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			Greetings Dear Reader,

			Ah, Cosmic Horror, you beautiful terrible beast. You need neither blood nor ghosts to make us shudder. Cosmic Horror watches humanity push itself to the brink just to feel like we have some control over the little things in our lives and it laughs at our pitiful, fruitless efforts. The human mind can never comprehend how truly vast and cold the universe is. Likewise, we can never hope to comprehend what might be lurking on the other side of the great veil watching and waiting. This is the spice I hope to cultivate in the pages you hold in your hands. With a combination of cosmic, Lovecraftian, and weird horror, we hope you find yourself questioning the natural laws and indeed, your place among them. And now, here is a preview of what can be found in this month’s issue.

			The next era of CHM begins now. In “Dried Citrus,” we’ll witness the meeting of two families under romantic circumstances, one human, one… well, I suppose you’ll have to see for yourself. Then, horrifying memories come full circle when a father is pushed to protect his child in “The Organist and the Old Man.” Up next, we’ll find reasons to keep your enemies close and your friends closer in a weird tale called “I Sell Disease.” Out in the desert, sanity is in short supply in “Fins’’ by CHM alum Megan M. Davies-Ostrom before we are treated to a beautiful retelling of Chamber’s The Harbor Master called “The Harbor-Mistress.” Next comes a cosmic horror reprint in “Out Ghent Lake’’ followed by part I of Patrick Barb’s original novella: “The Nut House.” Stick around for the coming months to enjoy the rest of this unbelievable story!

			This month begins a special presentation from the crypt. We are serializing parts I-IV of Chamber’s The King in Yellow beginning this month with Part I of “The Repairer of Reputations.”

			Enjoy.
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			Meet the CHM staff

		

		
			Charles Tyra: Editor

			Life long lover of pulp, horror, and fine cheeses. Resides in Oklahoma City.
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			Carson Winter: Social Media Manager

			Horror fan and author with works featured in Vastarien and the No Sleep podcast. He lives in the Pacific Northwest.
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			Featured artists this month

		

		
			Cover art: My name is Jakub Jagoda. Im from a small sea town in Poland. Ever since I can remember, I’ve been doing art and expressing myself on a canvas. I love exploring all things dark, twisted and surreal in my illustrations. My Lovecraft inspired paintings have been some of my most popular work. I’m extremely grateful to have one of my illustrations featured on the cover of this magazine.
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			Luke Spooner is a freelance illustrator from the South East of England. Since graduating from Portsmouth University with a First-Class degree in illustration Luke has gone on to work on a wide variety of projects and commissions, including; illustrations and covers for horror, science fiction and fantasy books, magazines, graphic novels, conceptual design, CD packaging and business branding. Luke has also illustrated children’s’ books for authors who aim to promote diversity and mindfulness in younger audiences.
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Maxwell Marais is an illustrator and author of all things horror currently living in Montreal, Canada. Their work is often featured in the pages of CHM, and their stories can be found in such publications as Thuggish Itch and The NoSleep podcast. Find their art at  www.instagram.com/insanity_inc/




			Welcome to Cosmic Horror Monthly

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

		



		
			Dried Citrus

		

		
			By B.O.B. Jenkin



		

		
			I told my darling over and over again how my family would love her, adore her, simply eat her up, and yet my words were mud in my mind. No, they weren’t lies. More like traps, ones a secret side of my brain occasionally sets in my path so they can laugh when I obliviously trod upon them. And once they were past my lips, there was no reeling them back. Ploop as my proposition lands in her mental pond, sends ripples of cause-and-effect down neural pathways to kick Goddess knows what plans into effect. She flashes that smile that snagged me in the first place, the corners of her mouth sharp as hooks, declaring, “This is so exciting! I’ve never had a girl make me feel like family before.” 

			And if anyone says anything to make her feel otherwise, I’ll gut them. And on that pleasant thought, I should probably take my meds. Pop a Xanax, a Risperdal, and a Women’s Ultra Mega One Daily, washing them all down with a Vitamin Water whose flavor is listed as XXX and which has been under the backseat of my car a little too long for comfort. Only a few minutes from our destination, just enough time for a smoke to soothe the nerves. No, I’m not the one driving! Not that I couldn’t if I wanted to. 

			Barely afternoon, so why does the sun appear to be setting? Must be that the trees lining the road are taller than I’m used to, reaching hungrily upward to blot out the trespassing light. 

			We must be close, have to be close. I’m anxious about getting there, but also anxious about sitting here. “Speed, please.” Me, begging my darling to get me there square, hustle up and put me out of my misery. 

			Screech of brakes and a wheel jerked abruptly sideways. Gravel flying in a rainbow arc outside my passenger window. Shadows settle over the car in a filmy layer as my darling announces, “We’re here!” And we are, according to my eyes (whatever they’re worth). “I can’t believe I’m finally meeting your makers.” 

			Wondering if she realizes how ominous she makes it sound, “You best believe it.” 

			We don’t go to them; the family floods out the front door before we’ve so much as trudged halfway up the drive. Flesh squeezes flesh, fingers cramping as fat uncle hands compress them in one aggressive shake after another. Too much, too much. Sensory overload times a trillion. And my darling! At least I know these people, these indefinable blobs swarming my body, but my love must be utterly disoriented, completely lost in this sea of slathering strangers. 

			Except she’s the polar opposite, Goddess bless, an antithesis to the antisocial mess that is myself. Laughing affably as one aunt after another pets her shoulders, my relatives cooing compliments that shimmer in the air like gasoline spills due to their high blood-alcohol content, all beneath a sun that slowly sinks deeper into the citrus-colored treeline. My darling, taking like a champ what I would a chump. How did someone so friendly wind up with a mess like myself? Some folks are attracted to fixer-uppers. 

			And I have been fixed up. In good ways—it’s not like my darling is forcing me to become someone I don’t want to. More like she’s helping my best self finally emerge, the version of me long locked away for fear it would be mocked, shunned, tarred and feathered, run out of town by angry pitchfork-wielding peasants. Helping me sort out my good thoughts from the bad, learning tricks to filter the negativity out and only allowing positive attitudes to hold domain. A girlfriend and therapist in one. A true treasure. 

			Which sometimes makes me wonder what I bring to the table. Most relationships rely on a symbiotic give-and-take, but sometimes (most times) it feels like I’m the only one taking. Forcing her to bear with my 3 am panic attacks. Not getting irritated when my indecision over a fast food menu leaves me shaking like a leaf. Being willing to meet my family, yet never asking me to meet hers out of understanding towards my social anxiety. Well, no more being selfish for me! After this, I’m going to do something to show my darling how much I appreciate her, even if it means leaving my comfort zone. 

			Such are my thoughts as the congregation carries on, the party never having bothered to progress inside, my darling’s presence a magnet that alters the landscape of the get-together. A glass of wine is forced into my hand before I can protest it won’t mix with my meds, but it’s not like they’re responsible for my hand as it rises to meet my face, tilting the curvy glass backward to spill her red insides down my gullet. 

			A thick branch reaches up to smother the last semblance of sunlight at the very moment the front door swings open. Four cloven feet (no, simply shoes, shoes, not Satanic goat clip-cloppers obviously. I mean, fucking duh, right?) slap the marble step that leads down to the gravel driveway. A duo in every way, progressing towards us as one four-legged, two-faced entity. My parents: not connected at the hip, but also not for lack of trying. 

			“Our little girl,” they sing as they approach me, coming to loom overhead and blot out the trees the way the trees blot out the sun the way the sun blots out Goddess knows what, probably a Hollywood soundstage from which the reality show called Earth is filmed. “And did you bring us home a delicious specimen?” 

			“If anything,” my darling replies, “she brought the specimens to me.” Extending both hands at once for an awkward double-shake, “A pleasure to meet you.” 

			“So refined,” says one parent. 

			“The manners!” cries the other. “Who’d have thunk it?” Leaving the implication that nobody can believe I have a girlfriend who isn’t a mental hospital escapee to remain unspoken. 

			Are the neighbors watching this play out, or could they care less about some stupid family gathering spilling into the front yard? Either way, I only started feeling self-conscious about it after Ma and Pa rolled out. Funny how that works. 

			“Should we head inside?” I ask. 

			“Inside?” cries one parent, apparently offended. 

			“Our driveway isn’t good enough for her,” the other grouses before shouting to the others, “Let’s move, people! We can’t become one of those uncivilized neighborhoods where people carry on in the street.” 

			“Rabble rabble rabble,” everyone rabbles while doing what they’re told. Only, instead of heading inside, we relocate to the backyard. Wish I brought a coat, although a second glass of wine does wonders towards warming my limbs. When in Rome and whatnot. 

			“How long have you been dating?” an aunt asks. 

			“How did you meet?” adds an uncle. “Was it on that Grindy thing I always hear about?” 

			A better question would be how it got so dark, but maybe I missed the news about there being an eclipse. “We met at the farmer’s market. I would see her every week lurking behind the vendors, but never had the courage to say hi.” But that wasn’t a problem for my darling, who one day popped up from behind my parked car as I was making my exit. Didn’t even need to speak; one look and her intentions were understood. Been thick as thieves ever since, partners in uncrime, teaming up to be as boring as humanly possible, doing whatever it takes to skate by unscathed in this hellish timeline where white supremacists become President and the environment is actively trying to wipe us off the face of the Earth. “And now we’re in love.” Hopefully I worded those middle parts better out loud than in my mind. 

			Speaking of my darling, where oh where could she be? Oh, she’s there: being held hostage by Parent 1 and Parent 2. 

			And then they’re gone, poof, vanished. Or, the light beside them went out, is all. They’re still there. In the black. Have to be. Things don’t stop existing simply because you can’t see them. And yet, why do I always think that the moment I take my eyes off my darling, she’ll suddenly be gone, scattered, vamoose, vanished not only from the room but from my entire timeline, no sign she ever existed left in the apartment, none of my friends or family retaining memories of our relationship, scrubbed both from their brains and social media accounts, everyone convinced I made her up until eventually even I grow to believe she never existed, was merely an imaginary girlfriend created to curb the loneliness of my prolonged self-imposed isolation? 

			The laughing kid that runs between my legs is only a memory of my childhood. So many family gatherings held in this backyard, me ignoring family to swing the swing that now hangs limp from its lone remaining rope. Wish I had Little Me’s courage as I slink through shadows towards where my darling hypothetically should be standing. And yet, why do I not hear voices as I approach? Was she not mid-convo with my parents, but instead standing in awkward silence? I thought nobody but me did that. Or does the darkness smother sound as effectively as it does my vision? 

			And did I tell the full truth when recounting how my darling and I met? Maybe I was actually the one who attempted to make first contact. Maybe I tried a couple of times, only for her to always be gone by the time I reached the place I thought I saw her lurking. Maybe I asked the vendors where she went and they looked at me like I was crazy. Maybe I had grown convinced she was only a hallucination, my mind conjuring the image of perfect beauty, right up until the moment she rose from behind my car like a flag being raised with a string pulley to prove me wrong. 

			Like I said, those are all maybes. Maybe those memories are only dreams I’ve had that I subsequently mixed up with reality. Besides, who cares what’s real in the past when the present is such a blessing? 

			“Hi, Uncle Bob,” I say when he blocks my path.

			“You’re supposed to say Merry Christmas,” he sneers. 

			This is a Christmas gathering? No wonder I’m so chilly. Need to invest in a paper calendar so I stop losing track of the months. “Merry Christmas,” I tell him, although the heavy laughter as I leave him in the dark makes me think I was just made a fool of, mocked in a way that’s too convoluted to ever understand—not that I want to, no siree, leave me out of that toxic crap, please and thankee sai. 

			I find the trio munching dried citrus slices, one of my parents in the process of lighting insect-repelling candles while the other swats at invisible pests that may or may not actually be surrounding them. I think my darling is smiling, although the shadows that flicker every time the lighter moves is leaving me unsure. Once the candles are lit, they do little to illuminate the dark, simply give our outlines an element of orange as we stand in stifling, suffocating, smothering (basically every negative word that starts with S) silence. 

			Maybe I should break the ice. Yeah, and maybe I’ll become a rocket scientist while I’m at it. 

			So, on we stand, enjoying the music of the surrounding festivities, the clinking of glasses coming in time with words that come from scattered conversations and yet seemingly link into an orchestrated scat chorus. Splashing, someone apparently having spilled a drink. Slurps, the harsh sucking sound of a straw desperate to get the last bits of liquid from the bottom of a cup, poking the plastic proboscis through the layer of half-melted ice in their determination to get every final drop. The way the night seems to dance in shadow-on-shadow waves is surely a trick of my alcohol-infused vision. Definitely a trick of my eyes making it seem like the darkness is squirming down from the sky, a cascade of worms the color of celestial black holes. 

			“I can’t thank you enough for having me,” says my darling, my darling, coming to my rescue by killing that awful silence, killing it dead, dead, dead and gone, damn that silence to hell, I hated it so. And yet, why does its replacement only increase my anxieties? Now taking hold of my clammy hand, “I’m so happy our families are able to get along.” 

			“Families?” 

			The squirming of the surrounding night intensifies. 

			I don’t see her lean in, but feel the slimy kiss land on my cheek. Surely it doesn’t sizzle, I’d feel pain if my face was melting, but something certainly smells like burning flesh and hair. And when I try to force a smile, my lips only rise on the side opposite from where her peck landed. 

			“Ma?” I ask, my tongue prodding the inner lining of my cheek and not liking what it finds. “Pa?” 

			They don’t answer, although their tongues certainly flap. 

			Or maybe those aren’t tongues. 

			My hand knocks the platter of dried citrus to the floor, the steel tray clanging like a church bell through the never-blacker night air. I make it two steps before a million trillion thin wires wrap around my wrists, my ankles, my toes and lips and ears. 

			They slip up nostrils and up other things. 

			“Thank you for making me part of your family.” A voice I both know and yet don’t. More like the voice I always sensed she possessed yet was hiding from me, the secret at the back of her closet that I knew not to ask about for fear it would bring the whole tower of cards crumbling down around our cliche-metaphor heads. A voice I thought was the only one I needed in my world, now corrupted by an insectile scratchiness, a clicking, gibbering tone that not only makes my skin crawl but my very bones vibrate. As my mother and father continue choking on those tongues that aren’t tongues, my darling croaks out, “Now it’s time for you to become part of mine.” 

			End.

		

		
			B.O.B. Jenkin was a bestselling author in another dimension, but after causing a minor apocalypse, he relocated to your timeline. His work can currently be found in the anthologies Howls From Hell and the upcoming That Is SO Wrong! Vol 2. You can reach him on Discord via the HOWL Society.”
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			The Organist and the Old Man

		

		
			By Elizabeth Guilt

		

		
			“Mum! Mum!”

			My arms tightened around my wife. Neither of us was asleep, and we stared at each other in a benign game of chicken. 

			“Maaaam!”

			Emily always cries for her mother when she has a nightmare but she’ll settle for me. We take turns, more or less; my wife cracked first.

			“I’ll go.”

			She grabbed her dressing gown. I rolled over and tried to doze, but she was back pretty quickly, shrugging the red fleecy robe onto the floor and snuggling back under the quilt.

			“OK?”

			“Fine, just a bad dream. For some reason she’s started freaking out about the man who lives on the corner.”

			“The old guy?”

			“Yeah, the one who always wears a tatty suit. I guess he’s a bit odd.”

			“What’s he done?”

			“Nothing, as far as I can tell.” She yawned widely. “She says he’s not a real person, and he’s just pretending. I’ve explained to her that it’s fine, he’s just a lonely old man. Hopefully she’ll stay asleep now. G’night.”

			She burrowed into the pillow, and didn’t notice that I didn’t reply.

			While she curled gently into sleep, I lay rigid under the duvet. My eyes were hot blanks in the darkness.

			I was older than my wife, older than most of the other parents at the school gate, and it was more than forty years since I had screamed and cried outside a church on the other side of the country. My mother had been cross, and then embarrassed, and then grimly determined. In the end she had almost dragged me into the service and bundled me into a pew where – by accident or design – I couldn’t see the spindly, angular Organist. The slightly stooped Organist, who always carried a torn plastic bag, and who had disgusting grey hairs curling from his ears. The Organist, whom I had told her was not a real person.

			It was so obvious. I’d pointed all the signs out to her – pointed them out, over and over again. He didn’t look like a real person, with his odd knobbly joints and his shuffling, lurching walk. He didn’t smell like a real person. His papery skin crackled and folded like no real skin would. His questions were disjointed, and his smile sickly-wrong. 

			Yet my mother wouldn’t see it. At first, she ignored my comments. Then she tried to explain the Organist’s oddities away. Then, finally, she lost her temper with me.

			That day, as I sat seething and frightened in the church, my fingers firmly in my ears whenever the organ wheezed into life, I understood why the children who came out best in fairy stories were always the orphans.

			When I got out of the church, I made myself a solemn and angry promise: If ever I had children, I would listen to what they said. I would trust them when they knew something was wrong. 

			I hadn’t thought of that vow since, and suddenly it was crunch time: Emily said the Old Man was not a real person. My wife clearly didn’t believe her – the whole idea was absurd – but that was what made it so important. I wouldn’t let Emily down; kids know things, and I would trust my girl.

			I had been right about the Organist, of course. We came home from church, my mother tugging me along by the hand, then she cooked dinner while I sulked. We ate in angry silence and I escaped as soon as I could to my room. Much later, she tapped at the door and came in to sit on my bed. It was something she only did very occasionally, and by then I’d gone through anger and had been crying quietly to myself under the blankets. When she put her arm around me I cuddled my head gratefully into her lap, sure she’d come to apologise.

			She hadn’t. She carried on trying to explain why my fears about the Organist were unfounded. He was odd-looking, she said, and awkward, so he’d never had any friends. He’d never learned how to be around people. He’d started playing the organ because he wanted everyone to like him. The splintered questions he threw at me were just him trying to start a conversation. We should feel sorry for him, try to help him. We should definitely not say that he wasn’t a real person.

			I knew that it wasn’t worth arguing any more, so I turned away from her and pulled the covers back over my head. She stayed for a while then left, turning out the light as she softly wished me ‘goodnight’.

			Then, as now, I lay awake for a long time before I went to sleep.

			* * *

			I wondered how to bring the Old Man up with Emily. I didn’t want to create trouble – if she forgot about it, that was fine. I um’d and ah’d for a couple of days, and it seemed like she’d let go of the idea.

			Then, as I was walking her to a swimming lesson, the Old Man passed us on a narrow stretch of pavement.

			He turned sideways to allow us to pass, muttering “hello, hello, hello” even though his eyes stayed fixed on the base of the lamppost. His suit was worn shiny in some places, and creased into hundreds of tiny lines in others. A missing button made his shirt gape where it flopped over his greasy waistband, and his greying hair straggled wildly past his collar. I didn’t breathe in as I passed, worried what he might smell like.

			Emily shrank against my legs, and I put my hand protectively on her back as I shepherded her along.

			“What are you learning in swimming today?” I asked, hoping to distract her.

			“He isn’t real, you know,” she said, in the penetrating voice that a six-year-old thinks is a whisper. I looked round, but the old man had shambled along surprisingly fast and was probably out of earshot. I took a deep breath.

			“How do you know?”

			“He’s empty and full of black smoke.”

			“Empty?”

			“Like Tillie was, but full of smoke.”

			Tillie had been a cheap, plastic doll Emily got at a party. The doll had been a favourite toy right up till her head came off, and Emily had been frightened and disgusted by her hollow body.

			“How can you see the smoke through his clothes?”

			“I just know it’s there. It makes his shirt stick out like a balloon. An old balloon that’s gone small.”

			I thought of a deflating party balloon, the rubber sagging and wrinkling. It wasn’t unlike the Old Man’s flabby appearance. He still looked like nothing more sinister than an overweight, unkempt man to me, but I tried to take Emily’s claims seriously.

			“Do you think he’s dangerous?”

			She glared at me, making it clear what a stupid question that was. “Of course he is! What are you going to do about it?”

			We had reached the swimming pool, and I was really just playing for time. “What do you think we should do?”

			She told me, and I got her changed, and she skipped off to her class. But as I made my way to the viewing area, her answer sat uneasily in my mind.

			“Cut his head off with a knife, and let the smoke out.”

			* * *

			I nodded to a few other parents, all huddled over their vending machine cups, and was grateful no-one seemed to want to make conversation.

			Cutting the man’s head off was, of course, ridiculous. Out of the question. I should explain to Emily that the old man – whom she could avoid, sure, if she didn’t like him – was harmless.

			I shook my head. This wasn’t what I’d promised, was it? I closed my eyes and tried to block out the swimming pool: the glaring, rippling light; the screamy chatter of the kids; the smells of chlorine and instant coffee. I let myself fall through the years to experience the fierce resentment and rigid certainty of my seven-year-old self.

			The first thing that formed in my mind was the sharp sense of betrayal. Much worse than my fear of the Organist, inside myself I found the scream of injustice and overwhelming fury at my mother. I held on to it, almost frightened by the way it came back. This was what I wanted to avoid for Emily: this rage that would be smoothed over but would never leave. The rage that would mean she could never feel the same way about her father again.

			I clutched at the bitter reminder. And I fell further.

			I could hear the uneasy crackle of the Organist’s skin. I could see his shambolic gait, too awkward and full of corners to belong to any organic being. I couldn’t see the wire armature that kept him upright but – like Emily with the smoke – I just knew it was there. And, like Emily, I had known on pure gut instinct what needed to be done to keep the world safe from this false, papery creature. And I’d done it.

			I tried to picture the Old Man. I tried to see the smoke billowing inside him, his hollow body frail and insubstantial. I even tried to visualise what Emily had suggested: cutting off his head, so that the smoke escaped and his torso flopped and folded like an old sock.

			I couldn’t do it. I could see clearly, in memory, every false aspect of the Organist’s appearance, every last detail showing him to be an impostor of a human. But to me, the Old Man remained a heavy, solid, earthbound being. Unpleasant, perhaps, but no threat.

			In short, I wanted to tell Emily exactly what my mother had said to me: this person is harmless and should be pitied.

			I stood up. The hatred of my mother still boiled in my gut, and I would not ally myself with her.

			I muttered something non-committal about being back soon and pushed past a couple of dads; they were talking football as they stared vaguely towards the pool.

			The shopping centre was only a short walk away. The place that sold miscellaneous cooking and household stuff had some large knives, and a bored assistant took £12.99 from me without even looking up. Even a cheap knife would have enough edge for one use, and I would leave it behind. No police would come to investigate for an unreal creature; they hadn’t for the Organist.

			I headed back to the swimming pool as the lesson was ending. I scooped up Emily and we went to get her changed. 

			“Daddy, I held the float with my feet and it wobbled me everywhere and then I tipped upside down!”

			“Did you?”

			“Yes, and the float flew right out and hit Frank but I didn’t get water in my eyes when I went upside down, because I had my googles on.”

			“Good, that’s good.”

			She chattered on as I dried her off and put her clothes on again.

			“Can I have a hot chocolate, Daddy?” she asked, as we left the leisure centre.

			“I bought something better,” I told her. “I bought a big knife. Shall we go and visit the Old Man?”

			Emily looked surprised, then worried. “I don’t know. Should we go and get Mummy?”

			I put my arm round her and gave her a squeeze. “Don’t worry, honey. I’ve got this.” I took her hand, and set off back towards our street.

			I was expecting to do it myself, of course. I wouldn’t even let Emily touch a knife like that, not at six years old. Besides, she couldn’t possibly take on something the size of an adult man.

			Then again, I’d only been seven. But it had been easier for me.

			I counted more carefully: it had been late in the year, but probably before Christmas. I’d been perhaps eighteen months older than Emily was now. I held her hand tightly as we crossed a busy road, and wondered how on earth I’d managed to unlock the door and sneak out of the house while my mother was asleep. I couldn’t imagine my little girl doing that.

			I’d taken the lighter fluid from the sideboard, and the matches from the kitchen. My wife and I would never leave things like that lying around. Squeezing the fluid through the Organist’s letterbox and following it with a bundle of lit newspaper had been easy. Much easier than trying to cut off his head would have been.

			But I was a grown man now, and if Emily could see the monsters then I could fight them for her. I strode towards the Old Man’s house and started up the path, Emily dragging behind me. I’d already pulled the knife from its cheap plastic sleeve and put it on top of the dolphin-shaped swim bag.

			“Daddy, Daddy!”

			“What?”

			“I don’t think I want to go into his house.”

			“You don’t have to, sweetie. You can wait outside.”

			Her nervous expression was disappointing. I’d been hoping she’d see me as a hero: the one who believed in her and saved her from this beast who masqueraded as a man. But she seemed less confident than she had earlier.

			I smacked the doorknocker down, displacing small flakes of faded paint.

			Emily edged away, trying to hide behind the ragged silhouettes that had once been ornamental shrubs. I reached for her hand.

			“Don’t you want to see, Emily? Don’t you want to see Daddy let the smoke out?”

			Surely she must want to see it happen. I had had to stay and watch, even though I’d been terrified of being caught out of bed at night and three streets from home.

			I’d waited until the little orange glow behind the mottled glass door had become a bigger glow, and then spread upstairs. Although I worried every minute that someone might find me, I’d stayed until I saw the Organist’s spindly paper and wire limbs flailing uselessly against an upstairs window. Only when the blackened junk fell to the floor had I run home and put myself back to bed. 

			Emily needed to watch to see that justice had been done.

			I pulled her sharply back to my side as the door opened. “Stay there!”

			The Old Man looked surprised to see me on the doorstep.

			“Hi! May we come in?”

			He peered, puzzled, from me to Emily. His mouth mumbled silently, jerkily, and the shapes his lips formed were no human words.

			I pushed in, shoving the creature to the side then spinning it round, the knife to its throat. It made no attempt to escape, and the mildewed mirror on the wall reflected a face that knew it was trapped. I drew the knife sharply across its neck, turning my face away from the smoke.

			The sudden, sagging bulk of the carcass surprised me. I’d expected his remains to be as flimsy as the Organist’s paper shell, but he flopped like a beached whale. As we both sprawled on the worn carpet, I heard Emily begin to scream.

			There was no smoke. A mess of glistening meat gaped from his neck and warm blood slimed my hands and spilled onto my chest.

			Emily’s screams echoed as she ran down the path.

			“Mum! Mum! Maaaam!”

			End.

		

		
			Elizabeth Guilt lives in London, UK, where history lurks alongside plate glass office buildings and stories spring out of the street names. Her fiction has appeared most recently in Electric Spec, The Colored Lens and Briefly Zine. You can find her at https://www.elizabethguilt.com/, or on Twitter as @elizabethguilt
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			No Man Rising

		

		
			By Die Booth



		

		
			It was obvious that Luke thought he was joking. He laughed. And then he didn’t. “You can’t do it. It’s like three thousand k from here.”

			“People go through there all the time.”

			“Yeah, on yacht races and stuff, with training and a crew and equipment and a badass boat. You’d be sailing for like, three weeks into the middle of nowhere. And then there’s nothing there.”

			“That’s the point.” Nothing. Nobody. The thought of it drifted, clear and blue, somewhere just out of reach in Harvey’s imagination. So close he could almost taste the solitude.

			“Harv.” Luke said. “You haven’t got a boat. You don’t even know how to sail one.”

			Harvey nodded. It was true. But the pull of compulsion was truer.

			* * *

			After he’d withdrawn his savings, he waited a week. People got suspicious. Nosy. It was one of the reasons Harvey wanted so badly to be away from them. His next day off fell on a Wednesday, the nights in between washed with dreams of glittering blackness that could have been the fathoms of the ocean, or the depths of space. He caught the noon bus to Tauranga, and two hours later he was handing over five hundred dollars to a tanned blonde wearing hi-vis. 

			“You said you’ve sailed before?”

			He shielded his eyes against the sunshine. “Yeah. I’m good.” 

			“Cool. Have her back before six or there’s an additional charge.”

			* * *

			The land receded behind him, and he was floating on more than the ocean. The water expanded, flattened to a sleek horizon that blurred sea and sky into one single, clean expanse of icy warmth. Night dropped stars into the depths and dawn fished them out again. Nobody came. He’d expected harbour police, megaphones, when he stayed out. Felt no guilt for taking the boat. After all, he didn’t mean to keep it. He just had to get there. 

			Time seemed to congeal. The little engine sputtered out, but the boat slid on. He’d packed food for a few days only, had no idea how to work the GPS, but he didn’t think this was a suicide attempt. He didn’t think at all. His mind was calm as the silent water he contemplated.

			He could have been travelling for two days or twenty-two when he realised that Luke had lied.

			There was something there.

			It rose from the water like an abstract sculpture, but vast – tall as a castle, a tessellation of angles and masts, five decades of crashed craft and satellites, dredged from the depths and puzzled into a landing. 

			The boat bumped against corroded metal as Harvey moored. As he climbed toward the close and infinite sky he felt nothing but immersing peace. When he reached the top, he raised his arms. No man was here. Not nothing or nobody, but truly no man. Above him, the light appeared in the sky, as his heart had known it would.

			End.

		

		
			I Sell Disease

		

		
			By Kyle Tolan



		

		
			“My name is Hannah. I sell disease. Terminal ones if you’re in a bit of a rush. Some slow burns if you like to watch. Asthma if you’re looking to get a leg up on a guy. Alzheimer’s if you want to be forgotten. I’ve got tuberculosis too, a rarity, but there are contingencies. Sold one a few months ago to a doctor who got caught drinking on the job and needed a rebrand. He saved that little girl after all, you might’ve heard. What a hero. Some lesser-known ones, and I can get into the specifics, but it’s best if you tell me what you’re looking to achieve. I assure you I can pair you with the right disease for the right price. If it’s for yourself, I can find you something painless and—” The burp finally boils over. It tastes like pine and onion rings. “Incurable.”

			In a makeshift silence, I can hear the universe laughing. Only idiots mistake it for poetry. Right now,  she and I stand in a bubble separate from the music and indecipherable conversations, words choked out between puffs of cigarettes, chasmic echoes emitting from the warehouse-turned-bar. Her face is blank; she’s young enough to maintain a fresh face, but that’ll change in time. Soon she’ll look like I used to. She wears a literal table napkin for a top, a figurative leopard’s coat for leggings, her bare skin set ablaze by acid green light. I fall in love for a count of two with the tabby tattooed on her shoulder, named Skitz, born 2023 and died 2038. Revelers shout in tandem as the music throbs to life again.

			“Is this a joke?” She says at last, assessing me, a conspicuous girl in a tattered sweatshirt that must be older than its owner. “Are you, like, alright?” There’s not a hint of charity in her voice.

			“I’m great,” I say, dilating my eyes so she’s a mass of hazy figures swaying in a half-circle. I rock side to side, shifting my weight. I’m sobering quick.

			Leaning, she sniffs my air, and rips herself back, offended. “You smell awful. Shit. Do you need a place to shower?”

			“No thanks,” I say. I flutter my eyes and feign a dizzy spell. At this point, I’m only looking for an out.

			“You need help,” she says, music punctuating her words, and with an imperious glance as throwaway as yesterday’s weather forecast (cloudy with a chance of clouds), but enough to reveal exactly what I am to her: another raggedy vagrant in need of a corner to die in. Facing her screen, she x-es out my existence.

			I could lick my wounds anywhere, right here even, if only I had any. “It’s only skin deep,” I mumble in the precise pitch of a dying city. 

			It’s rare to receive a woman as a customer. They’re patient. They wait. Maybe I’m losing my touch, reading signs that aren’t there. A now purple hue from the bar catches the vellus on her cheek and neck. Was that it? A trick of transmogrifying light? Or was it that she reminded me of Steph? The auburn hair and freckles, the sense of superiority approaching contempt, even how she looked at me like I’m a mirror under bad lighting reflecting the flaws she’d rather avoid. 

			Leaving that confusing neon oasis behind, toward streetlamps that dimly leak yellow, I shamble drunk and tired, my body a mess of dulled nerves. I sometimes test how long I can go without sleep before the dealer pulls me down into some empty alley. I latch onto a blinking fog light like it’s my north star. Drunk or not, the night ahead is rough waters. Crystal warned me once and a hundred times that alcohol is poison to the dealer, and I can feel it tensing inside me, coiling around my organs, letting its pain be my pain. But the drink lets me see the world without its more distracting details, without its sharp edges; they let me focus on finding who’s looking for me before they know it. It’s color I can taste.

			Twenty-odd years ago, I followed Steph to San Francisco because I wanted to be someplace with a history, a place built on bones. She came because her parents leased her a colorful Victorian out on Ashbury. I took a desk job, one with health insurance, failing to mention the chemo I’d need of course. I hated all of it, the uptown living and working, where wealth narrows your field of view. At least here, down in the gutters and sewers, random warehouses turned bars, I’m closer to the bones. 

			I’m swaying as I walk, tripping on the cracked concrete slabs, and there’s always the chance someone might mistake me for a drunk college-girl (or younger, I haven’t checked recently), an opportunity in a torn, SF State hoodie. It’s a kind of dare. The slug hates when I deal something for nothing. In America, even the eyeless parasites are staunch capitalists. Give nothing away for free.

			Right now, it expands somewhere near my uterus, like a threat, like I’ve never had menstrual cramps before. I give it a punch. “Chill out; I won’t drink anymore.” It’s probably more pissed that I haven’t made a sale tonight, in a while. The union has failed to keep tabs lately, and without Crystal around to bare her teeth, my territory’s been divvied up with no regard for me. The next deal would need to be something major. 

			Someone follows me, not half as sly as they think. Wooden soles thwack on the concrete. Men’s oxfords. Size… Ten? I stop under a dying birch tree. They match me, ten paces behind. Without turning, I say, “What do you want?” The distant music from the bar bleeds together with the traffic. A fire engine blares a few blocks over. A helicopter whirrs in the hills. Police sirens from different directions. The city at rest. “Oh, come now, don’t be a creep.”

			“Sorry. I heard you. With that girl,” he says. “And I’ve heard about you. Or people like you. And I guess, I’d like to make a deal.”

			My back to him, I grin a hungry grin and I don’t know if it’s me or the slug. The salty breeze carries his aura. He tastes like desperation; he smells like violence. I turn and wonder how so much could come from something so compact. He’s maybe an inch taller than me, and that might be the platforms of his shoes. He wears an ironed dress shirt, the sleeves rolled up, wool slacks and yeah, oxfords. The outfit of a businessman who’s avoiding going home on a Thursday night. He’s about my age, the age I would be naturally, but he’s got the plastic complexion of a stress-free life. These sorts are the easiest to read. I’d put all my years on the spouse. It helps that he’s trying to shake my hand, as you do, displaying the tan line around his wedding finger like a new scar. He’s had his thenar stitching removed, a sign he means business.

			I keep my hands in my pouch. Sometimes the slug gets ahead of the deal, takes a few months or years off the top. “Your spouse?” I say. “And you can’t file for divorce because you didn’t do the smart thing. Thought it was forever.” 

			He snaps his hand to his side, straightens his back to get a little height on me. He nods slow, realizing I’m not worth foreplay. “She’s a lawyer. Possibly the best. She’d take me for everything. The car, the house…”

			“The exotic bird, the Tiffany lamp, etcetera.” I’m trying not to roll my eyes. “And there’s someone else?” 

			“I think we both have someone else.”

			“Why not make it a party?”   

			“She’s got a mean streak.”

			I raise two eyebrows because one isn’t enough.

			“Yeah,” he says with a flat expression. “I know. I’m a piece of shit.” He keeps checking his 3 and 9, like he only worries in two dimensions. 

			I shrug. “I’m not trying to talk you out of it. I’m dealing if you’re buying.”

			* * *

			The businessman ponied up five years and told me which door he’d leave unlocked (apparently, there were a few options), even his reaction to the line of blood drawn from his palm when we finally shook hands, was glacial at best, like he’d set himself at a tractable distance. I wonder how many times he’d practiced in front of a mirror, maybe rehearsing for a run of the mill contract-killer. I did the math aloud—him being 39, his grandfather still living at 80ish, leaving a good 40ish or more years with his new life, his new wife, and all his prized possessions—and he didn’t haggle or say much of anything. At this juncture, he’s telling himself it isn’t real. I neglected to mention the eyeless and bloated slug in my abdomen of course. Let him think I’m a witch.

			I’ve tried to escape it: I’ve climbed the tallest buildings in the dead of night, looked over the city shrinking from the encroaching sea like a wounded animal, thought of flight and suicide, of mottled flesh on sidewalks, of caution tape and chalk outlines, cursing the thing inside me for keeping my feet planted, before returning here, physically younger and healthier than ever. An uninterrupted cycle like an ouroboros. For a long while, I wished I could swallow and contain myself the way I contain disease. 

			Now I’m a creature of habit. I always stick to the tracks. Crystal and I would walk these, twisting our ankles on loose stones, hands entwined, hearts racing together when the freight came thundering by. I know now she was lulling her slug into a routine, focusing on our conversations so the dealer wouldn’t take over out of instinct.

			“I am so very tired,” Crystal told me, shouting over the mechanical rhythm, the long horn that sang like a souring note, just as she leapt in front of the train. 

			I don’t know what I’m supposed to do with that bit of well-punctuated melodrama, like I don’t know which bits of us are ours and which bits are the dealers’. Where do I end and it begins?

			* * *

			A round 24 hours have passed since the dealer got its pound. In these instances, the slug has the temperament of a teenager on a caffeine high. If I had a penis, I’d be a walking hard-on. Suppose that’s why most of us in this line of work come equipped with cunts. 

			The first world gleams above sea-level. Up the hill, the houses split apart and sprout flourishes and awnings and bright colors. The streetlamps cast feeble cones diffused by the low fog. It’s never really dark, but the city’s lost most of its luster since the early part of the twenty-first century. Now the lights fight to stave off what’s waiting one day more.

			Businessman’s house is a domed structure set at the top of a slope. A verdigris exterior gives it the look of something transplanted. I let off an uneasy scoff over the fact I’d somehow missed the Giant Tit of Nob Hill after a quarter century in San Francisco. Crystal’s words bloom in the forest of my mind: Some things are invisible until you look for them.

			Judging from its height, I assume it’s a two-story but stepping through billowing curtains, I enter a room like the gallery of a museum. From a vaulted roof hangs an ornate chandelier, fifty goose necks demurely turned from each other. In mockery of the now endless fire season, the ghastly yellow of a simulated fireplace washes out the wood paneled walls and veined marble floors. 

			No one should live like this. No one should have all this stuff. A brass model of Copernicus’s theory of the heavens. A bust of Caesar. A retro globe. Bookshelves full of fat textbooks and leather-bound first editions. Vases for days. Rugs for years. And enough space that everything has its place, and nothing clashes. I wonder how the marriage can be unhappy. Just move to another wing of the house when you get on each other’s nerves. Gnawing on the frayed drawstring of my hoodie, I paint the artifacts with finger smudges.

			There’s no pictures or paintings adorning the walls. Instead, I’m haunted by reflections of myself in different lighting, angles, and sizes, an army of Hannahs caught in incriminating poses trapped in ornate, Grecian frieze-frames. They sneer back at me. The fuck you looking at? 

			Avoiding myself, I lock eyes with a large, blue, and yellow fish imprisoned behind the glass of a shark tank, its dead stare recognizing the void inside me, mouth opening and closing, gasping for air, gasping for death. Apart from rats and roaches and the occasional feral cat (who stand to inherit everything), it’s been a long time since I’ve seen a living animal. I walk right up to it, plop a kiss on the glass, peel away, moving ghostly down the dim hall where gold filigree glistens in unfurling branches. 

			The bedroom is a marble room reflecting on itself. Bay windows capture a moon marred by a sliver fleeing the pitchy ocean, a scrim of fog in between. She sleeps in a four-poster bed buttressed by three-tiered bannisters, all infinite swirls hand-carved in oak. She’ll not hear me; the capsules I’ve given Businessman will have pulled her deep. Does she dream of his betrayal? A hunger mounts inside me; a hunger to spread myself, to fill her with disease, to fulfill my end of the transaction. Versions of myself watching as I near her, it approaches a climax. It’s not me. It’s the dealer. I know that. But it can be hard to tell the difference. I don’t wish what I’m about to serve on anybody. It’s an advanced form of my own cancer. It will start in her gut and enter her blood stream, infect her cells, remove their ability to die off. Cancer kills the body by preventing cellular death. She’ll go septic in a matter of days.

			I climb over her, straddle the thin body, and pull down the sheet covering her face. She’s a still ripped from the era of film when actresses and corpses wore the same make-up. Coiffed hair, pale skin, sharp features near to the bone, lines carved by exaggerated emotions: laughter, open and bright, and fury like chiseled stone, and her weeping too, crow’s feet like desiccated rivulets. I see her young and extravagant, the vomit-laced thrust of jealousy familiar in my throat.

			It’s Steph, fifteen years on since I left her with a stolen kiss on her forehead. Simultaneously more and less than she was. Where she inherited her wraith-like frame, the stately neck, the plunging jawline and upturned nose from her mother, bright eyes from her father, she’s aged on her own and into a complex map of laugh lines and stress furrows, the highs and lows of her history written on her skin. The white hairs on her exposed arm, her neck, her cheek gleam in the moonlight, as if bioluminescent. She’s worn lipstick to bed, a dark shade, the excess of which stains her perfect teeth. Her hair, autumnal red streaked with silver, is a chromatic aberration in the ebbing moonlight.

			The warmth of her blood is inviting. I want to curl into her and draw on that warmth. I imagine waking her, allowing her to see me and wonder if I’m my own daughter as I tell her where I’ve been. Hanging over her like a succubus in a tattered sweatshirt, I take more than a pause, with a longing like waves of static-life returning to numbed extremities. 

			I press the dimple in her chin, her hot breath and my breath writhing between us. I imagine it as a double helix, as strands entwining. My throat opens like a birth canal, the disease dealer dragging upwards. I clamp shut and swallow it down. I can’t do it.

			The slug twists inside me, petulant.

			“I know her,” I say, louder than I mean because of the force it takes to speak, to breathe.

			Steph stirs at my voice, her lashes flittering like the wings of a hummingbird.

			Beauty can be gruesome, when it’s not natural, when it plumbs into the uncanny valley, when it doesn’t make sense to your brain. It instinctively tries to expel the image, refusing to define it, to name it. This is what passes over her face. I want to turn away, escape, find some dark corner to cry in.

			“Hannah?” Like feeling the limits of a dream, she reaches for me with warm and soft hands, pressing the quivering flesh of my face, the bone structure underneath. When she smiles, a golden radiance haloes her, the aura of someone with a missing piece snapping into place. The air is damp with our tangled breaths.

			“You must tell me who your doctor is,” Her faux-pretentious tone collapses the linearity of time. She snakes herself to sitting, her back against the headboard. “What are you doing here?”

			To give you disease, the dealer tries to speak through me. Steph watching me work it out, I gape, feeling not unlike the blue and yellow fish.

			“Do I even want to know?” Her eyebrows steeple, the familiar architecture of so many late nights stumbling into a house she paid for. 

			When I say, in a slur of syllables, “your husband wants you dead,” her smile doesn’t falter.

			* * *

			At the end of the bed, Steph sits me down on a tufted velvet ottoman. Exuding a maternal prudence, she pours a glass of water from a pitcher on the dresser, waits for me to choke it down, and demands I start at the beginning. It’s the effect of seeing her, a relic from my past, two worlds colliding, proof of my own unreality, that the words pour from me. I tell her about the cancer, my cancer, how I moved through cycles of chemotherapy, extending a miserable life in intervals. How I’d come to feel it was its own being fighting to surface, changing me on a molecular level, so those one-night stands with men I stole from her, the broken dishes, the jewelry I pawned, all of it, it wasn’t me. She crouches in servility, caressing my hand with her own, crepe skin and liver spots already beginning to form. The circular movements of her fingertips are like hypnotism, and I sink into memory like confession, my voice a distant thrum.

			Soaking in bleach cleaner, the intrusion of a tube in my arm, staring at fluorescents until my sight is bleary and I can pretend to be anywhere else. This is the year of the earthquake and the rising waters, suffering is a measurable, physical thing. A vague thread tugs at my core, and I look ahead as Crystal slips past doctors and nurses like they’ve synchronized. The other patients are asleep at their chemo stations. Ensorcelled, I watch her, silver-haired and gypsy-faced, a living tarot card. She never asked if I wanted to live, but I’ve forgiven her for that. When she reaches for me, I think it’s to steal my slow-beating heart but instead, she holds an antique hand glass and insists that I face myself. 

			My hand aches. It’s Steph clawing into me. I tear away and massage my fading lifeline.

			“What did you see?” She says, overeager and so much like her husband, clutching the ottoman in the absence of my hand.

			I glare at her. “It was dark, and I didn’t bring a light.” 

			She unlatches and settles herself. “Ok. Sorry. Go on.”

			I skip to the offering. I find Crystal after months of searching in back-alleys, interrogating street sleepers and drug pushers alike, describing her as both young and old. She lives under an overpass where a railway passes through, thick with graffiti. When I meet her in the flickering dark, she holds out a smooth-black stone the size of a silver-dollar. It sits in her featureless palm. What is it? 

			In my hand, it’s such a small thing curled into itself, overlapping over its own body, a scalloped creature in hibernation. You must take it without water, she says, an old-world accent I could never place, let it attach to you, get a feel for your body. It will live on your sickness, keep you young and healthy. It will learn from your body how best to destroy. The train passes then, a mechanical beast howling into the night. I feel the slug curl in my hand. I feel it’s fear. Do not chew. Swallow it.  

			What does it want? 

			To trade.

			Trade what?

			Your body will act as a crucible for all manner of disease—don’t worry girl, it will not let harm come to you. It is compelled to deal. You will speak for it and trade disease for life. 

			Who would want disease?

			Her laughter becomes the early morning mist. Curses are nothing new.

			Steph interrupts. “And you took it? Just like that?” 

			I expected doubt, not resentment. My eyes narrow, heat rising in my skull. It’s been a long time since I cared what someone thought of me. “She was very convincing.”

			Steph titters, and I want to slap her. Not sure if it’s me who’s insulted or the dealer. I wait for it to pass before I speak again. “I need a drink. You got something other than water?”

			A deeper contempt crosses her face. I can taste it, thick and red like the dregs left after a blood sacrifice. Through gritted teeth, she says, “no. We… I… abstain.” 

			I stab into the strange quiet with a laugh. “You? Sober?”

			“Hannah. Oh sweet, Hannah.” Invisible marionette strings hold up her rictus. “You’ve always taken more than you deserved.” 

			Before I can respond, a door creaks somewhere and the temperature of the room plummets. The dealer reacts before I do. Pain needles along my spine and forces me to stand. From what I’d assumed was a closet leaks an aura I’ve never tasted before. It burns my eyes like mustard gas. A figure of shimmering white satin steps forth. I stumble to the nearest wall I can put my back against, the frame of the largest of the mirrors jutting into my neck. “Your husband,” I say, my lungs besieged. I watch as they join hands, feeding each other with a hunger like an open flame, their colors conjoining. Businessman holds a hooked knife like a miniature scythe, a blood-red jewel on the hilt. “Fuck.”

			“Of course, it had to be you,” Steph says. “It’s appropriate in a mythological way.”

			I slide along the wall, reaching for the knob. It’s locked. 

			“You can’t even begin to grasp how lucky you are.” Her accent has changed, become like Crystal’s.

			From the abyssal black of the closet comes a single file of walking corpses. Old and diseased, ragged and broken, limbs like withering tree branches, jutting ribs under diaphanous skin, their hands enjoined, a procession of death in all its forms. They wrap themselves around Steph and her husband in a half-moon, chiaroscuros captured in the many mirrors. Their eyes stick to me with copper-tinged anticipation.

			The dealer reacts by twisting my organs, pain radiating like static noise. I give it a sock. Not helping.

			A chorus of gasps suck the air from the room. “How dare you.” I don’t know if any one of them says it or if they all speak as one. My sight blurs and bends; I’ve been drugged.

			Steph steps forward. “You really have no idea. You’ve always been so simple. A fragment of the divine is inside you. Immortality for those who seek it.”  

			“This thing? Divine? This slimy, bloated mollusk?” Through the drugs and pain, defiance mounts, a dead part of me stirring. No offense.

			“You of all people—”

			“Yeah me, Steph, where’d you pick up that accent? Same place you got your husband and your freaky friends?”

			She smooths her hair and nightgown. “Our order has been scouring the world for the Keepers of Disease Dealers.”

			“I’m honored to get a title.”

			“Honored? You don’t know the meaning”

			“We went to like schools.”

			She responds by joining her husband again, the two of them flushed and luminous, their colors set against dancing corpses now beating a slow rhythm into the floor. The song is a low bellowing calliope, a record needle caught in the longest groove of my grey matter. As soon as it begins, my stomach swells, skin stretched to its limits.

			When their music crescendos, the dealer coils inside me, a curled embryo clinging fast and desperate. It fears them. It doesn’t want to leave the comfort of the body it knows. They stomp the hardwood floors, infernal thuds. My back drags against the wall as I’m lifted, but there are no hands on me, and my spine is arched so it’s my distended gut reaching forward. They shriek and I want to shriek too in this wordless language, stretched monosyllables like the sound of a million midwives crying in sympathy and celebration as the caul ruptures, heralding the birth of a new age, the age of the slug. The end of me will be an eruption of boiled blood, a vermillion cloud of particulates. When the knife slices my stomach in a horizontal gash, it’s a relief, like a noose loosening. Pain as a kindness. I collapse to the ground in a pool of blood and bile.

			Oohs and aahs suffuse the room. The swaying cadavers swarm around me, needing to see, their sunken eyes like dying embers.   

			Survival instinct rips me from my reality into another, and I gasp in what little air I can. The walls fall away as a vast and dark desert rises to meet me. Scorched veins of black ice scar a pointillist landscape of burrows the size of silver-dollars. The dealers’ domain is a single crater on a dead planet limned by massifs roiling over one another in the distant perimeter. The sky is the universe turned inwards, stars in their inverse, monochromatic penumbras collapsing in waves over an obsidian surface. Its smell is the half-life of carbon, of sublimation, of degradation, atoms colliding in a pressure cooker. Beyond the ridges, a slurry darkness froths like the crucible where nightmares are first conceived and breathed into the living. 

			The wound has cauterized, the blood frozen at the source. The atmosphere bears down on me, dense with soot, the skin of dead things, a civilization of dead things. I’m baptized in death. When I come up, I will be unrecognizable, their dry flesh will have composed itself, transposed me, duplicated me in raw form, a creature of two worlds, I will exist in both, my twin in parallel gazing at me through portals I couldn’t have seen before. When we touch, I will feel the turning of mass and dark matter in between. I will be like God, unable to undo what is already set in motion, hypnotized by the tumult and agony I’ve created, the thunderous sound of worlds ending, of stars collapsing.

			Through an undulant window, ecstatic cries are garbled in the layer of amniotic membrane separating us. “Their world! It opens for us!” simultaneously in human words as it is translated in the mocking language of the universe. We are food! We give ourselves unto you! is a caterwaul superimposed, a melody in screeches and hisses, a siren call from the other end of the cosmos.

			Below, the soil emanates heat and stirs with life. As the rapturous zealots step through, heavy clouds like buzzing locusts erupt from the burrows. Skeletal fingers reach out to touch their miniature gods. Steph is open, slack jawed, arms outstretched ready to embrace. Their innards go first, gnawed on from the bones out, a feast of organs for the little winged ones, leaving skin suits preserved like folded laundry for a half-moment more before they’re too devoured, the slugs erupting like flames blistering a movie screen. Marrow and viscera, cash and coin, the cost of doing business with the divine.

			I’m slipping between conscious states when my dealer slithers along my jeans and crawls into me, snaking into the gaping wound, suturing it from the inside like a child cowering under covers. Their lives for ours, it seems to say before my senses are snuffed out one after the other.

			* * *

			Early on, I asked Crystal why they chose us, why they’ve come to a dying world. With a fixed gaze on my belly, she said, “We have much space, much emptiness to fill. It is why we inhabit more than we need. Why we consume so much. We are twins of the void. They recognize themselves in us.”

			“Why me, then?” 

			She drew on some ancient wisdom the way one might draw on a pipe, holding it in her lungs for a long while. “Because you understand that even wretched things deserve love,” she said at last, and she held me as if I were an explosion to be contained.

			End.

		

		
			Kyle Tolan (he/him) is a dark fiction writer and occasional musician from California. You can find him on Twitter @misterkyle1901 or, if you want to be weird about it, locked in his bedroom as he attempts to transcribe the language of the void.
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			Fins

		

		
			By Megan M. Davies-Ostrom



		

		
			The sun is hot, and the air is hotter still. It pools between the towering canyon walls; searing, dry, and still. Walking along the canyon floor is like taking a stroll through one of Aunt Deb’s arid Christmas turkeys. It sucks the moisture right out of you.

			Nah, scratch that. This is worse than Aunt Deb’s crusty turkey. At least those birds had flavor; that burnt je-ne-sais-quoi that tasted like home and the good-old-days. Drown ‘em in enough cranberry sauce and gravy and they were almost palatable; hella better than yet another reheated Hungry-Man white-meat special in front of the TV.

			This place, it’s the fuckin’ oven, cranked up to nuclear self-clean, and you’re the turkey, sweating and stumbling down the narrow trail like a damn fool, cooking to a crisp. 

			You take another big slug of plastic-flavored water from the hose snaking out of your brand-spanking-new, hydration-enabled backpack. You have to really suck to get the water flowing. You filled the bladder at the trailhead this morning, but it’s already more than half-gone, and the heat’s just getting started. 

			Extra-large capacity my ass, you think. Damn thing wouldn’t keep a thirsty toddler satisfied. It cost 136 big ones at Dick’s, and that crunchy-granola salesman was probably laughing all the way to the bank. He dinged you for over $400 all told, once you add in the hat, socks, blister-raising hiking boots, and guaranteed-chafe-free, quick-dry hiking pants currently burning holes through your thighs. Hipster shit, the lot of it, and not worth half what you paid. You don’t even want to think about how many cases of Hometown Blue that $400 could’ve bought--and wouldn’t a cold brew go down a treat right about now--if Nick and Ethan hadn’t suckered you into this lame-ass trip in the first place. 

			“Let’s do a hiking trip before the reunion,” they said. “Canyon country, just the three of us, just like old times. It’ll be fun.”

			About as much fun as swallowing tacks, and if it had to be the desert, you would’ve preferred a weekend in Vegas with all the gambling, girls, and booze-fueled oblivion a payday-loan could buy, but that was a no-win argument from the start. Nick’s wife said ‘not-on-your-life, home-boy’, and Ethan’s fiancé made that face she makes--the pitying little frown like she’s found dog-shit on her shoe but since you’re a sick old dog, she won’t yell at you--and the argument was over before it began.

			So here you are, trudging along the bottom of some god-forsaken, hot-as-hell canyon in the middle of butt-fuck nowhere, eating hot dust and guzzling plastic-tasting water. Here you are, with your bum leg already aching and your best-fucking-friends getting farther and farther ahead, even though they said they’d go your pace. And it’s not like old times at all because if it was, it would’ve been you making the plans, calling the shots, and leading the way, and Nick and Ethan would’ve happily gone along. Instead of a three-day hike through Satan’s desiccated ass-crack, you’d have been spending three days on the beach, with the wide open sky, the waves, and all the Smirnoff, sex, and surf you wanted. 

			Just like old times they promised, but it can’t be like old times, because that was then and this is now, and you haven’t set foot on a beach…or a football field…for ten fucking years.

			The water’s as hot as the air, but you take another hit anyway, because the sign at the trailhead said “Heat Kills! Remember to Hydrate!”, and as much as you hate this hipster hiking bullshit, you’ll be damned if you’re gonna be the weakest link. Hiking sucks, but at least the boys are back together, and that’s what counts, right? 

			Yeah, right. FOMO’s a thing, and if you’re honest, you were glad they called, ‘cause lately they don’t seem to have much time for you. Not like back in high school and college, when you were the quarterback king and they were the entourage. And man, weren’t those the days; the ragers and bar hops and liquor-soaked all-nighters. The guys knew how to have fun, back then. These days, even a night in with pizza and beer is too much to ask, because Ethan and Nick are bUsY  with ImpOrTaNt ThINgs. They’re full of excuses like jobs and wives and all that adulting shit. 

			Even when you do get together, things are awkward. They’re too nice…the kind of nice that feels like pity…and not nice enough, because they keep forgetting that little things like speed and stairs are big things when you’ve got a bum leg. Too much and not enough all at the same time, and it doesn’t make a lick of sense, but it’s just how it is.

			Another drink, another few hot and heavy meters down the sun-blasted trail that winds between the narrow, wind-blasted canyon walls. Isn’t this fun!

			* * *

			Hyponatremia is a condition characterized by low sodium levels in the blood. Unlike dehydration, which occurs when the body lacks sufficient water to carry out its normal functions, hyponatremia, especially among those with no underlying contributing factors, is often precipitated by the excessive consumption of fluids. The incident rate of serious hyponatremia has increased in recent years, alongside the growing popularity of endurance sports such as marathons, triathlons, and ultra-distances races. Cases of hyponatremia have also been reported among hikers in Grand Canyon National Park.

			* * *

			You stop for lunch at a spring carefully marked in girly pink highlighter on Nick’s topographic map. The canyon turns a tight bend and opens into a tiny grotto, a burst of green in a wasteland of dry red stone. A ribbon of water cascades down the cliff and pools in a tiny stone basin before trickling away into the thirsty sand. Leafy ferns and deep-green moss cling to wet stone, and an explosion of bright desert flowers fill the tiny hollow, pressing close to the pool like horny fangirls at a rock concert. 

			Nick slaps the map against his thigh and flashes that trademark grin, teeth white and bright against luxuriously dark skin. He hasn’t even broken a sweat, and it fucks with your head how ten years can treat people so different. You lumber to an awkward stop, thinking what right does he have to look so damn healthy? 

			“Told ya,” Nick says. “Right where the map said it would be.” He pulls out his cell and snaps pics, turning in place to get every angle. “This is amazing. Absolutely, deadass amazing. Isn’t this the shit, bro?”

			You nod. Sure it’s the shit, and yes it’s amazing, but best of all it’s a stop, ‘cause you feel like ten pounds of parboiled puke in a five pound bag. Your head’s pounding, your stomach’s a queasy mess, and your legs are jello with lead boots on the ends. It’s the heat—over a hundred at least—and dehydration. It’s gotta be. The sign did warn you, and you finished off your water an hour ago.

			You shrug off your pack, lean it on a rock, and flop onto a patch of sand. Fuck it’s good to sit; your feet are killing you. Doesn’t help the head much though; if anything it’s worse now you’re down. Definitely time for more water and a few Tylenol. Maybe a few hundred Tylenol, fat lot of good they’ll do. A Vicodin would set you right, but Dr. Jackass stopped prescribing them ages ago, and the bitch at the gym selling phony prescriptions upped her prices back in March, so Tylenol it’ll have to be.

			You refill the bladder in your backpack with the little hand-pump water filter Ethan brought, wash down a handful of Tylenol with a couple huge swallows, and then fill it again. Your stomach glorps alarmingly, and you sit back down with groan. It’s gotta be the dehydration; you’ll feel better when the water and drugs kick in.

			Nick stretches out, back to the cliff wall, and opens a pack of beef jerky. Ethan offers you a bag of GORP.

			“Hey man, you should eat something. You’ve been working hard this morning.”

			“Just what do you mean by that?” you snarl, because who the fuck are they to judge, with their fancy degrees and fancy jobs and basic-AF little lives? It comes out sounding more temper-tantrum than tough.

			Ethan blinks. He looks truly dumfounded and a little hurt—he always was that a bit of a pussy that way—but you realize maybe he wasn’t razzing you, just now. Maybe he really was just offering some GORP.

			“Sorry, dude,” you mutter. “My bad. I’m…I’m just tired, you know. Hot as hell out here; makes me cranky.”

			“Hey, no problem man.” And he means it. That’s Ethan; quick to forgive, eager to make things right. It made him a perpetual victim back in school; the rest of the team was always trolling him, and he always let it slide. You used to tell him to grow a pair, but sometimes you wonder if maybe he had it right. He certainly got in a lot less fights than you did. And a hell of a lot less trouble.

			He hands you the bag, and you pull out a handful of raisins, peanuts, and M&Ms. Pull them out, but don’t eat them, ‘cause suddenly just the thought of eating makes your stomach clench. You swallow a throatful of sour bile and drop them back in the bag.

			“Maybe later. I’m not hungry. And anyway,” you pat your jiggly stomach. “I could stand to lose a pound or two. Gotta look good for the big night, right?”

			Nick laughs, and Ethan takes back the bag and helps himself to another handful of nuts and candy, and everything is good again. You feel better, virtuous even. Maybe this hike wasn’t such a bad idea. Maybe it will actually knock off a few extra pounds before the reunion. Maybe even more than a few. The beer gut you’re carrying isn’t quite a keg, but it’s definitely getting there.

			You take another pull on the hydration pack as Nick and Ethan pack up their garbage. You’re gonna do better this afternoon. You’ll keep up. Hell, you’ll outpace ‘em, even. Kick this trail’s ass, drop those pounds, and show up at the ten-year reunion looking swole and fine as hell.  Hot enough to make panties drop, just like old times.

			“Ready to go?” Ethan asks, and when you nod, Nick offers a hand. You hesitate, because pity’s for pussies, but then you think what the hell, why not, and let him drag you to your feet. He claps your shoulder and grins that grin. “I’m glad you’re here, man. I’m glad we’re doing this, the three of us. This is good. This is a good thing.”

			Off you set again, winding down the trail, putting one foot in front of the other. The pretty little grotto disappears, and once again the world’s a painting in shades of red, yellow, and white. The canyon walls soar above you, blocking out the sky but not the heat, and the scorching air presses in from all sides.

			You chat for a bit, little things; movies and food and baseball scores. The safe topics, the ones that don’t end with Nick biting his lip or Ethan giving you that awkward sad-sack look. You don’t talk about work or how your landlord pasted an eviction notice on your front door the day before you left and you’re not sure you’ll have an apartment when you get back. You don’t talk about family, or how it’s been eight years since you had a girlfriend and six since you were home for Christmas and one of Aunt Deb’s patented charcoal turkeys. You absolutely don’t talk about football or surfing, because that’s where it all went wrong.

			You chat for a bit, but after a few miles Nick and Ethan start pulling ahead, and before long they’re silhouettes in the distance, and you’re on your own again with nothing but rock, sand, and pain for company. You wish your damn boots fit and your feet didn’t hurt so much.  Same with the leg. Dehydration’s got them both wobbly like jello, but the bad one’s aching like a MoFo; a hot little stabby-stab-stab every step you take. Head too, pounding like a fucking gong.

			Up ahead, just before the canyon swings around another turn, Nick stops and turns. “You doing okay?” he calls. “Want us to hold up?”

			“Nah, I’m good.” You wave them on.

			Nick gives you a double thumbs up and an enthusiastic “You got this, bro!” The moment he’s around the bend you flip him a double bird in return.

			They don’t mean to get ahead; it’s hard to keep at your pace with two working legs, but you wish they’d fucking try. Step up, walk the fucking walk instead of just running their mouths and buttering the cat; go your speed, visit once in a while.

			And now they’re urging you on like that’ll fucking help. And being so god damn solici…solish…what the fuck’s that word, anyway? Nice. You wish they’d stop being so god damned nice about it. Cause there’s that side of it, too…all the reasons hard honesty would be better than pitying nice. If they’re gonna call you on your shit, just fucking do it, right? Tell you you’re an out-of-shape, washed-up has-been clinging to your glory years. Tell you you’re an asshole, a fuck-up, a mysog…mys…sexist fucking jerk. An addict. Maybe it would help.

			Fuck them. Fucking Fuckers.

			What was that?

			You spin around, chasing the flash of movement.

			Nothing but rock; the uneven, sand-strewn canyon floor, the walls flying up, up, up. The sky is a narrow ribbon of blue, far above.

			There it is again. You catch it this time, follow it with watering eyes. A ripple in the rock. Tiny red wavelets creasing the canyon floor.

			You spin again, chasing the ripple. It curves away from you along the canyon floor, circling wide and then back again. Waves of rock lap at the canyon walls.

			So familiar. You take a step closer, staring, and stumble over loose stone and shifting sand. So familiar, those ripples…but impossible. You shake your aching head and take another big gulp of water to clear your mind.

			There, further down the canyon. There’s another one. Another flash of movement, another ripple. Deceptively tiny, deceitfully smooth and gentle, sliding toward you through the stone. You’ve seen this all before.

			You were at the beach. It was your first year of college on a full-ride football scholarship, and you and Nick and Ethan went to Florida for spring break. That trip was the G.O.A.T, right up till it wasn’t. Endless golden sand and waves and girls in tiny bikinis; surf and skin as far as the eye could see, and a boy who looked good in board shorts—a quarterback, a surfer—could have ANYTHING he wanted. ANYTHING, and who cared if you were so plastered you hardly remember a thing, it still rocked, because you were a fucking legend. You were a GOD.

			Drunk maybe, but you do remember one thing about that trip. You remember how it ended. Shit like that you never forget.

			You remember sitting on your board, way, way out. Way too far for help, because you were the fucking king, and you were waiting for the next BIG wave, because you were going to shoot the barrel and ride that glory into free drinks and free pussy for the rest of the week. You remember waiting and seeing that ripple. You remember the heart-stopping, gut-clenching OH SHIT that came with it. The ice-challenge, freeze-your-balls-off, lungs-don’t-work, OMG-I’m-fucked cold of realizing you’re way out here, and so is it. A ripple. A fin, breaking the water, carving it just like a knife in a slasher-flick, heading straight for you.

			But that was then and this is now, here, and if there’s one thing you’re sure of, there are no sharks here. You’re in the middle of the god-damned desert, for fuck’s sake. There’s not even any water here, except what’s in your rapidly emptying pack.

			You take another hit, because maybe you’re seeing things—dehydration can do that, right?—and stagger back to the trail. Ethan and Nick are out of sight now, way ahead, and you swear and pick up the pace. How’d it end up like this? How’d you go from high-school god to can’t even keep up on a god-damn hike in ten short years?

			* * *

			Distinguishing the early stages of hyponatremia from dehydration can be a challenge, and depends on having an accurate accounting of fluid and food intake. In some cases, exercise-induced hyponatremia, particularly in less experienced hikers, is exacerbated by ill-timed attempts to lose weight or extreme concern over dehydration. 

			Early symptoms can include nausea, headaches, loss of energy, muscle weakness, spasms, and cramps. As the condition worsens, victims often experience vomiting, confusion and personality changes.

			* * *

			The canyons walls flash past, a kaleidoscope in shades of earth and stone. The sky swirls above. Your stomach heaves, and before you can choke it back, you’re throwing up. Bent double, hands braced on shaking knees, chundering like the morning after a frat-party. You’ve never seen so much come out of one person. So much water. Where’d it all come from? 

			You stagger to your feet, wipe your mouth with the back of your hand, and oh fuck, there it is again! The ripple. The fin.

			You run, stumbling across uneven stone. The path is a blur and then it’s gone and you don’t care because that ripple is right behind you and it’s coming, faster and faster, and then you’re on your back, ears ringing, nose throbbing. You’ve run into the wall. Right into the fucking canyon wall. You’re head’s pounding, it’s pounding so much and…and…

			You drag yourself to your feet. Everything hurts, but run, you’ve got to run. You’ve got to get away. You throw yourself headlong down the trail, screaming, just like you did back then, on spring break, on your surfboard.

			“SHARK! SHARK!”

			Will you make it? Maybe this time, you won’t. Maybe this time it’ll get you, and you won’t parlay your heroic escape into an all-night bender that ends with your rental wrapped around a palm tree and your leg jacked-up and the underage girl in the passenger seat worse than jacked up DEAD and the whole golden future you had planned gone in one gloriously stupid second. This time your dad’s money and fancy lawyers won’t be there to get you off, and you won’t end up in rehab where you’ll get hooked on opioids and flunk out and lose your fucking football scholarship because even after all that, your leg is still toast, and so is your reputation. This time it won’t get so that you can’t even go home for Aunt Deb’s incinerated turkey because no one says anything to you but they’re all thinking it; you’re a drunk and a failure and you killed a girl.

			* * *

			In advanced cases of hyponatremia, victims often exhibit anxiety, aggression and combativeness. Laying down becomes unbearable due to the pressure a prone position puts on the swelling brain. Victims may exhibit slowed or altered cognition and have trouble expressing thoughts in words. Clinicians report victims presenting as if drunk or delusional.  

			As the brain continues to swell, cognition fails. Seizures occur, followed by erratic breathing, coma, and finally death.

			* * *

			You run, run, run but you’re not fast and the ripple is faster, and maybe this time that’s okay. The fin is faster and Oh god, it’s got your leg. It’s got you, it’s got you and it’s biting, sharp teeth sawing and chewing and the beautiful blue water’s full of blood.

			“Dude! Dude, what’s wrong?”

			Nick and Ethan. They’ve got you, just like they had you back then, dragging you out of the water and up the beach. But they’re holding you down and your head’s pounding so hard hard hard and the fins are everywhere now, all around.

			“Shark! The shark!”

			“What’s he saying? Oh man, what’s wrong with him?”

			“I don’t know, fuck, I don’t know! Oh god, he’s convulsing! Do we hold him down? Don’t let him hit his head!”

			“Dude, what’s wrong? Can you hear us? Ethan, do you have signal? Dial 911, call for rescue! Fuck, what’s wrong with him? He’s throwing up, he’s throwing up! What do we do?”

			You fight them off, push them away. They’re holding you down, and it HURTS when you’re down. Hurts your head, like a million little teeth and fins slicing through your brain, brain full of water, brain full of ocean. Ocean, smooth, and sleek, cut by ripples. Cut by fins. And this time, it’s okay. 

			End.
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			The Creak of Sunrise

		

		
			By Matt Henshaw



		

		
			Sunrise was accompanied by an audible creak which echoed across the sky. Blooming from the star was a writhing mass of vantablack apertures which could be considered mouths if the main shape could be said to have a face. The seas boiled and cooked fish from minnows to humpback whales rose to the surface steaming. 

			Any mammal or reptile between the 65th north and south parallels was instantly turned into a blackened crisp. Sentient beings which were not cooked by the looming entity, making it’s way closer to the planet at thousands of miles per hour, went mad. Many committed suicide, some just sat in corners and gibbered until they died of exhaustion, heat, and dehydration.

			The entity now eclipsed the sun and began to separate like a runny egg. The light diffused through it’s iridescent chemtrails made the sky appear at once ochre, brown, blue, and white. Arctic volcanoes dormant for millennia erupted outside of Northern Canadian cities burying the insane denizens under tons of ash and molten lava. 

			Only about 50 cities of any size around the world were spared as the entity breached the atmosphere-the thousands of still functioning human societies buried themselves underground in vast citystates, while enclaves of less civilized populations began to worship and attempt to appease the things now descending through the skies. 

			The amorphous squealing things squalled falling with wet slaps on the ground, sizzling and undulating as though filled with snakes. The ground fissured where they fell, choking gases unnatural rose suffocating and asphyxiating any unlucky enough to be near. Earthquakes shook the mantle, effectively entombing those who sought refuge underground from the invading onslaught. Humanity in a half dozen months was eradicated.

			Years passed, and all life on the surface of the planet was reduced to hardy cacti which could survive on the little polluted water which occasionally drizzled down, as well as the insects, the new lords of the planet. They fed on the tarry tarp-like remnants of the black things, and within them birthed new intelligence which crept, and waited.

			End.

		

		
			The Harbor-Mistress

		

		
			By Kat Clay



		

		
			I have been told the sea is a forgetful place. 

			If that is so, perhaps our names are stored there.

			For as long as there have been women at Black Harbor, we have been known only by the names men have given us. There is Pretty Nurse and Young Cook, Net Weaver and Butcher’s Wife. 

			I am Harbor-Mistress, as my mother was, and her mother before that. I can tell you the types of bass in the Atlantic and the best time to catch them, whether an incoming squall will squander a schooner, if the winds blow east or west, and the make and name of any fishing boat that enters the horizon.

			I watched that horizon from the highest point on the peninsula; the wind cutting at my jacket like a clipper’s sail, the waxed canvas slapping at my thigh, no one there to hear it but the gulls and me. Their uneasy caw signaled a coming stormfront, when the distant whistle of the locomotive signaled its arrival across the bay. Thick pine forest boxes us into this narrow strip of land they call Black Harbor; unless you own a boat, you can only get here by hitching a lift on the lumber train and hiking along the cliffs for several miles. There are few attractions to this desolate strip of land; those that come here have nowhere else to go, and Black Harbor is close enough to the end of the world for those that do.

			I looked through my spyglass, barely seeing the blink of a white suit descending from the train in the gloaming. The cliffs curved in the same rotunda as a crescent moon, and he made his way along the path carrying a small suitcase and a long wooden case. A foolish errand in this time of day; why not spend the night with Mrs. Lee? She lives beyond the cursed line of Black Harbor and is known by her husband’s name. 

			That man was in for a shock all right, for the sea creatures, those amphibious mer-women, congregated on the rocks at sunset, ululating cries to one another in the dark. It was easy to ignore these cries tucked into bed at night, but close to the cliffs where the world met the sea, they were a reminder of the uncanny things that take place in the liminal, God-forgotten spaces of the world.  

			I shivered and walked down the broken path from the cliffside to speak of what I had seen to net-weaver, lodged in a corner of the busy sailor’s mess. She and I share stories of the sea, our lives so intertwined with that of the ocean. 

			“There’s a stranger in a white suit come to town,” I said.

			She harrumphed, her belly rolling under a cotton dress, not looking up from the netting she repaired. “What fool wears a white suit to Black Harbor? Who’d he be here for?”

			I looked around; the men paid no heed to our conversation, but I dared not whisper his name, lest it be caught on the wind and brought back to him. 

			Yet she knew who I was thinking of when I blew smoke rings from my pipe and looked out over the bleak horizon. Us women can share thoughts in a glance, a touch or a gesture without ever speaking a word. And for good measure, too. 

			There is a list of unspoken rules in Black Harbor—you’ll find no wooden shingle remarking them to strangers. That you don’t go out past the headland if the wind is turning east. That the biggest fish are found in a spot of blue sea known by the finger of rock that emerges from the depths. That whatever your loneliness, we don’t sleep with the sea creatures that come upon the beach at strange times. None that have loved them have returned. 

			These rules stem from one man: Halyard. An old crotchety sort, if you ask me, but he has the men in his thrall with the ownership of the lumber yard and the land that the harbor is built on. He lives alone with only Pretty Nurse for company, which is enough said in my books. No one questions Halyard, for to question him is to find yourself at the end of the sea without a sail. 

			We are limited to small acts of defiance – the way I refuse to wear stays and bustles, the way I tilt my pipe as I smoke and watch the seas. 

			His last rule: And the women shall have no names. A rule from before his time passed generationally until it was as embedded in the rock as the skeletons of ancient monsters. 

			* * *

			The next morning, news was ‘round the village soon enough that a Professor from some Zoological Park was looking for a pair of great auks. I almost spat out my morning coffee at the word. “There are no auks in Black Harbor!” 

			“He’s come all the way from New York,” said Young Cook, clearing dishes from the early breakfast in the mess. “What a girl wouldn’t do to go to New York! To see your name in lights starring in a Broadway show.”

			I hushed her, and the terror in her face showed me she’d realized her error as soon as she’d uttered the words. “You go forgetting any idea about names, you hear? I don’t want you disappearing like the rest of them.” Had she, like I, given herself a name in secret? A name no one else knew, a name she dared not speak.

			Then the messenger came. “Halyard wants you,” said the boy, jabbing his finger towards the shingled white house on the cliffs. I steeled myself, brushed my skirts and stood, my face a still sea for the raging fear below.  

			* * *

			I heaved my way up the steep and narrow path made of shale remnants, catching my breath at the top to survey this stick of land. Crimson and cobalt fishing boats bobbed in the water. My lips tasted salt water, blown there by the rugged westerly that hits you over the ridgeline. Standing on the edge of the thin strip of land and sea that is Black Harbor, I felt as if I was at the edge of the world itself. Such strange things happen here; the fog is thicker, deeper, as if you could step through the veil unto heaven itself. 

			Halyard’s white clapboard house was only a few steps further down, a neat lawn fending off the hardy grasses that grew in between cracks in the cliff.  

			Pretty Nurse answered the door. She was a woman who abided by the laws of our sex; hair coiffed above the head, a neat cap and a frilly apron useless for doing anything but consoling rich ugly men. “I will get Mr. Halyard for you,” she said. “Please wait in the library.”

			I did not know where to sit amongst the clean white doilies and floral cushions, so I stood clutching my hat, scuppering the scent of wildflowers with my reek of fish and poking about the fripperies of the modern house. 

			Across one wall of Halyard’s library was a map of the entire world. Surely, I could find Black Harbor and Saint Isolde, but they were too small to warrant mention; our long finger of land a mere dent in the East Coast of America. Instead, I touched the seas and their names. Mediterranean, Atlantic, Pacific, Arctic. 

			How is it the seas have names and we do not?

			On a small table sat a framed gelatin silver print of Halyard’s wife on their wedding day, her stern face staring back at me. What story did she want to tell me across time? 

			And where had she gone?    

			The sound of frail Halyard coming down the hall woke me from my reverie. Halyard eyeballed Pretty Nurse, his lecherous face staring at the curve of her skirt, a hand reaching out on the nape of her back. 

			With him came this New York professor, in his linen suit, fancy Panama hat, and two-toned shoes. A man who can’t decide the color of his shoes ought not to be trusted. 

			“I need you to fix this man a boat,” said Halyard. “A big-un, one suitable for transporting a couple of large critters.”

			“Auks, I heard,” although the cynicism was palpable in my voice. 

			“Yes, some of those damn auks,” said Halyard, ignoring my disbelief. 

			“You’ll need a lumber schooner,” I said, “And that’ll take two days to organize from Saint Isolde.”

			“Fine, fine,” said Halyard, uninterested in how I procured such things. He turned to the Professor, whose face was one of perpetual distaste. Didn’t he like the sea air of this backwater known as Black Harbor? Probably too uncouth for his New Yorker ways. There’s no theater here, but more than enough to see in watching the skies change at night from red to indigo. “We’ll also need a large cage installed to transport the birds,” said the Professor. “Is that something within your remit to organize?”

			“As long as you have a blueprint, I can find the men. The sailors want for work with the recent squall grounding the boats.” I wanted to know more about this man and his motives and what plans Halyard had for this island—there were no auks I tell you—so I offered the Professor some professional advice. “If you need to know anything about the wildlife round here, I’d be happy to show you.”

			“That would be most welcome. I’m always looking for new exhibits to draw a crowd.” He held out his hand, and I shook it. “I’m sorry,” he said. “I didn’t catch your name.”

			Halyard watched my response intently. 

			“You can call me Harbor-Mistress.” As if I had passed some test, Halyard returned to his paperwork, shooing me away with his hand.  

			As I left, Halyard’s phlegmy voice carried through the open window, the lace curtains drifting out on the breeze.

			“She’s competent, that Harbor-Mistress, I must admit. But you know what they call the leader of them monsters down on the rocks? The Harbor-Master. They make a perfect couple, don’t they?” 

			The laughter was one sided, the Professor’s voice silent. What fools these men be, not to know the creatures on this island are female.

			If I’d been able, I would have told the Professor of the ancient skeletons of monsters unknown etched into the rocks past the bay. Of the ammonites I’ve collected through the years and sorted into boxes padded with cotton. 

			Perhaps these are the ancestors of women; the trilobites with their hard shells and squat bodies. I imagine them scuttling through the ocean unnoticed, while much bigger prey sailed overhead. Even then, there is a large skeleton in the cave at the bay, of a creature with four fins and a tail I unearthed by lamplight when the tide was low. These are not the bright and beautiful creatures sung of in the sailor’s church on Sunday. But when we reach the depths of the ocean, as we must one day, should God be found in the blackness beyond as our bodies descend like stone?

			* * *

			I knew Halyard was up to something, as if men could keep their scheming secret. They wanted a big damn boat to transport something that didn’t exist. After sending word to the lumber yards, I wended my way back up the cliff, through the paths only known to the harbor-mistresses, and lodged myself in a sailor’s keep, where I kept supplies and food for the long watches out on the Western sea. I watched Halyard’s house for a day and a night. 

			When the house was still and the navigating stars splayed upon the sky in a great arc, Pretty Nurse emerged in her night-gown, tip-toeing along the rocks with the precision of a gig dancer. I followed her in the narrow gaze of my golden spyglass. She wandered the rocks towards the beach where mer-women rise from the sea, and so one came up to greet her. The mer-woman became lizard-like upon the land, crawling forward on all limbs, sniffing the air as a cat might sense danger.

			Pretty Nurse lay down on the sand, and so the mer-woman crawled towards her, scaled hands running under her shift, caressing. I put my spyglass down, for none should watch the entanglements betwixt others; it is not my business where people take comfort in Black Harbor, but only knowing that after a time, none return that have loved the mer-women. 

			In the thin light from the lanterns on Halyard’s house, the white suit stood out in the darkness. The professor gazed towards the beach, sitting on the porch, hand on a rifle. Watching like I, without the grace to look away. 

			From the shadows in the sailor’s keep, the largest of these sea creatures emerged from the darkness, her skin the color and texture of kelp, her hair tendrils of bladder wrack. It was the closest I had ever been to one of these women, and she stood, powerful, so human and yet so alien. I froze, transfixed by her presence, turning to my scientific mind to quell the fear within me. She had no breasts, covered as she was by interlinked shell and scale. Yet in the moonlight there was an iridescence to her skin.  

			They were too much like us, these mer-women, stuck in Black Harbor without names. The Harbor-Master sat like I, kneeling on the rock that overlooked the world, waiting in silence until the chill air announced the dawn. The Pretty Nurse and her lover long returned to their homes, and so the Harbor-Master returned to the sea and I to mine.  

			* * *

			The three-mast lumber-schooner arrived two days later. The dock was awash with workers carrying metal poles, pieces of polished glass removed from old windows, crates stenciled with NEW YORK and large iron padlocks. As reluctant as I was to work on Halyard’s plans, I took great pride in my role as Harbor-Mistress. And so, the work progressed. I signed work orders and called the men to watch the beams, to solder it more carefully here and there, all the while puffing my pipe and standing with my feet wide on the deck of the ship. It felt good to be on a boat, with all the expectation it held for an oncoming journey. 

			When the Professor came to examine my work, he tested the locks and pulled at the iron bars. Finding them secure, he merely nodded a tilt of his head, a slight approval. I puffed the tobacco from my pipe and pondered. “When will you be bringing the auks on board?” I said, handing him the key to the cage. 

			“Tonight. We’ll leave out first thing in the morning.”

			“You’re heading back to New York?” I said. 

			“Myself, Halyard and Pretty Nurse.”

			With Halyard gone, perhaps I could speak my name. 

			* * *

			At night I returned to my keep above the sea, cooking beans from a can over low coals, taking care that my light would go unnoticed. The ember sparked upon the sky, my eye caught by Pretty Nurse and her midnight meetings. I worried for her, that she would be trapped by Halyard in her tender farewell to her lover. Again, she lay upon the sand, again she waited as the mer-woman stalked upon the ocean, the waves whispering a hush, a hush. 

			Distracted as I was by their illicit rendezvous, I did not notice until the moonlight struck metal, glinting in my direction. The Professor rose from cover, rifle pointed at the mer-woman. I was too high to intervene, but I hitched my skirt and ran anyway, dodging down between the shale path, grass whipping my legs. No crack pierced the night. Still the mer-woman fell, rolling off Pretty Nurse in a lazy twist, body open to the sky. I raced across the sand, across the professor’s line of sight, as much concerned for Pretty Nurse as the mer-woman. 

			“You’ll let this one go!” I shouted. The professor’s head turned. Men emerged from the darkness carrying net-weaver’s handiwork.  

			Yet when I arrived there was no blood, only a metal tipped dart with a red feather on the end, much like a fishing fly. The professor was the type to chloroform a butterfly to study its beauty. Perhaps that is why he was so attracted to Pretty Nurse. 

			The cage, the boat, the journey to New York all made sense. Only they’d not said so, because here in Black Harbor some secretly loved the mer-women. The professor wanted to put her on display in an aquarium. She’d be the attraction of the year. I could see it on a poster, a tiny bubble of water so unlike the great expanse of the ocean, a world so wide you cannot see the end of it, and at its center, a woman like you or I, swimming round in circles as people paid to watch. 

			Pretty Nurse rolled up from the sand and brushed the sand off her legs, not caring for all to see. From the marram grass came the haunted howls, the cat-calls of more men. She needed no cage to put on a show, almost reveling in her part in this creature’s capture. She laughed, joining the professor’s side, clasping his shoulder. “We’ve caught two sea-monsters tonight,” she said in passing, and ran shrieking with laughter back to Halyard’s house. No doubt that bastard was behind this. A pretty penny to be made from the sale of a mer-woman to a zoo.  

			I had been right. There were no auks on this island.

			Worse still, I had been complicit in the cage’s making. 

			I’d ignored the signs, got on with the job, because I was Harbor-Mistress. I was bound to the boats and their actions, above and beyond the loyalty to the world on which I stood. 

			“Stand down Harbor-Mistress, my quarrel is not with you,” said the Professor.

			“My name is Anne!” I shouted. For I had known it in my bones since the days of my youth. My mother could not speak it, nor could my grandmother; it was handed to me in nods and looks, in the passing of salt, in the repair of a frayed hem, in the unspoken languages of women. 

			The Professor shook his head, almost apologetic. “Halyard has told me what happens to the women with names. There is no hope for you.” 

			He refilled his tranquilizer gun with simple precision, raised it and shot. 

			They say the deepest part of the Atlantic is five miles deep, and it is there the mer-women are born. It was to the abyss I descended, as darkness closed upon me. 

			* * *

			I surfaced from the unconscious seas to the perpetual question of men throughout the ages. 

			“What shall we do with her?”

			I had discovered another unwritten rule of Black Harbor: that the women shall ask no questions. Perhaps I should have feared Halyard more, but it is not my way to fear men, only nature, with her great seas and lightning that could rend a man dead where he stood. 

			Halyard’s voice rummaged through my mind. “Did I ever tell you about my wife? I loved her, I truly did. But one day I realized she’d taken a name. The thing is, when women have names, they get ideas. And that’s well and good on the mainland, but not in Black Harbor. Because women with names wander free. They become something other than what women ought to be.” His voice shuddered as he spoke these last words, choking back emotion. 

			Thick shipping rope cut my hands as I raged against my captivity. A man shoved me down, another took my shoulder. I was herded, prodded, an old mate grabbed my breast, and I elbowed him so hard he went down the stairs. The sky was clear as they marched me to my death, out towards the sinkhole on the East cliff, as close as you can get to the Atlantic Ocean. 

			So the Atlantic faced me and I her, like old friends drawn into a last embrace. And she told me to fight like the sea herself, when gunmetal clouds roll in and the electricity bites the air, when her swells quash ships, when her winds turn foul seas that no man could navigate. 

			I shoved my shoulder into the chest of the man that held me. I stamped his foot with my heel, kicking his shin until he slipped. His cry ended as his body slipped into the ocean. 

			Damned if I didn’t feel a pinch of pride as it took four men to throw me down that sinkhole. 

			And fall I did.

			There’s a curious sensation of falling and anticipation. I knew I would hit the water, but when, when, when? Until the great slap of the broken ocean hit my shoulders first, my weight dispelling oxygen into the sky above me, now a murky blue. One turn of the tide from the sinkhole and I would be dead, crushed upon the rocks like the man before me. Eyes open, oxygen bubbling from my throat to the surface. 

			Then a hand grabbed mine, cold and amphibian, dragging me further down the sinkhole, out into the ocean, fighting the pulling tides that longed to kill me. 

			When I held the Harbor-Master’s hand, I glimpsed visions of the ocean from which she came; they spoke of a world beyond this harbor which was as wide as it was deep, perilous and without comparison. The mer-women had a collective memory passed between touch. 

			Of the sisterhood of the seas, the women thrown to the abyss and born again, the ones who spoke their names, who ran free and naked in the seas, without the reproach of men or their landed ways. They travelled the eternity of the seas unimpeded by the expectations of life on the land, devouring the black blood of raw fish, darting between corals of the warm seas, daring one another deeper into the Atlantic, where fish glowed with strings of phosphorescent pearls. When one died, they all mourned, when one birthed from eggs lain in secret places on the shell-littered floor, they rejoiced. Messages passed through touch and so no woman was forgotten. 

			Only catching glimpses did I see the encroachment of men and their ships, the burning fire on water of war, the sunken ships in far harbors. And for all men’s lives and their violence, they rarely encountered these women-folk of the sea, as if they were blind to their existence underneath while men’s lives raged atop the surface. 

			I felt the shudder of Pretty Nurse’s embrace, the sand below my back, the touch of skin on skin. I released my hand. Yet the memory remained, like oil lingering on water ready for a flame. 

			My breath nearly ended, Harbor-Master dragged me to another light, and I surfaced in a cave. I was alive and so was the world around me; I could feel every drip chiming off the limestone walls. I rolled sideways, coughing saltwater from my lungs, my body heaving with effort. The Harbor-Master had disappeared, descending once more to her ocean. 

			Standing, my feet crunched bleached shells and old flotsam, yet it felt too large, too solid to be the detritus of the sea. Slowly, the dawn light crested through the cave’s ceiling. 

			And then I saw what had become of the women of Black Harbor. 

			Like the fragments of long-gone ammonites, my feet crunched under the shells of women. Left here so long their fossilized skeletons embedded into the rock. Broken bones now a part of the land and sea, covered in lichen and barnacles. Fungus glowed from within their eyes. How many had been left here to die? How many had been thrown into the sea? 

			This cemetery of souls was the result of Black Harbor’s unspoken rules. 

			I recoiled against the wall. Never had I seen so many dead; I could not separate myself like I did with fossils from an ancient time. Perhaps I had known these people, perhaps not, but like the mer-women they were my sisters and mothers. Yet I could not escape the terror; my fingers touched the bones trapped on a wall ledge. Her skeleton was like mine and unlike mine, the fingers too long, the remnants of scaled patterns delicately spiraling in the rock, her feet abnormally elongated. I traced the lines between her long toes, forming an arc between each one. The other bodies were all in similar states of change. 

			A fragment of paper had survived, tipping delicately on a rock ledge above the water line. It had fallen here, along with the body of its owner. 

			I held the paper in my hands, like bracken seaweed. Through the mold I could make out an identification book. A woman’s name. 

			Mary Halyard. 

			The paper crumpled in my hands, dissolving into the water as if Black Harbor cursed the reading of women, the knowing of them, their individuality and identity. 

			When Halyard had said she became something other than a woman ought to be, it was no figurative hatred of women. These bones, half-woman, half sea-creature, were the bones of a woman at the start of her transformation. 

			These were the women who asked questions. These were the women with names. 

			And in knowing my name and declaring it, I too had changed.  

			The anchor that bound me to this place pulled from my heart. I climbed up the wall of rock like a lizard, hands gripping where they could not before. I had to stop Halyard and the Professor from leaving Black Harbor. 

			But it was too late; the sun rose over the harbor, the glint of yellow on the horizon marking the three sails reflected in the near-still water, the sail taking upon a light breeze. She was drifting, but she was moving. I ran along the crescent of the cliff edge following the ship’s journey, past the mating grounds of the mer-women, towards the pine trees, catching the miles towards the lumber yard. 

			I sensed the shoal of mer-women shooting through the water towards the boat. They called to me, and in the lightness of my footfall across the ridge, I became one with my sister, my mother, my friend, the Harbor-Master. For I had come from her story and she from mine. 

			It was as if I had continued running along the cliff and not stopped at its end, the deep slap of water running through my webbed fingers, shooting fast as water rushed along my waxy skin. I had never experienced a sense of liberty as I did in the sea, in the swimming, the parsing of water between the body, running along my naked skin, the way the tide ebbed and followed in invisible lines as I kicked towards the boat. The shadow of the lumber-schooner in the sea-sky, shards of light filtering from a pure sky above, the abyss below where my sisters roamed and joined me, forming a unified school of women fighting for the same outcome: freedom. 

			We rushed towards the boat, surrounding it, our movements breaking waves upon the bow of the ship. Leaping from the ocean, we grabbed onto the side of the boat. The sea raged with our anger, that these men should take our sister from our shoal. My gills flared as my lungs changed from water to air. 

			I flung myself over the side of the ship, sprinting for the flesh-man who had captured our own, bowling him over. He fought back, jamming a boat hook in my side. My sister called with her ululating cries from the iron cage. Ripping the land-weapon from my side, black blood spilled onto the boat. Not enough to quell my anger, not enough to stop the tide. I pounced on him, my teeth extended for his neck, the smell of blood as I gnashed at his throat. And we swarmed, and we were many. 

			The girl they first called white-anemone and now we called betrayer whimpered over the flesh-man. In our rage, we bent the iron bars away with our many hands, freeing our sister. We howled to the skies before we leaped once more to the sea.  

			I shuddered to a stop on the edge of the cliff, only moments from my peril, the connection severed between myself and my sisters. I watched as the lumber-schooner rolled in the water, the masts broken, cage torn, the swirling sea around it settling to calm. There was a greatness and a sorrow in the setting free. The tang of blood remained on my lips long after the ship had disappeared.

			I slumped to the ground, my aches returning, my world-weariness at all that had taken place. I know only of Black Harbor, but if it is happening here, it must happen elsewhere. We women are prisoners in different ways. It starts when they take our names and it ends – well, it never ends. 

			* * *

			For three days, the remnants of the lumber-schooner washed up on the beach. 

			Of the professor, none was found, save a Panama hat floating on the sea like a buoy. But they pulled Halyard from the wreckage and Pretty Nurse too. They are leaving for New York. Perhaps there she will find her name, or a man will remember it for her. 

			As for me, to the sea I roam, a place where human names have no meaning, save for the words to describe a rip, an eddy, a current, the movement of the sun in shafts under the water, the roiling of the hot ocean to the cold sea where a volcanic current emerges from the cracks in the earth. These are the names that matter to mer-women, but I shall not repeat them on dry land. 

			End.
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			The Nut House

		

		
			A Novella By Patrick Barb

		




			Chapter 1: The Crew

			Asher Black remembers the tree on fire, his family burning as the dry trunk explodes from the inside out. Once brown strips of bark, turned white with age, then consumed by orange, red, and yellow tongues of flame, shrivel to sticky black, like tar. A greedy predator devours everything in its path. Feeding off the air itself. 

			He remembers himself—young, no longer a kit but not full-grown. This previous Asher bounces from branch to branch, ears twitching, trying to pick out the screams of his mother, father, and siblings, all trapped by the relentless inferno.

			When he closes his eyes, he returns to thick smoke and bright flames, so bright it’s like the glowing orb of the sun’s crashed onto Earth. In memory, Asher runs, seeking the chittering, chattering, squealing voices of his kin. He wants to join them. 

			He runs toward a wall of jagged fire, his hindquarters tensed, tail twitching. He dives into the fire, unconcerned for his safety. Tiny lungs fill with smoke, and black eyes bulge from their sockets. 

			The black fur around his face peels back on one side. Whiskers sizzle to nubs, then to nothing. His fur’s stripped bare. Nothing will grow on this half of his face ever again. One part remains black, like the shadows, like the impenetrable wall of smoke which drowns his loved ones before the fire finishes its job. The other half’s a wounded pink. Raw. Like he’s regressed to a helpless newborn, unable to open his eyes.

			He remembers jumping, expecting to go deeper into the network of branches, expecting to find a family member. He intends to sink tiny claws and teeth into black-furred flesh, then pull them to safety. He plans to save them all. Going in and out of the fire, not stopping until all are rescued or he’s dead or the tree’s collapsed into cinders, soon scattered by the wind and blown across the manicured lawns of the Majestic Forest neighborhood.

			But he’s turned around. The smoke, the insistent tongues of flame, something leads him astray. If it’s not one of those things, then it’s everything, working together to thwart his efforts. 

			Asher jumps through the flames and the sky appears clear before him. Its blue’s threaded with silvered filaments of smoke coming from the tree. His limbs pump wildly. 

			But he finds no purchase.

			He falls, crashing to the singed earth below. He lands on the ground where nothing will grow once the old ash tree and the black squirrel family who called it home are gone. Even as the tree burns to oblivion, Asher’s on the ground, the ragged, scorched end of his black tail twitching. 

			He doesn’t remember the sleep that follows. Or the darkness taking him into its embrace… 

			But they come for him all the same.

			* * *

			Asher wishes he were asleep now. Slumber’s preferable to getting held upside down by his incomplete tail courtesy of two of Oakley Grey’s heavies. 

			The gray squirrel duo’s all muscle and fatty proteins without a kernel of a brain between them. Each gives the remnants of Asher’s tail a too-tight squeeze. When the black squirrel opens his mouth, his yellow teeth move up and down, side to side, in silent screams.

			But he won’t give the bushy-tailed assholes the satisfaction of an actual squeal. 

			The gray squirrels hold him over the open darkness of a drainpipe bolted to the side of a single-story convenience store. The pipe’s white metal comes wrapped in vines on the outside and caked in a slimy fungal growth whose dim neon green illuminates the ragged, rusted edges where the metal twists inward along the pipe’s interior.

			“Please, fellas,” Asher says, twisting his body to avoid the sharp edges at the rim of the pipe, “you’ll ruin my beautiful face.”

			The two lugs, Birch and Maple by name and trees of birth, don’t laugh. Whatever brainpower they’ve got between them’s devoted to the pursuit of tree nut consumption and kicking whatever asses they’re told to by their boss. And that’s it.

			At least, their fox squirrel handler DW, watching from the other side of the gutters, click-clacks his tongue against his cheeks, giving Asher’s self-deprecating wit some appreciation.

			Before Asher can thank him, DW’s front paws dig deep into the scruff of the black squirrel’s chest. He pulls up hard but keeps his grip tighter still. Asher ends up stretched across the drainpipe’s opening. Face-to-face with the lanky fox squirrel consigliere of the Grey Gang, Asher shuts his mouth. 

			On his own for so long, Asher’s talked his fair share of trash, letting those who might want a piece of him know to keep their distance. On the other paw, he’s also grown damned good at knowing when it’s in his best interest to keep quiet.

			“We got witnesses who put you by the park benches near the water fountains.”

			Asher stays quiet.

			“They put you at the spot of one of Mister Grey’s…one of our acorn caches.”

			So there’s a cache of acorns there? Well, now, I’m not so sure I’d go around giving that information out all willy-nilly…to so-called “notorious acorn thieves.”

			Again, Asher stays quiet.

			“Our witness says they watched you dig up and steal our…”

			“Bullshit!”

			Asher knows when to keep his mouth shut. 

			But he doesn’t always do it.

			Caught off-guard, DW relaxes his grip on Asher’s fur by the slightest degree. But it’s enough. The black squirrel kicks off, pushing his hindquarters paws-first into the chests of the gray squirrel enforcers, slapping them with the remnants of his tail on his way to freedom. 

			His front claws slash across DW’s chest. Let’s see how he likes it. When he lands, Asher bounces off the gutter and makes hard contact with the black tarred surface of the roof.

			It’s a short-lived, hollow victory. 

			Maple and Birch pounce, pressing their full weight on Asher and holding him fast against the roof’s lumpy darkness. If it wasn’t for the pink scar tissue on his face, the roof would make for the ultimate camouflage for the black squirrel. 

			“What’s that again, Ashy?”

			“I said it’s ‘Bullshit.’ There ain’t no way anyone caught me digging up those acorns.”

			He shrugs, trying to get Maple and Birch to loosen their grip. But it ain’t happening.

			DW grins, like one of the feral cats stalking the tall grasses between the older Majestic Forest houses. “So, you admit you did steal our nuts?”

			“Buddy, someone stole your nuts a long damn time before I came arou—” 

			This time, when DW lashes out, his claws slice through the pink tissue on Asher’s face. 

			This time, the black squirrel does scream. 

			DW wrenches back, keeping hold of Asher’s skin. Struggling, Asher moves his head from side to side, still trying to hold back from the extreme response his pain wants him to have. Asher wants to make sure the fox squirrel’s claws don’t dig too deep a gouge into the side of his face. 

			DW gives a slight tug, as though to say, Ya done? Had enough?

			Asher responds with silence.

			“Let me ask you again: do you admit to stealing the acorns we buried by the benches on behalf of Mister Gray?”

			Asher remembers the tree on fire, his family burning. He remembers jumping through the flames and finding blue skies and loneliness.

			Remembering, he nods. “Yeah, I took ‘em. Figured you all had enough to spare.”

			The bell on the convenience store door rings below, ting-tong. Someone’s coming or going. Human musk wafts up to the squirrels. Cooked meats in plastic wrap. The rich, heady aroma of coffee. Dried bubble gum, shoved sticky into door jambs and solidified by the passing summers, providing a sickly sweet note at the end. 

			A scratching from further back on the rooftop brings all four squirrels to attention. Maple and Birch get off of Asher. But he doesn’t run. Instead, he stands back to back with the others, tails twitching against tails. Ears twitch, noses twitch. Eyes move everywhere, searching for the source of the interruption.

			Everyone’s on high alert. Everyone’s on edge.

			But when the source reveals himself, Asher alone remains tense. The other three relax, letting out a hearty, “Hello, Mr. Grey.”

			Where his enforcers are thick and musclebound and his fox squirrel consigliere who he adopted into the gray squirrel fold is lean and wiry, Oakley Grey is pleasant and plump. He doesn’t so much skitter to the gutter, as he hops. He lands heavy on his back paws, tail sweeping debris behind him as he moves.

			“Mr. Black! It’s been so long.”

			Since the tree burned. The ash was one of the last remaining originals from the old days when Majestic Forest was an actual forest and not a half-truth told by Them as they took over more and more of the land. 

			After the tree burned and my family’s bones lay as powder in the ruins, there was only the oak tree in the park. Oakley Grey’s tree.

			Asher mumbles his greeting even as thin trickles of blood run down his face from the spots where  DW’s claws got stuck moments before.

			Oakley approaches with forelimbs stretched wide, heading for an awkward embrace. “I trust my associates relayed the information we received. About the crime you committed against my property?”

			Asher opens his mouth, but the tiny red dots on DW’s claws let the black squirrel know he’s reached a point where it’s in his best interest to shut the hell up. So, he nods his head in the affirmative instead.

			“Good, good,” the boss squirrel continues. His arms close around Asher’s shoulders, pulling the black squirrel into his gravity. He presses his bushy maw to Asher’s ear. “I’m here to talk about your penance.”

			“Penance?”

			Oakley pulls back, his face close to Asher’s. They’re nose to nose. Oakley’s smiling. 

			“Of course,” he says, “I believe in second chances. How else can we grow? Or learn?”

			“Get to the point.”

			Before DW lands a retaliatory blow, it’s Oakley, all smiles still, who delivers a solid rib-cracking punch to the black squirrel’s mid-section. Asher’s left bent over and wheezing.

			The smile never fades, as the boss squirrel continues. “I need you to take some of my crew on a job. The job. The biggest one. You do this and I’ll forgive your trespasses against me. All ya gotta do is break into the Nut House.”

			This time, when Asher laughs, no one strikes him. They let him go until he’s all laughed out. His belly aches after he’s finished, a combination of laughter, previous injuries inflicted by the gray squirrel enforcers, and the fact he hasn’t had a chance to sample the acorns he did indeed steal from Oakley’s cache. 

			When he’s done, Oakley’s still there, waiting, smiling, Asher’s expression changes as he realizes the request’s a serious one. 

			“Wait a minute. Are you for real?”

			Oakley nods.

			“You know one of my forebears…a grandfather, great grandfather, hard to say which and it doesn’t matter, he was on the run from some fox squirrels, my dear DW’s old gang, carrying a mouthful of acorns and a couple more nuts tucked under his arms to boot. This old-timer carried the biggest score of acorns ever. Certainly, the biggest since They moved in and changed our forest into Their Majestic Forest. 

			“But imagine one squirrel carrying all those acorns, Mr. Black. One hit to his neck, one bad landing on his stomach, and my kin woulda choked and died on the spot.

			“But luck was on his side. Always has been for my family. He made it up top to one of Their dwellings, while it was still being completed. Not a finished home then, but a skeleton of one. Like one of our trees, stripped of its bark. 

			“Anyway, you know the rest, right? Sure. Every squirrel does. Hell, every animal in the Forest does. 

			“The gray squirrel ran from where he’d hidden the acorns, meaning to come back later and collect. Except he waited too long. I don’t blame him…that part of the neighborhood used to be fox squirrel territory, not the most civilized location. Not surprisingly, they’re no longer with us here in the Forest. Good riddance, I say. Right, DW?”

			Oakley’s consigliere remains still. “Sure, boss.”

			“By the time he got back, They’d put meat on the skeleton, so to speak. The Human-Female who lived in the house all alone moved into Her dwelling. She settled in for the long haul. Kept up Her repairs and  got regular visits from the ones who put down their death traps and spray poison clouds outside. As if They have any more rights to the outdoors than us. 

			“The Nut House was locked down tight.

			“You probably catch wind of stories now and then, tales of mice, rats, other ground critters, getting inside. But they never come back out.”

			“But now?”

			“Easy, Mister Black. That busted tail of yours is swishing back and forth like you’ve got somewhere to be. But truth is, at this moment, where you need to be is where I tell you.”

			Asher doesn’t drop his eyes. He keeps his head up, staring straight ahead at the boss squirrel of Majestic Forest. His tail’s sweeping motions don’t end either. He wants to make it clear to Oakley and the others: he’s sticking around but on as close to his terms as he can get. 

			“Bet, you wanna know what’s changed? Why I’m here talking to you about the Nut House and not allowing my associates to make both sides of your face match up...” 

			Oakley rubs his belly as he answers, making slow strokes around and around. “It’s the storm. Last night’s storm. Lightning hit one of the branches on a tree near the house, not one of our trees though thank goodness. Branch split from the trunk, and as it came down—ba-blam!—it caught the corner of a window in the upper portion of the structure.”

			“Don’t worry, Ashy, the lightning didn’t set the tree on fire or nothing,” DW adds, leaning in like he’s ready to inflict more violence on the black squirrel. The two heavies chuckle along with him.

			Asher and Oakley both wait for the trio to finish. Noticing his boss isn’t joining in, DW leans back, glaring at Asher. If eyes were paws, this particular fox squirrel’s peepers would be wrapped around the black squirrel’s neck and squeezing tight, then tighter still.

			Ready to get on with whatever fate’s got in store for him, Asher fires off more questions at Oakley, keeping focused on the one who controls his fate. “So, the window upstairs’s the way in? What’s to say the Human-Female won’t have it repaired by the time we get there??”

			“What, you can’t go tonight?”

			Asher rolls his eyes. He snorts hard, the breath expelled from his nostrils pushing down the fur on Oakley’s face, like a blast of wind bending blades of grass. “You want the job done…or do you want me dead?”

			Before Oakley or any of his gang can answer, Asher cuts them off with a wave of a paw. 

			He understands the answer’s both. 

			Oakley nods, something close to respect in his expression. “No one’s seen the Human-Female for a while. DW’s been watching the house even before this most recent development. Right, Dubs?”

			“Yeah, you’re right, boss.”

			“The old Human-Female’s gone. No stretched-out shadows against the curtains. Nothing moving for a while.”

			“Who’s my crew?” 

			Oakley spreads his arms wide, showing off the other squirrels surrounding them. “You’ve already met most of ‘em.”

			“That can’t be everybody,” Asher says, affecting a grumbling monotone. 

			Now, Oakley laughs. 

			“Dubs’ll fill you in on the details. Then, you’ve got one night to decide. Don’t imagine you can run away though. We will catch you. Don’t think you can hide. We will find you. And when we catch or find you, we’ll tear the rest of the black fur off your pink, shriveled body. You’ll wish you’d burned with the others.”

			Asher can’t figure how the gray squirrel manages to laugh even while delivering his threats.

			* * *

			A Human-Child’s first-floor bedroom window sits open, facing a well-manicured backyard. A wooden fence made from cedar surrounds a perfect square of evenly-trimmed blades of grass. A metal screen covers the opening into the house, placed so the cool post-rain shower breeze blowing through Majestic Forest slips inide, but with links tiny enough to keep most bigger bugs and other pests out. Asher dives off the top of the fence, grunting from the injuries sustained at the paws of Oakley Grey’s goons when he lands. He sprints through the grass, tail slashing against dandelions, sending white seeds above him like a fireworks display.

			When he reaches the house, his claws sink into the sun-damaged peeling paint under the window. 

			One, two, three. 

			Then, he’s up on the sill, scratching at the screen. One scratch echoes up and down the intertwined links. Peering through those diamond-shaped holes, Asher watches the Human-Child toss and turn in Her bed, dreaming under pink and purple sheets. Her black hair’s like oil spilled over the pristine whiteness of the pillowcase.

			On the interior windowsill, a shoebox’s ragged cardboard top shifts. An undersized grey head pokes out from above a layer of white hand towel curled around the box’s insides. It’s not the scruffy, “dirt on your paws” gray sported by Oakley and his gang. This is the gray of storm clouds on a summer day, rolling across the sky in broad brushstrokes.

			The creature’s paws grip the edge of the box. Then, he drags himself over the top. When he’s about to face plant, slamming the spruce-green pools of his eyes into the sill’s white-painted surface, he extends his arms. The membranous flesh between his mid-section and the undersides of his arms is spread wide. He floats the short distance down for a safe landing.

			“Asher, you scared me,” the flying squirrel says, getting his bearings amid the glitter and princess stickers covering the spot where he’s landed. “So easy a caveman can do it…”

			Ignoring his friend’s strange comment at the end, Asher replies, “To be fair, everything scares you, Flippy.”

			The flying squirrel, once named Willow but re-christened “Flippy” by the Human-Family who keeps him, folds his arms across his chest, hiding his gliding “wings” against his body. “I suppose you’re right. A little dab’ll do ya.”

			The corners of Flippy’s mouth turn up slightly, less of a smile and more the reaction to a memory of one he might’ve worn long ago.

			Flippy and Asher go way back, almost as far as whatever unfettered grin the flying squirrel’s recalling. There’s a lot to read in glances and the slow steady movement of a ragged black tail behind the larger squirrel’s back. For squirrels, like any animal, the movements often mean more than the words. 

			“But you’re not much better,” Flippy adds. “Do more, feel better, live longer.”

			Asher sighs, nodding. Used to his friend’s fragmented way of speaking.

			He met Flippy in the animal hospital after the tree burned. They stayed in cages side-by-side. Each fed from a clear plastic dropper with a black rubber plunger at the top. Sugar water—sweet and soothing. “To get your strength back,” the Human-Female with big hair and bigger gold earrings dangling from her exposed brown ear lobes told them, between her cooing attempts at a gibberish version of their language. By their cages, she set up a tiny handheld box with pictures, flashing lights, and voices emerging in staccato bursts. Asher ignored it, but Flippy grew entranced.

			At least the feedings worked. More for Asher than Flippy. Asher’d lost everyone, everything. Without hope, he found solace in dreams of revenge. But against what? Considering their animal hospital days, Asher wonders if his single-minded motivation made it easier for Them to assume he was healed, to believe in his readiness for a return to the “natural” wonders of Majestic Forest.

			Not so for Flippy. He had nothing to go back to, not even vengeance. The flying squirrel was abandoned by his kin, shoved out of their nest to the ground below. As he fell, he forgot how to fly. After all this time, he’d regained the ability to glide the distance from the shoebox to the sill. But nothing more.

			A chance encounter with a Human-Family seeking an unconventional pet meant at least he wouldn’t have to go for the final sleep at the hospital. He wouldn’t have to enter the bright room at the end of the hallway where others went in…and never came out.

			Not unlike the Nut House.

			“You look terrible,” Flippy says, eyeing the contusions and welts swelling under Asher’s fur.

			“Then again, you always look terrible. Have you had your break today?”

			Asher gives his friend the single-clawed gesture and they both fall on their backs laughing.

			“She gonna sleep?” Asher asks when they finish, cocking his head in the direction of the Human-Child whose snores join the chorus of crickets warming up behind the black squirrel, the insects hidden in their performance spaces between blades of grass.

			“Yeah, she had the sniffles, so Margaret gave her some cold medicine…M’m M’m good!”

			Asher shakes his head. He’s amazed by how Domesticateds like Flippy absorb the strange words and customs of Them. 

			“I want to pick your brain about something.”

			“Is it about how not to get killed by Oakley Grey and his goon squad? Maybe she’s born with it, maybe it’s Maybelline.”

			Asher stares through the mesh at Flippy’s arched brow. 

			“Am I wrong? Taste the rainbow…”

			“You’re not…but there’s more. It’s part of it, but…I don’t know.”

			With a sigh, Asher lets the story spill out. All the details about the Nut House, the job, and the crew he’s saddled with for making the score.

			Flippy listens, transfixed. Doesn’t twitch at even the slightest sound nearby. Not the creaking floorboards in the hallway past the door. Not even the humming and bristling of horsefly wings flitting against the upper portion of the window screen.

			“So other than the fox squirrel and Oakley’s thugs, who else’s in the crew? What can Blue do for you?”

			“They tell me they hired Chee-Chee.”

			“Chee-Chee? The chipmunk? No rules, just right.”

			 “Yeah. She’s gonna be there.”

			Flippy nods. “So, why’re you here, Asher? Like a good neighbor, State Farm is there.”

			“You don’t know?” Asher asks, gesturing toward the inside. 

			Flippy’s insights on Them have proved invaluable for his friend’s survival in Majestic Forest. They’ve kept Asher one paw ahead of danger,  avoiding the sudden death lurking around every corner for those animals living wild in Their spaces.

			“Going into the Nut House…it’s not like digging up one of Grey’s caches in the park. Not like raiding a tree. I wanna understand how to navigate a house. You’re my best bet for getting the kinda insight I need.”

			Flippy scratches his chin. With his other front paw, he reaches out and presses against the screen. It shifts slightly, revealing an opening to the outside world. Asher hops back. Surprised. He didn’t know Flippy had a means of escape.

			“Fly the friendly skies,” the tiny flying squirrel whispers. There’s a sadness in his inflection, the meaning behind his borrowed words becoming a leaden weight on Asher’s shoulders.

			Then, with a shrug, Flippy continues. “Ask away,” he says, “You’ve got questions, we’ve got answers.”

			* * *

			The next morning, waking with the leashed dogs brought outside by tired masters to piss and shit and snort up all the scents of Majestic Forest stirred up by its nighttime denizens, Asher meets with DW, Maple, and Birch at the edge of the Nut House front lawn. A curly-haired poodle, whose leash-holder’s oblivious to Her surroundings, lunges at the foursome from the sidewalk. 

			All ringleted fur and sharp teeth

			A chipmunk with stained and crooked chompers leaps out of nowhere, imitating the barking of a much, much larger hound. 

			Ar-roof! Ar-roof!

			Ki ki ki kiki ki!

			The poodle spins around at the sudden appearance of the strange barking creature, twirling the leash in its owner’s hand so it tightens around Her wrist. The Human-Female pulls back, yanking the dog onto its back paws, the collar tightening against its neck. Its panting tongue hangs out like it’s dead.

			Chee-Chee laughs, before joining the others.

			“Asher,” she says. “Other squirrels.”

			“Chee-Chee, nuts as always, huh?”

			The chipmunk eyes Asher suspiciously. “Nuts? What’s this some kinda squirrel humor?”

			DW clears his throat. Waits for the others to give him their attention. 

			 “If we can please get down to business,” he says.

			Asher claps his front paws together and holds them under his chin. “Please, I’m all ears…”

			DW’s insulted, but trying to hide it. He waves for the others to follow as he moves closer to the house.

			They scamper across the front yard, leaving behind the ivy-wrapped trellises on the front porch and heading to the back where the broken window’s waiting. On the way, Maple elbows Birch. “You catch that?” he asks.

			“Whatcha mean?”

			“Thought somethin’ was movin’ behind the curtainwindow.”

			“Your nerves got ya hallucinatin’, pal.”

			“Yeah, yeah, probably so.”

			They pull up short of the house’s foundation. Above them, a long tree branch runs down from the second-story window and dangles against the creamy yellow siding.

			DW holds up a paw. His gesture’s meant to keep back Chee-Chee, who’s got violence in her eyes, and Asher, who’s trying to push his way to the front of the scrum. 

			Because someone’s waiting for them outside the Nut House.

			Flippy sits under the broken branch, enjoying the sun on his face, the breeze massaging his fur. He turns to Asher who’s firing off a million questions at once but finishing none of them. “The great outdoors,” the flying squirrel says as though it’s explanation enough.

			“Who’s this?” DW asks.

			“Lunch,” Chee-Chee answers with a snarl.

			“No!” Asher says, “He’s my…he’s…”

			His mind’s racing. Normally, he’s talking himself out of bad situations. Speaking for others isn’t something he’s had much practice with.

			But he’ll try.

			“Flippy’s the best home invasion specialist in the biz.”

			“’zat right?” DW asks, not believing him.

			Asher doubles down. 

			“It’s true. I don’t do this job without him.”

			DW spins around, getting up on tip-toes so he’s towering over the black squirrel. “What’s to stop us from tearing your wee friend to pieces? What’s to stop us from letting Chee-Chee have her way with him?”

			“Alvin, Simon, Theodore. Doot doot da doota doot!”

			Chee-Chee backs off when Flippy starts singing jingles. 

			Like even she’s not too sure what to make of him.

			When DW turns to his heavies, they’re not even paying attention to the Flippy-related drama. They’re watching the Nut House. The black squirrel follows their sightlines up to the roof. A brick chimney rises like an angry thumb from the shingled rooftop. The way the gray squirrels squint, you’d assume the whisper-thin clouds drifting overhead were traces of smoke rising from the house. 

			But that wouldn’t make sense, unless…

			DW claps his paws together to get the gray squirrels’ attention. “Hey, hey, hey, what’re we paying you for?”

			“Sorry, boss,” they mutter.

			DW sighs, trying to regain control of an already spiraling situation. “Alright, if this guy’s the B&E expert you say he is…then let’s have him go up first. Then, once he’s up…you follow, Ashy.”

			“No…” Asher’s protest gets cut off by Flippy hopping forward. The flying squirrel’s front paws stretch to the jagged part of the branch, its lightning severed and cauterized end still releasing a smoky odor.

			“First in flight,” Flippy says. “Don’t worry, Asher.”

			Then, he pulls himself up the branch. One paw in front of the other. DW gestures for Maple and Birch to hold Asher back. There’s no helping his friend here. He’s going to have to watch.

			Flippy scrambles, smooth claws scraping against bumps and cracks in the wood. He wobbles, the branch shaking the higher he goes. 

			The twigs protruding from the upper end of the branch, hanging off the windowsill like fingers, scrape across the black-painted feature. This time everyone on the ground notices a shadowed curtain moving. 

			Flippy’s almost there.

			“C’mon. Flip…” Asher mumbles.

			And then, he’s up. He’s made it. Flippy turns around, gazing down at the distance he’s traveled. “You’re gonna love the way you look. I guarantee it.”

			Asher shrugs the gray squirrels off. “Okay, let’s go.”

			On the sill, Flippy’s turned his back to the others and stares through the hole in the broken glass. He’s the first of the gang to glimpse the Nut House interior. Something no animal’s done in years. 

			Asher’s halfway up the branch, the rest of the crew following behind.

			Flippy turns to his friend. “Asher, you’re not gonna believe it. There’s…”

			Stretching his paws the final distance to the window sill, Asher misses when something grabs hold of Flippy’s paw, yanking him through the glass shards on the window sill and down into the Nut House.

			To be continued...
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			Out Ghent Lake

		

		
			By Darren Todd
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			It’s no wonder how some things stay hidden in this world. People don’t believe in Mothman or Bigfoot because they think—if they really existed—someone would have exposed them by now. That modern times would shine a light on anything like that and every person on the planet would know about it in hours, thanks to the Internet.

			They even got a name for them: cryptids. It means creatures whose existence is unproven. But if you look at where the word came from—the Greek—it just means hidden. A hidden creature.

			I realize that what lives in Ghent Lake will never take over the world. It’s not even going to take over tiny little Rextown ten miles away. That’s because whatever’s under that black water is patient. It doesn’t care if people believe in it. But those few who do—mostly the old-timers—they think there’s only one of them, but I know different. ’Cause Daddy killed one, and… well, what happened after meant there was more than one to begin with.

			I was reading, just a little girl. About halfway through Judy Blume’s book Are you there God? It’s me, Margaret, which was way bigger than Otherwise Known as Sheila the Great and kinda sad and serious, but I still liked it. Daddy was driving us back from the beach. We’d spent the weekend on the coast: me, my little brother Jimmy, and my parents. Momma was sleeping, her elbow out the window. We were going fast enough for the wind coming past Momma to flutter the pages of my book, so I had to hold them down.

			Jimmy had bought one of those toy sharks that you wind up so it swims underwater. Daddy had told him he’d lose it in about a second in the ocean, but somehow he kept finding it. Now, even with no more water to swim in, he’d wind that thing up and dangle it by the dorsal fin, guiding it around the back seat, patrolling for prey. The gears made this clicking noise as they turned, kinda annoying, but Daddy put jazz on the radio, and that drowned most of it out.

			We were only about twenty minutes from home when Daddy stomped the brakes, sending me and Jimmy flying down behind the front seats. No wearing seatbelts back then. Momma gasped awake but must have braced herself just in time to keep from banging her head on the dash. A second later, the car hit something. We’d run into a deer once before, while we were driving to see my grandpa in Virginia. It had sounded like we’d hit a giant sack of flour. But this sounded different: a mixture of squishing and bumping, as if we’d smashed into a giant Jell-O mold.

			I struggled to get up from the floorboards and see what happened. 

			“Everyone all right?” Daddy asked. He put his arm behind Momma like he did when backing out of a parking space, only now I saw panic in his eyes. That scared me more than the accident. I nodded, and he turned to Jimmy. “How ’bout you, champ. Y’okay?”

			“I fell on my shark,” Jimmy whined. “Now his fin’s all crooked.”

			“We can get you a new shark,” Momma told him. “Are you hurt?”

			“No, ma’am,” he said.

			“What happened?” Momma asked. 

			I know she must have been tired from chasing us around and being in the sun all day, but I remember she looked beautiful. She’d pulled her hair into a high ponytail, which she never did. And her pinkish shoulders barely held up the cotton blouse she wore over her bikini top. She had on these big sunglasses with the gradient tint—blue-black up top and then violet, almost clear on the bottom. “Did we get a flat tire?”

			“We hit something,” Daddy said, turning forward again.

			“What was it?” Momma said. 

			Daddy hunched over the steering wheel like he was studying the dash gauges, but I could tell that wasn’t it. Then he looked past us, over his shoulder. “Some kind of animal.”

			Jimmy and I whipped around, trying to catch sight of whatever we’d hit. The sun highlighted the road behind us clear as a picture. And yet it lay empty, no animal and not even a smear of blood, just a set of black marks from where Daddy had locked up the tires.

			Momma said, “You think it was—”

			Then a crunching noise came from the front of the car, like the Buick had forgotten to react to the collision and only now did so. We could run over a pothole and feel nothing in that tank, and yet with every crunch it shook on the frame, as if an eighteen-wheeler were flying by every few seconds.

			“Daddy,” I said, and he must have heard something in my tone, ’cause he turned and held out a hand to both of us.

			“It’s fine,” he said. He looked to Momma. “Sit tight.”

			That stretch of Old Hannah Road ended at Rextown, so we were unlikely to see much traffic, not unless it was another family coming back from the beach, and most of them would only spend Saturdays on the coast. On account of us not going to church (Daddy was never a God-fearing man), we’d stay through Sunday and have most of the beach to ourselves.

			To the south, a copse of trees huddled together like they were co-conspirators, and I guess they were. Ghent Lake sat behind them, only you’d never tell from the road, both ’cause of that tree line and ’cause no signs told you so. Everybody from Rextown knew it was there, but most figured they were better off not thinking about it.

			Only, when Daddy got out and rounded the front of the car to see what was making that terrible noise, the lake was all I could think about. You could swim there a thousand times and nothing would happen, but one too many kids had disappeared over the years to call it coincidence. They’d dragged the bottom, of course. Twice, I think. Even hired a couple of divers from off the coast. They might have figured the kids wandered off, but the missing always left stuff behind. Clothes, radios, sunglasses. Stuff that the teenagers—the only dummies swimming at Ghent at all—wouldn’t want to get wet. I guess they found their cars, too. Like I said, it never happened enough to put all the pieces together.

			But something about that copse of trees bothered me. I scanned the tree line and my brain caught up with my eyes. A handful of saplings were bent double, snapped at about waist level. The weeds on the strip of ground between the road and the trees were all smushed, like something had just walked through them. Only it didn’t look like any path a deer would make—or a person for that matter. It looked wider than that, sloppy too, like if you’d rolled a boulder end over end. The trail stopped at the asphalt, and I followed it to where Daddy had made those rubber tracks from braking so hard.

			“Daddy,” I yelled and spun to find him standing at the front of the car. Maybe Momma couldn’t see it, sitting high up in her seat and with the visor down, but from low in the back, I could see his face. It wore a mix of horror and disgust, but all that topped with raw fear. I don’t know what he was looking at, but that crunching noise came again, and a single, thick tentacle slapped the hood of the car with such force it sounded like thunder.

			I screamed, and it only took about a second before Jimmy joined in, even though he probably had no idea what was going on. Momma didn’t make a sound, but she moved snake fast from the front seat to the back, so quick it seemed like a movie trick. She pulled me and Jimmy toward her and coiled her arms around us. 

			I don’t remember if I kept screaming or not, but I know I kept my eyes on Daddy; I had to. They wouldn’t move off him. He backed away from whatever that tentacle belonged to. He ran around, and I thought he would pull us out of the car or even get in beside us, but then he went to the trunk and opened it. The lift support grumbled when he jerked it up.

			“Harold, what are you—” Momma yelled, but then another slamming noise came from the hood. I turned and saw a second tentacle folding and writhing onto the metal. The first one had crept up, straightened, and hooked itself to the top of the hood, near the windshield.

			“It’s coming for us,” Jimmy wailed, and something about hearing that from my little brother made everything twice as terrible. I formed all these images in my head of it squirming in through the air vents and wrapping around the three of us like Momma had done. This made my chest all tight, and I couldn’t catch my breath. It didn’t help that Momma was squeezing me so hard already.

			The trunk slammed and we all jumped. Daddy stood out there—just as scared, just as panicked—only now he had that long, crusty knife from the tackle box. He’d sharpened the blade so many times it looked like a filet knife, though the metal had once been a couple inches wide. He used it to cut bait and lines and never let us kids touch it, always saying it was so sharp it would lay open our fingers just holding the thing. Daddy kept it at his side, held high, with his elbow cocked and his fist shaking, ready to stab it into anything that came near him.

			Momma yelled at him to stay back. Even so, he walked on past the back door and around to the front. For me, the sounds had turned all muffled, like this was happening underwater. Maybe it was the same for Daddy, so he couldn’t hear her calling.

			He moved around, giving whatever we’d hit a wide berth at first. He stared at it for what felt like a solid minute. There was a part of me that thought he’d run. I guess every kid deep down thinks their daddy’s gonna leave them one day. I never considered it before that moment, but right then, I could actually see him turning on his heels and running for town, leaving us to whatever dark fate that tentacled monster had in mind. If it even had a mind.

			But then he was on it, my daddy. His arm shot out and stabbed at the thing while I guess it was all tangled up in our grill, and then the whole cab rocked and there came this awful squeal, like a pig but nothing like it, too. Same wailing, but a different tone, the difference between the trumpet player in the high school band and an air raid siren calling out incoming missiles. And it came out garbled, trilling during the wail, as if making the sound from beneath the water even while on land. Daddy pulled back and stabbed again. The thing shot out a tentacle and wrapped the slimy flesh all over his bare arm, coiling around it. It must’ve had little spines along it, ’cause Daddy cried out, and the three of us in the car cried along with him. Daddy stabbed again and again, the whole time yelling. His face contorted in pain one second and then fixed in utter rage the next.

			I’d never seen either face on my daddy, not ever. So him going back and forth like that burned into my memory: two sides of a coin I never even knew existed but now can’t ever forget.

			“Stop it,” Momma yelled. She couldn’t take any more of it. Even if this thing meant to kill all of us, whatever had gotten into Daddy must have seemed even more terrible.

			Finally, Daddy pulled back, his chest heaving, his mouth open and sucking in these deep breaths, and then the knife fell from his fingers. The tentacle that had wrapped around his arm slid off, leaving behind a beet-red color to his skin, like he’d spent all day in the sun without taking cover.

			The car settled on its carriage, and I heard the thing outside plop to the ground. When Daddy opened the door and slid into the driver’s seat, Momma pulled us in even tighter. Maybe she was afraid of whatever had come over Daddy, like he couldn’t stop whatever that monster had started in him.

			But Daddy was Daddy again. This oily, black blood covered his shirt, and the angry red on his arms had beaded up now with his own, brighter blood. It smeared on the gray fabric seats. “Everyone okay?” he asked. He started the car, backed up a few feet, and took off for town before anyone answered.

			Momma stared out the window as we moved off the shoulder, her mouth twitching like she was getting shocked by a live wire.

			I turned to look behind us to see what Daddy had left of that creature, but Momma barked at me. “No,” she said. “You don’t need to see that.”

			“Why not, Momma?”

			She looked up into the front seat at Daddy, at his eyes in the rearview mirror. I still don’t know what unspoken words passed between them. All I know is that someone finding a creature on the side of the road near the lake never became a part of the legend, whether ’cause that thing was able to carry itself back to the lake before it died or something came out of that black water on after it.

			“It’s dead, isn’t it?” I asked.

			“It doesn’t matter. You’re safe and it’s gone, so just turn yourself around and push it out of your mind.”

			There was no chance of that. Even when Momma let Jimmy and me sleep in bed with them, I never got a wink that night. Jimmy fell asleep long after it was full dark, but he whimpered his way through bad dream after bad dream. Momma had taken pills, I’d seen her, and maybe that was all that let her rest.

			I thought Daddy was sleeping, too. He never made any noise, not like other dads, who all snored if my friends were being truthful. In the darkness, I couldn’t tell if his eyes were open. They looked like two black pools in his face.

			“Darlin’?” he whispered, and I twitched like something had bitten me.

			“Yes, Daddy?”

			“Can’t sleep either, huh?”

			“No, Daddy.”

			“Come here,” he said.

			Jimmy was lying between us, but Daddy moved over to the edge of the bed, and I got out from under the covers and hopped over my brother and curled into Daddy’s arm. It was the one the monster had wrapped around, that Momma had bandaged all up when we got home. Still, he winced when my head touched his bicep.

			“Sorry.”

			“No, it’s fine. Itches more than it hurts.”

			“Is it over, Daddy?”

			He turned to look at me in the dark. His eyes still lacked any distinction, but I could tell they were open and studying me. “I’m sure of it.”

			* * *

			Not even two weeks later, the Barston Home for Boys took a field trip out to Ghent Lake. Later, the administrator said something about how the coast was too far, and too many places in town didn’t care for all those wayward boys coming all at once, even if it meant business. So he took them to the lake to reward them for good behavior. Something like they hadn’t had a runaway or a fight in months. Any kid who had a Barston Home boy in their class knew how rare that was.

			So they went to the lake—the papers said—and the only thing left of those boys was a dozen towels on the shore and the bus they rode in on.

			I never told a soul about Daddy killing that one, probably the baby of whatever took the boys away. Not even when the manhunt started and not when it ended months later. My family kept quiet, like a lotta folks when it came to that lake.

			But whenever anyone spoke of it, as if under a spell, Momma would grab me and my brother and wrap us up like we’d never left the back of that Buick. Like those tentacles were still reaching, patient and hidden.

			End.

		

		
			Darren is a freelance book editor for Evolved Publications, and his short fiction has appeared in more than thirty publications over the years, including Hellbound Books, Chilling Tales for Dark Nights, and The Stoneslide Corrective. He has had four plays and a feature-length film produced and a non-fiction book published. 

			While some of his works fall under the literary umbrella, he often returns to genre. His style and reading preferences tend toward the psychological, as he enjoys stories that linger in the imagination long after he’s closed the book on them.  

			He lives in Asheville, North Carolina with his son and girlfriend. See what he’s up to darrentodd.net.
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			The King in Yellow

			The Repairer of Reputations:I

		

		
			By Robert W. Chambers

			Originally  published in 1895

		

		
			I

			Toward the end of the year 1920 the government of the United States had practically completed the programme adopted during the last months of President Winthrop’s administration. The country was apparently tranquil. Everybody knows how the Tariff and Labor questions were settled. The war with Germany, incident on that country’s seizure of the Samoan Islands, had left no visible scars upon the republic, and the temporary occupation of Norfolk by the invading army had been forgotten in the joy over repeated naval victories and the subsequent ridiculous plight of General Von Gartenlaube’s forces in the State of New Jersey. The Cuban and Hawaiian investments had paid one hundred per cent., and the territory of Samoa was well worth its cost as a coaling station. The country was in a superb state of defense. Every coast city had been well supplied with land fortifications; the army, under the parental eye of the general staff, organized according to the Prussian system, had been increased to three hundred thousand men, with a territorial reserve of a million; and six magnificent squadrons of cruisers and battle-ships patrolled the six stations of the navigable seas, leaving a steam reserve amply fitted to control home waters. The gentlemen from the West had at last been constrained to acknowledge that a college for the training of diplomats was a necessary as law schools are for the training of barristers; consequently we were no longer represented abroad by incompetent patriots. The nation was prosperous. Chicago, for a moment paralyzed after a second great fire, had risen from its ruins, white and imperial, and more beautiful than the white city which had been built for its plaything in 1893. Everywhere good architecture was replacing bad, and even in New York a sudden craving for decency had swept away a great portion of the existing horrors. Streets had been widened, properly paved, and lighted, trees had been planted, squares laid out, elevated structures demolished, and underground roads built to replace them. The new government buildings and barracks were fine bits of architecture, and the long system of stone quays which completely surrounded the island had been turned into parks, which proved a godsend to the population. The subsidizing of the state theatre and state opera brought its own reward. The United States National Academy of Design was much like European institutions of the same kind. Nobody envied the Secretary of Fine Arts either his cabinet position or his portfolio. The Secretary of Forestry and Game Preservation had a much easier time, thanks to the new system of National Mounted Police. We had profited well by the latest treaties with France and England; the exclusion of foreign-born Jews as a measure of national self-preservation, the settlement of the new independent negro state of Suanee, the checking of immigration, the new laws concerning naturalization, and the gradual centralization of power in the executive all contributed to national calm and prosperity. When the government solved the Indian problem and squadrons of Indian cavalry scouts in native costume were substituted for the pitiable organizations tacked on to the tail of skeletonized regiments by the former Secretary of War, the nation drew a long sigh of relief. When, after the colossal Congress of Religions, bigotry and intolerance were laid in their graves, and kindness and charity began to draw warring sects together, many thought the millennium had arrived, at least in the new world, which, after all, is a world by itself.

			     But self-preservation is the first law, and the United States had to look on in helpless sorrow as Germany, Italy, Spain, and Belgium writhed in the throes of anarchy, while Russia, watching from the Caucasus, stooped and bound them one by one.

			     In the city of New York the summer of 1910 was signalized by the dismantling of the Elevated Railroads. The summer of 1911 will live in the memories of New York people for many a cycle; the Dodge statue was removed in that year. In the following winter began the agitation for the repeal of the laws prohibiting suicide which bore its final fruit in the month of April, 1920, when the first Government Lethal Chamber was opened on Washington Square.

			     I had walked down that day from Dr. Archer’s house on Madison Avenue, where I had been as a mere formality. Ever since that fall from my horse, four years before, I had been troubled at times with pains in the back of my head and neck, but now for months they had been absent, and the doctor sent me away that day saying there was nothing more to be cured in me. It was hardly worth his fee to be told that; I knew it myself. Still I did not grudge him the money. What I minded was the mistake which he made at first. When they picked me up from the pavement where I lay unconscious, and somebody had mercifully sent a bullet though my horse’s head, I was carried to Dr. Archer, and he, pronouncing my brain affected, placed me in his private asylum, where I was obliged to endure treatment for insanity. At last he decided that I was well, and I, knowing that my mind had always been as sound as his, if not sounder, “paid my tuition,” as he jokingly called it, and left. I told him, smiling, that I would get even with him for his mistake, and he laughed heartily, and asked me to call once in a while. I did so, hoping for a chance to even up accounts, but he gave me none, and I told him I would wait.

			     The fall from my horse had fortunately left no evil results; on the contrary, it had changed my whole character for the better. From a lazy young man about town, I had become active, energetic, temperate, and, above all -- oh, above all else -- ambitious. There was only one thing which troubled me: I laughed at my own uneasiness, and yet it troubled me.
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			     During my convalescence I had bought and read for the first time “The King in Yellow.” I remember after finishing the first act that it occurred to me that I had better stop. I started up and flung the book into the fireplace; the volume struck the barred grate and fell open on the hearth in the fire-light. If I had not caught a glimpse of the opening words in the second act I should never have finished it, but as I stooped to pick it up my eyes became riveted to the open page, and with a cry of terror, or perhaps it was of joy so poignant that I suffered in every nerve, I snatched the thing from the hearth and crept shaking to my bedroom, where I read it and reread it, and wept and laughed and trembled with a horror which at times assails me yet. This is the thing that troubles me, for I cannot forget Carcosa, where black stars hang in the heavens, where the shadows of men’s thoughts lengthen in the afternoon, when the twin suns sink into the Lake of Hali, and my mind will bear forever the memory of the Pallid Mask. I pray God will curse the writer, as the writer has cursed the world with this beautiful, stupendous creation, terrible in its simplicity, irresistible in its truth -- a world which now trembles before the King in Yellow. When the French government seized the translated copies which had just arrived in Paris, London, of course, became eager to read it. It is well known how the book spread like an infectious disease, from city to city, from continent to continent, barred out here, confiscated there, denounced by press and pulpit, censured even by the most advanced of literary anarchists. No definite principles had been violated in those wicked pages, no doctrine promulgated, no convictions outraged. It could not be judged by any known standard, yet, although it was acknowledged that the supreme note of art had been struck in “The King in Yellow,” all felt that human nature could not bear the strain nor thrive on words in which the essence of purest poison lurked. The very banality and innocence of the first act only allowed the blow to fall afterwards with more awful effect.

			     It was, I remember, the 13th day of April, 1920, that the first Government Lethal Chamber was established on the south side of Washington Square, between Wooster Street and South Fifth Avenue. The block, which had formerly consisted of a lot of shabby old buildings, used as cafes and restaurants for foreigners, had been acquired by the government in the winter of 1913. The French and Italian cafes and restaurants were torn down; the whole block enclosed by a gilded iron railing, and converted into a lovely garden, with lawns, flowers, and fountains. In the centre of the garden stood a small, white building, severely classical in architecture, and surrounded by thickets of flowers. Six Ionic columns supported the roof, and the single door was of bronze. A splendid marble group of “the Fates” stood before the door, the work of a young American sculptor, Boris Yvain, who had died in Paris when only twenty-three years old.

			     The inauguration ceremonies were in progress as I crossed University Place and entered the square. I threaded my way through the silent throng of spectators but was stopped at Fourth Street by a cordon of police. A regiment of United States Lancers were drawn up in a hollow square around the Lethal Chamber. On a raised tribune facing Washington Park stood the Governor of New York, and behind him were grouped the Mayor of Greater New York, the Inspector-General of Police, the commandant of State troops, Colonel Livingston (military aid to the President of the United States), General Blount (commanding at Governor’s Island), Major-General Hamilton (commanding the garrison of Greater New York), Admiral Buffby (of the fleet in the North River), Surgeon-General Lanceford, the staff of the National Free Hospital, Senators Wyse and Franklin, of New York, and the Commissioner of Public Works. The tribune was surrounded by a squadron of hussars of the National Guard.

			     The Governor was finishing his reply to the short speech of the Surgeon-General. I heard him say: “The laws prohibiting suicide and providing punishment for any attempt at self-destruction have been repealed. The government has seen fit to acknowledge the right of man to end an existence which may have become intolerable to him, through physical suffering or mental despair. It is believed that the community will be benefited by the removal of such people from their midst. Since the passage of this law, the number of suicides in the United States has not increased. Now that the government has determined to establish a Lethal Chamber in every city, town, and village in the country, it remains to be seen whether or not that class of humans creatures from whose desponding ranks new victims of self-destruction fall daily will accept the relief thus provided.” He paused, and turned to the white Lethal Chamber. The silence in the street was absolute. “There a painless death awaits him who can no longer bear the sorrows of this life. If death is welcome, let him seek it here.” Then, quickly turning to the military aid of the President’s household, he said, “I declare the Lethal Chamber open”; and again facing the vast crowd, he cried in a clear voice: “Citizens of New York and of the United States of America, through me the government declares the Lethal Chamber to be open.”

			     The solemn hush was broken by a sharp cry of command, the squadron of hussars filed after the Governor’s carriage, the lancers wheeled and formed along Fifth Avenue to wait for the commandant of the garrison, and the mounted police followed them. I left the crowd to gape and stare at the white marble death-chamber, and, crossing South Fifth Avenue, walked along the western side of that thoroughfare to Bleecker Street. Then I turn to the right and stopped before a dingy shop which bore the sign:

			 HAWBERK, ARMORER.

			      I glanced in at the door-way and saw Hawberk busy in his little shop at the end of the hall. He looked up and, catching sight of me, cried, in his deep, hearty voice, “Come in, Mr. Castaigne!” Constance, his daughter, rose to meet me as I crossed the threshold, and held out her pretty hand, but I saw the blush of disappointment on her cheeks, and knew that it was another Castaigne she had expected, my cousin Louis. I smiled at her confusion and complimented her on the banner which she was embroidering from a colored plate. Old Hawberk sat riveting the worn greaves of some ancient suit of armor, and the ting! ting! of his little hammer sounded pleasantly in the quaint shop. Presently he dropped his hammer and fussed about for a moment with a tiny wrench. The soft clash of the mail sent a thrill of pleasure through me. I loved to hear the music of steel brushing against steel, the mellow shock of the mallet on thigh-pieces, and the jingle of chain armor. That was the only reason I went to see Hawberk. He had never interested me personally, nor did Constance, except for the fact of her being in love with Louis. This did occupy my attention, and sometimes even kept me awake at night. But I knew in my heart that all would come right, and that I should arrange their future as I expected to arrange that of my kind doctor, John Archer. However, I should never have troubled myself about visiting them just then had it not been, as I say, that the music of the tinkling hammer had for me this strong fascination. I would sit for hours, listening and listening, and when a stray sunbeam struck the inlaid steel, the sensation it gave me was almost too keen to endure. My eyes would become fixed, dilating with a pleasure that stretched every nerve almost to breaking, until some movement of the old armorer cut off the ray of sunlight, then, still thrilling secretly, I leaned back and listened again to the sound of the polishing rag -- swish! swish! -- rubbing rust from the rivets.

			     Constance worked with the embroidery over her knees, now and then pausing to examine more closely the pattern in the colored plate from the Metropolitan Museum.

			     “Who is this for?” I asked.

			     Hawberk explained that in addition to the treasures of armor in the Metropolitan Museum, of which he had been appointed armorer, he also had charge of several collections belonging to rich amateurs. This was the missing greave of a famous suit which a client of his had traced to a little shop in Paris on the Quai d’Orsay. He, Hawberk, had negotiated for and secured the greave, and now the suit was complete. He laid down his hammer and read me the history of the suit, traced since 1450 from owner to owner until it was acquired by Thomas Stainbridge.

			     When his superb collection was sold, this client of Hawberk’s bought the suit, and since then the search for the missing greave has been pushed until it was, almost by accident, located in Paris.

			     “Did you continue the search so persistently without any certainty of the greave being still in existence?” I demanded.

			     “Of course,” he replied, coolly.

			     Then for the first time I took a personal interest in Hawberk.

			     “It was worth something to you,” I ventured.

			     “No,” he replied, laughing, “my pleasure in finding it was my reward.”

			     “Have you no ambition to be rich?” I asked, smiling.

			     “My one ambition is to be the best armorer in the world,” he answered, gravely.

			     Constance asked me if I had seen the ceremonies at the Lethal Chamber. She herself had noticed cavalry passing up Broadway that morning, and had wished to see the inauguration, but her father wanted the banner finished, and she had stayed at his request.

			     “Did you see your cousin, Mr. Castaigne, there?” she asked, with the slightest tremor of her soft eyelashes.

			     “No,” I replied, carelessly. “Louis’ regiment is manoeuvring out in Westchester County.” I rose and picked up my hat and cane.

			     “Are you going up-stairs to see the lunatic again?” laughed old Hawberk. If Hawberk knew how I loathe that word “lunatic,” he would never use it in my presence. I rouses certain feelings within me which I do not care to explain. However, I answered him quietly:

			     “I think I shall drop in and see Mr. Wilde for a moment or two.”

			     “Poor fellow,” said Constance, with a shake of her head, “it must be hard to live alone year after year, poor, crippled, and almost demented. It is very good of you, Mr. Castaigne, to visit him as often as you do.”

			     “I think he is vicious,” observed Hawberk, beginning again with his hammer. I listened to the golden tinkle on the greave-plates; when he had finished I replied:

			     “No, he is not vicious, nor is he in the least demented. His mind is a wonder chamber, from which he can extract treasures that you and I would give years of our lives to acquire.”

			     Hawberk laughed.

			     I continued, a little impatiently: “He knows history as no one else could know it. Nothing, however trivial, escapes his search, and his memory is so absolute, so precise in details, that were it known in New York that such a man existed the people could not honor him enough.”

			     “Nonsense!” muttered Hawberk, searching on the floor for a fallen rivet.

			     “Is it nonsense,” I asked, managing to suppress what I felt -- “is it nonsense when he says that the tassets and cuissards of the enamelled suit of armor commonly known as the ‘Prince’s Emblazoned’ can be found among a mass of rusty theatrical properties, broken stoves, and ragpicker’s refuse in a garret in Pell Street?”

			     Hawberk’s hammer fell to the ground, but he picked it up and asked, with a great deal of calm, how I knew that the tassets and left cuissard were missing from the “Prince’s Emblazoned.”

			     “I did not know until Mr. Wilde mentioned it to me the other day. He said they were in the garret of 998 Pell Street.”

			     “Nonsense!” he cried; but I noticed his hand trembling under his leather apron.

			     “Is this nonsense, too?” I asked pleasantly. “Is it nonsense when Mr. Wilde continually speaks of you as the Marquis of Avonshire, and of Miss Constance --”

			     I did not finish, for Constance had started to her feet with terror written on her every feature. Hawberk looked at me and slowly smoothed his leathern apron. “That is impossible,” he observed. “Mr. Wilde may know a great many things --”

			     “About armor, for instance, and the ‘Prince’s Emblazoned,’” I interposed, smiling.

			     “Yes,” he continued, slowly, “about armor also -- maybe -- but he is wrong in regard to the Marquis of Avonshire, who, as you know, killed his wife’s traducer years ago, and went to Australia, where he did not long survive his wife.”

			     “Mr. Wilde is wrong,” murmured Constance. Her lips were blanched, but her voice was sweet and calm.

			     “Let us agree, if you please, that in this one circumstance Mr. Wilde is wrong,” I said.

			* * *

			To be continued...

		

		
			Robert William Chambers was an American artist and fiction writer, best known for his book of short stories titled The King in Yellow, published in 1895. He got his start selling illustrations to major magazines before dipping his toe in the gothic and supernatural fiction genres. Following 1924, he wrote exclusively historical fiction. He died in 1933 after undergoing intestinal surgery.

		


		
			
			

		

		
			
			

		

		
			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.
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			Charles Tyra

			Editor
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