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			Greetings Dear Reader,

			Thank you for being with us and choosing CHM for all your cosmic and weird fiction needs. We hope this issue succeeds in disrupting what might’ve been a restful sleep this eve. But in all seriousness, I would like to speak to you all as the editor of this publication that I love so much. A few months back we were sad to announce the sunsetting of print subscriptions. I have been searching almost nonstop for a replacement solution because I know what the print version of the magazine means to so many of you.  I am pleased to announce that we found such a solution and the print edition is here to stay for the foreseeable future! If you are new to us, I hope that you may give it a try when the time is right. Now, on to what really matters, the terrifying horde of stories we have compiled this month.

			It opens with a strong piece of weird fiction from CHM alum Erik McHatton in “On the Night Bus.” Then we are extremely pleased to present an original story by Matthew M. Bartlett in which a man relives a little bit of his past with a terrifying twist called “The Horror Host.”  Next, in “The Better Angels of Our Nature,” an apprentice takes on a new master and uncovers a deeply dark art followed by a striking flash fiction intermission in “Jötunn.”

			Up next, we have an unnerving piece called “The Swallowed” that may have you looking at relationships a little differently after reading. Then a desolate crew stranded at sea is pushed to the brink in “Vele Di Mar Non Vid’io.” Stick around for a haunting story of loss and recovery in “The Ghost of You” followed by another horror at sea in “Slaves of the Deep.”

			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

			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: Jakub Jagoda. I'm from a small sea town in Poland. Ever since I can remember, I’ve been doing art and expressing myself on a canvas. I love exploring all things dark, twisted and surreal in my illustrations. My Lovecraft inspired paintings have been some of my most popular work. I’m extremely grateful to have one of my illustrations featured on the cover of this magazine.
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			Andrew is a concept artist whose work has appeared in various independent publications over the years. He is motivated by an eternal fascination with mythology, nature, and the opportunity to create something weird.
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			Welcome to Cosmic Horror Monthly

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

		













		
			On the Night Bus

		

		
			By Erik McHatton



		

		
			I am sitting at the bus stop. I am on my way home after work. The streetlight above me is dying. No, the streetlight above me is fluttering, not dying. It is important that I use better language. 

			This is day seventeen of the changeover and my assignment to nights. I am finally starting to feel comfortable about it. This is a roughly twenty five percent improvement over my last shift change. I am encouraged by this. I feel like I can improve further, however, and I believe I will set my goal for the next changeover to an additional five to ten percent. It is important that I keep my expectations within reason. This will prepare me better for failure. 

			The fluttery light is making it difficult to write, and is giving me a vague sense of unease. I recognize this as the voice of fear. I must remember that I am no longer afraid of the dark. I am no longer afraid of being alone. It is okay that it is dark at night. It is okay that I am alone. I have purposely not used the word “always” before the word “alone” in the previous sentence. It is important that I be honest, but also try to stay positive about the future. As you have observed in the past, doctor, this journal should be a repository of honest thoughts, for that is the only way it can be of use to either of us. You are very wise.

			That was not flattery.

			I checked my watch. The bus is twenty minutes late. The voice of fear is starting to sound. I ignore it. Buses can be late for a number of reasons, not all of them sinister. There are many things that could be keeping the bus. It could have had to wait for a handicapped person or persons to board. It could have run out of gas. It could have a flat tire. It could have been in a wreck. The engine could have caught fire. All of these things are much more likely than the idea that the bus driver purposely missed my stop, or that a grand conspiracy has been hatched against me. This is the way the old me would see things. And I am new now. 

			It feels good to reject the voice of fear. I feel thankful the fluttery light and the late bus have given me the opportunity to do so. 

			It feels good to recognize this. 

			I hope the bus comes soon. It is very cold out.

			The cold makes me nervous. Unfortunately, I have yet to master the art of silencing this particular sermon of fear. Tonight, I have only managed to get it down to a low whisper. This is an improvement, and I am glad of it, yet I do wish this whisper of cold were not with me right now, considering all the other factors at play. That is the truth. 

			The bus is coming now. It has a paper taped to the inside of the front window with its number printed on it in big block type. This is not the normal bus. It is a replacement. Something must have happened to the normal bus, as I thought. Not necessarily something terrible, though. Probably something minor that can be fixed in a day. 

			Probably.

			The replacement bus looks older than the normal bus, but I’m sure it’s fine. 

			The bus has pulled up. 

			I’m going to get on.

			* * *

			Many concerning things have happened in the short trip from the sidewalk to my seat. I am having a difficult time keeping my head right now, but I will do what you’ve said doctor, and try to analyze each of them in turn. Make small adjustments until I am well again.

			First, there is a new bus driver to go along with the new bus. He is an old man. Very old. So old that I can’t help but wonder whether or not he will be capable of seeing in the dark well enough to get us to the depot safely. I keep imagining the bus in a myriad of terrible accidents. I am picturing the other passengers burning, broken, screaming. 

			Dead. 

			I am picturing myself that way too. 

			I have to remember that the city would not allow him to work unless he was qualified. I must trust in the city to keep the best interests of its citizens in mind when making decisions such as replacing a missing bus driver, much as I so easily assumed earlier that the bus—this old bus with its old driver—was chosen because it was a suitable replacement for the good bus.

			Sorry, normal. The normal bus. Not “good.” I need to remember to use better language. You will have to forgive me doctor, but I am having a hard time right now. 

			I’m sure everything will be fine.

			Secondly, there is a buzzy-faced man in my usual spot. I had to sit across from where I normally do. 

			I use the term buzzy-faced because, as we have discussed and as I’ve said, I am trying to use better language and it is nicer than saying that he is drunk. 

			As you know doctor, I have a particularly hard time with drunks. Drunks can be loud, belligerent, angry, and violent. Drunks can cause all kinds of problems due to these qualities, not the least of which is severe bodily harm and even death. 

			I guess I knew in the back of my mind that I would eventually run into drunks once I changed over to nights. But since everyone in the city changes over at the same time I figured that most of those that switch from days to nights would curb those kinds of impulses for a bit longer. I suppose the buzzy-faced man couldn’t hold out.

			He doesn’t appear to be threatening. Right now he is slumped over, staring toward the front of the bus. He is coughing and scratching himself. He is thin, and his dirty clothes are too big for him. I think he might be one of the homeless. If that is the case, I suppose a liquor licensure is apt for his assignment. I imagine that when you have to live on the street until the next changeover, turning everything into one long blur probably makes it easier. Especially if you have to do it at night. 

			We all have our cures. I with my therapy, and the buzzy-faced man with his drink. We at least have that much in common. Different licensures, same result.

			Just to be clear, doctor, I’m not comparing you to a bartender. Your help is, of course, much more effective and long-lasting than being a drunk. 

			I am thankful to have it. 

			Lastly, because this is a different bus, I can not focus on the penny that is stuck to the floor like I usually do. This means I will have to positively orient myself in some other way tonight, for there are no interesting things on this floor to look at. I guess I could look at the buzzy-faced man’s filthy shoes, but I’m afraid that if I do that maybe it might cause him to strike up a conversation with me. I am in no way ready for a step like that. 

			Especially not tonight.

			I am sure I can find something to focus on. 

			I am sure everything will be fine.

			* * *

				Mrs. McClusky is not on the bus. You must remember me telling you about sweet old Mrs. McClusky, doctor, the spinster with the five cats. Well, she’s not on the bus, and I’m very worried about her. Not only because she’s not on the bus, but because she’s not on the bus, yet her things are.

				Sitting in the seat where Mrs. McClusky should be is her wooden-handled purse, and a plastic bag with her groceries in it. I can see two cans of “Feisty Cat” along with some beets and carrots through the plastic. Definitely her things. No doubt about it.

				I may have only known her a little over half a month, doctor, but since the changeover she’s been one of the few bright spots in my life, besides my visits with you, of course. She’s always so friendly, so kind, and I look forward to the chats we sometimes have, when I’m feeling up to them. And I love that she always seems to know when I’m having one of my challenging days, because she never bothers me on those occasions. 

			She’s a good woman, and right now the voice of fear is screaming her name.

			I know you’d probably say that I’m getting too far ahead of myself, but I’ve run through this several times already. I honestly can’t think of a good reason why Mrs. McClusky’s things might be on the bus without her there to hold them. Maybe the reason the bus was so late wasn’t just because they had to replace the normal bus, but also because Mrs. McClusky had some kind of medical emergency that required them to carry her off. The bus was over twenty minutes late and medical response units are averaging under eight minutes citywide, more than enough time for one to be called, respond, and carry Mrs. McClusky off on a stretcher. 

			I’m trying to make an adjustment to this line of thinking, to quiet the voice of fear, but I simply can not find a positive way to spin this development. 

			What if she’s dead?

			What if it’s worse than that?

			What if this part of town has been…

			No, it can’t be that. I must not devolve into believing in rumors. I know that. I shouldn’t even bring them up. 

			Please doctor, overlook this moment of weakness. I know it is wrong to indulge in unsavory rumors about the city. I know they aren’t true, of course. It’s just, you hear about people disappearing enough and you start to wonder, that’s all. But wondering can get you into trouble since it can lead you so far away from the truth, which is often mundane enough as to be positively boring, as you’ve often pointed out.

			It is comforting to think about it like that. 

			I am going to do my breathing exercises and try not to look at Mrs. McClusky’s things. Since I don’t have my penny, I will look out the window and count the street signs as they pass, as you suggested last week. 

			I did also notice Mrs. McClusky’s flower scarf crushed beneath her purse. 

			I am sure everything will be fine. 

			* * *

				The buzzy-faced man got off the bus. I wouldn’t make note of it, except he did something very odd.

			At first I was happy to see him pull the rope and call for a stop. I was glad I wouldn’t have to worry about him or what he might do anymore, but after the bus came to a halt and he got up to exit through the rear door, he did something completely unexpected. He stopped by Mrs. McClusky’s things and gathered them up before stepping off the bus. And as the bus was leaving, while I watched him through the window, completely at a loss, he smiled at me, and then winked!

			I don’t know what to make of this doctor. Why should this dirty drunk have anything to do with sweet old Mrs. McClusky? I can’t imagine that he does, so did he merely decide to steal her things on a whim? Was he tasked during this changeover not only with homelessness but with thievery as well? I guess that would make sense, drunks do often do unpredictable and morally irresponsible things. He would have to play the part convincingly, I suppose. 

			But why the wave and the wink?

			Does he know something that I don’t about my situation, or did he merely catch me glancing at Mrs. McClusky’s things over and over and notice my confusion? Did he then decide to take them in order to confound me for fun? That would certainly be something that an unpredictable drunk might do. Perhaps this is merely part of his assignment, putting those around him off their game. Perhaps this is a new challenge to those of us living normal lives in this district. 

			It has been two years since the ordinance was passed, and the buzzy-faced man was the first homeless person I’ve encountered, not to mention the first drunk. 

			Is this a new phase in the plan?

			I suppose things can’t always be perfect, not all changes can be good. The city planners know this. How can one be expected to grow without being challenged? 

			Weren’t we just discussing that, doctor?

			This has been a challenging night, so far, let me tell you. My routines have been upset to an alarming degree, but I think I am up to it. We should be getting to the depot soon anyway, and not long after that I will be home, safe in my apartment. 

			This thought brings me much comfort.

			Maybe the buzzy-faced man is being a good citizen and returning Mrs. McClusky’s things to her. This district has always been a good place to live with good people living in it. I could be worrying for nothing. That is, after all, the reason I am seeing you, doctor. I am going to keep that in mind for the rest of the ride.

			I am sure everything is okay.

			I am sure everything will be fine. 

			* * *

			This is getting really out of hand. 

			A man got on the bus a few stops after the buzzy-faced man departed, another homeless by my reckoning, and sat near the front of the bus, near the driver. He is very large, and is wearing several layers of clothing. He resembles a great trash heap, if I’m being honest. He smells like one too. I know this shouldn’t bother me, and after surviving the ordeal of the buzzy-faced man I’m sure it wouldn’t have, but there are several things about this new bum that stand out as concerning. 

			First he has been whispering back and forth with the driver since he sat down. I think they know each other. I’m almost sure of it. The way they are whispering and laughing quietly together looks too familiar to think anything less. I hate to use the word “conspiratorially,” but no other description fits their behavior better, I’m afraid. 

			Also, I’m almost positive that whatever it is they are talking about has to do with me.

			I know you’d probably chalk this up to my paranoia getting the better of me, but I promise you doctor that the big homeless man has been shifting his eyes back at me over and over when he thinks I’m not looking. He even pointed once, right at me. It couldn’t have been any of the other passengers because the last of them departed at the stop immediately before he arrived on the bus. I’m now wondering if their leaving had something to do with my current predicament.

			I’m sorry I characterized it that way, doctor, but I can’t help but think that that is the truth of it. 

			I am in a predicament. 

			It feels good to at least acknowledge it. Write it out loud, so to speak. It makes me feel much better, actually. Strange that it should work like that. Maybe you can explain it to me in our next session, doctor.

			Maybe the big homeless man is a friend of the driver. Maybe they shared common shifts before the last changeover. Maybe they—

				The driver just announced over the radio—an odd choice seeing as there are now only two passengers—that the bus will be taking an alternate route to the depot. He said this will add “significant time” to our route.

			We’ve picked up speed. The bus lurched alarmingly and I nearly fell over in my seat. I think I saw the large homeless man laugh. 

			I’m having a hard time, doctor. I’m going to try and keep writing but I’m not sure I can concentrate on—

			He just let two more homeless on the bus. They sat up front with the other one, near the driver.

			 I looked out the window when we stopped and I don’t recognize anything. I’ve taken alternate routes before, but never to anyplace that looks like this. My district is humble, but clean. The buildings are always free of graffiti and refuse. We take pride in keeping it that way, yet these buildings look abused and abandoned. They have boarded up windows and doors, like heads with bandaged eyes and mouths. 

			The lights are fluttery here, too. 

			I guess I always knew places like this must exist in the city, but I never imagined having to travel to one— 

			The bus lurched again. I dropped my pen. The new homeless laughed along with the large one and the driver. They are together now. 

			He’s let more on. A group this time, about four, by my count, but it’s hard to tell as they all mesh together so seamlessly. Their clothes appear different, yet they might as well be wearing uniforms for how similar they look, like shades of the street. They sit up near the other group and begin chattering along with them. The sound of their conversation buzzes all around me. I’d put my hands on the sides of my head to ward it off, but then I couldn’t keep writing about my predicament, and right now this is the only thing that is helping. 

			What are they talking about? 

			Why is it so funny? 

			What does it have to do with me?

			More homeless now, too many to count before they merged with the other group. The smell is becoming unbearable. They account for more than half the bus now. The nearest of them is bordering Mrs. McClusky’s seat. 

			My head is swimming, and it feels like I’m in the center of a tornado. I am a sweaty fist, clenched in place. Between the odor, the constant start and stop of the bus, and the panic raging inside I feel like I might pass out, or vomit all over myself. 

			The bus just turned down a street where the lights are no longer fluttery. They’ve all gone out. 

			I can’t make out anything anymore. 

			I have never felt more lost.

			I feel boxed in. I’m going to move to the back of the bus to get some space.

			Why are we going so fast?

			* * *

			I’m now sitting all the way in the back, on the bench that faces directly towards the front. I can survey things from here.

			After thinking it all over, I have come to the conclusion that this has to be coordinated. Some kind of test, or an experiment, perhaps. I know what you said about the rumors, doctor, but you must admit that this is all very inordinary.

			I’m not stupid, doctor. Or crazy.

			The late bus. The new driver. Mrs. McClusky. The drunk who stole her things. The change in route. The homeless mob who won’t stop talking about me, laughing at me. This can’t be happenstance. 

			This is a pre-planned predicament. 

			I see now how my life since the changeover could have been designed to lead up to this moment. Of course Mrs. McClusky and I would be fast friends considering what happened with my grandmother. Of course my new co-workers on nights would constantly yammer on about strange rumors dealing with disused portions of the city, about people disappearing, subjects which would naturally upset me. Of course I would fill this notebook up, along with our sessions, with garbage thoughts and worries about those rumors. And of course, like telling a child not to eat a cookie or play with a sharp object, you would advise me not to allow these rumors to warp my thinking about how I regarded the new changeover.

			Of course, that was all I would do.

			Are you in on it, doctor?

			Have I been chosen by the city?

			Are you my therapist, or my handler?

			I guess at this point it does not matter. I am involved, whether I choose to be or not. 

			It feels good to admit that.

			This being the case I think it might be wise of me to do something unpredictable. Something my citizen profile would not indicate as even a remote possibility. 

			Something you would certainly never see coming.

			I am going to pull the rope. 

			I am going to get off the bus.

			* * *

			I’m on the street now. The bus has gone. I’m standing directly beneath one of those “You Are the City, and the City is YOU!” billboards they have flashing all over. 

			This is all the light I could find. 

			I pulled the rope, and at first I was worried the driver wouldn’t stop. They all went silent when the bell sounded, turned and looked directly at me. They watched as I gathered my things in a rush. The driver drove through three stops while they stared. 

			I almost suffocated.

			He finally stopped and they all got up at once, began moving toward the end of the bus. I threw myself out of the seat and lunged toward the back door. I fell against it, banging my knee real good. It was all I could do to stop myself from beating against the back door, screaming to be let out. 

			I was certain the time had come for the experiment to end, but the driver opened the door and I tumbled out onto the concrete.

			Turning over I looked up and saw the crowd dispersed across the windows of the bus, piled on one another, their grimy faces and hands smashed into glass.

			Every one of them was laughing, even the driver, their jaws moving up and down, their teeth not touching. 

			And then the bus was gone.

			And I am not sure where I am. 

			I feel better to be off the bus, but I am not sure that I have escaped. Beyond the light beneath the billboard is nothing short of Void. Up and down this street the buildings are caving in. There are shadows crouched on shadows where the brickwork has failed and collapsed. Great, black holes surround me.

			There are things moving in and out of them. I am sure of it.

			The billboard lights are fluttering.

			You have to help me.

			I am not sure I can still trust you, doctor, but right now, your words are all I have.

			It is okay that it is dark.

			It is okay that I am alone.

			I am sure the rumors are just rumors. 

			I am sure that there is nothing out there.

			I am sure I will get home safely.

			I am sure everything will be—

			End.

		

		
			Erik McHatton’s passion for horror literature began in grade school and can be credited to an early fascination with the “Terrific Triples” horror collections of Helen Hoke. He began writing fiction seriously in 2019 and has since been published several times in print and online publications. He hopes to follow in the footsteps of authors like Ligotti, CAS, Bloch, Jackson, Barker, and Cushing. He lives in Kentucky with his beautiful wife and kids, along with dear friends and family; surrounded on all sides.

		

		
			The Horror Host

		

		
			By Matthew M. Bartlett



		

		
			The tools by which we perceive the world have limitations, they have gaps: canyon-wide, chasm-deep.

			Factor in the passage of time, and we are left with only the memory of those muddled perceptions. And memory distorts; memory lies. 

			When two people recollect an incident differently, conventional wisdom claims that the truth lies somewhere in the middle. But that’s too easy, for each version of a given event may contain no single detail in common; conversely, all parties might agree with unshakeable surety upon the same false detail. 

			And sometimes our own dreams, sometimes even other people’s anecdotes, return to us dressed in the convincing costumery of memory. The event in question, the incident, whatever it is…it may not have occurred at all.

			Childhood memories are, of course, notoriously untrustworthy.

			It had been years since Reginald thought about the four o’clock movie. Seeing the man in the train station brought it all back. Though he was too far away for Reginald to see his features clearly, he was very nearly certain that he was looking at the host who introduced the movies that darkened the family television screen on those long-ago Friday afternoons. The man wore a tatty black overcoat and wire-rimmed glasses, had bright white flyaway hair, was tall, but stood with a pronounced stoop. He’d turned his head with irritation at the sound of an infant’s tantrum, just enough for Reginald to catch a glimpse of his face. 

			Reginald worked at the station’s newsstand, adjacent to the concourse and waiting area. The station, a hub for commuter trains and national rail service, local and intercity buses, and taxis and ride services, had recently been restored after decades of disuse, thanks to federal grants and funds from the Department of Transportation. With an eye toward historical accuracy and architectural integrity, workmen under the direction of the city’s redevelopment authority had updated the interior, replaced its scuffed tile floors with terrazzo, restored its crumbling columns and staircases, and installed new escalators, elevators, and ramps. Framed photographs of the station in its heyday graced the halls that connected the concourse to the train platforms. The newsstand was one of the first retail outlets to open; not long after came coffee counters, fast-food franchises, a variety of retailers, a cinema, and a cafeteria-style restaurant.

			It was at that restaurant that Reginald took his meals on workdays, sitting at the window-fronted counter which offered diners a panoramic view of the concourse and waiting area. The food was unremarkable but satisfying, served in large portions, and accompanied by coffee with unlimited refills—all of which encouraged lingering. But mostly Reginald liked the cafeteria for the view: people rushing this way and that, wheeling suitcases, poring over timetables, embracing in the spirit of greeting or of imminent separation. He saw drug deals, fistfights, and even once watched a traveler crumple to the floor with a fatal brain aneurysm. He had brought his tray to the counter and begun to wolf down his BLT and fries when he saw the man.

			What would he be doing here, he wondered, in this minor city that boasted little more than an abandoned amphitheater, a struggling casino, and a few tall buildings and parking garages clustered around a highway interchange—a city that boasted no universities and no major airport, that dropped its gates and rolled up its carpets not long after dusk, its newest, most prominent building one to facilitate people’s leaving? It wasn’t even a stop between any major cities. Doubt crept in: could it really be him?

			The man turned his head a little more toward Reginald, just a touch. Reginald leaned forward in his seat.

			The walls darkened and closed in. Purple sheets descended in slow motion from the sinking ceiling, draping themselves over the light fixtures. The smell of buttery popcorn wafted in. The screen of arrivals and departures shrunk and blurred and then brightened, and became an old television in a brown cabinet casing. 

			WIKIDFUN TELEVISION PRODUCTIONS PRESENTS fills the screen in a multicolored neon-tube font. Through the small speaker, tinny trumpets blare and flutes trill, snare drums rasp and roll. A yellow cartoon sun bounces from the righthand side of the screen and stops halfway across. It bounces a few more times before coming to rest. It trembles. It swells. Orange fissures form at its circumference, and as the music degenerates into chaotic cacophony, the sun explodes, followed by the logo and then the whole screen. The colorful shards rain down, revealing in black & white a fog-strewn, shadowy set that is part library, part laboratory. Now the music is a low, pulsing drone, accompanied by the whooshing of wind that carries with it the chiming of distant bells. In the foreground, a man sits silhouetted in a wingback chair.

			Reginald blinked away the memory. The train station was just a train station, not the living room of his childhood, and the man he had seen was now walking briskly away. Reginald had to know. Abandoning his partially eaten meal, he hurried after the white-haired man.

			***

			When Reginald was a boy, every Friday he and his father watched the Four O’Clock Movie, a tradition established by his father upon Reginald’s thirteenth birthday. The program featured a different obscure horror movie each week, always colorful and melodramatic and gory, often tasteless, sometimes risqué. Reginald would hurry home from school and barrel through his homework to make sure he was done in time for the show to start. Promptly at 3:50 he would rendezvous with his father in the living room. 

			His father would already be planted on the corduroy couch, feet up on the coffee table next to a heaping bowl of popcorn and a couple of cans of soda. Reginald would curl up against him, luxuriating in the closeness to his dad, the hill of his middle-aged belly, the scratchy stubble on his cheek and on the bulging scarf of his chin, the twinned aromas of aftershave and sour perspiration. Drawn blinds and purple kerchiefs draped over the lampshades transformed the den into a darkly psychedelic theater. The sharp, buttery smell of freshly popped corn rounded out the illusion. Dad would, with great ceremony, unplug the phone, cutting off the pair from the external world, jarring them loose from the tethers of time, of obligation. 

			The Four O’Clock Movie aired on a station that could be accessed, his father had told him gravely, only with a specially made antenna which he’d had to order from an advertisement in the back of one of his science magazines, tearing out, filling in, and mailing the order form to a ten-digit post office box in a faraway city of which Reginald had never heard. From the date he mailed it, it took sixteen weeks for the antenna to arrive. In the face of vertiginous peril his father had to retrofit the unwieldy device to the existing structure, his only guide a complex and poorly translated—in point of fact, nearly incomprehensible—instruction sheet.

			And so, every Friday, as tradition held, after school, in the darkened, psychedelic bungalow den, from precisely four o’clock to six, Reginald and his father lived in Carnelian’s world. For Carnelian was the name of the host of the hallowed Four O’Clock Movie. He was the secretariat of scares, the minister of the macabre, the compère of creepiness, and though he spoke to thousands, maybe hundreds of thousands, from hundreds of thousands of television speakers, he was speaking, with a voice as clear and as resonant as a church bell, directly to Reginald, to Reginald and his father, and to no one else.

			* * *

			Reginald’s post-adolescent years had been an avalanche of losses. Below are but a few

			His father: gone. A rare strain of cancer, one with a frightening name, a parade of forbidding syllables. An inevitably grim prognosis, a mercenary surge of metastasis. The progression of the disease not mercifully slow. Not merciful at all. A once hale, hearty man reduced to twigs under a grey blanket in a machine-bracketed bed. Digital readouts on black screens: numbers, graphs, hieroglyphics spelling illness, pain, death, for an endless line of transient tenants, dad only one of multitudes. His father: gone. Replaced by howling absence, a void where a full life once thrived. 

			The bungalow: gone. Reginald had driven by the spot where it had been decades later, when a business trip happened to lead him by that old familiar highway exit. Maybe it had burned; maybe it had been condemned. Even though over time it had belonged to some other family, or several of them, the ache at seeing the absence of the house was no less immediate, no less painful. The bungalow: gone. Replaced by cattails and reeds, turned away from by the trees that once embraced it in their shadows.

			The Four O’Clock Movie: gone. No more library, no more laboratory, no more hooded wraiths. No more goblins, no more ranting scientists, no more Claymation carnage, no more bright red Karo syrup spilt over butcher shop intestines. No more Carnelian. The Four O’Clock movie: gone. Replaced by a soap opera with weeping heiresses, handwringing ingénues, brown leather brigands, eyepatch impresarios.

			* * *

			Turning a corner, Reginald saw the man board a train on Track C. His meal long forgotten, not even considering the destination of the train, he hurried to the ticket window and purchased a fare. While the attendant processed his payment, he stared at the wall-mounted monitor that displayed in a grid the various sectors of the station. The center monitor showed only a blizzard of static trying to resolve itself into a picture—perhaps a picture of a man seated in a wingback chair.

			The man sits in the wingback chair, long-fingered hands crossed over his midsection, head bowed so that his face is obscured by the wide brim of a black bucket hat. He is clad in a grey suit and vest over a dark shirt. Across his lap lies an oversized book, leatherbound, with shining tooling and a sewn-in ribbon bookmark, open to the middle pages. The backdrop is a wall of large grey bricks; here and there they protrude from the wall, forming shelves upon which books lean against one another as though in exhaustion from the weight of the contents within; withered and desiccated mice lay on their sides, tiny fists curled under their chins; fishbowls of cloudy water teem with things that may or may not be eels; test tubes queued up by height bubble and fizz; candlesticks stand subsumed by pustule-ridden wax, paraffin stalactites reaching down like deformed fingers from the edges. An arched window holds captive in its frame a pockmarked white moon. The fog dissipates as though dismissed, the camera zooms in, the man raises his head, and at last we see the face of our host.

			The doors were closing as he approached; Reginald jammed his hand in and squeezed through. Most of the seats were occupied. As the train left the station, he walked through the cars one after the other, looking for that mussed-up white hair. When he reached the engine car, he turned and walked back through, scanning the passengers’ faces for the one he knew from his youth. Most gazed out the window, some turned away when they saw him peering. Some met his gaze briefly and gave wan smiles; a few looked at him with a challenge in their eyes.

			None of them was the man from the station. None was Carnelian.

			Had he gotten his wires crossed, hopped on the wrong train? Or had Carnelian exited, sensing he was being pursued? Either way, there was no sign of the man. Confused, somewhat crestfallen, Reginald found an empty seat and waited for the next stop. Through the window he watched the black ink of night infuse and overtake the watery blue dusk. Lights shot by the window as the train rumbled through the night, then came long stretches of lightless dark and the indistinct shapes of treetops, then more lights, the comfortable looking lights of house windows, later, the crossword puzzle windows of skyscrapers. There should have been a stop by now, Reginald thought. Maybe he should ask a fellow passenger. The man across from him was fast asleep, his head against the window. Reginald rose slightly and peered over the seats. Most everyone appeared to be dozing. He sat back down. Before long he too drifted to sleep.

			He woke to find himself reclined on a familiar corduroy couch, his feet up on a coffee table cluttered with crushed and blackened popcorn kernels and crumpled soda cans. Something leaned heavily against his side, a warm, nearly hot, mortal bulk. He glanced down in the darkness to see something bloated and vaguely crescent-shaped pushed up against him. His mind conjured the image of a massive maggot, a rotting seal. The heat, he now knew, was not of the sort that signified life—no, it was the heat of putrefaction. 

			Unable, somehow, to move or to flee, he turned his attention away from the rotting bulk and to the television, which sat heavily on its stand, the screen a sickly green. The screen jumped to grey-white luminescence, accompanied by a calamitous fusillade of sparks from the wall outlet, and there sat Carnelian, leaning forward in a marvelously elaborate chair of riveted velvet and legs like panthers’ paws. Distortion blurred sections of the man, dragging them in a zigzagging left and right. His face remained unaffected, an expectant look on it, as though he’d been awaiting his audience. The great book sat sprawled upon his lap, center pages standing up like static electricity hairs.

			The set behind Carnelian was in disarray, dust-strewn debris in pyramidic piles, torn and crushed books scattered everywhere, shattered glass in spreading puddles of water. The elaborately rendered but torn and weathered castle-wall background rippled and waved; through the gaping holes sprawled a ravaged red landscape through which skeletal monstrosities clad in burnt tatters lumbered as though weary or in debilitating pain, and faraway chandelier cities flickered to hectic life as night approached.

			Carnelian made eye contact with Reginald, dissolving the glass screen between them, and he began to speak. But like a radio signal at the outer border of its range, all that came through was syllables, parts of words, nothing Reginald could put together, nothing coherent. Reginald tried to read his lips, to understand. It seemed urgent, what with Carnelian’s pleading eyes, his rapidly moving mouth. But then even the syllables fell away and all that remained was a high-pitched, wavering sound: the frenetic jazz of a housefly trapped between a window and a screen. It grew louder, the crescendo the screech of brakes sparking steel.

			Reginald woke to find the train had stopped. He looked out the window at a small suburban station, a house-like structure with a bench adjacent to a pair of double doors, a snack and soda machine tucked under an abbreviated awning. It was still dark, with a hint of morning pink on the horizon. A familiar tangle of white hair sailed past the window. Reginald sprung up, pushing past and weaving through the other passengers. The station doors were just closing behind the white-haired man. Reginald was through moments later; he sprinted across the small waiting area and out through the exit to the parking lot just in time to see the man climb onto a bus.

			* * *

			The bus rumbled along on the narrow, two-lane stretch of road, bracketed with endless fields of corn that towered nearly as high as the bus itself, the stalks flickering like old movies in the headlights. When Reginald had gotten on board he’d seen the man in a seat near the back, his seat reclined slightly, a floppy black hat obscuring his face. Reginald sat near the front, in the only available seat. 

			Soon the bus was on a long narrow bridge over fog so thick and so dark that he had no idea whether they were over land or water. It was a long bridge, certainly longer than any he’d ever seen or traversed; a dark ribbon stretched taut and endless through the pink-white fog of dawn. Finally there appeared in the distance a blocky horizon glowing with hazy white light. That light soon expanded like a slow-motion explosion until its source materialized—an unfamiliar city, stretching in both directions as far as he could see.

			Only now did it occur to him to wonder what the hell he was doing.

			Why did it feel so important to confirm this was Carnelian? And what did he expect, exactly, to say to the man?  In the fevered grip of momentum and nostalgia, he’d lost a proper night’s sleep chasing a phantasm. It was time to end this. He decided he wouldn’t try to find out whether he had the right man. He wouldn’t speak to him at all. Or, if he did, he wouldn’t do it while the bus was moving—too much road noise, and he didn’t want to shout, to come off as the lunatic he probably was.

			Either way, he’d get off at the next stop and be done with this, get on the next bus back to the train station, get himself back home.							

			The bridge emptied out onto a long commercial thoroughfare, unspooling on both sides an array of shuttered shops and restaurants; punishingly bright laundromats empty of patrons; sepia storefronts and security doors with narrow windows into stairwells lit Hell-red with exit signs; dimly lit gas stations wedged between high-rises and crowded onto diminutive corner lots. Citizens, all of them curiously tall, hunched or lurched along the sidewalks and crosswalks, stood swaying on pedestrian bridges overhead, sat cross-legged on front walks and crumbling stoops. Most wore sweatshirts and jeans; one strange man, running down the street, was dressed in some kind of papal regalia: a tall mitre, dented and stained, a yellow cassock, a long, blue embroidered stole that flapped behind him as he ran. He looked behind him frequently, panic in his pink-rimmed eyes. Further along, a man in the outfit of a clown stood in a doorway, its multi-colored afro wilted, the giant buttons on its tunic shaped like furry, many-legged insects, its large shoes torn, revealing gnarled, fungus-clotted toes. Reginald couldn’t be certain, but the clown’s face appeared to be a featureless expanse of white greasepaint under which a giant plastic flower lolled.

			As the bus sped along (without stopping to discharge nor absorb passengers) more strange details of this city revealed themselves. For one, most of the cars appeared to be of the same make and model, one unfamiliar to Reginald, their design something like a Fiat or a Gremlin, and they bore neither logo nor insignia. The rest were delivery trucks or moving vans, but were also devoid of logos and company names. Even more odd, all of the license plates on all of the vehicles were jet black and without letters or numbers.

			The businesses, too, were unfamiliar to him. Nothing was recognizable—no department store, fast food franchise, oil company. The names he did see on awnings and windows gave no clue as to the kind of commerce going on inside. He saw one called The Leaf is the Devil’s Flag, another called Atrophy Wife.  There was a gas station called Dead Gregory Sober and Watchful, another called Let’s Give Alfonse Another Chance.

			After what felt like miles without even slowing, the bus braked sharply at an intersection where the road bisected another broad commercial boulevard. A city bus crossed the intersection slowly, as through water, its interior lit glaring white, and there, seated in the center of the bus, framed by its slanted window, caged in its Tinkertoy interior architecture—its red rails and stanchions and yellow leather straphangers—sat Carnelian. 

			The host wears the broad, expressive face of the just-past-his-prime carnival barker, the ecstatic auctioneer, the rogue priest about to deliver a slyly rebellious homily. The eyebrows are peaked thatches, the pupils large. The mouth, all thin lips and large teeth, curls into a disapproving frown as he affects disgust at the day’s offering: usually something with hunched, smirking imps, cannibals wild and insatiable, deranged physicians, debauched pastors, debased schoolteachers, creatures ravenous for gore. Even his nose, as it flares its nostrils and bunches up away from the upper lip, helps convey his revulsion. All of this in unflinching, uncomfortable close-up.

			He was looking directly at Reginald, his unmistakable face twisted into a defiant grin. A knowing grin. There was no doubt now. The deterioration of age could not distort the man’s features. His ears and nose were larger, the latter now adorned with a knuckle-like bump below the bridge upon which his half-rim glasses perched. His eyes still glared with intense avidity. And that look. Most certainly Carnelian had sought Reginald out, found him at the train station, led him to this strange city, making him think he was following Carnelian when in fact Carnelian was leading him somewhere. But where? And why? 

			Reginald jumped up. The seat where the man he’d thought was Carnelian had sat, the man he’d followed, was empty.

			Yes, he’d told himself it was past time to stop this. But how could he possibly stop now?

			What am I doing, what am I doing repeated in Reginald’s head to the rhythm of his foot falls as he chased the bus, running full tilt on the sidewalk, dodging pedestrians, evading sandwich board signs, jumping over fire hydrants. He felt his energy start to leave him each time the back of the bus faded from view, but soon after, it would reappear in the middle distance, pulled over, letting passengers aboard, and he’d surge forward, veins standing out in his neck, teeth gritted. The bus made frequent stops. He would come maddeningly close, then it would lurch back into traffic. It was possible that Carnelian exited at some point without Reginald’s seeing, but what else could he do but hope he was either still on the bus, or would appear among the crowd on the sidewalk? 

			And then Carnelian did appear, standing dead center in the sidewalk, in Reginald’s path, facing him, a mere block away. The crowd parted to stream around Carnelian. He stood in a mock-heroic pose, feet apart, hands on his hips. He had discarded his coat and was clad in that familiar suit and vest, the floppy hat, tipped up, formed a kind of black halo. The shirt, which Reginald had seen only in black and white, was bright red. Carnelian winked and sidestepped into an alley. Reginald burst forward, running faster than he’d thought himself capable. 

			 The alley was narrow and long, surmounted by several arched pedestrian bridges and lit with torches on iron sconces bolted to the black brick. Dented steel barrels lined the right-hand side; at first Reginald thought they housed thick-trunked trees, but as he passed, he saw clusters of elderly women squeezed in, four or five to a barrel. Their hair hung long and tangled. They turned their heads toward Reginald as he passed, and he was startled to see that they wore the faces of infants, small, in the middle of their wrinkled faces. Their expressions mutated and warped in the dancing firelight.

			A man paced back and forth at the exit to the alley. The man was short, musclebound, deeply tanned, wore cargo shorts and a white tee-shirt advertising some kind of tropical drink. His stubble-cheeked head jerked like that of a distracted bird, his greasy ponytail whipping back and forth. When Reginald tried to get past him, he feinted, stepped right into his path, blocking him at every move. Reginald looked left and right, jumped up, trying to see if Carnelian was still in sight, but he was apparently long gone. The man put a hand on Reginald’s chest. 

			“What are you looking for out here, man?” The man’s voice was unexpectedly thin and raspy, high-pitched, like that of a cartoon chronic smoker.

			Reginald struggled to catch his breath. “Carnelian…”

			The man jutted his head forward until his nose nearly touched Reginald’s. “Who? What? What’s that? What are you saying to me, man? What word was that? Was that a word?”

			Reginald backed away a pace or two, held up his hands. “It’s a name. Car-nel-ee-an. A host…he was on television, uh, he hosted the…he played movies. He lived in a castle, and he had this book, this book of stories, and he’d read them and it’s like the stories in the book were the movies…my daddy…my father…watched it with me…I saw him, the host, Carnelian…I followed him…Carnelian was the host of the Four O’Clock Movie…”

			The man’s face froze in shock. He grabbed Reginald by the sleeve, pulled him closer, his voice going soft and conspiratorial. “What did you say?”

			Reginald’s heart and brain raced. “Which part?”

			“The time.”

			“The…? Four o’clock. Is that what you mean?”

			The man nodded vigorously. He put his face in Reginald’s. His breath smelled strongly of boozy black licorice. “Guess what time it is right now?”

			“Uh…”

			“You guessed it. Four o’clock. And what day of the week did this Carnelian show his movies?”

			…today we are in for a rare treat—the product of the familial indulgence of a man with great imagination, no skill, and wealth sufficient to purchase home video equipment—like a bad stew made from a suspect recipe, this entry in our catalogue may cause the viewer a psychic dyspepsia. Hallucinatory, poorly shot, barely edited, largely improvised, this shaggy dog will befoul our lawn, gum our arm, and look up at us with sad, wet eyes as it splashes diarrhea on our shoes, and, if you’re like me, and I suspect you are, you’ll fall in love with the damned thing. How the director persuaded his uncle, his fiancé, his twin cousins to speak the words in his obscene script…but I’ve said too much. Let’s watch…

			The man introduced himself as Standler. He promised to bring Reginald to Carnelian. Not knowing if the man was legitimate, Reginald followed anyway, waiting while Standler went into a convenience store called “Hallelujah Ben is Dead” to get lottery tickets, waiting again when he ducked into a liquor store (“Chickadee Morgue Escapades”) to pay for fruit flavored vodka nips with pocket change. 

			“What was so special about this show, anyway?” Standler said, after downing a raspberry flavored nip and shaking the upended bottle to get the last drops.

			“It wasn’t the show, really. It was the time with my dad. He didn’t really pay me much attention, otherwise. After Mom, he got really caught up in his work. Didn’t talk to me about his work, how he felt…anything. I guess it’s just time he carved out for us to, I don’t know, make up for that? It was better than nothing.”

			“Did you talk about the movies?”

			“We never really did, no. I don’t think he really liked the movies, you know? Normally, he watched sports, which kind of made him mad, and the news, which…”

			“…also made him mad.”

			Reginald laughed. “Madder,” he said.

			“Did you like the movies?”

			“I thought they were cool, I guess. I grew out of them, though. I couldn’t tell you one title. He knew I didn’t care anything about sports, so I guess he figured that was neutral territory.”

			“You’re not the first one, you know.”

			“Not the first one…to what?”

			The pair were now in a section of the city which appeared to function as some kind of red-light district. The ground floor establishments consisted mainly of nameless bars filled to the exits with rowdy, shouting revelers; butcherias in whose tall windows hunks of red flesh dangled on hooks; and taxidermist shops, displaying under spotlights a variety of malformed animals which gaped or leered lopsidedly from grassy dioramas. A few pedestrians hurried along the crumbling sidewalks, some carrying brown paper bags whose bottoms were stained with moisture, some of it bloody, some of the bags falling apart. On the second-floor balconies, women in lingerie and bathrobes leaned and gestured lewdly, calling down to the pedestrians with crass come-ons. In some doorways, glittering women shimmied; in others, menacing figures lurked or twitched.

			“Not the first one to come looking for Carnelian. Most people can’t even get the antenna to work, and not all of the ones who can end up here; your father must’ve been something special, that’s for sure.”

			Reginald stopped cold. Standler kept moving, gesturing and talking, then stopped and turned around. He walked back to Reginald. “What?” he said.

			“I thought he was joking about the antenna.”

			“It’s no joke,” Standler said, fishing another vodka nip from his shorts pocket. “We make them here.” He pointed between buildings to a distant horizon where smokestacks exhaled billowing black streamers into the sky. 

			Reginald wondered what other secrets his father had held. “What happened to the other people who came looking for Carnelian?”

			Standler shrugged. “Most of them never found him. Some did. Some of them became stagehands. Some…”

			“Some what?”

			Standler cackled. “But we don’t talk about them. Come, come.”

			“What happened to them?”

			Standler rolled his eyes impatiently, tapped an imaginary watch.

			“Where are we going?” Reginald said.

			“You’ll see, you’ll see,” sang the man. He placed the neck of the uncapped nip between his teeth and tilted his head upwards, his throat pulsing as the clear liquid bubbled down. Reginald caught a whiff of boozy blueberry. Standler flicked the empty away. Wiped his lips with the back of his arm. “Almost there. Almost there now. We won’t get there if we don’t go there.”

			Today’s feature is a celluloid catastrophe written—here we employ that term in its broadest sense—and directed by dissolute, doomed wunderkind Skillet Van Modrensen—banned in thirteen countries and edited, hacked to pieces, one might say, for broadcast—Putrefaction Promenade, an unwholesome, plot-free ballet of disease, deception, decrepitude, and dung, set in a city not very different from our own…

			He saw it, but he had a hard time believing it. In a rubble-filled lot between two high-rises sat his childhood home, the cross-gabled blue bungalow with its tapered columns and shadowy eaves, intact, moved by magic or perhaps more mundane means, to this curious city, now bereft of the shrubs that had bracketed it, looking somehow wrong, too big, or maybe too small, a relic, a thing that should not be, or at least should not be here. “I’m going to leave you to it,” the man said. “You know the way.”

			“Who are you?” Reginald said.

			“I serve at the pleasure of Carnelian,” said the man. “Which is a fancy way of saying I’m just a stagehand. A former stagehand, now a guard. Or a guide. Hey, fella, I’m whatever you like.” 

			With that, he tittered, bowed elaborately and walked away. 

			Reginald opened the door slowly. It still creaked like the cry of a curlew, just as it had so very long ago. He’d expected to see the familiar front hall with its braided rug and coat closet, the Pothos on the pedestal table, carpeted stairs climbing to the bedrooms, but instead before him stretched a long, narrow hall of unfinished wood, stubbled with splinters and marked here and there with red-faded-to-pink stenographic letters. The smell of sawdust was strong, bracing. Looking up, Reginald saw no ceiling, only a point that his vision failed to reach, a gauzy deep brown blur high above. When he came to the terminus of the hall, there stood before him a door marked WIKIDFUN TELEVISION PRODUCTIONS - STUDIOS A & B in tall black letters. 

			The door opened onto a brightly lit, broad, high-ceilinged room with two theatrical sets separated by an expanse of concrete flooring. Before each set loitered a few profusely wired cameras on elaborate wheeled tripods, and a row of black director’s chairs. Each set had its own arrangement of stadium-style seating. 

			On the left, in vivid, living color stood the set of the Four O’Clock Movie, looking smaller and more compact than Reginald would have thought. At the center sat Carnelian’s chair, its fabric a red and black herringbone pattern. The backdrop was not of cloth, nor was it a matte painting, but instead an actual wall of blue-grey bricks. Stagehands in cargo shorts and t-shirts were tearing open plastic packages of artificial cobwebs and applying them to the shelves and the fixtures, to the candles and beakers and test tubes filled with liquids in primary colors; standing on ladders sliding polycarbonate color gels into the stage lights; carefully placing papier-mache mice onto shelves; arranging books in a carefully disordered pattern, sweeping confetti into pink plastic dustpans.

			To the right was Reginald’s childhood living room as he remembered it, or most of the living room—there was no ceiling, just the two walls that met at the northwest corner. Reginald marveled at how perfectly it has been preserved. The couch was there; and the coffee table with the chipped leg; Dad’s easy chair, permanently indented in the shape of the man’s broad back; the mismatched floor lamps; the fake plastic plants, the framed prints on the walls as familiar to Reginald as any well-known van Gogh or Da Vinci—a still life with pears, apples and a bunch of green grapes in a wooden bowl, a floral garden and trellis, a rain-soaked Parisian street at dusk. Black cylindrical stage lights peered over tops of the walls like the heads of robotic voyeurs. Beyond the wide doorway that in the actual house led to the kitchen was instead a backstage area crisscrossed with camera dolly tracks and dotted with hand-trucks, piles of clothing—Reginald recognized a pair of giraffe-themed pajamas he’d worn as a child—discarded furniture and appliances (that old refrigerator that had leaked!), and stacks of pallets.

			“Have a seat,” said a familiar voice from unseen loudspeakers. Reginald looked around and waved. Would Carnelian come out? He hoped he’d come out. He felt a strange but undeniable need to embrace the man. Well, he wasn’t coming out yet, apparently, so Reginald crossed the parquet floor and stepped up onto the riser. It was all so familiar and yet so alien. It didn’t smell like home; the primary aromas here were fresh paint and more sawdust. The couch, however, was as comfortable as he remembered it. 

			“No,” came the voice again, now sounding stentorian and impatient. “On the other set.”

			Reginald stood, feeling unaccountably chastened and embarrassed. And yet he felt a sudden but very strong reluctance to leave the living room. He wished with all his might for his father to appear, for the pair to sit on the couch, for the prop television to light up with demons and vampires and gothic mansions wreathed in green lightning. Failing that, he wanted to go to his bedroom, fall across the tiny bed, and sleep for a thousand years.

			But he did leave. He crossed the room to the Four O’Clock Movie set, which the stagehands had quietly vacated, and sat in Carnelian’s chair. The chair suited him, he found. It seemed, almost, to embrace him. To claim him. Across the way, the living room set fell into darkness. Footsteps came from behind him, followed by shadows that loomed over him and splashed across the floor in front of him. Grey hands wreathed in black sleeves lowered into his lap a giant book, the book from the Four O’Clock Movie. 

			Movement in the living room across the way diverted his attention. Two figures emerged through the open doorway, a tall one and a smaller one, both human, the details of their features and clothing obscured by shadows and darkness. They took their places on the couch, the taller one with his feet up, the smaller one leant against his side. A wave of stench wafted over—a powerful miasma of putrefaction and sulfur and ammonia that made Reginald, flinch and grimace, caused his eyes to water. There came a curious squelching sound, then on top of that the buzzing of flies. He struggled to rise, but the book was heavy in his lap, as heavy as dead weight, impossible to move. He called out, but his voice was lost in the heavy air between the two sets. He looked down at the book in his lap. The cameras, of their own accord, rolled into position. Small red lights lit up on their snouts.

			The camera pulls back. The host opens the book to the story of the day. He pulls the bookmark and flips it over the edge of the book, where it swings like a pendulum. He looks up at his audience and begins to read aloud: 

			The tools by which we perceive the world have significant limitations and gaps, especially when only the memory of those unsure perceptions remain. For memory is a charlatan, a slick and polished liar whose story is nothing if not plausible.

			Even recordings lie, distort, omit essential details. From what vantage point do the cameras peer? At what angles do the microphones eavesdrop? High-definition video, so-called lossless audio. No matter. Recordings can confirm conflicting, even diametrically opposed, witness accounts. 

			Sometimes what we think is memory is instead a dream or an anecdote clothed in a convincing costume.

			The event in question, the incident, whatever it is…it may not have occurred at all.

			End.
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			Art by Andrew DeFelice

		

		
			The Better Angels of our Nature

		

		
			By Nina Shepardson



		

		
			Albrecht’s new master didn’t look like the sort of person who would engender so much gossip. His red, puffy eyes, sunk into dark circles, were the only indication that this man had been recently widowed. His graying hair and straw-colored beard were both neatly trimmed, and no stains or patches marred his clothing.

			“I’m Albrecht, sir. I believe my father told you about me?”

			“Indeed, he did. The question is, what did he tell you about me?” The man’s voice was soft and even, but Albrecht sensed a test behind the words.

			“He said a noted alchemist from the city, Master Eckhart Lessing, had moved to town and needed a servant. You were gracious enough to trust his good report of my character, so here I am.”

			That wasn’t all Albrecht’s father had told him. He’d also said, Some kind of scandal chased him out of the city. Had to do with his wife’s death. Some experiment of his gone wrong. Alchemy wasn’t banned by the Church per se, but it was frowned upon, since alchemists were thought to seek immortality. Some of the townsfolk speculated that the death of Master Eckhart’s wife had been a punishment for his hubris.

			Instead of repeating this, Albrecht added, “He told me you found the city oppressive after the loss of your wife and wanted to live somewhere quiet for a while.”

			Master Eckhart stared wordlessly at Albrecht for a few moments. He knows I’m lying, why did I think I could fool him? Just as Albrecht opened his mouth to blurt out an apology, the alchemist said, “Please, come in.”

			Master Eckhart showed Albrecht the house and explained his duties. Along with the list of tasks, he conveyed one absolute prohibition. “This is my laboratory,” Master Eckhart said, standing before a closed door secured with an iron lock. “It is the one room you must never enter.”

			Despite his repeated nightmares of jostling the wrong beaker and being incinerated in a burst of alchemical fire, Albrecht was disappointed. The secrets of the world hid just on the other side of this wooden door. Why could plants, but not animals, make food from sunlight? What happened inside an egg to make a chicken grow? Might there be a way to cure the sickness that had taken his mother? He glanced back over his shoulder as Master Eckhart led him away.

			Finally, the two men reached a small study with a desk and chair—and a bookcase. Albrecht stared. He’d never seen a book other than Father Dieter’s Bible and had certainly never touched one.

			Master Eckhart noticed him gaping and smiled. That smile shrank the circles under his eyes and pushed the redness from them. “I suppose I’ve become known for my discoveries, but I could never have made them without drawing on the wisdom of those who came before. Truly, these are more essential to my work than anything in my laboratory.” The smile faded. “I hope I won’t lose my access to them.” He reached up and rubbed at his eyes. “Perhaps…Tell me, Albrecht, can you read?”

			“No, sir,” Albrecht said. “I’ve never needed to, and we wouldn’t have the money for a tutor anyway.”

			Master Eckhart nodded but said nothing.

			* * *

			“’Sblood!” Albrecht swore and stumbled after the wayward hen, who had escaped her pen and flapped into Master Eckhart’s kitchen garden. She was making a good start on demolishing the mint plants.

			Even after Albrecht wrangled the escaped chicken back into the pen, the day went from bad to worse. By the time he had finished with his duties, he was starting to wish his father had found some other work for him. He was no good at watching over his family’s goats, milking them, making cheese, or negotiating with customers, and now it looked like he was no good at being a domestic servant, either. 

			“I should have just dropped you on the doorstep of a church when you were born,” Albrecht’s father had told him after he had, yet again, ruined a batch of cheese. Maybe that would have been better. He would have been sent to a monastery as soon as he was old enough and spent his days praying and chanting. He could have made copies of the Bible, maybe even assisted with illuminating the manuscripts, though that was likely too complex a task for him. Still, as he trudged down the hall, he allowed himself to imagine mixing pigments and carefully painting the golden circle of a halo, the rich indigo of the Virgin’s robes, the fluffy cloud-white of an angel’s wing.

			Albrecht walked into Master Eckhart’s study, and his fingers reached out to caress the spine of one of the books. He pulled them back, hoping Master Eckhart hadn’t seen him. He’d meant to say good night to the alchemist before heading home, and he was usually in the study at this time of day. Where was he?

			A muffled sound filtered down from upstairs. Master Echkart must have gone to bed early. Albrecht made his way back down the hall. As he passed the foot of the stairs, he heard the noise again, and now it was unmistakably a sob.

			Albrecht froze. What should I do? He tiptoed up the stairs, cringing each time they creaked. Why are you trying to hide? Didn’t you want to talk to him?

			“Rachel.” 

			Albrecht could make out words between Master Eckhart’s sobs.

			“Rachel, I’m so sorry.”

			Albrecht backed down the stairs, snuck down the hall, and slipped out the door.

			* * *

			“Do you have to go home as soon as you’re done?” Master Echkart asked.

			Albrecht closed the cupboard, then turned to face Master Eckhart. “My father will be expecting me,” he said.

			Disappointment crossed Master Eckhart’s face like a storm cloud.

			“But I could tell him you required my presence!” Albrecht hastened to add.

			The corners of Master Eckhart’s eyes crinkled as he smiled. “Come and sit down,” he said. When Albrecht obeyed, he slid a piece of paper over to him.

			Albrecht scanned the paper. Something was written on it: the letters of the alphabet, he thought. “What do you want me to do with this?”

			Master Eckhart’s smile widened. “I want you to learn to read.”

			Albrecht’s face split into a grin, a mirror of Master Eckhart’s own, but then it occurred to him to ask, “Why?”

			“Over the past year, my sight has been getting worse,” Master Eckhart confided. “I fear the day may come when I cannot read these books on my own. But if you meant to ask, ‘Why me?’ the answer is that you remind me of another young man who was sure he could uncover the secrets of the universe if only someone would give him a chance.” He tapped the paper. “But first, you must learn your letters.”

			* * *

			Over the next few months, Albrecht spent more and more time at Echkart’s house. The disgraced alchemist was far more patient than Albrecht’s father had ever been. He didn’t call Albrecht a fool for misspelling his own name or slap him for mispronouncing a word. Sometimes, Albrecht heard him weeping in his room. At those times, Albrecht remembered his mother and how the only time he’d ever seen his father cry had been on the day they’d buried her.

			One evening, after washing the bowls from their evening stew, Albrecht sat down beside Eckhart at the table in his study. Eckhart opened his great leatherbound Bible, turning the pages with reverence. “Let us find something for you to practice with,” he mused. He turned to the second chapter of the Gospel of Luke, whose pages were adorned with magnificent illustrations. In the upper right corner of one page, the Star of Bethlehem shone a brilliant gold. An angel hovered alongside it, ivory-colored wings keeping it aloft while a shepherd knelt beside his sheep in the lower left corner of the opposite page. Even the sheep looked awestruck.

			Eckhart made a strange, choked noise in the back of his throat and moved to turn the page again, but Albrecht saw words he recognized. Sitting up straighter, he intoned, “And, lo, the angel of the Lord came upon them, and the—uh—glory of the Lord shone about them, and they were…” He trailed off.  “There’s a word before ‘afraid’ that I don’t know.”

			Eckhart didn’t respond. Albrecht turned to look at him and saw his mentor staring at the page of Holy Writ. Eckhart’s fingers gripped the edge of the table, and his bearded chin trembled.

			“Is something wrong?”

			“I’m afraid I must retire for the night. Please return the book to the shelf.” Eckhart’s voice was strained. He stood and rushed from the study.

			Albrecht did as he was asked, carefully closing the Bible and sliding it back into its place. Normally, he would have gone home after being dismissed, but he hesitated. What if Eckhart was ill? I can at least look in on him before I go.

			Albrecht climbed the stairs to the second floor, and once again, he heard crying, a sound of heartsickness so wrenching that his stomach clenched in sympathy. As he continued his slow advance toward Eckhart’s door, he discerned words among his mentor’s tears. “Forgive me, Rachel. I didn’t know. I didn’t know!” His voice dropped, and Albrecht could barely make out what he said next. “Our Great Work, all of it, is nothing more than a curse.”

			What can he mean? Albrecht remembered the rumors. Could it be that Eckhart truly had caused his wife’s—Rachel’s—death? Perhaps it wasn’t only because of Albrecht’s clumsiness that Eckhart kept him out of the laboratory.

			He isn’t an evil man, though. I’m sure he’s not. Eckhart had told Albrecht something he’d needed to hear, not in words, but in actions. “You aren’t stupid. You aren’t useless.” Thinking to return the favor, Albrecht did something he’d never had the courage to do before: he knocked on Eckhart’s door.

			After a few sniffles, footsteps crossed the room and Eckhart opened the door. “Do you need help with something?”

			“That’s what I was going to ask you.” Eckhart opened his mouth to reply, but Albrecht cut him off. “You’ve shown me a great deal of kindness, sir. More than I deserve, and more…more than I’ve ever experienced at home.” He swallowed and waited to be scolded for speaking ill of his family.

			Eckhart said nothing.

			Albrecht soldiered on. “I want to repay that kindness. I’ve heard you crying before, and I don’t know exactly what happened, but I do know what it’s like to lose someone you love. When my mother died, it felt like the sun had gone out. But it can be survived.”

			To Albrecht’s astonishment, Eckhart laughed. “Death? Is that what you think happened?”

			“Well—I—”

			“Do you know what the Great Work is, Albrecht? The ultimate goal of every alchemist?”

			Albrecht mentally ran through the catalogue of rumors he’d amassed about Eckhart. “Trying to make the Philosopher’s Stone?”

			“That’s right. And what does the Stone do?”

			“It turns lead into gold and makes you immortal.”

			“No, my boy. No, it does far more than that. It perfects things. Gold does not rust or tarnish; it is the perfect metal, and so the Stone turns lesser metals into the perfect one. When applied to a human being, it perfects them as well.”

			Albrecht crossed himself. “But men are fallen.”

			“Yes, we are. A human who ceases to be fallen ceases to be human. He becomes like the angels in Heaven.”

			“I don’t understand. Are you saying that you...you’ve made the Philosopher’s Stone?” It sounded like something out of a fairy tale.

			Eckhart flashed a skull-like grin. “Yes! The Great Work, the Magnum Opus. Where every alchemist since Trismegistus has failed, I have succeeded!” Eckhart strode from the room. Albrecht followed him down the stairs, and his heart leapt into his mouth when Eckhart unlocked the forbidden door to his laboratory.

			Albrecht had expected an alchemist’s laboratory to be full of bubbling beakers, hissing flasks, and strange instruments. Instead, he saw boxes with small glass panels in the sides lined up neatly on tables. Some held butterflies flitting around bits of greenery. Others contained fat caterpillars crawling on branches. In still others, leathery brown cases hung from twigs.

			Eckhart moved one box aside and pried open a loose board in the wall behind it. He reached into the cavity and pulled out a shiny black box, which he placed on the table and opened. “Look, but do not touch.”

			An orb about the size of Albrecht’s fist lay inside the box. It was perfectly spherical, and tones of blue and gray and pink played over its surface. “Is that it? The Philosopher’s Stone?”

			“Yes. In all its terrible glory.”

			“Then you are…you said it makes people like angels.” Albrecht’s hands shook. Eckhart looked haggard, exhausted, hardly angelic.

			“I haven’t touched the Stone with my bare hands,” Eckhart said. “I was thinking of Rachel when I made the Stone, and I gave it to her first.”

			“And it went wrong?”

			“No.” Tears leaked from Eckhart’s eyes again, and the dark shadows under them deepened. “Nothing went wrong at all.”

			“I don’t understand.” Albrecht tried to make sense of this, but how could Rachel have died if the Stone rendered her immortal?

			Eckhart led Albrecht out of the laboratory and into the study, where he lifted the Holy Bible down from the bookshelf and opened it on the table. This seemed like an odd time for another reading lesson, but Albrecht sat beside him. Eckhart had opened to the Book of Ezekiel, from which they hadn’t read before. He pointed to a verse. “Can you read that, Albrecht?”

			Albrecht leaned in close. “And as for their appearances, they four had one likeness, as if a wheel had been in the midst of a wheel.”

			Eckhart pointed to another verse, and Albrecht read: “And their whole body, and their backs, and their hands, and their wings, and the wheels, were full of eyes round about.” Albrecht looked up at the man who had started as his master and become his mentor. “Are you saying that Rachel…”

			“Yes. That’s what the Stone turned her into. One of those whom Maimonides called the Ophanim.” His hands shook as he closed the Good Book. One of the delicate onionskin pages folded over, but he didn’t notice.

			“But then…then she isn’t dead!” Albrecht turned the incredible story over in his mind and found this one understandable point to grasp. “Your Rachel, she isn’t dead, she’s an angel, she doesn’t need to fear Hell or damnation—”

			“You fool!” Eckhart smacked the table, and Albrecht jumped. “Don’t just read; think!”

			Albrecht shrank back, as he so often had when his father berated him for some failing or other, but then he remembered. He’d braved the company of this man everyone said was the next thing to a sorcerer. He’d completed every chore asked of him, often in less time than expected. He’d spent hours squinting at letters and sounding out words. 

			He wasn’t as worthless as he’d always thought.

			“Maybe I was a fool when I first came here, but not anymore, thanks to you. And I’ve always been able to think, even if you’re the first one to notice. You found a way to remove the taint of Original Sin from a woman you claim to love, and yet you don’t seem happy about it. So maybe, if you’re just going to call me a fool instead of explaining, I’m going to think the rumors about you aren’t as wrong as I thought.”

			Albrecht’s chest heaved, and he realized his fists were clenched. He’s going to turn me out, he thought. He’s going to turn me out and send me back to Father.

			Instead, Eckhart’s shoulders slumped. “You’re right, of course. It’s a poor teacher who scolds his pupil for not knowing something he hasn’t been taught yet.” He gestured back toward the laboratory. “As part of my work toward creating the Philosopher’s Stone, I’ve made an extensive study of metamorphosis. There are some creatures that change from one thing into another without the need for alchemical intervention. Butterflies being the most obvious example. But I found that the caterpillar does not simply grow wings and a proboscis. Within the chrysalis, its body is broken down and rebuilt. Essentially, it liquefies.”

			All the tension bled out of Albrecht’s body. His mouth was so dry that it took him several tries to croak, “That’s awful!”

			“Perhaps so, but the caterpillar is a simple creature, and this is natural for it. It cannot understand its transformation and so cannot fear it. It may not even be capable of feeling much physical discomfort. But Rachel is—was—a human. What do you suppose it would feel like for a person to undergo a transformation into something so radically different? To feel their flesh breaking down like a caterpillar’s and—” He broke off and shuddered like a man having a fit. Albrecht couldn’t think of anything to say or do, so the two men sat in silence. Albrecht imagined he could hear the butterflies in the laboratory flexing their wings.

			* * *

			After that day, the laboratory was no longer off-limits to Albrecht. He thought Eckhart meant that as an expression of gratitude for having listened to his story, but the gift was lost on him. The sight of a butterfly emerging from its cocoon, wings wet, made him light-headed.

			One morning, he arrived at the house to find a letter on the kitchen table. It was addressed to him, and he felt a shock of pride at how little trouble he had reading it before alarm crept up on him.

			“Dear Albrecht,

			“Your work has been a great help to me. More than that, your intelligence and desire to learn brought some happiness into the darkest time of my life. But even though I’ve enjoyed teaching you, I cannot stay here, knowing that there is a way to reach Rachel.”

			A thump echoed down the hall, followed by a heartrending scream. Albrecht sprinted from the room.

			“I have written a will instructing that some of my money be given to you. Hopefully, this will allow you to pursue some education if that is what you wish.”

			The door to the laboratory was locked. Albrecht flung himself against it, shoulder first, while the howls of agony from within continued. He had never been a particularly strong boy, but he slammed his shoulder into the door over and over again until the bolt tore through the wood of the doorframe.

			Albrecht stumbled into the room and almost fell over Eckhart. The old man spasmed, back arching and heels drumming on the wooden floor. The pearlescent orb that Eckhart had claimed was the Philosopher’s Stone lay beside him. It threw back the light from an oil lamp in shades of aquamarine and lavender, as if it couldn’t help transforming anything it touched.

			Eckhart’s back arched with a series of cracks. Albrecht fell to his knees beside him and put his hands under the old man’s back to support him. “Master!” he cried, reverting to a formality he’d long since abandoned.

			Even through the linen of Eckhart’s shirt, Albrecht felt that his teacher’s skin was fever-hot. More than that, it felt soft, a pudding-like consistency that made his own skin crawl. Eckhart swept his arms above his head like a man doing the backstroke, and Albrecht couldn’t keep himself from releasing the other man and skittering backward when he saw that the flesh was melting and flowing, gluing Eckhart’s arms together.

			Eckhart’s back arched even further, his legs curling under him so his toes almost touched his fingertips. His shirt rode up, exposing his pale belly, and Albrecht could see skin bulging and splitting open as things pushed up from underneath. Eyes—the same vivid green as those that peered from bags of rheumy flesh on Eckhart’s face—blinked open. White pinions waved from Eckhart’s pores, the barbs stuck together by half-clotted blood.

			Albrecht crab-walked backward until he crashed into a table. A box fell to the floor, and butterflies escaped through its shattered windows. The door was just to his right, but somehow he couldn’t maneuver himself through it. Eckhart’s neck disappeared, and his face stretched, the features spreading apart from each other. His clothes shredded, but it hardly mattered; his genitals were subsumed into the wheel he had become. Eckhart’s new body lifted off the floor and began to spin. The wings flexed, shaking off their coating of dried gore, and the wheel burst alight. 

			A humming noise emanated from the angel that had once been Eckhart, deep enough that it made the floor vibrate under Albrecht’s hands and feet. The hum modulated into something like syllables. It reminded Albrecht of when he’d first been learning to read, sounding out strange words. “Beeeeeeeee,” it said. “Be. Be not afraid.”

			“Master Eckhart?” Albrecht whispered.

			“Be not afraid,” the angel repeated. It lifted further off the ground, and the flames around it grew ever brighter until they shone magnesium-white. The radiance flared so brightly that Albrecht hid his face in the crook of his elbow, and the angel spoke once more. “Be well, Albrecht.” Then the light faded, and when Albrecht tentatively lowered his arm, the angel was gone.

			The Stone sat on the floor, still reflecting the light from the oil lamp. Albrecht’s ears rang with the memory of Eckhart’s shrieks. His fingers tingled with the feeling of flesh remolding itself like putty. He smelled the dust-and-iron reek of bloodstained feathers. A wave of anger cascaded over him, and he scrambled to his feet. Could the Stone be destroyed? Could he smash it with a hammer? At the very least, he needed to get rid of the Stone, bury it so no one else would touch it without knowing what it would do to them.

			But what about me? Albrecht didn’t need to worry about being under his father’s thumb anymore. The money Eckhart had left him would purchase his independence…but wouldn’t it be even better to see the old man’s eyes widen in awe as Albrecht burst into their home, shining with the glory of God? Albrecht could show him the perfection he’d always demanded, could show him what perfection meant.

			Albrecht edged toward the Stone, arms held out from his sides, moving carefully as if trying to avoid startling an animal. He knelt before it and pulled his arms in until his hands hovered inches above the glossy surface.

			“Please forgive me for yelling when you couldn’t make cheese,” his father would say. “I see now that you were always destined for greater things.” Albrecht would grant him that forgiveness, of course. A perfect being should be perfectly merciful. Only humans, fallen as they were, held grudges or withheld love from those who didn’t live up to their expectations. For once, Albrecht would be better at something than his father.

			“Be not afraid,” Albrecht whispered to himself as he lowered his hands to touch the cool, smooth surface of the Stone. His skin itched, then prickled, then burned as eyes and feathers pressed against it from inside.

			End.
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			JÖTUNN

		

		
			By Sarah Pauling



		

		
			We were never meant to live in a place with so little light.

			For half the year the land collapses into creeping darkness. We huddle around fires as the wind screams against our longhouses, searching for deadly weaknesses in wood or sod. We pray the woodpile will last just an hour longer—long enough to finish stitching stockings or sharpening knives. When the fire dies, we sleep for longer than we need to. There are no crops to tend, and the cattle are kept within their winter shelters.

			For weddings or births we burn tallow candles, but their solemn light is fast to fade and costly to keep alive. Light is celebration. Light is holy. Everything else is deeply dark.

			On the baptismal morning, stars rise high over snow. Twilight brushes the tops of the evergreens for an hour or two at most: more a memory of flame than a sustaining summer-brightness. Then the sun sinks behind the darkening trees. Coal-grey clouds roll in.

			We brave sharp winds at the edge of the forest, past the round barrows. We carry our tallow candles.

			The vǫlur wear necklaces of carnelian and rock crystal. Upon their heads are horned helmets, bronze mottled with the ocean-green patina of age. They guard the baptismal font, their age-hardened faces turned to the forest.

			The mother separates from us. Weeping, she hands the vǫlur her child.

			A missionary from the south taught us about baptism. He helped our village build the font: a sandstone structure shaped like a goblet, crosses carved clumsily into the sides. 

			We were grateful. We hadn’t known, before, to dedicate children to the gods.

			When the missionary first came north to teach us, our land was filled with light. Then our gods left us in darkness, and his did not. Perhaps this is why our raiders who turn their longboats southward rarely return.

			The tallest of the vǫlur—she of the knife strapped to her chest, the missionary’s gift—takes the child into her arms. She strips its swaddling; presses an amber amulet into its hand. The babe’s fingers wrap around the sculpted elk and hold firm.

			We murmur, a hopeful thrum: Is this a sign? Even the mother peeks between her fingers as her husband pulls her tighter to his chest.

			The vǫlva submerges the babe in the freezing water before it has a chance to cry out. We wait in the darkness, our noses numbing. 

			The vǫlur drone their song.

			Seconds stretch into minutes. The babe doesn’t break the surface. Our hearts lighten despite the danger in our sore-freezing fingers. 

			Something pulls itself out of the forest like a wrong-born dog crawling along the floor.

			Its body is a tree stump, rotted by years and dislodged by natural disaster. Its limbs twist to reveal points of familiarity in the bark of its trunk: an eye in this whorl, or a mouth in that lichened crevice.

			We hate it almost as fiercely as we need its master.

			The troll shoots up a limb to grasp the edge of the font. More roots follow, covering the stone like vines in summertime. The troll pulls itself up over the water and balances, its limbs supporting its rotted weight.

			The roots drink deep. The water grows cloudy with the detritus of a forest floor, long-frozen under snow. The basin begins to drain. 

			We look to the forest’s edge.

			We hold our breaths. Some among us cry out through numb lips: “Please, accept our gift.” 

			Some of us say, “Please, relent.”

			The missionary said it was important to beg mercy from a god.

			The troll calls its master.

			An eye blinks open above the forest—too large, the size of a longhouse, amber and molten. Its horizontal pupil drips like a spring thaw.

			To see the eye is to understand the scale of the body. Dusky shapes the size of mountains resolve into an animal that soaks up the sky.

			An elk’s antlers rise into the heavens, shifting behind stars. Its eye is made of light—precious and far away. Light.

			The mother wails. 

			The troll’s limbs hover above the water’s surface, waiting for instruction.

			Someone says, “Please—”

			The antlers rise higher, the head rears back in offense, and—

			The eye closes like the snuffing of a candle.

			The elk turns away from us, walking deeper into the forest, each footfall monstrous: a crash in the treetops, rocks falling in storms.

			It leaves us in darkness as the wind rises. It leaves us here, alone.

			The troll obediently follows, pulling its roots from the water like arrows ripped from wounds. It tumbles into the snow; burrows deep.

			The two vanish from our sight. The babe breaks the surface and begins to cry.

			The mother screams aloud in the tangled joy that comes after terror. We let her push through the crowd to reclaim the child. Its skin is purple-blue and its eyes will not open, but it cries.

			She hugs the babe and promises her husband: never again.

			The vǫlur murmur to one another. They shake their heads and glance somber to the sky. One cries out in strangled rage; tosses her helm to the ground. The snow will bury it if the storms do not stop coming.

			The other villagers extinguish their candles and turn towards the longhouses, refusing to speak of what we tried to do. 

			Except for me. I keep my tallow candle lit. The way to the harbor is treacherous in winter; the docks are sheets of ice.

			I know why the gods have left us. 

			I look to the place where the sun should have risen above the treetops, even at this time of year. I walk past roots under snow. 

			“If you go to the southlands,” the tallest vǫlva calls to me. “You may not return. Few do.”

			 “The gods never wanted our children,” I say. “Not like the missionary did. Our sin was in the offering.”

			My daughter’s heart slows in my belly. If spring never comes, she will not survive the cold—much less the reaching roots. 

			 “If you find the missionary,” the vǫlva says, lips pressed tight, “return this to him.” She gives me the foreign knife.

			“I’ll give it back,” I say. “I will give back everything he gave to us, tenfold. Until he begs my mercy.”

			She nods.

			I cannot kill the new god. But perhaps the missionary will split under steel, and a flicker of fealty—or fear—will reignite in the old gods’ hearts. Enough to remind them who we are. How we have survived.

			Fear patters against the nape of my neck like snowflakes. It seeps through the wool of my cloak.

			End.
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			The Swallowed

		

		
			By Ivy Grimes



		

		
			I wanted to close my eyes, but I couldn’t. I focused on every detail. 

			His mouth was stretched wide enough to admit a cantaloupe, his lips cracked and split. I put my left hand inside his mouth. So warm. All the advice columns said to commemorate the event with a ceremony, typically a party beforehand, but I preferred the excitement of elopement. Or so I thought.

			The heat of his mouth overwhelmed me. I wanted to pull my hand back, but it would certainly derail the process. The idea was to relax like I was floating on my back in a swimming pool. With no resistance, the process would be blissful, and I would sink up to my shoulder in his mouth, and then. He would swallow my head. 

			Like wearing velvet. That’s what the advice columns said. 

			To fall in love, there must be a swallower and a swallowed. My mother was a swallower and had hoped I would follow in her footsteps, but I didn’t have the jaw for it. I could barely open wide enough to stuff a whole cookie into my mouth. I had to take small bites. 

			Comfortable as Rich’s mouth was, my mind was cluttered with oranges. Would Rich still eat them for me?  

			Rich and I met while volunteering to teach music lessons to rural teens who thought my clarinet was a kind of perverse harmonica. Rich was a guitarist with a gravelly voice in a range between Bruce Springsteen and Tom Waits. The kids disdained us both as pretentious city pricks, and we were.	 

			Both of us were vegans and ornithophiles and librarians, but no matter how much alike a couple might be, there will always be some point of disagreement. Rich loathed oranges, whereas I ate oranges every day. Palmed tangerines and nestled navels. My mother made me eat them for the Vitamin C when I was sick as a child. The taste of sweet citrus made me feel like my mother’s hand was on my cheek. 

			And Rich hated them for some equally unreasonable reason linked back to childhood. He promised (like all swallowers) to take my interests into account once I was inside of him. He promised we would read my favorite Victorian mystery novels once a year, and wake up early twice a week to see the sun rise, and play chess in the park on Sundays. 

			Once the union took place, the swallowers naturally had better control over their bodies than the swallowed, though the swallowed had some. Twenty percent control on average, scientists estimated. Some more, some less. A bad deal, maybe, but someone had to do it. Uniting was part of the fabric of society, and without it, there wouldn’t be enough resources for everyone, and there would be no offspring. 

			Those who didn’t unite were cast out. They had to journey to a special camp in the Arizona desert, and reports varied on what it was like out there. Some articles said the inhabitants there were collaborative and free, while others said life there was dull and lonely. Sometimes the idea of escape appealed to me, but it also terrified me, and there was so little concrete information available. The camps were seen as the last resort of the desperate, not a serious option for the swallow-averse. 

			I was running out of time. I was thirty-nine, and on my fortieth birthday, I’d be sent off to the desert where I’d probably become nothing. A nobody. 

			And yet the imminent terror of being swallowed overwhelmed me. The desert still seemed far away. 

			“Rich?” I whispered once I was up to my left elbow

			“Hmmbh?” Even with his bloody lips and his jaw all bent out of shape by my body, he was beautiful. Eyes sharp as whittled sticks. 

			“I’m scared.”

			He sputtered, frowned. 

			“I’m not ready now, but I’m sure I will be next time. Could we try again? I just—I think I’m coming down with a cold,” I said, on the verge of tears. I couldn’t seem to catch my breath. When he disgorged me, I ran to the bathroom to wash my arm. I felt so guilty, but his saliva on my arm felt like noxious slime. It wasn’t supposed to be that way. Nothing I’d read had prepared me. Once I was done in the bathroom, I grabbed my green bathrobe from my bedroom to cover my nakedness. Rich was still sitting on my couch in dignified khakis and a red cashmere sweater. It was a relief to feel the worn fabric of my robe again. If I’d united, it would have been given away. 

				“You don’t love me.” That was Rich’s diagnosis once I returned to the living room. By then, his mouth was almost back to its normal shape, and he sat rubbing his jaw. On the table remained an empty bottle of wine, the last bottle we were supposed to have consumed as separate entities. The bottle of champagne to celebrate our uniting was chilling in the fridge. 

				“I do.” My mind felt like a pencil eraser, gummy and unelectric, and I couldn’t access whatever region of my brain would help me sound sincere. 

				“Should have known something was up. You didn’t even tell your parents.” Rich touched a napkin to the blood seeping from his lips. I felt sorry for him, but not sorry enough to tell him to try again. 

				“It seems like a private thing. I wanted it to be special.” 

				“I support your independence, Amanda, but you’re becoming obsessed with power struggles. That’s not what love is about. Being swallowed doesn’t make you less powerful. You’re one of the strongest people I know. That’s part of what attracted me to you in the first place.” 

				After glancing at my hand to make sure I’d washed away the last trace of slime, I looked up again to find Rick staring hungrily at my fingers.

				“I need some time…” 

				“That’s what you’ve been saying for months,” he muttered. “My friend John just met his partner Neil last week, and they’re uniting next Thursday. I mean, did you forget that you’re almost forty?”

				The reminder of my age hurt, but I ignored it and gave him a halfhearted pep talk. “Uniting happens really fast for some people, but it takes a time for others.” 

				“I wish I could turn things around, Amanda! I wish you could swallow me. But I can’t do anything about the capacity of our mouths.”

				In an instant, my guilt changed to bilious anger at his hypocrisy. 

			“You wouldn’t change places with me for all the money in the world!” I shouted louder than intended. 

			“Have you ever considered how hard this is for me? I’ll never be alone again. There will always be someone inside of me. But you only think about yourself!” 

			He got to his feet without a word of farewell and slammed the door on his way out. I was alone, just like I’d always been. It was the first time I’d almost let someone swallow me. I’d thought Rich was the one. 

				After moping around my apartment for several days (and eating as many oranges as I could), I knew I needed some uncommon advice. In the past, I’d always gone to my mother, believing my father’s thoughts were folded in. This time, I drove an hour out of the city to their country house so I could seek the direct counsel of my swallowed father. 

				When I pulled into their pine-studded driveway, I found Mom hanging a watercolor painting on the clothesline in the front yard. She’d always said that Dad was the artist, and after she’d swallowed him, his abilities worked through her. They sold his paintings at a local gallery. Honestly, though, I’ve always thought of Mom as the artist. I’ve always thought of her as everything and of Dad as some invisible Jiminy Cricket or a buzzing bee. Hardly anything.  

				It was different for every couple. Most of my friends had already united, and those who were swallowed still talked to me alone sometimes. Their partners would go to sleep, and they would emerge. I recognized their gestures and the rhythm of their speech. The swallowed can sometimes surface that way, but my father never did. 

				“It’s fun to be taken in,” one of my swallowed friends told me. “Life is so comfortable and easy. I don’t even have to wake up when my wife goes to work.” 

				That was appealing in a way, and I could see what he’d gained by allowing his wife to swallow him, but what about what he’d lost? I didn’t want to make him feel bad by asking how he felt about all he’d lost, but I desperately wanted to know. 

				“Amanda!” Mom cried when she spotted me, wrapping me up in her tight hug. “We were just finishing our art hour and getting ready to have brunch. Later, we’re going to the gym. Join us!”

				“I came here with a mission, Mom.”

				She pulled back and looked at me with some surprise. Usually, Mom planned out any days we spent together. That’s how it had always been. 

				“What’s worrying you, hon? Is it Rich? Did something happen between you two?” 

			She’d never been fond of Rich, but then again, she didn’t want to lose me to banishment. Once you were forty and forced into the desert, it was hard to keep up communication. Only one person I knew, my former friend Katie, lived at the camp. The mail there and back took forever, and their reception was spotty. Whenever we talked on the phone, she seemed so listless. Either she was bored by her life or bored by me. Once we lived in different worlds, we lost all we’d had in common.

				“About Rich…” I began. 

				Anxiety brightened Mom’s light brown eyes (she said the lightness came from Dad, whose eyes were blue).

				“He wanted to unite. But I couldn’t do it.” 

				The last thing I wanted was to cry, especially in front of Mom who was such a bulwark, but my voice broke, and soon I was sobbing. I didn’t want to be inside of Rich (or did I?), but I missed him. 

				“Well, don’t you worry. Now that Rich is gone, you can find someone better. You know, someone with a backbone. Someone with a real lust for life. I’m sure you will want to unite with someone like that.”

				“Maybe, Mom. But I actually came here today to get advice from Dad.”

				Mom gasped a little as if I’d lightly slapped her. “Dad is always giving you advice. He’s in every word I speak. He’s in every little gesture. Don’t you know that? If you think being swallowed means getting wiped out, maybe it’s my fault.” She shook her head sadly and trailed slowly away from the backyard into the kitchen, which was coated with flour on every surface. 

				Since retirement, my parents had done some baking (for Mom) and some art (supposedly for Dad) every day. I smelled cinnamon rolls on the edge of burning in the oven, and I took them out without asking Mom. She was better at kneading dough than knowing the proper baking times, and Dad seemed to be no help. 

				“I’m sorry to upset you, Mom. But I didn’t know Dad before you swallowed him. Obviously. I’ve seen some pictures, but it’s hard to tell from that how much…I don’t know. How much of Dad is really shining through you.”

				Mom prided herself on taking action, not sitting around being pensive all day. Presumably to keep herself somewhat distracted from the depressing conversation, she busied herself by whipping up cream and powdered sugar into a thick icing for the cinnamon rolls and slathering it on while the rolls were still warm. 

				She held an unfrosted roll out to me. 

				“Want one? I made these vegan for you, except for the frosting. I must have had some hunch I’d see you,” she said. 

				“I prefer orange rolls.” I felt like crying again. Any taste of orange I had might be my last. 

				“Oh, I know. But your father doesn’t like them. Cinnamon is your father’s favorite.” She raised her eyebrows and nodded at me as if she’d proven her thesis. Dad was important in our household. His wants and needs were taken most seriously.

				“But Mom, I’ve never talked to Dad alone. When you sleep, he sleeps. I’ve talked to some of my friends who’ve been swallowed, but never Dad. Don’t you think that’s weird?”

				Mom grabbed a cinnamon roll (presumably for Dad’s sake) and chewed thoughtfully. “Before Dad was swallowed, he told me he was really committed to our uniting, and I was, too. It was a little different in our generation—we wanted all our movements, all our expressions, to be combined. We really wanted to be one. When you hear from me, you hear from him. But your generation is so cynical, and you feel you understand me as an individual but not your father. I should have known.”

				We were silent for a moment. The wind whipped through the pines outside, and I saw the watercolor fluttering on the line. It looked like something abstract—a pink tunnel with a central blob. Mom (or Dad, perhaps) liked to paint odd, disturbing subjects in a delicate style. 

				“So can I talk to him?” I said. 

				She sighed. “We’ve been one person all these years, but he realizes it’s a special circumstance, and he doesn’t want you to be exiled. We’d miss you so.”

				“Wonderful,” I said, though I was nervous. It wasn’t so different from how I’d felt when Rich and I had planned our uniting elopement. I wanted to move forward, but the idea of such a radical change was nerve-wracking. What if I didn’t like my dad?

				“Come with us to the bedroom. I’ll take a little nap, and Dad says he can stay awake to chat for a bit.” 

				I followed her, and she settled into her unmade bed. For the first time, I wondered who had chosen the yellow patterned sheets and comforter. Surely Mom? 

			As directed, I pulled a chair from the kitchen table into the room and placed it near her head. My heartbeat roared in my ears, and I felt like I’d been swallowed by a wave. This was it. I’d know the truth about my father’s life at last. 

				I fiddled with my fingers, picking at hangnails as I watched her drift off. It only took a few minutes. She appeared to be in a deep sleep, and there was no sign of my father at first. 

				“Dad?”

				Slowly, her lids opened again. 

				“Hey, kid. I heard you wanted to see me. Your mom and I’ve got an all-or-nothing kind of thing, but I understand this conversation is a once-in-a-lifetime deal. You have to make your peace with being swallowed.”

				A shiver came over me; it was so eerie to see the difference between them. Dad had a totally different way of talking—slow and sarcastic. Mom was quick and always earnest. 

				“I’ll be exiled next year.”

				“That almost happened to me, too. I wasn’t chomping at the bit to be swallowed myself. But when I met your mom, I was a goner! Just between you and me, if that camp for exiles had been someplace like Seattle, I might have gone. I can’t take the heat.”

				“I feel the same way!” I said with some triumph. “I hate the heat! It isn’t just being exiled, though of course I’d miss Mom…and you…and my friends.”

			“I felt way too hot when I was being swallowed, as a matter of fact. Your Mom is hot-natured, and when she was swallowing me, I felt like I’d melt away. I almost stopped the process and broke it off—but I didn’t. We always keep the AC down low for my sake.”

			This was why people researched their genealogies and mapped out their genes. If everything feels like your own free will, you feel so responsible for everything. Now I knew it wasn’t only my fault that I didn’t want to be swallowed or live in Arizona. I couldn’t take the heat. Just like my dad. 

			“Are you glad you went through with it?” 

			He smiled. “Course.”

			“It’s not so obvious to me. That’s why I’m here.”

			He coughed loud and long. “Coming down with some kind of cold,” he said. “I told her not to shake hands anymore with strangers. She goes around touching everybody.”

			“Does that annoy you?”

			He squinted. “No, I just wish she wouldn’t.”

			“Why can’t you admit that it annoys you? It’s obvious.” We probably didn’t have much time. Mom never took long naps.

			A heavy sigh escaped Mom’s lips. “You’re acting like her,” he said. “She never believes me when I say I’m fine.”

			“So you’re not annoyed that Mom shakes everyone’s hands and makes you both sick?”

			“It’s not that simple. I mean, I guess it annoys me a little, but I don’t mind that much. It’s hard to explain being united to someone who’s single.”

			“Well, if you’re swallowed, how do you feel like an individual? Do you ever feel resentful for losing your body and having to share all your time with someone? You might want to paint all day, but Mom wouldn’t. Right?” 

			He shrugged. That is, he made Mom’s shoulders shrug. 

			The nerve of the man! I would have thought he’d have more to say after all those years where I felt like Mom was the one raising me, but it was like trying to get milk from a seashell. I was making the most important decision of my life, and he had no insights.

			I must have huffed, or maybe rolled my eyes, because he shot me a warning look.

			“You’re impatient as your mother. What, you want me to tell you what to do? That’s not my bag. But I’ll tell you this. Being inside another person gives you insights into that person. Your Mom doesn’t know me near as well as I know her.”

			“Really? None of the advice columns mentioned that.” At last, something I could use!

			“No one likes to talk about it, because it sounds manipulative. But the truth is, when you’re inside, you know what makes the other person tick. You know what they feel guilty about. You know what they love and what they hate about themselves.”

			 “How does that help?”

			Dad looked back and forth as if someone was about to sneak up on him. 

			“Say I want to paint for longer than the painting hour. Well, I might remind your mom of how my college painting teacher said I was a natural, destined to be a famous artist. Mom feels guilty about that. Her work at the library and her baking hobby don’t take the kind of delicate handiwork that my painting took. And I lost my hands. She feels bad about all that, see?” 

			I nodded slowly. Guilt, yes. If part of Dad’s talent was in his hands, he had given up something important. 

			“I wish God hadn’t made us this way, to be honest. But that’s the way it is. One swallows another. That way, everyone in the world has enough food to eat, and we make more life—like you—but everyone sacrifices something in the deal,” he said. 

			“Everyone always says how great it is. They never admit about how much you give away.” 

			I began to cry again. Mom would have comforted me, but Dad just looked at the bedspread. 

			“Look kid, you don’t want to go into exile, so you’re going to have to make your peace with it. But remember what I said—in some ways, being swallowed gives you more power than being the swallower. Can you dig what I’m saying? I can’t stay any longer. I’m getting pretty tired now.”

			He closed his eyes, and Mom’s head drifted down to her pillow. Soon she was snoring. They were both asleep. 

			I wiped my tears away. I’d done enough worrying, enough crying. This was the way of the world. I could either let myself be swallowed or submit to my exiled fate. 

			On the way back to my apartment, I stopped to see Rich, and his face lit up when he opened the door. Honestly, I’d only planned to stop by and see how he was. 

			He invited me inside, and one thing led to another. Before I could think too much about it, I was begging him to try again. He unhinged his jaw, and this time I closed my eyes so I wouldn’t see his tight-stretched lips or his guitar-shaped face. That unpleasantness was only momentary. 

			My dad’s words pinged inside my head. The swallowed has more power. 

			First my hand, then up to my shoulders. Like floating in water. When he swallowed my head, I was plunged into silence and darkness, and I screamed, but no sound came out. He kept swallowing and swallowing until I was all inside, until I was arranged properly inside of him and could look out from his eyes. Could hear from his ears. 

			“Rich?” I said to him without opening my mouth, without opening his mouth. And he heard me. I only had to think in his direction.  

			“Amanda! My darling. This calls for a celebration.” He had to speak aloud. 

			He ran to get the champagne, and it was so strange to see him pour only one glass. I wanted to ask where my glass was. 

			Oh, the fizz. The sparkle. I could taste it through his tongue. Now I’d never have to go to Arizona. 

			Mom (and Dad?) would be so happy to have me around. We might have children, too. I’d never wanted them, but that was the next step, wasn’t it? And since Rich was the swallower, his body would bear the pain of the pregnancy. Maybe Mom could watch our children for us while we played our music. 

			Our music. He had promised to play both the clarinet and the guitar. To alternate. 

			We drank glass after glass of champagne. Rich called his parents and mine, and then we called our friends, and everyone was so happy with the news. Two-in-one. One. United. They all said congratulations as if the whole thing had been one big party. 

			“I’m hungry,” I told him after the phone calls. Now was my time to test him.

			We went to the fruit bowl and peeled a mandarin. I felt his face make a grimace as we stared at the fruit. 

			“Oh, tasty,” I thought at him. “So good.” But he resisted.  

			I concentrated. Maybe if I tried, I could control more than twenty percent. I could use my father’s methods, too, but maybe I could be even stronger. Maybe I could put all my strength into his hand. His right hand held the naked orange. I brought the whole thing to his lips, and I pressed it hard into his face.

			“Hey!” he said through tight lips, trying to keep me from shoving it into his mouth. He had such a big mouth, I thought I might as well take advantage.  

			I pushed harder, but he waged war with me, keeping his teeth and lips shut. Pulp tickled his nostrils. 

			“Think of all I gave up for you,” I reminded him.

			He opened his mouth, and I tasted an explosion of orange. I stuffed the whole thing inside of us. 

			“Gross,” he mumbled, and I ignored him. I could almost feel my mother’s hand against my cheek. 

			I wiped the pulp from our lips and sat us on the couch. I would settle in. With time, maybe I could make this body my own.  

			End.
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			Vele Di Mar Non Vid’io

		

		
			By Steve Toase



		

		
			We have been sheltering under the lifeboat for weeks now. With no sun to divide the passage of time I do not know day from night. I mark time in the progress of infections.

			Below us is the frozen earth that does not melt no matter how fierce the fires we light. The ground is as cold as our bones. As cold as our outlook after months of surviving in the upturned boat.

			The Captain says we have been here for three months, sheltered from the worst of the elements by the hull that curves above us. Never meant to be used this way, the winds scour away the caulking between the planks leaving gaps for the frost to get through. We dare not peer outside. That’s how Hansen lost his eyes, the hollows in his face echoing those in the wood.

			Bumps in the ice make sleeping hard. We try to knot ourselves between them, but the contortions increase the hunger in our gullets.

			We are hungry all the time. Supplies will last, but only if we are sparing. We keep it stacked up in the darkest corners, so as not to tempt us in our weakest moments. The fights are less when we are not tempted. Many of the food barrels are now just iron hoops, nails and little else, the wood burnt for what little warmth it gives.

			Ma distendi oggimai in qua la mano;

			aprimi li occhi.” E io non gliel’ apersi

			Hansen sits in front of me as I change the dressing. I have little to pack the wounds, so scrape the caulking from the lowest parts of the hull and press the tar-soaked strands of hemp into his sockets. Already rot is starting to split the skin and I can see bone through the fissures. The packing is more for us than Hansen.

			As ship doctor it falls to me to cut apart the crew. Rarely does a day pass without my gloves covered in bone dust and rotten meat.

			“How’s it looking Doctor?” He asks, as he does every time I change the dressing.

			“Not much better, not much worse,” I say, not telling him I have been reusing the same dressings for the last five times. He cannot tell and I dare not rake the hull again. So many big lies have been told, the little ones don’t matter anymore.

			* * *

			I hear movement outside in the unending storm. I do not know how anything can survive out there. The cold that reaches us under the boat is scouring, wearing air from our lungs and skin from our bones. Replacing it with the blackened shadows we already see in each other’s eyes.

			* * *

			The Captain does not speak to me, though I can see him watching as I try to save the crew by parts. So far I have not needed to cut shrunken meat from his limbs, but the rot he carries is far too buried even for my knife. The lies. The lies are far too deep for the Surgeon’s severance.

			* * *

			Maybe the sounds I hear that remind me of voices are the ship, The Eternal, crushed in the sea ice. I do not care for the sea anymore. I never did. The deal was good and the percentages were generous. I was impressed with how the Captain convinced the men to buy into such a plan, and now I wonder if that personality is what will keep us alive or what will kill us.

			I watch him gather in far corners to talk to Newburgh the Quartermaster, his closest conspirator. I see them looking at me often, their faces shadowed by the lamps that burn fat and send smoke up to settle as soot on the hull above. Even through the gloom I still see them watching.

			The dead are stored at the prow, stripped and stacked to make it harder to think of them as crew. I tried to convince the Captain to put them without, where they would not become hosts for disease. He resisted with sentimentality and superstition, both spreading through the remaining crew faster than any infection. All of the dead were collaborators. All of them were in on the fraud that led us to sheltering under this landlocked boat. Even though they now light the unending night they illuminate nothing. Our sins are as thick as the ice turning The Eternal to matchwood.

			par di lungi un molin che ‘l vento gira

			Something is moving outside. We’ve all heard it brushing against the boat hull as if testing whether the planks will splinter from its investigations. In quiet moments we joke that it makes a change from the wind finding its way across the frozen land, a sound so human we hear the voices of loved ones in the noise.

			* * *

			There were other upturned boats with other crew sheltered like us. At the beginning of our exile, we moved between our sanctuaries. Then the weather closed in and we signalled between us, until they no longer responded.

			* * *

			The book is sodden from freezing then being grasped by the Captain to his chest. I do not know how many men were lost when they went to retrieve the book from the wreck. I did ask and my queries were met with so much silence I might have been talking to the dead themselves.

			Only once have I seen inside the pages, and that was by dim light. I could not make out the names of the benefactors who invested in our venture, but I could see the list of cargo we did not carry. The Captain noticed my attention and turned the page from me.

			* * *

			When you chisel frostbite from a man’s fingers, it’s the stench that gets you. Not the reek of already dead meat, blackened and collapsing in on itself, but the tang of broken skin and bone. Frictioned by percussion as the hammer hits the striking end, and the blade slowly but surely breaks through to the ice packed floor below. And the screams, because no matter how much you try to muffle the patient’s mouth with cloth and leather, his voice will still leak out. The whimpers are the worst.

			When I’ve finished saving what I can, some of Hansen’s fingers are sutured above the second knuckle, others next to the palm. I gather up the blackened tips, lift the hull of the boat and throw them outside.

			Later that night creatures come to feast, the smell of meat attracting them to circle the boat. They stink worse than any mouldering hands. Unable to see them through the hull, we listen as they fight over the meagre snack, and for a moment as I drift in and out of sleep, I wonder if instead of gnawing on the dead they press the bones into their own torsos, shaped from the amputations I’ve been forced to perform on the crew.

			* * *

			I notice the Captain’s ear before he tells me, the skin blackening to the colour of the night sky. I wait for a moment to sit beside him, and as I take my place he gets up and walks over to talk to Newburgh. They lean so close the rotten skin touches Newburgh’s cheek. They glance over and then turn away. Over the next few hours I watch the frostbite spread and darken and know that the Captain’s privacy and suspicion will prevent me from saving him.

			* * *

			The wind swoops across the landscape in bursts, like the compression from a windmill out of control, hitting the boat and threatening to overturn our cover. I look up and Hansen is standing over me, his arm stretching out until his fingers find my lapels. He sits down beside me.

			“I’ve started to see again,” he says. Yellow puss glues the strands of hemp in his tar-packed sockets. I say nothing

			“Not everything,” he continues. “But I’m seeing again.”

			“What do you see?” I ask. I do not want to know. What I observe is bad enough. 

			“I see through the timber. I see us encircled. I can see through skin and bone to the rot in the marrow. The worms that nestle in the teeth and hollow us out from inside. I see through the leather binding to the lies within. I see the snow and ice and I see that there is nowhere to go.”

			I nod and try to comfort him, without indulging the delusions.

			* * *

			When I wake the next day Hansen has been added to the stack of the dead. I ask what happened and no-one gives me an answer.

			“He did not wake,” the Captain says, and I ask if I can look at the body. He turns to Newburgh as if he needs the Quartermaster’s permission before allowing me to carry out an inspection. I see the nod before the Captain allows me to proceed.

			The infection had not reached Hansen’s lungs and there was no disguising the purple blotches on his neck and face that had nothing to do with the rot inside his skull. I do not say anything. The conspiracy has changed to one of silence that we all commit to in the hope that we can speak later, but the storm shows no sign of letting up and later is dying by stages.

			When I rest I do not sleep. I wonder if I will make it through the night, and if joining the stack of corpses would be the relief I need, yet I still do not rot and I continue to live. I contort myself between the knolls that distort the surface of the ice. Outside, the storm continues.

			e trasparien come festuca in vetro

			When I wake, the noise is worse. A drilling buzz that does not stop but feels like insects trapped between skull and skin. I plug my ears with caulk but it does not stop, instead intensifying as if the sound is sealed in by my efforts. I am not the only one suffering. The only benefit from the scratching sensation is the distraction from my hunger. The Captain paces our shelter talking to himself. I cannot make out many words but watch him, wary to turn my back. In frustration the Captain kicks one of the small hillocks of ice that distends the ice where we grab our meagre rest, his toecap leaving an indentation in the ground. It takes time until we notice the hair cemented into the shattered snow.

			* * *

			Using our fingers we drag away the ice to reveal the first head. Soon all of them are uncovered. There are twenty two in that small space. 

			Those trapped do not speak, their jaws and tongues frozen below the surface, just the crowns of their heads exposed. We either stare at them or ignore them. When the buzzing stops I think I can hear the ice shifting. Frost coated eyes watch us as we settle down to sleep. After two hours I cannot take it anymore and cover the heads with the clothing of the dead. Somehow this makes it worse. Covered, I cannot tell if they are waking. My dreams are haunted with frostbitten gazes and the gnawing of unseen creatures.

			* * *

			“I’m a surgeon, not a butcher,” I say to the Captain.

			“The past few weeks, there has been little difference,” he says. The frostbite has spread to his cheek. I can see his jaw socket through the gaps in the muscle.

			I lay my saw on the floor between us and he kicks it back across to me.

			Despite the cold, the food is rotten. Newburgh won’t admit it, but the food was probably rotten when it went into the barrel. We are running out of supplies, and though twelve of us have died, there is not enough to sustain us.

			“If this is a solution, why those in the ground and not them?” I nod to the stack of corpses at the far end of the ship. There is a sound from outside like vast wings flexing in the air. I shudder.

			“Because they are all rotten. Infected,” Newburgh says. He nods toward one of the heads emerging from the ice. “These are preserved. Fresh. Refrigerated.” He giggles.

			I shake my head. Despite my current situation, there is no dilemma.

			“I cannot do this,” I say. The Captain nods.

			Io non mori’ e non rimasi vivo

			When I wake, my arms are trapped against my body with barrel hoops. The leather pad in my mouth tastes of other men’s spit. The air smells of sweat and burnt hair. With my saw in his hand, Newburgh  notices I’m awake.

			“We thought about eating you. Nice and fresh, but you’ll keep for a while.”

			Newburgh  and the Captain sit either side of one of the icebound heads. The rough edged scalp lies on the ice, and they take it in turns to dip their fingers into the skull, scraping out the contents and pressing it into their mouths. Where the Captain’s face has rotted, chewed mulch slides out to catch in his beard.

			When they take their fingers from their mouths smears of grey are trapped under their fingernails. The Quartermaster snaps off a piece of skull. I think I hear a muffled squeal. While I watch, he uses it to scoop out those fragments that escape his fingers, pushing uneaten pieces into the skull’s sutures as he licks the bone clean.

			I try to turn away, close my eyes. The noise alone is worse. They gorge themselves, sawing open one head after another. I watch Newburgh  pluck the eyes out and pop them between his teeth while the Captain eats one tongue after another.

			They saw through seven scalps before they have their fill, starved stomachs distended by the sudden meal. Unused to digestion, their bodies slide into sleep, stretched between the excavated heads. I cannot sleep. Outside the storm continues.

			Later, I realise that despite myself I have slept, and for a moment I hope that the meal I witnessed was the vivid dreams of some fever, then I see the broken edges of bone pushed up through the ice and know that the feast happened.

			The movements are slight at first. Friction and the wrenching of the gluttons in their indulgence has melted the ice around the heads. While I watch, they move a little, turning as if to see who has been bingeing upon them. Treating them as a delicacy.

			The iron hoop digs into my arms and as I struggle to free myself it cuts through my sleeves, scraping the skin away in sheets. The Captain and Newburgh  still sleep between the dead like cats upon the breakfast table. I step over them and see that in his gluttony the Captain has abandoned his book. Retreating to the far corner, I open the book and for the first time study the deceptions that brought us to dying beneath these lifeboats that are nothing of the sort.

			The treacheries are complex and financial. A shell game of cargo and commerce far beyond my knowledge as a simple doctor. Even with my scant understanding, the betrayal is blatant and the theft from the creditors obvious. Across the shelter, Newburgh and the Captain stir. I have few choices now. Maybe if I can reach the other upturned lifeboat, I can shelter there before they kill me. I know they have only let me live for so long because they cannot cure themselves of the rot the cold brings and believe I can. This final deception is to themselves. I hesitate whether to take the book with me, but no evidence is hidden here in the wastes. I lift the edge of the boat, splinters and frozen brass tearing my hands in their own ways.

			Outside the air is whited out, and at first I think it snow that clogs my eyes. Snow does not reek of scorched hair. Across the ice sheet creatures with faces of spoilt meat split open the heads of those imprisoned in the ice. I watch the bone dust settle on them and on the ice sheet, obscuring those trapped further down, twisting as if their stomachs are distended with indulgence. Behind me, the lifeboat tips, the Quartermaster and Captain emerging with their rot. I watch them find their place amongst the diners. Now they need no saws to open the heads of the trapped, their frostbitten fingers rotted away to expose bones sharpened to points. There is no second boat for me to shelter under. I do not know if I will join the feast or freeze.  I look down at my hands. Already I have started to rot. Somewhere in the distance vast wings beat and the bone dust swirls.

			End.
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			The Ghost of You

		

		
			By Toshiya Kamei



		

		
			Sometimes sweet, sometimes melancholy, your voice still haunted me all the way to the edge of the realm. One moment, your soft cadence caressed me, and in another moment, your shrill pitch grated and irritated me. Even the vast expanse of desert that stretched before me failed to severe our ties.

			A formless, ever-shifting path shimmered. It taunted me with mirages of water, triggering the memory of the pond where we swam in our undergarments as young girls. How was it possible you remained so vivid even during my waking hours? So vivid, if I reached out, I could almost touch you.

			My skin baked in the merciless sun beaming down from a cloudless blue sky. With each breath inhaled, hot air scorched my throat and lungs. I pulled my caramel-colored rebozo down further, trying to shield myself from the stinging sunlight. In the distance, the bald mountains loomed like a gigantic wall. No matter how far I walked, the landscape stayed the same.

			My feet ached, and each step felt heavier than the last. Sweat dried instantly, forming a salty crust on my skin. I grabbed the wineskin hanging from my shoulder, lifted it over my mouth, and shook out the last few drops, but they failed to quench my thirst. I clicked my tongue against my dry mouth.

			The sweat ran into my eyes, forcing me to close them, and more memories flooded my mind. You sat beside me on a wooden bench facing a kiosk in the center of the leafy plaza. I brushed away a dead leaf clinging to the front of your skirt. A mariachi tipped her sombrero at us and strummed a sweet tune on her guitar. A soft breeze tickled my face, and the sweet scent of your perfume wafted toward me. Our eyes met, and your smile widened.

			The tune slowed, ending on a mournful note. Everything around me disappeared, and I found myself transported to a gloomy room. Around me, somber women in black, seated head down, prayed over dark brown rosary beads. Hot tears rolled down my cheeks, and I clenched my fists until my nails bit into my palms.

			As I stepped closer to an open casket, the dank odor of death assaulted my nose and made me gag. Inside, you lay lifeless with your arms folded across your chest. Hushed sobs filled the room. I bit my lip until I tasted blood.

			I didn’t want any of this to happen. My love for you went deeper than any roots we had planted in our garden. Our marriage was arranged by our respective families like anyone else’s, yet no one could deny we loved each other.

			Your death changed everything. It was customary for a widow to kill herself and join the deceased in the afterlife. I cursed you for condemning me to this miserable lot. Hatred sizzled in my gut. It was the only thing keeping myself from crumbling to the floor.

			When I opened my eyes, the arid land that had tormented me was gone, replaced by a green forest. I blinked a few times, trying to adjust to my new, unfamiliar surroundings. The canopy of the trees above me provided shelter from heat. A musty, grass-scented gust blew, making the leaves rustle. A few feet away, I noticed a thin figure perched on a wooden bench in the shade of an old beech tree. The figure slowly took shape, gradually forming into a gray-haired woman. My knees trembled, and my heart raced. Was I dreaming? No, it couldn’t have been a dream. It was too real.

			“Come, young lady,” the woman said, gesturing for me to sit next to her. I hesitated for a moment, but my body obeyed in spite of myself.

			“Thank you,” I said, bowing slightly.

			She handed me a glass of water. I grabbed it and drank it in one gulp. She smiled, narrowing her eyes.

			“What’s your name?”

			“Florentina,” I lied. No, it wasn’t a lie. After marriage, I took on a new name because our tradition forbade me to use my true name in someone else’s presence. My true name belonged to you, only to you. When you died, I buried it deep inside.

			“I’m Ume. What brought you here?”

			“My wife died a few weeks ago,” I began, but the words got stuck in my throat. “I lost her in child birth.” That was a half-truth. It was true that we were starting a family, but I was the one who miscarried.

			“I’m sorry to hear that. I’m a widow myself. Where are you going?”

			“I’m heading north to find a job as a servant.” Tears welled up in my eyes as unnamable anger rose within me. I picked up the edge of my rebozo and dabbed my eyes with it.

			“Is that so? I live near here with my daughter. Why don’t you stay with us tonight? She’s your age, and we both enjoy company. Besides, there’s no inn around here.”

			Still non-committal, I looked around and noticed a serpentine path leading off into the dark. The sound of tramping feet reached me, growing louder each second. Then a figure emerged from the gloom, rapidly growing larger. An enormous boar charged toward us. My knees almost buckled in fear. I wanted to flee, but my legs refused to move. I turned toward Ume and saw her smile. Just as I thought the beast would trample me to death, it screeched to a halt. The boar was close enough that its hard breath hit my face, and its earthy smell filled my nose. It lowered itself, and Ume climbed onto its back without hesitation.

			“Come,” she said, reaching out to me. She took my hand and helped me up.

			“Hang on tight,” she said, and I wrapped my arms around her waist. The boar dashed along the path, becoming wind. Fresh air caressed my face, and the green forest became a blur. Shortly after, we arrived at a thatch-roofed house.

			“Here we are,” Ume said. The boar lowered itself again, allowing us to get down on the ground. She patted the beast before it walked away.

			Smoke rose from the chimney, and I detected the faint aroma of cooking meat. My stomach let out a loud growl. I blushed and mumbled my apologies, but Ume didn’t seem to mind. She wore a calm smile.

			“Come in,” Ume said, gesturing with her chin to the wooden door. When we stepped inside, I inhaled the scent of burning incense wafting in the air. She pressed her hand to the small of my back and ushered me along a corridor. We entered a dining room with an adjoining kitchen where a woman my age was chopping herbs on the cutting board. A younger version of her mother, she struck me as rather plain. She looked up at me with a smile.

			“Welcome, Florentina,” she said, dropping the chopped herbs into a pot of boiling water. “I’m Sachi.”

			My heart skipped a beat. How did she know my false name? Did she know my true name, too? I had no idea.

			“Dinner will be ready soon,” Sachi continued. “You can sit wherever you like.”

			I sat at the dining table facing the window. The silhouette of an oak tree loomed up in the darkness outside. The wind whistled and wailed, blending with your voice. Branches swayed and scratched against the glass, and I shivered.

			After dinner, we retired to the living room, settling into armchairs in front of the cracking hearth. In the corner, a half-finished dress was draped on a dressmaking dummy. I walked up to the dress to see it up close. I wondered how long it had been left untouched. The dress was covered with dust, and I tried to blow it away.

			“It’s for Sachi,” Ume said as I crouched before a sewing box lying on the floor. “I’ve been meaning to finish it, but my eyesight is getting worse. I should’ve taught her how to sew.”

			“May I?” I turned and saw Ume nod. I took out a needle from the sewing box. I then bit my lip, squinted, and threaded my needle.

			Ume let out an occasional “hmm” as I let my needle swim in and out of the cloth. Sachi parroted her mother. I felt their gazes on me, but I didn’t look up. Before long, the dress, embroidered with multiple colors, came into shape.

			“I’m so impressed,” Ume said. “Where did you learn to sew well?”

			“My mother-in-law taught me,” I said. “I wasn’t a natural sewer, but dressmaking is a tradition in my wife’s family.” I then felt a cold sensation on my neck. It was you. I fought off the urge to turn and look for your shadow.

			“I see.”

			“This is the least I can do to thank you for your hospitality.”

			“Oh, don’t mention it.” Ume waved her hand. “You’re on your own. No family to rely on.”

			I lowered my gaze, suddenly self-conscious.

			“It was no coincidence that I met you today,” Ume continued. “Our gods told me you were coming.”

			I didn’t know what to say.

			“Why don’t you stay with us? You seem like a nice girl. I’m quite fond of you.”

			Nice girl? I was anything but. “I don’t want to impose on you,” I said, frowning a little.

			“No. Not at all,” Sachi chimed in.

			“I’ll tell you what.” Ume pointed her chin at her daughter. “I’ve been trying to find her a bride. I know this is so sudden, but will you think about it?” I shot a furtive glance at Sachi, but she was looking down. I couldn’t read her face. As per our custom, she, nor I, had any say in choosing a spouse.

			I nodded to end the conversation. I was exhausted and was in no mood to talk.

			“Mother, you mustn’t tire her out,” Sachi said. “She needs rest.” She stood. “Come with me, Florentina. I’ll show you the guest room.” She walked out of the room, and I followed.

			“It was nice of you to come,” she said as she ushered me inside a bare room with a small bed.

			“Look, you seem like a very nice girl, but I’m not—”

			“You don’t have to say anything. I understand.”

			I didn’t think Sachi understood, much less understood me, but I said nothing more. It felt pointless.

			“No matter what you decide, I’m glad to meet you.”

			I gave her a non-committal nod.

			“Good night. Sleep tight.” She planted a chaste peck on my cheek. “I’ll be in the next room, if you need anything,” she said before leaving me alone.

			The bed squeaked as I climbed in. It kept squeaking beneath me as if deriding me. Hours ticked away. I stayed awake, staring at the ceiling, waiting for something, some sign.

			The door opened and slammed shut, making me jump. Goosebumps covered my arms.

			“What do you want?” I asked in a low voice. “I’m sorry I lost the baby, but it wasn’t my fault. Can’t you ever forgive me?” I was drowning in the bottomless depths of desperation.

			No reply came.

			An icy draft blew and lifted the curtains from the window. Just then, a lightning bolt lit the night, and the wind howled like a crazed hound. A gust of rain lashed against the house, rattling the window panes.

			I felt something moving inside me, and a current of pain pierced through my lower abdomen, causing me to scream. I kept screaming, but the storm drowned out the noise I made.

			My belly ripped open, blood splashed, and something crawled out. A foul stench rose up from my body, and I gaged. Another flash of lightning illuminated the room, and I saw a small creature between my legs. It was covered with bloody mucus. Our eyes met for a brief second, and a chill ran down my spine. It flashed a toothless sneer and leaped off the bed, and I froze in fear. It scurried away and disappeared as everything went dark.

			In my delirium, I heard footsteps approaching and a small knock on my door. “Florentina?” It was Sachi, not you.

			Through my blurred vision, I saw Sachi standing in the doorway with a lit candlestick in her hand.

			“I thought I heard screaming. Are you—” A sudden sharp silence. Everything hurt. “Dear God!”

			“Oh, I lost the baby,” I moaned, dazed. “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.” The candle flame flickered, illuminating the bloody mess I lay in. Red spots appeared before my eyes and spread rapidly over my entire view. I felt like your spirit possessed me. As I drifted in and out of consciousness, incoherent words poured out of my quivering lips. All I could see was blood.

			“Florentina, what happened? Oh my God, what happened?” Through a haze, I heard Sachi shout. “Mother, she’s hurt!”

			In the feeble candlelight, Sachi stripped my blood-soaked undergarments, placed her hands on my wound, and prayed. I sensed Ume’s presence for the first time as she joined Sachi in prayer. Their murmuring prayers hummed like a hive of bees.

			My body arched and convulsed. Straddling me, Sachi held me down. She continued to hold me until I gradually calmed. She seemed anxious, but to my surprise, showed no signs of fear.

			I felt faint, but the bleeding stopped. I struggled to sit up, but a firm hand on my shoulder pushed me back down. It was Ume. Sachi then cleaned my sullied body with the sheet and changed my clothes and bedding. I didn’t mind being looked after.

			“Don’t worry. Go back to sleep now,” Sachi said, giving my hand a gentle squeeze.

			“Thank you,” I said as relief and gratitude filled my heart. I cried until my throat burned. Ume nodded and slipped out of the room.

			Like a mother soothing a fretful child, Sachi stroke my hair and hummed a sweet lullaby, lulling me to sleep.

			When I woke in the morning, my wound had already healed. Only a trace of dried blood on the bedsheet and memories of a gnawing pain in my abdomen told me it wasn’t a dream. I touched my belly. The swelling was gone, but I missed it. I looked under the bed, but there was nothing there. I shook my head to shoo away my phantoms. I gathered my rebozo around my shoulders, went into the kitchen, and found Sachi in the dress I finished the night before.

			“It suits you perfectly,” I said. And it was true. I’d previously thought she was on the plain side, but perhaps she deserved a second look. After all, romance was not part of this equation. Perhaps I’d grow to love her, as I did in my first marriage.

			“Thank you.” Sachi blushed slightly.

			“About last night,” I began, wondering where the creature had gone. I imagined it was still lurking somewhere close.

			Sachi held up a hand. “Tea’s ready. Sit down so we can talk.” Her face looked weary, and I spotted dark circles under her eyes.

			I nodded and took a seat. By the time she joined me with the steaming cups, tears brimmed in my eyes. “The pain, Sachi. So much pain, and that creature…” When I touched my stomach, I had to choke down the bile rising up in my throat. “It was terrible.” She leaned closer and placed her hands in mine, and her tender touch calmed me, pushing away my mushrooming fear.

			After I told her everything, my tears turned to tears of relief. Sachi pulled out her handkerchief and handed it to me. “You’ve blamed yourself long enough. Losing your baby wasn’t your fault.” I blew my nose, wiped my eyes, and smiled at Sachi.

			By the time Ume joined us, the tears were half dried on my cheeks. I embraced Ume and Sachi. They took their turns to tend to my needs for the whole morning. I felt like I had two mothers.

			Later that day, I saw Ume alone in her room and told her I’d accept her offer and marry her daughter. She jumped for joy, grabbed me, and showered me with kisses, telling me to call her Mother. Sachi joined us shortly later, and we embraced one another.

			With Ume’s blessing, I moved into Sachi’s room. After what happened the night before, Sachi didn’t want me to sleep alone. Her room reeked of herbs and oils. When she saw me wrinkle my nose, she said they would protect me against evil spirits.

			At first, it felt strange to share the bed with someone who wasn’t you. Still, I was relieved not to be alone. The bloody sight was still fresh in my mind. I kept looking over my shoulder, and as I wondered through the house, I strained my ears for any sound that might suggest the creature followed me.

			A few days later, a small, intimate wedding took place. Many neighbors came to congratulate us, and to tell us how well we looked together.

			I glanced around the room and saw a handful of women standing around talking to each other. One of them had a vague resemblance to you—or so I thought. She brushed stray strands of hair away from her cheek with one hand while balancing a baby on her hip with the other. I walked toward her, as if being pulled by invisible strings.

			“Would you like to hold her?” she said, raising the baby up.

			I held the baby with trembling hands. She gargled and smiled, moving her tiny hands. Fear struck my heart as your shrill laughter filled my ears. In vain, I scanned across the room in search of you. Again, I was the only one hearing your voice.

			“I’m sorry. I’m not feeling well.” I handed the baby back to her mother, and I walked away, feeling ashamed as if I’d committed some faux pas.

			“Are you all right?” Sachi asked when she found me alone, away from the guests.

			I nodded, and she gently caressed my back.

			Even after a few weeks, I felt your pull, stronger than ever. I could hardly escape your shadow. Your voice haunted me. The words you uttered ingrained themselves in my memory. But I wanted to live. Why should I let you drag me to death? The ghost of you wasn’t enough for me, and I desired another warm body.

			Sachi made me feel safe. At night, her soft breathing soothed me into closing my eyes. I rolled over and wrapped my arms around her waist. Half-asleep, she let out a soft moan, and I snuggled closer and buried my face in her hair. I took a slow breath, and then another, before I fell asleep.

			As my newfound bliss with Sachi continued over a few months, you slowly receded to the far corners of my mind.

			One night, I woke to a faint crawling sensation all over my body. I sat up, lit a candle on the bedside table, and saw my skin slowly turn green. The candle flame flickered, making my monstrous silhouette dance on the wall. I rubbed my eyes because I could hardly believe what I was seeing. When I touched my forehead, I found a horn sprouting out of the center of my brow.

			“What’s happening to me?” My voice was grave and hoarse as if belonging to some demonic creature. I covered my face with my hands and tried to figure out what to do.

			Sachi stirred next to me, reaching out to embrace me. A sharp pain pierced my head, and I pushed her away.

			“What’s wrong, honey?” Sachi mumbled, eyes still closed.

			There was something different about her voice. It was then I realized it wasn’t Sachi. It was you. You smiled, but the smile was fleeting, replaced by a taunting frown.

			Grimacing at the foul odor rising in the air, I opened my mouth to speak, but no words came out.

			My jaws snapped open. Fangs pushed their way into my mouth, ripping through my gums, and the rusty taste of blood filled my mouth.

			A silent scream ripped from my throat. A vein in your pale, enticing neck visibly throbbed. And all I could think of was sating my hunger.

			“Florentina, it’s still so early. Go back to sleep.” Sachi’s voice jerked me back to the present. As she snuggled against me, I felt her soft curves under my hands, and then I felt the fangs shrink down into teeth. The now-familiar scent of herbs washed over me. Your voice ceased, and my true name teetered on the tip of my tongue for the space of one inhale before sleep overcame me.

			End.
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			Slaves of the Deep

		

		
			By Spencer Koelle

		

		
			“Where did Venus go?” Lady Helena Machen grumbled. The Antarctic wind swallowed her words and clawed at her furs. Spray rose up before the prow, further obscuring the heavens.

			The sky looked crystal clear. The golden planet eluded her sight, but Draco still shone. Reluctantly, Helena returned to her seascape. 

			The previous island lay far behind them, with grey rock and ice looming ahead. She’d been lost in her work, and the sketch still had a dark blotch under the lines of the eucalyptus-wood prow, like a clinging figure, where none should be.

			With her focus gone, all the cold and fatigue crashed on Helena. She set down the bronze fountain pen. She squinted at the pale, slate-blue island. They couldn’t be in uncharted territory already, could they? 

			Helena squinted upwards. They’d changed course again, or drifted east. The stars dimmed behind them. She rubbed the frost from her eyelashes. 

			Helena beat some life into her extremities as she wandered the deck, trying to find a sailor who would meet her eye. Nobody wanted to offend Captain Stanley Machen, but they didn’t like a woman taking up space on the expedition.

			She hadn’t objected to her American husband’s honeymoon idea, but a polar exploration sounded more exciting and romantic after the third glass of port in front of a roaring fireplace. 

			The voyage of the Psychopomp had only been a honeymoon in the technical sense. They’d shared two meals together since launching. Every time she’d asked him about the journey plan or theories about the Antarctic pole, or even for reminiscences of earlier expeditions, he’d brushed her aside or slowly repeated a point she already knew.

			After this “honeymoon,” she and her husband could return to the endless halls of Machen House, with its imported furniture and amazing views of the flat prairie. The ocean wind sighed for her. Life would be so much easier without Stanley.

			The sailors grunted and paid more attention to their work than usual. Had she said that out loud? Helena moved on towards the prow, passing nameless faces with questions caught behind her teeth.

			The navigator brushed past her, muttering to himself. She’d questioned Stanley about his choice of crew, but he assured her that this eccentric professional was the best in the business. He spared her a departing glare.

			Helena reminded herself she was the captain’s wife, not a delinquent schoolchild. She halted in front of a small redheaded man carving a bone. 

			“Excuse me, but just when did we change course?” She kept the hesitancy out of her voice. 

			The young man looked around. He frowned, more in surprise than distaste. “Just a few minutes ago,” he said, eyes fixed on the small waves ahead.

			“Why?” Helena’s voice sounded more petulant than she would have liked. The boy didn’t seem to notice.

			“Captain found a strong current, just to the east of the rock.” The sailor looked behind him and rubbed his freckled nose. “I remember he was arguing with the second navigator about it. Seems nobody expected it in these waters.” He bit his lip, “Er, somebody said that anyway.” He brushed back hair from his eyes. “Ma’am.” 

			Helena smiled and rolled her eyes. “I’m sure my husband knows what he’s doing.” She knew she should stop talking. It was just a relief to speak. “I’m terribly sorry, what was your name?” 

			“Eric Rhodes, ma’am,” he said, ducking his head again. He fiddled with the ivory statuette. It resembled a human skeleton, with some unfinished design at its center.

			Helena set down her drawing kit and crouched on a pile of rope. “Is that a luck charm or some Indian design? I’ve got an aboriginal spear in my cabin.” She bit off her flow of babble.

			“It’s not, no ma’am. It’s silly. Just a little thing I dreamt up,” Rhodes said. The carving almost slipped out of his fingers. “I wouldn’t mind seeing your spear; that is, if the Captain didn’t mind.”

			“I’ll ask him about it,” Helena sighed. She resolved to also find out if the celebrated blowhard really knew what he was doing.

			* * *

			“Where are we going now?” Helena asked. She wondered if her husband would catch the note of accusation in her voice. 

			“It’s amazing,” Stanley Machen said, spraying bits of tinned oranges on his beard. “Nobody else even knew this channel existed! There’s no record of a strong current in this region. The islets are most unusual.” He paused for breath and dabbed a napkin against his flushed cheeks. “I don’t know if you realize the significance of this.”

			“You’ve stumbled upon a fast passage to the South Pole,” Helena remarked. She ate a slice of fish and took a deep breath. The air had grown thicker and heavier ever since they changed course. Maybe the climate accounted for her frequent sketching mistakes, people in the wrong places and shadows pointing the opposite direction. “I’m very proud of you,” she said and let her hollow words sink into the dead air.

			“Amazing,” Stanley said, his eyes sparkling. “I knew you’d love this trip.”

			“The sky out here is lovely,” Helena said, turning to the porthole. The water should be impenetrable darkness, but she could make out some dark shapes beneath the ice. A canoe? She rubbed her eyes, but the current had already discarded the patch of dark green ice. Stanley murmured something; she nodded. She scanned the waters for any other hint of human agency, but saw only sharks chasing after a rainbow of iridescent squid. 

			Helena turned back to Stanley. He smiled at her and refilled her glass. She sniffed the ice-chilled Riesling, then drained it in a few gulps. It complemented the faintly familiar exotic fish. Stanley had no patience for white wines, but he’d seen fit to include several casks of them in the provisions. He wasn’t to know that she preferred Chardonnay or Sauvignon Blanc. 

			“It’s a nice wine,” she said. Stanley nodded and spread some fish paste on his hard tack. He claimed that he ate it to show solidarity with the men, but she wondered if he hadn’t just developed a taste for the brick-like rations after enough sea-voyages. 

			Silence fell again, aided by the congealing air. It had been her foolish idea to share an afternoon meal with her husband. The wedding night hadn’t been too painful, and he’d waited for her to say “yes” instead of pressing matters. Really, she had nothing to complain about.

			Helena wolfed down her meal and asked the servant to fetch another platter, her own maid absent due to inconvenient seasickness. She’d never reduce her waist to an hourglass figure, but Stanley didn’t care what she looked like as long as he could boast of a noble wife half his age. The face of Eric Rhodes floated into her mind, along with the pensive conversations they’d shared this past fortnight. 

			Sailors in the brig shouted. Bronze chains rattled against bronze bars.

			“How are your sketches coming along?” Stanley said. Helena almost spilled her wine. The hush closed in on the heels of his words.

			“It’s quite well. I’m having some troubles, but the sea is a beautiful subject, and the stars are so bright here,” she said.

			Stanley nodded. Some tension slipped out of him, and the worn suit seemed to hang easier on his frame. “Good to hear it. Moonscapes are quite popular these days.” 

			“So I hear.”. Lamplight shined on the rainbow-hued fish, the silver cutlery, and Stanley’s silver coat buttons.

			“Do you want to see one?” Helena said, to fill the pause. 

			Stanley glanced outside the porthole, frowned, and returned to her with a hasty smile. “Of course, I’d love to,” he said, but not without hesitation.

			Helena motioned the servant, Walton, to leave them a moment. She strode to her desk and rifled through it, pushing aside the spyglass, the aboriginal instrument, and the other presents from her Great Uncle Bob. The rest of her family considered Robert a disgrace, all over a little misunderstanding with a Shetland pony. From his letters, the man seemed to be flourishing in the Australian wastelands more than he ever had in civilized climes. Funny how two people could be so far away yet so close. 

			Finally, Lady Helena uncovered her sketchbook.

			“Really, these are quite good,” Stanley said through a mouthful of oatcake. He frowned at Ice Flows Meeting. “Is that a pagoda?”

			“I beg your pardon?” Helena said.

			Stanley pointed to the bird’s nest on the larger drift. Her mind wandered whenever she sketched, but the details were odd. Those chunks of driftwood could have belonged to an oriental structure, and those funny scratches might have been writing.

			“What would that be doing here?” Great sailing ships had made the polar explorations possible, hadn’t they? Certainly no human society could endure this harsh cold without the protection of modern ingenuity?	

			“You really have quite an imagination,” Stanley chuckled. “I wish you could understand what this venture will accomplish.”

			* * *

			Helena examined her Iceberg Triptych for the seventh time. There was nothing odd about the first part, a swath of sparse sky relieved only by a sliver of horizon and the iceberg’s tip. The last section, centered on the ship with the iceberg as a backdrop, was likewise free of misplaced shapes or inexplicable shadows. The second part...

			Helena slid open the hidden drawer and allowed herself a nip of applejack. Stanley’s doctor had warned her that strong drink could overstimulate the senses. He’d also advised her to drink a pint of buttermilk each morning to reduce her waistline and improve circulation.

			Helena might indulge her fancies when making watercolors or mezzotints, but maintained strict realism in sketches. Maybe the shadows in the ice and submerged flotsam created this strange impression in her mind. Maybe the reflections on the surface and ripples had combined to produce this illusion while her attention focused elsewhere. Something must account for the eyeless bulk lodged beneath the iceberg. The apparition combined elements of crab, squid, and serpent. It was three times the length of the ship. 

			The grand vessel creaked. Shouts and soundings carried in from above. Brazen chains rattled in the brig. The air around her felt thick as soup. She sipped from the bottle. 

			She couldn’t have seen this. Anything that big would have sunk the iceberg. The underside of the ship would cut straight into it. The water around it didn’t show any sign of displacement or break the way it should on an unyielding bulk. Besides, if she’d seen any hint of it, even out of the corner of her eye, she’d have dropped her awful sketchbook and run screaming.

			Perhaps she had mistaken the scale, and this abyssal terror resulted from a few normal sea creatures magnified by bubbles in the ice? She compared the shape of the iceberg in the prior sketch. She didn’t remember sketching that froth on the water, or the trails of low clouds, like steam from a kettle. 

			Helena swallowed another gulp of amber liquid. She had loved the shading and light sources on the water in this picture. Now the lines looked too crooked and sharp. A more fanciful girl might imagine misshapen men, laboring at burning towers under the water, corralled by tentacle and claw.

			The shouting above her intensified. Helena crammed the pictures into the bottom of her desk. She ran above-deck just in time to catch another cry of “Land ho!”

			* * *

			The shouting match between Stanley Machen, the first mate and the chief navigator almost drowned out the howling wind. Helena stopped to catch her breath halfway up the steps. Out in the middle distance lay a zigzagging spit of land. 

			Helena squatted on a supply chest. She saw only the usual sort of land: grey rock vanishing into sheets of ice, dotted with clumps of seaweed and resting birds. The ship’s prow, the blazing sun, and the claw-shaped promontory of high ground shone reflected in the water below. Mist shrouded the distant side. Circling birds struggled against the roaring wind.

			The ship drew closer. Her husband continued insisting that it should be easy to tell if they’d reached an Antarctic continent or just another outcropping by the readings. The first mate swore to high heaven that it had to be the tip of the South Pole. The navigator cursed the degeneracy and impatience of all Americans, blaming other people for their shoddy instruments, compasses spinning like windmills and barometers that rose and fell like an Irish harlot’s skirt. Sometimes he stopped to glare at the sky or tear at his thin grey hair.

			During this gentlemanly disagreement, the sailors anticipated their orders, pausing only to ask for a quick confirmation, which was granted. Helena leaned out on the prow, focusing on a dark patch among the sheets of dirty ice. Beneath the layer of frost lay the man-made shapes of tent and raft. 

			Pain clamped on Helena’s chest and she reeled. She pointed at the shapes. It couldn’t be from one of the lost Antarctic expeditions. 

			Nobody paid her any heed until Eric caught her expression. He followed her pointing finger and nearly dropped his whittling knife. Eric ran to alert the others. They spread the news until it circulated back to the leaders of the expedition. 

			Fear bubbled up inside her as the sailors murmured and crossed themselves. Curiosity struggled against it. She sided with the curiosity. If her intuition had seized upon some unknown peril, she needed to understand it better. 

			A quick whisper in Stanley’s ear convinced him to let her accompany him with a distracted nod. Eric sat on the deck, securing a rope. When he saw her walking towards the smaller boat, he volunteered for the landing party.

			* * *

			The navigator rubbed his eyes and stalked the icy deck. 

			Captain Machen had already planted the flag when the cartographer confirmed the island appeared in no records. He’d made a grand speech about being “the first man to set foot on this land.” When she’d privately corrected him. He responded with, “You know what I mean.” 

			Helena knew what he meant.

			Most of the men had returned from their investigations of the deserted tent, finding nothing valuable. 

			Helena had intended to get some hint at the source of this unnatural atmosphere and to lay her doubts to rest. Beyond the solitary mark of habitation she found nothing but guano, ice and lichen. 

			The wind on the island had been even colder than the blasts on the open sea, but she’d made some careful sketches.

			Helena reviewed her diagrams on the deck while Eric set about splicing some rope.	

			This sketch, at least, contained no eerie surprises. It matched up with her first impressions: flint knives, crude wooden tools, and a gourd with a beeswax seal. A chunk of meat, wrapped in tender leaves and garnished with berries, lay on a stone plate. It had two small bites taken out, tooth-marks memorialized by the cold. 

			“Would a sailor leave fresh water behind?” Helena said. Eric shook his head, eyes fixed on the distance. She sucked thick air and emptied her bottle of applejack after offering him a sip. She’d needed to ask twice before he refused.

			So, whoever began this meal didn’t have a choice. Dead from exposure? Couldn’t be. There’d be a body, and anyone on the brink of death wouldn’t take time to savor their lunch. Likewise, if he’d been attacked there’d be blood. The sailing savage might as well have been spirited away by fairies. 

			“Do you see that tear, on the tent flap?” Helena said. “He’d been trying to hold on.” She realized that the paper was shaking in her hands. She kept seeing things she didn’t remember. She didn’t remember the things she should.

			Helena shook her head. Straining would only let the thought slip further away from her. She tried to drink from the empty bottle. She tried to set it down, but ended up flinging it over the deck. Its splash rippled. 

			Ice glinted on Eric’s cheeks. Helena realized that he had barely spoken a dozen words all night. 

			His hands slid over wood, rope, and metal. His eyes wavered, unable to fix on a point.

			“Eric?”

			He turned towards her, his jaw slack. 

			“Eric, what is the matter?”

			Eric shrugged. While she’d made her inferences and guesses, he might have absorbed all the little wrong details in a glance.	

			“You were terrified of that tent,” Helena said, without reproach.

			Eric opened his mouth to protest; a hint of color returned to his cheeks. She put a finger to his lips.

			“Don’t put on a show. I’m not some oafish ‘pal’ who will mock you for having an ounce of sense. That island scared you, and you went anyway.” 

			Eric murmured. The wind silenced him.

			“What did you say?”

			“Melody,” he said. “She owns two big shops, and she’s so funny, and I’m not strong or rich or clever like any of the other men in town. So, I wanted to be brave.”

			His hands didn’t move anymore. He looked at her without seeing her.

			“That’s ridiculous! Why would you set out on a mad journey into the heart of ice for somebody who might not even care about you?”

			The wind cut off her last words. She bit her lip. Eric raised an eyebrow. Helena looked out over the ocean and saw her own reflection. Thick black hair and reddened eyes stood in contrast to an ivory-pale face. 

			She could see her eyes in the water. She could see her cheek dimples and loose bangs in the trackless sea. The wind howled and lashed above her but the ocean remained mirror-smooth. 

			She looked into Eric’s wide eyes. He had noticed the same thing. She looked down at his hands. He’d started whittling. The shape half-emerged from the chunk of driftwood in his left hand. It included a long, curving neck, a claw like a lobster’s, and a sucker-covered tentacle. To his left lay a pile of icons, in wood and bone, stylized and angular, but recognizable as the thing that lurked in part two of her Iceberg Triptych. 

			“My god,” she hissed. “Eric, why did you carve that? Where did you get that idea?”

			Eric stared at the knife in his hand, then the figures, with a look of earnest surprise. He rubbed his temples.

			Helena looked up at the blackness where Venus should be. Neptune had taken its place. She looked for Neptune and instead found a rich, vein-purple planet. “We have to get out of here. How can we turn them back? Can you start a mutiny?” The words slipped out, flat and breathless. The boat creaked and grew still.

			“Mutiny? I can’t start a mutiny!” Eric wailed. “The only reason anyone tolerates me is I agree and listen!” He bit his tongue and ducked down as if expecting a blow. “Sorry, Ma’am. I mean, no, but you can talk to the Captain. You’re his wife. You’ll convince him to turn back. He’s not mad.”
	Helena laughed until she couldn’t breathe. “No. Look, are you on fishing duty, or whatever it is? You’ve got to show him the fish. There are tropical fish in these waters.” Then she stopped. She fell to her knees and clutched her head. “That won’t work. He’ll only get more excited if he thinks he can take home some daft discovery. I’ll have to hold a knife to his belly just to make him reconsider!”

			A heavy hand lay upon Helena’s shoulder. Too late, she noticed the presence of the first mate.

			* * *

			Eric had been dragged off to the brig. She’d been “confined to quarters.” An eon had passed since then, as she listened to every splash, dug into her chair and tried to out-stare the violet stain in the night sky.

			A falling figure interrupted her view of the sky. Starlight glinted off the navigator’s golden cufflinks. His splash split the ocean’s unnatural stillness.

			People shouted above. Helena felt no grief at his passing, no sympathy for his plight, not even curiosity about whether he’d fallen, jumped, or been pushed. The cold vibration in her bones left no room for it. 

			The air condensed until she couldn’t draw a single breath, then with a sharp popping in her ears it thinned out again. The violet planet flashed and pulsed, shifting to sea-green, then golden yellow, and back to violet again. A shadow passed across the sea or her mind, that leviathan waving its multifarious appendages like an orchestra conductor or a puppeteer. 

			For one moment, the sea was reflected in the sky. 

			Helena watched from a cage of quivering flesh. Thought drained from her head. The noise intensified. It lost focus, turned into something more rich and varied than the shouts of “Man overboard!” Wet things slapped against the sides of the ship. Gunshots were fired. 

			Helena brought her knees up against her chest and wrapped her arms around them. Sailors sobbed. Somebody hammered on her husband’s door and he bounded up the ladder. Curses and screams and laughter reached her ears from the decks above. Slow things slapped and dripped on the deck now too. 

			Helena closed her eyes and chewed her lip. Slippery bulks clambered up the side of the ship. She opened her eyes again. She saw nothing outside the window, but her mind filled the space with snaking squid-beasts, digging into the hull with crustacean claws. More screams reached her, ending in splashes. More gunshots rang out.

			She stared at the porthole. A century passed in a moment. She blinked. She could hear fewer screams above.

			A purple-black hand smacked against the porthole. Bulbous seaweed hung from it, and a chunk of meat between the thumb and index finger was missing. She scrambled up against the door, blood pulsing in her ears.

			The hand slid down with a horrible squeaking. It pulled back as it avoided the copper-and-tin fittings around the window and grasped something higher up. More water dripped down from it, and a shell fell past her window.

			She could hear many wet footsteps above. Another figure splashed down before her, a flailing sailor caught in the grip of dark, crab-bitten human bodies.

			Helena pulled on the rosary from her catholic grandfather and the lucky horseshoe from her great aunt. She drew out her pen and the aboriginal spear, muttering snippits of different prayers. The charms and weapons eased her aching dread.

			The door swung open. Blank-faced men rushed down the ladder. She tried to quickly hatch a plan. Maybe she could break Eric out of the brig and sail away in a lifeboat.

			* * *

			Drowned men climbed the ship’s sides with a curious sideways motion. They clung to the oak timber, skirting around the brazen fittings and avoiding the prow entirely. Tiny scavengers, clinging to their backs, expired in the open air. Most of the men and women climbing had the features of Australian aboriginals. They wore nothing but thin cloth, red seaweed and contented smiles.

			Sailors fired guns into them without effect. Skulls cracked and eyeballs burst. Craters appeared in their chests, but leaked only seawater. No effort of the living men could wipe away those placid smirks.

			Eric’s friend, Samuel, hacked off a drowned woman’s arm with a saber and then cut loose her head. It kept smiling. The arm flopped a few times, reaching for his ankle. It grew weak as the saltwater drained.

			The drowned ones didn’t try to bite like a vampire might or to fight like a man. They grabbed people and dragged them over the side. 

			Some of them tossed the lanterns overboard in the same manner. Others dragged the bells into the icy depths. 

			The pen and spear felt good in her hands. With the little detour at the prow, she felt a glimmer of hope.

			The first mate stood in the center of a circle of drowned men. He emptied his gun into them. Purple innards splashed out. Saltwater spewed. He reloaded and fired again. They reached for him. Helena raised her pen, ready to hurl it. 

			The first mate snarled at them and kissed the barrel of the gun. He squeezed. 

			The abominations groped his cooling body, then turned their happy, bullet-pocked faces to the other sailors. The navigator climbed onto the deck. He waved his hands before him, stumbling towards her. 

			“Are you alright?” The words came out flat and hollow. Part of her brain had tried to rewind the recent eternity, to wake up. The other parts swung the pen at his face. 

			He ducked. His cold, wet hand gripped her wrist like iron shackles. He grinned and dragged her towards the railing.

			Helena stopped resisting. She leaned into the movement, tripping the navigator. Then she stomped hard, crushing his face under her weight.

			His arm twisted backwards and then snapped under her assault. He kept smiling. She drove the pen into his right eye.

			The smile tightened into a grimace. Green sparks rose from the metal’s contact. She rose and grabbed her eucalyptus-wood spear. It produced an interesting burst of magenta flame as it impaled the navigator’s chest. The body melted into thick purple foam.

			Captain Machen ran out onto the deck, pistol in one hand, sword in the other. 

			“That won’t work! You need bronze or eucalyptus wood!” she shrieked. “Stanley, please! For the love of God, stop!”

			The smiling men let him charge them, shoot them and stick them through the belly. They used his momentum to push him overboard. Other figures in the water caught him and kept him down.

			Some of the survivors picked up brazen tools. Some of them, strengthened by desperation and madness, pried up chunks of the prow with their bare hands. They gripped the cudgels with bloody, broken nails.

			Helena ran straight for the brig. The guard was gone. The cell doors swung open.

			Helena locked herself in with the six remaining crew members. The attack must have begun before Eric had been imprisoned, so he was still up on the deck. Her dead husband lurched in, knives sticking out of his chest. She poked her spear out through the bars. 

			Helena stared as the flesh of the man she’d married parted around the spearhead. Her heart was still beating frantically and a chill had settled into her bones. She stumbled backwards. He was gone. She thrust again, mechanically, her mind numb.

			* * *

			The wind blew cold. Two years plus two-hundred and seventeen nights had passed since two fishermen had discovered the Psychopomp drifting towards the shores of Bermuda, still coated with Antarctic ice. Helena pulled her ermine coat tight.

			She climbed the eucalyptus-wood steps to the observatory of The Machen-Rhodes Women’s College of Natural Philosophy. The astronomy tower, ringed by rails of bronze, was outfitted with enough bronze telescopes and eucalyptus-wood benches to accommodate four large classes at once.

			Helena watched the sunset bleed across the familiar rolling hills and stone cottages of her hometown. She sat down at the desk and sipped the first of several glasses of Chardonnay. The last light faded.

			Helena leaned into the eyepiece. She scanned the heavens, once again daring the purple planet to appear.

			End.
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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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