooked a lantern and set it near his head. The sickly glow jumped and played on the cruel, twisted features. To my surprise I perceived a slit deep in the folds of his neck, very much like the breathing-organs of a fish. The gill was rigid and distended now, revealing a dark inner lining of red. The body exuded an oily scum, malodorous even in the clean salt air. I hunched closer over the body, and to my amazement a look of ineffable happiness and gratitude had suffused Gervais’ face. Was it the weird light, the softening touch of death, or final liberation? No one will ever know. But I do not think it requires an answer. I am ready to be finished with the entire matter, just as Gervais is finished. I later went down into Gervais’ cabin and breathed deeply of the fresh, clean air that blew through it.

			June 26.—We are saved. There is a breeze this morning. The heavy canvas is bellying, and all hands are busy forward. The gray sky above us is sagging like a wet blanket filled with spring rains. Our casks are on deck waiting for the downpour. I thank God that we are safely headed toward France.

			End.
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