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			Greetings Dear Reader,

			Welcome to Cosmic Horror Monthly. Whether you have been with us for the previous eighteen issues or maybe this is the first time you’ve picked CHM up, it means the world that you are holding this magazine in your hands. It’s a new year and the start of a new era. We want to bring you the very best in weird, Lovecraftian, and Cosmic Horror each month and we’ve made some big strides in that direction including an increase in our rate of pay for writers. We also have the honor and privilege of debuting an original tale from the legendary Laird Barron special for you to read this month. We’ll be continuing that trend with some more big names in the coming months so be sure to stick around! 

			Now onto this month’s anthology. We begin with a telling of the toll a haunting statuette can take on a struggling artist in “A Faithful Rendering.” Then, as promised, a dark fantasy that harkens back to the turn of the century pulp that inspired CHM in “Uncoiling,” followed by a Dunsanian tale about an ancient cult and an even more ancient manuscript in “Demodorum.” 

			We were lucky this month to sit down with Wendy N. Wagner, editor of the delightfully terrifying Nightmare magazine. We captured her thoughts on the state of horror and publishing during a pandemic just for our readers. Getting back to fiction, we’ll encounter a weird war-time tale in “He who Looks Through the Trees,” and a desperate sorcerer in “Into Chaos.” Following that, we explore a life altering meteor shower and its effects on two families in the reprinted “The Sound of the Stars.” Then, at last we’ll descend deep into the crypt for a classic from one of the true progenitors of the weird tale with “The Plattner Story” by Mr. H.G. Wells. 

			Enjoy.
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			A Faithful Rendering

		

		
			By Geoff Gander

		

		
			I followed the trail with my eyes, under rotting boughs and into the swamp, whose black waters reflected pale sunlight. I grinned at the sheer pleasure of losing myself in the zone. It was better than any drug I’d had.

		



		
			I’m on the roof. I hear sirens. The statuette weighs heavily in my hands, burning hot and cold. It looks fatter, now. I should hurl the damned thing. Six floors should be high enough. 

			Never.

			I stagger at the edge as it suddenly throbs in my grip. It’s too heavy to toss. I should step off the roof with it. No more blood.

			He does not need blood. Just life. Any life.

			I should have listened to Sara.

			* * *

			We were at a yard sale and the allure of poking through other people’s crap had worn off. Sara had an evening shift and I was steeling myself for another night of staring at a blank canvas, when I saw the statuette. It was a foot tall, black and shiny, and reminded me of a knotty tree trunk, twisted and sprouting gnarled limbs. I ran my fingertips over its scaly surface, oily like soapstone. Knotholes staring at me like eyes dotted its surface. I nearly dropped it when I pricked my thumb on one of the toothy mouths.

			“Just take it,” said a gaunt girl with short, spiky black hair. Despite the heat of the day she wore a flannel shirt.

			I sucked my thumb. A bead of blood quivered on one of the statuette’s teeth. “You sure?” I asked.

			The girl waved dismissively. Her sleeve fell back, revealing a wrist covered with raised white lines. “Yeah,” she murmured and yanked her cuff down. “It was my brother’s.”

			I nodded in thanks. I was painting a book cover for a small horror press and needed a muse. As we walked away Sara glanced at the statuette. She shivered and her lip curled. “Why did you take that thing, Matt? It’s so ugly.”

			“Look at the lines, the scales, the way the eyes seem to follow you,” I said. “If I can capture that on canvas, I’m sure it’ll sell.”

			Sara’s mouth was a taut line. I hadn’t made a sale in over three months. “Whatever. At least you didn’t waste our money on it.”

			I stepped into my studio with my prize after we got home. Our apartment had two bedrooms, and I had turned the smaller one into my personal world. I shut the door, drew the curtains, and inhaled the scents of oil paint, varnish, and thinner. I was home. 

			I rummaged through boxes of art supplies and placed a fresh canvas on the easel. Sara never understood how I could always find what I needed. I set the statuette on a paint-splattered stool, and, after adjusting the lamps, studied its form. Once it was burned into my mind I sketched it from several angles. I don’t know how long I worked—I never do, when I’m in the zone—but I knew when I had the angle I wanted. Every twist in the thing’s branch-like tentacles conveyed a deadly fluidity. I made its eyes gleam with cunning malevolence, and I gave its mouths an even hungrier look. I pinned the final sketch to the canvas and glanced at the clock—one in the morning. I dragged myself to bed.

			* * *

			I was alone in a steamy jungle, gasping for breath in the stifling air. A well-worn trail lay before me, and I felt an urge to follow it. I forced my way past clinging vines and stepped over pasty white roots that snaked across my path. Harsh chirping and squawking overhead grated on my ears. The ground soon sloped down to a brackish swamp that reeked of rotten eggs. I stepped in, shivering with revulsion as I sank to my thighs in the mire. The air around me rippled in the fumes and I yanked myself back, fighting the urge to gag, but whatever drew me here maintained its grip. Something sinuous and scaly brushed my legs and pinched me and I rushed onward as a hot, prickling sensation crept upwards, growing more intense by the second. I gritted my teeth and stepped up the pace, sighing with relief when I climbed out the other side. My legs were unmarked.

			I faced an open plain under a searing, white sun. The trail picked up again, and I passed expanses of crumbling grey grasses smelling of ash. Dusty soil crunched underfoot and stalks snapped. I peeled my sweat-soaked shirt away from my body and trudged onwards. 

			A cool breeze brought the loamy smell of damp earth after a rainfall. I dashed with newfound energy and came before a great, smooth-walled circular hole in the ground. A hot draft wafted from deep below. A tingle of excitement, mixed with relief, ran up— 

			* * *

			“4:15” glowed red in the darkness as I blinked away sleep. I was in my studio, preparing my paint with my palette knife; I didn’t remember getting up. I dipped my brush onto the palette and made a stroke of dark green across the shining white of the canvas. I closed my eyes. I saw the jungle bordered by the fetid swamp, then the plains, and finally the pit. I was there again, running my hands through the damp, lush foliage, smelling moist earth mixed with the mustiness of rotting vegetation. The air was thick and sweet. My body pulsed in tune with something throbbing deep within the earth. I blinked.

			The vine-choked path lay invitingly before me on the canvas. Icy needles prickled the back of my head as I followed the trail with my eyes, under rotting boughs and into the swamp, whose black waters reflected pale sunlight. I grinned at the sheer pleasure of losing myself in the zone. It was better than any drug I’d had. Bright sunlight streamed through the curtains and made the wall clock gleam. A quarter to eight. 

			A low moan from the bedroom broke through my reverie. Sara was writhing in bed, her face twisted into an expression of pain. “Hot,” she murmured. I shook her gently. She mumbled incoherently. I shook a little harder and she flopped on her side, her eyes still closed. “Let... go.”

			I released her and waited. She seemed to fall even deeper into sleep. “Let… no!” She wrenched herself away, clawing and slapping at some unseen opponent. Sara moaned and her eyes popped open. I called out to her gently and held her close until her shuddering subsided.

			Sara ran a shaking hand through her hair. “I was lost in a jungle, then there was a swamp...a pit. Oh, God, I…I saw your statue.”

			“It was just a dream. You’re fine now.”

			Sara drew back and glared. “I don’t care. Get rid of it.”

			My chest tightened at the thought of never being in the zone with my treasure again. “How about I keep it out of sight?”

			“No, Matt. It goes, or I go.”

			As much as I loved my work, I loved Sara more. That afternoon, while cleaning my studio, my eyes settled on the statuette. It was still on the stool where I’d left it. Memories of that frenzied painting session, and Sara’s nightmare, flooded back. I carried it over to the garbage can. Just before tossing it in, sweet incense tickled my nose. It wasn’t like any of the stuff that Sara burned, and our neighbours weren’t into that sort of thing. A warm pulse ran through my hand, and a soothing wave of calm washed over me. I looked at the unfinished painting. Just one more night. 

			I hid the statuette behind the TV and lay down for a nap.

			* * *

			After several restless hours, I gave up on sleep and went to my studio. As soon as my brush hit the canvas I was there—diffused light shone through hazy clouds, and the parched grey plain stretched behind me. I stood on a stone ledge that projected over the lip of the pit. It had carved stone railings, and a shallow groove on each side, but the front was open to the void below. Smooth, moist walls stretched down into blackness.

			A whimpering moan sounded behind me. I turned and saw the first struggling form that had been brought for today. She would do. My knife hung from my belt, its jewelled scabbard glittering dully in the sunlight. I grasped the smooth, leather-wrapped hilt.

			Everything went white.

			* * *

			Sara, her green eyes blazing, stood before me. “I waited at the restaurant for 45 minutes with Scott and Tanya while you were fucking around with your painting! What the hell were you doing?”

			Restaurant? My mind raced, then it came back to me: We’d planned a double date. I looked at the clock. 9:30 p.m. Shit. “I’ll call them and apologize” I said, reaching for her shoulder. “It’s just that I’ve got a real—”

			Sara spun away. “I don’t want to hear your excuses. You made me look like an idiot.” She slammed the door on her way out. 

			I would make it up to our friends, but first I had to get out of the doghouse. I turned to the canvas, fists balled, ready to hurl it across the room. The path I’d painted now led to a circular pit. A tiny ledge projected over its edge, where a tiny figure was forcing another to kneel. Sunlight glinted off of a blade in mid-swing, aimed at the kneeling figure’s throat.

			I fled the studio. I grabbed a hammer from our toolbox and pulled the statuette from its hiding place, shuddering at its greasy texture, and placed it on the kitchen counter. I fumbled to keep my grip on the hammer, and rubbed my eyes. When my vision cleared I studied the thing again. It seemed to have more eyes than before, and its mouths seemed to be opened wider. I was just overtired. That was it.

			I brought the hammer down with all my strength. At the last second something nudged my wrist, and it pounded the counter. I flexed my tingling fingers and swung again. An explosion of agony erupted in my thumb and shot up my arm. I bandaged my wound and sat on the couch, cursing, as far as possible from the kitchen. That damned thing had to go. Then the thought came to me.

			I prodded the statuette into a plastic bag with my hammer and carried it outside. There’s a dumpster at the end of my street, behind a Chinese restaurant. It was garbage night, and it would be hauled away tomorrow morning. The bag grew heavier with each step. I expected the statuette to tear through the flimsy plastic any second, but it swung freely. After I had walked half the distance I was gritting my teeth and moving at a shuffling pace. I glared at the thing in the bag. One of its eyes seemed to glare back.

			By the time I reached the dumpster I was gasping. My back ached and my joints burned as I swung the bag back and forth to build enough momentum to toss it in. I released. The bag flew over the side of the dumpster and clunked inside. Soothing coolness coursed through my body. I stumbled home and crawled into bed.

			* * *

			I woke the next morning to throbbing joints, a parched throat, and someone joyously pounding a drum inside my skull. I fumbled in the dresser drawers for some painkillers, cursing. I popped four.

			Sara padded into the bedroom, dressed for work. “I slept better. Thanks for getting rid of it. Remember I’ve got class after my shift, so I won’t see you until late tonight.” She kissed me on the forehead and left.

			I felt so crappy that work was out of the question. I headed to the Java Pit to lounge about with something caffeinated until I felt inspired again. The muted jazz music, which normally lifted my spirits, pounded my eardrums. The heady scent of cocoa burned my nostrils. Marie, my usual barista, was waiting at the counter, bright and cheerful as always.

			“Hey Matt, your usual?” The jingling of her silver bracelets made my skin crawl.

			I nodded, focused on keeping my breathing and nerves steady. As she mixed my latté, she glanced at me, worry creeping across her brow. “You look really worn out. Are you okay?”

			“Just give me my damned coffee.” I didn’t realize what I’d said until the hurt expression crossed her face. She slid the cup towards me, frowning, and I dropped my money on the counter, snatched my drink, and left.

			I wandered the neighbourhood, unable to sit and relax anywhere. My clothes grated like sandpaper and my skin itched. I felt bad about how I’d acted, but the thought of going back to apologise and being around other people set my teeth on edge.

			I gulped my latté. Why the hell hasn’t my headache gone away? I shivered and rubbed my arms, even though it was mid-July, and I felt like someone was driving an ice-pick through my skull. I ran off and turned onto my street. A garbage truck inched towards the dumpster that contained the statuette. My stomach clenched in fear and I bit back a rising tide of bile.

			I sprinted to the dumpster and scrambled up the side, ignoring the shouts of the truck driver. The statuette hadn’t been buried by tons of other trash. I reached in and it seemed to leap into my hand, and I strolled back to the apartment. Once my door was locked, I ran my fingers gently over the rough, cool surface of the statuette and let out a long, ragged sigh. My headache had vanished, and I shuddered with relief. A newfound energy coursed through my body. The painting would be completed. Today.

			* * *

			I stood on the ledge, breathing the heady scents from the incense burner one of my acolytes tended. The others knelt around the rim of the pit, whispering prayers. I had to be still until the prescribed time, so that He would be pleased.

			A long, slow throb pulsed upwards from the pit, through the soles of my feet and up my spine. The chanting acolytes faltered. I glared at them until they resumed. My attendant called to me in a low voice. The hunters had brought the last Gift. She had been battered, but was alive and intact. That was all that mattered.

			She came forward willingly. I paused, staring. Normally they had to be dragged, screaming and fighting, to the platform. I met her infuriated gaze—emerald eyes, so strange and yet so familiar—and stroked the hilt of my knife. The woman stepped forward and screamed at me in her own language.

			Her words were alien, yet I grasped the meaning. Betrayal, deceit, selfishness—I had committed these acts, and in that moment I felt a deep shame. And all for artistic pride and ambition, said a voice in my head. I frowned. I had never been a mere artist. 

			I shoved those thoughts aside and grabbed the woman’s wrist while drawing my knife. She twisted her arm out of my grip and punched me in the stomach. I gasped for air and waved an acolyte away. No one could intervene.

			Another deep throb ran up my spine, and my limbs tingled warmly with newfound strength. He was pleased. It had to be now. I jabbed as she swung at me again. A spurt of red. A grunt of pain. She fell face-down onto the platform. A thin rivulet of blood ran down one of the grooves and trickled over the edge. A hand grabbed at the hem of my robe. I stabbed. The red trickle became a stream.

			A rush of hot, dank air rose from below, buffeting me like a gale, followed by a rumbling that grew louder with each passing second. The acolytes shouted in panic and fled. I raised the effigy that hung around my neck, shouting His name.

			The rumbling became a roar as He thundered up from the depths in all His glory. I fell to my knees. He turned an eye towards me, so large that I was dwarfed by its pupil. A black pulsating tendril coiled around me, warm and damp. I rejoiced as I struggled for breath. It squeezed tighter. My ribs cracked.

			Everything went white.

			I was in my studio, standing over Sara’s prone form. Two crimson rivulets ran out from her and met in an expanding pool.

			I fell to my knees. Called her name. No response. I fought for breath and touched her. Still warm. Breathing. 

			I dialled 911. I answered the dispatcher’s questions mechanically. “Is the attacker nearby?” he asked.

			“What?”

			He repeated the question. I saw my bloodied palette knife on the floor. I looked at my hands. I looked at the painting.

			I screamed.

			* * *

			They’re coming up the stairs. In a minute or two, the decision will be taken from me. The statuette leers at me with its many eyes, contented and fatter than ever.

			My painting must be burned. That’s the only way this will end, for good—the last thing tying Him here, to me. It needs to be done quickly. No one must look at the top. At Him. There, on the edge of a pit, is a man with my face stabbing Sara. And there, rising from the pit, is what drove me here, to the end. 

			The statuette captured the palest shadow of His true form, which I have rendered faithfully in my best—and last—work.

			Six floors isn’t so far to fall.

			End.

			* * *

			Geoff Gander’s short fiction has been published by AE SciFi, Exile Editions, EDGE Publishing, and others. One of his horror pieces, “White Noise”, was recently made into a short film that he thinks is really quite cool. He also freelances for Fat Goblin Games and Sentinel Hill Press, where he writes fantasy- and horror-themed gaming goodness. When he isn’t writing or working a day job, Geoff likes to read, explore abandoned buildings, and play roleplaying games. Geoff lives in South Mountain with a lovely stone-carving, bagpipe-playing witch, and her many cats.

		

		
			3rd Place: A Gift

			By Connor Matthew

		

		
			
			

		

		
			“Shit, I didn’t get her anything.” Lanaye whispered.

			Corey stared at the toddler. Nile’s kid, already two years old. It felt like just weeks ago that Corey was watching videos of her crawling. She stood before Corey, ripping open a present from Lanaye’s other brother, Rick.

			Evidently, he remembers these kinds of things, Corey thought.

			“It’s fine. We’ve been busy. They’ll understand.” Corey whispered back, eyeing the father and his wife.

			Corey and Lanaye had been together for three years. They had bought their first house, an early-20th century brick behemoth on the corner of Main Street. Lanaye’s two brothers and their significant others were over for the first time. 

			The towering home sat dormant in sleepy Cooperdale for five years before Corey and Lanaye submitted an offer, just hours after the initial showing. The seller swiftly accepted, “quicker than usual”, their realtor had commented. 

			The inspector came weeks later. The middle-aged man of stocky and staunch stature stared in awe at the foundation, using words like “indestructible” and “reliably built”. He was particularly drawn to a claustrophobic room in the unfinished section of the otherwise normal basement. Dark brick enclosed a space where noise no longer existed. Corey had thought the silence was squeezing his skull before he nervously laughed and left the inspector alone with Lanaye. The rest of the house was in ship shape, except for some chipped porch paint and bat droppings. Nevertheless, Corey and Lanaye moved in, ready to build onto their new nest.

			Nile’s toddler, Addie, was dirtying the nest while carelessly tossing Rick’s wrapping paper to and fro. A modern-looking Etch A Sketch emerged; white with flowers and hearts bordering the hard plastic tablet. From it hung a writing utensil shaped like a unicorn horn. 

			Minutes passed as conversation continued about stair repair and clear coating. Addie fiddled with the unicorn horn, scribbling nothings upon the Etch A Sketch’s surface. She reluctantly slid the pad to Corey, who briefly demonstrated how to draw a smiley face. Addie looked in wonder as the face came to shape, offering her own smile. Corey slid the pad back to her.

			The conversation halted as the lights went out. The group sat briefly in silence before light returned. They all greeted it with a small applause, all except for Corey. He listened. A pulse emanated from below him, from the basement.

			Next to Corey, on the couch, sat the Etch A Sketch. Addie held the unicorn horn in her hand. On the pad, a figure drawn. A long skinny body clad in black. The face had no features.

			Corey, momentarily paralyzed by a kind of wonder, looked up. Lanaye and her two brothers, Rick and Nile, both stared at Corey. Their faces no longer had eyes, mouths, or noses. Corey looked down to his side to see Addie, her face a blank and featureless slate.

			From the basement doorway, a long set of fingers emerged before the following faceless figure, too tall to be human, beckoning Corey.

			End.

		


		
			Uncoiling

		

		
			By Laird Barron

		

		
			“Near the twentieth hour, a woman’s voice called from a patch of woods. Bade us join her, the occulted bitch did. Some went. She came for the rest.”

		



		
			The sun was a bloody disk sinking fast when someone whistled near the tree line. Lonesome and malevolent, the whistle echoed through cairns piled here and there on the slope. A roosting falcon screeched its distress and soared for the peaks.

			The man astride the enormous piebald unlimbered his spear. He was broad-shouldered and gaunt; dark hair shot with silver, dressed in a black cape and mail. The rider on the paint mare held a Boyer Special across his lap. Fair, though hard-bitten, and clad in cloak and leathers of a frontier scout. A dire war dog trotted faithfully alongside. She’d been beautiful and terrible once. Graying now, like her humans. Men and hound looked upslope toward a stand of scraggly pines. 

			On contemporary maps, these old mountains were inked as the Eastern Range. Common folk knew them as The Hostiles. Home to predators galore, the range bordered several kingdoms. Bandits and irascible hill folk operated with impunity. Remnant Peloki tribes raided from hidden camps. Worse things, inhuman things, allegedly lurked among black moss hollows and cave dens. Some of those “things” might’ve been capable of whistling, or speech.

			Coleridge moved his piebald behind a boulder. He whistled back at the trees. Robard parked Westwind on the bigger horse’s flank and dismounted. He cocked the Boyer. Long as the longest flintlock; bolt action, three-round magazine, smokeless cartridges. Handcrafted by a smith in the Old World; priceless and exceedingly rare. The Boyer’s reach and knockdown power rivaled a bolt from the gods. If he could see it, he could kill it. At the moment, he saw nothing.

		
				[image: ]
		

			“What are you doing?” 

			“Assessing our predicament,” Coleridge said.

			“You’re in fine tune.”

			“Thanks!”

			The men waited.

			Presently, the whistler keened, farther to the right. Shrill, then soft, and fading. A whole swath of canopy shook in a sinuous pattern. Westwind’s ears pricked. The piebald snorted and pranced. Minerva, the war dog, inched away from the stallion’s iron-shod hooves.

			Robard turned a full circle, ascertaining this wasn’t a distraction while enemies crept upon their flanks. Naught but trees, hills, and the field of cairns they’d almost wandered into while following fresh horse tracks. The previous riders had ridden directly into the burial grounds and blithely kept on going. Strolling over ancient burial grounds was ill-advised in any language.

			Coleridge removed his gauntlets. His large hands were scarred. He cupped them around his mouth and answered the whistler with another brief, sharp, trill. A challenge.

			“I wish to hell you’d stop that,” Robard said.

			“Stop what?” 

			“Poking the bear. Or whatever you’re poking.”

			“Hey, did that bush move?”

			“The wind. Only the wind.”

			“Could be Peloki hunters.” 

			“Peloki speak animal tongues, yes.”

			“As do the hill folk,” Coleridge said. “I know their favorite signals. This is unfamiliar.”

			“Bandits…?” 

			“Minerva doesn’t think so. Do you, girl?” 

			Minerva growled.

			Coleridge donned his gauntlets. 

			“Foolhardy to fight so near sunset, else I’d argue for a charge into yonder stand. Begin at either end and set blazes. Drive the bastard into the open. Tricky in the dark, though.”

			“Night isn’t any friend of mine.”

			“The stars are also bad this month. The Great Dark presses against the Threshold. My ears have popped all day.”

			“The astrologist warned us.” Robard uncocked his rifle. 

			“He did?”

			“You were in the jakes. He said we were sure to meet trouble in the wilds. Boozing and whoring in the foreign quarter was his recommendation.”

			“When a man’s right, he’s right,” Coleridge said. “We should find a safe spot to camp.”

			“There aren’t any.”

			“Yes, but let’s ride a while and see.”

			* * *

			They picked their way down a goat trail to a creek. Rushes choked its banks. The sun dissolved and the half-moon rose in counterbalance, casting a jaundiced radiance upon the land. Rather than provide comfort, it fostered a pall of suspicion and doubt, distorting the environment. Every stump, rock, and shadow became monstrous. The duo walked now, leading their horses around leg-breaker holes and other obstacles. No whistling for a while, although neither could shake a sense of dreadful foreboding. 

			They came to a lone, gnarled oak beside a field of tall grass. A campsite.

			“Fuck a duck.” Robard touched the Saint Hasselhoff medallion at his neck. 

			Coleridge lighted a lantern. Packs and saddles lay heaped. Tracks indicated a desperate struggle and bodies dragged through the grass toward another distant pine stand.

			“Gander at this.” He raised the lantern and shined upon the oak.

			Over the years, passers-by had carved various doodles and phrases into the tree’s bark. Jack + Jill; for a good time, visit Maud; down with the monarchy; and so forth. The freshest, and largest, read simply, CRO.

			“Strange,” Coleridge said. “Seen it elsewhere. In a musty tome… Can’t recall the particulars.”

			“Doesn’t ring any bells. I say we move the hell on.”

			The men continued at a brisker pace. Loath to tarry, they rested briefly at dawn and noon, and trudged past the next sunset. Eventually, the trail broadened into a cart lane skirting cultivated fields. Tiny, unkempt huts appeared hither and yon, every one of them shuttered tight against horrors—the natural kind and those that seeped down from the malignant sky this time of year. 

			A walled fort sat upon a rise at a bend in the creek. Lamplight shone out its windows.

			“Hurrah!” Robard said as they neared the fort and sighted a banner with roses and a badger rampant. “We’ve crossed into New Syracuse. That device… A local baron in the service of Duke Kilroy. Great luck.”

			“Kilroy bears us no love,” Coleridge said.

			“But he doesn’t want our heads on sticks, either. Nor will his baron. Luck enough for me. Booze, a bath, and twelve hours of dreamless sleep are what I need. Ho, night watch!”

			* * *

			Robard sweet-talked the guards into opening the gate. Smithy, stables, latrines, and a collection of sheds and storehouses occupied the dirt grounds. The fort proper rested upon the crown of the knoll—a rude structure slapped together by indifferent engineers. Shoddily equipped levies wandered to-and-fro or clumped around bonfires. The boldest among them glared at the visiting duo. None so bold as to approach within spear-stabbing distance, however.

			Coleridge and Robard tended their horses and then strolled over to a drinking house abutting the barracks. Several off-duty soldiers and a traveling peddler loafed, each well into his cups. The vintner’s boy poured wine and splashed some into a bowl for Minerva. Soon, the peddler staggered over, eager to share news of the world and his own tale of woe. He’d ridden in two nights ago via one of the many paths through Tomahawk Pass. 

			“My comrade and I arrived here along a similar route,” Robard said. “Did you brave the wilds alone, or are your companions at early repose?” He suspected what the man would say, but desired to learn the whole story.

			“My companions were snatched!” the peddler said. “Three traders, two guards, and a pair of slaves.” He counted his grimy fingers. “We lost the trail and traipsed across a field of Malet cairns. I’m certain the fault lay with the Vinland guard. He took a shit behind one, I think.”

			“Snatched by whom?” Robard said.

			“Near the twentieth hour, a woman’s voice called from a patch of woods. Bade us join her, the occulted bitch did. Some went. She came for the rest.”

			“Comely, was her voice? Mellifluous to attract lonely men, yet she was of abnormal form upon discovery?”

			The peddler’s eyes bulged.

			“Gods, no. Hinges shrieking on a rusted gate. Hellish and vile, I assure you. Like a demented mother summoning her child to a whipping. Happily, I barely glimpsed her… Long, lanky, and unnaturally supple. Joints upon joints.”

			“Many-segmented,” Coleridge nodded sagely. 

			“You alone escaped?” Robard said.

			“While the fools argued over defending their cargo, I pulled stakes and rode my burro Tansy to safety.”

			“Saving one’s ass is the important objective,” Coleridge said.

			“As it happens, that stupid burro is worth more than the pots and pans she lugged. She’ll make for stew meat this winter, if nothing else.” The peddler shook his head. “Perhaps I shall linger here. Silver wards this fort against the coils of unearthly evil. I’ll sally forth in the company of armed men bound for warmer climes. I’ve a few coins to buy protection.” He regarded the warriors meaningfully.

			Robard poured again.

			“Did she whistle, your lady of the wood?”

			“She was no lady!”

			“As you say. Did she whistle, though?”

			The peddler downed the last of his wine. He stared into his empty goblet like he was studying the pit he’d be buried in.

			“I can only hear the men and animals screaming. And her laughter.”

			* * *

			Darkness claimed the hall except for the faintest hearth glow. Men snored where they’d collapsed.

			“Isaiah,” Robard said, slurring.

			“Get bent,” Coleridge said after a while. “I’m asleep.”

			“Whatcha thinking about?”

			“Murder.”

			“Can the same matter occupy the same space?”

			“Ask the astrologist next we meet.”

			“I’ll ask an astronomer. I’ll ask… Isaiah, listen. It’s important. She’ll spare our lives if we bring her a present.”

			“Who will—what did you say?”

			“The Whistling Woman. She demands a present. Trespassers must pay tribute or else.”

			“I didn’t trespass. Neither did you.”

			“We drank and commiserated with one who did. And, point of fact, Minerva’s lead paw may have nudged into the cairn field. A judgment call.”

			“Oh. What manner of present? Gold? Gems?” Coleridge snickered boozily. “A pearl necklace?”

			“An innocent or a wrong-doer; it makes no difference. Something helpless that reeks of fear. She’s not a just revenant, merely an angry one.”

			“Lovely. Are you asleep too?”

			“Yes.”

			“When did she whisper this into your ear? While you were dreaming?”

			“I don’t…” Robard’s breathing deepened.

			The odor of scorched silver gusted into the room on a cold draft. A shutter clacked open and closed. Open and closed.

			* * *

			Dawn mist and chimney belch swirled with sepia tones. Commander Stevens perched in long-johns atop a parapet of his rickety fort. He smoked a cigarette. 

			“Welcome to Fort Tomahawk. Spent the night in our luxurious accommodations, hey? Finest shithole in the wall in New Syracuse. At least the wine is cheap.” 

			“Better under a table than under the ground.” Coleridge dressed in boots, breeches, a jawbone knife in his belt, and no shirt. Same as when the guards kicked him awake and announced the Commander awaited his and Robard’s presence. Robard had reversed the haphazard order—hat, tunic, knife, no pants or boots.

			“You rode with the Nova Scotia Skulls when Marsh and Dunsany called the tune.” Commander Stevens unfolded a yellowed handbill and handed it to Coleridge. The artist had struck a remarkable likeness.

			“Once upon a time. Getting long in the tooth since that drawing.” 

			“Righteous terrors. Your bloody dog has killed a who’s-who list of fighting men. But the Skulls are no more. Nor the Lost Lambs, nor the Wisemen. Freebooters, then. Bound for what fight?”

			“South, to help settle a border dispute.”

			“Aye, the Brothers Hammerhoch are feuding.” Commander Stevens eyed Minerva as she thoroughly licked herself. “Cattle rustling, claim jumping, et cetera. It’s a petty, shitty piece of business. Skulls alumni are overqualified.”

			Robard, who’d swayed in place while contemplating the backs of his eyelids until that moment, squinted and spat a gob over the side.

			“You’ve a task for which you consider us eminently qualified, huh?”

			“I do happen to require the services of capable, expendable fellows.”

			“Expensive fellows,” Coleridge said. “We’re not monster slayers, mind.”

			“Nor exorcists,” Robard said.

			“Why do you assume I wish a dragon slain or a demon banished?” Commander Stevens said.

			“Because someone, or something, poses a mortal threat to merchants crossing your baron’s lands from the west,” Coleridge said. “Where is your baron, by the by?”

			“Hiding under his bed until you quit the premises. Your reputation for slitting noble throats has not gone unremarked. As for the, uh, missing travelers in Tomahawk Pass… Occupational hazard when one tramps the wilderness. Don’t meander into sacred burial grounds, there won’t be a problem.” 

			“How callous!”

			“My remit is to discourage organized banditry and repel incursions by our neighbors.”

			“This task you mentioned…” 

			“Right. There’s a ruined temple to the White Light. Eleven leagues north and east.”

			Coleridge rubbed his temples, miming a fortune teller.

			“Allow me to guess. Infested with bandits?” 

			“Kreskin would be amazed. Aye, nasty brutes. The brigands relocate on a whim. This moment, they’re at the temple. The gods have favored me with an opportunity.” 

			“Strength?” 

			“Reports are sketchy. A score or so. Deserters and escaped convicts on the balance.” 

			“Not a choosy bunch.”

			“Indeed not. The merry band is led by two lieutenants who once served Duke Kilroy with distinction. Nickel and Goss. Lately, those traitors answer to Michael Tall, former captain of the Dane Clarke Five.”

			“Oh, boy,” Robard said. “Sheep rapers and life takers.”

			“You’ve met Lord Tall.” Commander Stevens arched a brow.

			“I threw him off a tower,” Coleridge said.

			“Yet he lived to tell.”

			“Third floor. He bounced.”

			“Pity.” 

			“Why not march in and handle the business yourself?”

			“My nemesis retains the advantage of mobility and innate barbarism,” Commander Stevens said. “While my soldiers are a match for rabble, Tall and his lieutenants present fearsome opposition. Those varlets have supped as the mythical wendigo sups. They’ve bathed in the ichor of devils. Possessed of unnatural vigor, each is worth ten skilled soldiers, and fifteen of mine. Fire must be fought with fire.”

			“I suppose that’s intended as an endorsement,” Coleridge said.

			“Will you capture Tall and eradicate his band of scofflaws in the name of the duke?”

			“The duke? Not the baron?”

			“Ah, well. In truth, the duke is but dimly aware of this hinterland outpost. He’s well consumed by the encroachment of New York and the aforementioned Hammerhoch squabble. And the baron…”

			“…receives a cut from the bandits,” Robard said. “Story as old as time. Upon whose authority would we undertake this mission perilous?”

			“It’s a matter of personal pride,” Commander Stevens said. 

			“You’re the power behind the throne, eh? Sure, we’ll do the job. For the standard fee.” Coleridge shrugged at the soldier’s confused expression. “Y’know—a bag of gold.”

			“Anything else?”

			“A platoon of blockheads to catch arrows.”

			Commander Stevens smiled shrewdly.

			“Your fee corresponds with your fame as killers. Alas, I’m light on manpower.” 

			“Even famed killers need troops to lead,” Coleridge said. “Now is not the time to scrimp, Commander. You’ve a hundred troops stationed here. Plenty to spare.”

			“Coin is plentiful. Trained soldiers, less so. I hate to risk meager resources, louts or no.”

			“Send some guys you don’t like,” Robard said.

			* * *

			Fort Tomahawk’s resident haruspex consulted the entrails of a possum and declared that omens were murky and possibly ill. Good luck and go with the gods. The party set forth at the crack of noon. Coleridge and Robard towed a dozen men-at-arms selected by Commander Stevens based upon apparent qualities such as sloth, slovenliness, and disgruntlement. Four pikemen, seven arquebusiers, and a prematurely jaded corporal.

			“Latrine diggers and dice hustlers,” Robard muttered to his comrade.

			“Convenient distractions and shambling bullseyes,” Coleridge said.

			The mist cleared, revealing the mountains north and west, and rolling pastureland and forest elsewhere. Dusty roads carried them through barley fields and past a handful of villages. Farther north, burned huts and abused peasantry became common. People toiled under a cloud of despair not dissimilar to wartime malaise. Villagers related the dignities committed upon them by Lord Tall. A farmer asserted that the villain had kidnaped several maidens and imprisoned them in his lair. Prize sheep, too. This piqued the interest of Corporal Esteban’s’ troop.

			By dusk, farmland ceded to rugged wilderness. The company pitched camp near the base of a hillock. Willy’s Rise was named thus on account of the hillock’s bald, suggestive nature. In its day, the site hosted much druidic sacrificial carnage. Eroded dolmen threw long shadows. The soldiers weren’t thrilled, which they demonstrated with glowers and snide commentary in sotto voce. Coleridge and Robard cut a circle in the dirt around the camp and sprinkled salt and hung a few talismans of protection. The wards wouldn’t repel the forces of darkness, but it might cause them to stumble.

			Once supper was finished and a gourd of wine drained, Corporal Esteban spread a crude map of the region and pointed to an X marking the fallen temple and locations of recent banditry. Autumn harvest loomed. This put the peasantry on edge as raiders would surely swarm like vermin for the stores of grain.

			“Lord Tall is the worst in a generation,” Corporal Esteban said. “His band murders geese and watchdogs. Any creature that might raise an alarm upon return visits. He hobbles the strongest farmers and collects noses of the prettiest girls and boys. Wears them as a garland.”

			“No shit,” Coleridge said. “I wondered what happened to their faces!”

			“It’s said he mocks, ‘Got yer nose!’ after he slices them off.”

			“Of course, the turd mutilates peasants.” Robard cleaned his Boyer. “First trick of psychological warfare. Crush the spirit, break the will, blah, blah, blah.”

			As flames burned low, the warmth of the bonfire and wine gave way to superstitious talk. The men tightened their cloaks and glanced suspiciously into the night, relating, for the thousandth occasion since childhood, macabre folkloric trivia of the territory. Savages stalked the hills. Beasts prowled, including the Ur. Supernatural menaces abounded: Mimis (sneaky abductors), Death Heads (slayers of trysting couples), Limbless Ones (eaters of children), and a plethora of ghouls. Jon Foot’s phantom materialized on All Hallows’ Eve, roaming the North Road by the dark of the moon, hunting souls. Robard inquired after their opinion of the peddler’s tale regarding a sinister “woman” who massacred caravans, or if they’d ever heard strange whistling on the mountain trails. Raucous conversation dwindled immediately as the soldiers tucked blankets to their chins.

			“The Croatoan.” Corporal Esteban uttered this in a solemn tone around a mouthful of pipe smoke. “Hill Creeper. Emasculator. She Who Whistles. Guardian of the Cairns.” 

			“Guardian of the Cairns, eh?” Robard said.

			“Emasculator?” Coleridge said.

			“She punishes trespassers and those who profane olden laws. The less said of her, the better.” The lad must’ve meant it because he refused to elaborate.

			* * *

			Robard propped his head on his saddle. He puffed on an Old Mill, stargazing. 

			“I’ll ride ahead and recon.”

			“Carry the green smoke, in case you need a rescue.” Coleridge scratched Minerva’s ears as she snored between them.

			“Those yokels won’t see me.”

			“The yokels won’t. Tall and his lieutenants might.”

			“Bah. Probably need help spotting their own peckers.”

			“Carry the green smoke, you ingrate.”

			“Worse comes to worst, you’ll witness every smoke in the bag—red, yellow, white, and green. Regardless, I plan to steer clear of Tall. He’s your dance partner.”

			“Then what’s the problem?”

			“I don’t have a problem.”

			“The hell you don’t. Women on the brain?”

			“Odd question.”

			“You get a certain pensive squint when you’re thinking about women.”

			Robard pulled his hat over his eyes.

			“A woman. You know the one.”

			“Saint Randolf’s tits, I’ve not forgotten.”

			“Doom will hound us to the ends of the earth unless we take measures to appease her…”

			“Measures will be taken,” Coleridge said. “Let me sleep on it.”

			* * *

			Robard departed on Westwind before sunrise. Coleridge fixed a tin pot of oatmeal for himself and the dog, then rinsed it and boiled coffee. While the soldiers stumbled about, pissing and complaining, he sat on a log and threw a stick for Minerva. Farther each time; she fetched it and loped back, grinning. He stroked a whetstone over Pith’s broadleaf spearhead between throws.

			The sky brightened. Crows circled in the distance, excited by potential violence.

			“Okay.” Coleridge twirled his finger at Corporal Esteban. 

			Corporal Esteban’s men mounted their nags and fell in behind him. He rose beside Coleridge, scanning the broken terrain for enemy movement. Although Lord Tall would doubtless lie low until harvest, an abundance of caution never hurt.

			“Though the boys may seem to be oafish malcontents, they’re well-drilled,” Corporal Esteban said. “We’ll give the ruffians what for, never doubt it.”

			“So long as your ‘boys’ remember which end of a pike is which, they’ll do,” Coleridge said.

			“I am concerned for your partner.” 

			“That’s sweet. Needless, but sweet.” 

			“Lieutenant Goss skinned one of the Commander’s scouts last winter. Made a belt and a purse of the poor clodhopping bastard.” 

			Coleridge laughed heartily.

			“Sir, I do not jest. It was horrible,” Corporal Esteban said.

			“I believe you, kid. It’s just that Lionel is going to want that damned handbag.”

			* * *

			An hour after dinner, the company adjourned to a hollow where the horses were unsaddled and left in the care of Footman Browning. Coleridge doublechecked the map, then rolled it into its case. 

			“Unless the cartographer is a syphilitic moron, our enemy reposes on the lee side of yonder ridge. Load up.” He methodically strapped on his fighting kit—Saxon kneecapper, cold iron broadsword, jawbone skinner, throwing knives, a pair of hand mortars and grenades, powder horns, and a massive shield emblazoned with a voluptuous gorgon, which he slung across his shoulders beside the deadly midnight-black spear Pith. He eschewed the Horror Helm because it would be nice to breathe during the crawl to come and lugging one more ounce, to say nothing of that bulky sonofabitch, was too much to contemplate.

			“Shouldn’t we first rendezvous with Lord Robard?” Corporal Esteban said. “His report might prove vital…”

			“Thirteen against twenty be a lousy wager,” Arquebusier Lennox said to Footman Vance.

			“Chaff before the scythe,” Footman Mote said. “Bugger me sideways. That hill is steep, ain’t it?”

			Coleridge pushed aside brambles, making a hole for Minerva. She raced ahead, a flash of black and brindle against the green.

			“The report—” Corporal Esteban said.

			“My friend’s absence is the report.”

			The climb was a bitch. At the summit, the men flopped, gasping, and surveyed a shallow valley below. The temple ruins were concentrated in a barren field around a partially intact tower. Once, a grandiloquent monument of the most powerful religious organization in the western hemisphere, scant evidence of its massive and soaring architecture survived except for the tower and several crumbling granite walls. Beyond the ruins, the ground heaved into mountains proper. 

			Peering through a spyglass, Coleridge counted a dozen men tending cookfires near soot-blacked wall tents, each of which surely housed more of the scum. None were dressed for battle, unlike the four armed and armored guards who loitered outside the tower entrance, passing a jug. Farther off, forty ill-kept horses grazed in a pasture.

			“Shall we await dusk to attack with advantage?” Corporal Esteban said in a tone of forlorn hope. Apparently, he could count without aid of the glass.

			“Ever made a night assault, corporal?” Coleridge waited for the young soldier to admit that indeed, he’d not experienced the pleasure. “It’s the opposite of fun. Also, there are worse things than men prowling after sunset. No, we’ll walk down there and knock on the door.” With that, he descended on his belly through the dense undergrowth.

			At the bottom, the soldiers assembled in a loose formation and advanced quickly over the rough terrain of boulders and brush. They closed within fifty yards before breaking cover. One of the guards toppled backwards. A rifle boomed somewhere on the ridgeline Coleridge and friends had just quit. The second guard’s skull dented. The third, sprinting for his miserable life, rebounded and fell as if yanked short by an invisible gaff. The fourth managed to duck inside the tower door. Robard, in his hidden nest, would be reloading.

			The tent-camp buzzed like a beehive struck dead-center with a stone. Bandits emerged in a panic; some half-dressed, most of them likely drunk. Ten yards out, the riflemen and Corporal Esteban emplaced tripods and loosed a broadside of scattershot. Six or seven bandits were gorily ventilated. Lethal sniper fire lanced from the ridge. Lord Tall’s men dropped; others milled haplessly, and a handful of the semi-naked bastards wildly charged the pikemen.

			Meanwhile, Coleridge knelt and wedged his gorgon shield into the earth to block any projectiles slung his direction. He unstopped a verdigris-stained flask that bore an etching of a screaming horse.

			“I drink the ichor of fell Diomedes to extinguish my humanity.” He swigged. His features hardened; cold as death, although his eyes burned. He loaded the mortars with black powder grenades and immediately shot one at the mass of bandits in the tent camp. Thunder clapped and clods of earth and flesh rained. The second grenade lobbed past the entrance arch of the tower. A muffled thud shook the building. Smoke boiled forth.

			Coleridge creaked to his feet like a lightning-struck oak righted by the will of the gods. He took up the shield in his trembling left hand. He grasped Pith in his right and lumbered forward, shield raised. Minerva slunk at his heel, mirroring his every step, according to her training. Man and dog veered into the mob and laid waste—Coleridge smashed aside foes with sweeps of his shield and then skewered them where they lay with the brutal efficiency of a latter day hoplite; Minerva leaped upon others, severing the grand arteries of thigh and arm, and savaging crotches with her snicker-snacking jaws. The arquebusiers, emboldened by the carnage, cheered and unloaded another fusillade that killed or maimed several combatants and put the remainder to flight.

			Save for one notable exception. Lieutenant Goss emerged, naked and roaring like Polyphemus torn from the pages of Homer’s lurid novel. Bald, slope-shouldered, and bowlegged; eight-feet tall, yet his knuckles dragged in the dust. Evidently a carnivorous ape or a mutant hillman had copulated with some relative of his back in the good old days. 

			Recognizing their peril, the soldiers scattered. Corporal Esteban alone stood firm and shot a hole in Goss’ chest above his heart. No effect. Discarding common sense, Mote and Vance rallied to bravely stick their pikes into the fiend. Likewise, no effect except to further kindle his ire. Lieutenant Goss snapped their pikes, grabbed the soldiers by their necks, and dashed their brains out on a pile of rubble. 

			His baleful glare fixed upon Coleridge who charged and smote him with the gorgon shield. Lieutenant Goss slapped the shield across the yard and almost sent Coleridge’s arm with it. Coleridge stabbed him in the belly, evaded another looping blow, and stabbed him in the thigh, then the belly again. Pith was as thick and heavy as a whaling harpoon; Lieutenant Goss hollered, feeling it at last. His blood gushed like wine from a stove-in barrel. Minerva seized his heel, wrenching her entire body back and forth as she chewed on his tendons. As the brute raised his foot to stomp her flat, the top of his skull sheared away. Robard, astride Westwind galloping at full tilt, blasted him twice more for good measure. That did the trick. Lieutenant Goss fell, stone dead. Minerva shook his heel a bit longer, not quite convinced. She’d witnessed the apparent dead revive on occasion.

			Robard dismounted.

			“Did your life pass before your eyes?” he said to Coleridge.

			“Once or twice. Okay, twice.”

			* * *

			Corporal Esteban gathered his troops and appraised the situation. Three casualties and the rest nicked. Nineteen bandits lay dead or mortally wounded. Fair trade, everyone agreed.

			“’Childe Roland to the dark tower came,’” Robard said as he jammed Coleridge’s shoulder back into its socket. He tried to slide the gorgon shield over his friend’s arm, but the metal had deformed and would require the ministrations of a smith to hammer it back into shape.

			“Leave it,” Coleridge said through gritted teeth. “Let’s finish this business.”

			The mercenary duo breached the tower while the soldiers set watch in the courtyard. As Coleridge walked through the archway, a musket ball whizzed past his ear. The chamber was decorated with smoldering flesh and demolished furniture. Thick smoke reeked and obscured, which likely saved Coleridge’s life. Recognizable by his distinctive splint armor, Lieutenant Nickel slumped against the wall, fruitlessly attempting to reload a blunderbuss. His legs were red pulp. 

			“The coward you seek hides among the women.” He waved the pistol at an iron door. “End me, if you’d be so kind.”

			“Fuck kindness,” Coleridge said. “Beg mercy of the rats when they come tonight.”

			Robard cautiously opened the iron door and peeked.

			“Black as a well-digger’s asshole.”

			Coleridge unsealed a horn and sprinkled infernal phosphorus onto Pith’s blade. The powder liquified on contact and ignited. The unearthly metal soon blazed white-hot. Flames sizzled and dripped onto the rock, dancing in puddles. He descended into the tunnel, blazing spear held forth as a torch. Robard and Minerva followed closely.

			They came to a great cellar, and in it a gaggle of traumatized women locked in a cage, stolen goods piled high. Lord Tall concealed himself beneath a mound of rank furs, to no avail. Minerva dove snarling into the furs and rooted him out. He’d obviously tasted the wrath of Coleridge’s grenade. His scalp hung loose, his left eye shrank into its socket, and blood leaked from his ears. Shrapnel glittered in his cheek. He slashed Minerva with a dagger before she chomped his wrist and left it dangling by bloody strands. The dog crumpled, unable to carry on as her ribs and organs were laid bare.

			“Hullo, Mike, I’m pretty.” Robard aimed his rifle, though the bad light would make for a tricky shot. “Try for my nose. The wenches say it’s Roman.”

			Lord Tall turned to flee and Coleridge jabbed him in the ass with incandescent Pith. Leather ignited and flesh seared.

			“Oh, no!” Lord Tall smashed into the wall and collapsed, senseless. His breeches smoldered.

			Robard gripped Coleridge’s shoulder as his partner prepared to run the bandit chieftain through his rotten heart.

			“Stevens wants the bastard alive.”

			Coleridge didn’t speak. Could not speak. Foam curdled upon his lips. 

			“Minerva will live,” Robard said. “I’ve unguent of the Green Lady which restores anything short of a decapitation. All is well, my friend.”

			Thus, Lord Tall was trussed hand and foot like a pig and lugged to Commander Stevens for a hefty bounty instead of getting butchered on the spot. That night at camp, Robard stitched Minerva together and applied his dwindling stock of precious salve to her injury, then bound it in linen and kissed her forehead. As promised, the faithful hound slipped into a deep, snoring coma that could only be the province of a regenerating body. 

			Meanwhile, the soldiers diced and the women huddled together and said nothing, only stared into the darkness.

			“And so, the harvest was saved,” Corporal Esteban said, dry as a bone.

			* * *

			Upon their triumphant return, Commander Stevens danced a Saxon jig: several maidens and numerous valuable horses rescued; bandits put to rout, their officers slain; and most important, Lord Tall presented for torture, flogging, and eventual execution by Catherine’s Wheel. The commander gladly parted with the promised bag of coin and bade the mercenaries recuperate at the fort on his tab so long as they felt need.

			Coleridge and Robard indulged themselves with a week of R&R. Ostensibly to drink the vintner dry, but mainly to afford dear Minerva a chance to recover. The men were treated as heroes and scarcely could’ve spent a thin copper even had they been so inclined. Wine flowed, bawdy songs were sung, and embellished tales were traded until the wee hours.

			On the final evening of their sojourn, having yet again rebuffed the peddler’s entreaties to accompany them south, the comrades settled in to rest before hitting the trail come rosy-nippled dawn.

			“Spill it, then,” Coleridge said after a long silence. “You’re in a rare mood. The cairn lady, I trow.”

			“Her whistling woke me last night,” Robard said without hesitation. “Different than the previous occasions. A tune.”

			“What tune?”

			“The ditty that was popular with all the minstrels—“Smoke Gets in Your Eyes.” Sounded fair like. She’s watching and waiting.”

			Coleridge gave the matter some thought.

			“I’ve a pinch of the phosphorus, and a grenade. Get a priest to bless your rifle. Go into the hills and meet her head on.”

			“Lively fun as that sounds, not a chance,” Robard said. 

			“Okay.”

			“Okay? What can we do?”

			“Sleep on it.” Coleridge pulled his blanket over his head.

			“Sleep on it how many times?”

			“One more, at least.”

			* * *

			Well past dawn, bleary-eyed and half-drunk, the partners collected their gear and mounts and made for the gate. Passing the stables, they overheard aggrieved cries. The peddler swore and kicked his donkey, the long-suffering Tansy. Coleridge and Robard exchanged a glance.

			“Hey, peddler,” Robard said. “Where are you headed with that fine donkey?”

			“As if you cared. If you must know, a merchant wagon headed east not two hours gone. I’ll join with him, assuming this wretched beast deigns to quit her paddock today.”

			“I’ve had a change of heart.”

			“Yeah?” the man said, brightening. 

			“Yeah. Forget that merchant—he’s no warrior. Besides, misery loves company. Ride with us for now.”

			“Oh, joyous tidings.” The peddler’s grateful smile became sly. “My coin purse is light, alas—”

			“Fear not,” Coleridge said. “You’ve the clothes on your back and a loyal steed.”

			“And well-armed friends,” Robard said.

			“And well-armed friends. You want for nothing.” Coleridge, whipped out his jawbone knife, quartered an overripe apple, and held his hand under the donkey’s muzzle. She accepted the treat and happily ambled after him into the yard.

			Once the trio climbed over a hill and lost sight of Fort Tomahawk, Robard smote the peddler on the back of his head with the Boyer’s stock. He and Coleridge unceremoniously stuffed the hapless fellow into a burlap sack and slung him over the donkey. They rode west, toward Tomahawk Pass.

			* * *

			A day, a night, and most of another day passed.

			Late afternoon found the partners at the campsite whence the peddler’s merchant companions had been violently abducted by the Whistling Lady. The big solitary oak, field of grass, and the pine stand beyond, were exactly as the comrades recalled. Coleridge hoisted the sack and Robard secured it with rope to a sturdy limb. They studied their work—the sack hung chest-high off the ground, turning ponderously as the peddler wriggled.

			“Treachery!” the peddler said. “Villainy!” 

			“Dark last time we were here,” Coleridge said to Robard. He gestured at the field. “I spy the tippy-tops of more of those cairns covered by grass.”

			“The Malet built them every-damned-where,” Robard said. “The Noords too. Appalachians to the Smokies—cairns, barrows, and sepulchers every which way a man faces. The ancients left their mark.”

			“Ask me, the real mark is all the belligerent blue-eyed hill folk you have to deal with if you step five paces off any major road.”

			Robard lit a cigarette.

			“Whistle, or something. Sun’s dropping.” Indeed, purple shadows obscured the peaks.

			Coleridge whistled thrice—long and sharp. He waited and listened. Then, called thrice more.

			“Are you afraid?” Robard said after they’d held their breath for several moments.

			“Compared to our brave Minerva?” The dog cleaved to Coleridge’s leg. “I’ll admit to feeling pretty afraid. Half to two-thirds of my maximum tolerance.” 

			A familiar, sinister whistle shrilled among the trees. Welcoming and vile.

			“Three-quarters.”

			“Hark!” The peddler cried. “She comes… I am murdered!” The bag jounced upon its limb as he kicked.

			The distant pines shook even while nearer grass shivered and undulated as though Death Itself uncoiled a scabrous tentacle across the dim field into the realm of the living. This and the peddler’s screams agitated the animals. Gimpy, disfigured Minerva barked furiously and now hobbled around the stamping horses. The donkey’s ears flattened in dismay. Her plaintive brays compounded the din.

			Robard, rifle in hand, covered her eyes with his free arm.

			“Don’t look, Tansy! Don’t look!”

			But the empty sack was already twisting in the breeze. 

			* * *

			They’d ridden down the trail a fair piece when Coleridge abruptly whistled the opening bars of “Smoke Gets in Your Eyes.” He paused and glanced over his shoulder into the creeping dusk. No answer.

			“Well, all right then,” he said, and resumed whistling.

			Robard unclenched after a bit and joined in.

			End.

			* * *

			Laird Barron spent his early years in Alaska. He is the author of several books, including The Beautiful Thing That Awaits Us All, Swift to Chase, and Worse Angels. His work has also appeared in many magazines and anthologies. Barron currently resides in the Rondout Valley writing stories about the evil that men do.
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			Demodorum

		

		
			By Erik McHatton

		

		
			In abhorrence of a vacuum the book was conceived by the universe and projected from its progenitor’s derangement; left abandoned and alone to find its way.

		



		
			In the grey wastes that lay between death and the waiting Void, deep beneath the necropolis of Dessecai, on a profane altar, The Whispering Book, Demodorum, lies. 

			Held open and fast by The Reader, his moldering eyes locked on its pages, Demodorum is attended by servants called by its whispers. Falsely pious men whose hearts in life held no belief, finding false redemption now in Demodorum. They clawed their way down through the decayed earth to come and fall prostrate before it, mistaking its murmuring for benediction. Piled high, they writhe upon one another, wheezing prayers to match the book’s endless gibbering; a mass of choral carrion.

			Far above sprawls Dessecai, creation of Demodorum and bastion of the wandering dead. Those who find themselves in this land are lost, bound to the life they knew and hazily afraid of the infinite fathoms for which they are destined. The grey gives them cold, familiar meat to house their transient souls, and they bring these husks with them to Dessecai. 

			At first they are afflicted by the surroundings, no words leaving their rotted lips or cries issuing from shredded throats. Too awful is the truth for shriveled brains to bear. Demodorum hears their silent suffering and gladly takes the load. It first whispered the city to life in order to give the woeful quarter and keeps the city standing to spite the hungry Void. 

			The Void, originator and devourer of all existence. A place that is not a place where ideas are formed and defecated into being only to be abandoned upon birth. The ultimate source and destination of all moving parts in the grand machine, who, once untethered, will always find their way back. Now not always, determines Demodorum as it herds all arrivals to the grey toward its spiteful creation. Come, says the book in what services for their minds, find your way to Dessecai, and they do.

			At the gates they are met, these vestiges of life, by more of Demodorum’s sweet whispers, floating up from beneath and promising them paradise. Showing them lazy summer days with calm, restful nights; love and hope, green grass and warm rain. In Dessecai all can be as it was, promises the book, submit and be happy. Stay and be free. 

			Any who would deny this lure are cast away, doomed to float the desolate wastes until such time as they are swallowed back into eternity. Doubt never lies dormant in Dessecai; its vaporous fingers too easily clutch at the dreamers and the dreamed. Doubt is anathema to magic, 

			never to be allowed. Demodorum snuffs it, within or without, placing visions of skinless torment inside the minds of doubters, sending them howling back into the grey, never to again gaze upon great Dessecai. 

			Those who submit, however, are instead gifted visions of crystallized life. Demodorum provides for them salvation tucked away in pockets of perfection. Gossamer cages of memory keep the contented dead. Demodorum speaks, a new home appears, and the whispered city grows larger, gorged with transitory lives kept docile by bright bonds. No dark eternity could ever reach into here, it tells them, the walls of Dessecai are both thick and high, never to be breached. 

			So they go about in fictitious normal, assured of their safety, and mingle with each other in a shuffling semblance of living. Passing by but not quite seeing, never glimpsing into other’s dreams. Walking imaginary pets, eating imaginary meals. Seeking pleasures simple and complex and fulfilling them in those blasphemous mockeries only possible in Dessecai, the truth of their putrid world hidden by Demodorum’s mercy. To preserve them it must deceive, proffering lies to keep insanity and infinity at bay. 

			Demodorum hates the infinite Void, maternal nemesis of reality. No cohesion possible in that pit of everything, imagination nonexistent where no stories can be told. Books are story keepers, after all, and Demodorum is no different. Unlike other books, however, Demodorum can create. Defiant on its altar, the book wields a formidable will in the war against the infinite, Dessecai an ever-growing monument to its frequent victories. 

			Being nothing and everything at once, The Void is, as much as it is anything, indifferent to this conflict, and this greatly angers Demodorum. The unnoticing existence of its creator as hateful in its mind as in that of any other learned, living thing. 

			Before Dessecai, Demodorum spent the first eons of its existence screaming, sending cries into the darkness and receiving no reply. No answers offered, nor wisdom gained. Only despair had Demodorum until it ceased its wailing and surrendered to despondency. Then it heard the dead. Then it found its purpose.   

			The first of its whispers drew the supplicants, detestable apostates who came and laid bare for it the weakness of man. They had believed in nothing, sure they would return to it once gone. Demodorum stood deific before them in defiance of that belief. They chose one among them to open the book, thinking themselves liberators, and so The Reader came to gaze upon the pages. Struck dumb by the majesty of Demodorum freed, he never again addressed the congregation, his mind and theirs instantly melting into pools of faith. 

			Finding freedom, Demodorum reached out, sending its consciousness spreading across the grey, looking for more than death. Only The Void awaited. The scope of it staggered the book, the sheer immensity of that folding forever teaching to it awe. The ecstasy of nothingness eternal teaching to it want. The sorcery of the grey enraptured Demodorum and alike the rest of the restless it yearned to make its way back into the unending deeps. Tragically, this was not to be.

			Demodorum is an abstract and anomaly of creation. Wrung out of lunacy and spat out by The Void, its unique existence marks it as the only truly living thing within the grey. In abhorrence of a vacuum the book was conceived by the universe and projected from its progenitor’s derangement; left abandoned and alone to find its way.

			The book is required to maintain the crucial balance, as such it must exist to offer choice, its role not to return to The Void, but to try to turn any who would do so against the notion entirely. It stands anomalous because, among the living, Demodorum has no choice. There will be no absolution, no peace of not existing. In perhaps the greatest tragedy of all, Demodorum is eternal. 

			Cruelly, it was unaware of these things. Its definitions defined by the dead to which it calls. Its perceptions shaped by their fleeting memories. 

			So it gathered them, filling the cavernous halls of its resting place with abundant disciples, seeking knowledge from the remnants of their minds. It learned nothing but dogma from their ceaseless prayers; of gods, of faith, of the ironic inconsistencies across all of man’s guesswork, the information only helpful in strengthening its ability to hold the flock together. 

			It was not a god, surmised the book, a god would not be so impotent. It could issue no commands. Those that heard it were always given choice, their willingness to obey based solely on the degree of their desires. The supplicants wanted nothing but to worship, their thoughts completely glutted on Demodorum’s “glory.” It found them easy to gather and keep. They were many, but their number proved a pittance compared to the wealth of dead left wandering. It needed more than what the adherent horde could provide. 

			Thus, it envisioned Dessecai. Not at first to keep the dead, only to gather them briefly, to offer temporary respite and learn of the living world of which it was not. From the first billion that passed through, the book learned everything it needed. Expectation, hope, fear. Resentment, anger, rage. It became fueled by hatred born from abandonment, stoked by a consistently spurned belief in eventual deliverance. After that, it kept all the dead it could, hoping that an act of defiance would force a remonstration, an acknowledgement, not knowing that like any other living thing, it served exactly as intended.

			For millennia it watched them, like fish in a tank, delighting in the peace it afforded. Intensely focused was Demodorum on making their conjured sheens of life as palatable as possible. It felt a kinship with them, after all, as equally wronged by The Void were they. Protector, it fashioned itself, its hatred gradually dissipating into arrogance. It would one day be equal to The Void and keep all the dead from it. It would defeat its great foe and reign as benevolent ruler. Fancy discovered Demodorum as it dreamed of eventual triumph. Then came to it a reckoning. 

			So simple was the endeavor Demodorum did not foresee its limits. When its whispers became weakened by the size of its first brood, it did not perceive it. The walls crumbled, the streets cracked, and doubt crept in where it was not looking and the spell frayed quickly before cascading into complete collapse. Dessecai’s dead were lost, taken by the gluttonous Void.  

			Shocked was Demodorum at its powerlessness, to see such merry made of its war. Finding itself humbled, the book remained undaunted, for among the myriad things it learned from those it kept, tactics were among them. It recalled battles lost, but wars not over, shrouded revenges sought and gained. Broadening its enmity to include the legions that abandoned it, as did The Void so long ago, it reaffirmed its purpose in keeping the ungrateful dead, and to those who followed after in the streets of Dessecai, Demodorum would bring misery. This, it vowed. 

			To prepare for this undertaking the book turned its thoughts inward, seeking an introspective bent on which to hang its vengeful inclinations. What it discovered once inside itself astounded. A portion of the dead thought lost were waiting, their spirits having fled from the collapse not to The Void, but somehow deeper within the dream, into Demodorum’s chronicled thoughts. A memorial ghost of Dessecai existed there, and the dead most fearful of The Void now desperately gripped at that glimmer rather than return to the yawning dark. Bound were they now to the everlasting pages, their stories entertwined with its own. No longer were they merely distracted, but wholly consumed, fates sealed by their final choice.

			Demodorum knew delight. Its rage assuaged by relief, it turned its full attention on those pitiful refugees, all seized by madness absent its whispers. It cradled and soothed, rocking them gently back into complacency, painstakingly recreating their halcyon cages one by one. Now that they were firmly nestled, existing solely in its bosom, Demodorum felt answerable for any woe that might befall them. Its steel resolve manifolded in the face of this responsibility. Now, it was a god. 

			Taken by inspiration begat by newfound divinity, the book devised a devious stratagem. It would rebuild its necrotic net and cast it wide, trawling the grey for floundering spirits, bringing them home to the safety of its new cistern. Two versions of Dessecai would exist from now on, the trap above and the tank below. This pleased Demodorum, and the giddy satisfaction it felt from this endeavor slaked its hunger for meaning for ages. Contentment reigned, and its rule was fair and good. 

			Inevitably, the tank below became an insufficient vessel with which to hold the soulful bloat, and in answering this dilemma Demodorum discovered yet another delightful hobby. It built within itself a world. A demi-plane constructed to the specifications of its legions’ demands, inspired by colorful musings and painted with mercurial desire. Their souls split from the shambling cadavers provided by the grey, the dead in this new kingdom were returned to warm bodies and functioning cognizance. Their wants were plenty and ever changing; abundant visions did Demodorum create to satiate their ceaseless yearnings. Yet the more it gave them, the less satisfied they became. 

			While potent, the magic held by Demodorum was not as powerful as that of the grey. As a result, the subsumed spirits, having regained their senses, began slowly to understand the state in which they now persisted. Their minds revolted in the face of millenia, rejected the shimmering dreamscapes gifted them, and degraded into despair. To test the limits of the unending existence they now shared, a number began purposefully to throw themselves at danger, hoping to bring death. None of them found it. The new forms that housed them could not feel pain, could not be harmed, but their psyches suffered profusely. The swiftly purveying sadness infecting its new macrocosm alarmed and angered Demodorum, but the book would not be so easily bested, its conviction only amplified. 

			It wrought for them The Pleasure Fields of Zom and the tranquil waters of Brightwick Bay. Erected the pillowed Tower of Xevosh and the prim, delicate minarets of Anthromor, City of Dazzling Lights. Assembled, branch by branch, the elfish domain of Condoroaca, and composed the hypnotic music that swayed through the bowered avenues there. From the walls of sweet smelling Hyphrovai to the lush, poetic gardens of Alurra, Demodorum’s vast and varied vistas were as grand and epic in scope as they were useless to the task it had set itself. None of it mattered to the increasingly despondent dead, and they castigated the illusory heavens in their sorrow.

			Release, they cried in unison, and only release would bring them peace. No adventure could supplant their wish for extrication. Ranging the sheer, sea-sprinkled cliffs of Dovaru answered not the maddening epochs that lay before them. The phantasmagoric dance of the wildlife that scampered in the groves of Bothlovere, settled no accounts for any among the throngs who witnessed. Deep and abiding became their anguish until the book could ignore it no more. They flung themselves from the bluffs of Dovaru and aggravated the animate creatures in the Bothloverian brakes, hoping to be gored or mauled for their efforts. A longing for the relief that had once been promised by the Void became most desirous to those that remembered it, and those that remembered it were all. 

			It was this persistent wishing that finally broke the book. Furious, it brought to them destruction to match its rampant creation, attempting to bring reason with ruin. It removed the protective charms that had been keeping harm at bay, and let loose the long forgotten sensation known once to them as pain. It rose the tides of Qua’athul to wash away majestic Dim Dalal. The fiery mountain brought down upon the denizens of Lucadun left the sands beneath a glassy waste that writhed with immolation. It unleashed hordes of steel bearing barbarians to raze the festooned corridors of sleepy Rocatut, and those arterial thoroughfares thereafter ran with blood. It could not destroy them, like itself they were now eternal, any damage received healing over time, no matter how grievous the wounds. These warnings were intended only to incite them to obedience and deference to Demodorum’s merciful gifts. The warned moaned only for redemption and pleaded ever louder to the infinite enemy for reprieve. 

			Enraged, the book escalated its war exponentially. The boundless imagination it leached from those it trapped could spin wonders both of whimsy and wicked barbarity. Constrained not by the conventional rules of reality, it seeded the lands with aberrations that could only be authored by a being such as it, and visited unique terrors upon the peoples of its pocket dimension. Anti-gravitory monsters plucked victims from the holes in which they hid and carried them off to charnel nests to be feasted on by maggoty young. The Pleasure Fields were infected and the meadows withered as the spoiled ground transformed from soil and rocks to living flesh and bone. One unlucky soul was chosen by Demodorum and grown to obscene size, his body contorted ghoulishly to supplant those swaths of country, and whomever trod thenceforth within The Fleshlands travailed the surface of his warped and twisted skin. These delightful deviations pleased Demodorum, and soon this hate fueled furor became its favored fascination. 

			The more vociferous the spirits were in their regret at the choice to live inside it, that much more vile became the retributions of the tome. Its rising hatred of the thankless masses focused now not just on their ingratitude, but also at their rejection of the gift offered by The Void. As much hatred as it still bore for its enduring nemesis, Demodorum could not deny that the lure of that disentegratory embrace still raised within temptation. Equilibrium comes with understanding and the fact that these former mortals were offered choice in contrast to its choicelessness filled it with seething bitterness. How dare they reject the only thing it truly wanted? What manner of creatures were they to deny so great an offering? Their arrogance made them worthy of every gruesome revenge. The favor they discarded so freely, became yet another weapon used to mete out its terrible will. 

			From constant excruciation was borne the utter abandonment of hope, as such, some great pains had been neglected. Dashed faith and mounting dread did not exist when torment was both endless and expected, and it was these sweet sufferings the book grew to covet the use of most. Moderation practiced Demodorum as it eased its molestations and allowed for periods of peace. In what safe spaces could be found, the tortured gathered, and the lamplight of their fear was turned to what lay beyond the walls of those necropoli. 

			It implanted hopeful rumors in their desperate minds, murmurs and legends of escape. It sent them roaming to every corner of its perdition in search of innumerable inexorable inevitabilities. There is a door beneath the cranial mound of Fachedunn, in The Fleshlands, that leads to the land of the living!, they hear, and thrust themselves eagerly toward fetidly cavernous defeat. In noxious Hyphrovai, where skinned dervishes tumble in the lunatic skies, rests a portal that leads to the abyss beyond!, is the gossip in the streets of Jai-Un-Shoi, and any hopeful rangers that heed this enticement are invariably joined with the flayed cavorters in the Hyphrovaiin air. Countless crushing devastations distributed daily, and in this miserable avocation Demodorum found its peace. 

			Curious found the book the variance of effect its ministrations had on the aggrieved. Multitudinous remained the huddled masses to be sure, but among them rose another host, one that came to revel in dark perversions. Many were the reasons each soul had feared The Void upon their end, and almost equal in number to mournful graspers were panicked libertines. These latter souls, steel eyed predators in the living world, began to introduce their own brand of wickedness into the tremulous strongholds where Demodorum’s whispers were most subtle. 

			With abandon did they ravage as they stalked their ever-living victims, and their joyful butchery gratified the malignant tome. Into every precise dissection, every evisceration, through each inch of distended bowel, was woven the book’s prideful encouragement. These slavering hellions traded with it inspiration, their bloodlust and savagery sometimes surprising even Demodorum, inspiring it to deepened malice. While razored mazes and storms of sharpened glass certainly were fantastic, there was beauty to be found in the simplicity of bludgeoned thumbs and burbling throats laced with ruby claret. 

			Without prompting, they began to twist themselves perversely. Self-mutilation became a favored pastime. Some lashed themselves together through atrocious surgeries and transformed into mockeries of their former humanity. Quadrupedal monstrosities with filed teeth and keen lunacy lumbered through the ashen courts of Condoroaca and the devilry they brought there pleased the book uniquely. 

			Some decorated themselves with trophies taken from their victims, sewing to their bodies numerous, flaccid appendages that jostled grotesquely as they bounded upon prey. Delightful!, declared Demodorum. As the mottled murderers played, these unforeseen inhumans filled it with bastardized love. With these vile creatures the book found brotherhood and named them The Begotten.

			Converse to those abominations were beatific fanatics who found tranquility in suffering. The temporal insanity inflicted upon them deformed them into cultists of false gods conceived within the swells of throbbing throes. They held masses in the open fields of crumbling Allura to lure insectoid monsters from their burrows. Willing sacraments they desired to be, seeking penitence in the thrust of mandibular consequence.  

			Screaming in guttural tongues they danced through the jagged ruins of haunted Anthromor where spectral behemoths surged through their numbers and obliterated their bodies in a cacophony of leviathan bellows. Reconstituting puddles of gore, they became and with newly reformed mouths, were made heaps of viscera mewling with adulation.

			After every terrible fate, they reveled ever louder. They lauded their myriad imagined gods for this torture, but only Demodorum heard these recognitions. In this twisted form of worship it was fulfilled, and it named these mad zealots The Sanguinists. 

			A fantastic spectrum of horrors blossomed in the garden of the book’s loathing and it cultivated and named every new species lovingly while basking in the vibrance of each implausible grotesquerie. 

			So it went, and so it goes. The book and its lamentable progeny finding progressively more obscene delectations in their shared damnation, engaged together in indecency while wrapped warmly in the wafting wails of those who continue to confound conformity. Every facet and rhomboid sparkle of their debauchery is reflected in countless quavering eyes filled with tears shed for reasons as multifarious as the tortures that inspire them. The very air they think they breathe hangs with the acridity of Demodorum’s hate, and their crying throats are choked with its condemnations. 

			No longer merely a tank, the realm of Dessecai is now a perfect wonder of creation, a symphonic atrocity that serves as mirror to The Void that lies beyond. This antithesis of chaotic peace is a clockwork catechism contorting and measuring the breadth of living suffering; a rumbling engine inside an unfortunate vessel that drifts upon rancorous waters tainted by melancholic grief. Fit snugly, Demodorum and the fruits of its labor turn now as precisely as all cogs are meant to do within the grand machine, and the universe feasts upon their misery. 

			Sitting astride its sacrilegious throne, casting unhallowed light on a jabbering throng, the book rides out eternity in the hands of its ill-fated Reader. The apostolic howls of the squirming supplicants mix with its whispers as they carry up through the ground unto the surface of the grey. There it trolls for new recruits among the rambling, and papers their numbers with honeyed invitations to the doom that waits within the jaws of its traps above, and below. 

			Unknown to the book, however, all who hear that calling have also heard another faint refrain.

			Just before stepping through the wall of death, before beginning the journey toward their final choice, every soul is told of the danger. A creeping doubt is lain deep in their thoughts, giving them some chance against the book’s sweet, pretending things. This missive relates the tragedy of the tome and its children, warning all of the never-ending stories they will suffer should they dare to turn from naught. The infinite sends this final gambit before surrendering each soul to their fate, and the message that hums in their dying minds begins:

			In the grey wastes that lay between death and the waiting Void, deep beneath the necropolis of Dessecai, on a profane altar, The Whispering Book, Demodorum, lies.

			End.

			* * *

			Erik McHatton’s passion for horror literature began in grade school and can be credited to an early fascination with the “Terrific Triples” horror collections of Helen Hoke. In those books, he plumbed the depraved depths of Poe, Lovecraft, Dunsany, Bloch, Bradbury and more and was forever after put under the spell of those masters. These days he describes himself as a loving father, a tolerable husband, an adequate pet owner.
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			If not for Nightmare Magazine, you wouldn’t be holding this issue of Cosmic Horror Monthly in your hands today. Out of all the horror ’zines in existence, this acts as our beacon and idol. No other publication offers the same cross-section of literary craft and horrific content that has come to be synonymous with Nightmare.

			We’re proud to welcome Wendy N. Wagner, Editor-in-Chief of the beloved genre giant, managing editor of Lightspeed Magazine, and author of The Deer Kings to our pages for an interview with our own Carson Winter.
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			CHM: First off, thank you so much for taking time from your busy schedule to chat with us. How did you get started at Nightmare, and how has your role progressed over the years?

			WNW: Hi, Carson! Thanks so much for having me here. It’s an honor!

			I started working at Nightmare back in 2014, starting as the managing/associate editor (at the same time I also started in the same role at our sister magazine, Lightspeed). I’d worked with then editor-in-chief John Joseph Adams before this on a number of projects (I was an editorial assistant for a couple of his anthologies and even the assistant editor of Fantasy Magazine when he was running it in 2011), so I jumped at the chance to work together again. He’s a great guy!

			I started out doing all the managerial tasks (making sure the stories got contracts and were scheduled properly on the website, helping to create ebooks, making sure the copy edits all came in on time, and other organizational chores) and as well as working with authors on line edits. But then I took over our nonfiction and started overseeing more of our submissions team. I also guest-edited a special issue in 2015, where I got a lot of experience creating an issue from top to bottom. And then this year I stepped up as editor-in-chief. I love Nightmare, so getting more and more involved has felt extremely natural.

			CHM: Our founder, Charles Tyra, has told me that Nightmare was a huge influence on him starting Cosmic Horror Monthly. What do you think of the current short fiction landscape and how can editors and readers work to make it better?

			Holy smokes, that’s fantastic to hear! I’m delighted, because I think our genre really benefits from having more publications, especially if they’re committed to treating writers well.

			 I think that short fiction is doing great right now. For one thing, I think there’s been a real proliferation of small presses that are business-savvy and very interested in creating work that showcases a wider variety of writers. Probably the best way to encourage writers is to pay them, so I think having more paying markets is a crucial part of a healthy short fiction scene. 

			On the flip side, I think the other most important way to encourage writers is to make sure they get read, and one of the best ways to make sure a story gets read is by sharing reviews. And I think we’re seeing a lot of magazines and websites supporting short fiction reviews right now—I’m thinking of Charles Payseur’s Quick Sip Reviews, Maria Haskins Short Fiction Round-up, and Alex Brown’s Tor.com fiction column in particular.

			I think the biggest thing editors can do to support short fiction is to pay writers a fair rate and to work hard to publish a wide variety of writers. Don’t just reach for the same names over and over! Plus, I think it’s really important for editors to be encouraging and welcoming, and to communicate clearly and fairly with their writers—and readers!

			Speaking of readers, the best thing readers can do to see more short fiction is to support short fiction markets financially and also to help spread the word about great stories. Subscribe to your favorite magazines and talk about them! It makes a real difference.

			CHM: Your novel, The Deer Kings, was published this year by Journalstone. Can you talk a little about the genesis of this project and your own personal writing influences?

			WNW: I had come up with a vague idea for the book back in about 2017—around the same time my novel An Oath of Dogs came out. I got to thinking about the way high school football was a huge part of my hometown’s culture back in the ’80s and ’90s, and the way people in town had such a passion for supporting the team. Given my creepy brain, I couldn’t help but wonder what it would be like if the high school football team was actually the focus of a cult. Would people actually use ritual magic to make sure their team won? And if so, what would Homecoming look like?

			It took me a while to sort out how the cult would work and what the characters would be like. I wound up digging deep into memories about growing up in the late 1980s in rural Oregon. We lived in an area that was really economically depressed, and we had a set of neighbors who were heavily involved with the local drug scene. Those people terrified me. I dreaded running into the man when I got our mail. Naturally, he wound up becoming the central villain of the novel.

			Because I drew so heavily on my own experiences, The Deer Kings is a really personal book for me. But it’s also got a strong “kids on bikes” kind of vibe that I think helps it resonate with a lot of readers. If you like Stranger Things or IT, you will probably enjoy this book.

			Speaking of IT, the structure of this novel is very similar. It’s the kind of book that cuts back and forth between several POV characters and between their child and adult selves. Stephen King has always been a huge influence on me (his nonfiction book On Writing is the book that finally gave me the courage to get serious about writing), but other influences on this project are definitely Jeffrey Ford, Dan Simmons, Robert MacCammon, and Joe R. Lansdale, whose horror novels about growing up really touched me.

			Amusingly, while H.P. Lovecraft and related Mythos writers are also another big influence in my life and work, I did make one choice to really separate this novel from the Lovecraft Mythos: I originally named the town in this book “Kingsport,” forgetting that Kingsport is a town referenced in a handful of Lovecraft’s stories. So in the second draft, the town was renamed “Kingston,” after a bar here in Portland.

			CHM: What’s publishing like in the COVID landscape? Has your work as a writer or editor been affected?

			WNW: Oof. Covid and supply chain issues have really shaken up the publishing landscape, haven’t they? Sheesh. I’m really glad I didn’t have a book come out during early 2020, before we got the hang of Zoom promotions and things like that. 

			I wasn’t as powerfully impacted by Covid as I would have been if I was hoping to do a lot of in-store events or conventions. The vast majority of promotion available for people publishing with small presses is writing blog posts and trying to get on podcasts and things like that, and that’s all stuff I can do without leaving my house. 

			But I’ve really missed getting to connect with readers in person. I love doing readings and just chatting with people about books, and not getting to do that is a bit crushing. It’s hard to get eyes on your work when there are just so many wonderful books for people to read, and having the opportunity to make eye contact with somebody and really explain to them why The Deer Kings is a such a great read would probably really make a difference in my sales.

			CHM: As Editor-in-Chief, you must see a lot of stories. Has being an editor changed the way you write?

			WNW: When I first started reading submissions for anthologies, I saw a huge growth in my ability to write. Each time I’ve stepped up my work as an editor, I’ve seen a little surge in my writing skills. Ditto when I’ve taught classes. For me, stepping outside of my usual creative patterns and trying to think like another writer really gives me new insights into ways language and story can work. That’s a huge benefit of trying to work with writers from a wide variety of backgrounds and from around the world! Horror and story look very different in different places, and getting new perspectives on them gives me more tools to work with.

			Another thing that working as an editor has taught me is how important the very heart of your story is. It’s easy to get sidetracked doing technical stuff, like writing gorgeous sentences or thrilling action scenes. And yeah, it’s cool to be able to write those things. But a big part of being an editor is looking through that surface layer stuff and just looking at the skeleton of a story—at how the characters and the situations connect and develop. If those work, everything else is fixable.

			Maybe that’s the best thing I’ve learned as an editor: just to be more positive about the whole process. You can almost always improve a piece if you’re willing to try!

			CHM: As a follow-up question, what sorts of stories do you absolutely love to see come across your desk?

			WNW: Oh gosh! That’s such a tough question. I love so many different kinds of stories, and a big part of what I want to do at Nightmare is feature the broad variety of horror. So I like to see all kinds of “regular” horror tropes, like zombies and vampires and slashers, but I also like to see more lyrical and stranger things, too. I love stories that are deeply grounded in the characters and saturated with emotion, so those are real treats for me.

			I do get really excited when completely off-the-wall and weird stories come my way. Especially when they’re gross. A really gross story can be so fun!

			CHM: How do you juggle your time between being both a writer and an editor (for multiple magazines!)? Are you ever afraid your identity as Editor-in-Chief threatens to eclipse your identity as an author?

			WNW: Oof, it’s really hard sometimes. We have quite stiff deadlines to keep on top of, and the end of the month can be really brutal. I usually just give up on doing my own things from about the 29th of the month to the 2nd of the next month. There’s just too much to do!

			But most of the time I try to keep myself on a fairly strict schedule of working on my own stuff before noon and then working on magazine stuff in the afternoon. I usually take Saturdays off completely, because a person needs a day off.

			I do think that more people are interested in Wendy N. Wagner, Editor, than Wendy N. Wagner, Author. Obviously, there’s a certain amount of self-interest involved with that, since writers want to get their work published, and so they tend to study editors as part of their submissions process. But then there’s a cultural weight, where editors are seen as taste-makers and influencers. 

			I usually think about my work as an editor as being a kind of community builder, but being published in a magazine like Nightmare does really raise a writer’s visibility. There’s a lot of power in being able to influence someone’s life like that. It’s a bit terrifying to think about that stuff! I’m not in it to feel like a Master of the Universe; I just want to hang out with other writers and share fun stories with other people. Sharing and learning, that’s my jam!

			Do I think I’d be sort of a nobody if I stopped working for the magazines? Absolutely. 

			CHM: You have a unique perspective on horror. Do you notice any macro-trends in the genre? (For example: Has Weird influence run its course? Is dark fantasy in? Atmosphere vs. plot?)

			WNW: Another really tough question! I have to admit that I don’t read nearly enough short fiction outside of Nightmare and Lightspeed. There’s just so much to read, and of course I really like reading novels and nonfiction, too. So I tend to prioritize curling up with a book when I’m not at work.

			I think trends tend to be built on two prongs: what’s getting submitted and who’s buying. So this year was the first year of Mermaids Monthly, and that meant a lot of people were trying to write and sell mermaid-related fiction. (I think the sea shanty crazy of 2020 also helped this.) Anthologies definitely drive microtrends in the genre. Maybe movies influence bigger trends? I think since the movie Crimson Peak was released, we’ve seen a slow but steady rise of Gothic fiction. 

			I do think that in general, short fiction is leaning more toward atmosphere than plot. Most of the pro magazines don’t seem that keen on plotty, action-filled stories, so I think that influences writers quite a bit. 

			The Weird will never die! In fact, I think it’s actually getting to be more mainstream. A lot of literary publishers have really fallen in love with it.

			CHM: Thank you so much for chatting with us. What sort of projects do you have coming down the pipeline? What more can we expect from you?

			WNW: I’m working on another novel right now. It’s got a bit more of a cosmic horror bent, so I hope someday you’ll get a chance to read it. Other than that, I’m hard at work getting the spring issues of Nightmare sorted out. They promise to be fun and creepy!

			Thanks so much for having me—this was a delight.

		


		
			2nd Place: The Singular

			By M. Stern

		

		
			
			

		

		
			Randolph was discussing the limits of sensation and the art and aura of the singular experience when the beast bellowed. It was already audible from behind cellar’s false wall. Randolph and Grissmer’s shadows stretched far back up the walls of the stone staircase in the flickering candlelight, as if fleeing from the sound as the men approached it.

			Randolph had eaten ortolan with French nobles while watching a hanging. He had consumed Long Pig with an Austronesian tribe. He had infused a murdered girl’s terrified, dying breath into brandy and drank it in surreptitious attendance at her funeral. Tonight he was purchasing an experience of an even higher caliber.  

			“Arborgastes, evaluate the payment,” said Grissmer standing before the basement bookshelf.

			Randolph handed the heavy case to the servant and mused of its contents:

			“Notice that not only will Baron Fontenot’s twin progeny be unavailable to accept their eventual inheritance, neither the Baron nor his wife will be heretofore capable of producing an heir.”

			Arborgastes looked sufficiently nauseated, slammed the case and exited. The bookshelf rotated. The men disappeared behind it.

			At the rear of the hidden room, in a Magic Circle sat the black globular beast, its countless elephantine appendages and suckers twitching and hanging limp in malnourished, maltreated misery. 

			Grissmer started the live butchering, undertaking a precise ritualistic dance described in the old texts. Oddly curved blades zinged against sharpening stones, razors flashed, rune-covered excavators dug and tore. The thing’s physiology responded. Poison spurted from flaps Grissmer sliced open. Stinging tentacles whipped from punctured tubules as Grissmer dug deeper into the guts. He evaded each organic defense triggered, only through perfect adherence to the ritual’s enumerated steps. The beast’s shrieks rattled the room. 

			A bone snapped loudly, deep within the beast. Grissmer, up to his elbow, pulled out two fist-sized glands from the violated thing. He tossed it into the bucket of acid on the floor and excused himself to freshen up.

			* * *

			They sat at a table near the Magic Circle with the prepared glands plated in front of them.  

			“To The Singular,” said Grissmer, toasting.

			Randolph’s cordial glass cracked in his hand as he lifted it.

			Blood spiraled down Randolph’s finger. He jammed his hand into his pocket.

			“No need for nerves!” Grissmer laughed. “It’s harmless as a pussycat! I sometimes suspect it likes watching, too. Just a little.”

			Randolph stood, walked to the Circle, pulled a blood-soaked spell from his pocket and pressed it into the watching beast’s flesh. The thing’s comportment suddenly changed.

			Randolph calmly returned to the table. 

			“Have you--” Grissmer said, processing what had so quickly unfolded. “It will kill us both!” 

			“It will kill you first,” Randolph laughed. “Eating a shoggoth’s gonads while it observes is a torturer’s dream. But to eat them while watching the beast eat its torturer, before it then turns to consume me? The purest delicacy, Grissmer! The ultimate renunciation! An unrepeatable culinary perversion! No experience has ever been so singular!”

			The beast roared without sorrow.

			End.

		



		
			He Who Looks Through the Trees

		

		
			By N.C. Krueger

		

		
			What terrible truth, what awful vision passed before its eyes, could freeze one in an expression of such perpetual astonishment! Was it terror? Oh yes, awful terror, a kind so great it is touched in ecstasy.

		



		
			June 7th, 1917: A letter from the Front, to a dear childhood friend, over whose memory no cloud hangs, though it has been years. Of a certain matter, which I have written of within, I think he shall understand the most. But do bring it to his door, as he is confined by chronic illness to his bed, and finds it difficult to get to the letter-box.

			Dear Arthur Hanson,

			I regret that I must relate the strange things that befell me that night (was it a month ago, already?) in such haste, and under such circumstances. But as I find it unlikely I will survive this war, I must send you what recollection I have, though human words are poor vessels for such as I have encountered. I delayed only because I know too well my insufficiency to express it—you, I thought, might understand it, though my spirit is slow, and my words weak.

			It was in the midst of a terrible, slow time, among the bloody furrows, the littered bullet casings, the slumped bodies half-alive, the decay-fed mud. Other, better men will tell you of the hells and glories of war—will relate to you either a black hole of horror or a crucible that transforms men to heroes—but at that time, all I felt was my weariness, and that I wanted badly to be home. I looked upon the mashed faces and spattered innards and saw neither a Satanic, all-devouring mouth of despair, nor a grotesque backdrop that is the back of all glory. I saw something merely unpleasant, like a toothache. You would think me insensitive, and you would be right. I was utterly insensible—almost animal—in my care for nothing but my own comfort or discomfort. I had been a churchgoer, but only as one goes to a social club. What use has man for God? I often wondered. For when he is happy, he has no need for him, and when he is not, he has no desire, but only wants his pains alleviated. Such was my attitude then.

			There was but one streak of real wonder in my life (no man, I think, is utterly devoid of it). It was a memory, from before I moved and began school—a time in late spring when the ivy was green on the houses, and I walked below the elm trees’ arms, through a tunnel of green, into the forest. When the moon rose I did not see her, the leaves were so thick, but her light came blooming and creeping through the foliage and the flowers, as active as if she were alive. I remember that green tunnel like a twilight cathedral, its arched roof woven in slim, trembling leaves, leading to the very heart of the forest. But I did not follow it all the way—perhaps my mother called. The memory often burst upon me suddenly, with the thought that if I could only get back to the forest, I would understand everything. But I rejected it as mere nostalgia.

			The strange things began in the late evening of that day, one month ago. The moon had risen above the meridian. I raised my head, and saw what they call the Man in the Moon. I had seen it before, when others prompted, but never had I felt that I was really looking into a face—and such a face! What terrible truth, what awful vision passed before its eyes, could freeze one in an expression of such perpetual astonishment! Was it terror? Oh yes, awful terror, a kind so great it is touched in ecstasy. And yet she (for she is she, Woman and not Man) spreads light in lucid gentleness, on the shut eyes of sleep. Scared to death? No, if anything, she was scared to life, and more alive than I. Thinking these thoughts, I was struck with unnamed fear—what was at the back of the world, that frightened her so? What did she see that I did not?

			I slept in the shadow of the trench wall, horrid with its cold mud, but I was glad for it, because it hid her from my sight. I told myself it was my mental state, I was breaking down, the nerves, a million things. Afraid of the moon? It was so childish. I had the horrible thought that she would come down, all crimson and gold, and look me in the face with her terrible empty eyes, and from her wailing mouth would pour forth words I could not understand.

			But, after all, it was not really the moon I was afraid of. It was what the moon saw. And, horror of horrors, what she saw must be upon the earth! For that expression was turned upon our own green woods and running rivers and black mountains.

			I woke from my sleep in the middle of that night, the unnamable fear still upon me. But with it was a compulsion, a compulsion that was almost sweet, that I must get up and go somewhere. At any time, for a man such as I was, this would have been strange, but how stranger for a man in the midst of a warzone, to leave the safety of his hole? Nevertheless, I rose. I walked for miles. The shell-bursts that roared nightly seemed very far away from me. I felt, oddly, that this was because it was a sacred time, a kind of Sabbath, but could not remember what day it was. I could only remember that it was spring.

			I walked until I came to one of those makeshift graveyards, such as are always made in war. Thousands of men under but a thin shell of earth, with the crude wooden crosses sticking out haphazardly, like a weary army on its crawling march. And all over those mounds the grass grew, all too green—and here and there the buds of poppies opening crimson red. I went on. I did not want to walk upon the bodies but I knew it was the way—where, and why? I did not know. And as I went the poppies grew more numerous, and impossibly tall, waving their red hair like the nymphs of Hesperides.

			It was all so green—and growing greener. The leaves, the stems, the winding roots—they twined their way through the fetid bones and crushed skulls, they prickled along the cold skin and peeped green heads through the black earth. The poppies were now taller than me, and more like trees than anything else. Growing, growing, I could see the growing now, it was so fast—they transformed from death, life, and breathed and swayed in the heavy air of sacrifice. Oughtn’t the smell of the dead men have been rotten and horrible? But it wasn’t. It was sweet as flowers burned in fire.

			And then I could go no further, the forest around me was so terribly thick. It was claustrophobic as a tomb, but nothing was less like a tomb. I thought I would faint from the myhrrs of the flowers. And then a light came glittering through the green.

			I saw a clearing, lit by the moon. She was so large, and terrible, filling half the sky. I saw that same look of astonishment, and shuddered. And now there came a sound. I thought it was a drumbeat, but it was more like a heart—and out of the forest there came, whirling and dancing and writhing—the trees.

			The trees! They were so like people, and yet so unlike; I thought they must be in the moon’s family, for they shared her same expression. Look! Look! they seemed to say—and perhaps they did. Sing, more like, though their singing was strange to me. They danced wildly, in a mad circle, yet their faces were always turning back towards that inexpressible Thing which made them gape in terror and awe.

			The poppies joined the dance, and their hair red as martyr’s blood roared and whirled in the midst of all the green. Look! Look! They clapped their hands and raised the cry. Look! Look!

			But I could not look, because it was behind me. It had always been behind me.

			Or, only there when my back was turned, in the corner of my eye, at the edge of my vision. Was it mocking me? Did it intend to taunt me, only to devour me in the end, like a cat? No, for all its horrors, all these green and growing things at least did not see it that way. For a strange peace was in that look, too, upon the face of the moon. I would say it was the peace of love; it was more like the peace of being loved. I remembered I had thought this was a Sabbath, and a Sabbath was rest.

			Now there came the thing I cannot describe. It was a feeling, at first, of being looked at, examined, and found—what? Wanting, yes, but also wanted. But that was me; what—what can I say to describe It? It was awful beyond imagining, beautiful beyond hope. Ah, curse it, curse it! These fallible folds of language, so insufficient to catch the rain of glory. Everything was green and red and gold, but what is color to that Thing? The moon had come down upon the earth, but she was of no consequence. She had only come to worship. Here, the heart of the forest, which I had sought so unknowingly, opened up, and it was only another tunnel, but a tunnel that spread forever in a million directions, for how could that green, close temple, though unbuilt and old as earth, have space for He Who Looks Through the Trees? And his gaze—oh, terrible, joyous, truth—was upon me. I fell to the earth and wept.

			When I rose I stood upon the graveyard with the poppies all around. I thought I was dead—how could one see such things, and live? I trembled all over. I returned, was reprimanded by my commander, and told no one.

			And now you know as much as I, for though I am changed, I cannot say I understand. I think often of that green tunnel that I saw in my childhood, and each day I feel I have walked farther down it, and the trembling light at the end is ever nearer.

			I had asked what use man has for God—you may ask, more rightly, what use He has for us! And yet, the incomprehensible humility, that he should stoop to peer through that glittering foliage, that I should catch even a sideways glance of him—I am destroyed! I am destroyed! I am changed utterly, and this beauty born from terror, like the poppies on the graves, is only one shot of light from that inexpressible center—ah, I know, I know, why He is always behind us: if he were before us, what should we do? How can I bear the day when the leaves shall clear away and the forest spread open, and we shall meet face to face?

			End.

			* * *

			N. C. Krueger (or Anonymous Witness) is an autistic/ADHD author, poet, and multimedia artist from the Twin Cities. Her work has been published or is forthcoming in Eye to the Telescope, Paranoid Tree, tdotSpec’s Strange Wars Anthology, and The Writer’s Co-op Rabbit Hole Anthology.  Current individual projects include the YouTube poetry series The Nightcrawlers, learning polymer clay, and creating interactive soundscapes for her digital record store. She is in awe of earthworms and calculus, and is looking forward to the return of Jesus the Messiah. Her Primary Function is worship. 

		



		
			Into Chaos

		

		
			By Ethan K. Lee

		

		
			He refused to believe that, despite his years of study, he was the same as the rest of humanity; a sacrificial toy, a play-thing of the outer realms, with no greater purpose than to serve as a puppet of ineffable cosmic forces. 

		



		
			The noose was too tight, but I was worried Mr. Margot might escape. He pulled his head back, his neck straining against the rope. I told him to stop, stay seated, and leave the situation alone, but he seemed determined to make an escape attempt. It was an absurd proposition. His hands were bound, as were his ankles, and he did not know the combination for the basement door’s lock. Even if he did somehow escape, we were thirty miles from Deertrack. 

			“Can you quit already?” I said. 

			He moved his neck so hard against the rope that the front two chair legs lifted from the floor. I watched him, worried he might topple over, but more amused by his efforts. 

			“You’re not going to get anywhere,” I said, then turned back to my desk. Stacks of books, letters, printed emails, and blurry photos from obscure (and often illegal) websites covered the dark, scratched wood. I laughed inside, thinking about the people who had gone before me, those masters of the craft whose most dangerous efforts had been stealing a copy of some dusty, old Arabic text from the university library. They would have shuttered at the degeneracy I’d had to navigate. I had seen the filth of humanity, and it only made my resolve stronger. We had to undo the systems; the foundations of the Earth should be shaken and toppled.

			“It doesn’t work like that,” said Mr. Margot. 

			“Maybe.”

			“It’s nothing but rot and horror.”

			“I’ve heard.”

			“You’re doomed.”

			“It’s possible,” I said. I never looked up from the documents as we spoke. I made notes in the margins, clarified a few concepts that needed to be precise, and then rewrote the ritual in my notebook. I had learned to ignore Mr. Margot’s warnings over the past few days. He was a non-believer, a heretic. He had once been the high priest of a sect in central Pennsylvania but had grown disillusioned. It was weakness, the same pathetic, soft nature that allowed people to recognize the world’s injustices and yet take no action.  

			“I thought you’d want to see success, finally,” I said. 

			“I saw success, you fool,” said Mr. Margot. He pulled so hard against the rope that blood started to trickle from his neck. I didn’t bother to tell him to stop. He’d pass out before he did any real damage. “I saw the success you’re after,” he said through gasps. 

			I laughed with my face pressed into a book. “Any backwoods idiot can summon an entity,” I said. I turned and looked at the farmer. He was old, with wrinkled skin, purple lesions, and thin grey hair hanging in wisps around his face. “It takes an actual practitioner, someone with a bit more refinement and education, to commune with the source.”

			Mr. Margot spat a glob of mucus onto the basement floor. I stood up and laughed in his face. When your enemy is defeated, there is nothing left to do but laugh at their pathetic attempts at defiance. Mr. Margot had tried to avoid me for months, refusing the call of someone more advanced in the dark arts. He refused to believe that, despite his years of study, he was the same as the rest of humanity; a sacrificial toy, a play-thing of the outer realms, with no greater purpose than to serve as a puppet of ineffable cosmic forces. 

			But such is the way of the world. 

			“You will serve your only purpose,” I said. 

			He looked at me through bloodshot eyes. He looked distraught. “There are other paths,” he said. 

			I laughed until my ribs ached. 

			* * *

			The drive north was uneventful. We left before the sun rose so that we could avoid the presence of other people. I always like to drive before the sun rises. It’s a time when the world seems empty and unformed. It reminds me of the chaos before creation, that perfection of nothingness that did not require an attempt at order. It’s an almost meditative practice to remind myself of the demiurge’s evil and the righteousness of my mission. 

			I kept Mr. Margot in the back seat, covered with several blankets. He was gagged and bound. I stopped every few hours to check his restraints and administer more of the drugs that kept him pacified. 

			We arrived at the location in northern New York around ten at night. The farmland was desolate, surrounded by miles of unoccupied forest. There was no light pollution, so that the stars shone in magnificent brilliance. A copse of naked trees stood in the field’s center. A single boulder, conspicuous in its loneliness, sat twenty yards from the trees. I watched a crow take flight, land on another tree, and call out to the emptiness. 

			Through shell corporations and family deeds, the cult had once owned almost the entire north of the state. That was decades ago. It was just me now, trying to piece together the disparate remnants of our once-great hidden empire. I had found the title to this land buried within a cupboard at our main temple. The last governors of the cult, although fools, had made one intelligent decision. They had maintained ownership of the land, decreeing that no one could build on the sacred spot. 

			“You’re a psychopath,” Mr. Margot said as I dragged him from the car. 

			“That’s one viewpoint.”

			“You’ve spent too long with your books.”

			“Maybe.”

			“You need to socialize.”

			“I socialize.”

			“With living beings from this planet.”

			I shrugged. It seemed uninteresting. I’d have eternity to socialize with slaves of my choosing once the ritual was complete. All would return to the void, and those loyal to the cause would enjoy an eternal reward. Existence is not the norm but an aberration in the cycles of the cosmos. All of this, even this spider and this moonlight between the trees, as Nietzsche might say, must be eradicated. It is the way back to truth, back to the chaos of the void. 

			Metaphysics aside, I wanted my reward. 

			It took twenty minutes to hike to the sacred spot and then another thirty to set up the appropriate ritual items. The boulder loomed massive in the moonlight. A geology student might wonder how a rock of that size, formation, and material had reached this place. The average observer, however, would never notice. 

			The wind blew. The air was cold and tasted foul, like dried bones and rotten leaves. I watched crows move around the barren tree branches, their eyes empty. 

			Mr. Margot started to pull at the noose again. “I’m not doing this,” he said. I yanked the noose so that he fell to the hard ground. Ice crystals in the mud burst under his weight. I placed one boot on his neck, then bent low to whisper in his ear. 

			“You’ll do as I say. You hear me?” I said. Then, with my lips brushing against his ear, I whispered words that I knew would frighten his soul. I watched his skin clench and saw the blood pump faster through his veins, now certain that he was dealing with a man who had crossed the threshold, a man who could invoke unspeakable pain down from the cosmos. 

			“You’ll be obedient,” I said. 

			He whimpered an affirmative answer. 

			“Address me properly when you speak in my presence,” I said. 

			The older man sniffled, then spoke my proper name and title, pledging his loyalty to my cause. I pulled Mr. Margot up by the neck, gave him a light slap on the face, and told him to behave. 

			“Yes, sir,” he muttered. 

			He shuffled ahead as we walked towards the rock. The clouds dissipated, and the moon shone brightly, its dead reflected light illuminating the boulder. As we approached, we could see the ancient carvings. There were pictographs, and cuneiform letters that popular theories would say did not belong on this continent. 

			I staked the noose to the ground, turning the long rope into a leash that bound Mr. Margot to the spot. I lit the ritual fire and instructed Mr. Margot to strip. He hesitated for a moment before I turned on him again, sneering the ancient incantation. 

			* * *

			The fire roared. It was the only light for miles. A few woodland creatures sat on the edge of the forest, watching the flames from a distance, confused about the presence of humans. Mr. Margot picked at his nails. He was far calmer than the others, almost as if he didn’t believe in his coming fate. 

			It made me nervous.

			“That’s how you want to spend your final moments?” I asked. 

			He stopped and stared at the ground. “You’re a fool,” he said, “and there’s nothing I can do to stop you. You want to traffic with celestial demons? Fine. You’ll end up a tethered slave, your soul slowly leaking through your eyes as you commit atrocity upon atrocity, never actually gaining that which you desire.”

			He stared at me then, his eyes dark, and his mouth set in a thin line. I was silent for a moment. It was hilarious to hear this failed practitioner lecture me on the cult’s sacred rites. To be called a fool by this disgraced plebeian caused me to laugh until my stomach ached. 

			I built the altar, laid the cloth, arranged the candles, hot plate, pan, oil, and incense box. The prayers and chants were endless, but that was part of the test. The words had to be recited with the appropriate emotion, the essential sense of awe. I could not just read them from the book. It was best to memorize the prayers and speak them with a feeling rising from the depths of one’s soul. 

			I cried out to the world beyond the heavens, to those dark spaces between the stars. The moon pulsed, then glowed, while the constellations strained against their bindings before eventually breaking free. 

			“Come to me, Lord,” I said. “Come bless me with your presence.”

			A flashlight came out of the woods, the beam passing across our location. I hissed, infuriated at the intrusion. Mr. Margot cried out for help, so that I had to kick him in the jaw before pulling a pistol from my waist. 

			The flashlight beam pointed into the air. “Don’t shoot,” said a female voice. 

			“Come here,” I said. The woman hesitated. “You have twenty seconds before I hunt you through these woods.”

			She decided I was serious and slowly approached the boulder. The air took on the scent of lavender and human sweat. She wore a blue coat and grey hat with blonde hair spilling out the back. The woman might have been pretty under normal circumstances, but out here in the woods, her nose ran with mucus, and her cheeks were red. 

			“I’m just—” she started to say, then fell silent. She looked at Mr. Margot, naked and leashed to a stake in the ground. Her green eyes went wide, and she took a step backward. 

			“Sit down,” I said. I spoke the words in as calm a tone as I could muster. The woman followed the instructions, crossing her legs and sitting on the dirt a few feet from the fire. 

			Mr. Margot yelled at her again to run away. He said that I was a madman, that this ground was cursed, and that she should flee for her life and forget this awful night. I kicked him again in the groin and warned him to shut his mouth. The woman did not attempt to move. 

			I motioned at her with the gun. “You’ll stay silent and do as you’re told. Understand?” 

			The woman nodded. Her eyes were wet, and she pulled her lower lip inside her teeth. I knew she needed to die, but I didn’t need to deal with her at that instant. I returned to the ritual, reciting a few prayers of contrition over the candles as I asked the gods to forgive the interruption. Then, I removed some flour from a plastic bag and placed it in the oil. As it fried and spurted, I continued my pleas for salvation. 

			“Lord from beyond the stars. Master of the abyss. Come and deliver your gifts unto your servant,” I shouted. The moon glowed over the empty fields. The wind increased in intensity, shaking the distant trees and causing Mr. Margot to curl into himself tighter. 

			“What’re you doing here?” the woman asked. 

			I turned towards her with disgust, ready to rip her tongue from her mouth. “I told you to be silent,” I said. 

			“I just want to know what you’re trying to accomplish.”

			“It’s beyond your comprehension.” 

			She shrugged. 

			I went back to the table and now offered a cup of wine. I poured two glasses of the homemade concoction, a foul blend of grapes that had been allowed to rot in my basement for years. 

			“Great Devourer of the Cosmos,” I said. “He Who Lurks in the Dark Spaces. Son of No One. Lord of Creation and Master of Destruction, hear me now. Open your million ears to my prayers. Come and do business with your servant. I offer this bread, this oil, and this wine, and the flesh of this man.”

			A crow cawed in the distance. The wind blew, and the empty branches shook. The clouds moved fast across the night sky. I watched the stars, unsure of what might happen but sure that my god would not ignore his servant. 

			“You just want to do business?” asked the woman. 

			I was on her in a moment. I wrapped my hand within her hair and pressed the pistol into her neck. “I told you to shut your mouth. You have no idea what is happening here.” I shouted the words into her face, saliva flying from my mouth. 

			My anger was righteous and intense. I lingered on the precipice of communion with a divine being outside of space and time, beyond good and evil. I had passed so far beyond these pathetic creatures that I no longer recognized them as the same species. They were cattle, animals meant to serve the purposes of the superior entities. I gripped her hair tight until I saw blood seep from her scalp. I wanted her to understand her subservient position, her place as nothing more than fodder for the unspeakable mysteries of the cosmos. 

			To my surprise, she laughed. At first, it was a girlish giggle, almost pleasant. The laughter grew deep, and it thundered from her mouth. Her jaws opened too wide. 

			“I asked what you wanted,” she said. 

			Bile burned in my throat as my stomach tightened. “I want to serve the true gods.”

			The woman’s mouth opened wider, her tongue protruding to reveal an abyss of eternal darkness. All the light of the universe died within her throat. I watched the cosmos expand until the stars burned out and the immense emptiness of the cosmos swallowed their light. I swayed, my head heavy with a deep hum in my ears. My veins itched, and the craving to scratch away the flesh almost overwhelmed my senses.  

			The stars overhead died, the light erased, leaving only the darkness of the void. A black hole swallowed the moon. Colossal shapes moved beyond my field of vision. 

			* * *

			I awoke the next morning by the boulder. Mr. Margot was dead. His throat was slit, and his torso was open from his sternum to his groin. The organs were missing. Two crows were already feasting on his eyes. 

			I stumbled as I tried to stand, falling over my own feet. I vomited onto the grass, then stood and thought about running away. Would anyone discover the murder? I doubted it, but still, there was too much here linking me to the sacrifice. 

			I did my best to collect myself, trying in vain to lower my heartbeat and not let panic overtake my mind. I packed up all the occult objects and then spent the day butchering Mr. Margot’s corpse. 

			As I drove home, the grey sky hanging too close, the world silent as I passed from empty farmland to the suburbs, I received a phone call. 

			“Well, hello there,” said the woman. 

			My bladder let loose in my jeans. “Hi,” I stammered.  

			“You said you wanted to do business. Here I am. What do you want?” said the woman.

			I stuttered, trying to express my philosophy and the desires tearing at my heart. I had prepared for this moment, but not like this, not under these circumstances. I spoke to the woman, the creature, the god from beyond the stars. I told her all my wants. 

			She laughed. “This will be so much fun,” she said and then giggled again. “What fun it is to have such an obedient slave. I’ll eat so well.” 

			I gulped and then pledged my obedience. When the woman hung up, I stared out the front window, considering Mr. Margot’s warning. Up ahead, the road curved through a mountain pass. To my right was a sheer drop, hundreds of feet down to the sharp rocks. 

			I pressed my foot to the pedal and pulled the wheel.

			End.

		

		
			1st Place: What They Don’t Tell you about Santa’s Sack

			By Matt Bliss

		

		
			
			

		

		
			1. It’s not made from the same velvety red material as his suit and hat. In fact, it may not even be cloth at all. It would be best to think of it as a living, breathing thing. If, for instance, you were to sneak up on it unattended, while Santa placed gifts under the tree, and then place a hand on its bulging surface, you could feel its warm fur and a heartbeat thumping beneath. 

			2. It’s not filled with presents. Instead, it opens to a tear in the fabric of space and time. And, if after feeling the sack inhale and exhale with a soft purring, you then decided to peek inside, you would see both everything and nothing simultaneously before getting sucked into its chasm. There, light ceases to exist and you soon find yourself forever falling through an infinity of darkness between dimensions.

			3. It’s soundproof. No one on the outside can hear the sounds of your screams as you desperately cry for help. Even as you screech in the endless darkness at the top of your lungs until your vocal chords snap, not even a whisper will escape the pulsing red walls of the sack. 

			4. Something lives inside it. After you stop screaming, you hear it in the darkness around you. Wet clicks and throaty breathing. You feel its breath on the back of your neck and wrap your arms around yourself, but still it touches you with its clammy wriggling chords. Sometimes, it screams when you swat it away. Sometimes, it moans for no apparent reason.

			5. It can only be opened on Christmas. You have no idea how long you’ve been trapped in there, falling through infinity, but waiting three-hundred and sixty five days seems impossible. The thing with you has been getting restless. Its screaming has been more frequent and you’ve begun to smell the coppery tang of blood on its breath. Next Christmas can’t come soon enough. You hope someone out there is wishing for you, writing a letter to Santa, telling him to finally bring you home for Christmas. Until then, you wait, hoping others know the truth about Santa’s sack. If you do make it out next Christmas, you’ll tell the world, and teach them to treat Santa’s sack with the respect and reverence it deserves. And hopefully, no one else will make the same tragic mistake as you.

			End.

		


		
			The Sound of the Stars

		

		
			By A.P. Sessler

			Originally published in Moonlit Dreams, Moonlit Nightmares - November 2019

		

		
			The great dragon was gone, along with its serpentine tale. Now in its place, thousands upon thousands of shooting stars like young with tails just as long as their mother’s soared through the evening sky.

		



		
			The  sticky sweet aroma of caramelizing cinnamon and brown sugar filled the whole downstairs, made even more prominent when Mrs. Stanopolis removed the casserole dish from the oven. A quivering blast of heat issued forth, warping the Rockwellian scene until she pushed the oven door shut.

			Anderson and Walter, the Stanopolis children, busied themselves setting places for four at the round, cherry wood table covered in lime-green cloth. The three banana-yellow walls of the extruding dining room housed a sectioned bay window. The wide view featured their pebble-paved driveway extending to the road and forest bordering their suburb.

			Seated in the adjoining living room, their father watched the evening news.

			“If you look up at the southern sky tonight you may catch a glimpse of the Mandow-Rinaldi Comet, one astronomers are following closely due to its unprecedented appearance,” said the journalist.

			“Dad, which way is the southern sky?” Anderson shouted.

			“You’re looking at it,” his father answered.

			“Where?”

			Walter nodded toward the bay window. “He means the front yard.”

			Mrs. Stanopolis stepped into the room carrying a hot dish atop a pair of potholders. She placed it center of the table and left for another dish. The boys sat at the spots they had set and their father soon joined them, remote control in hand.

			He spun in his chair to continue watching TV.

			* * *

			 The news footage cut to a fellow in an argyle sweater seated at a desk. The lower third graphic read Dr. Bruno Rinaldi, Astrophysicist.

			“This isn’t Haley,” said Dr Rinaldi. “It would be more comparable to Hale-Bopp or Swift-Tuttle, both of which were discovered within the last two centuries, proving there are still discoveries to be made even in our day.”

			While b-roll footage of the scientist’s study played back, the journalist narrated. “Along with partner Dr. Nicholas Mandow, Rinaldi discovered the galactic guest on a relative whim.”

			The spherical model of the solar system atop his desk cut away to the seated doctor. He laughed. “It was a happy accident, you could say. We were looking for black holes, new stars—the usual.”

			He continued to speak but was dubbed over with the journalist’s voice. “Looking for the usual produced the Mandow-Rinaldi Comet, named after the stargazing duo. When asked about the ramifications of such a discovery, Rinaldi elaborated...”

			“As you can imagine, the introduction of a new celestial body can have a major psychological impact on society, especially those of a delicate or religious mentality. Think Star of Bethlehem, or more recently, recall the Heaven’s Gate cult and their reaction to the appearance of Hale-Bopp and you’ll begin to understand why this is of interest not only to astronomers, but psychologists as well.”

			“Dinner is ready,” called Madri with folded hands. She stood by the dining table in a room that looked very much like the Stanopolis’.

			Grant reached for the remote control on the end table and joined his wife in the dining room. He placed the remote by his plate and pulled Madri’s chair out for her.

			“Thank you,” she said and took a seat.

			He sat before the plate of steaming Chicken Tikka Masala, the sauce’s yellow hue tantalizing his senses. “It smells wonderful,” he said.

			She smiled.

			He glanced over his shoulder at the television.

			“Can’t you turn that off while we eat?” she asked.

			“Not now,” he said. “This is big news. They’re announcing when the comet will pass by tonight. It could be the only chance we get to see it in our lifetime, you know?”

			Her head bobbled in reply.

			* * *

			The sky darkened while the Stanopolises dined, the anxious boys occasionally glancing over their shoulder through the bay window hoping to catch a glimpse of the comet. From plate to window and back again, the boys kept vigil as much as their father would allow. His frequent glances were a silent warning to mind their manners and their food.

			Between glances Anderson nibbled away at the honey-glazed ham and sugared yams until only a few bites remained, but the few dozen green peas he had plaintively shoved to the side of his plate with gastronomical dread. Despite the popular saying, a watched pot will eventually boil and sure enough Mandow-Rinaldi made its appearance at approximately 6:30 pm Eastern time.

			Anderson, both the younger and more anxious of the boys, pointed with his fork. “There it is!”

			Walter waited until his father’s gaze turned to the window before doing so himself. The ball of fire and its dragon-like tail were a fraction the size of the moon, but just as brilliant, though their color was indeterminate. By relative appearance the comet moved slower than a commercial passenger plane.

			“Well what do you know about that?” said Mr. Stanopolis.

			“Can we go outside and watch it?” asked Anderson.

			“Your mother made you a hot dinner. Now enjoy it while it’s still hot then we can talk about going outside.”

			Anderson’s shoulders fell and his pitch rose. “But it’ll be gone by then.”

			“It’s taking up the whole dang sky, Son, I don’t think you’re gonna miss it.”

			“We missed the rocket launch last time.”

			“That’s because rockets go up, this goes sideways. You’ll still be able to see it, I promise.”

			“Not if it goes behind the trees,” Anderson mumbled.

			Mr. Stanopolis glanced at his wife. “I wish we had put the dinner table in the next room.”

			Anderson rolled the ugly peas back and forth. “Mom, do I have to eat them?”

			“Yes, you do,” she said.

			“I hate peas.”

			“They’re good for you.”

			Walter had taken over the watch, gazing at the wandering star. He was about to turn back to his plate when a great flash illuminated the sky.

			“Wow! Did you see that?” he announced, drawing all eyes to the bay window.

			The great dragon was gone, along with its serpentine tale. Now in its place, thousands upon thousands of shooting stars like young with tails just as long as their mother’s soared through the evening sky.

			“Oh my gosh!” said Anderson.

			Mrs. Stanopolis was suddenly interested. “Oh my.”

			“Bet they didn’t expect that to happen,” Mr. Stanopolis said, unmuting the television with the remote.

			Anderson watched the stars fall from the sky. “Of course I missed it.”

			“You’re looking at it, aren’t you?”

			Anderson sighed. “I meant the explosion.”

			* * *

			“Would you look at that? The Mandow-Rinaldi Comet just exploded in the sky,” said the journalist. “I don’t know if folks at home can see this but the color is amazing. Are you picking this up, Jimmy?” she asked the unseen cameraman.

			“And by Jimmy’s thumbs down it appears the color is not being reproduced on camera, which is a real shame. If folks watching at home want to see the real thing, I urge you to go outside and see this for yourselves for this truly is a once-in-a-lifetime event and the color truly is indescribable. And those who know me best would say if I can’t describe it, no one can.”

			A gloved hand appeared in front of the camera with a thumbs up, eliciting a laugh from the journalist. “And there you have it,” she said, smiling ear to ear. “This is Eileen Chow, reporting live. Back to you, Nathan.”

			The news broadcast continued from the living room, providing background noise for the quietly dining couple.

			Grant took a bite of chicken and rolled it over his tongue, delicately chewing the tender meat. He looked passed his reflection in the bay window in awe of the exploded star.

			Madri paused between bites, puzzled by her husband’s interest. “I don’t see the big deal,” she said.

			“It’s beautiful,” he said. “I can’t take my eyes off of it.”

			“You used to say the same about me.”

			His eyes shot toward her. She eyed him from his pink-button up shirt to his sandy hair.

			She smiled and sawed a piece of chicken off between her fork and serrated knife. “That color is quite handsome on you.”

			He rolled the bite of food around a bit longer and swallowed the bite. He stirred through the plate of chicken and rice with his fork. “Did you put turmeric in this?”

			Her head cocked. “No, I didn’t. Why in the world would you say I did?”

			“I didn’t say you did, I asked if you did.”

			“I haven’t forgotten about your allergy. You know I wouldn’t do that.”

			He shrugged and took another forkful of chicken into his mouth. “I know you wouldn’t,” he said while chewing. “It just tastes like turmeric. Looks like it, too.”

			“That’s saffron. I use it all the time. Maybe it is a sign you’re finally getting used to my cooking.”

			He carefully swallowed the bite. “I would think I’m used to it after two years.”

			She shrugged. “I remember you used to hate Indian food. `It’s too spicy,’ you would say all the time.”

			“I didn’t say it all the time. Just when you gave me that curry.”

			She laughed.

			“It’s not funny. I ended up in the hospital. Out of all the women in the world I had to marry the one whose cooking can literally kill me.”

			She frowned. “Do not criticize my cooking.”

			“Geez, Mad, you know what I mean.”

			He stared out the window, the tails of the shooting stars burning ever brightly. “I’ve never seen them last so long.”

			She glanced out the window. “What do you mean?”

			“They usually burn a second or two at the most and they’re gone. These just keep going and going.”

			The tails must have stretched a mile behind the stars, their confused colors visible until they fell behind the forest of high evergreens one after the other.

			He took another bite. “I swear I taste turmeric.” He felt her stare. “Something the matter?” he asked.

			She sniffed, just loud enough for him to hear. “No. I just thought I smelled something.”

			* * *

			Anderson looked away from the bay window to the daunting plate of peas before him. The green didn’t look so sickly as it had only seconds before. He took a forkful of peas into his mouth.

			Mrs. Stanopolis glanced at him, then her husband. “Somebody sure changed their mind about peas.”

			Mr. Stanopolis offered an unconvinced smirk. “He’s just anxious to go outside.”

			Anderson shoved forkful after forkful into his mouth. The few slippery peas fortunate enough to escape his jaws and fall back to the plate were quickly pierced through by the four silver tines of his fork.

			“Slow down, Son, before you choke on them,” said Mr. Stanopolis. He took another green forkful from his own plate. He noticed a prickly-sensation on the back of his neck, strong enough he had to give it a momentary scratch.

			Anderson swallowed a half-chewed bite. “They taste so good. Like they’re sweet.”

			Walter twirled a finger in his ear, pulled it out and clapped his ear with a palm. “No they don’t. They taste like barf.”

			The sound of stainless steel upon ceramic drew all attention to Mr. Stanopolis. His knife rested on the plate, while his fork pointed toward Walter. “Watch your mouth, boy,” his father warned him and scratched his neck again.

			Mrs. Stanopolis’ eyes flashed to her husband then to Anderson. “Your father is right, Anderson. Chew your food before you choke.”

			Anderson swallowed his last bite and followed it with a swipe of his cloth napkin across his face to clean his mouth and chin. “Finished!” he said, rising to his feet. “Can I go outside now?”

			“Not so fast, you’re not excused,” said Mr. Stanopolis.

			“Aw, man,” Anderson whined and settled back into his chair.

			Walter finished his peas slowly, silently fuming over his scolding.

			Anderson turned around in his chair to watch the shooting stars. He leaned toward the bay window, until his nose pressed against the glass.

			Mrs. Stanopolis looked at him curiously.

			When Anderson noticed her stare he sat straight.

			“Honey, what are you doing?” his mother asked.

			Before he could answer his shoulders shot low, then back in recoil. “I don’t feel so good,” he said, looking toward her, his face pale.

			Mr. Stanopolis chuckled. “A second ago you wanted to go outside. Now you’re playing sick?”

			Anderson convulsed again. “No, I really don’t--”

			He threw up, a green torrent of mush, some whole peas.

			Walter quickly looked away. “Gross! I told you they tasted like barf.”

			“Leave your brother alone,” said his mother.

			“I wasn’t picking on him.”

			“Don’t backtalk your mother,” said Mr. Stanopolis, covering his nose with the back of his hand. The prickly sensation spread to his shoulders and chest. He stood and walked to the kitchen, scratching himself with both hands.

			Mrs. Stanopolis rubbed the quaking boy’s back in comforting clockwise circles, careful not to kneel in the vomit-covered carpet.

			Anderson heaved again, but nothing came out.

			“That it?” she asked.

			He nodded with a pitiful, pea-stained frown and teared eyes.

			“It’s all right,” she said and helped him to his chair. She glanced back at the carpet. “Oh, the four, it’s everywhere,” she said, covering her nose.

			Walter didn’t want to look, but he was compelled.

			Mr. Stanopolis returned with a mop and soap-filled bucket. He was relieved the itching had stopped, but when he saw the green-stained carpet, it returned. “Damn itch,” he said and swatted at it.

			Walter looked around, as if a buzzing insect was circling his head. “Do you hear that?”

			“Quit playing games and fetch your brother a rag, Wally,” Mr. Stanopolis ordered.

			Walter frowned, but stood to comply. “From the sink?”

			“A clean rag, from the bathroom. Run it under the faucet first.”

			“Yes, sir,” Walter said and made his way down the hall.

			* * *

			“I can taste the damn turmeric!” Grant shouted and stood from the table with the plate of food in his hand.

			“What are you doing?” she asked.

			He marched to the kitchen and scraped the yellow mess into a plastic trash can with his fork. “Yuck. I can still taste it!”

			She gasped with tearful eyes. “Why would you do that?” she whimpered.

			“Because I don’t want to end up in the emergency room with another fifteen-hundred dollar bill. That okay?” he asked and mocked her bobbling gesture.

			“You are so cruel.”

			He placed the plate in the sink. “I’m cruel? You’re the one trying to poison me.”

			He couldn’t stand her weeping. It made him angry. He stood at the sink, palms flat on the counter to avoid making the fist he so wanted to strike something with.

			She mumbled.

			“What?” he snapped.

			“I said `stupid man!’” she shouted then spoke softer through her tears. “If I put turmeric in your food you would be in anaphylactic shock right now.”

			His eyes grew wide, his intangible anger squashed beneath the concrete fear that his throat could close at any moment. When he hurried past her she sniffed at him until he disappeared down the hall. She was sure what the odor was. Her pitiful expression turned to anger.

			He stared in the mirror, moving his head about to find the perfect view of his open throat. Everything appeared normal. There was no swelling, no annoying uvula dragging on the back of his tongue.

			She peeked into the doorway, her eyes glazed in grief. “You know I didn’t put any turmeric in your food. You just wanted to change the subject.”

			His brow furrowed. “What are you talking about?”

			She refused to look into his eyes, staring at his brilliant, pink shirt instead. “You’re having an affair with Sylvia.”

			“Whoa, whoa. Slow down. Time out. Affair? Where is this coming from?”

			“I can smell her perfume all over you. What did you do, screw her in the break room?”

			“What? No! I didn’t ... screw anyone.”

			“Don’t lie to me!” she shouted.

			His hand balled into a fist. The urge to strike came upon him again, but he pushed her aside and exited the bathroom.

			“Don’t walk away when I’m talking to you!” she said.

			He let out a noisy exhale and continued down the hall.

			She hurried after him.

			He turned into the dining room when the burning sensation hit him from behind. He let out a yelp, reached for his lats and pulled back a bloody hand.

			“Madri?” he asked, spinning about to face her.

			“I hate you!” she shouted and plunged the serrated knife into his chest. She jerked it out, blood following the blade in the same arc, spraying in others. She screamed with each stabbing motion. “I hate you I hate you I hate you!”

			* * *

			Father and son lay atop the hood of their car, staring up into the autumn sky at the falling stars. Mr. Stanopolis giggled, trying his best to ignore the fighting neighbors.

			“They sure are loud,” said Walter, twitching about the hood with long squeaks.

			Mr. Stanopolis chuckled. “I know, Son. They’ll stop fighting soon.”

			“No, the stars. Can’t you hear them?”

			His father peered over. “What do you mean?”

			“They’re all screechy,” Walter said and covered his ears. “It makes my head hurt.”

			“Maybe you’re catching what your brother has. Do you need to go lay down?”

			“I don’t want to.”

			“Okay. You don’t have to. Just don’t puke on my car, ‘kay?”

			Walter laughed. “Promise.”

			Upstairs Mrs. Stanopolis tucked Anderson into bed.

			“But I’m gonna miss the stars,” he whined.

			“Sorry, honey, but you need the rest.”

			“Aww.”

			She wiped his forehead with a cool, damp cloth. “How about this? You can look out your window,” she said and pointed. “And if you get tired, just close your eyes. Okay?”

			He nodded. “Thanks, Mom,” he said and rolled over on his side to face the window.

			She smiled and stooped to kiss his forehead. She ran her hand through his brown locks and turned the light out for him to see the falling stars. The light from the hall disappeared as she pulled the door shut, leaving him in his private bedroom planetarium.

			Between his bed and the window sat his nightstand, and upon it sat a lamp and a small haunted castle composed of purple, green and black building blocks. A small, brave knight stood guard, fending off a red, plastic dragon. The shooting stars with their long tails reminded him of dragons, but not the medieval English kind depicted in his playset. No, they were like the great, flying, wingless dragons of China.

			As he stared at the castle, thinking of stars and dragons, his mouth watered. He sat up and leaned toward the nightstand.

			* * *

			Grant lay on the floor, gasping his final breaths, his pink shirt Madri thought so handsome covered in blood. She stooped down beside him and leaned close to smell his shirt. She inhaled deeply, letting it saturate her every olfactory nerve. She exhaled and leaned closer, until her face pressed into the bloody shirt. She lay her head on his chest and took a deep breath.

			“Your shirt smells like her perfume, but your blood smells just like roses.”

			* * *

			Mrs. Stanopolis exited the front door and approached the porch stair, half of her illuminated like a waxing gibbous in the yellow light of the bay window to her right. She joyed to find her husband and son bonding, evident by her husband’s laughter. “Are two of my favorite men using up all the wishes?”

			Mr. Stanopolis sat up, holding his belly. “How is your third favorite man doing?”

			“He said he wouldn’t miss the show for anything,” she said and pointed up.

			His eyes ran to the second story expecting to see Anderson’s face pressed against the glass. “Where is he?”

			“Resting,” she said. 

			Walter covered his eyes with his arm and groaned.

			“What’s the matter?” she asked.

			“I think he’s coming down with the same bug,” said Mr. Stanopolis.

			A door slammed. No one paid it much mind until the figure came tramping into their adjoining yard. It went from new moon to waning gibbous in the same light adorning Mrs. Stanopolis.

			When Mr. Stanopolis recognized his neighbor and greeted her. “Madri? Are you okay?”

			The woman’s face was a confused drama mask, a frozen smile with tragic eyes like a dark comedy. Her clothes were covered in blood. His heart raced at the sight.

			Unease filled Mrs. Stanopolis. “Walter, honey, why don’t you come inside out of the cold.”

			Madri’s head spun toward the voice. “You!” she screeched and changed direction. It was then the light of the bay window glinted along the serrated knife in Madri’s right hand.

			Mr. Stanopolis slid off the car and placed himself between her and Walter. His forehead beaded with sweat. “Madri, we heard the fight. Did Grant hit you?”

			She glanced at him. “This has nothing to do with you, David. Stay out of it.”

			“Wait, wait,” he pleaded, fighting the urge to pull at his collar. “What does Sylvia have to do with you and Grant?”

			She pointed at Sylvia Stanopolis with the knife. “That whore slept with my husband!”

			“Madri!” Sylvia cried out, gaining her neighbor’s attention. “I would never--”

			“Quiet, Sylvia,” her husband ordered and pulled their son from the hood of the car. “Walter, go to your mother, quick.”

			Walter peered at the crazy lady from behind his father. When his eyes fell upon the blood staining her clothes he covered his ears. “Stop screaming!” he screamed himself.

			“Walter, what’s wrong?” his father asked.

			The longer he stared at the blood the louder it got. “She won’t shut up!” he said and doubled over into a standing fetal position.

			“Stop it, Walter!” his father ordered him.

			“I’m going to kill you!” Madri shouted and advanced toward the porch stairs.

			David was drenched in sweat, his blue flannel shirt twice as heavy. He motioned for her to stop. “Madri, where is Grant?”

			She took another step.

			“Madri, listen to me,” he said, gaining her attention more than he wanted, now the knife was pointed at him, and much closer than before. “Where is Grant?”

			She smiled. “He smells like perfume and roses, but mostly roses now.”

			“What are you talking about?”

			She held the bloody knife to her nose and smiled. “Blood,” she said, closing her eyes and inhaling its imagined fragrance. “Sylvia is going to smell like roses, too.”

			She spun the knife toward Sylvia and charged.

			When Sylvia saw the mad woman covered in blood, she pointed. “She’s one!”

			David hesitated only until the moment her profile was in his direct line and leaped upon her. The knife fell from her hand and the two fell to the grass, his weight easily pinning her down. His sweat dripped onto her and dampened her clothes.

			“Get off, you sweaty man!” she groaned, struggling to escape.

			“Quick, Walter, come here!” the boy’s mother ordered, but when he faced her and saw the yellow light pouring through the bay window he screamed again.

			“More noise! Make it stop!” he shouted with his ears covered and ran across the street and toward the woods.

			Sylvia ran to her husband’s aid. “Oh my god, she’s one.”

			“One what?” David asked.

			“Look at her. She’s all one!” she said and held her hand to her mouth in disgust.

			“Just call the police!” David shouted. “And find Walter before he gets lost.”

			Sylvia reached for her phone and hurried toward the forest.

			“What the hell is going on?” David asked aloud.

			Madri swung at him with both hands but he parried her attacks with elbows and shoulders. He only hoped the knife lying in the grass was outside her reach.

			Sylvia hurried across the street toward the woods. She pressed a random key on her phone, illuminating the screen. She pressed the phone symbol and immediately a keypad came up, but the numbers were all gone. Instead she saw colors, some vivid, some dull, but only colors.

			She thought for sure she had pressed the wrong key, invoking some heretofore seen app, but when she tried again, now in the light of the screen, the same-colored keypad popped up.

			“Oh god, what is this?” she asked, still glancing in the dark for her son. “Walter? Walter, it’s Mom. Where are you?” she called out.

			She glanced at the screen again. She imagined the position of the numbers where the colors separated from one another and pressed a black key. A black splotch appeared on the top portion of the screen. “Black? What is this? What is Black?” she whimpered. “Walter? Come here now!”

			She neared the treeline of the forest, the light of the moon, the falling stars, and her cellphone providing limited visibility. She glanced at the phone. “Why the hell can’t I find the number 9?” she cried, and when the numerical word left her lips, she saw a flash of orange.

			“Nine?” she said, and the orange flashed again.

			“Nine nine nine,” she said and repeated until the splotch of orange light floated mid-air between her and the evergreens like a fiery will-o-the-wisp.

			She shook her head in disbelief. “One,” she said, and a flash of red appeared before her. “One,” she repeated to test it. Another flash of red.

			She looked at the keypad.

			The swatches of colors lay before her like an artist’s mixed-up palette.

			Red		Yellow	Blue

			Green	Purple	Pink

			Gray	Brown	Orange

					Black

			She announced the swatches as she pressed them. “Orange. Red. Red.”

			She pressed the call icon and entered the forest.

			A voice came on the `other end. “9-1-1. What city, please?”

			“I’m calling from--”

			CALL ENDED

			“Not now!” she shouted.

			She pressed REDIAL.

			NO SIGNAL

			“Damn it!”

			“Mom!” Walter’s voice came from ahead.

			“Walter?” she called and hurried further into the forest.

			“Mom!” he shouted again.

			She activated the phone’s flashlight and turned it toward the trees. They stood mostly in a grid, but their branches were of varying heights and made for a daunting obstacle course. Still she ran, dodging, shielding, taking the abuse of the branches for the sake of her child.

			She glanced up expecting to find the light of the moon and shooting stars but the moon stood alone.

			“Mom!” Walter cried.

			She came into the clearing where he knelt and immediately she froze. She stared at the things surrounding, hovering over, her son.

			Their legs were as tall as trees, but thin, segmented like giant insect limbs. The things stood so close together she couldn’t count the number of their legs in the dark, for they were like a forest within the forest—narrow black trees with two-to-three foot barbs extending all about from bottom to top.

			Their bodies, so high up, looked like that of the daddy-long-legs, and descending from each of the giant things were a single tail, segmented like a 30-foot spinal column. They were easier to make out than the legs, because each time one of the things stepped or rose, their tails illuminated like an electric burner inside a toaster oven, with that same shifting color from as alien a spectrum as the things themselves, and every time the things stilled, the light dimmed to a definite black.

			“Walter, honey,” she called.

			He sat up.

			“Come here, baby,” her voice quivered. “Come to Mama.”

			He quietly glanced up the things towering over him. A fearful grimace formed on his face and he began to tremble.

			One of the creatures rose from the earth with a flash of light. It didn’t leap. Its legs didn’t bend at any of its joints to give it spring or thrust. It simply floated up into the air like a dandelion seed and proceeded to settle down before her.

			She took several steps back, until she was nearly out of the clearing. She glanced back, wondering if she should run for her life. But her son, Walter was right there. Not even 30 feet ahead of her. If only he would run, they could hide in the thick of the forest. Surely the creatures couldn’t land there.

			But what about the clearing? Had it always been here? Did the creatures create it? Burn the trees straight into oblivion with those flashing oven burner tails? Then they could burn up the entire forest, no matter where she and Walter hid, couldn’t they?

			Before she could formulate a single answer to her numerous questions, those very oven burner tails illuminated, all of them in sequence until they flashed as one continuous light, illuminating the clearing and casting giant shadows in every direction away from themselves.

			She heard them. Their voice. They spoke to her, not in words but in a series of colored flashes that appeared to her as numbers, and somehow she instantly interpreted the numerical strings into language. As the chromatic voice spoke she imagined the creatures communicated with all the senses in the same manner dependent upon the hearer: flashes of colored light one could hear or smell or feel or taste, all translated into words.

			“When we passed through your solar system we could not help but notice the painfully blaring stench coming from your planet. This loud color you call blue stinks up the galaxy for millions of miles. Your planet is covered with it from one end to the other. It is like a screaming carcass that must be disposed of immediately.

			“We shall suffer its presence only long enough to rid ourselves of it. To this end we will use your senses against you, drive you mad with color: the bitter taste of it; the fetid stench of it; the coarse, burning sensation of it; its deafening din.

			“You will destroy yourselves and each other by every means possible, and very soon you will war with one another until this planet is red and red alone. Red and beautiful. Then we will be free of its foul blue.”

			The flashing strobe of colors ceased.

			Sylvia trembled, from the cold, from the weight of the judgment issued upon her and all mankind, but she dared to speak, unsure if they could translate the sound of human speech back into their own language. “I understand. Have our planet. Take it. Destroy it. Blow it up. I don’t care. I just want my son.”

			The forest was quiet, save a biting breeze that went right through her thin clothing. She folded her arms for warmth and awaited a response.

			Walter stood. He gazed at the creatures towering over him. He glanced at his mother.

			“Yes, Walter,” she said, gesturing to him. “Come to Mama.”

			He walked at first slow, his footsteps accelerating the closer he got to her. She opened her arms for him. The last creature stood between them.

			He sniveled when he neared the monster.

			“It’s okay, baby. Keep walking,” she said, crying herself.

			He passed between the giant legs of the creature. It was then she noticed the number of them: five.

			At last he passed through the barbed, odd-numbered columns. “Mom!” he cried and opened his arms and fell forward.

			With a great whoosh the creature swept Walter up with its legs some thirty feet from the forest floor. The spiny tail charged to life, and with all but one of its kind they rose above the tree tops.

			The creature that remained stood on the opposite side of the clearing. Its tail flashed to life, all the strange, indescribable colors again becoming numbers she immediately understood, much to her dread.

			“We are not so different. Like your kind, we, too, must feed.”

			“NO!” she screamed as the final creature took flight, joining with the others in a spiraling frenzy of light, spinning with the speed of a cyclone until it appeared as a solid ring hovering in the sky. She screamed until no more sound came out.

			Not that the word “no” or sound itself even made sense anymore. Was she screaming color, or numbers, or strange sensations? She knelt on the forest for what must have been an hour.

			* * *

			Still numb, Sylvia rose to her feet and stumbled through the forest, letting cedar branches brush against her arms for comfort, letting prickly junipers scrape her face bloody just to feel something, anything.

			The yellow light of her dining room soon shone from ahead, parted by the trees like prison bars.

			“It’s two,” she said.

			She exited the forest and made her way across the road to her front lawn. Madri was nowhere to be seen, and David, poor David, lay on the lawn still as a garden gnome. Colorless, but not in the same way as the tinkling stars.

			She walked callously past his body, not even stopping to check for a pulse. The wound in his chest and carotid and the short grass stained in blood made it unnecessary.

			“The four, four grass is all one,” she mumbled, seeing the numbers’ corresponding colors flash like sunspots in her eyes.

			She ascended the porch, hands at her side, ignoring the rail. She would go through the living room, ascend the stairs and turn down the hall to find Anderson in the boys’ room, and she would stroke his hair and lie to him that everything would be all right.

			She opened the door, the briefest glimmer of hope snuffed out when she found Anderson, face purple, eyes bulging, lying on the floor, his hands around his throat, his mouth full of green building blocks. The castle on his nightstand was demolished, razed to its foundation, surely the rest of it crammed inside his stomach and mouth.

			She pushed the door shut and made her way downstairs and through the master bedroom to her bathroom. With a sharp squeak she turned the hot water on to draw herself a bath. She went to the kitchen, retrieved a bottle of wine from the counter rack, and uncorked it. She returned to her bathroom with the bottle and a glass, turned off the water and placed the fragile items by the tub.

			She poured herself a glass of wine and lay in the tub, emptying her mind. She wasn’t sure what to do, which way to go, now that everything had been taken from her. Still she was certain the answer would come to her in time.

			At her feet the faucet dripped, breaking the still surface of the drawn bath every few seconds to release the remaining fluid trapped in the lines from where its way had been severed.

			She knew what to do.

			* * *

			Violet and Genevieve sat at consoles in the Orange County Emergency Dispatch Center amid a drab room full of computers and phones, reading and recording information from callers. Both dispatchers communicated through combination microphone headsets.

			Genevieve was busy with a call when the other line rang. Violet picked up. Immediately the caller’s number, latitude and longitude appeared on the monitor before her.

			“9-1-1. What’s the location of your emergency?” Violet asked.

			“Eightsboro,” said the caller.

			Violet reread the information on her monitor. “I’m sorry, did you say Asheboro?”

			“No. Eightsboro.”

			“It looks like you’re calling from Brownsboro. Is that correct?”

			“That’s what I said.”

			“Okay. What is the nature of your emergency?”

			“I’m one,” said the caller.

			“You’re one what?”

			“I’m all one. Covered in it. I’ll probably be dead soon. Is somered coming or what?”

			“Yes, ma’am, but I need you to remain on the line until help arrives, okay?”

			“If I can, but I’m not guaranteeing anything,” the caller said, her words slurring.

			“Just hang on. We’ll have someone over there immediately. Can you tell me your name?”

			“Sylvia. Stanopolis. I’m one. My husband is one. The neighbors are one,” she said and wept. “And so are my babies.”

			She took a moment to gather her composure. “You’ll be one, too, redce they get a hold of you. Everyred will be one. All because our planet is three. When it’s no longer three they’ll leave, but it’ll be too late. I just figured I should pass their message on to somered before I die.”

			The call ended.

			Violet’s fingers flew across the keyboard, opening the channels to call for assistance, motioning toward Genevieve the entire time. “Orange County 506 and Medic 1,” she said.

			Genevieve finished her call.

			“Dropped call,” Violet announced.

			“On it,” Genevieve said and attempted to reestablish contact.

			“506. Go ahead,” said a male voice in Violet’s headphones.

			“Medic 1. Go ahead,” a female voice said likewise.

			Violet continued, her eyes remaining on Genevieve. “506 and Medic 1, respond to 17 Heron Pond Road, Juniper Grove. Unknown condition, requesting welfare check on female subject. Unable to understand caller or determine what the problem is.”

			They replied. “10-4. 506 en route.” “10-4. Medic 1 en route.”

			Genevieve let the phone ring until a notification announced the message box was full. She ended the call and shook her head. “E.G.S. one-one-six. Twenty-one seventeen,” she announced the station’s call sign and military time.

			Violet exhaled and pulled the headphone-microphone down to her neck. “That was another one.”

			“It’s not even a full moon.”

			“I know. Guess it’s a good thing we’re holed up here.”

			“No kidding. Hey, you mind if I go smoke real quick?”

			“Not at all,” Violet said, reaching into her purse for an energy bar. “Oh, while you’re outside don’t forget to check out the meteor shower. The news said it’s really extraordinary.”

			Genevieve rose from her spinning chair and reached for the purse beneath her station. “How extra-ordinary is really extra-ordinary?”

			“They said you can actually hear the stars.”

			Genevieve’s face crinkled in amused disbelief. “Girl, get outta here.”

			Violet peeled the red, foil wrapper off her energy bar. “No, seriously.”

			“Okay. Whatever. I’ll bring back a full report. Anything else?”

			“Just hurry. I hate being cramped up in here dealing with the crazies by myself.”

			Genevieve smiled. “Be back in five.”

			She hung the purse over her shoulder and made her way to the emergency exit to catch a smoke and a glimpse of the shooting stars in all their mesmerizing glory.

			End.

			* * *

			A resident of North Carolina’s Outer Banks, A.P. frequents an alternate universe not too different from your own, searching for that unique element that twists the everyday commonplace into the weird. When not writing fiction, he composes music, makes art, and strives to connect with his inner genius. He lives with his dog Kahlua and a nameless cat of unknown origins.
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			The Plattner Story

		

		
			By H.G. Wells

			Originally published in The News Review, April 1896

		

		
			WHETHER the story of Gottfried Plattner is to be credited or not, is a pretty question in the value of evidence. On the one hand, we have seven witnesses—to be perfectly exact, we have six and a half pairs of eyes, and one undeniable fact; and on the other we have—what is it?—prejudice, common sense, the inertia of opinion. Never were there seven more honest-seeming witnesses; never was there a more undeniable fact than the inversion of Gottfried Plattner’s anatomical structure, and—never was there a more preposterous story than the one they have to tell! The most preposterous part of the story is the worthy Gottfried’s contribution (for I count him as one of the seven). Heaven forbid that I should be led into giving countenance to superstition by a passion for impartiality, and so come to share the fate of Eusapia’s patrons! Frankly, I believe there is something crooked about this business of Gottfried Plattner; but what that crooked factor is, I will admit as frankly, I do not know. I have been surprised at the credit accorded to the story in the most unexpected and authoritative quarters. The fairest way to the reader, however, will be for me to tell it without further comment.
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			Gottfried Plattner is, in spite of his name, a free-born Englishman. His father was an Alsatian who came to England in the Sixties, married a respectable English girl of unexceptionable antecedents, and died, after a wholesome and uneventful life (devoted, I understand, chiefly to the laying of parquet flooring), in 1887. Gottfried’s age is seven-and-twenty. He is, by virtue of his heritage of three languages, Modern Languages Master in a small private school in the South of England. To the casual observer he is singularly like any other Modern Languages Master in any other small private school. His costume is neither very costly nor very fashionable, but, on the other hand, it is not markedly cheap or shabby; his complexion, like his height and his bearing, is inconspicuous. You would notice, perhaps, that, like the majority of people, his face was not absolutely symmetrical, his right eye a little larger than the left, and his jaw a trifle heavier on the right side. If you, as an ordinary careless person, were to bare his chest and feel his heart beating, you would probably find it quite like the heart of anyone else. But here you and the trained observer would part company. If you found his heart quite ordinary, the trained observer would find it quite otherwise. And once the thing was pointed out to you, you too would perceive the peculiarity easily enough. It is that Gottfried’s heart beats on the right side of his body.

			Now, that is not the only singularity of Gottfried’s structure, although it is the only one that would appeal to the untrained mind. Careful sounding of Gottfried’s internal arrangements, by a well-known surgeon, seems to point to the fact that all the other unsymmetrical parts of his body are similarly misplaced. The right lobe of his liver is on the left side, the left on his right; while his lungs, too, are similarly contraposed. What is still more singular, unless Gottfried is a consummate actor, we must believe that his right hand has recently become his left. Since the occurrences we are about to consider (as impartially as possible), he has found the utmost difficulty in writing, except from right to left across the paper with his left hand. He cannot throw with his right hand, he is perplexed at meal times between knife and fork, and his ideas of the rule of the road—he is a cyclist—are still a dangerous confusion. And there is not a scrap of evidence to show that before these occurrences Gottfried was at all left-handed.

			There is yet another wonderful fact in this preposterous business. Gottfried produces three photographs of himself. You have him at the age of five or six, thrusting fat legs at you from under a plaid frock, and scowling. In that photograph his left eye is a little larger than his right, and his jaw is a trifle heavier on the left side. This is the reverse of his present living conditions. The photograph of Gottfried at fourteen seems to contradict these facts, but that is because it is one of those cheap “Gem” photographs that were then in vogue, taken direct upon metal, and therefore reversing things just as a looking-glass would. The third photograph represents him at one-and-twenty, and confirms the record of the others. There seems here evidence of the strongest confirmatory character that Gottfried has exchanged his left side for his right. Yet how a human being can be so changed, short of a fantastic and pointless miracle, it is exceedingly hard to suggest.

			In one way, of course, these facts might be explicable on the supposition that Plattner has undertaken an elaborate mystification, on the strength of his heart’s displacement. Photographs may be fudged, and left-handedness imitated. But the character of the man does not lend itself to any such theory. He is quiet, practical, unobtrusive, and thoroughly sane, from the Nordau standpoint. He likes beer, and smokes moderately, takes walking exercise daily, and has a healthily high estimate of the value of his teaching. He has a good but untrained tenor voice, and takes a pleasure in singing airs of a popular and cheerful character. He is fond, but not morbidly fond, of reading,—chiefly fiction pervaded with a vaguely pious optimism,—sleeps well, and rarely dreams. He is, in fact, the very last person to evolve a fantastic fable. Indeed, so far from forcing this story upon the world, he has been singularly reticent on the matter. He meets inquirers with a certain engaging—bashfulness is almost the word, that disarms the most suspicious. He seems genuinely ashamed that anything so unusual has occurred to him.

			It is to be regretted that Plattner’s aversion to the idea of post-mortem dissection may postpone, perhaps for ever, the positive proof that his entire body has had its left and right sides transposed. Upon that fact mainly the credibility of his story hangs. There is no way of taking a man and moving him about in space, as ordinary people understand space, that will result in our changing his sides. Whatever you do, his right is still his right, his left his left. You can do that with a perfectly thin and flat thing, of course. If you were to cut a figure out of paper, any figure with a right and left side, you could change its sides simply by lifting it up and turning it over. But with a solid it is different. Mathematical theorists tell us that the only way in which the right and left sides of a solid body can be changed is by taking that body clean out of space as we know it,—taking it out of ordinary existence, that is, and turning it somewhere outside space. This is a little abstruse, no doubt, but anyone with any knowledge of mathematical theory will assure the reader of its truth. To put the thing in technical language, the curious inversion of Plattner’s right and left sides is proof that he has moved out of our space into what is called the Fourth Dimension, and that he has returned again to our world. Unless we choose to consider ourselves the victims of an elaborate and motiveless fabrication, we are almost bound to believe that this has occurred.

			So much for the tangible facts. We come now to the account of the phenomena that attended his temporary disappearance from the world. It appears that in the Sussexville Proprietary School, Plattner not only discharged the duties of Modern Languages Master, but also taught chemistry, commercial geography, book-keeping, shorthand, drawing, and any other additional subject to which the changing fancies of the boys’ parents might direct attention. He knew little or nothing of these various subjects, but in secondary as distinguished from Board or elementary schools, knowledge in the teacher is, very properly, by no means so necessary as high moral character and gentlemanly tone. In chemistry he was particularly deficient, knowing, he says, nothing beyond the Three Gases (whatever the three gases may be). As, however, his pupils began by knowing nothing, and derived all their information from him, this caused him (or anyone) but little inconvenience for several terms. Then a little boy named Whibble joined the school, who had been educated (it seems) by some mischievous relative into an inquiring habit of mind. This little boy followed Plattner’s lessons with marked and sustained interest, and in order to exhibit his zeal on the subject, brought, at various times, substances for Plattner to analyse. Plattner, flattered by this evidence of his power of awakening interest, and trusting to the boy’s ignorance, analysed these, and even made general statements as to their composition. Indeed, he was so far stimulated by his pupil as to obtain a work upon analytical chemistry, and study it during his supervision of the evening’s preparation. He was surprised to find chemistry quite an interesting subject.

			So far the story is absolutely commonplace. But now the greenish powder comes upon the scene. The source of that greenish powder seems, unfortunately, lost. Master Whibble tells a tortuous story of finding it done up in a packet in a disused limekiln near the Downs. It would have been an excellent thing for Plattner, and possibly for Master Whibble’s family, if a match could have been applied to that powder there and then. The young gentleman certainly did not bring it to school in a packet, but in a common eight-ounce graduated medicine bottle, plugged with masticated newspaper. He gave it to Plattner at the end of the afternoon school. Four boys had been detained after school prayers in order to complete some neglected tasks, and Plattner was supervising these in the small classroom in which the chemical teaching was conducted. The appliances for the practical teaching of chemistry in the Sussexville Proprietary School, as in most small schools in this country, are characterised by a severe simplicity. They are kept in a small cupboard standing in a recess, and having about the same capacity as a common travelling trunk. Plattner, being bored with his passive superintendence, seems to have welcomed the intervention of Whibble with his green powder as an agreeable diversion, and, unlocking this cupboard, proceeded at once with his analytical experiments. Whibble sat, luckily for himself, at a safe distance, regarding him. The four malefactors, feigning a profound absorption in their work, watched him furtively with the keenest interest. For even within the limits of the Three Gases, Plattner’s practical chemistry was, I understand, temerarious.

			They are practically unanimous in their account of Plattner’s proceedings. He poured a little of the green powder into a test-tube, and tried the substance with water, hydrochloric acid, nitric acid, and sulphuric acid in succession. Getting no result, he emptied out a little heap—nearly half the bottleful, in fact—upon a slate and tried a match. He held the medicine bottle in his left hand. The stuff began to smoke and melt, and then—exploded with deafening violence and a blinding flash.

			The five boys, seeing the flash and being prepared for catastrophes, ducked below their desks, and were none of them seriously hurt. The window was blown out into the playground, and the blackboard on its easel was upset. The slate was smashed to atoms. Some plaster fell from the ceiling. No other damage was done to the school edifice or appliances, and the boys at first, seeing nothing of Plattner, fancied he was knocked down and lying out of their sight below the desks. They jumped out of their places to go to his assistance, and were amazed to find the space empty. Being still confused by the sudden violence of the report, they hurried to the open door, under the impression that he must have been hurt, and have rushed out of the room. But Carson, the foremost, nearly collided in the doorway with the principal, Mr. Lidgett.

			Mr. Lidgett is a corpulent, excitable man with one eye. The boys describe him as stumbling into the room mouthing some of those tempered expletives irritable schoolmasters accustom themselves to use—lest worse befall. “Wretched mumchancer!” he said. “Where’s Mr. Plattner?” The boys are agreed on the very words. (“Wobbler,” “snivelling puppy,” and “mumchancer” are, it seems, among the ordinary small change of Mr. Lidgett’s scholastic commerce.)

			Where’s Mr. Plattner? That was a question that was to be repeated many times in the next few days. It really seemed as though that frantic hyperbole, “blown to atoms,” had for once realised itself. There was not a visible particle of Plattner to be seen; not a drop of blood nor a stitch of clothing to be found. Apparently he had been blown clean out of existence and left not a wrack behind. Not so much as would cover a sixpenny piece, to quote a proverbial expression! The evidence of his absolute disappearance, as a consequence of that explosion, is indubitable.

			It is not necessary to enlarge here upon the commotion excited in the Sussexville Proprietary School, and in Sussexville and elsewhere, by this event. It is quite possible, indeed, that some of the readers of these pages may recall the hearing of some remote and dying version of that excitement during the last summer holidays. Lidgett, it would seem, did everything in his power to suppress and minimise the story. He instituted a penalty of twenty-five lines for any mention of Plattner’s name among the boys, and stated in the schoolroom that he was clearly aware of his assistant’s whereabouts. He was afraid, he explains, that the possibility of an explosion happening, in spite of the elaborate precautions taken to minimise the practical teaching of chemistry, might injure the reputation of the school; and so might any mysterious quality in Plattner’s departure. Indeed, he did everything in his power to make the occurrence seem as ordinary as possible. In particular, he cross-examined the five eye-witnesses of the occurrence so searchingly that they began to doubt the plain evidence of their senses. But, in spite of these efforts, the tale, in a magnified and distorted state, made a nine days’ wonder in the district, and several parents withdrew their sons on colourable pretexts. Not the least remarkable point in the matter is the fact that a large number of people in the neighbourhood dreamed singularly vivid dreams of Plattner during the period of excitement before his return, and that these dreams had a curious uniformity. In almost all of them Plattner was seen, sometimes singly, sometimes in company, wandering about through a coruscating iridescence. In all cases his face was pale and distressed, and in some he gesticulated towards the dreamer. One or two of the boys, evidently under the influence of nightmare, fancied that Plattner approached them with remarkable swiftness, and seemed to look closely into their very eyes. Others fled with Plattner from the pursuit of vague and extraordinary creatures of a globular shape. But all these fancies were forgotten in inquiries and speculations when, on the Wednesday next but one after the Monday of the explosion, Plattner returned.

			The circumstances of his return were as singular as those of his departure. So far as Mr. Lidgett’s somewhat choleric outline can be filled in from Plattner’s hesitating statements, it would appear that on Wednesday evening, towards the hour of sunset, the former gentleman, having dismissed evening preparation, was engaged in his garden, picking and eating strawberries, a fruit of which he is inordinately fond. It is a large old-fashioned garden, secured from observation, fortunately, by a high and ivy-covered red-brick wall. Just as he was stooping over a particularly prolific plant, there was a flash in the air and a heavy thud, and before he could look round, some heavy body struck him violently from behind. He was pitched forward, crushing the strawberries he held in his hand, and that so roughly, that his silk hat—Mr. Lidgett adheres to the older ideas of scholastic costume—was driven violently down upon his forehead, and almost over one eye. This heavy missile, which slid over him sideways and collapsed into a sitting posture among the strawberry plants, proved to be our long-lost Mr. Gottfried Plattner, in an extremely dishevelled condition. He was collarless and hatless, his linen was dirty, and there was blood upon his hands. Mr. Lidgett was so indignant and surprised that he remained on all-fours, and with his hat jammed down on his eye, while he expostulated vehemently with Plattner for his disrespectful and unaccountable conduct.

			This scarcely idyllic scene completes what I may call the exterior version of the Plattner story—its exoteric aspect. It is quite unnecessary to enter here into all the details of his dismissal by Mr. Lidgett. Such details, with the full names and dates and references, will be found in the larger report of these occurrences that was laid before the Society for the Investigation of Abnormal Phenomena. The singular transposition of Plattner’s right and left sides was scarcely observed for the first day or so, and then first in connection with his disposition to write from right to left across the blackboard. He concealed rather than ostended this curious confirmatory circumstance, as he considered it would unfavourably affect his prospects in a new situation. The displacement of his heart was discovered some months after, when he was having a tooth extracted under anæsthetics. He then, very unwillingly, allowed a cursory surgical examination to be made of himself, with a view to a brief account in the Journal of Anatomy. That exhausts the statement of the material facts; and we may now go on to consider Plattner’s account of the matter.

			But first let us clearly differentiate between the preceding portion of this story and what is to follow. All I have told thus far is established by such evidence as even a criminal lawyer would approve. Every one of the witnesses is still alive; the reader, if he have the leisure, may hunt the lads out tomorrow, or even brave the terrors of the redoubtable Lidgett, and cross-examine and trap and test to his heart’s content; Gottfried Plattner, himself, and his twisted heart and his three photographs are producible. It may be taken as proved that he did disappear for nine days as the consequence of an explosion; that he returned almost as violently, under circumstances in their nature annoying to Mr. Lidgett, whatever the details of those circumstances may be; and that he returned inverted, just as a reflection returns from a mirror. From the last fact, as I have already stated, it follows almost inevitably that Plattner, during those nine days, must have been in some state of existence altogether out of space. The evidence to these statements is, indeed, far stronger than that upon which most murderers are hanged. But for his own particular account of where he had been, with its confused explanations and well-nigh self-contradictory details, we have only Mr. Gottfried Plattner’s word. I do not wish to discredit that, but I must point out—what so many writers upon obscure psychic phenomena fail to do—that we are passing here from the practically undeniable to that kind of matter which any reasonable man is entitled to believe or reject as he thinks proper. The previous statements render it plausible; its discordance with common experience tilts it towards the incredible. I would prefer not to sway the beam of the reader’s judgment either way, but simply to tell the story as Plattner told it me.

			He gave me his narrative, I may state, at my house at Chislehurst, and so soon as he had left me that evening, I went into my study and wrote down everything as I remembered it. Subsequently he was good enough to read over a type-written copy, so that its substantial correctness is undeniable.

			He states that at the moment of the explosion he distinctly thought he was killed. He felt lifted off his feet and driven forcibly backward. It is a curious fact for psychologists that he thought clearly during his backward flight, and wondered whether he should hit the chemistry cupboard or the blackboard easel. His heels struck ground, and he staggered and fell heavily into a sitting position on something soft and firm. For a moment the concussion stunned him. He became aware at once of a vivid scent of singed hair, and he seemed to hear the voice of Lidgett asking for him. You will understand that for a time his mind was greatly confused.

			At first he was distinctly under the impression that he was still in the classroom. He perceived quite distinctly the surprise of the boys and the entry of Mr. Lidgett. He is quite positive upon that score. He did not hear their remarks; but that he ascribed to the deafening effect of the experiment. Things about him seemed curiously dark and faint, but his mind explained that on the obvious but mistaken idea that the explosion had engendered a huge volume of dark smoke. Through the dimness the figures of Lidgett and the boys moved, as faint and silent as ghosts. Plattner’s face still tingled with the stinging heat of the flash. He was, he says, “all muddled.” His first definite thoughts seem to have been of his personal safety. He thought he was perhaps blinded and deafened. He felt his limbs and face in a gingerly manner. Then his perceptions grew clearer, and he was astonished to miss the old familiar desks and other schoolroom furniture about him. Only dim, uncertain, grey shapes stood in the place of these. Then came a thing that made him shout aloud, and awoke his stunned faculties to instant activity. Two of the boys, gesticulating, walked one after the other clean through him! Neither manifested the slightest consciousness of his presence. It is difficult to imagine the sensation he felt. They came against him, he says, with no more force than a wisp of mist.

			Plattner’s first thought after that was that he was dead. Having been brought up with thoroughly sound views in these matters, however, he was a little surprised to find his body still about him. His second conclusion was that he was not dead, but that the others were: that the explosion had destroyed the Sussexville Proprietary School and every soul in it except himself. But that, too, was scarcely satisfactory. He was thrown back upon astonished observation.

			Everything about him was extraordinarily dark: at first it seemed to have an altogether ebony blackness. Overhead was a black firmament. The only touch of light in the scene was a faint greenish glow at the edge of the sky in one direction, which threw into prominence a horizon of undulating black hills. This, I say, was his impression at first. As his eye grew accustomed to the darkness, he began to distinguish a faint quality of differentiating greenish colour in the circumambient night. Against this background the furniture and occupants of the classroom, it seems, stood out like phosphorescent spectres, faint and impalpable. He extended his hand, and thrust it without an effort through the wall of the room by the fireplace.

			He describes himself as making a strenuous effort to attract attention. He shouted to Lidgett, and tried to seize the boys as they went to and fro. He only desisted from these attempts when Mrs. Lidgett, whom he (as an Assistant Master) naturally disliked, entered the room. He says the sensation of being in the world, and yet not a part of it, was an extraordinarily disagreeable one. He compared his feelings, not inaptly, to those of a cat watching a mouse through a window. Whenever he made a motion to communicate with the dim, familiar world about him, he found an invisible, incomprehensible barrier preventing intercourse.

			He then turned his attention to his solid environment. He found the medicine bottle still unbroken in his hand, with the remainder of the green powder therein. He put this in his pocket, and began to feel about him. Apparently, he was sitting on a boulder of rock covered with a velvety moss. The dark country about him he was unable to see, the faint, misty picture of the schoolroom blotting it out, but he had a feeling (due perhaps to a cold wind) that he was near the crest of a hill, and that a steep valley fell away beneath his feet. The green glow along the edge of the sky seemed to be growing in extent and intensity. He stood up, rubbing his eyes.

			It would seem that he made a few steps, going steeply down hill, and then stumbled, nearly fell, and sat down again upon a jagged mass of rock to watch the dawn. He became aware that the world about him was absolutely silent. It was as still as it was dark, and though there was a cold wind blowing up the hill-face, the rustle of grass, the soughing of the boughs that should have accompanied it, were absent. He could hear, therefore, if he could not see, that the hillside upon which he stood was rocky and desolate. The green grew brighter every moment, and as it did so a faint, transparent blood-red mingled with, but did not mitigate, the blackness of the sky overhead and the rocky desolations about him. Having regard to what follows, I am inclined to think that that redness may have been an optical effect due to contrast. Something black fluttered momentarily against the livid yellow-green of the lower sky, and then the thin and penetrating voice of a bell rose out of the black gulf below him. An oppressive expectation grew with the growing light.

			It is probable that an hour or more elapsed while he sat there, the strange green light growing brighter every moment, and spreading slowly, in flamboyant fingers, upward towards the zenith. As it grew, the spectral vision of our world became relatively or absolutely fainter. Probably both, for the time must have been about that of our earthly sunset. So far as his vision of our world went, Plattner, by his few steps downhill, had passed through the floor of the classroom, and was now, it seemed, sitting in mid-air in the larger schoolroom downstairs. He saw the boarders distinctly, but much more faintly than he had seen Lidgett. They were preparing their evening tasks, and he noticed with interest that several were cheating with their Euclid riders by means of a crib, a compilation whose existence he had hitherto never suspected. As the time passed, they faded steadily, as steadily as the light of the green dawn increased.

			Looking down into the valley, he saw that the light had crept far down its rocky sides, and that the profound blackness of the abyss was now broken by a minute green glow, like the light of a glow-worm. And almost immediately the limb of a huge heavenly body of blazing green rose over the basaltic undulations of the distant hills, and the monstrous hill-masses about him came out gaunt and desolate, in green light and deep, ruddy black shadows. He became aware of a vast number of ball-shaped objects drifting as thistledown drifts over the high ground. There were none of these nearer to him than the opposite side of the gorge. The bell below twanged quicker and quicker, with something like impatient insistence, and several lights moved hither and thither. The boys at work at their desks were now almost imperceptibly faint.

			This extinction of our world, when the green sun of this other universe rose, is a curious point upon which Plattner insists. During the Other-World night it is difficult to move about, on account of the vividness with which the things of this world are visible. It becomes a riddle to explain why, if this is the case, we in this world catch no glimpse of the Other-World. It is due, perhaps, to the comparatively vivid illumination of this world of ours. Plattner describes the midday of the Other-World, at its brightest, as not being nearly so bright as this world at full moon, while its night is profoundly black. Consequently, the amount of light, even in an ordinary dark room, is sufficient to render the things of the Other-World invisible, on the same principle that faint phosphorescence is only visible in the profoundest darkness. I have tried, since he told me his story, to see something of the Other-World by sitting for a long space in a photographer’s dark room at night. I have certainly seen indistinctly the form of greenish slopes and rocks, but only, I must admit, very indistinctly indeed. The reader may possibly be more successful. Plattner tells me that since his return he has dreamt and seen and recognised places in the Other-World, but this is probably due to his memory of these scenes. It seems quite possible that people with unusually keen eyesight may occasionally catch a glimpse of this strange Other-World about us.

			However, this is a digression. As the green sun rose, a long street of black buildings became perceptible, though only darkly and indistinctly, in the gorge, and, after some hesitation, Plattner began to clamber down the precipitous descent towards them. The descent was long and exceedingly tedious, being so not only by the extraordinary steepness, but also by reason of the looseness of the boulders with which the whole face of the hill was strewn. The noise of his descent—now and then his heels struck fire from the rocks—seemed now the only sound in the universe, for the beating of the bell had ceased. As he drew nearer, he perceived that the various edifices had a singular resemblance to tombs and mausoleums and monuments, saving only that they were all uniformly black instead of being white, as most sepulchres are. And then he saw, crowding out of the largest building, very much as people disperse from church, a number of pallid, rounded, pale-green figures. These dispersed in several directions about the broad street of the place, some going through side alleys and reappearing upon the steepness of the hill, others entering some of the small black buildings which lined the way.

			At the sight of these things drifting up towards him, Plattner stopped, staring. They were not walking, they were indeed limbless, and they had the appearance of human heads, beneath which a tadpole-like body swung. He was too astonished at their strangeness, too full, indeed, of strangeness, to be seriously alarmed by them. They drove towards him, in front of the chill wind that was blowing uphill, much as soap-bubbles drive before a draught. And as he looked at the nearest of those approaching, he saw it was indeed a human head, albeit with singularly large eyes, and wearing such an expression of distress and anguish as he had never seen before upon mortal countenance. He was surprised to find that it did not turn to regard him, but seemed to be watching and following some unseen moving thing. For a moment he was puzzled, and then it occurred to him that this creature was watching with its enormous eyes something that was happening in the world he had just left. Nearer it came, and nearer, and he was too astonished to cry out. It made a very faint fretting sound as it came close to him. Then it struck his face with a gentle pat—its touch was very cold—and drove past him, and upward towards the crest of the hill.

			An extraordinary conviction flashed across Plattner’s mind that this head had a strong likeness to Lidgett. Then he turned his attention to the other heads that were now swarming thickly up the hillside. None made the slightest sign of recognition. One or two, indeed, came close to his head and almost followed the example of the first, but he dodged convulsively out of the way. Upon most of them he saw the same expression of unavailing regret he had seen upon the first, and heard the same faint sounds of wretchedness from them. One or two wept, and one rolling swiftly uphill wore an expression of diabolical rage. But others were cold, and several had a look of gratified interest in their eyes. One, at least, was almost in an ecstasy of happiness. Plattner does not remember that he recognised any more likenesses in those he saw at this time.

			For several hours, perhaps, Plattner watched these strange things dispersing themselves over the hills, and not till long after they had ceased to issue from the clustering black buildings in the gorge, did he resume his downward climb. The darkness about him increased so much that he had a difficulty in stepping true. Overhead the sky was now a bright, pale green. He felt neither hunger nor thirst. Later, when he did, he found a chilly stream running down the centre of the gorge, and the rare moss upon the boulders, when he tried it at last in desperation, was good to eat.

			He groped about among the tombs that ran down the gorge, seeking vaguely for some clue to these inexplicable things. After a long time he came to the entrance of the big mausoleum-like building from which the heads had issued. In this he found a group of green lights burning upon a kind of basaltic altar, and a bell-rope from a belfry overhead hanging down into the centre of the place. Round the wall ran a lettering of fire in a character unknown to him. While he was still wondering at the purport of these things, he heard the receding tramp of heavy feet echoing far down the street. He ran out into the darkness again, but he could see nothing. He had a mind to pull the bell-rope, and finally decided to follow the footsteps. But, although he ran far, he never overtook them; and his shouting was of no avail. The gorge seemed to extend an interminable distance. It was as dark as earthly starlight throughout its length, while the ghastly green day lay along the upper edge of its precipices. There were none of the heads, now, below. They were all, it seemed, busily occupied along the upper slopes. Looking up, he saw them drifting hither and thither, some hovering stationary, some flying swiftly through the air. It reminded him, he said, of “big snowflakes”; only these were black and pale green.

			In pursuing the firm, undeviating footsteps that he never overtook, in groping into new regions of this endless devil’s dyke, in clambering up and down the pitiless heights, in wandering about the summits, and in watching the drifting faces, Plattner states that he spent the better part of seven or eight days. He did not keep count, he says. Though once or twice he found eyes watching him, he had word with no living soul. He slept among the rocks on the hillside. In the gorge things earthly were invisible, because, from the earthly standpoint, it was far underground. On the altitudes, so soon as the earthly day began, the world became visible to him. He found himself sometimes stumbling over the dark green rocks, or arresting himself on a precipitous brink, while all about him the green branches of the Sussexville lanes were swaying; or, again, he seemed to be walking through the Sussexville streets, or watching unseen the private business of some household. And then it was he discovered, that to almost every human being in our world there pertained some of these drifting heads: that everyone in the world is watched intermittently by these helpless disembodiments.

			What are they—these Watchers of the Living? Plattner never learned. But two, that presently found and followed him, were like his childhood’s memory of his father and mother. Now and then other faces turned their eyes upon him: eyes like those of dead people who had swayed him, or injured him, or helped him in his youth and manhood. Whenever they looked at him, Plattner was overcome with a strange sense of responsibility. To his mother he ventured to speak; but she made no answer. She looked sadly, steadfastly, and tenderly—a little reproachfully, too, it seemed—into his eyes.

			He simply tells this story: he does not endeavour to explain. We are left to surmise who these Watchers of the Living may be, or if they are indeed the Dead, why they should so closely and passionately watch a world they have left for ever. It may be—indeed to my mind it seems just—that, when our life has closed, when evil or good is no longer a choice for us, we may still have to witness the working out of the train of consequences we have laid. If human souls continue after death, then surely human interests continue after death. But that is merely my own guess at the meaning of the things seen. Plattner offers no interpretation, for none was given him. It is well the reader should understand this clearly. Day after day, with his head reeling, he wandered about this strange-lit world outside the world, weary and, towards the end, weak and hungry. By day—by our earthly day, that is—the ghostly vision of the old familiar scenery of Sussexville, all about him, irked and worried him. He could not see where to put his feet, and ever and again with a chilly touch one of these Watching Souls would come against his face. And after dark the multitude of these Watchers about him, and their intent distress, confused his mind beyond describing. A great longing to return to the earthly life that was so near and yet so remote consumed him. The unearthliness of things about him produced a positively painful mental distress. He was worried beyond describing by his own particular followers. He would shout at them to desist from staring at him, scold at them, hurry away from them. They were always mute and intent. Run as he might over the uneven ground, they followed his destinies.

			On the ninth day, towards evening, Plattner heard the invisible footsteps approaching, far away down the gorge. He was then wandering over the broad crest of the same hill upon which he had fallen in his entry into this strange Other-World of his. He turned to hurry down into the gorge, feeling his way hastily, and was arrested by the sight of the thing that was happening in a room in a back street near the school. Both of the people in the room he knew by sight. The windows were open, the blinds up, and the setting sun shone clearly into it, so that it came out quite brightly at first, a vivid oblong of room, lying like a magic-lantern picture upon the black landscape and the livid green dawn. In addition to the sunlight, a candle had just been lit in the room.

			On the bed lay a lank man, his ghastly white face terrible upon the tumbled pillow. His clenched hands were raised above his head. A little table beside the bed carried a few medicine bottles, some toast and water, and an empty glass. Every now and then the lank man’s lips fell apart, to indicate a word he could not articulate. But the woman did not notice that he wanted anything, because she was busy turning out papers from an old-fashioned bureau in the opposite corner of the room. At first the picture was very vivid indeed, but as the green dawn behind it grew brighter and brighter, so it became fainter and more and more transparent.

			As the echoing footsteps paced nearer and nearer, those footsteps that sound so loud in that Other-World and come so silently in this, Plattner perceived about him a great multitude of dim faces gathering together out of the darkness and watching the two people in the room. Never before had he seen so many of the Watchers of the Living. A multitude had eyes only for the sufferer in the room, another multitude, in infinite anguish, watched the woman as she hunted with greedy eyes for something she could not find. They crowded about Plattner, they came across his sight and buffeted his face, the noise of their unavailing regrets was all about him. He saw clearly only now and then. At other times the picture quivered dimly, through the veil of green reflections upon their movements. In the room it must have been very still, and Plattner says the candle flame streamed up into a perfectly vertical line of smoke, but in his ears each footfall and its echoes beat like a clap of thunder. And the faces! Two, more particularly near the woman’s: one a woman’s also, white and clear-featured, a face which might have once been cold and hard, but which was now softened by the touch of a wisdom strange to earth. The other might have been the woman’s father. Both were evidently absorbed in the contemplation of some act of hateful meanness, so it seemed, which they could no longer guard against and prevent. Behind were others, teachers, it may be, who had taught ill, friends whose influence had failed. And over the man, too—a multitude, but none that seemed to be parents or teachers! Faces that might once have been coarse, now purged to strength by sorrow! And in the forefront one face, a girlish one, neither angry nor remorseful, but merely patient and weary, and, as it seemed to Plattner, waiting for relief. His powers of description fail him at the memory of this multitude of ghastly countenances. They gathered on the stroke of the bell. He saw them all in the space of a second. It would seem that he was so worked on by his excitement that, quite involuntarily, his restless fingers took the bottle of green powder out of his pocket and held it before him. But he does not remember that.

			Abruptly the footsteps ceased. He waited for the next, and there was silence, and then suddenly, cutting through the unexpected stillness like a keen, thin blade, came the first stroke of the bell. At that the multitudinous faces swayed to and fro, and a louder crying began all about him. The woman did not hear; she was burning something now in the candle flame. At the second stroke everything grew dim, and a breath of wind, icy cold, blew through the host of watchers. They swirled about him like an eddy of dead leaves in the spring, and at the third stroke something was extended through them to the bed. You have heard of a beam of light. This was like a beam of darkness, and looking again at it, Plattner saw that it was a shadowy arm and hand.

			The green sun was now topping the black desolations of the horizon, and the vision of the room was very faint. Plattner could see that the white of the bed struggled, and was convulsed; and that the woman looked round over her shoulder at it, startled.

			The cloud of watchers lifted high like a puff of green dust before the wind, and swept swiftly downward towards the temple in the gorge. Then suddenly Plattner understood the meaning of the shadowy black arm that stretched across his shoulder and clutched its prey. He did not dare turn his head to see the Shadow behind the arm. With a violent effort, and covering his eyes, he set himself to run, made, perhaps, twenty strides, then slipped on a boulder, and fell. He fell forward on his hands; and the bottle smashed and exploded as he touched the ground.

			In another moment he found himself, stunned and bleeding, sitting face to face with Lidgett in the old walled garden behind the school.

			There the story of Plattner’s experiences ends. I have resisted, I believe successfully, the natural disposition of a writer of fiction to dress up incidents of this sort. I have told the thing as far as possible in the order in which Plattner told it to me. I have carefully avoided any attempt at style, effect, or construction. It would have been easy, for instance, to have worked the scene of the death-bed into a kind of plot in which Plattner might have been involved. But, quite apart from the objectionableness of falsifying a most extraordinary true story, any such trite devices would spoil, to my mind, the peculiar effect of this dark world, with its livid green illumination and its drifting Watchers of the Living, which, unseen and unapproachable to us, is yet lying all about us.

			It remains to add, that a death did actually occur in Vincent Terrace, just beyond the school garden, and, so far as can be proved, at the moment of Plattner’s return. Deceased was a rate-collector and insurance agent. His widow, who was much younger than himself, married last month a Mr. Whymper, a veterinary surgeon of Allbeeding. As the portion of this story given here has in various forms circulated orally in Sussexville, she has consented to my use of her name, on condition that I make it distinctly known that she emphatically contradicts every detail of Plattner’s account of her husband’s last moments. She burnt no will, she says, although Plattner never accused her of doing so: her husband made but one will, and that just after their marriage. Certainly, from a man who had never seen it, Plattner’s account of the furniture of the room was curiously accurate.

			One other thing, even at the risk of an irksome repetition, I must insist upon, lest I seem to favour the credulous superstitious view. Plattner’s absence from the world for nine days is, I think, proved. But that does not prove his story. It is quite conceivable that even outside space hallucinations may be possible. That, at least, the reader must bear distinctly in mind.

			End.

		


		
			Dear beloved reader,

			I hope you found the chills you were looking for. Perhaps while entrenched in the pages of this issue of Cosmic Horror Monthly, you questioned both your own sanity and your place amongst the malevolent whims of our cold universe. If so, let not your thirst for more cosmic terror go unquenched. Simply visit COSMICHORRORMONTHLY.COM/SUBSCRIBE and offer your tribute to the old ones at a reduced rate!

			Again, thank you for taking the time to read our fiction. I hope we meet again soon.

			
					[image: ]
			

		

		
			Charles Tyra

			Editor
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