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			Greetings Dear Reader,

			Ah, November. Winter is coming, and National Novel Writing Month is upon us. These two things, for me, have put into mind Lovecraft’s At the Mountains of Madness. First of all, I strongly disavow the politics and personal opinions the man expressed in his letters and stories. Also, when it comes to cosmic horror, I hardly think the buck stopped with HPL. At the same time, we recognize the contribution to literature and the forging of a genre responsible for the pulp rag you are (hopefully) holding in your hands. 

			The reason I am talking about At the Mountains of Madness is because it was rejected by Weird Tales and though it was later serialized, it was not accepted positively during the writer’s lifetime. It was a devastating blow, effectively ending a career in fiction despite the cultural significance it would later earn. So don’t let publishers get you down, we’re only human. If you are one that combines ink and parchment in arcane rituals of semeiotical alchemy then write from the heart this month and recognize the world never truly has a surplus of weird. 

			But if it is a surplus of weird that you are looking for, you’ve come to the right place. We’ll start things out dark this month with the discovery of the world’s blackest black in “Void.” Then an eerie original from Christina Ladd that spans eons in “Winedark.” A couple try to hold on tight to their sanity in a post-apocalyptic vision called “The Bridge.” We’ll harken back to the old pulp days with a gritty, vivid dark fantasy by Rik Hoskin in “The Invincible” before things start to get truly wild in part five of Patrick Barb’s acclaimed novella: The Nuthouse. Stick around for a terrifying imagining of first contact in the story “Helen” before we wrap this month’s edition up with the fifth installment of our special presentation of Chambers’ The King in Yellow: In the Court of the Dragon.

			Enjoy.
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			Meet the CHM staff

		

		
			Charles Tyra: Editor

			Oenophile, logophile, aspiring writer. Completely captivated by Cosmic Horror and Weird Fiction from an early age upon first reading the story: Dagon by HPL.

			Resides in the flatland  that is Oklahoma City.
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			Carson Winter: Co-Editor |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: Daniel Vorotnikov is a self-taught artist from Russia. His first steps in digital art were in 2013 creating (or rather trying to create) fan art for a TV show.  Back then it was all just for fun, he wasn’t taking it seriously. He never thought it would become a job until meeting a good friend, who was a much more experienced artist. Daniel then began studying art theory, particularly landscape painting. Eventually, he began utilizing oil painting techniques, combining them with his favourite subjects, dark-fantasy and the post-apocalypse.. For more info: https://www.deviantart.com/nemo2d

 



		



		
			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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Daniel Zamarronis a low-vision freelance illustrator from the United States. Living with an inherited retinal disease, Daniel finds an escape in the maddening world of science fiction. Fusing his love of horror with art, he uses frenetic detail and monochromatic coloring to instill feelings of dread. For more artwork you can visit his Instagram page. www.instagram.com/saintcosmonaut/
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			Welcome to Cosmic Horror Monthly

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

		












			
		
			Void

		

		
			By J.L. FLannery

		

		
			The call I’d been waiting for finally came at 2am. Max’s name flashed on screen, lighting up the surrounding dark. 

			When I answered there was no ‘hello’ just: ‘I’m back from the lab. Come over, you’ve got to see this.’

			Driving over to her house, I didn’t care about lack of sleep or the cold air biting at my hands on the steering wheel as I waited for the heaters to kick in. The last time I’d been this excited to be woken up in the middle of the night was when Heidi was born. Only this event had a lot more weighing on it than the birth of any human. If Max had really done what she claimed she had, this would change our worlds. For her, this could mean Nobel prizes; for me, I could end up as famous as Emin, Bourgeois, Kusama.

			When I pulled up on the driveway, the garage door was wide open and Max was pacing up and down in jogging bottoms and sweatshirt, jittery from too much caffeine and adrenaline. As I got out, she gave a theatrical bow, smile all over her face as though the show was over. But I wasn’t ready to celebrate yet. Not until I’d witnessed it with my own eyes.

			I asked her outright. ‘So, it’s really the blackest black?’

			She nodded, a smugness in her smile. ‘Blacker than Vantablack. Than Black 2.0 too’

			Our creation stood on a plinth, a white dustsheet hanging down over its spherical shape; a homemade Halloween ghost. She whipped the dustsheet away to reveal it in all its blackened glory. But without the sheet, the sphere disappeared and what remained looked flat and circular. Placing my hands on its flat shape I felt its sphere underneath my fingers. It was incredible. A magician’s trick of the art world: a flat circle when you looked at it, but physically it was round like a globe.

			‘It’s carbon nanotubes right?’ I liked to pretend I understood the Science but really this was Max’s specialism. I conceived the art. She made the art happen. It didn’t matter to me what it was made of; just that it worked.

			Max nodded. ‘And that’s not all. Just you wait to see what happens when I switch it on.’ 

			She grabbed a flashlight and dimmed the lights. I heard the flick of a switch and a loud hum; one long bassnote that resonated through me and caused the bottles and junk lined up like soldiers on the garage shelves to rattle and shake. 

			For comparison, she shone the beam on the clinking bottles to show how the light bounced off their glass curves as they trembled under the vibration. Then she shone the beam on the plinth where I knew the carbon sphere was standing. There was no bouncing of light. No reflection.

			‘Where’s it gone? I can’t see it.’

			‘The paint that covers it is so dark it absorbs 100% of the light. It reflects no light back at all. Do you remember when Stebe made a diamond disappear by painting it?’

			‘Of course.’

			‘Well, the paint she used blocked out 99.995% of the light. This blocks 100%.’

			We stood a while, staring at the spot where we knew our creation was, blending into the dark that surrounded it. 

			‘We’ve finally done it. The blackest black that ever existed.’

			Max switched the light back on and poured us both a shot from the bottle of JD she had on her workbench. We clinked glasses.

			‘Well, you’re the one who did it. My artwork will just bring it to the world’s attention. What’ll you call it when pantone come calling?’ I was only half joking. A creation like this deserved a name.

			Max swigged her whiskey and poured another. ‘Not sure. Void Black, I guess.’

			* * *

			THE MODERN ARTIST

			ARTS & CULTURE REVIEW

			Anxieties of a Modern World 

			The Art World Is a ‘VOID’ No Longer

			 *****

			by Theodore T. Thompson

			An artist showcase that is a truly transformative experience only comes around once a lifetime. For the generation before us, there was Sensation; for my own generation there is Anxieties of a Modern World. 

			The scale of the exhibition explores small world anxieties such as ‘All of the Panic Attacks I’ve Ever Had;’ an autobiographical collection of travel tickets and other ephemera from the artist Joanie Slogan as well bigger world anxieties such as ‘Mask:’ a giant facemask made from discarded facemasks found by Antony Shane during the 2020’s pandemic. But for me the stand-out piece is VOID, a playful interactive globe sculpture showcasing the discovery of Void Black. Like a Victorian illusionist’s trick and with a nod to Stebe’s disappearing diamond ‘The Redemption of Vanity’ VOID is simultaneously flat and round; there and not-there. The piece invites you to consider the impact pollution and global warming has on our earth and our imminent destruction and is a tour de force for artists Maxine Littler and Kat Charles.

			* * *

			Every artist’s studio is a little reminiscent of Bacon’s; paint and debris piled high and mine was no exception. The piece we’d temporarily named VOID stood apart from the rest of the clutter; a guardian in the corner of the room overseeing everything while I worked on a new piece. It loomed in my peripheral vision; a constant reminder that everything else I’d made was dogshit in comparison. With only days left until the exhibition, I was desperately trying to create new pieces that would match its greatness but two hours later and all I had was twelve sketches screwed into paper balls. Finally, I had the idea of painting a canvas in various shades of gold to contrast with VOID but I had barely started mixing the shade I wanted when Max turned up red-eyed and stinking of last night’s booze. 

			‘I’ve just popped over to see how our new offspring’s looking.’

			I didn’t look up. ‘Looks the same as it did in the early hours of this morning.’

			‘Well, great because I just want to check it over before we take it to the exhibition hall.’

			She began making adjustments, each clinking sound grating on my nerves. It was only when it started making that horrendous humming sound that I was forced to turn around and intervene. 

			‘What is that noise Max? What are you doing?’

			I didn’t know quite what adjustments she’d made and maybe it was down to lack of sleep but, to me at least, VOID no longer looked flat. It looked like a hole had opened up mid-air in the centre of my studio.

			‘Max, can you not just do whatever it is you’re doing at the gallery? I can’t concentrate with all that noise and I’m trying to get this painting finished. Does it even need adjusting anyway?’ I could hear the choke of desperation in my voice, and so could Max.

			She flicked the switch off and the hum ended.

			‘Of course, of course. I’m sorry.’ 

			At college, we used to joke about how artistic temperament was a myth and now here I was becoming a stereotype. I couldn’t help myself. I was relieved when Max was gone with her exuberant chatter and frantic energy. There was silence again, but she’d left one hell of a mess behind. All over the floor where the plinth had been, void black paint had dripped and formed a small puddle.

			‘For goodness’ sake Max. You could have cleared this up.’

			I bent down and wiped it away, tossing the used shammy leather rag on my desk, next to the rest of the clutter. 

			Resting my canvas on my easel, I began pouring the gold paint over it, like I was icing a cake. Where VOID represented the future destruction of the earth and climate change, GOLD would be representative of the world’s greed and capitalism. 

			Minutes quickly turn into blissful hours, and when I was finished I turned to see it had turned dark outside and I hadn’t even noticed. I’d missed three messages from Carl asking if I was coming home to read Heidi a bedtime story. I hadn’t even eaten anything. 

			And my head was humming with ideas like the cavity inside my skull was full of bees.

			* * *

			THE REVIEW

			Anxieties of a Modern World 

			VOID of any originality.

			*

			by Susan Young

			As a critic, one longs for something fresh and exciting to review and Anxieties of a Modern World has certainly been billed as such by critics and art dealers the world over. Imagine my disappointment to find an exhibition of stale ideas that have been done before by other artists (and dare I say it with greater finesse). Even the most talked about exhibit, Littler and Charles’ VOID is merely an attempt to outdo Stebe’s painted diamond ‘The Redemption Of Vanity.’ At least Stebe’s diamond did its job quietly. The incessant humming of the globe is distracting and ruins the illusion that VOID is something other than a man-made machine.

			* * *

			They say creativity breeds creativity and that night I barely slept, brain buzzing with ideas. Next morning I dragged myself out of bed, exhausted to drop Heidi off at nursery and head straight over to get my latest piece finished. 

			The paint on GOLD had dried but it still wasn’t the stand-out piece I wanted. Like most of my art, the concept was better than the execution. GOLD just didn’t demand your attention the way VOID did. Didn’t burrow its way into your brain. 

			I sat staring at it a while, head buzzing. 

			No not buzzing; humming. 

			Where was that sound coming from? I got up and took a good look at where VOID had been plugged in, but of course, it was pointless. There wasn’t even a power cable plugged in anymore. Max had taken it with her when she had taken the piece away. So why could I still hear that irritating noise? I came back to my easel, but the sound only grew louder. 

			Then my gaze fell upon my desk. All the clutter that had been piled up; balled up paper, pens, paintbrushes, bottles of paint and inks. All of it had disappeared.

			My head ached. Had I cleared up yesterday and forgotten? No, I was sure I hadn’t. Maybe Max had come back and cleared up for me. But where the paint covered rag had been sitting, a hole had burned right through the wood and a rag shaped VOID had opened up. 

			I stared at the tiny whirling black galaxy. This couldn’t be happening.

			Tentatively, I poked the very tip of my finger into the hole and instantly pulled it out again; heart pounding, hand trembling. It felt like I’d put my finger through flame. I looked down at my reddened finger and its bubbled skin and felt sick. This thing we’d made, could be dangerous.

			And then I realised that not only was it dangerous. It was where the humming was coming from. 

			There was no time to lose. I dialled Max, jabbering hysterically and, of course, she came right over and began lecturing me about burning the candle at both ends the second she stepped through the door. But when I showed her the rag shaped hole, for a moment, she was speechless. 

			Then when she did talk, it was with such excitement, I was a little taken aback.

			‘This is amazing!’ she laughed. ‘You know what we’ve created? A goddamn miracle! That’s what.’ 

			‘Are you crazy? It burned my finger.’ But when I held my hand out to show her, there was no blister there anymore.

			She stared at my finger. And then at me.

			‘I swear to you Max, when I touched it, it burned.’

			But I could tell from her stony look that she didn’t believe me. And who could blame her? I knew it sounded crazy. But that made me even more determined to prove to her I was telling the truth.

			‘Look, I’ll show you.’

			Before I even knew what I was doing I’d plunged my fingers back in and my whole hand disappeared into my desk like the wood was made of liquid.

			‘Jesus!’ Max stepped back, scared.

			I gritted my teeth against the burning but then my wrist disappeared. And my forearm.

			Soon I was up to my elbow.

			‘Okay Kat you’ve proved your point. I think you should stop now.’

			I tried to pull it back, but it wouldn’t budge. My whole arm seared in pain as the VOID pulled me in, deeper and deeper.

			‘I can’t stop Max! Pull me out!’

			Max gripped her arms around my waist and pulled as I screamed out, all the time the humming around us grew louder and louder. The burning sensation was moving up my body, the pain worse than labour. Worse than anything.

			For every step Max pulled me backwards, I was sucked two steps farther into the hole. With one final yank backwards, I finally popped out, the two of us tumbling backwards like dominoes and crashing onto the studio floor. With the VOID still humming, Max got up, still dazed, and dashed over just as the VOID closed over. 

			‘It’s gone,’ she said. Then: ‘Jesus, look at the state of you. We should get you to a hospital.’

				I looked down at my arm. Down one side the skin had split like a burst sausage, red flesh peeping through.

			‘No.’ I cradled my wounded arm and shook my head. ‘I saw the way you looked at me. Even you thought I’d gone crazy, and you helped make this. What do you think a nurse or doctor is going to say? No. No hospitals. I’ve got a first aid kit under the sink. I’ll just bandage it up. My finger healed and went back to normal within minutes. There’s no reason why this shouldn’t heal itself either.’

			* * *

			The heat of my raw flesh radiates through the bandage as I pick up my brush to paint again. I grit my teeth through the pain and silently pray Max comes back soon with the painkillers I sent her to get. I remind myself that this pain will heal, but the pain of a bad review; well, that’s something I can’t afford to have. In my mind’s eye I imagine the disappointment on the face of critics like Susan Young, who’s notoriously hard to please and I just can’t leave GOLD as it is, no matter how much it physically hurts to paint.

			I message Max to get me a sandwich for lunch while she’s out and I hear the buzz of her phone vibrating on my desk where she’s accidentally left it. Never mind. I guess I’ll have to go without. 

			Maybe it’s the adrenaline still pumping round my veins or the pain making me delirious, but whatever it is, suddenly I’m struck with an idea. A timelapse of me painting this piece. Creativity captured on film. Who cares what the canvas looks like in the end? Art is all about the process isn’t it?

			So, I set my phone up opposite me and as the timer ticks by and the red light of the camera blinks, my canvas becomes transformed with streaks of gold and silver thread, a web growing and spreading across it. I’m concentrating so hard I almost forget the pain in my arm. Its only when I hear that noise again that my attention is pulled back in the room.

			That humming sound.

			Only this time I know it’s not anything inside the room causing it.

			It’s the humming inside of me. Inside of my head.

			The migraine hits, head spatchcocked in two. My paintbrush drops to the floor in what feels like slow motion. The canvas is infested by floating black shapes writhing like maggots in thin air. The room grows sepia tinted around the edges and just as Max walks in I’m overcome by an urge to rip off the bandage to heal the itch. I unravel it like an onion peel and beneath, where I expected to see burned flesh from my hand up to my elbow, instead is a whirling void.

			* * *

			INTO THE VOID – AN INTERVIEW WITH ARTIST MAXINE LITTLER

			Fresh from her Turner Prize win for video installation ‘Memorial,’ scientist, artist and illusionist Maxine Littler looks tired and drawn. It’s no real surprise given that her prize-winning piece documents the final few hours of her long-term friend and collaborator Kat Charles, the footage filmed only a day before Charles’ family reported her missing. Such an achievement, I say, must be tinged with sadness.

			‘Absolutely. I mean, for me personally, the footage is hard to watch, but Kat was so passionate about her art, and I think that really comes through in the video. She was a perfectionist and no matter what she did, she just never felt it was good enough. When I recorded that footage of her in her painting frenzy, I knew I was immortalising her genius for all the world to see.’ She sips her iced water, never quite meeting my gaze, which gives off the feeling that this is a well-rehearsed script. Perhaps that’s exactly what it is, given that everyone is scrambling to talk with her since her big win.

			Littler burst onto the art scene only two months ago, exhibiting with Kat Charles, their collaborative art piece VOID but given Littler’s affection for her friend, she is surprisingly reluctant to discuss this particular piece. I have, like everyone else, heard the rumours about the lawsuit filed against her by the Heartford Gallery citing safety concerns after an eight-year-old boy got his hand caught in the exhibit, something Littler denies is her fault. There are rumours of a rift with Carl Charles too, Kat Charles husband, who has reportedly been vocal about a missing journal his wife had been writing at the time of her disappearance falling into ‘the hands of a frenemy’ and accusations that Littler is merely profiteering from his wife’s hard work. I have to admit that for someone who made her name inventing the colour Void Black, Littler appears to have developed a strange aversion to anything in this shade. All journalists when meeting her are instructed to wear only bright colours and when my black coffee finally arrives, she physically recoils at the sight of it. The waitress may as well have placed a dead rodent on the table in front of us. 

			She cuts our interview short, citing a family emergency, but later that evening, a quick Google search reveals that Littler has no other existing family. Who knows who or what she was rushing home to? Or from?

			Our interview with her, for now at least, is terminated but one can’t help wondering what Kat Charles will have to say about ‘Memorial’ if, or when she ever does return. 

			End.

		

		
			JL Flannery lives in a small rural town in Warwickshire, UK and is currently working on her first novel set in 1920’s prohibition America. Her previous work has been adapted for podcast Pseudopod and has been published by Storgy and Horrified Magazine. Always happy to chat about books, film and cats, you can find her at JLFlannery.com
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			Winedark

		

		
			By Christina Ladd

		

		
			δεινὸν δ᾽ ἐστὶ θανεῖν μετὰ κύμασιν

			(it is fearful to die among the waves)

			Hesiod, Works and Days

			He was losing them. And yet he couldn’t stop. 

			“Now, the Homeric Greek construction wine-dark sea is interesting, especially because it’s never been satisfactorily explained. How can the sea be the color of wine?”

			No one bothered to respond, and not because the question was rhetorical. It was a warm day and the lecture hall was even warmer still, Trinity term in full swing. The students wanted punting and Pimms Cups and the sunlit oblivion before exams, not ancient Greek philology. Yet we soldier on, he told himself, uncapping a marker.

			οἶνοψ πόντος

			He wrote the Greek on the board and turned to see a few slack-jawed students copying it down by rote, uncomprehending and incurious.  

				

			“‘Oinops pontos,’” he translated for them, “when broken down, is rendered more closely as wine-eyed or wine-faced. But persistently it is rendered wine-dark. We know that Homer described other colors accurately, so he wasn’t color blind, or even necessarily blind at any point. But as far as oinops pontos, the only other object to which this adjectival phrase is applied is cattle. Not terribly helpful, given that cows also come in a variety of hues. Or moos.” 

			A few scattered huffs passed for laughter, and for pity. Ah well.

			“What’s most interesting—to me—is that the Iliad almost entirely lacks any terms for the color blue at all. A few scholars have made some truly wild claims about the alkalinity of the water or the acidity of the wine, but the most plausible explanation to me, of course, is a matter of language. The Greeks had different categories of color and likely lumped blue and green together, much as we know the Egyptians and the Japanese did, or much as we often lump together purple and indigo. Now, let’s return to the Greek one last time before I let you all go and enjoy our own rare blue skies and rather less-than-blue waters: as you consider translation for exams, what distinguishes an adequate translation from an exceptional one is both context and conversation. Your word choices must, of course, try to respect the metrical and syntactic choices of the original, but your translation will have your own poetic sensibilities that must remain intact throughout. It won’t do to borrow ‘wine-dark’ if the rest of your text is emphatically literal. As for conversation, well, it can feel a bit one sided, but translation is the art of speaking to by speaking through.” He’d always thought that line was clever, but they only blinked at him. “All right, enough,” he said, rueful. “Get out and get drunk, would you?”

			There were some chuckles—scattered, but genuine—at that, and the room livened with the sound of chairs and papers and chatter. He could only smile. Youth. The Greeks had all but worshipped it, but he found he had no envy for it. Or perhaps no energy for it. There they went, already grinning and plotting their grand adventures in yelps and hoots. He wished them the joy of it and started to erase the board.

			“Professor Carlyle?”

			It was a young woman who looked like one of those very modern models, eyes terribly wide, mouth long and thin and painted the muted crimson of—well, of wine.

			“Yes, how can I help you?”

			By this point in the year he was vaguely familiar with most of the faces who turned up for lecture. There were always a few he couldn’t place, though, and she was one of them. Prospective student? Visitor? 

			“It’s Zaha Mahmoud.”

			Dear gods, I am old. He saw the young woman he’d known in the person before him, greatly changed. She was posh now, polished. Back then she hadn’t cared at all about her appearance; she’d been the only one in her year to take a double first, had gone immediately into her D. Phil. To say he had been her advisor was inaccurate: they had been colleagues nearly from the first, their meetings more like discussions than instruction. “Zaha—my apologies, I barely recognized you. Please attribute it to my age and not your memorability, and least of all in your most recent paper. I very much enjoyed your subtle dig at the American obsession with performativity.”

			She smiled. “And I very much enjoyed your lecture today.”

			He waved his hand, abashed. “I’m sure it’s not changed much since you were here. Even have the same notes,” he said, indicating the frayed and curling legal pad with ink that was ten years dry if it were a day.

			“I don’t recall. I may have taken your advice preemptively that day—might have been out getting drunk.”

			“Ah, vaticinium ex eventu. Tell me, what can I do for you besides provide redundant suggestions?”

			“Well, it’s more about what I might be able to do for you,” she said, her eyes darting to the corners and to the door. 

			Dear gods indeed—she does recall that I’m gay, doesn’t she? “Er…”

			“Have you heard of the Hapax Society?”

			His embarrassment became, as the Germans called it, fremdscham. Does she believe that toss? “I believe Donna Tartt wrote a lovely book about something very like it. Are you writing fiction now? I can’t blame you, it’s certainly where the money is.”

			She shook her head, and his heart fell. “Not at all. Professor, may I invite you to dinner tonight? There’s someone I would like you to meet.”

			Someone. Oh, he knew of this someone, no meeting necessary. Adam Sana. A tech billionaire who courted academics, mostly classicists, trying to buy legitimacy. And as he collected them, the rumors collected around him: his parties were true bacchanals, he mixed alchemy with cryptocurrency, he invested only after performing divinations—extispicy, if one could believe the more lurid rumors. Carlyle didn’t. Surely a sheep’s entrails are a step too far.

			Nevertheless, it was the visceral image of some startup-type grinning over a bleeding liver more than his distaste for social clubs that made him shake his head.

			“No,” he said. “No, I’m afraid I’m busy. I wish you—”

			“It is not all fiction, Professor.”

			Her calm confidence stopped him, made him look at her. She was utterly sure of herself. And there is no better sign of insanity. “My dear…”

			“I know the rumors. Exaggerations, nearly all of them. But please, as your former student, do me at least the courtesy of coming to dinner. It’s at the Everly Hotel. I know you’re fond of the drinks there. And we can discuss philology, or your newest book, or whatever else you’d like. And only during dessert—they do a wonderful quince pavlova—will there be the brief appearance of a guest.”

			“Zaha…”

			“Please.”

			He wanted to refuse on principle. Had it been someone else, he might have done. But Zaha had been extraordinary, not just an excellent classicist but a first-rate thinker. How had she fallen prey to this nonsense? Perhaps he could use this dinner as an opportunity to talk some sense into her. 

			“All right,” he said, still frowning at her. She met it with a smile. “But…”

			“At seven, then,” she said, and left before he could say more.

			* * *

			By 7:08, he knew Zaha wouldn’t be joining him. A precipitous intuition, perhaps, but he trusted it as he trusted nothing else about this evening. He had declined to be the first at the table, didn’t want the obligation of ordering when he didn’t know who would end up sitting across from him, and opted for the bar. Wise, it turned out, since she was nowhere to be seen. He decided to remain only long enough to finish this drink. Pimms Cup, although the nostalgia had turned very bittersweet. 

			 “Professor Carlyle?”

			It was a man’s voice. He thought very briefly of pretending to be someone else, but dismissed it. He would not be made to seem the foolish one here.

			“Yes, thank you, I’m just about to leave,” he said, as shortly as he could. 

			“If you could save one thing from the Library of Alexandria, what would it be?”

			He turned and found a dark-haired man of perhaps forty staring at him, his sunken eyes a violent cobalt. His gaze was unnerving, but the rest of his face was mild, open in the same way his accent was open with that brash American friendliness. He had a copy of Sifting the Remains in his hand.

			Oh, bugger. It was a fan, not some rich pseudo-cult leader. And classicists cannot afford to alienate their fans. All three of them. “Well, that’s a rather complicated question, since we don’t have an index. However, obviously my personal preference would be for Homer. Any scrap at all would do.” He reached into his jacket pocket, hoping he’d brought a proper pen. It would be doubly embarrassing to have to ask for one and have it inevitably turn out to be ballpoint. 

			When he located it, he looked up to find that man hadn’t stopped staring at him. His eyes really are a violent blue. “I can get that scrap for you, if that’s really what you want,” he offered. “But I think you should dream bigger.”

			Carlyle’s stomach turned over, all the alcohol gone suddenly sour. 

			“Zaha’s mysterious guest, I presume.”

			“That’s me. Would you sign this? I’m a huge fan.”

			Carlyle never broke eye contact or his scowl as he accepted the book. Only when he began to write did he look away.

			“You can make it out to Adam S—”

			“I know who you are, Mr. Sana,” he said shortly, and finished his inscription with a flourish. ἀπὸ τοῦ ἡλίου μετάστηθι. “Good evening.” He then drained the last of his Pimms and tossed whatever coins he had in his pocket on the bar. Overpaying was preferrable to overstaying. 

			“‘Stand a little out of my sun’ eh?” Sana said, translating.

			“Your reading comprehension is as good as any first year’s, Mr. Sana. I commend you.” He stood and put on his blazer.

			“Am I Alexander the Great in this scenario, then?” Adam Sana asked, undaunted.

			“Only if I am Diogenes, but I think we can safely say that each of us is only aping far greater men.”

			The jibe produced no effect; Sana only followed him out of the bar and into the lobby with the same mild expression.

			“It’s true that I aspire to greatness. Don’t you?”

			No further witticisms sprang to mind, so Carlyle contented himself with ignoring the man. 

			But that, too, produced the opposite of the intended effect. Sana kept chummily at his side, even when the narrowness of the streets and the density of the crowds suggested that he should have fallen back. He had a bearing to which people naturally gave way, apparently. The bearing of an arrogant prick.

			“The Hapax Society is about the pursuit of greatness, Professor Carlyle. We have connections across the globe in some of the most prestigious and influential institutions, all of us focused on uncovering and disseminating ancient wisdom. The ancients knew far more than most people give them credit for, as I’m sure you know. I am only trying to bring ancient power back into the world. Reveal ancient secrets.”

			It was a nice enough speech, for utter nonsense. “Mr. Sana, as I said before, I know exactly who you are. You’re a pseudo-intellectual who bought his way into academia, and once there, decided that he was going to use the same sales techniques he uses to sell his ‘social media solutions’ to peddle his insane theories. Your cult following—a phrase I used quite intentionally—I have heard of your rituals—is of no interest or use to me.”

			Sana digested this with apparent equanimity, even—did he imagine it?—a certain satisfaction.

			“If I could do what you think,” he said mildly. “Seduce the best and brightest, the greatest minds of Oxbridge and the Ivies, then shouldn’t you be more afraid?”

			The calmness of his tone made the question hideous. Carlyle faltered in his stride, his stumbling allowing Sana to catch up slightly. And what he saw on Sana’s face was all the more awful: a smile incompletely repressed, its edges sharp as knives.

			“On the contrary,” Carlyle admitted, gritting out the words. “You frighten me very much. I am afraid of what you have done to my student whom I respect and I am afraid of what you might yet do to the institutions that I love. Which is precisely why I am rejecting you and your offers in the strongest possible terms.”

			“You haven’t even heard my offer.”

			“I do not need to taste the fruit to know it’s rotten. The smell is enough.”

			When Sana next spoke, the oily superiority was gone from his voice. It was so hard and harsh that Carlyle could almost believe a different person entirely was speaking. “I will give you Zaha.”

			Carlyle stopped in his tracks. They had reached a less populated part of the city, or he would certainly have been knocked over. Even without an outside force, he felt liable to fall over. Dear gods. Dear gods. “You will give me her?” He wanted to go on, to vent his outraged, but he could not find the words. 

			“You think she’s part of a cult? I’ll expel her, then. Drop all contact, forbid anyone from speaking with her. I’ll even have her delivered to your house.”

			Carlyle’s heart was not racing, but it pounded against his ribs so violently that he feared they might break. He could hardly breathe. Is this a heart attack? Carlyle liked to think he was fit for his age—cycled regularly out to the Cotswolds and did aerobics when he remembered—but he was perilously close to his eighth decade all the same, and he felt those years now as losses rather than gains. He would not be able to overpower this man, and he was not capable of outrunning him. He had only his wits.

			And my anger.

			When a few seconds convinced him he would not immediately be succumbing to infarction, he found his voice again.

			“You think I want to be a hero, Mr. Sana? Well—you’re correct. I have wanted to be one since I could remember, listening to my mother’s stories. Six decades of studying heroism, and I know this much: there is a fine line between heroism and hubris. You will give me the chance to rescue my student? Me, a sixty-eight year old man with no expertise in psychology? I am not yet wise but I am not quite so stupid. I will find a way to help her, but not your way. She is not Briseis. You cannot give her, and this will not end the feud you have started between us. I will not fight you on your terms, but neither will I go to sulk on my ship. There are many kinds of heroes, Mr. Sana. And I will remind you that Chryses and Astynome outlasted them all.”

			He had finally put the man off. That benign grin fell away, revealing a glimpse of staggering wrath below the façade. Even though he had been eager to provoke the man, Carlyle was taken aback at the sudden shift in mood, a devolution to something crude and feral. Had he not already been walking away, he would have had to take a step back. Fortunately, there was no difference between a contemptuous retreat and a fear-stricken one: Sana stood in the street, briefly incandescent with rage, and Carlyle was ten steps away before he mastered himself and rushed to catch up.

			Damn. His home was only three streets away; a little more time and he could have been done with this. Instead he was forced to state the obvious. “Enough. I wish to be left alone,” he said.

			“I can arrange that,” Sana growled—very much growled, a sound ill-suited to human words.

			“Good. Do so.” He was so relieved to notice that Sana had gradually slowed and stopped following him that he did not immediately register the threat, or notice the greater problem: he seemed to have turned down the wrong street. 

			Still full of fury, he marched onward, knowing that he’d meet up with Banbury if he just turned right at the end of the street.

			But the end of the street was much longer in coming than it ought to have been. Did I walk further than I thought? He must have gone past St. Margaret Street without realizing. He turned back toward the city center at the next corner, but the darkness made it difficult to tell exactly how far off he’d gone. He didn’t recognize these houses, not even when he came to what should have been Banbury Road only to find that it…wasn’t.

			Am I going senile? A thought more terrifying than anything Sana could have thrown at him. His mind went reflexively to irregular declensions, working through a few nouns to reassure himself that no, he still retained his faculties. At least the ones that matter. Direction had never been a strong suit. All right, so he was a bit lost. Never mind. Oxford in the dark was still Oxford.

			Except that it was getting lighter. Absurd. Summers in Oxford made the nights short but not that short. He’d been walking for all of ten minutes. Fifteen, at the very most.

			He turned another corner, found it as opaque as the first.

			Twenty minutes, maybe. Yes, that was it, time was only distended by the heat of his anger.

			Heat indeed. It was warmer as well as lighter now. Arid heat, not at all the kind of heavy damp that sometimes afflicted Oxford in the summer. He recalled his long-ago trip to Sicily, stepping off his first-ever plane ride and taking a sip of air that went on forever, so clear and yet so intoxicating. He had always felt other than England; that had been his first breath not of welcome but of an otherness that matched his own, a far better and more enduring affinity.

			He was, in that eternal moment when he was fifteen, finally as displaced as he had always known himself to be. 

			It was the same feeling now. A thorough and familiar displacement, beginning with the air and, as he walked and the lights grew, expanding outward to the earth, the trees, the roads curling along the heights that had not previously ascended so far above the horizon.

			I am not in Oxford. Once he recognized this fact, a great calm settled over him. He was not befuddled by emotion or age. Something far greater than a wrong turn had happened, and the effects were far too obvious to ignore. Everywhere he looked in the growing light he could see indisputable evidence of his translocation.

			He might have been more upset if he had not recognized the landscape in which he found himself: how well he knew and loved the white cliffs, terraced here and there with grain and grape, divided by spearheads of cypress. Greece. Nearly a year since he had found the time to return, and what a foolish wait. The sun was rising, loosed from the gates of the sky by rosy-fingered dawn. Bronze light stabbed downward and pierced him through.

			Instead of fear, there was a fierce and vengeful delight. This is Sana’s doing, somehow, and I will undo it. He had exhausted his fear of the man, and now his anger left him, too. Determination filled both vacuums. No matter how he managed it, he cannot intimidate me by sending me to the place I love best.

			Strangely invigorated, he decided he would continue to walk forward. He was in some kind of rural valley, aloof from even the sight of a village. No matter. If he climbed any of these hills he would doubtless scope some shed or villa, or a ruin by which to orient himself. His modern Greek was not as good as it ought to be, inflected as it was by archaisms, but he could easily get by once he found another person. 

			Hysterics did not interest him—not even his own—and neither did hurry. As he delighted in reminding his students, marathons were funerary games. Besides, the morning was still cool, and he was not yet hungry or thirsty. It would be a day or more before he could get back to Oxford; the best he could do would be to call ahead and cancel his tutorials for the day.

			Oh, right, my phone. He patted around for it, eventually finding it in his trousers, only to discover it was blank-faced as any unprepared student. Ah, bugger. He was barely sorry, though.  He hated the thing, always buzzing and chirping like a charmless bird.

			No great loss. He tucked it back out of sight and continued onward, his feet stained ochre with dust and dew, his step livened by the fiddling of the crickets. 

			But halfway up the mountain, when he came more fully into the sunlight, he began to feel uneasy. Dawn was nearly over, the day begun in earnest, so why this discomfort? 

			But that was it, wasn’t it? The day had begun, the shadows drawing back, but the quality of the light was strange. Murky, even. 

			He stopped to look more critically at the landscape, but all he had was a sense that something was missing. The flowers, even the sky were off somehow The sky was still pinkish-violet—perhaps not as much time had passed as he’d thought? Maybe that was it, maybe outside the realm of precise clocks and tolling bells he was only very tired.

			He started off again, only to stop suddenly. There! A building, a tiny little building that looked like some kind of shrine. It was nestled under an oak tree, a little difficult to make out at this distance but certainly—

			Wait.

			Why was it difficult to see? It should have been bright white against the landscape. Instead it was painted a dozen bright colors, the designs harmonizing with the surroundings. 

			But that’s… His hand went to his mouth. 

			Ancient temples and statues had been painted. A minor scandal in the Classics when it was definitively proven: so many scholars liked to pretend that their subject matter was pure, austere (and white). Time had faded or chipped away at those colors—but not here. 

			He did not like to think what this meant. No, he did not like it at all. 

			Rushing now as much as he dared, he panted toward the summit. He would better understand where he was, better be able to locate someone who could help him. Surely.

			Near the crest of the hill he began to smell the salt, and he knew he must be near the coast. That will make things easier. Xenophon’s cry rang in his heart: the sea! The sea! He hurried as much as his knees would allow.

			But when he saw it, everything inside him shriveled.

			He looked out over the sea—the wine-dark sea. Its restless froth and luminous depth of hue was the same, but its color… dear gods, the color…

			The sea was the claret color of wine, its furthest reaches and depths shading to port. 

			Foxred tongues of wave lapped the shore, leaving gory foam in their wake. Impossible not to imagine the warmth of blood, the arterial salt. 

			Impossible not to feel all the myths shift in his mind, the creation stories of slaughter and torn-up bodies gaining new meaning. Ouranos, Tiamat and Ymir. Ancient people told us the seas were made from blood, but we did not believe them.

			He believed them now, under this strange new sky. Or old. Very old.

			Perhaps he was not only displaced. Perhaps time was changed, too.

			All at once he was afraid again, a deeper fear than could live in the heart of a well-mannered city like Oxford. A wild fear. He looked around, only to realize the source of his earlier unease: nowhere around him could he find the color blue. It was not in the flowers, not in the shadows, not even in the sky. Dawn’s fingers had not withdrawn even now that the sun was well toward its height.

			The Iliad almost entirely lacks any terms for the color blue…

			Was this it? Did the ancient world lack an entire color? 

			No. Absurd. He could remember blue, could picture cerulean skies embroidered with cloud or the columbine blooming in his garden. Or Adam Sana’s eyes. That gaze like gaslight burning hot, too hot. 

			He was far too hot. He felt dizzy. Heat-stroke, sun-madness… The sun was another eye boring down into his skull. Two eyes—everything had gone double—

			He blinked rapidly and took long breaths, staring only at the tips of his shoes. No. I will be sensible about this. 

			When he had mastered himself, he looked up again—only to find that there really was another light in the sky. The sun, still bronze, burned opposite a blue brightness that roiled in place, not burning but squirming. It looked like a swarm of insects, roaches on a lump of meat.

			Why would I think such a thing?

			Because it was crawling, the light was crawling. All across the sky and writhing toward the waters, a million million tendrils of reaching light. It hooked into his eyes somehow, the pain something he must bear somehow, because he could not look away. 

			This is how Homer was blinded. Blinded, a transitive verb—because whatever was at work there in the sky was active. He was certain of it. It had the same tint and intensity as Adam Sana’s eyes, that relentless blue. No—exactly the inverse. Adam Sana’s eyes were the same color as this blue, his madness and cruelty derived from this presence, this entity. Carlyle trembled to see the edges of its intent. Invasion. But to what end? He could not see—he could not see.

			He had thought the crimson sea was unnerving, but it was wholesome, it was right compared to this awful invasion. Yes, it was an invasion, the color having chewed some ragged hole in the sky and swarmed inside. 

			The blue was spreading at an unbelievable rate now, skittering across the air and penetrating the sea.

			His eyes filled up with azure too, deeper and deeper, searing away his sight. It was depth without form, and in it, something moved. Something moved toward him. Toward the whole world, a color like locusts descending, uncountable motes with singular intent. He felt their hunger. He felt no fear. Fear did not begin to describe the sublime pitch of this horror. It slowed everything, made this flash in the sky draw on and on, taut as catgut. In a moment it would snap, and the world would forget. He would forget.

			With the deliberativeness of the condemned, he looked away from the infestation of the heavens to the last dregs of the natural sea. Already it was churning with violet, edging into indigo in all but the deepest waters.

			His sight dissolved into color, blue and brighter blue feasting on his retinas, but before it was gone he fixed it in his mind, his last glimpse of the world that sweet, besotted winedark.

			End.
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			Sideshow

		

		
			By Alpheus Williams

		

		
			Danny saunters off the carnival midway to the shadowy sideshows, the gaudy posters flaunting freaks and oddities, dark, strange and forbidden.  A man in a top hat, handlebar moustache and red cape hawks outside a tattered tent. A cliché.  Almost, except for one eye that wanders crazily in his head and great gap between his two front teeth. He sings out the wonders of his show, lispy voice raspy and corrosive like rusted cogs.  Even the barker’s a freak, thinks Danny, how can he not line up at the ticket booth where a young woman with bright red lips, metallic eyeshadow and butterfly eyelashes slides the ticket across the counter. She whispers with a sly grin for him to enjoy the show, rewards him with a flutter of her impossibly long eyelashes.

			He asks her out for a drink when she knocks off work.  Sure, she says with a wink and a promise of a good time.

			* * *

			In front of a cheap portable stage, he watches a series of sad performers emerge from behind a tattered curtain, prance before the assembled gawkers, rubes and marks. The bearded woman, her eyes rimmed red with cheap booze and lonely tears. The two headed lamb, a couple bleats away from death.  A slow and sad dancing bear.  The finale, the main attraction rolled out on a trolly cloaked in dark satin.  The carny barker in cape and top hat removes the satin covering with a dramatic flourish.  A giant bottle. Inside the bat thing, black round eyes, leathery wings, naked and hairless, mouth pressed against the glass, taloned fist pounding for freedom. There’s a collective intake of breath, loud gasps, a woman screams, Danny’s heart stops for a beat.  Some flee the tent, others scream out in horror, Danny feels the corn dog he’d eaten earlier rise from his stomach, acid in the back of his throat.

			* * *

			Later, Ferris wheel motionless, horses on the carousel shadows in the dark.  She takes his hand. Why go to a bar when she’s plenty to drink in her caravan?  Danny can’t believe his luck. She pulls him through the door of the caravan, switches on a dim light.  He hears a bolt slide outside the door, looks at the girl in panic.

			“Not to worry,” she says.  “They lock me in for the night.  They will open up come morning.”

			In the corner stands the bottle with the bat thing.  

			“How can you live with that in your room?” asks Danny.

			“He’s my friend. It’s my job to look after him.  Make certain he’s fed.” 

			“My god, what does it eat?” he asks.

			“Nothing special.  Just the normal stuff,” she says, screwing the lid from the top of the bottle.   

			End.
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			by Daniel Zamarron

		

		
			The Bridge

		

		
			By Jack Lothian

		

		
			The man was going to set himself on fire.

			Maya could see him from the farmhouse. She adjusted the focus on the binoculars, watching the figure shuffle across the bridge. Middle-aged, dressed in a simple blue shirt and jeans, his movements unhurried, calm. Same as the ones who had come before. She noticed the plastic bottle in his hand. 

			“Jesus,” said Maya. “I think we’ve got another.”

			She felt Tom move in beside her, taking the binoculars, just as the man unscrewed the bottle-top and poured some liquid over himself.  

			“Yeah. Definitely from up the hill. Fourth one this month — that we’ve seen at least.” Maya heard the scattering of excitement in Tom’s voice, watched how he didn’t flinch from the eyepiece, didn’t turn away.

			 She stood behind him, looking past the front yard, to the river that snaked its way up through the valley. The bridge was further away, too far for the naked eye to pick out any details beyond an indistinct outline. She could see the small spark of distant fire, and she looked away. She knew what happened next. The blazing body, convulsing, shuddering, yet still with the presence of mind to step up onto the railing, and then throw themselves down into the rushing waters below.

			Those final moments played out the same, every time. 

			“Why do you think they go to the bridge?” she said.

			“I don’t know,” said Tom. “You want me to go ask them?” 

			They both knew that wasn’t an option. 

			They couldn’t even leave the house.                      

			* * *

			The building up the hill was known locally as the monastery, a former hospice that now served as a men’s retreat. Tom called it a halfway house for mid-life burnouts, and while this wasn’t entirely unfair, Maya thought the same description could equally apply to themselves and their decision to relocate from the city. 

			A few days after they moved into the farmhouse, two men from the retreat called round. They were both softly spoken and perfectly pleasant, and brought with them a gift basket of fruit, along with some seeds and cutting.

			“Welcome to the neighborhood,” said one of them, and Maya had laughed politely.

			She had liked them and felt bad when Tom mocked them over dinner later that night, but she knew it was better to keep quiet, avoid getting dragged into an unnecessary argument. They’d only been here for two weeks, and she was already starting to wonder if it had been a mistake, that they had been foolish to think that by leaving the city, they could also escape the cracks that had spread through their marriage. 

			It had been his idea to leave the city. The start-up he worked at had been bought by a large tech company who immediately went about ‘smart-sizing’, an obnoxious euphemism which saw them fire half the work-force. Maya’s insurance office had already gone from the physical to the remote, another slice of grandiloquence which meant everyone worked from home to save money on office and equipment rental. 

			Tom had spotted the farmhouse online. A perfect rustic getaway, a chance to reboot their lives, get in touch with nature, as if they weren’t going to spend their days hunched over phones and laptops anyway. Maya might have nodded, or maybe she said nothing, but she didn’t say no, and so that was that. A four-month rental signed, a trial period, a fresh start.

			She tried to bury her doubts, concentrating on the repetitive task of unpacking and sorting. Tom threw himself into renovations in a way that suggested a similar level of avoidance. They barely saw any other people in that initial period, save for a few men from the monastery, cycling along the path, always with a friendly smile or wave. She felt a nudge of jealousy for how content they seemed, even though she knew what was on surface rarely reflected what lay below. 

			The nights were the hardest though. She found it hard to adjust to the sounds out here. The constant thrum of cicadas, the sudden odd barks and yelps in the distant forests, that seem unnaturally violent and sharp. She knew it was probably foxes or coyotes (did they have coyotes out here?) but she couldn’t clear her head of the image of the men from the monastery, scampering through the woods on their hands and knees in the dark, screeching and calling. Maya missed the sounds of the city, the constant low register of bustle and noise that became part of who you were.

			After a month, Tom suggested a camping trip, a chance to follow the trail downriver. Neither of them wanted to admit that they needed a break from the farmhouse. They’d started to snipe and get on each other’s nerves. Out here, there was too much time to think. 

			The camping trip turned out to be a terrible idea. It rained, almost constantly. They had to move their tent to avoid the swollen riverbank. Tom slipped down a muddied verge and almost twisted his ankle. And yet, away from the farmhouse, the static location, there was a freedom here too. It should have been miserable, but it wasn’t. They talked easily, laughing and joking, making the best of things. On the last night, they even had sex, something which had barely happened since they’d moved. They always had seemed too busy or too tired, but never so tired that they wouldn’t end their evenings slumped on the bed, staring into the dual glow of their cellphones. 

			Maya woke early, slipped out of the tent into the greying dawn, relieved the rain had stopped. She tried to get the camping stove lit, planning to put on a pot of coffee. She was just getting it lit when she spotted the deer. 

			It was standing at the tree-line, almost motionless, head tilted towards the sky. Maya instinctively reached for her phone in her pocket, planning to snap a photograph. Even though they had no cellphone coverage outside of the farmhouse, she was already composing a post, an idyllic representation of their lives out here. Maybe if enough people saw it, believed it, it might come true. 

			Something made her stop, though. Every few seconds the deer was twitching, a series of unwanted spasms. She noticed its legs were buckling, as it if wanted to turn and run, but it couldn’t. It was like it had stepped on an electric current, freezing it in place, while its body convulsed and shook.

			Maya felt a sharp sliver of fear, and eased herself back towards the tent, all thoughts of her photographs discarded. Something was wrong with the creature, and by bearing witness to it, she felt like she was part of some unknowable transgression, and there would be a price to pay for holding witness. 

			“Morning,” said Tom, coming out of the tent. He caught her expression. “What is it?”

			Maya looked back, saw the deer staring at them, its body taut. Then, like a switch had been flipped, it turned hoof and bolted into the forest. 

			“It was just… there was a deer.” She shrugged it off. “It was nothing.” 

			It was only later, looking back, that she realized there was something else too. There were no sounds of the forest. No bird-song, no cicadas, nothing.

			* * *

			The farmhouse felt cold and empty as if it resented them for leaving. There was a smell of damp that Maya didn’t remember from before. She checked her cellphone, noticed she had no signal. She found Tom in the living room, crouched in front of the TV.

			“Hey, can you get any coverage?” He didn’t answer her. “Tom?”

			He shifted a little, half turning. “Look.”

			There were white letters on a blue screen. Maya read the words, but couldn’t quite take them in. Tom flicked through other channels. The same emergency broadcast played on a few of them, but the rest were black screens, dead air. 

			“What is it? What’s happened?”

			“I don’t know… I don’t know.” Tom was fiddling with his cellphone now, rattled, shaking his head. “I’m getting nothing.”

			Maya tried top focus on the words on screen. Emergency warnings. Telling people to avoid going outside, to stay at home. Frustratingly it was marked as an ‘update’ but just as the screen cycled through to the next block of text, the power in the farmhouse went out and wouldn’t come back on. 

			It took them the rest of the day to get the generator in the basement working. By the time they had electricity again, the television channels were all blank. There was still no cellphone network. They’d worked silently, both numb, swimming in their own pools of confusion. 

			They agreed that staying put was the best policy. Sooner or later (and hopefully sooner) the power would come back on, the TV channels would light up, and this would be over. They just had to wait. Whatever terrible thing had occurred out there, it hadn’t seemed to reach the farmhouse.

			Maya dug out binoculars from the farmhouse utility cupboard, scanned the horizon up the hill for any signs of life. Anything from birds or animals to airplanes in the sky. But there was nothing, not that first day, or the two days that followed. She noticed how silent the night was, like someone had thrown a blanket over a cage, but she didn’t want to mention it to Tom. There was a low level of panic inside her, quiet but growing louder, and she was worried that vocalizing it would only feed it more. 

			It had been almost a week when she saw the first sign of life. It was a man, coming down the trail from the monastery, heading for the bridge.  

			“Hey,” she said. “There’s someone out there.”

			Tom came over, but by then, the man had already tipped the liquid over himself, sparked up a lighter. Maya watched with an uncomprehending horror as the man set himself on fire. 

			She had sprung up, moved for the door, to try to run up there and help. Tom stopped her. He said the surrounding area wasn’t safe, that even if it was, it was too far, there was nothing she could do. 

			On the bridge the man climbed onto the railing, arms spread, flames engulfing his body and threw himself into the waters below.

			* * *

			“I think there’s something wrong with the stars,” said Tom, a week later, over dinner. There had been one more incident on the bridge, another man, another fire. It had been enough to convince them to stay in the farmhouse, to keep waiting this out, keep hoping something would change.  

			“What do you mean?”

			“I don’t know. They look wrong. Like someone’s shuffled them.”

			“Since when were you an expert astronomer?”

			“I’m not. I’m just saying.” He shrugged, kept picking at his food. They had started cultivating what fruit and vegetables they could, grateful now for the cuttings and seeds the men from the monastery had brought them, all those weeks ago.

			“But what are you saying?” pressed Maya. 

			Tom looked at her for a long beat, then shrugged again. “I just don’t recognize them, that’s all.”

			“That’s very helpful, Tom. Thanks for that.”

			She knew she was being unfair. Tom was just grasping for an answer, as if finding one would help speed things up, get them back to normalcy quicker. The speed and severity with which things had changed had left them both in a state of extended shock, a kind of mental whiplash. They’d assumed everything would go back to normal within a few days, but now there seemed no definite end to this, no conclusion, and that was perhaps the most horrifying part of it all.

			It’d take Maya half an hour to walk up to the monastery. Using the path that ran alongside the river, curling around and up towards the bridge. Then it was ten minutes uphill to the front gates. She could go up there, just check in on them. Anything was better than waiting.

			She even got as far as putting on her boots and coat, opening the front door, hesitating, like she was about to step out onto an alien planet.

			“If you go up there, you can’t come back,” said Tom. 

			He was standing behind, leaning against the peeled paint doorframe. 

			“We have to do something,” she said.

			“We are doing something,” replied Tom. “We’re waiting.”

			He stepped forward and helped her remove her coat, even though she hadn’t made a decision yet.

			* * *

			A month passed, and then another. Winter approached, crackling at the bare branches and frosted soil. 

			They stockpiled food, eating anything fresh and hoping the rest would last until spring. 

			They checked water filters. They chopped wood, piling it high in the basement. They made sure the generator was well maintained, carefully rationing its usage.

			There was no sign of life, no sounds of nature, only a suffocating silence that seeped into the farmhouse, through the floorboards and walls. The last time they saw a figure on the bridge was towards the end of November, the first for weeks. The man followed the same pattern as the others, waking to the center, then the dousing, then the fire. Just before he’d stepped off the bridge, Maya thought he’d almost raised a hand, to acknowledge them. even though he was too far away to really see them. It was more likely that it was just some motor-reaction to the flames engulfing him. And yet for that small, horrific moment, she’d felt an odd connection, like someone was finally seeing her after so long. 

			Weeks and months drifted by. They spoke less and less. Tom stopped shaving, his beard becoming flecked with white. He’d sit for hours by the living room window, binoculars in hand, looking towards the river, towards the bridge. He was waiting for them, almost as if he missed them. 

			Before they had often discussed possible rescue scenarios—main power rattling back on, cellphones lighting up, the television giving them the all-clear. Now they didn’t think to bring that up, it felt as foreign and distant as their life before, back in the city. Sometimes they made love, more out of loneliness than love. Maya would lie on her back, staring up at Tom in the half-light of their bedroom. He’d become featureless, his face a black, endless void. That both repelled and attracted her in ways she didn’t understand.

			* * *

			“How do we know that it hasn’t reached us?” said Maya, “Maybe we’re sick. Maybe we’ve been sick for a long time.”

			Tom didn’t look around. He was staring out the window. Maya came up, put her hand on his shoulder. He jumped a little, glancing up at her like he’d forgotten someone else lived with him. 

			“We’re not sick,” he said. He turned back to the window again. Snow was starting to fall. It would be their first Christmas in the farmhouse. She felt an absurd sting of panic that they hadn’t brought any decorations, hadn’t even considered a tree. 

			She went up to their room and lay on the bed. The covers and sheets needed to be washed. It had been foolish to think this house could ever have been their home. She wished they’d stayed in the city, no matter how bad it had turned out. She tried to remember how many people had been staying up at the monastery. She’d googled it after those men had dropped off the welcome gifts, but she couldn’t remember now. She wondered if those two men were still there, wondered how they were getting on. Or maybe they’d be amongst the ones who’d taken that lonely, final walk to the bridge. 

			Her eyes snapped open. It was dark. Tom’s side of the bed was still empty. She tiptoed down the stairs. He had remained by the window, still keeping watch. She suspected he came down here most nights now. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d seen him sleep. She stood there, studying him for a long time. He didn’t turn around. 

			In the morning, the snow was thick outside. Skeletal branches weighed heavy with the drift upon them. 

			She went to the cupboard in the hall and dug out her winter boots and gloves. She put on the thick coat that Tom had bought her as a Christmas gift a few years back, faded silver buttons and a fur-lined hood. She slipped it on, buttoned it up. She walked through to the living room. Tom glanced over, a slight frown. “Are you going outside?” 

			She nodded. 

			“We don’t need firewood,” he said, even though the house was cold and the hearth was empty. She felt a sorrow for Tom that she couldn’t explain. She wanted to rush over and pull him close, feel his warmth or give him what little she had left of her own. The distance seems insurmountable though. She thought of a deer, rooted to the spot, convulsing, staring up at a sky it couldn’t hope to understand. 

			“I’m going up the hill,” she said. 

			Tom considered this for a moment and then nodded, turning back to the window, his hands resting on the binoculars as if they might be needed at any moment. 

			She stepped outside, breathing in the cold air. It stung her throat, but in a way that felt refreshing like she was waking up after a long sleep. She walked through the fresh, untouched snow. Her steps were steady and unhurried. Across the yard, past the front gate, towards the path that would lead her past the shivering trees, all the way to the monastery.

			Halfway along she stopped and gazed back towards the farmhouse. It looked lonely and tired. She tried to make out Tom’s outline in the downstairs window, but she could only see the reflection of the winter sun on the glass. 

			She started up the hill again. The path rose with her, and before long, she saw the monastery grounds, the dark-stone building beyond it. She wondered if she’d crossed an invisible line, if there was some unknown sickness around her, seeping into her pores. She didn’t feel any different. 

			* * *

			Tom sat and watched the bridge. Sometimes he picked up the binoculars and scanned the horizon. He felt this duty was important, perhaps more important than anything he’d ever done. Maya leaving had been no more than a vague breeze in the background, disturbing nothing. 

			The snow stopped falling, and chunks of it broke off from the banks, sliding down into the river where it was swallowed up and washed away. Tom stayed by the window, maintaining his vigil. His breath formed little clouds in the sharp air. His eyes hurt with a dull ache, but he couldn’t look away. 

			After a few hours, he saw a black shape moving against the skyline. He picked up the binoculars, numb fingers fiddling with the focus until he managed to turn the blurred figure into something distinct and real. 

			The person was making their way down towards the bridge. 

			He tracked them as they passed through the trees, down the verge, reaching the bridge. They walked along it, slow and deliberate until they reached the middle and stopped, staring down into the water below. 

			After a few minutes, they reached into the pocket of their winter coat, one that seemed familiar, although he couldn’t recall why, and they took out a plastic bottle. They opened the lid, examining it, before tipping the liquid down upon them, shaking the bottle until it was empty, then tossing it aside. Then they reached back into the pocket for something else.

			Tom sat there in anticipation for that spark, that fire. 

			He didn’t have to wait long.

			End.

		

		
			Jack Lothian is a screenwriter for film and television and worked as showrunner on the HBO Cinemax series Strike Back. His short fiction has appeared in a number of publications, including Ellen Datlow’s The Best Horror of the Year Volume Twelve and Volume Thirteen, The New Flesh: A Literary Tribute to David Cronenberg and the Necronomicon Memorial Book. His graphic novel Tomorrow, illustrated by Garry Mac, was nominated for a 2018 British Fantasy Award.
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			Nurtures and Protects

		

		
			By Jessica Lévai

		

		
			“Hair like silk,” proclaimed the humble typewritten label on the glass jar of conditioner at the organic boutique. Lottie had tried everything to tame her waist-length brown locks in the swampy July heat. Fears of pthalates and parabens brought her here, and the mental image of silkworms nestled in cozy cocoons completed the seduction. She gladly forked over forty dollars, declined the bag, and walked home with the jar nestled in her arm. “The Earth and her creatures thank you!” said the label.

			At home she sniffed the contents. White and creamy like any conditioner, it had no fragrance, only an inoffensive nutty odor. She got a warm shower going, lathered and rinsed and worked the new treatment in, roots to tips. Her scalp tingled.

			After toweling she moved the brush through her damp hair with the usual snarls and tangles. Dry, her hair was disappointingly dull. But she reasoned silk didn’t have to be shiny. It had to be strong and smooth, and maybe with a few more uses the full effect would kick in.

			One night four weeks later, hair frizzing in the soupy air, Lottie took up the jar seeking a number for dissatisfied customers and gasped. At the bottom was a layer of round blobs. Like in boba tea, but smaller. She groaned at the thought of microplastics or worse, but the label touted only natural ingredients like goat’s milk and jojoba. Her head itched. Maybe she hadn’t used it right? She resigned herself to one last try and ran the shower. She worked in the conditioner, lumps and all. After, she threw her hair into a messy braid, which bunched and pulled until she went to bed.

			Lottie woke with hair matted against her face, wisps stuck in her nose. She tasted gumminess on her tongue and stumbled to the bathroom, spitting a grayish mass threaded with chestnut against the sink enamel. She coaxed her hair from the braid, reaching for her brush to tame the mess. One stroke, two, and the bristle pad snapped from the handle. Freeing it produced more tangles and yelps every time she tugged. Stray hairs stuck to her hands and she wiped them against her pajama top. Once the bristle pad was free she looked in the mirror.

			Her hair had turned almost entirely light grey, sticking like shadow to her cheek. More glommed to her hand. She slapped at it but the more she struggled, the more it clung to her, covering her mouth and nose and draping like a scarf around her throat. She hunted in the medicine cabinet for scissors, gashing her finger against the blades. She tore and tugged, blood beading in the fuzz now wrapped tightly around her head.

			End.

		

		
			The Invincible

		

		
			By Rik Hoskin

			Originally published in Clerics, Charlatans and Cultists anthology, Gothic City Press, 2013



		

		
			In days to come they would call him Invincible, but on this day he was simply Jakob Heimdal, Inquisitor.  He held his hand aloft, warning the accompanying trio from the City Watch to silence.  The four stood at the foot of a narrow stone stairwell, ill-lit by the memory of a flaming sconce three flights above.  A low, wooden door riddled with woodworm blocked their path.

			Heimdal listened carefully, unconsciously narrowing his eyes as he tried to make out the noises coming from the other side of the rotting door.

			Voices.  Possibly... no definitely, chanting.

			His informant had been correct then--here in the bowels of the city, in the long shadow of the Emperor’s palace, was an illicit coven.

			Heimdal rested one leather-gloved hand on the pommel of his sheathed sword, shifting its reassuring weight against his hip.  “Break this door down, captain,” he instructed in a whisper.

			The Captain of the Watch directed his men with a swift torrent of silent hand gestures while Heimdal unsheathed his sword with that familiar banshee wail of metal on metal.

			The door crumbled after a single solid blow from the Watch, and Heimdal made the familiar announcement as it collapsed from rusted hinges:  “I am Jakob Heimdal, lieutenant of the Church of the Holy Inquisition.  You are to cease your activities immediately--as of this moment you are all under Holy containment.”

			The first thing to hit Heimdal and the Watch was the foul stench of incense mixed with the heady odor of sacrificial blood.  The second thing to hit them was an athame, a ceremonial dagger that cleaved the air before slamming into the chest of the captain, rebounding from his leather armor but staggering him all the same.  The captain danced three backwards steps, collapsing beyond the broken doorframe.

			Heimdal could make out six acolytes through the foggy air of the low-ceilinged hovel, devotees to foul Anarchy, dressed in long, ceremonial robes daubed with animal blood, their faces painted with the same in swirling scarlet glyphs.

			The seventh member of the group stepped from his position at the blood-stained pedestal around which the others were gathered and pointed one glistening red finger at Heimdal.  “Kill the others,” the Magi commanded, “but the inquisitor dies by my hand and mine alone.”

			His attendants bowed their heads, wordlessly acknowledging the instruction.  It always amused Heimdal the way these devotees to Anarchy could still be so ordered.

			All six acolytes sprang at Heimdal and the remaining guardsmen, screaming nonsensical battle cries like rabid dogs.  Heimdal met the first attacker with a swing of his broadsword, splitting his torso from shoulder to hip in a devastating swipe.  He had given these worshippers of Anarchy fair warning--they had made the choice to attack and their deaths would not trouble his conscience.  Already dead, the acolyte tumbled to the stone tiling, scarlet runnels pooling around the ruin of his body.

			The next acolyte stepped towards the inquisitor more warily.

			From the corner of his eye, Heimdal could see the other acolytes engaging with the City Watch, and he shot a silent prayer to the divine personage of the Emperor himself to watch over these brave men.  Then, Heimdal shifted his full attention back to his approaching enemy.  This one was tall, well over six feet, but gangly, malnourished like so many of these worshippers of perversity.  They spent their lives hiding in the shadows, avoiding the attention of the authorities as they consorted with demons, travelling hidden paths between towns and villages.  It was a lifestyle that left little time for the square meals and solid nights’ sleep that a man required.  Anarchy demanded much of its followers and gave only corruption in return; that and abominable, distasteful mystic power of dubious validity.

			The gangly acolyte kept his distance, stepping back as Heimdal raised his sword.  As Heimdal shifted his balance, the acolyte reached into his capacious sleeve and tossed a handful of shimmering dust at him.  The dust was colored like gold flecks, and it caught the scant light of the room like twinkling stars in the night sky.  Heimdal scrunched his eyes closed, turning his head as the powder brushed across his face.  The dust burned into the skin like hot ashes, flecks snagging in the dark stubble that decorated his chin.  An inquisitor was expected to be clean-shaven at all times, no matter the situation, and Heimdal was not proud of how he looked today--three nights tracking this troupe, running every connection and informer that the City Watch knew, had taken its toll on his appearance.  With his free hand, Heimdal brushed at the burning powder, the leather glove protecting the skin of his fingers.

			When he opened his eyes again, the vision in the left was blurred and Heimdal’s opponent had used the momentary pause to pull a dirk from his robe.  As the acolyte charged towards him, Heimdal thrust his heavy sword in a low, upwards arc.  The acolyte’s forward momentum brought him straight into the sword, taking it in the belly and stepping in as the point continued up through him, beneath his breastbone and through his ribcage until it pierced his lungs.  The acolyte felt his lungs part, alien in its uniqueness, and slumped to the flagstones as Heimdal withdrew the sword from his body.  The dying man spluttered a moment, blood rushing up his gullet, gagging on it as it forced its way into his mouth to overwhelm his tongue in a treacle thick river.  The inquisitor stepped over the fallen body.

			At the altar, the Magi made sigils in the air with outstretched fingers.  Heimdal stepped closer, ignoring the grisly scuffles all around him, and he heard the Magi muttering solemnly.  Heimdal recognized these words of power, dark and obscene--he had heard them time and again in his quest to rid the Empire of the blight of Anarchy.

			The inquisitor took the final stride that brought him within reach of the Magi, swinging his sword like a club.  The sound of steel cleaving flesh echoed in Heimdal’s ears, a sound like biting into an apple, as his sword parted the Magi’s head from his torso.  The Magi’s decapitated body staggered forward, legs buckling beneath it while the head sailed through the fetid air of the room, still speaking the last words of the hex as the final impulses flitted through his brain.  The head hit a stone wall with a hollow impact, slamming down to the floor, silenced forever.

			Heimdal breathed a sigh of relief as he looked over at the head.  Pale blue eyes glared at him defiantly, the last sight of the dead mystic.

			A shriek alerted Heimdal as one of the acolytes stumbled towards him, a dagger between his ribs.  Heimdal slapped the stumbled acolyte aside.  The acolyte, his face a sickly pallor, collapsed to the stone floor, struggling to take a breath.  Somehow in those brief seconds, the acolyte had sunk his own knife into Heimdal’s shoulder, driving it with enough force to pierce the Holy armor.  Heimdal grunted, thrusting his sword at the acolyte, hilt first, and striking the back of his head with a resounding crunch that sent him sprawling to the floor.  The acolyte’s jaws clacked together as his face struck the floor.  Heimdal drew the knife from his shoulder, but adrenalin seemed to hold the pain at bay.

			The Watch guard motioned to mop up the last of the acolytes.  “Sorry about that, inquisitor,” he said.  “Bad bloody form.”

			Heimdal shook his head.  “No need to apologize,” he said.  “Happy to help.”

			It took another three minutes to fully subdue the forces of Anarchy in the claustrophobic hovel, and one of the Watchmen lost his life before the battle was over.  Eventually, the last of the worshippers of perversion was stopped and the incense extinguished.

			The captain kneeled down amid the dead bodies--there were no wounded, not when Inquisitor Heimdal was on a case--and plucked the identity ring from his fallen colleague.  The ring would be returned to his family along with a meagre death-in-service payment.

			“This area has been cleansed,” Heimdal told the captain before he departed for his church offices.

			It had been a productive night.

			* * *

			In his office suite at the church, Inquisitor Heimdal sat at his solid oak desk, dipping his pen in the inkwell as he wrote out his report on the incident.  Two joss-sticks burned on the edge of his desk, casting twirling streams of smoke into the air.

			Heimdal looked up at a light rapping from the door.  The on-site apothecary entered without preamble.  “Good morning, Inquisitor,” the white-haired man began.  “I understand you were involved in quite the skirmish last night.”

			Heimdal nodded, a grim smile on his lips.  “Another temple dedicated to Anarchy set up in our very midst; a half-dozen worshippers practicing there when I entered.  It’s very disturbing.  The site was purged with the assistance of the City Watch.  I set a powerful ward on the area, affixed with sea salt before I left, to cleanse the evil that had amassed.”

			The apothecary nodded thoughtfully.  “You came through unscathed,” he said with mild surprise.

			Unconsciously, Heimdal inclined his head towards his shoulder, where the acolyte’s blade had stabbed him, and realized that he hadn’t had the wound tended to.  There was also the burning dust that had been flung at his face, but he had noticed no scarring when he had looked in the mirror that morning to shave.  “I took a couple of hits, physician, nothing serious.”

			“So it would seem.  Would you like for me to look at them, just to confirm that you have not been infected?” the older man asked.  Though phrased politely, Heimdal recognized the warning contained therein--any wound inflicted by practitioners of Anarchy had to be checked thoroughly.  Often, the devotees to Anarchy left invidious extras in the seemingly simple wounds they inflicted.  An inquisitor might show no signs of sickness until a week or more, then suddenly his body would be assaulted or transformed beyond recognition.  Several inquisitors had been turned like that, become creatures of Anarchy as the infection raced through their bloodstream, and their stories had become notorious.  These once-loyal troops to the Holy Emperor had been beheaded, the brainstem separated from the heart to end their reign of havoc.  Each of the infected had been confirmed into sainthood by the serving emperor, granted complete exoneration for their final, irrational crimes, their names seared into legend.  Steps were taken to ensure such infections never spread, and it was common practice that every inquisitor be checked by the parish apothecary on return from a mission.  An apothecary was an inquisitor trained in the art of the Infection Exorcist.

			Heimdal unbuttoned his loose white blouse, pushing it aside so that the physician could examine his shoulder.  “A knife clipped me here,” he explained, “a glancing blow, nothing more.”

			After a few moments the apothecary exclaimed:  “Nothing.  Not even a scab.  Did the blade piece your skin?”

			Heimdal thought back, trying to visualize what had happened in the claustrophobic temple under the city.  “I thought so, but things were moving very swiftly.  It may have been caught in my armor.”

			“Probably,” the apothecary agreed.  “Perhaps you’re made of sterner stuff than you thought, Inquisitor Heimdal,” he added with a disconcerting smile.

			The inquisitor thought on this as the old physician shuffled quietly out of the office like a wraith.

			* * *

			Four days passed until a tip off led Heimdal to the ruins of an abandoned temple on the outskirts of the forest surrounding the capital.  Expecting trouble, Heimdal enlisted the aid of a mounted battalion of the City Watch, who were always on call for church business.  He stalked through the forest at the head of the group atop a piebald filly appropriated in the name of the Emperor from a nearby stable--much to the owner’s delight.  The Watch urged their horses on, swords, axes and maces gripped at half mast.

			A break in the tree’s gave Heimdal his first sight of the portal.  It seemed to stretch from a point just above the ruined temple--itself an unimpressive smattering of broken stones--up one-hundred feet or more, pulsating like something organic.  A wave of nausea ran through Heimdal as he watched an other-worldly creature nudging against the slit in the sky as if being born into his world.  Its eyes were the fleshy blue-black of a newborn bird, and seemed to peer through the hole despite their apparent blindness.  The creature was too large to get through the hole, and struggled an ungainly shoulder against the edges of the rift, making the skies vibrate all around with a sound like honking geese on the wing.

			“Foul demon,” Heimdal muttered.  He recognized the ugly creature from a diagram he had seen in one of the church’s many reference guides--all of which he had been expected to commit to memory as part of his training.  It was a Voiceless, a creature of Anarchy.

			Heimdal watched the creature open its pointed beak of a mouth, fleshy gums unencumbered by teeth, and unleash a jet of lava like a sentient volcano.  Red hot magma blasted through half of Heimdal’s battalion, reducing men and steeds to ashes in seconds.  The stench of burning flesh assaulted Heimdal’s nostrils and he watched as the trees at the edge of the temple combusted, burning like sconced torches.

			Beneath him, the filly was starting to panic, head shaking left and right, up and down, unable to make sense of what was occurring all around.  Two dozen robed acolytes of Anarchy emerged from the ruins, preparing to defend this sacred shrine until their sick midwifery was completed.

			As he steadied his steed, calming her with firm pats of his hand, Heimdal hollered his familiar challenge:  “I am Jakob Heimdal, lieutenant of the Church of the Holy Inquisition.  You are to cease your activities immediately--as of this moment you are under Holy containment.”

			His words were lost to the sounds of battle and the deep, thunder-like rumble of the Voiceless as it belched another spew of burning magma at the ground, incinerating members of the Watch and Anarchy’s Acolytes without distinction.

			Heimdal needed to close that portal before the Voiceless broke through, or the threat would increase a hundredfold.  The inquisitor dismounted his skittish steed, reached into his coat and removed a small, leather-bound book.  Flicking rapidly through the well-thumbed pages as he ran, he found the set of diagrams that demonstrated how and where rune stones needed to be placed to contain such a monstrosity.  On paper, it looked a simple task--placing just three marked stones at the correct junctures of the summoning altar.  But Heimdal had to pass the acolytes and avoid the fiery screams of the Voiceless before he could reach that altar.

			He looked up to see another stream of magma shooting towards him.  Instinctively, Heimdal leapt aside.

			For a moment, time seemed to crawl as the magma trail poured towards him like the contents of a tipped forge.  Then the stream hit and Heimdal watched as the flesh was roasted from his horse ten feet away, the fat burning with a nova of brilliance for a fraction of a second, the smell teasing his taste buds in spite of himself.  Heimdal watched as the horse’s eyes rolled in their sockets and the skeleton became visible as the flesh was stripped away.  And then the eyes bubbled as they too reached boiling point, the brain behind them, liquefying and pouring from the ears of the burning steed.  Where the horse had stood just two seconds earlier there was now a clump of blackened ash wafting on the breeze, lit by the burning grass all around.

			Heimdal looked down at himself, amazed that the magma stream had missed him--only to realize that it hadn’t.  His clothes had mostly burnt away and the tatters that remained were actively aflame.  He patted at them with burning gloves, shocked to feel the very lack of feeling that accompanied quashing those flames.  In his left hand, the small leather-bound book crumbled away, now nothing more than a handful of ash leaves.  Heimdal watched, breathless, as the raw red flesh of his hand reformed, skin reknitting over briefly visible muscles and tendons.  “In the name of the Emperor,” he muttered, “what have I become?”

			Unbeckoned, an image flashed through Heimdal’s mind:  two days before, a member of the lower order had been struck with a stomach virus.  It was a minor irritation but it had spread a brief spate of diarrhea across many of those onsite, including the apothecary himself who was usually so meticulous.  Heimdal, however, had remained staunchly immune.  He had not given it a second thought.  Now, however, he wondered if there might not be a greater significance to the incident.

			Two pawns of Anarchy warily approached as black smoke billowed from Heimdal’s body.  Through the blackened flesh of his face, his two flint grey eyes looked at them, burning into their souls as much as the unholy vomit of the Voiceless had burned into the smoldering ground all around.  The bolder of the acolytes, dressed in a well-worn shift, stepped in and swung his axe at the smoking inquisitor.  Heimdal stood there, felt the head of the axe clump into his flank.  It stuck there and held as though Heimdal were an old tree, bark too thick to penetrate more than the width of two fingers.

			The acolyte tried to pull his weapon free.  Heimdal watched him briefly, amused.  Finally, Heimdal shrugged and the axe slipped free leaving the inquisitor’s flesh unmarked.  The acolyte gazed at his axe, jaw agape, oblivious to the fist that raced towards his jaw.  Heimdal’s fist connected with a loud clap, and he was already moving towards the second acolyte, driving a ram’s head punch into his breastbone with enough force to knock the man off his feet.

			Heimdal reached behind him and plucked the axe from where it had fallen, standing straight up with its handle in the air.  An instant later he had used the heavy blade to lop the head from the first acolyte before moving to the second in a swift, bloody performance.

			     Heimdal saw the five remaining Anarchy priests--for such fiends always worked in sevens--as he entered the ruins of the temple beneath the portal.  They were huddled around the stone altar that had survived the destruction of this site two centuries ago during the Holy Purges.  The priests were babbling through the incantations to complete the opening of the portal.  Heimdal swung the axe as he reached the nearest priest, lopping the man’s head from his shoulders.

			“I am Inquisitor Jakob Heimdal of the church of his Holiness the Emperor,” he told them as they watched their colleague’s body collapse to the dirt, “and I have no tolerance for what I witness here.  If any of you wish to be granted mercy in the hereafter, now is the time to make your pleas heard.”

			The priests stared at Heimdal in frank astonishment, this fire-blackened, naked figure of fury that had just killed one of their own.  Then one of them tentatively stepped forward and spoke, bowing humbly as he did so.  “I submit myself to the mercy of his Holiness, the Emperor,” he intoned.

			The other magi watched, instinctively aware that his was the most reasonable path for their continued survival, despite their success in summoning the Voiceless.  Slowly, each one followed his lead, bowing before the blood-splattered, naked inquisitor as he drummed his fingers impatiently against the handle of the axe.  Heimdal looked them over as, one by one, they prostrated themselves before him.  Then he raised the axe and, with a furious swing, began his deforestation of their hateful cult before turning his attention to the placement of the rune stones.

			And so began the legend of Inquisitor Jakob Heimdal, the Invincible.

			* * *

			Over the next nine months, like the birthing of a child, Heimdal’s legend grew to full term.

			The toadies of Anarchy learnt to fear the unstoppable inquisitor as his rampage took him through the ranks of their hidden cells within the city and its outlying reaches.  There was nowhere for Anarchy to hide, it seemed.  Heimdal brought the Word of the Emperor to the seediest hovels, the dankest sewers and, occasionally, to the highest echelons of the royal court.  He sought out the works of Anarchy like no inquisitor before him, and he made it plain that he cared nothing for fear or self-preservation.

			While Heimdal’s one-man purge attracted cheers of admiration from his peers it drew little in the way of physical support.  Most people were simply too scared,  or, as one trainee inquisitor who was wise beyond his years put it, “too mortal” to work with “Judgement Jakob”.  Prevailing wisdom held that Heimdal was a maniac, with a blatant disregard for the lives of others during the heat of battle.

			And yet, despite his recklessness, Inquisitor Jakob Heimdal never received so much as a scratch.  He was set afire, drowned, stabbed, poisoned and on one occasion stoned by the enemies he preyed upon.  Nothing, it seemed, could stop him.

			* * *

			The apothecary watched as Heimdal paced around his church office reading the letter that had arrived by courier.  The letter bore the royal seal of Emperor Michendor.

			“It’s an invitation to the court,” Heimdal said.  “To meet with the Holy Emperor himself.”

			The apothecary nodded warily, considering his words carefully before he spoke.  “An honor,” he concluded, but his tone was ominous.

			Heimdal either didn’t notice or he mistook it for envy.  “It seems that the Emperor has become aware of the work I do in his name,” he explained, paraphrasing the letter as he read it through a second time.  “He wishes to thank me personally, over dinner tomorrow evening.”

			“It has been a long time coming, and well earned, if I may say, Inquisitor,” the physician told him.  The words were accompanied by a fragile smile that appeared as if it might break if the sun’s rays struck it too harshly.

			The inquisitor ceased his pacing.  “I have dedicated my life to upholding the Word of the Emperor,” he explained.  “I ask nothing in return beyond his continued sufferance of my servitude.”

			“But you will attend...” the apothecary insisted.

			Heimdal stared at him, flint grey eyes boring into those of the older man.  “Of course.  The Emperor commands.”

			* * *

			The Emperor’s throne was raised slightly above the height of the other chairs at the wooden table where they ate.  The table was elaborately carved with the royal seal and featured miniature knights poised as its legs, each one carved with alarmingly lifelike features as if trapped in amber.

			The atmosphere was awkward.  Heimdal had been instructed before entering that he was not to speak unless spoken to and that he should keep his answers concise.  Furthermore, he was instructed that he should never look directly at Emperor Michendor for fear of making the other uncomfortable.  This latter instruction was understandable, Heimdal reflected as he carved at the game fowl on his plate with a knife of purest silver.  The Emperor’s throne incorporated a series of pipes and tubes, feeding many of his body’s needs and working to retard the inevitable aging process.  Emperor Michendor had the skin of a nineteen-year-old, but his body was lethargic, his eyes ancient and rheumy.  The treatments that had held off the physical onslaught of years had had a terrible effect on his inner health and he seemed only to continue from day to day purely on his indomitable will to live.  He seemed, Heimdal reflected, to be living for nothing other than this continued drive to live, and his throne punctuated each minute with a clack-hiss of the machinery that regulated his heart.

			Besides Heimdal and the Emperor, three advisors took up positions in the room, a step back from the table itself.  One of them was the Emperor’s personal apothecary, who monitored the equipment of the throne both between and during courses.  The apothecary was assisted by a nurse, youthful and utterly terrified, who stood to one side of the room trying unsuccessfully to blend into the background despite her white coveralls standing out like a beacon.  The nurse was not expected to eat with the others.  The other members of the dining party were the Emperor’s legal advisor, whose role had become more significant through Michendor’s latter years, making decisions in the Emperor’s stead; and Fairweather, a retired military man who had earned the title of baron in one of the western territories and who, according to court tattletales, currently had the Emperor’s ear.  Two guards stood at the door at all times, and Heimdal was under no illusion that they would so much as hesitate to kill him should he threaten the Emperor in any way, even through the misuse of a carving knife at the wrong angle.

			Heimdal felt Fairweather’s eyes settle on him and he looked up from his plate.

			“You have made quite the reputation for yourself, Inquisitor,” the baron stated, a trace smile curving beneath his thick moustaches as he chewed.

			“I seek no recognition,” Heimdal stated.  “What I do I do in the name of the Emperor.  Nothing more.”  He bowed his head towards the head of the table, making sure not to look directly at the Emperor himself.

			“As it should be,” the legal counsel stated with gravity.  Heimdal devoted his energies back to his plate.

			“So tell us,” Baron Fairweather continued, “how is it that an inquisitor like yourself, a normal man, is able to perform these services with such temerity?”

			Heimdal got the impression that they were trying to entrap him somehow with their words, though he could not imagine why.

			“I hardly think,” the weaselly voice of the counsel interrupted Heimdal’s thoughts, “that an inquisitor can be termed a ‘normal man’, Bardolph.  I am led to understand that these men are taken in at birth and trained from a young age to perform their holy services.  You and I can only imagine the discipline that Inquisitor Heimdal here has as the keystone to his life.  Inquisitor Heimdal and his ilk,” he added with the hint of a sneer.

			Baron Fairweather nodded thoughtfully, sucking loudly on a piece of meat caught between his teeth.  “True, councilor.  Very true,” he conceded.

			In a dangerous undertone, the legal counsel added as though as an afterthought:  “Of course, there have been occasions...”

			Heimdal glanced to the head of the table, hoping for a signal from the Emperor.  They were trying to entrap him, insinuating that any inquisitor who could wield such power was somehow a threat to the order.  “I have served my Emperor,” he stated firmly, “in the only way I know.  At the risk of boring the Emperor in my repetition, what I have done I have done in his name, following his holy instructions as I understand them.”

			“Then, would you throw yourself on your sword?” Baron Fairweather asked, his teeth appearing like those of a feral dog beneath his moustache.

			Heimdal answered without hesitation.  “Were the Emperor to instruct me to fall upon my sword I would do so without question.”

			The counsel smiled the grin of a reptile.  “But would that make any difference, Inquisitor Heimdal?  They say you are indestructible.  Unkillable.  Invincible.”

			“I am at a loss to explain...” Heimdal began but the baron spoke over him.

			“So, is it true, Inquisitor?” he asked.

			The silence that followed was punctuated by the clack-hiss of the Emperor’s throne as it kept him alive.  Heimdal drew a long breath, suspecting that he had said too much.  He had done nothing wrong.  And yet, here he was made to feel a criminal in the company of the Holy Emperor himself.  Suddenly, all eyes were on him, awaiting his next utterance.  The guards at the door had assumed ready stances, their hands poised on the hilts of their swords.

			* * *

			Heimdal paced through his office within the walls of the church, the taste of his meal with the Emperor still clinging to his breath.  He had to face the reality of he situation--his ability, whatever it was, posed a serious problem.  For the last nine months he had spent every waking hour of every day hunting the hordes of Anarchy, driving them from the Emperor’s lands.  All the time, he had considered himself blessed, a warrior like no other, able to survive any calamity, no matter how lethal it might seem.  In his quieter moments, he had prayed to the Emperor, thanking him for this blessing.

			But the meal had lifted the scales from his eyes.  Now, he realized that this ability was not the work of the Emperor nor his servants.  This power, whatever it was, threatened them.  The conclusion was obvious, though his mind shied from it in disgust.  His abilities were the works of foul Anarchy.  It had to be.

			But how?  When had Anarchy infiltrated his personage?  He hadn’t always been this.  Throughout childhood he had amassed the cuts and scrapes, the bruises and grazes of a growing boy.  Up to a year ago he had suffered with colds and viruses, had bled when he nicked himself shaving.  Yet here he was, untouchable and unstoppable, a lunacy of immortality.

			Heimdal sat at his desk, toying idly with the letter opener, rubbing the blade against his palm and watching idly as the wound sealed before his eyes.

			It had begun the night when he had led the City Watch to that illicit den of Anarchy.  They had burst through the door, and the priest had cursed him.

			“Kill the others,” the Magi had commanded, “but the inquisitor dies by my hand and mine alone.”

			That had been what he had said, his continually moving hands cleaving the air with a Terpsichore of unholy sigils.

			Heimdal had killed him, beheaded the priest before the transaction had been completed.  His words had become a curse, a hex upon the inquisitor that only the Magi--the now-dead Magi--could break.  Heimdal could only die by the hand of the Magi, a man now beheaded and buried under the sod.

			Heimdal turned the letter opener in his hands, rotating it slowly until the blade faced him.  With a swift jab, he rammed the letter opener, point-first, into his open right eye, felt the blade pierce the eyeball and continue to split further until it could go no deeper.  The hilt of the short knife was flush against his eyeball and, as he tried unsuccessfully to blink around the obstruction, he felt the blade moving somewhere behind the eye, tickling against his brain.

			There was a light tapping at the door at that moment, and a young boy entered carrying towels and bed linen.  Eight years of age, the boy was a trainee inquisitor who was tasked with the menial chores of the church, just as Heimdal had been many years before.  The boy looked up, struggling to peer over the pile of towels, and saw Heimdal pulling something from his face.  The boy let loose a shriek before collapsing to the floor of the office in a dead faint.

			For a moment, Heimdal continued to sit at his desk, pondering the blade of the letter opener.  It glistened with a trace of liquids, but Heimdal himself appeared to be unscathed.  He placed the blade on the desk as he rose, striding across the room to tend to the trainee.  He was not a monster.  Not yet.

			* * *

			The tavern brawl had been in full flow for at least five minutes before Inquisitor Heimdal arrived on the scene.  It was almost midnight when the terrified barmaid had appeared at the gates to the monastery, pleading for assistance.  As the only inquisitor in residence that evening, Heimdal had answered the call without hesitation, catching the barmaid’s story as they rushed back to the tavern on foot.

			Her blouse and face were pocked with blood, none of it her own.  “I don’t know how it started,” she told the inquisitor.  “One minute the table was all laughter and friendly like, next it was raised voices and drawn daggers.”

			Heimdal took this in as they dashed around the curve of an alleyway and ducked into the tavern via the tradesman’s entrance.  Any tavern owner worth the name in this part of town should be able to quell a brawl without calling on the church, Heimdal reflected.  What concerned him more, however, was the suggestion that one of the brawlers had become something other once the fight began.

			“In there ‘t’is,” the barmaid breathed fearfully, pointing past grease-thick hob and unwashed glasses.

			The sounds of heavy blows and cursing could be heard through the open doorway beyond, and Heimdal saw flashes of movement as people flitted past the narrow opening.  He reached a hand to his sword, drawing it slowly from the scabbard.  The barmaid looked at the sword with raised eyebrows and Heimdal shook his head.  He didn’t plan to use it, other than as a warning.

			“Stay here,” he instructed, striding into “the ring”.

			The tavern floor wore blood like a skin, deep as a man’s knuckle.  Several dead bodies lay against upturned tables, while tavern patrons and staff were trying without success to halt the rampage of a hulking creature in the middle of the room or to just run from it.  The creature was a blur of motion as it tossed anyone who got within range aside in a crack of breaking bones.

			Heimdal took a moment to watch the creature through the snatches of the crowd, trying to ascertain its size and genus.  Yes, the thing was a blur, but not from speed, he realized, but as though human eyes could not register its presence fully.  But its stench was plain enough, like the stink of rotten eggs.  Sulphurous eyes whipped across the illusion of face, leaving trails of wispy smoke as it shifted its head back and forth, continuing its butcher’s work.  It was humanoid in shape but twice the proportions of a man with hair and fur and spines across its body.

			Heimdal did not recognize the specific type, but he knew a creature of Anarchy when he saw one.

			“Cease in the Holy name of the Emperor,” Heimdal called, raising his voice over the cacophony of fear and anger and dread.

			As one, the tavern patrons turned to face the inquisitor along with that foul spawn of Anarchy.  Heimdal held the monster’s gaze with his own.  The creature gave a low growl in its throat, hunkering down into itself, preparing to leap.  Heimdal knitted his hands together at the base of his sword in a two-handed grip--it seemed he would need it after all.  Somewhere, seemingly from far away, he heard someone whisper his name, awe in their voice.

			And then the creature leapt at him while at the same second Heimdal launched himself from the ground, the soles of his boots slapping against the lake of blood before he sprung into the air, swinging his sword across his body in a silver arc.  They met several feet above the red-washed floorboards.  The creature’s claws lashed at Heimdal’s head, tearing thick gouts of flesh from his face while his blade bit the creature’s torso, cutting through it at its very thickest section, high on the monster’s ribcage.  Heimdal ignored the pain as his face was shredded by the foul creature, ducking his head down into his body as his leap drilled him into the creature’s path.

			With a scream, the Anarchy spawn slapped to the ground in two sections, cleaved clean through between second and third ribs.  Breathless, Heimdal stepped out of the bloody mass that had been a living creature, for his leap had brought him straight through the ruined halves of the body, unstoppable force splitting the once-immovable object.

			Standing in the tavern, his robes of office covered in hunks of gory flesh, Heimdal reached a gloved hand to his face, probing where the monster’s nails had raked.  The flesh there was reknitting already, the burning pain subsiding.

			Someone began to applaud, slow and deliberate, as Heimdal brushed flesh from his robes.  He scanned the patrons of the tavern who gazed at him in awe and fear.  The applause came not from them but from one set of hands across the far end of the room where a cloistered booth perched beside the kitchen door through which he had entered.

			Heimdal strode to the booth, replacing the sword in its scabbard as he stepped through the mess of flesh layering the floor, boots squelching in the sea of blood.  There, in the booth, sat Baron Fairweather, a half-full tankard of ale before him, and he brought his hands together in slow--almost mocking--applause.

			“Baron,” Heimdal addressed him, dipping his head respectfully.

			The baron inclined his head at the inquisitor, gesturing for him to sit.  “You are formidable,” he began once Heimdal had taken a seat.  “You took down that creature in seconds.  I would estimate that it took you longer to replace your sword in its scabbard than it did to dispatch a beast that held thirty strong, street-fighting men at bay.  Killed some too.”

			Heimdal said nothing in response, wary of the baron’s machinations.

			“You once agreed that you would throw yourself upon your own sword should the Emperor will it,” the baron continued.  “The Emperor now requests your assistance.”

			“He need only ask,” Inquisitor Heimdal confirmed.  “What is it he wishes of me?”

			“I set this situation to see for myself what others proclaimed you capable of,” the baron told him.  “You have far exceeded even their wildest tales.  You are unstoppable, indestructible.  See how your facial muscles reknit, your flesh rejects the taint of Anarchy from that creature’s hand.  The others in this room, at least those that touched the creature, will die within the week.  They will die painful, horrible deaths, marred by its presence, its touch upon them.  But you will live, inquisitor.”

			“So I suspect,” Heimdal replied warily.

			“The Emperor is not well.  He requires your secret,” Baron Fairweather stated, his eyes never leaving Heimdal’s.  A platoon of the baron’s personal guard had materialized from some hiding place, blocking the booth’s exit and standing sentry at the tavern doors.  The patrons and staff were being ushered away.

			Heimdal’s hand pressed against the hilt of his sword.  “If I could give it, I would,” he assured the baron, “but I don’t know what the secret is.  All I know is that I was cursed, and I turned that curse into a blessing in the Holy name of the Emperor.”

			The baron supped his ale, wiping foam from his moustache before speaking again in a quiet, deliberate voice.  “It would be preferable if you did not make a scene.”

			“I could dispatch your guards,” Heimdal told him earnestly, “in the time it takes you to finish your ale.  You must realize that, baron.”

			“And go against the Emperor’s will?”

			The inquisitor shook his head reluctantly, pressing his blade back into its elaborately tooled scabbard.  “What will happen to me?”

			“You will be given your own room in the palace, kept under lock and key.  There, the Emperor’s finest physicians and magic users will test you until they learn your secret.”

			“And if they do not learn it?” Heimdal asked.

			The baron smiled, supping the last of his ale.  “They will continue to test.”

			End.
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			The Nut House

		

		
			A Novella By Patrick Barb

		

		
			Chapter 5: The Corpse

			Asher’s alive, but he’s got serious doubts now about what being alive even means. 

			Being alive in a nightmare? What’s that but living through the pains of death without the peace that comes at the end of dying? 

			When he opens his eyes, death surrounds him. From the garbage-infested wastelands hidden behind the otherwise nondescript, unmemorable exterior of the Nut House to the ruined corpses of the two gray squirrels Maple and Birch, and Chee-Chee the chipmunk, laid out on a teal-cushioned loveseat wrapped in plastic. The material reminds Asher of what they lay over dead animals found in the park or on the streets and sidewalks of Majestic Forest, before they’re scooped up and thrown away like so much trash. 

			The brick hues of dried blood on the clear sheeting appear too plentiful for all the stains to have come from Asher’s trio of accomplices.

			When the snake slithers from the crowd and the rats, cats, and the few other mammals part to clear the way, Asher regains his senses and makes a move to run once again. Before he gets too far—or even moves at all, paws hold his limbs. His tail too. One set of paws belongs to DW, who’s now become a true believer, embracing the worship of She Who Reclines. 

			Asher knows his rival’s too far gone because he’s left the fabled cache of acorns they recovered—their sole reason for venturing inside the Nut House—unremarked upon. 

			“Uh uh, Ashy,” the fox squirrel whispers, “You’ve gotta watch. They told me about this part of their…our ceremonies. Told me about how She purchased Hiss Honor, the snake there, from the back of a catalog. Right before her passage through Death. Hiss Honor was meant to get rid of what She called ‘pests’… But when she opened the box with the serpent inside, he kissed her hand. In the end, She Who Reclines returned to her throne, descending, and ascending all at once. Now, she provides. No matter where we come from. I’m certain it’s glorious. Watch….”

			DW’s forepaws grab Asher’s face from behind his head, forcing the black squirrel’s eyelids open and making sure there’s no way he’ll miss what follows. 

			The gagging, choking sounds from deep inside Hiss Honor—a silly name, a Domesticated’s name—echo through the gathering place the others call the “Living Room.”  An ironically named location, finishing a close second to the concrete, brick, and asphalt world of Majestic Forest.

			The snake’s bile stench adds another note of rot to the insides of the Nut House. With one last rattling cough, he expels the partially-digested remnants of Asher’s friend Flippy.

			Another Domesticated with a—what do they call them?—pet’s name. Like Hiss Honor or Mr. Muffins. 

			Could Flippy have ended up like these maniacs? If the wrong person took him home, would Flippy have become the one causing all of this suffering….

			With adrenaline and rage pumping through his body beneath his black fur, Asher breaks free for a moment. He slices his claws across DW’s face, digging them into the other squirrel’s flesh and twisting as he’s pulled away by the other Nut House acolytes. One of the skeletal cats slices her claws against the back of Asher’s neck and he drops to all fours. Blood flows in a slow, but unavoidable, leak. 

			Asher knows he’s lost a lot of blood in a very short period of time. He doesn’t need the hot pain pressing down on him or the melted copper tang in his mouth to realize this truth.

			“Enough!”

			The command comes from somewhere deeper in the room. 

			The voice belongs to Mr. Muffins.

			Again, the crowd parts to let the calico pass. 

			He doesn’t stop in front of Asher and those holding the black squirrel fast. No, the cat keeps padding along. Traipsing past them with head held high, raised tail swishing from side to side. His belly heavy with blisters, sores, and tumors, he still moves like a shooting star. 

			Like, what was it Flippy’s Human-Child called him in Her sentimental moments? 

			“Jesus’ Perfectest Little Angel.”

			Asher tracks the calico’s progress. Again, he doesn’t have much choice in the matter, given the paws holding him, moving him like a puppet. At least this time, though he’s loath to admit it, there’s a strong undercurrent of curiosity coursing through him, making him a somewhat more willing participant.

			As it turns out, the loveseat where the animals displayed the corpses of the trespassers was turned around from its usual placement. So, in truth, it serves as an additional gateway, another passage, taking those who cross its threshold deeper into the Nut House’s most secret and sacred space. The animals make their sojourn beneath it. Mr. Muffins parts the plastic curtains to give his followers access to the Unholy Land.

			On the other side, a wooden table, smooth and lifeless. Past that, the bricks of a hearth and the gaping black and gray-smeared mouth of a smoldering fireplace. A stack of paperback romance novels sits in the ashes, decorated with tiny flames burning slow and steady.

			The black squirrel tenses. Someone squeezes him tighter and he knows it’s DW.

			Mr. Mittens parts the throng of worshippers and drags his bloat onto the hearth. “Who brings us here today?”

			“She Who Sits…”

			“Who loves us unconditionally, even though we cannot understand her words…or her silences?”

			“She Who Reclines…”

			“Who must we embrace, protect, feed upon, and sacrifice for?”

			“She Who is Death.”

			Behind the calico cult leader, a pair of rats work in unison to twist a silver knob set in the wall beside the fireplace. There’s a huff like a dying dog’s last breath and a jet of flame squirts across the yellowed paper kindling.  It catches quick and burns, illuminating the rest of this “living” room.

			At first, when Asher notices the reclining chair tilted back ever so slightly, he’s sure there’s nothing more before him than a pile of clothing. A bundle of sweaters, full jumpers covered by cardigans buttoned to their neck holes. He’s certain the long denim skirt hanging off the seat isn’t filled with anything other than air. 

			Asher chooses to believe he’s staring at another pile of nothing so much as nothing at all. More of the magpie-nest hodgepodge typical of the Nut House’s overstuffed interior.

			He keeps up this delusion until he’s forced to look closer and deeper by those creatures controlling his limbs. Then, he’s made to understand what’s in the reclining chair, waiting to be worshipped. 

			First, he finds the green-gray face of an Elder Human-Female. The Elder Human-Female of the Nut House. Her mouth hangs open, no teeth visible. Cheeks sunken, wrinkled, and yellowed like the pages of old paperbacks left out in the rain. Where eyes should go, Asher instead encounters twin voids, the sockets cleaned out. 

			“Did you ever even see her leave?” Asher asks DW. 

			In return, he receives sharp, quick nips on his back from a few of the overzealous rats holding him. He bites down on his bottom lip to stop from screaming. After all, he’s found himself in another impossible situation where he refuses to show his captors and tormentors any reaction to their otherwise brutal treatment.

			“Silence!” 

			Mr. Muffins delivers his command from the hearth. And everyone obeys. Including Asher. After all, he’s run out of immediate options. Instead, he waits and watches. His eyes dart between the Elder Human-Corpse who sits still and eternal in her chair and the fireplace where burning books shrink in size, page by page, with each passing second.

			“We gather in the room of the living as we’ve done for many days since She Who Reclines sat down and ascended to this higher form. In gathering, we make a sacrifice, choosing several of our flock to show our loyalty to the Death God—the caregiver and life-taker. We’re all good boys and girls. Yes, we are.”

			Again, the worshippers answer, “Yes, we are!”

			DW’s breath, hot and rancid with blood and gray squirrel meat, worms its way around the curvature of Asher’s inner ear. “Yes, we are!”

			Mr. Muffins hops down from the hearth and pads over to the reclining chair. He rubs his backside against the stiff denim material of the Human-Corpse’s dress. He catches it at the right angle where the denim rises from the floor. Asher peeks at feet once-bloated and blistered, now popped open white, oozing yellows and reds down purpled toes and blackened toenails. Tiny bites line both sides of the exposed feet, the rough kisses of her worshippers.

			Mr. Muffins purrs, long and loud. Then longer still. Asher wonders if the drawn-out nature of the ceremonies is common or something put on special for him—the outsider.

			And DW too. He’s trying to become one of them. But he’s not.

			Poor bastard never learns.

			Mr. Muffins stands at the feet of the Nut House’s Death God and addresses his flock. “A blessed day’s arrived as we’ve received new blood into our sanctuary. Interlopers attempting to steal from us—to steal our sitting, reclining, forever dying god—have learned the consequences for those trespassers not of the faith.”

			The calico clambers up onto the lap of the dried-out, close-to-mummified corpse. When he presses his bottom against the folds in the clothing, dust, dead skin, and a sheen of sick all fly from the corpse’s face. They produce an afterimage of the slack-jawed, empty-eyed visage hanging in the air for a moment. Separate from the reclining chair, the dead woman, and her favorite kitty-cat.

			Then, Mr. Muffins turns and pulls at the round plastic buttons holding the cardigan in place. He hooks his claws through one eyehole and pops a button free from its secure location. He pulls the woolen material apart with his teeth. Then he undoes another, then another, all the way down until his work’s done.

			The wool cardigans hang loose and separated like a cracked open rib cage. That’s exactly what waits beyond the layers of clothing over Her upper body. Past holes chewed straight through the cashmere and cotton, the old Human-Female’s chest is split open, skin and bones hanging on either side like a cabinet that won’t close. Asher’s made to gaze into an abyss cleaned of blood, bones, and organs. The spinal cord, stiff and ramrod straight, holds the Death God’s emptied skin sack in place. 

			Mr. Muffins scrambles to find purchase with his extended claws against the ragged edges of Her decayed flesh. Then, in a fluid, strange, yet beautiful motion, he slips inside. Claws scratch through dried flesh and cloth, as he stretches. Tiny indentations, showing the white hooks pressed against stiffened, yellow flesh and the rigid clothing layers, reveal themselves. Then, the calico sticks his head from the gaping cavity, returning to the worshippers from a stint in the abyss.

			His eyes roll back white and a thin, a shimmery layer of drool spills from the sides of his mouth. If it’s an act, it’s a damn good one as far as Asher’s concerned. The cat’s got himself believing it. Here in the Nut House, belief matters the most.

			“Tonight, as the darkness reaches its peak, before the wicked sun puts forth its harmful rays on the cursed earth outside this home, we gather to render judgment. No…”

			No?

			“No, we gather to receive judgment and to ensure the proscribed punishments are meted out. She Who Reclines speaks through me. And she tells me…oh my sweetykins, we’ll make the trespassers burn. They’ll burn, burn, burn.”

			Again, the animals take up the chant. “Burn. Burn. Burn.”

			Growling, hissing, spitting, and scratching at the floor, the additional noise provides the rhythmic accompaniment to the invocation. Asher closes his eyes.

			I remember the tree on fire. I’ve never forgotten it. Sometimes at my lowest, I convince myself I never escaped the tree or the fire. It’s taken me longer than most to burn, that’s all. But I always knew I would.

			The fire always knew too.

			After the corrupted calico issues the ruling from inside the chest of the dead Human-Female, Asher’s stunned and rocks forward at the sound of a sudden shriek.

			He’s shocked because his lips and tongue aren’t the source of the scream. He turns, staring in wide-eyed astonishment, as a gang of cats and rats pull DW away.

			“What’re you…what’s happening…?”

			There’s genuine panic and pain in DW’s voice. The questions come like heavy sobs, demonstrating that he already knows the answers to come. His body’s responding perfectly, even if his brain hasn’t caught up to reality.

			A smaller group of worshippers hold Asher in place, but the stronger members of the group step away to take control of DW. The fox squirrel twists, wrenching his thin body into strange configurations, yet finding no relief from his captors. They pull him across the floor while Mr. Muffins peers out from the open wound of the dead Human-Female.

			“Please, you can’t do this! I helped you! I want to worship! I want to worship like all of you!”

			Mr. Muffins hisses at DW’s protests. An eerie silence falls across the room, leaving only DW’s whimpering and the crackle of a dying fire.

			“But you’re not like us,” the calico says. “You came to take. ‘They always come and take,’ She Who Reclines used to tell us. Bills and mortgages and family members wanting money. More and more and more…we’d watch her take those pieces of paper and burn them. One after the other. And in her honor, we burn our problems as well.”

			The animals who don’t hold either Asher or DW clamber onto the hearth and blow hissing breaths at the smoldering embers. They’re making the fire grow, Asher realizes. Again, rats team up to turn the silver knob. They hang from the bulbous protrusion, twisting it to one side until the smell of gas fills the room. Asher’s eyes water and he wants to gag. But he holds in the stomach acid and blood he’d otherwise expel.

			Not now.

			Not yet…

			The mob presses DW toward the smoldering flames and he moans, a forlorn wail containing years—generations even—of sadness and pain. 

			But as his paw pads and stomach drag across the fire, his wiry fur won’t burst into flames. There’s no doubt it hurts, but the cultists’ faces make it clear: they never expected this rather anticlimactic result.

			“Clear the way! Clear the way!”

			Hiss Honor, the snake, weaves across the floor, in a stop-and-start fashion. He bumps against the coffee table. Asher discovers the clicking sound accompanying the snake’s movements comes from the long barbecue lighter clamped between the serpent’s unhinged jaws. The long spout sticks in his craw as though his tongue’s blackened and hardened.

			“Ah ah ah ah ah.” The snake’s words sound like a litany of Amens, as he nears the spot doubling as the sacrificial altar.

			The animals on the hearth form a chain, holding some of the smaller critters by their tails and lowering them from the edge, to reach down and take hold of the lighter. Then, they’re pulled back up onto the bricks. All those tiny paws, tails, and pebble-sized teeth work together, teamwork the likes of which puts Asher’s makeshift heist crew to shame. 

			Asher’s got no time for fascination though. There’s no free moments to wonder at the display of cooperation and ingenuity exhibited by the Nut House’s denizens. He’s too busy rolling his shoulders, testing the strength of those who still hold him in place, searching for their weak spots.

			He tries not to seem too obvious about his efforts. Even with everyone’s attention on DW and the fireplace, he understands the same fate waits for him. 

			But being next makes for a much better position than where DW is, getting served to the fire at this very moment.

			Another furless cat and the toothless Mother Hamster crouch near the fireplace opening. They grasp the lighter from either side, extending its wick close to the flue. The hamster baby doubling as his mama’s tongue crawls onto her back, making it appear as though someone’s shoved a wad of chewing gum into her fur. As a result, Mother Hamster works in silence alongside her feline partner.

			Two sets of paws attempt the work of one human hand with an opposable thumb. They push against the black plastic trigger on the lighter. Hiss Honor’s curled into an “S,” and he scratches a long, pointed tooth against the trigger on the lighter. It’ll take all three working in unison for the trick to work.

			Try once, click.

			Twice, click.

			Until the third time, when the yellow flame with a blue heart at its center leaps from the end of the lighter and catches on the invisible gas. There’s a whoosh of air getting sucked out and then the fire jumps out to burn bright in the fireplace. The trio of snake, cat, and guinea pig fall back in a heap, singed black in spots. The other animals on the hearth gather behind DW. He’s crying, screaming, an incoherent mess. But he’s fighting against impossible odds and his brain’s too broken to find another way out.

			Soon enough, it’s too late. Soon enough, the scent of burnt fur and flesh melting off tiny bones fills the room. Mingling with the previous noxious gas fumes, the combo’s a sickening one. And now’s the time when Asher lets it all go.

			His bile comes in an arcing spray of red, as though someone’s cut his throat. It splatters on the recliner and ricochets back onto those animals holding him fast. The immediate disgust exhibited by those creatures at Asher’s inexplicable explosion of sick provides the perfect window of opportunity.

			Now’s the time when Asher fights full force against those who hold him. He wrenches a shoulder free, then another. He twists and sinks his teeth deep into the face of a young field mouse. He pulls back, spitting out the hunk of the blue-veined ear he’s taken with him. 

			“Restrain him! Restrain him! Bad boy! Bad boy!” 

			Mr. Muffins screeches his commandments from inside the chest cavity of the Nut House’s Death God.

			But his words get lost under DW’s howling wails from inside the fireplace. For a moment, Asher checks the brick feature to see what’s happening. DW’s shadow falls across the interior of the hearth, transforming his shade into that of a giant’s. 

			Some ogre engulfed in flames. 

			Standing on hind legs, DW staggers from the fireplace. He’s all lit up and none of the Nut House denizens move to stop him. Forelimbs spread wide, fur sticking up from his head and his entire body covered in a corona of reds and oranges, the burning fox squirrel‘s shadow reminds Asher of one thing and one thing only…

			The tree on fire.

			He stares at the squirrel transformed into a stumbling fire. He stares into the flames. He’s transfixed in the moment. Outside of this present horror, unfolding and unfolding before his eyes, with each nightmare of sensory input presenting a new fractal version of terror, Asher’s pushed deeper and deeper until his present fears connect to memories of fears past.

			His legs tense. He’s ready to jump. Once more, Asher Black’s uncertain what waits for him on the other side.

			But I have to jump….

			To be concluded...

		

		
			Patrick Barb is an author of weird, dark, and horrifying tales, currently living (and trying not to freeze to death) in Saint Paul, Minnesota. His debut dark urban fantasy novella Gargantuana’s Ghost is coming from Grey Matter Press’s Emergent Expressions line in Fall 2022. His debut dark fiction collection Pre-Approved for Haunting is coming from Keylight Books in 2023. In addition, he is an Active Member of the Horror Writers Association and a Full Member of the Science Fiction and Fantasy Writers Association. For more of his work, visit patrickbarb.com or follow him on twitter.com/pbarb.
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			Helen

		

		
			By Glenn MacIntyre

		

		
			Dr. Phipps nodded at his receptionist, “Good morning, Doris.”

			She smiled and handed him a yellow patient folder. “Helen Osborne. She’s in the examination room.” 

			Dr. Phipps knocked politely and opened the door. “Good day, Helen. What seems to be the issue today?”

			She straightened in the examination chair. “Hello Doctor. My eyesight has always been good. Nothing more than reading glasses for small print, you know?”
	He quickly scanned the pages of her file. “Yes, your last exam showed your eyes are fine.” 

			She leaned towards him, as though she was going to share a secret. “Then why do I see these rainbow circles of light? Just at the edge of my vision. The lights swirl and change shape all the time.” She became serious. “Is it glaucoma, Doctor?”

			“Let’s have a look, shall we?” He dimmed the room lights. “I’m going to dilate your eyes so I can check them with the ophthalmoscope—the little machine with the bright light—it lets me look inside of your eyes.  You’ll be light-sensitive for a few hours afterward.”

			“I’ve had it done before,” she said.

			Dr. Phipps added the dilating drops to her eyes and began to turn in his roller chair to get the ophthalmoscope.  As he was in the process of turning, he glanced at Mrs. Osborne. In the near darkness of the examining room, he could see tiny flashes of multi-colored light emanating from her eyes.

			“What in the world! Helen!” he exclaimed.

			Turning back to his patient, he gently opened one eye wider with his thumb and forefinger. The coloured lights suddenly became overwhelmingly brilliant, enveloping him. The dark oval of her pupil expanded to fill his entire field of vision. He had a momentary feeling of being swept over a raging waterfall, into a bright-blue filament that twisted and changed shape. It was as if he was inside a lightning bolt. Viscerally, he could feel himself accelerating. He began to make out shapes on the sides of the filament, long stretches of darkness that were interspersed with intervals of brightness. He watched as stars exploded and collapsed into black holes. He caught glimpses of bizarre structures, of fantastic creatures, some hideous and others beautiful beyond belief. It was as if the entire universe, all of space and time, had collapsed into the filament. He knew he was accelerating towards a place where something ancient and terrible waited for him. A dark shape that was beginning to take a horrible form. He screamed in terror.

			* * *

			Helen Osborne did not know how long she had been in the small room. She believed she had been put into quarantine because of the episode with Dr. Phipps. The poor man had had an attack or seizure of some sort when he looked into her eyes. She hoped that whoever was in charge had told her husband Henry where she was. She sorely missed Henry.

			The room was spartan, containing only a toilet and sink. She was sitting on a single bed. There were no sheets or blankets. The young guard outside, Private Greene, his face red with vestiges of teenage acne, was polite but would not answer any of her questions. Twice a day, the guard was accompanied by a young dark-haired nurse in a lab coat who would take blood and urine samples. On two occasions, the guard brought strangers to visit her. They were instructed by Private Greene not to speak to Helen under any circumstances. 

			The first visitor was a woman, about fifty, several years younger than Helen. She and the woman were instructed to look into each other’s eyes. Helen knew, without a word being said between them, that the woman was afflicted with the same shifting colours in her eyes as herself. A bond quickly formed between them. Helen felt a sad loneliness when she left.

			She did not like to think of the young airman they brought to her next. When he looked into her eyes, the result was the same as it had been for poor Dr. Phipps.  Seeing his pain, Helen tried to break free from his gaze, but he forced her to continue. He stayed with her much longer than Dr. Phipps had. She tried not to remember him screaming and convulsing on the floor. The most horrible thing was his face; locked facial muscles distorted his appearance so badly he did not even look human.

			One morning when she awoke, she noticed that a diamond-shaped area on her abdomen had become very hard, like the crab shells she remembered from the time they visited Henry’s brother on the coast. She told the young nurse of the development. Shortly afterwards, two male doctors she had never seen before came into her room and one of them injected her with a drug that made her very sleepy. She knew in that moment she would never see Henry again. In the grey twilight between wakefulness and sleeping, she could sense motion as the hospital gurney rolled on a smooth floor. Then darkness as the drug took its full effect. When she awoke, her hands went to the bandages on her face. They had taken her eyes. Thin wires emanated from empty eye sockets. The strange, coloured lights appeared brighter than ever before. She began to cry but there were no tears.

			* * *

			“Understood, fifteen minutes,” Captain Brandt said into his cell phone. Shutting off the phone, he turned to General Hawker. “Basharov’s plane has landed. He’ll be here shortly.”

			“Very good, Captain.” Hawker responded, enjoying being away from the conference room and feeling the warmth of the springtime sun on his skin. He took a deep drag on his cigarette. “The credibility of the intel?”

			“Highly credible.” The Captain waited for the thunder of fighter jets taking off to subside. “The source is within his own SETI team.” Brandt answered.

				Hawker crushed the cigarette butt under his heel. “Let’s see how this plays out. I don’t want us to reveal our hand right away.”

			“Yes, sir.”

			A few minutes later, a black military car pulled up. Dimi Basharov’s bulky frame emerged from the rear seat.  “You must be General Hawker,” he said in a thick Slavic accent. “I would like to question the urgency of my required appearance at this committee. It made for some personal inconveniences, yes?”

			General Hawker extended a hand. “Welcome, Mr. Basharov, to Delta Bravo Air Force Base. Apologies for the short notice. This is my attaché, Captain Brandt.”

			“Pleasure, Captain.”  

			“Likewise, sir”.

			As they entered the conference room, a female voice called out “Dimi!” Dr. Shaylen Woodward strode across the floor and tightly hugged Basharov.

			He unwound himself from the hug. “You look good, Shaylen. Winning the Nobel prize has agreed with you,” Basharov smiled. “You look Hollywood. Does the expression make sense?”

			“I will take it as a compliment,” she said and kissed his cheek.

			Basharov took his chair and looked around the room. “For those here who do not know, I invested heavily in Dr. Woodward’s Project Galileo quantum teleportation project. The government loves public-private partnerships, yes? And Shaylen won the Nobel prize.”

			General Hawker nodded. “I was indeed aware that you financially supported Project Galileo, sir. Naturally, Dr. Woodward represents quantum physics on the committee. Now for the remainder of the committee: starting on my right, Dr. Rosiak, physics, Dr. Singh, medicine, Dr. Bankes, genetics.” Hawker motioned to each in turn.  Basharov politely nodded as each person was introduced. “Father Exner comes next,” Hawker said. “He obviously represents the religious community on this committee.”

			“You have a dark jacket on Father, but wouldn’t you be more dramatic in a cassock with rosary beads?” Basharov said dryly. 

			“You’re out of step with the times, Mr. Basharov,” Father Exner replied in good humour.

			“And of course, Dr. Trembley, exobiology,” Hawker said.

			Basharov eyed Trembley critically. “I finally get to meet my opponent in the flesh. I hope that none of those things that you say about me on the internet are personal.”

			“Nothing personal, Mr. Basharov,” Trembley answered, trying to hide his disdain for the man.  Basharov’s wealth was tainted by the stench of brutality and corruption. The money he spent on searching for extraterrestrial life was nothing with his immense wealth. Trembley despised that Basharov took needed resources in equipment and people away from legitimate scientific SETI research. 

			General Hawker cleared his throat to signal the start of the meeting. “As chairman of this committee, it is my responsibility to deliver a recommendation to the leader of this nation on a course of action for this crisis. You were brought here to contribute to this recommendation and your input is invaluable. To date, all we have had is argument. While consensus on a course of action might not be possible, it must be strived for.” As brilliant as the assembled individuals were, the committee had made no progress in its previous deliberations, he thought.

			“For the benefit of Mr. Basharov, I would like to recite the facts as we are aware of them. Approximately seven months ago, individuals from every nation on Earth became afflicted with a condition known as unknown visual anomaly, or UVA.” He paused for a moment, waiting for comment but there was none.

			“After ruling out all other possible causes, it was determined the UVA was communication from an advanced extraterrestrial civilization, or AETC.” Several individuals around the table nodded in agreement. 

			“I prefer calling them the Elders,” Trembley jumped in. “Because that is what they are. Their civilization is ancient compared to Earth’s.” 

			While the interruption was mildly irritating, Hawker was more patient with Trembley than the others. The young man, who looked more like he should be a student in high school than a university professor, had produced seminal scientific papers on the possibility of life elsewhere in the universe. Not a possibility, but a certainty now, the General reminded himself.

			“The military loves its acronyms, doesn’t it?” Dr. Woodward mocked, seizing the opportunity. “If we have just the right acronym the problem is solved.” She had a reputation for slicing into ribbons anyone with a lesser intellect than hers. She clearly had decided the General was one of those. “Your committee took me away from delivering important lectures on magnons to my grad classes. You do know about the spin wave of a magnetically ordered system, don’t you, General?”

			General Hawker looked at her with a mixture of contempt and pity. “Dr. Woodward, I haven’t a clue about magnons. Let’s not get into a pissing contest. I would like to continue.”

			Woodward’s crooked smile said she believed she had won the point.

			Hawker continued. “There is no known medical condition that would cause the UVA. The UVA appears to pose no health issues for the afflicted, aside from anxiety stemming from the shifting lights at the edge of their vision. When an ocular examination is undertaken by a non-afflicted person, the examiner undergoes a transformational event-—entering the filament as it has come to be known—that leads to psychosis, and in some cases, permanent catatonia.” Hawker took a deep breath as he recalled Lieutenant Morris’ test. Morris had volunteered to take anti-psychotic drugs to counteract the terror of the filament and had lasted much longer than the others. The young lieutenant, married and father to twin blonde-haired girls, was now strapped to a hospital bed and sedated, perhaps permanently.  His face was frozen into a grin of grotesque terror.

			“We know about the filament from descriptions given by individuals who were only in contact with a UVA afflicted person for a few seconds,” Dr. Bankes commented. “It was part of the testing program.”

			“You have kept a number of these UVA afflicted people for testing, yes?” Basharov asked.

			A shadow of guilt flickered across Dr. Banke’s face. “Yes, fourteen of them are being held here on the base, under good conditions, I assure you.”

			“Prisoners are always said to be held under good conditions,” Basharov grumbled. “Still, they are prisoners.”

			“Thank you for the additional information, gentlemen,” General Hawker said. He was grateful for the interruption while he tried to dispel the image of Morris’ distorted face. “When an ocular examination is undertaken by another afflicted person, there is no apparent reaction in either individual. Some nations, not this one, have blinded afflicted persons to see if the UVA would disappear. It did not, according to intelligence reports.”

			“Of course, not this country. We are all boy scouts and girl guides,” Dimi Basharov said in his thick Slavic accent. “Other countries are always the bad actors.”

			Hawker glared at Basharov, the former Russian oligarch, now a naturalized citizen, who for fifteen years had spent one-hundred million dollars per year searching for extraterrestrial life. 

			Hawker chose to ignore his comment. “The scientific consensus is that an extraterrestrial civilization is contacting Earth through the UVA. The intent of the UVA must be determined and addressed by this committee.”

			“To quote Carl Sagan: somewhere, something incredible is waiting to happen,” said Tremblay. 

			“I would add to the sentiment expressed by Dr. Trembley,” echoed Father Exner. “The idea of life elsewhere has been considered by the church for quite some time. We consider that God may have created other life forms beyond man. If I could quote the Bible—” A heavy sigh erupted from Dr. Woodward. Father Exner glanced at her but seemed unfazed. “I know some of you do not believe, which is fine. The Bible says in John 14:2, ‘In my Father’s house are many mansions; if not I would have told you. I am going away to prepare a place for you.’ Some have interpreted this as referring to extraterrestrial civilizations.” The priest smiled, evidently happy with his contribution, his bright blue eyes set into the pale wrinkled face of an old man. 

			“What a bunch of—” Dr.  Woodward began.

			“Enough!” General Hawker slammed his palm on the desk. “We do not have time for this.” The inclusion of a priest on the committee had not been Hawker’s choice. The direction had come from high up the political ladder. His concern had always been that it might lead to the discord of science versus religion, which was now occurring. For the committee to make forward progress, the science versus religion debate would have to be squelched.

			The committee room became silent. The hum from the air conditioner suddenly sounded deafening. “Dr. Tremblay, perhaps you could give us an overview on the Fermi Paradox, otherwise known as the Great Silence? It may provide the committee with a starting point for a more fulsome discussion.”

			“Of course, General. After all, I am the theoretical exobiologist of the group. Exobiologist now, I guess.” He looked around the table. “There have been many suggestions as to why, when the cosmos should be teeming with life, that we have not heard from another technologically advanced civilization. One theory I will call the anthill and the highway. Are ants capable of understanding the technology and intentions of beings travelling on a highway next to them? Perhaps not.”

			Basharov waved a thick finger at Trembley. “So, one of these highway travelers had to take a pee, and when they did, they noticed our little ant hill called Earth by the side of the highway, yes? This reminds me of a Mother Goose story.”

			Trembley, who had witnessed the rhinoceros mentality of Basharov from his on-line rantings, ignored the barb. “The analogy simply illustrates the effect that large technological differences may have on the ability to perceive other civilizations,” Trembley said.

			“Perhaps,” Basharov grunted. 

			“The von Neumann theory about a self-replicating mechanical space probe can be quickly dispensed with. The UVA interfaces with our human biology in a manner we don’t understand, but it is not a machine technology. At least not as we think of machines.”

			Dr. Singh tapped the end of his pen lightly on the table. “There is an idea I have been mulling over,” Dr. Singh interjected. “The argument against self-replicating probes was that they would replicate exponentially until they exceeded available planetary resources. I believe it was Sagan who said that any civilization who found a von Neumann probe would destroy it.”

			Dr. Singh sat back in his chair.  “What if the UVA individuals are the von Neumann probes? Or they can be turned into probes? There is not the risk of exponential growth that Sagan was concerned about, and they can obviously operate in the planetary environment and understand native technology.” 

			“A better Mother Goose story”, Basharov said roughly. “But still a story.”

			General Hawker turned to Dr. Singh. “If your theory is true, does the logic of the destruction of the probes still hold? What assurances are there that if the UVA afflicted individuals were destroyed, the Elders would not simply replace them? What nation could justify killing millions of its own citizens?” He shook his head.

			“It is only an idea, General. Not even a theory,” Dr. Singh answered defensively. 

			“I think Dr. Singh’s idea brings us to the third theory, known as the Great Filter,” Trembley began. “The reason the cosmos is quiet is that there is a Great Filter which destroys planetary civilizations.”

			“And how does it do that, Dr. Trembley?” Dr. Woodward asked sarcastically.

			“Pick your poison.” Trembley answered.  “Nanotechnology, synthetic biology, asteroid strike, nuclear war, climate change, global pandemic, just to name a few. Planetary civilizations rise, only to fall.” He poured himself a glass of water and gulped a mouthful.  He wiped his lips with the back of his hand. “There is another possibility. An Elder race may view any competing world as hostile and destroy it.”

			Father Exner fidgeted with his hands. “Are you saying the Elder race will destroy us?  We don’t know that. Their motivations for contacting Earth are only conjecture at this point.  Isn’t peaceful coexistence equally as likely a possibility as destruction?” 

			“We know almost nothing at all,” Woodward sighed.

			Father Exner went on. “If I can continue holding the floor, my other question is: how did they discover Earth? Was it from broadcasting radio and TV signals for decades, or the H-bomb surface tests done in the last century? Why now?”

			“An astute question. I believe there is only a remote chance the Elders randomly discovered Earth,” Trembley patiently answered the priest. “Yes, we have been broadcasting signals. Yes, in the past we have conducted explosions of hydrogen warheads. As impressive as those technologies were to us, these are lost in the cataclysmic din of the cosmos.”

			* * *

			The changes to Helen Osborne were now complete. Her skin had been completely replaced with armoured hide. A forked tongue flicked in and out from a hole that had been her mouth. Sensing the atmosphere, her tongue told her the great change to the world had not yet arrived, but she knew it would come very soon. The new senses bestowed upon her were far better than the senses she had as a human. The great joy of being able to see again! The joy of returned sight was only surpassed by the great purpose that the Elders had given to her. Of her previous life, she remembered nothing.

			* * *

			 “I suspect it was something that happened recently on Earth,” Trembley went on. Mutterings of dissent filled the room. “Let me explain, please. I understand your reservation. Communication with other worlds has been founded on one great premise: the speed of light limitation. Communication with other planetary civilizations has been assumed to take hundreds of years. This time lag was a buffer between worlds—a safety net if you will. It is my belief the Elders have overcome this barrier.” 

			“Perhaps you have something, Dr. Trembley,” Dr. Singh said. “Although my friend here, Dr. Rosiak, is turning purple at your suggestion of overturning perhaps the most fundamental tenet of physics.”

			Deciding the timing was now right, General Hawker nodded to his attaché. Captain Brandt looked squarely at Dimi Basharov.  “Should I or would you—” he began.

			Basharov waved a meaty hand in the air. “Ya sure, I will speak. I know why I have been brought here. It makes no difference now,” he said quietly. “My SETI team discovered a signal almost seven years ago. Right where you would expect it—the water hole—the quietest part of the electromagnetic spectrum and best for interstellar communication. It took AI four years to decipher the first packet of information. But you see, the signal was self-teaching. The second packet of information took less than six months. The third just over a week. The signal was a set of instructions to build a device. Once we understood its purpose, the next challenge was to make it appear it had arisen organically from research here on Earth.” 

			Several of the committee members mouths fell open in disbelief. “Such mad recklessness!” Trembley said angrily. “You built a device using extraterrestrial technology. You alone made that decision. Who the hell are you to decide? You risked the world so you could benefit yourself!” The other committee members chimed in with similar outrage.

			“Tell me please, if you know of any other scientific advances that were not pursued because of risk. Bah! You forget about the atomic engineers at Los Alamos taking bets on whether the first A-bomb would ignite the atmosphere. You are hypocrites. Phonies!” Basharov threw his pen down and angrily sat back in his chair, folding his arms. “We did not respond to the signal. Even if we had, it would have taken over three hundred years for the message to be received by the other world. They gave the Earth a beautiful gift. The instructions were for constructing a time crystal.”

			Dr. Woodward looked at Basharov as if she had just witnessed him murder someone. “The time crystal is the engine of the quantum teleportation experiment and allowed the first entangled matter—a few thousand carbon dioxide molecules—-to be teleported from Earth to Armstrong Lunar Colony eighteen months ago. The time crystal allows the magnons to establish equilibrium between space and time. Good God, Dimi! Are you saying this was—alien technology?” 

			“Ya, Shaylen. Not from Earth, but do countries not buy and sell and steal technology from each other every day? You already know the answer to my question, yes?”

			“There is an important thing I must correct,” Basharov looked intently at Trembley. “Dr. Trembley, you said I did this to benefit myself. Nyet, nyet! I could not spend all my wealth in a hundred lifetimes. More wealth is meaningless to me.” He glanced around the room. “I will tell you something you don’t want to hear. The Earth is dying because of man’s limitations. This is not a great philosophical statement. It is a fact. Our ingenuity for solving problems has been eclipsed by our ingenuity for creating new ones, unsolvable ones. Mankind, even with its marvelous machines, is doomed. Every generation born now is poorer than the one before it. It is the beginning of a vortex. Anyone with eyes and ears knows the truth.” There were murmurings from several of the committee members. “Please, don’t serve me up bull crap about the noble spirit of man ultimately triumphing. This is a myth, a fable for children. So, knowing all this, I scanned the stars, hoping that another civilization might have already solved the problems confounding mankind. And that is indeed what I found.”

			* * *

			Private Greene sat at a metal desk in the middle of a long concrete hallway, guarding the rooms which held Helen Osborne and the others. Suddenly, a great splintering sound punctured the silence and echoed down the hallway as the doors of the rooms exploded into shards of broken wood and metal. The terrified young private quickly hid under his desk. He looked up in time to see terrible forms with dark shells emerge from the rooms.  To his horror, they walked on four legs, and moved in a scuttling motion down the hallway as they made their way towards the exit.

			* * *

			The committee members watched in disbelief. A monitor in the committee room showed the mottled dark shells of the former detainees.  They had formed a circle at the end of one of the base runways.

			Trembley rose out of his chair and shook his fist at Basharov. “You don’t get it, do you? The civilization that sent the signal you found is the Great Filter. They are why the universe is silent. The Elders long ago overcame the limitation of the speed of light. They wanted to find those civilizations who were smart enough and aggressive enough to one day confront them. They constructed beacons in the cosmos which transmitted signals at light speed. Signals that contained information on how to construct a limited quantum teleportation device.” He glared at Basharov, his face red with rage. “You fool! The device was a trip wire. Once it was deployed, it told them we were here. My God!”

			Dimi Basharov’s face became ashen. “I, I—” 

			General Hawker rose to his feet. “If what you are saying is true, then what can we do?”

			“Nothing,” Trembley answered, slowly shaking his head. “Nothing at all.”

			Father Exner put his head down, clasped his hands together and began to quietly pray.

			“What’s that horrible high-pitched sound?” Captain Brandt began, while putting his hands to his ears to protect them. “It—”

			* * *

			Helen Osborne slowly made her way across the barren landscape of the dry ocean floor; the Elders had boiled away the great oceans of Earth.  She was one of many caretakers, who were instructed to eradicate the remaining pockets of life that stubbornly clung to existence. She paused. Savage winds of sulphuric acid tore at her armoured hide. With the new senses given to her by the Elders, she searched the sterile granitic ground, the poisonous atmosphere shimmering from the hellish temperatures. Seeing no signs of life, she moved on.	

			End.

		

		
			I enjoy all things weird. I am an engineer in renewable energy and also a part-time engineering instructor at a local college. I am blessed with my wife Lana and four adult children. Our lives are centered around our five grandchildren. Any writing skills I may have I attribute to the 7 of 40 writing group.
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			The King in Yellow:

			In the Court of the Dragon

		

		
			By Robert W. Chambers

			Originally  published in 1895



		

		
			“Oh, thou who burn’st in heart for those who burn

			In Hell, whose fires thyself shall feed in turn;

			How long be crying—’Mercy on them.’ God!

			Why, who art thou to teach and He to learn?”

			In the Church of St. Barnabé vespers were over; the clergy left the altar; the little choir-boys flocked across the chancel and settled in the stalls. A Suisse in rich uniform marched down the south aisle, sounding his staff at every fourth step on the stone pavement; behind him came that eloquent preacher and good man, Monseigneur C——.

			My chair was near the chancel rail, I now turned toward the west end of the church. The other people between the altar and the pulpit turned too. There was a little scraping and rustling while the congregation seated itself again; the preacher mounted the pulpit stairs, and the organ voluntary ceased.

			I had always found the organ-playing at St. Barnabé highly interesting. Learned and scientific it was, too much so for my small knowledge, but expressing a vivid if cold intelligence. Moreover, it possessed the French quality of taste: taste reigned supreme, self-controlled, dignified and reticent.

			To-day, however, from the first chord I had felt a change for the worse, a sinister change. During vespers it had been chiefly the chancel organ which supported the beautiful choir, but now and again, quite wantonly as it seemed, from the west gallery where the great organ stands, a heavy hand had struck across the church at the serene peace of those clear voices. It was something more than harsh and dissonant, and it betrayed no lack of skill. As it recurred again and again, it set me thinking of what my architect’s books say about the custom in early times to consecrate the choir as soon as it was built, and that the nave, being finished sometimes half a century later, often did not get any blessing at all: I wondered idly if that had been the case at St. Barnabé, and whether something not usually supposed to be at home in a Christian church might have entered undetected and taken possession of the west gallery. I had read of such things happening, too, but not in works on architecture.
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			Then I remembered that St. Barnabé was not much more than a hundred years old, and smiled at the incongruous association of mediaeval superstitions with that cheerful little piece of eighteenth-century rococo.

			But now vespers were over, and there should have followed a few quiet chords, fit to accompany meditation, while we waited for the sermon. Instead of that, the discord at the lower end of the church broke out with the departure of the clergy, as if now nothing could control it.

			I belong to those children of an older and simpler generation who do not love to seek for psychological subtleties in art; and I have ever refused to find in music anything more than melody and harmony, but I felt that in the labyrinth of sounds now issuing from that instrument there was something being hunted. Up and down the pedals chased him, while the manuals blared approval. Poor devil! whoever he was, there seemed small hope of escape!

			My nervous annoyance changed to anger. Who was doing this? How dare he play like that in the midst of divine service? I glanced at the people near me: not one appeared to be in the least disturbed. The placid brows of the kneeling nuns, still turned towards the altar, lost none of their devout abstraction under the pale shadow of their white head-dress. The fashionable lady beside me was looking expectantly at Monseigneur C——. For all her face betrayed, the organ might have been singing an Ave Maria.

			But now, at last, the preacher had made the sign of the cross, and commanded silence. I turned to him gladly. Thus far I had not found the rest I had counted on when I entered St. Barnabé that afternoon.

			I was worn out by three nights of physical suffering and mental trouble: the last had been the worst, and it was an exhausted body, and a mind benumbed and yet acutely sensitive, which I had brought to my favourite church for healing. For I had been reading The King in Yellow.

			“The sun ariseth; they gather themselves together and lay them down in their dens.” Monseigneur C—— delivered his text in a calm voice, glancing quietly over the congregation. My eyes turned, I knew not why, toward the lower end of the church. The organist was coming from behind his pipes, and passing along the gallery on his way out, I saw him disappear by a small door that leads to some stairs which descend directly to the street. He was a slender man, and his face was as white as his coat was black. “Good riddance!” I thought, “with your wicked music! I hope your assistant will play the closing voluntary.”

			With a feeling of relief—with a deep, calm feeling of relief, I turned back to the mild face in the pulpit and settled myself to listen. Here, at last, was the ease of mind I longed for.

			“My children,” said the preacher, “one truth the human soul finds hardest of all to learn: that it has nothing to fear. It can never be made to see that nothing can really harm it.”

			“Curious doctrine!” I thought, “for a Catholic priest. Let us see how he will reconcile that with the Fathers.”

			“Nothing can really harm the soul,” he went on, in, his coolest, clearest tones, “because—”

			But I never heard the rest; my eye left his face, I knew not for what reason, and sought the lower end of the church. The same man was coming out from behind the organ, and was passing along the gallery the same way. But there had not been time for him to return, and if he had returned, I must have seen him. I felt a faint chill, and my heart sank; and yet, his going and coming were no affair of mine. I looked at him: I could not look away from his black figure and his white face. When he was exactly opposite to me, he turned and sent across the church straight into my eyes, a look of hate, intense and deadly: I have never seen any other like it; would to God I might never see it again! Then he disappeared by the same door through which I had watched him depart less than sixty seconds before.

			I sat and tried to collect my thoughts. My first sensation was like that of a very young child badly hurt, when it catches its breath before crying out.

			To suddenly find myself the object of such hatred was exquisitely painful: and this man was an utter stranger. Why should he hate me so?—me, whom he had never seen before? For the moment all other sensation was merged in this one pang: even fear was subordinate to grief, and for that moment I never doubted; but in the next I began to reason, and a sense of the incongruous came to my aid.

			As I have said, St. Barnabé is a modern church. It is small and well lighted; one sees all over it almost at a glance. The organ gallery gets a strong white light from a row of long windows in the clerestory, which have not even coloured glass.

			The pulpit being in the middle of the church, it followed that, when I was turned toward it, whatever moved at the west end could not fail to attract my eye. When the organist passed it was no wonder that I saw him: I had simply miscalculated the interval between his first and his second passing. He had come in that last time by the other side-door. As for the look which had so upset me, there had been no such thing, and I was a nervous fool.

			I looked about. This was a likely place to harbour supernatural horrors! That clear-cut, reasonable face of Monseigneur C——, his collected manner and easy, graceful gestures, were they not just a little discouraging to the notion of a gruesome mystery? I glanced above his head, and almost laughed. That flyaway lady supporting one corner of the pulpit canopy, which looked like a fringed damask table-cloth in a high wind, at the first attempt of a basilisk to pose up there in the organ loft, she would point her gold trumpet at him, and puff him out of existence! I laughed to myself over this conceit, which, at the time, I thought very amusing, and sat and chaffed myself and everything else, from the old harpy outside the railing, who had made me pay ten centimes for my chair, before she would let me in (she was more like a basilisk, I told myself, than was my organist with the anaemic complexion): from that grim old dame, to, yes, alas! Monseigneur C—— himself. For all devoutness had fled. I had never yet done such a thing in my life, but now I felt a desire to mock.

			As for the sermon, I could not hear a word of it for the jingle in my ears of

			“The skirts of St. Paul has reached.

			Having preached us those six Lent lectures,

			More unctuous than ever he preached,”

			keeping time to the most fantastic and irreverent thoughts.

			It was no use to sit there any longer: I must get out of doors and shake myself free from this hateful mood. I knew the rudeness I was committing, but still I rose and left the church.

			A spring sun was shining on the Rue St. Honoré, as I ran down the church steps. On one corner stood a barrow full of yellow jonquils, pale violets from the Riviera, dark Russian violets, and white Roman hyacinths in a golden cloud of mimosa. The street was full of Sunday pleasure-seekers. I swung my cane and laughed with the rest. Some one overtook and passed me. He never turned, but there was the same deadly malignity in his white profile that there had been in his eyes. I watched him as long as I could see him. His lithe back expressed the same menace; every step that carried him away from me seemed to bear him on some errand connected with my destruction.

			I was creeping along, my feet almost refusing to move. There began to dawn in me a sense of responsibility for something long forgotten. It began to seem as if I deserved that which he threatened: it reached a long way back—a long, long way back. It had lain dormant all these years: it was there, though, and presently it would rise and confront me. But I would try to escape; and I stumbled as best I could into the Rue de Rivoli, across the Place de la Concorde and on to the Quai. I looked with sick eyes upon the sun, shining through the white foam of the fountain, pouring over the backs of the dusky bronze river-gods, on the far-away Arc, a structure of amethyst mist, on the countless vistas of grey stems and bare branches faintly green. Then I saw him again coming down one of the chestnut alleys of the Cours la Reine.

			I left the river-side, plunged blindly across to the Champs Elysées and turned toward the Arc. The setting sun was sending its rays along the green sward of the Rond-point: in the full glow he sat on a bench, children and young mothers all about him. He was nothing but a Sunday lounger, like the others, like myself. I said the words almost aloud, and all the while I gazed on the malignant hatred of his face. But he was not looking at me. I crept past and dragged my leaden feet up the Avenue. I knew that every time I met him brought him nearer to the accomplishment of his purpose and my fate. And still I tried to save myself.

			The last rays of sunset were pouring through the great Arc. I passed under it, and met him face to face. I had left him far down the Champs Elysées, and yet he came in with a stream of people who were returning from the Bois de Boulogne. He came so close that he brushed me. His slender frame felt like iron inside its loose black covering. He showed no signs of haste, nor of fatigue, nor of any human feeling. His whole being expressed one thing: the will, and the power to work me evil.

			In anguish I watched him where he went down the broad crowded Avenue, that was all flashing with wheels and the trappings of horses and the helmets of the Garde Republicaine.

			He was soon lost to sight; then I turned and fled. Into the Bois, and far out beyond it—I know not where I went, but after a long while as it seemed to me, night had fallen, and I found myself sitting at a table before a small café. I had wandered back into the Bois. It was hours now since I had seen him. Physical fatigue and mental suffering had left me no power to think or feel. I was tired, so tired! I longed to hide away in my own den. I resolved to go home. But that was a long way off.

			I live in the Court of the Dragon, a narrow passage that leads from the Rue de Rennes to the Rue du Dragon.

			It is an “impasse,” traversable only for foot passengers. Over the entrance on the Rue de Rennes is a balcony, supported by an iron dragon. Within the court tall old houses rise on either side, and close the ends that give on the two streets. Huge gates, swung back during the day into the walls of the deep archways, close this court, after midnight, and one must enter then by ringing at certain small doors on the side. The sunken pavement collects unsavoury pools. Steep stairways pitch down to doors that open on the court. The ground floors are occupied by shops of second-hand dealers, and by iron workers. All day long the place rings with the clink of hammers and the clang of metal bars.

			Unsavoury as it is below, there is cheerfulness, and comfort, and hard, honest work above.

			Five flights up are the ateliers of architects and painters, and the hiding-places of middle-aged students like myself who want to live alone. When I first came here to live I was young, and not alone.

			I had to walk a while before any conveyance appeared, but at last, when I had almost reached the Arc de Triomphe again, an empty cab came along and I took it.

			From the Arc to the Rue de Rennes is a drive of more than half an hour, especially when one is conveyed by a tired cab horse that has been at the mercy of Sunday fête-makers.

			There had been time before I passed under the Dragon’s wings to meet my enemy over and over again, but I never saw him once, and now refuge was close at hand.

			Before the wide gateway a small mob of children were playing. Our concierge and his wife walked among them, with their black poodle, keeping order; some couples were waltzing on the sidewalk. I returned their greetings and hurried in.

			All the inhabitants of the court had trooped out into the street. The place was quite deserted, lighted by a few lanterns hung high up, in which the gas burned dimly.

			My apartment was at the top of a house, halfway down the court, reached by a staircase that descended almost into the street, with only a bit of passage-way intervening, I set my foot on the threshold of the open door, the friendly old ruinous stairs rose before me, leading up to rest and shelter. Looking back over my right shoulder, I saw him, ten paces off. He must have entered the court with me.

			He was coming straight on, neither slowly, nor swiftly, but straight on to me. And now he was looking at me. For the first time since our eyes encountered across the church they met now again, and I knew that the time had come.

			Retreating backward, down the court, I faced him. I meant to escape by the entrance on the Rue du Dragon. His eyes told me that I never should escape.

			It seemed ages while we were going, I retreating, he advancing, down the court in perfect silence; but at last I felt the shadow of the archway, and the next step brought me within it. I had meant to turn here and spring through into the street. But the shadow was not that of an archway; it was that of a vault. The great doors on the Rue du Dragon were closed. I felt this by the blackness which surrounded me, and at the same instant I read it in his face. How his face gleamed in the darkness, drawing swiftly nearer! The deep vaults, the huge closed doors, their cold iron clamps were all on his side. The thing which he had threatened had arrived: it gathered and bore down on me from the fathomless shadows; the point from which it would strike was his infernal eyes. Hopeless, I set my back against the barred doors and defied him.

			There was a scraping of chairs on the stone floor, and a rustling as the congregation rose. I could hear the Suisse’s staff in the south aisle, preceding Monseigneur C—— to the sacristy.

			The kneeling nuns, roused from their devout abstraction, made their reverence and went away. The fashionable lady, my neighbour, rose also, with graceful reserve. As she departed her glance just flitted over my face in disapproval.

			Half dead, or so it seemed to me, yet intensely alive to every trifle, I sat among the leisurely moving crowd, then rose too and went toward the door.

			I had slept through the sermon. Had I slept through the sermon? I looked up and saw him passing along the gallery to his place. Only his side I saw; the thin bent arm in its black covering looked like one of those devilish, nameless instruments which lie in the disused torture-chambers of mediaeval castles.

			But I had escaped him, though his eyes had said I should not. Had I escaped him? That which gave him the power over me came back out of oblivion, where I had hoped to keep it. For I knew him now. Death and the awful abode of lost souls, whither my weakness long ago had sent him—they had changed him for every other eye, but not for mine. I had recognized him almost from the first; I had never doubted what he was come to do; and now I knew while my body sat safe in the cheerful little church, he had been hunting my soul in the Court of the Dragon.

			I crept to the door: the organ broke out overhead with a blare. A dazzling light filled the church, blotting the altar from my eyes. The people faded away, the arches, the vaulted roof vanished. I raised my seared eyes to the fathomless glare, and I saw the black stars hanging in the heavens: and the wet winds from the lake of Hali chilled my face.

			And now, far away, over leagues of tossing cloud-waves, I saw the moon dripping with spray; and beyond, the towers of Carcosa rose behind the moon.

			Death and the awful abode of lost souls, whither my weakness long ago had sent him, had changed him for every other eye but mine. And now I heard his voice, rising, swelling, thundering through the flaring light, and as I fell, the radiance increasing, increasing, poured over me in waves of flame. Then I sank into the depths, and I heard the King in Yellow whispering to my soul: “It is a fearful thing to fall into the hands of the living God!”

			To be concluded...
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			Dear beloved reader,

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

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

			
					[image: ]
			

		

		
			Charles Tyra

			Editor
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