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			Greetings Dear Reader,

			August marks the start of the spooky season with no other significant holidays until the grand culmination of dark festivities on October 31. Fittingly, we can celebrate the births of influential writers like H.P. Lovecraft, Mary Shelley, and M.R. James this month. We can also look back and remember the original appearance of stories like Lovecraft’s “The Whisperer in Darkness,” Howard’s “The Devil in Iron,” and Smith’s “The Treader of the Dust,” all appearing in the venerable Weird Tales. If the history of weird fiction is a subject of interest to you, then you’re in luck. I’m delighted to announce the return of our segment From the Crypt and the serialization of Blackwood’s “The Willows” beginning next month!

			We open this month with a truly once-in-a-lifetime ecliptic occurrence in “Ipomoea Sanguineus.” Then a lonely man finds strange company when he calls a phone chat service in “Party-Line” by Rik Hoskin. A beautiful and ethereal transition from life to death follows in “The Leaking World” before something terrifying washes ashore in “Empty Shells On a Cold Shore.”

			Step into the shoes of a freshly cloned house pet in our utterly weird stream of consciousness called “A Clone’s Tale” before warping time in the pond out back in “Echo Lake.” Relationships between mothers and daughters can be complicated. Witness a relationship spanning eons in “Rumination” before we wrap things up with a tale of retribution and regret in “Vengeance is a Patient Beast.”

			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

		





			After graduating with a degree in fine art, Quentin spent a year as a freelance illustrator, then got hired as a concept artist at art studio Atomhawk Design for 6 years. Today, he’s working as a senior concept artist in a french video game studio named Wolcen Studio.
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			Stephen Jung is a freelance artist from Phoenix, Arizona. Being in art classes throughout his education, he received his Bachelor of Fine Arts degree from Arizona State University. His creative influences over the years have been the works of Frank Frazetta, Simon Bisley, Carlos Huante, Kevin Llewelyn and Christopher Lovell, to name a few. In the 20 years since graduating college, he has worked tirelessly on developing his own style and creative look to his art. With a love for graphite, he is a dark fantasy, horror, and surreal artist. Stephen Jung’s online art gallery can be seen here: www.Instagram.com/stephenjungarts/. 
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			Welcome to Cosmic Horror Monthly

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

		

		
			By Rik Hoskin



		

		
			First Contact

			* * *

			“I guess it was around three in the morning when I phoned the chatline. I had been watching television most of the night and this ad came on. You know the ones: dolled-up women purring down the telephone, everybody laughing and nattering like it’s some big party.

			“I had been feeling pretty lonely ever since Patricia and I had split up so I thought I’d call it and see what it was all about. It’s not like social media, is it? No one can see you on the phone. But if you’re making notes I want to make it clear that I was feeling lonely then. That’s what made me do it. I do appreciate how sad these things are, chatlines. Very sad individuals.

			“My brother used to work for Telecom. Temporary job—eight month contract a couple of years back now. I remember him telling me they said on some course he was sent on there that old women used to phone the Speaking Clock all day to have a bit of company, a human voice. Widows, I guess. But probably some old men do it too, if you were to break it down and look at the facts. I can kind of sympathize. I mean, between all the bleep-bleep music and those DJ’s out to make a name for themselves by shocking the public, it’s getting harder and harder to find a decent radio station to listen to. Still, that’s what TV’s for, isn’t it? Keep you company.”

			One of the agents looked up from his notepad, tapping his pen on the edge of the desk impatiently. “Can we get back to the point, do you think, Mister Killick?” he smiled insincerely.

			Thomas Killick hated the agent already. He had one of those “faceless bureaucracy” faces and a silky smooth home counties accent that dripped of public school. If he and his partner hadn’t shown Tom their identification papers with such prominent royal seals he wouldn’t have gone with them right across town to this tiny interview room in the back of some out of the way police station. In fact, if it hadn’t been for the royal seal he probably wouldn’t have gone so far as the local, even if they were buying the drinks. One thing was for sure: neither of these agents had ever found themselves calling a party-line at three A.M. Tom would put money on that.

			The other agent was riffling through some papers in his leather briefcase. Tom hated him as well. He was maybe twenty-six years-old with a shock of red hair and he had a leather briefcase. Tom hated him for that. If Tom got to a hundred-and-twenty-six years-old he was sure he would never own a leather briefcase.

			The agent pulled out a sheet of blue-tinted paper and Tom could see it was covered in rows and columns of figures. Tom recognized it, or at least the type of paperwork it was: a phone bill. Did they still print those out? He figured it was all online now.

			“So,” began the second agent in one of those voices that takes two or three words to decide which pitch it is supposed to be working at, “this would be the—” his finger ran down one of the columns, “eighteenth of January?”

			That threw Tom. “I’m sorry?” he asked, confused.

			“The eighteenth of January,” the agent repeated, looking up and smiling—condescendingly—at Tom. “When you first called the party-line number.” The agent sounded to Tom’s ears as though the very word “party-line” caused him revulsion, as though saying it were somehow dirty, immoral.

			Tom didn’t remember and he told the agents that in his most pathetically sincere voice, worried for a moment that they would imprison him for some crime of memory or something. The agent showed Tom the phone bill he had been consulting: Tom’s own phone bill, he realized with a start. There was his name at the top: Mr. T J Killick. And his private account number right next to the phone number, area code, the whole magilla.

			“That’s my phone bill. What are you doing with my phone bill?”

			“No need to get alarmed, Mister Killick,” the first agent said in a calm, reassuring voice he probably practiced in front of the mirror when he shaved. “This is a copy of your phone bill. Just so that we can get our facts straight. What we want to hear is your side of the story. As my colleague and I explained back when we met you, we want to know absolutely every detail you can remember. In your own words.” He turned to his notepad once more, waiting for Tom to start explaining.

			Tom took a breath. “Like I say, it was three in the morning. So I called up this chatline and, you know, chatted. There’s nothing to tell really. Who’s calling these lines at three in the morning? Nobody, that’s who! If I’d thought about it I would have realized that straight away. The only people who are up at three A.M. are students and junkies. Oh, and me, of course, and all the other lonely bastards with nothing better to do than watch the rubbish they show on television at that time of night because they’re too lazy to change channel and too miserable to go to bed.”

			“What was it you were watching, Mister Killick?” the first agent piped up, jotting notes in his pad.

			Tom thought a few moments. “I don’t remember,” he answered truthfully. “After about midnight it’s all the same thing anyway, television. Just washes over you. It’s slightly more entertaining than actually moving off the sofa. But that’s all. No-one really takes much notice of what they’re showing. Except the commercials, obviously. We’re conditioned to respond to the adverts whatever time of day or night it is. You know? ‘I’m lovin’ it’, all that junk.”

			The agent looked disheartened for a moment. He scribbled something down in the margin of his pad and turned to the second agent. “Would you mind looking that up, Oliver? It could be important.”

			The second agent got up and left the interview room, closing the door silently behind him. Tom Killick watched him leave, wondering if he’d just witnessed one of those secret exchanges that meant he was about to be disposed of. Government agencies could be like that sometimes, especially when you were in these realms of national security clearance which he figured these guys were.

			A shot to the back of the head.

			Poison in the coffee.

			If Tom hadn’t already been doing his best to answer all their questions he would have started then. Instead he silently vowed to try to answer them better still.

			“So, Mister Killick,” the agent looked up at Tom, the light catching his small, angular-framed glasses, “you had been watching television when the advertisement came on for this party-line. A group telephone line where strangers can meet and talk.”

			“Except,” Tom piped up, desperately trying to be helpful, “they can’t exchange any personal details like phone numbers or their address. The owners want to keep you calling those premium rate numbers, I guess.”

			“I would guess that too, Mister Killick,” the agent said gently with a smile, trying to relax Tom. It didn’t work. “So, what happened? When you called this number?”

			“Well, it was all pretty normal at first,” Tom said, mystified. “They told me the rules of the service; like I say, no exchanging phone numbers or addresses. And then you’re let loose in this ‘group area’, I guess it is, where you’re supposed to just chat. Except it was just me for about thirty seconds. Then some people starting speaking. A woman. With a husky voice. I remember her. She was on there a lot and I figured she was probably a plant from the company itself, you know? To make people stay and chat so they rack up huge bills.”

			“That would be Tina Morrison,” the agent muttered to himself, checking his notes.

			“Who? Does she work for them?” Tom asked eagerly.

			“Tina? Yes, she does,” the agent confirmed.

			“I knew it!” Tom laughed to himself. “So, what? Do you have everyone’s name there? That I spoke to that night?”

			The agent pondered the question a few seconds, as though weighing up how much he should tell Tom. “Yes we do, Mister Killick. My assistant and I have already interviewed everyone involved in the critical party-line discussions apart from yourself.”

			It was the first Tom had heard that there was some sort of hierarchy between the two agents. It intrigued him. Though not as much as the news that the two had, between them, interviewed every faceless person he’d spoken to in those long nights on the party-line. That must have been a dozen people, maybe fifteen, maybe twenty. He had only made three calls, after all, but they had all been pretty long. How did they track those people down? How had they tracked him down, come to that?

			Tom realized that he’d been sitting in silence for too long, the agent looking at him, pen poised, slightly impatient.

			“I don’t remember what we spoke about,” Tom said. “What we did for a living, I think.”

			“And what did you say?” the agent asked thoughtfully. “I assume you didn’t tell her that you are...?”

			“Between jobs?” Tom asked, shaking his head. “No, I told her I was a security guard. I mean, it’s what I was doing, up until a few months ago.”

			“Eight months ago,” the agent supplied helpfully.

			Tom felt deflated at that. He hadn’t realized that these agents knew about his patchy work history over recent years. He wondered what else they knew. More importantly, was there anything they didn’t know about him? Were they just testing him to make sure his story matched the facts their intelligence had already gathered? “So, anyway, I told her that and she seemed interested. Like it was a dangerous job or something. James Bond stuff.” He shrugged, figuring that the man on the other side of the desk probably knew all about “James Bond stuff” from first hand experience. “I played up that angle for a while. Until the buzzing started.”

			The agent perked up considerably at that. “Can you describe this buzzing?”

			Tom shivered inwardly at the thought of it. He took a deep breath, wishing he’d brought his e-pipe with him. “Buzzing. You know—like buzzing. Like when a bluebottle gets trapped in...” he paused; thought about it; gave up. “Like when a bluebottle gets trapped in something or other,” he finished lamely.

			“And what did you do about this buzzing?” the agent asked Tom.

			Tom thought. “First thing I did was asked her, the woman—?”

			“Tina Morrison,” the agent supplied.

			“Yeah, I asked if she could hear anything? It was only low, you see. But it was definitely there. I’ve got good hearing, I knew I wasn’t imagining it. She said she couldn’t hear it so we carried on talking for a while. But it was still there. So, while she was going on about something... her childhood, I think” (the agent nodded to himself, writing down “standard script” in his notes and circling it twice) “I started looking at the phone base, checking the connections. There was nothing wrong with it that I could see, but I pushed everything home to be doubly sure. And then I turned off the TV. to make sure that it wasn’t interfering, even though I’d muted it.”

			“And, when you got back to the phone, was the buzzing still there, Mister Killick?”

			“I never left. And the buzzing was still there. It wasn’t a big deal but it was kind of grating. Just because it was so incessant. At least, I thought so. The woman—Tina—she didn’t hear it at all. We spoke for a while longer but ultimately I had to hang up. The buzzing was giving me a headache, it made me anxious. Someone else had come on the line by then anyway, so I didn’t feel so bad about leaving her. She had someone to talk to. I didn’t realize that she was a plant when I spoke to her.”

			There was a tap at the door and the second agent re-entered, a print-out in his hand. While the first agent made copious notes the second showed Tom the print-out. It was a spread from the TV guide for the eighteenth of January. Actually, Tom noticed, it was for the seventeenth, so he questioned the agent about that.

			“Television guides work from six A.M. to six A.M. the next morning,” the agent explained patiently. “It coincides with people’s sleeping patterns better that way.”

			“I never really thought about it,” Tom admitted.

			He pointed out the channel and program he had been watching, a lame sports clips program which, according to the synopsis, had featured highlights of college football from Denmark. Yes, Denmark! Tom was embarrassed to have to admit that he had been tuned to it at all.

			The second agent went away again, silently closing the door to the interview room, clutching the print-out as he went about his business.

			Meanwhile, the first agent had finished scribbling his notes. He indicated that he was ready to start again. “What did you do then, Mister Killick? After hanging up.”

			“I went to bed,” Tom answered. “I didn’t even clean my teeth. I had this real pounder of a headache by then and I felt woozy—like I’d been drinking, but I hadn’t. So I just went straight to bed.”

			“How did you sleep?” the agent asked. He seemed genuinely interested.

			Tom thought again, wondering where all this was leading. “I slept okay. Sometimes when you have a headache it’s really hard to actually get to sleep, no matter how tired you are. Other times it’s not so hard; I guess this must’ve been one of those times.” Tom shrugged as if that finished the statement.

			“Did you dream at all?” the agent pressed, his pen hovering over his notebook.

			Tom nodded. “Yeah, I dreamed all right. Nightmares. Weird stuff. It was all about these sea horses, or something a lot like them. Hundreds of them, glowing. Tiny animals. Swarming, like insects. It was really awful. I woke up about ten-thirty the next day and felt real sick.”

			Tom realized he was babbling so he stopped. The agent wasn’t paying much attention to him anyway. Instead, he seemed busy flicking through a card file. He stopped at several pages, turning the file to its side for a better look. Tom couldn’t see what the agent was looking at, though he peered at the folder for a while hoping to discern something from the code number written in permanent marker down its spine. Ultimately, he gave up, ignorant of its contents.

			The agent placed the file flat on the desk, then turned it and pushed it towards Tom. A picture was marked out in pencil. The picture was simple, made up of a few construction lines and some suggestion of shadow. It was an accurate representation of the sea horse creature that Tom had dreamt about. He had almost forgotten its eyes until the picture jarred his memory. He wished it hadn’t. Now he felt nauseous, just like when he’d awoken from that dream. “That’s it,” Tom said, turning away, not wishing to look at the thing anymore. The agent noted Tom’s reaction before replacing the file in with his other paperwork.

			Second Attempt

			* * *

			The agents waited until Tom had finished his cup of coffee before they continued with the interview. It was a welcome break but the coffee was over-sweetened and he could taste more of the cardboard cup than he could the drink. He drank the coffee slowly, dragging out the last few slurps until he felt ready to start the interview process again. Which, ideally, was never, but there was no getting out of it now that he was here. He knew they would wait for him: he was under no illusions that he would be leaving that room until they had everything they wanted from him.

			They were both polite when they asked if he was ready to discuss the second conversation. He told them he was as ready as he would ever be.

			According to their records, the second conversation had happened on the twenty-fourth of January. Tom didn’t contradict them. He knew now that they had all the facts already.

			“I guess it was just after midnight when I called again. I’d bumped into someone I knew earlier that day when I was food shopping, one of Patricia’s friends, and it had set off all the old thoughts. I was feeling lonely and I just wanted to talk to someone. I’ve never been much of a social animal, always preferring quiet bars and cafes, you know?” Tom wondered if they did know, either of them; they seemed so far removed from his life at that moment in time. “So I called the chatline, went through the whole rigmarole again about personal details and all that. Finally I was through and there were three or four people already there. They were talking about music. I don’t know much about music, to be honest, so I just said hello and kept quiet, listening to them. They didn’t mind. A girl there asked what I thought of some band or other. I didn’t know. She was just trying to get me involved, probably. I was happy listening, so they left me to it, carried on with their conversation. Probably forgot about me.

			“There was this really loud-mouthed guy, opinionated. He kept going on about some song or other and he was getting pretty obnoxious, swearing and raising his voice. I didn’t like that—I don’t think anyone there did—and I told him so. Told him to shut up. He didn’t like that. Started having a go at me. Have-a-go merchant, you know the sort?”

			The first agent—the one who had the file of pictures of sea horses—nodded, looking up from his notes, encouraging Tom to go on.

			“I’d been on the line maybe fifteen, twenty minutes when the buzzing started again. It was instant, snap—there it was. My head starts pounding straight away. I asked but no-one else could hear it. I couldn’t believe that. I started telling them so, really shouting at them to just shut up and listen. One of the... what are they called...? Coordinators? Supervisors? I don’t know. Anyway, one of them came on the line, told me to keep it down or they’d have to take disciplinary measures. I guess that means I would have been cut off from the group. I think that obnoxious guy had already wound me up, if you want to know the truth, so I wasn’t really thinking rationally. I maybe shouted at this supervisor, told him there was something wrong with his damn line and that they shouldn’t be allowed to run a party-line if they couldn’t provide a proper service. My head was really popping by then. The buzzing had really got to me.” Tom stopped, drew a long, deep breath.

			The second agent prompted: “Mister Killick, did you stay on the line?”

			“About another minute, I think,” Tom said, thinking back to that night. “The buzzing got really bad and I couldn’t see. My eyes hurt. I hung up, went to the bathroom to splash my face with water, wake myself up. When I looked in the sink there was some blood, but I couldn’t figure out where from. When I looked in the mirror I saw something.” Tom paused, finding it difficult to express himself. “It wasn’t me,” he finished lamely.

			Gently, the first agent asked: “What was it, Mister Killick?”

			Tom shook his head. “I can’t describe it,” he said. “It just wasn’t me.”

			“Where did the blood come from?” the second agent asked. “Did you find out?”

			“My eyes were bleeding,” Tom told them, blushing. He felt strangely ashamed to say that.

			The second agent reached into his briefcase once more, flashed some papers to the first, replaced them in his case. Tom thought he saw wasps in the photo, but he couldn’t see properly from his angle. They were colored red.

			“What did you do then?” the first agent asked, turning the pages back in his pad to check over something he had written there earlier.

			“I went to sleep,” Tom replied.

			“That’s it?” the agent prodded. “Nothing else happened? We do need to know, Mister Killick,” he added firmly.

			“I couldn’t make it to the bedroom,” Tom told them, “I slept right there in the bathroom, curled up on the floor. I had the towel over my head when I woke up. And I had strange dreams. Really mad: a hundred legs, marching in unison. Tiny legs.”

			Tom gathered his thoughts for a few moments, the agents instructing him to take as long as he wished. “The next day,” he began, “I called my doctor’s and they booked me in. I thought something must be seriously wrong. It felt like my eyes were on fire and I couldn’t get those dreams—those images—out of my mind.”

			“Doctor Gordon examined you the same day,” the second agent stated sympathetically, checking some paperwork as he spoke, “but he didn’t find anything wrong with you, Mister Killick. Is that correct?”

			“No, sir. I mean, yes, he didn’t.”

			Final Call

			* * *

			“Yeah, I called the line again that night,” Tom confirmed when the agents prompted him about the third of February.

			“That was the last time you called the party-line, wasn’t it, Mister Killick?” the second agent asked, consulting Tom’s phone bill once more.

			Tom nodded in agreement.

			“Was there a reason for that?”

			“Several. Mostly I wasn’t finding it comfortable. I mean, I was still getting the buzzing coming through. I wasn’t getting it on any other phone calls, just the ones to the chatline. It drove me nuts. I don’t remember much.”

			“Tell us everything you do remember, please. It will be enormously helpful to us.” The agent’s tone was encouraging.

			Tom thought for a while. “It was an ugly night. The wind was raging and my window frames were rattling. I’d seen my brother off at the airport earlier that day, he was booked for a flight to Turkey. I kind of regretted not going with him but I still hadn’t found a job and I was about as broke as I could be and still eat. I wasn’t eating well, even then. The lobby bulb had blown a couple of days before and I hadn’t bothered to replace it.

			“I called the chatline for some company. I guess it must have been around two o’clock. I was so desperate to hear another human voice.

			“The chatline was almost empty. There were only two other people there, and one of them was that husky-voiced woman you said worked for the company anyway. Tina. I didn’t have much to talk about, and my head was pounding when I got off the phone.

			“Afterwards, I went straight to bed. My head was aching like hell and I couldn’t get to sleep no matter what. I kept tossing one way and then the other, rolling over and over, faster and faster, never comfortable, you know? My head was making one hell of a racket, worse than the wind against the window frames.

			“I got up at some point to get a glass of water, don’t know what time that was. I wasn’t really thirsty, just wanted to move, stretch the kinks out of my legs. I didn’t make it to the bathroom.”

			The agents looked at Tom, captivated. “Why not? What happened?” the first asked. It was a genuine enquiry rather than the routine investigation that it had been up to this point.

			“My eyes were itching,” Tom explained slowly, trying to recall everything in the right order, “so I didn’t bother with the light. I thought that might make it worse. But the room lit up anyway. My whole bedroom was bright with color. It was spectacular, frightening. There was a rainbow of light in that room and I’ll tell you, I was knocked over by it. It was like a private fireworks show, just for me. I’ve never tried drugs in my life but I imagine that’s something like what it must be like, I don’t know. It was beautiful. I can’t explain.

			“I fell on the floor, watching the lights spin. I was transfixed. But then they started to come. It was like there was a door or a—um—a hole right there in the air. It tore open, but it was silent. It was a sound made only by light. And they all came up to the hole, looked at me, looked at the room. I’m not ashamed to tell you I was scared.”

			“Can you describe them, Mister Killick?” the first agent asked.

			“Dark...” Tom halted. “No, I don’t think I really can. I knew they wanted in. To talk to me. To talk to all of us. They were buzzing like a beehive or a dying light bulb. Don’t ask me how I knew, I just... well, I just did. I could understand them but they weren’t talking words. It was crazy.”

			“And they were the ones doing the buzzing, would you say?”

			Uncertain, Tom looked down at the surface of the table.

			“Did they have mouths?” the agent asked slowly, careful of his phraseology.

			“I don’t know if it was actually them that were doing the buzzing,” Tom admitted. “But the buzzing was there, with them. They were certainly talking to me, that much I do know.”

			“What did they say?” the agent with the notepad asked.

			“That they liked what they saw. They wanted it. They wanted us.”

			“Us?”

			“The whole thing! The planet!” Tom smiled. “I swear, that’s what they were saying. I don’t know if I was meant to hear or not. But I did. And that’s what they said. I don’t care how crazy it sounds. It sounds crazy, right? Does it sound crazy?”

			The agent stopped making notes then, placed his pad down on the table and looked Tom in the eye for the first time since the interview began. “What happened then, Mister Killick? Can you recall?”

			“They went away,” Tom said. “The hole wasn’t big enough so they went away.” It was a relief for him to be able to say it. He’d been carrying the burden of that moment deep inside ever since it had happened, and he hadn’t even realized.

			The interview room was silent for a long time then. The second agent checked his papers, flicking to the phone record once more. “Your phone was disconnected on the fifteenth, is that correct?” he finally asked.

			“Yeah, they cut me off. What’s a guy supposed to do, you know? I mean, I couldn’t pay the bill without a job. And they don’t want to hear that when you speak to them, do they? Because they’ve all got jobs. They don’t know what it’s like. So, yeah, my phone got cut off.”

			Tom continued to complain about the phone company for a while but the two agents had heard all that they wanted and they stopped making notes and just nodded here and there until he ran out of vindictive rancor. Then they handed him over to one of the local police officers who offered to escort Tom home. He declined, saying he preferred to walk, get some fresh air after being couped up in that room all these hours. In reality though, Tom just didn’t want his neighbors getting any ideas, and he knew they would if they saw him being brought home by the police. Halfway into town he hopped on a bus.

			Disconnect/Reconnect

			* * *

			“He seemed ordinary enough to me,” Oliver said to his partner as they travelled back to their office in the back of the company car.

			“That’s the frightening part, isn’t it?” his partner stated. “Thomas Killick’s a completely normal, dare I say average individual. Why did the Frequencies choose him?”

			Oliver mulled it over a few moments, gazing down at his leather briefcase, thinking about the interview. “Do you think they actually choose anyone, Alex? Maybe they just find whoever can hear them.” He paused, letting the unanswered question hang there. “He could actually understand them though, that’s the part that bothers me. No scientists involved have managed to decipher anything the Frequencies say.”

			Alex gazed out at the mid-morning traffic and sighed. “He thought he could understand them, Oliver. My mother used to talk to our cat like he was a person. She would swear blind that Tiger was talking right back to her. At the end of the day people believe whatever they want to believe. The important thing is that Mister Killick’s telephone remains permanently disconnected. That should prevent them gaining any further foothold through him.

			“The party-line’s already been closed down, yes?”

			Alex’s assistant nodded.

			“Have the necessary forms on my desk first thing tomorrow. I’ll sign them and we’ll ensure Mister Killick doesn’t work again.”

			It was like plugging a dam with your finger, Alex knew, but it was all they could do. The Frequencies were creating three or four new cases for them each month now. They were getting closer. Some day he and Oliver, or one of the dozen other agency pairings like them, wouldn’t intervene in time. Then the creatures would have penetrated.

			* * *

			“I just couldn’t believe my luck,” Tom told Andy later that night as the two shared a drink in the local. “It was on top of the bin when I got off the bus, just sitting there.”

			Andy looked at the iPod with an appraising eye. “Well, who uses these anymore? But it’s not in bad condition, looking at it. Have you tried it?”

			Tom took the iPod back, holding it in his hands like a trophy. “Yeah. Plays all right. Except that I think the earbuds need replacing. There’s this humming noise when you listen. In the background.”

			Andy nodded. “You can pick up new buds for next to nothing these days. That’ll sort it.” He tsked. “I can’t believe somebody would just throw it away like that. I mean, at least give it to a charity or something. More money than sense, some people.” He got up and headed towards the bar, shaking his head in disbelief. “Same again?” he asked Tom, knowing that, one of these days, Tom would get himself a new job and then he’d be the one offering to get the drinks in for a change.

			Alone at the table, Tom stared at the iPod with its cracked case and earbuds with their kinked wires. Andy was right, new earbuds should stop the buzzing. Then maybe he could listen to it at night, when he was at his loneliest, just for a bit of company.

			End.
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			Ipomoea Sanguineus

		

		
			By Steve Neal



		

		
			Huddled beneath a blanket on the porch’s love seat, Tam and Antony looked over the shadowed canopies and moonlight-stained rooftops of Kingsport. On a hill above the town, with all of humanity’s influence diminished to the amber glow of dim bulbs and shifting silhouettes, they had the perfect seat for the lunar eclipse. In town, countless others gathered to watch the once in a lifetime event. Bonfires flickered amidst groups, lone astronomers adjusted their telescopes, and photographers triple-checked their aperture. Not a soul in the town slept close to midnight, not one willing to miss such a rare occurrence.

			With a table full of mismatched snacks and travel bottles of wine, the night promised to be the perfect end to the couple’s getaway. Moonlight’s influence on the world steadily declined. Silver accents on treetops faded to a dull grey, the town softened and still.

			“Does everything go dark? Like, will we be able to see?” Antony asked, finishing off the last dregs of wine in his glass. 

			Tam snickered. “Yes, we’ll be able to see, dear. Why not slow down a bit? Don’t want you snoring five minutes in.”

			“And you said it’s two hours long?” Antony cracked the next bottle of wine and started pouring into his glass.

			“Close,” Tam grabbed the small bottle and took a swig, keeping it by his side. “And it’s literally the only time ever this will happen, so stay conscious.”

			Over the next half hour, while the Earth’s penumbra muted the moon and tarnished its left side, Tam gave Antony a tour of the stars. With little light pollution and a waning moon, distant infernos and millennia past mottled the sky. All of which Antony showed a slurred curiosity for. Every time a new configuration caught his eye, he’d point, waggle his finger, and grab Tam’s head to adjust his gaze until they viewed the same stars.

			“And which ones are those?” He’d ask. 

			Tam always answered to the best of his ability, only making up names for a few obscure and distant clusters. Antony wouldn’t notice, all the information likely to dissipate within an hour at best. It wasn’t worth getting up to grab his phone, to miss even a second of the beauty laid bare for them. 

			An abyssal sea swept across the moon’s surface as it passed into Earth’s umbra. All detail and texture sucked into nothingness. 

			“That’s terrifying,” Antony said. “It’s just,” he made a slurping sound, the sound of the moon succumbing to darkness.

			“Just wait, it gets better,” Tam grabbed a handful of pretzels and nestled into Antony.

			Once the shadow engulfed the moon, it only vanished for a few moments before a red hue descended down it. The blood moon. A deep scarlet tinge exacerbated the craters and pores on the surface. 

			“What. The. Shit,” Antony stretched each word. “You didn’t tell me it did that,” he stood, uncaring that Tam flopped to the side as he raced to the porch’s railing. “And it’s going to stay like this?” 

			Tam sat up straight and helped himself to another glass of wine. “Amazing, isn’t it? Sunlight’s refracting off the Earth’s atmosphere and creating the optical illusion.”

			“And the stars,” Antony’s arms flapped around above his head. “You knocked it out the park with this one. It’s gorgeous.”

			Antony’s ceaseless, alcohol-fueled enthusiasm grew as the minutes rolled by. He marched from one end of the porch to the other, always with a new question or comment about the night sky. Each time he passed Tam on the love seat, he held out his glass to receive a top-up like a marathoner needing refreshment. 

			It took twenty minutes for him to slow down and find his place back at the railing. Bent at the hip, his forearms rested against the wood, a slight sway existed in his poise like a boat bobbing on gentle waves. He didn’t instinctively clutch his wine glass in his right hand at all times, the dregs settled in the bottom of it on the table. 

			“That’s pretty,” he slurred.

			“Isn’t it?” Tam had sprawled out on the love seat, back against the cushions, body aligned with the sky. 

			“You said the light wouldn’t change.”

			Tam giggled. “It hasn’t, you’re just a little drunk, dear, the light is fine.”

			“No, the field has red in it.”

			“No, it doesn’t,” Tam sighed, already exhausted by this stage of Antony’s intoxication.

			“Really, it does. Look,” Antony stiffened his posture, held onto the railing for balance, and pointed a hand out into Kingsport.

			Tam grumbled as he left his cocoon of blankets and pillows to walk across the deck. At Antony’s side, he found himself subjected to rigorous jostling and repositioning by his partner, until his head pointed in the correct direction. He was right. Far across town, behind the weathered church spire, a field had rows of red at its edges. Tam squinted and tilted his head.

			“They’re rose bushes, you boob.” He slapped his partner on the thigh.

			“What about those over there then?” Antony’s arm swung across town; a finger directed at someone’s backyard.

			“Probably the same—”

			Tam cut himself off. It wasn’t just one yard doused in patchwork spots of burgundy but multiple. No rhythm or pattern to the hue, sporadic portions of the world dyed. From such a distance, Tam couldn’t tell what they were. It was impossible for moonlight to cause such a phenomenon. Everywhere he looked, a new patch of red appeared. Even places previously doused in midnight gained small patches of red when his eyes scanned across them. 

			“Shit, you were right,” Antony stumbled away from the railing, staggering across the deck without his crutch to hold him upright.

			At the far end of the porch, thin dark vines weaved themselves between the floorboards. Some curled up and around the railing. Others entangled the trees, coiling around their trunks and boughs. Tiny buds sprouted from them; bright red teardrops twisted on the vine to orient themselves toward the moon. 

			“You didn’t tell me this happened,” Antony said as he crouched down to inspect the odd vegetation closer. 

			“It doesn’t. This isn’t okay,” Tam said as he continued to scan Kingsport.

			A still night came alive in front of him. Silhouettes everywhere crowded the splotches of red. Pinpricks of light pierced through darkness everywhere as flashlights and cameras turned on to see the rare plants in a better light.

			“They smell a bit odd, kinda like… the sea. Salty.” Antony was on his hands and knees, nose pressed up to one of the buds, huffing it.

			A scream in the east of town reverberated through the night, the misery repeated through shrill echoes across miles. Tam stood on his tiptoes, neck stiff, and tried to see whatever caused such a strident reaction.

			“I want to go inside. Something’s wrong with this.”

			“Coincidence,” Antony kept exploring the plant, his fingers running over the vines and buds. “They feel metallic. Rock-solid.”

			In town, the silhouettes moved again. Away from the red. Some crumpled in a heap or bent at the waist, others ran. Another shriek came. Tam turned, ready to drag Antony away from the plant and back inside.

			The bud in front of Antony’s face burst open with a puff of red mist. Floorboards cracked and split from the force of the petals expanding, branches snapped, more screams came from around town. All around flowers bloomed, destroying whatever blocked their aggressive maturation. Floorboards cracked and split from the force, branches snapped, so the quarter-sized flower could spread to its fullest. Claret petals with sanguine striations that curved and forked like veins, gorgeous things seemed to glow in the darkness. More screams echoed throughout the night, but Antony’s own howls drowned them out as he rolled around on the floor, clutching his face. Pollen hung in the air around him, swaying as it floated downward.

			“Inside. Up, up,” Tam picked him up by the armpit and dragged him inside, slamming the sliding glass door shut behind them.

			Tam led Antony through the rustic decor of the living room, leading him around oak furniture and into the hall to the bathroom. At no point did he release his face or stop the ear-piercing scream.

			“We gotta wash it out,” Tam stepped onto the dark tile of the walk-in shower and pulled Antony close to his side. “You have to move your hands, okay?”

			Antony’s hands trembled as he lowered them. Spores covered every inch of his face, a fine powder that dyed his olive skin a neon red. Clumps stuck between his eyelashes and in his tear ducts. His screams intensified when cold water hit his face. He slapped and clawed at his own face. Incomprehensible pleas to remove the spores from his skin. Tam grabbed the nearest washcloth and took rough swipes at any patch of red, rinsing it between each wipe. Pink water ran over the grout like rivers bloodied from an upstream massacre. Antony’s scream weakened into whimpers once most of the spores were out of his eyes and nostrils. Tears fell from bloodshot eyes as his body tried to flush the remaining spores from his body. Even once Tam cleared every visible spore from Antony’s skin, the pair stayed in the water for an additional ten minutes, ensuring nothing still clung to his body.

			“Are you okay? Does anything still hurt?” Tam asked, looking him over for any lingering signs.

			Antony pointed at his left eye. “Stings,” his voice was shaky, barely audible over the shower’s patter.

			“Okay, tilt your head back, we’ll flush it again.”

			Tam cupped his hands beneath the shower stream and poured cool water into Antony’s eye multiple times, making sure he’d rinsed every bit multiple times. 

			“Better?”

			Antony shook his head.

			“It’s probably just irritated. Anything else hurt?”

			“I just want to sleep.” Antony grabbed a towel from the rail and wrapped it around his sopping clothes before making a dejected trudge toward the hallway. 

			“Let’s keep you awake for a bit to monitor you, okay?” Tam removed the clothes stuck to his skin and started to dry himself off.

			“Fuck that,” Antony’s voice carried from the living room, the most clarity his voice had since the flower’s discharge.

			Alone in the bathroom, the panic and chaos dissipated, the reality of the situation dawned on Tam. How many dormant seeds lay in the Earth, growing once every few millennia to wreak havoc on their surroundings? How many times has it happened before? A multiplicative process, one that, in time, would douse the world’s entire atmosphere in thick clouds of pollen. Tam stared at the wall with a blank expression, mouth hung open. He found himself incapable of moving, frozen by the sheer impossibility of the moment, terrified by the prospect of it lasting longer than the night. 

			The thin window at the shower’s top caught his attention. A drift of spores flew by like shooting stars against the darkness, camouflaged as they passed across the moon. It might’ve been beautiful if they’d not caused such torment.

			He collected himself, knew that Antony still stumbled around the cabin, likely in shock from the mix of alcohol and pain. Tam knew he had to get his partner to bed, sleep it off, and hope that tomorrow provided a quieter end to their trip. With the towel wrapped around his waist, he took a deep inhale and exited into the hall.

			“We really should get you to bed. You’ll feel—”

			As Tam walked into the living room, he saw the state of the world through the sliding glass door. Spores covered most of the deck, like a crimson snowfall powdered the world. New flowers burst open every second, adding to the mist that hung in the air.

			“Will you please tell me I’m just too drunk and this isn’t happening.”

			“I… I wish I could.”

			“Gonna go lay down. I can’t with this shit,” Antony shuffled off down the hall to the bedroom at the far end.

			Tam couldn’t pull himself away from the view. The deck was destroyed. Floorboards sat at odd angles, cracked and crooked to accommodate the bursting flowers. Multiple railings snapped in two, vines wrapped around either side of the bisected wood. A whole portion of the railing was missing, presumably somewhere on the forest floor below. All he could do was shake his head in disbelief and pray the blossoming ended soon. Through the door, he could hear the muffled screams of those afflicted by spores. The temporary blindness and burning skin. It couldn’t last all night. There had to be a limit to the dormant seeds, incapable of sprouting forever.

			He thought he saw movement on the deck. A slight twitch or tremor, somewhere among the blood-red blanket on the world. After minutes of surveying the destruction, he saw the source. On the deck in front of the door, a single spore split open. A vine dragged itself along the wood, growing as it curled toward the sky. Tiny buds formed and grew in a matter of seconds. Others sprouted along with it, all searching for a clear view of the moon. A slight cracking brought his attention down to his feet. Along the track of the sliding door, a vine crept along the metal, its buds squeezed beneath the frame. Spiderweb cracks spread from the bottom of the door seconds before it shattered, the frame bent upward from the forceful opening. Tam threw himself away before shards and spores covered him.

			He scrambled on his hands and knees up to a stand, and into the hallway. “The things broke the fucking door and I think they react to the moonli… are you alright?”

			Antony stood on the opposite side of the room, across the king-sized bed, facing out the window, back to Tam. “I can’t see out my left eye.” He had no hint of distress or urgency in his voice. A tone as neutral as possible.

			“Please, don’t mess with me. And get away from the window.”

			“It doesn’t hurt. I’m sure it’s just irritation, right?”

			Tam took a single step into the bedroom, unwilling to venture farther. “Please, let’s get away from the window.”

			“Can you just look and fucking tell me it’s okay?”

			Antony turned and took a stumbled step toward Tam. A stagger that betrayed a weakness in his body that couldn’t have come from the alcohol alone. He clutched onto the oak bedpost to stop himself from hitting the hardwood floor. “It’s alright, right?” He looked up at Tam.

			A single vine emerged from his left tear duct and snaked along his bottom eyelid. Tiny buds bubbled up along the vine and twisted to re-align themselves with the moon, digging into Antony’s eyeball.

			“Oh God, okay, um, lay down,” Tam tried not to panic, relying on the rational part of his brain. “On this side, come on,” he held out his hand and directed Antony onto the bed on the side away from the window.

			“How bad is it?” Antony lay flat with his arms at his side, both hands gripped the duvet in anticipation.

			“You’ve just got something stuck in there. Nothing bad,” Tam knew that they should go to the hospital, that the entwined vines likely needed surgery for removal. But that wasn’t possible. With the constant eruptions, stepping outside was tantamount to suicide. 

			“You’re an awful liar, you know?” 

			“I know, but… We’ll fix this,” Tam grabbed his backpack from next to the nightstand and rummaged around inside until he found his toiletries bag. Inside, a small pair of metal tweezers offered the only feasible solution. “Focus on your breathing, okay?”

			“Just don’t rip out my eye.” A forced smile crossed Antony’s lips. The attempt at assuaging the situation betrayed by a tear that rolled from his right eye down to his temple.

			Tam wiped it away with a gentle swipe of his index finger. “I’ll take care of you. Close your right eye and stay still, okay?”

			The process was a delicate one, to grab the vine without digging the metal tip of the tweezers into Antony’s eye would be a strenuous task in stress-free conditions. A slight tremor in his hand from the adrenaline exacerbated the risk. The slight flicker and twitches of his eyelid moved the vine, made it bob and jump, never sitting still. Using the bridge of Antony’s nose to steady the tweezers, Tam lined up the prongs on either side of the vine.

			He pinched and began to draw the tweezers away. 

			Antony squirmed as Tam dragged centimeters of vine out from inside his eye. Even with timid movements, the soft sound of flesh tearing accompanied each part extracted. Blood started to bubble around his tear duct. Through clenched teeth, Antony groaned and grunted, his feet kicked, palms slapped onto the floral duvet. 

			After he’d removed three inches, the vine snagged on something. Gentle pulls no longer granted any additional movement. Each pull, no matter how delicate, caused a guttural squeal to emerge from Antony’s mouth.

			“I’m gonna need to pull hard, are you ready?” Tam re-positioned himself, knee rested atop Antony’s sternum, ready to pin him down.

			Antony coughed and gagged as a response. 

			“Ant? Are you ready?”

			He started to thrash again with violent desperation, both hands grabbed at his throat. His right eye shot open, a primordial panic in his pupil. Two sneezes came in quick succession that sprayed blood onto Tam’s stomach. 

			“Babe,” Tam tried to pin him down, but Ant fought with greater urgency; enough adrenaline and fear in his bloodstream to toss Tam off the bed onto the floor.

			Antony flailed around on the bed and tried every position in hopes it might provide momentary relief. Cracks and thuds rang out throughout the house, Antony’s limbs smacking into the walls, and deeper, more structural thuds from other rooms. More frames bent, plaster split, windows shattered. Streams of blood dribbled out the sides of his mouth and nose as he rolled off the other side of the bed and flung himself at the wall. He grabbed the vine in his eye with both hands and started to yank with all his might. Each time, his scream became more stifled, unable to break through the blockage in the back of his mouth. More vines emerged, curving around his lips and onto his cheeks and chin. Others snaked out of his left nostrils and curled up and around onto the bridge of his nose. Still, he continued to writhe and pull, as if his fate weren’t sealed. 

			The first bud blossomed, bursting open against Antony’s left cheek, caving the bone inward and tearing flesh and muscle away from his face. Spores and blood splattered against the wall as one of the buds along his eyelid bloomed. The impact destroyed the eye and cleaved his brow ridge, leaving only remnants of its form against the rigid petals. With the left side of his face torn apart, Antony stumbled forward and crashed into the bed. Blood poured from the craters on his face, the vines lost inside the crimson cascade. In desperation, he reached across the mattress for Tam, who had huddled against the wall. When the bud inside Antony’s sinus cavity opened, it tore his face asunder. His forehead erupted down its center, while his nose and right eye tore from his face and fell downward, still attached to his lip and cheek. 

			Tam closed his eyes and tried to cover his face as pollen descended on him. An instant burning spread across the crown of his head and arms. He held his breath as he blindly navigated his way out of the room. The final, weak groans of Antony rang out. Choked gurgles as his consciousness faded. Tam wanted to collapse onto the bed, and quit right next to his partner, but searing heat across his skin refused to grant him even a second’s rest. Using the walls as a guide, Tam navigated his way from the room and down the hall to the bathroom. He stumbled his way into the shower and reached outward, slapping at the tile to find the knob. His fingers brushed against bumps in the tile. Attenuated lines that ran vertically up the shower wall, small bumps every few inches. From the clumps of pores in the drain, dozens of vines wound their way through the grate and over walls. 

			One above him burst, dousing his bare back in another layer of spores that brought the agony to unmanageable levels. Tam dropped down to his knees, unable to stand under that much pain. Another burst on the floor to his left, one that sent shards of shrapnel across the shower. Tam tossed himself to the side, hoping to avoid more pollen from stinging his skin. He crashed into the sliding door in the shower. He lay in the fetal position, protecting any cavities to the best of his ability. Pain overwhelmed him, spikes of agony causing him to gasp for air. 

			Dense air filled his lungs, a weight to his innards as spores clung to the interior lining of his body. He opened his eyes enough to see the room through his eyelashes. A thick fog of pollen clouded the bathroom. He watched as it sucked inward with each breath. Thousands of spores that’d hatch in a matter of minutes, blossom, and tear a hole in his chest. Through the blood red mist, Tam saw a faint glow through the window. A once in a lifetime sight. 

			End.
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			The Leaking World

		

		
			By Sarah Zell



		

		
			I’ve had bad fights before. I’ve busted my ribs, spat out my teeth, and wrenched blades out of my thigh. That’s what a body is: a thing that hurts and hurts until it dies. 

			The flesh has always managed to reform. Ruptured veins gelatinize back into soft tubes. The living meat on either side of a wound creeps back together. Crushed bones rejoin adequately enough to limp into the next contract, however gnarled and uneven after a certain number of breaks. 

			My slayer stands over where I am smeared onto the forest floor. Both of us are panting; there’s a streak of red across her face. My chest pulses around the steel of the knife where it’s buried to the hilt. 

			Assassins don’t die of sickness or old age. We die with metal in our bellies, blood in our mouths, and the sourness of failure curdling on the back of our tongues. This, at least, I have done correctly. I scrabble weakly in the dirt but collapse when I try to push myself up, mashing my ear hard into the ground. Pain sears the edges of my vision black.

			The forest’s beating heart rises to meet me. 

			There are the earthworms, plump and pink, their wet bellies rasping against the soil. There is a distant flapping of wings. There are the tree roots curling around each other and drawing up sweet water into their veins. My slayer pushes at my body with her boot until I flop onto my back like a beached fish, pain shooting through me when the knife shifts in its sheath of meat. Every thin breath snags on the wound. She braces a foot on my ribs, uses both hands to wrench out the knife, and wipes it clean on her pants. A fresh gush of hot blood bubbles forth from the valley in my chest. 

			Her red-slicked fist tightens around the handle of the knife, muscle flexing up her arm.

			“Finish it,” I try to say, but the words get mangled on the way up my throat. I cough and cough until a ropy knot of blood slides across my palate and sticks to the corner of my mouth.

			Her eyes are hard when she spits. 

			She leaves me there, the warm glob of saliva sliding down my cheek. My eyes fasten on a blue patch of sky hanging between the branches as the forest rocks back and forth. The world is liquid and dripping into my eyes. A dark stream leaks from my open chest. The soft soil soaks it up. 

			* * *

			Day heaves into night. Between the trees, the sky is black and thick with stars, pulsing in time with the hole in my chest. The sky leans on its haunches above me, cold and predatory. The screams of the frogs and crickets engulf me until it seems like they are coming from inside my skull. The mosses, burning stars, and my own leaking body all shift and slide against each other, uncertain of their shapes. 

			I squeeze my eyes shut and sink deep into myself, watching the tiny machinations of my insides as they start to fail. I observe every desperately firing neuron; the hot, stuttering clench of muscle in my chest; my lungs slowly filling with blood; my heartbeat fraying and tangling up in my ribs. 

			I lie there until the last feeble flickers of a once sparkling electric web in my brain go black. The spider silk of neural connections collapses and leaks out of my brain tissue. My eyelids lose tension. The gush of my blood stills and cools within me, sinking to the bottoms of my veins. This is the end. I am done. 

			The sky senses its moment and descends upon me. I try to shiver away from it, but it huddles over my body and holds me fast. Shh, it seems to say, pressing a cool kiss to my forehead. I am here. I have you. 

			* * *

			Before my death, I worked hard to attach myself to the world. I flashed my knives and my teeth and my muscle. I yelled the cords in my throat ragged; I begged to be noticed. 

			Now, I see the power of being small. Bacteria roil in my bowels, smacking their tiny lips and gorging upon me after an age of denial. Enzymes digest my cells from the inside out, the cell material leaking out of the ruptured membranes. Skeins of tissue and salts and electrons and sugars unwind within me. Without a binding force to keep them together, they trickle out of me in their truest form. 

			My corpse is a beacon to the natural world. Everything flocks to me, and soon, many mouths are feeding upon me, dipping into me with their tongues and teeth. At first, I resist, am stiff and cold under their hunger, but then I relax, my muscles softening and going gummy. Green bottle flies drink from the corners of my eyes, the warm hum of their wings like a blanket covering me. White squirming maggots slurp up the cerebral fluid leaking from my head.

			Being food makes me warm again, a syrup-sweet fever washing over me with a hot tongue. I grow wet and slushy under the attention, soaking the earth beneath me. 

			The forest is green and breathing. Sunlight oozes across my corpse. The gash in my chest yawns wider and crumbles like red cake at the edges, blooming open like springtime and yielding to the process of being consumed. Worms writhe in ecstasy in the sweetness of my intestines. Talons and beaks tear at the meat of my thighs. An opossum bites into my fetid heart, chewing on the sweet pulp of it before gulping it down. I slide down his wet, warm throat, down to the darkness and acidity of his stomach, where the flesh of me is transformed and carried to far-flung places in his body. 

			It is a surprising pleasure to be digested. I find that I am spilling, that with every mouthful of me taken away, I am brimming with more to give. The creatures take it all, and they make it something new. In death, I am remade, no longer marred by sentiment or regret or pain. Every organ and vein and ghost of a thought is theirs, now. Any hurt and disappointment I’ve worn inside me, variously aching and painted over and reinforced with steel, unthreads and pours into their waiting mouths. The earth is saying: give me your pain. Lay it before me. 

			It makes slow work of me, savoring me between bites, tasting my pain, my flesh, my life itself. It unwraps me like the skin on a glistening red fruit, pushing past the skin and teeth, over the tongue, through my collapsed throat. I have never been desired like this. I am warm under the force of it and how it reaches for my insides, creeping into muscle, organ, and marrow, wrapping around every part of me until I belong to it fully. No one has touched me like this before, open-mouthed and panting, pulling me apart and wriggling its fingers into my guts like it can’t get deep enough inside. I am swollen, lush, and frothy with desire. There is no choice to be made, nothing I can do wrong. My body opens wider: take more, take everything I am. Use me up. Leave none of me untransformed.

			Death’s sweet arms curl around me in answer. After the bubbling and swelling and oozing is over, the crude materials of my body transmute into something finer and freer. Skin slackens and slips off my bones like silk. My organs are wet and delicate, spilling out of me like shining jewels. Blood reveals itself to be air. Liver transforms into sugar. Cartilage becomes earth. The earth bears witness to the dark interior of my body, laps me up, is nourished by me. I understand that I am delicious, that I am vital.

			I am not proud of all that I have done in life. I have been cruel and impatient. I have deceived, I have killed. None of that matters anymore, for I belong to the world. I am not just flesh: I am air, earth, and light. I have become flowers. I am sugar melting over a tongue. 

			* * *

			As I am carried away inside dark mouths and crumble into soil, I disperse into the earth’s memory: oceans seething with life, hot violent scars of birth across the crust, the impossible moment when cells clump together and form living shapes that can see and touch. I no longer have eyes, yet I see more colors than ever before. I do not understand it all. I have so much to learn.

			I will teach you, the earth says to me, wrapping me in its embrace. 

			My meat sifts into the humus. Snakes and beetles slide between my clean ribs. Soon, I will join the grasses as they burst through the ground. Flesh is a pleasure of its own kind. I remember the soft give of a belly, the flush that spreads across cheeks, working floury dough on a wood block with the heels of my hands. But this, feeding the animals and the plants that grow around me, the roots sipping on me and exhaling me from their leaves: it’s like peeling back the skin and seeing an entire world that I’d never known was there. I am no longer myself, but am the earth itself. I am safe, I am held, every part of me known and loved. 

			The stars sing in the sky above and their song echoes in every quivering particle of me. I know this melody. I belong here. I am complete and whole. 

			* * *

			I can’t stay put. My molecules run loose and wild: I am black tadpole jelly squirming in a clear egg, and then I am fungi fruiting across the crumbling torso of a birchbark tree. I’m the tooth of a coyote tearing into the belly of a rabbit; lush clouds of dark iron sulfide belched up from the ocean floor; the tiny thud of a moth’s heart. I plunge into a cell, and it welcomes me with no resistance. I swim in its labyrinthine architecture of proteins and acids, a fevered pool of dreams, a whole history of the universe compressed into one tiny drop of a thing. How did you get here? I ask. Where did you come from? 

			It squirms silently and does not answer. 

			How hard my body must have worked to keep all of my atoms locked so tightly into one configuration, to keep the skin pulled over the blood and the organs bolted down and the eyeballs plump and juicy. Death is a cut chain, a released set of fetters. It’s a relief to collapse into the open arms of the earth, a liberation to crawl out of the meat-tiled world. I ride on a crest of certainty like I never had in life, startlingly clear and pure: this is who I am, this is who I always have been, tumbling forever into new combinations, sweet and new and full of love. 

			Time swells and stretches. Buildings shake and fall. The seas wash over where I died and it is a type of healing. Stones scorch under the seething sun and oceans boil away, leaving a hard crust of salt. When the stars die and the universe grows cold, when I spread so thin along the lines of entropy that I run still and dry and can never be gathered up again, when the universe is a brittle husk and there is nothing left to do or become, I will be so grateful for this radiant flare in time, to have been a part of it. I am soothed by the immensity of this world. I swallow it in great gulps while also being swallowed. 

			A particle of me breaks off and spins into the yawning maw of space. I feed myself to it, craving that sensation of being chewed, gorged upon, pierced between teeth, whether I am a dripping chunk of meat or a drizzle of sunlight through a tree. It swallows me whole, yes, I need you, yes, you feed me, its hunger for me black and infinite. 

			End.
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			Empty Shells On A Cold Shore

		

		
			By Jacob Steven Mohr



		

		
			Cool October wind like a living thing squirms across your skin. On this dark beach, dead stars hang in their billions above the horizon while your flashlight beam skitters across damp, hard-packed shoresand. Chummily, Jim Healy slaps a folded nesting chart against your shoulder; then he’s pushing ahead, moving closer to the water. He and Edie Russel march south. Night surf sucks greedily at your boots as you follow.

			 “There...!”

			 The oblong of Healy’s light surges forward: almost thirty yards down the beach, wave-spittle drags back off a hard curving shell. The big female struggles out of the surf’s grip, hauling two hundred pounds of reptile up the intertidal slope. You and the others pad forward in an elephant line; you’re conscious of the sand crunching under your soles. 

			But the female ignores you, slithering forward with a marathoner’s grim patience. Clear of the water now, her bulk leaves the sand smoothed down in a broad snaking line. Healy arrives first, lurking in her blind spot. His flashlight beam, narrowed to a white pearl of light, flashes curiously across her curving backside.

			“Check for a tag,” Edie hisses, appearing at his elbow. But Healy’s already bent forward, holding his glasses so they don’t slip down his nose. His light finds the blue ocean-safe plastic tab fixed to the female’s front flipper, next to a pebblish cluster of barnacles.

			“Tee-double-oh, three-two-two.” He grins approvingly, like the numbers mean anything to him.

			Edie compares this against her database. The tablet screen’s seeping glow colors her severe triangular face like a photonegative. “She’s a loggerhead,” she reports tonelessly. “Twelve years old, eight recorded nests on this beach. Name, Wanda.”

			Healy quips: “Well—we can’t name them all Shelley.”

			Edie doesn’t glance up from the tablet. There’s no patience or hatred in her silence. She taps a few touch-keys, then locks the screen. “Mile Four-Thirteen,” she instructs Healy. “Mark the chart, and let’s keep going south before it gets much colder than this.”

			Healy’s bearded face emerges from behind the nesting chart, now half-unfolded. “We’re not going to watch her lay?” He looks and sounds like a puppy who’s had its tail stepped on.

			Edie’s chin wrestles in a yawn. “Digging the nest eats an hour all on its own. You want to bear witness to the miracle of life, watch a YouTube video. Or lay your own eggs.”

			She hugs her black wool cardigan around her skinny shoulders and makes tracks back towards the pounding surf, the tablet stowed under one wiry arm. “Team Seven’s coming through the other way to rope the nests off as the mother’s leave,” she calls back to you and Healy. “We’ve got two more miles of beach to walk tonight.” She doesn’t even turn her head; this last item is directed at neither of you in particular, or nobody at all.

			Healy catches your eye. You shrug and follow Edie. She’s the only real pro there; the remaining two members of Turtle Team Six are greenhorn volunteers. Healy, you’re pretty sure, signed on to meet coeds; listening to him grouch under his breath now, stomping along behind you after Edie, you can almost taste his disappointment, like salt on the wind.

			To your left, lights from condos and beach hotels bleed up into the night. Opposite this looms a vast dark emptiness, out of which comes the roar of surf, licking up the shoreline. You recall, briefly, snatching a flier off a lamppost on campus at Armistice College. Or maybe it was somewhere downtown. This image is only half-formed, half-congealed, less a memory than a shallow impression, like a footprint in hard cold sand.

			You don’t really remember why you’re there at all.

			The next thirty minutes yield nothing but chapped lips and numb toes. Your flashlights crisscross the surf-line, sometimes swinging up towards the dunes, hunting after a stealthy female who might’ve slipped past you, or a night-stroller trespassing near the nests previous surveyors already cordoned off with police tape. But you don’t spot so much as a ghost crab sprinting along the flats. The only noise is the sand under your boots and the wind and the surf’s hoarse, constant cough. The ocean is colored like night, reflecting leaden moonlight in trembling slivers.

			The night sky is an ocean, the surf seems to whisper against the sand. Just as cold, and as airless.

			Without thinking you numbly rejoin: “...the voyage was long and lonely...”

			“What’s that?”

			Edie doesn’t seem to have heard, but Healy twists to look at you, half-backwards and slowing so as not to trip on the uneven sand-slope. His eyes are half-masked by the glare of his glasses.

			“Hand warmers,” you tell him, too quickly by a shade. “I was saying—hand warmers. The little pouches full of chemicals. Or some decent gloves, that would make this tolerable.”

			Your voice sticks like a rusted motor. But Healy only grins and slaps his arms in an X over his chest, trying to drive feeling into his fingers. “Yeah—it’s a real bitch. Isn’t it?” He half-turns back around to search for Edie in the dark. But she’s too far up the beach, and the wind’s going in the wrong direction, pushing right into your numb faces.

			“She could stand a cup of soup, huh? Warm her up some?” Healy jerks a thumb at Edie. But you can’t think of a reply, so Healy turns again, disappointed, and the silence returns. You listen to the surf murmuring against the sand, against the high shafts of your wading boots. 

			The night is an ocean. And the earth is the shore...

			“Hey, wait a minute.” Healy twists again at the hips, one last attempt to engage. “Didn’t Miss Russel say Team Seven’s supposed to be coming up this way about now?”

			He doesn’t see that Edie’s stopped. She’s got her flashlight hooded by her hand; Healy stumbles blind into her back, and you shunt him, moving all three of you like dominoes. Edie turns, and her wild white eyes silence Healy’s complaint on his lips. For a moment she only stares at the two of you, those widened eyes darting from face to face. 

			Then strange excited energies collide in her voice: “Look down the beach. Just there...”

			And she lifts her palm, uncovering her light.

			For a second, you think it could be another female. But then the dark surf lifts away. It’s too flat, too sprawled. Edie’s flashlight skitters and jumps in her shaking hands. By that juddering illumination you see the body lying half-in, half-out of the breaking waves. You see me.

			The air seems to thrum. You reach me first, sprinting ahead before anyone else can speak, your beam caressing my nakedness. My ocean-tumbled skin, my mannequin face. The featureless valley that lies between my spread-eagled legs.

			Then the others are around you, gathering unsteadily on the slope. Healy crosses himself; Edie presses thin fingers over thin lips. I’m lying face-up. My blank eyes are full of night sky, full of dead stars. Somebody—not you, never you, one of the others—is saying “Holy shit, holy shit, holy shit...” over and over without stopping for breath. You keep your cool, even though when you look at me, you feel your skin wriggle all over like it’s too loose, flapping in the wind.

			“He’s not Turtle Watch,” Edie’s saying, to which Healy protests:

			“He’s fucking naked.” He shifts from one foot to the other. “Where the fuck are his clothes?”

			“Anybody know him?” Edie continues as if Healy hadn’t spoken.

			All Healy can say is, “Where the fuck’s his junk?”

			“We should call somebody,” you say. But your voice is hot leather on bare flesh.

			Finally somebody thinks to check for a pulse. It’s Edie collapsing on her knees and pushing two fingers against the artery under my chin. I feel her touch—cold, but not as cold as the water pawing at my bare feet. “Nothing,” she says. “He feels... I don’t know. Like...”

			“Holy shit,” Healy murmurs again. He finishes cleaning his glasses and turns his gaze on you, his eyes lost behind the lenses’ glare. “You know, he almost... He almost looks like...”

			You and I share a flash of gratitude when Edie interrupts: “What the hell is this?” Her probing fingers find the wound at last, the slightest split in the skin that travels from the hollow of my throat to the fork of my groin. It almost splits me in two.  

			“Are you seeing this?” Edie says. You are. And you see that her fingers, curious and prodding, have opened the wound slightly, splitting the seam into a yawn...

			You can imagine, viscerally, the writhing rubbery feeling when my first skin peels away.

			It comes off, not in flecks or scales or pulled-pork shreds, but in one solid piece. With a tacky sucking sound, a suction cup pulling off a wet shower wall. It’s like sorcery—as though Edie had pulled some hidden zipper or string and somehow magicked away the tear-away clothes that were—are—my flesh. What lies beneath makes you all gape. The second skin under the first is smooth and unblemished instead of mottled and bruised, but it still possesses all the same features as what came before. The face, open staring eyes and all, is identical. Is mine, is ours.

			Edie gags, turning in time to wretch a hot thin stream of gruel into the sand behind her; Healy mouths something profane and blasphemous, but makes no sound. You stare and stare and stare.

			I lie beside myself, empty and full. The first skin has a stiff structure; it doesn’t collapse under its own weight. It’s like a hollow carving, a plastic Easter-egg body. I feel your eyes. I know you see it, even before the others. The second seam, nearly invisible under your flashlight. It splits me again throat to groin. You don’t want to do it, not consciously. But something makes you kneel next to Edie, like Thomas at the wounds of Christ...

			Edie wipes her mouth and shouts your name, thinking it might shock you to reason. But you hear her voice as though she’s talking through cotton, hardly feeling her shaking your shoulder. You pry me apart: a second skin slips free, flopping empty beside the first. Already your fingers find the seam again, opening me again, finding new layers and flesh and pulsing warmth beneath.

			Four more layers, four more skins are freed by the time they haul you away. Healy’s stronger; his hands under your right arm nearly wrench the limb from its joint. Your skin squirms in protest; when they dump you on the cold sand you stare up at them dumbly, surrounded by pieces of me.

			“What the shit was that?” Healy’s panting: you imagine his face flushed, his lips buzzing.

			Edie unclips her walkie-talkie from her belt and holds it in front of shivering lips. “Base, this is Turtle Team Six. We’ve got...” Her fingers release the button before she finishes—a cough of static swallows the last lucid thought she’ll ever have. “Oh, God.”

			My skins, hollow husks all, have risen to their feet. I’m a ring of pale smooth pelts, with eyes full of night sky, full of long-dead stars, all staring intently at her. She can’t make herself scream. To scream would acknowledge the horror, the data her own eyes are feeding her brain. So she only breathes quick and shallow, turning from one slack empty face to the next. She turns to you just as the hard heavy butt of your flashlight crashes against her skull.

			You cut Healy’s shout of outrage off at the source; then he too falls limp on the sand.

			Sea turtles have some of the largest brains in the reptile kingdom. But they are still creatures of habit. Instincts developed over millions of years of evolution make them slaves. Year after year, they travel the same routes in the ocean; they return to the same beaches to spawn. Edie told this to you, long ago, on a shuttle between campus and the beach access. Sea turtles live by commandments written in scars on their enormous brains. Eat. Sleep. Mate. Lay. Survive.

			You remember all this like a hazy faraway dream as you start removing Edie’s clothes.

			Her nakedness holds no thrill for you. Nor does Jim Healy’s. Even unconscious, they shiver when the October wind whips their bare skin. You ball up their clothing and hurl it into the dark roiling ocean, which swallows each bundle without complaint. Then you grab Edie, the lighter of the two, by the heels and drag her into position beside Healy. Your skin flexes across every inch of your body, lending you strength. All around you is me, watching proudly, standing ready.

			But I, we, don’t move to help. You must do this yourself.

			You grasp one hollow shell tenderly, holding it behind the neck and beneath the buttocks as though by instinct. You lay it beside Jim Healy; your fingers press the seam open until it gapes wide, a yonic gash in the belly. Your hands come away slick and slimy with thin lubricating mucus. This is necessary, this is natural, for what is to follow. You grasp Healy’s right leg by the ankle. Then you fit the foot through the open slit and begin transposing his bulk inside of me.

			The process is agonizingly slow. Your fingers are numb and trembling by the end. But the slippery mucus helps, and soon Healy is thigh-deep inside the shell as though I am the bottoms of a wetsuit you’re helping him try on. You feel a burst of cold panic: he’s too big to fit further, his hips are too wide, his chest too broad. But then you hear my muscular contraction, and the soft crush of tissue and bone. Healy groans deeply from his slumber. Then he slides in all the way—a perfect fit. You remove his glasses just before I close over his face completely.

			Edie is next; Edie, ever the professional, is easy. She’s lighter in your arms, sliding through the newly broadened aperture in her chosen shell as though swan-diving. Her new flesh hangs loose on her naked body, large as a suit of armor. Then comes a second contraction—I suck close to her frame, massaging away her breasts and her curves. She is perfect; Healy is perfect. We rise from the sand, standing side by side before you.

			You raise a trembling hand in greeting. “Was the voyage long? Was it lonely?”

			Maybe it’s the wind replying, maybe it’s the waves: “We are lonely no more, empty no more.”

			That’s where we leave you. The lights from the hotels and condos draw us, like moths into hot lanterns. Our strides are long and coldly efficient; soon the night vanishes us. But you are not alone: all down the beach, dozens more bedraggled forms sprawl, nude but for receding blankets of surf. The cold is gone; fire from billions of dead stars, hanging overhead in clusters like grapes, kisses your eager squirming skin. You start towards them, toward the hissing surf—and for a brief ecstatic instant, night-sky and night-ocean look almost exactly alike. 

			End.
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			by Stephen Jung

		



			A Clone’s Tale

		

		
			By Alan Simmons



		

		
			My dumb rock head masters named me Rex, after a dinosaur. Just Rex. I have no last name. I’m half chicken, half man, but named after a dinosaur. Sure, I’m a little screwed up. It’s the human in me. I got my brains from the chicken side of the family, obviously, and the feathers. At least, that is what I’ve been led to believe. 

			I have no dinosaur blood in me. None. I’ve never even met a dinosaur. I’m part bird, but that doesn’t make me a raptor. Well, maybe a little. The kid wanted a dinosaur, a mini-Tyrannosaurus Rex, but settled on me instead, and then named me Rex, after the big guy. 

			I got teeth, but nothing like a T-Rex. And, who said teeth made the man, anyway? 

			Have you ever seen a dinosaur smile? I don’t think so. 

			If you met one lizard you’ve met them all, in my opinion. 

			I, on the other hand, have personality, and I’m way better looking, too. Heck, I’ve got feathers. I’m easier to get along with, and way more fun than a lizard, OK. You can talk to me. I might even talk back. I might peck, yes, but I’m just probing. I can’t help myself. But, I don’t bite, rip, or tear, and I’m house trained. 

			I’m not suggesting we’ll always meet eye to eye, but we can work together, is what I’m saying. 

			Plus, I have papers. I’m a certified clone, derived from recaptured DNA from my first big go around, approximately twenty million years ago, when I died and never fully decomposed, for some odd reason, yet to be determined. The details are a little fuzzy. 

			Apparently, I didn’t come with a death certificate. I was found in a rock. 

			How I ended up inside of a rock is another question. You can’t be placed inside of a rock, to my knowledge. You just had to be there. Right place, right time, lucky you. And then the rock slowly forms around you, over time. 

			Some theorize the rock they found me in was once a vessel made of peat my remains were placed inside to preserve me to this day, when I may rise again. 

			Though more likely, I slipped crossing a bog, fell and hit my head and died from the concussion, or exposure. My remains then sank into a tomb of tar…the tar of the avatar…and slowly petrified and turned into stone over time. We’re talking millions of years. 

			And, in the end, all of me turned to stone, except my heart. My heart refused to fully decay, and yield back to the earth. 

			Even in death, a piece of my heart remains to this day. Ain’t I a man?

			I am considered a miracle in some quarters, to have survived the ages, only to be reborn the Chickenman God I am today. I’m not bragging. But, I am a pure breed Dog God Chickenman clone, fully restored and replete, head to feet. 

			I am the Chickenman Dog God of mythology, the single headed Cerberus with a beak, champion stock, raised from the soil, and back from the dead. And, once again guarding the cave entrance of my sponsors. 

			Although, I rule over no domain, and some days I just feel like growling. 

			I ruled in my better days, once upon a time. 

			Something extraordinary must have occurred back then, to shield me from decay, and my bones being eaten by critters, dissolving, or fully fossilizing, and thus creating the conditions for a twenty million year interface so unique to the world and history, for my DNA to survive. 

			Time flies when you are dead. 

			Ask me, I know. I’ve been there. 

			But, no one asks me. You would think journalists would leap to the opportunity to interview a God for an exclusive magazine feature article, maybe get my take on things, but no. Heck, I’m probably lucky to get fed. 

			I may be godlike in image, and brighter than most, but no one is taking a day off to celebrate me. Life is so ironic, even for a chickenman. 

			Instead of naming holidays after me, and hosting a parade once in a while, I am resurrected back on Earth as a yard dog, a pet clone for a rock kid. 

			I am a time-traveler, and let me tell you something. The best, low-cost time-travel today is cloning. Cost me nothing. Not a cent. I am the discount Dog God in the yard, who looks more like a chicken. 

			They probably bought me with coupons. 				***

			Still, the cream rises, as they say. A tiny bit of my DNA went a long way. 

			I like to think I am basically the same guy I was back then, when chickenmen ruled the world. 

			But now, I am a freak of nature, brought back to life by the magic of modern chemistry, to amuse and entertain the kid. 

			I’m still special to me, though. I am the chicken in every pot, the wise guy who keeps cracking jokes nobody gets, the dancer who can’t dance the same dance twice. Oh, I could dance in my day, when I was young. 

			They forget how my fancy footwork entertained them. 

			Rock heads would forget to feed me if I didn’t howl. They don’t get me… although they got me, alright. They ordered me custom made, and paid in advance. 				

			I’m a self-taught dog, chickenman genius. 

			I taught myself how to read and write their language. I’m a natural born killer, too, commando chickenman, super cock, with the instincts of a beast. A regular hound dog, bird of prey. And, the best friend a rock head ever had. 

			I’m the type of hero who commits his entire treasure and being, worm stash and seed stores, if necessary, to escape the nightmare reality he finds himself in. 

			I’ve worked in the film industry. I’m known for portraying classic roles. I can play more than one type of hero, dog, or chickenman. I can play dead, or roll over, left and right. I can catch, fetch and leap over a fence. 

			In my younger days I did back flips. I can do just about anything, short of laying an egg. That’s right. And, I will fight to defend my freedom until my last dying breath, anti-hero through and through. Rugged, steadfast, dedicated, and on a mission to find my way back to my rightful place in time. Whatever it takes. I’m on my way. I’m ready to go. 

			But, where am I supposed to go, I mean, really? I don’t even drive. 

			My era is long past gone. I can’t imagine twenty million years ago. My species, genus port of call, race and culture, extinguished in the blink of an eye, the historians say, and no one knows why, along with a million other species who had their day, came and went, inhabited their pre-historic times, until one day they didn’t, anymore. 

			Some DNA survived. Chickenman rock strong. I’m a rocket man, chicken dog. 

			I howl at the moon, and dream of pissing on trees. I’ve been promised a tree, but don’t get me started. 

			I can live on spiders. I have a special taste for spiders. I find it funny to think spiders once ruled the planet. The Arachnid Dynasties lived long ago, well before Middle Earth even had a middle. 

			Then, came the birds, and they ate all the spiders, and got fat doing so, like me. I love spiders. And then, birds ruled the planet for a while. Or, maybe they ruled the world above the canopy, spiders ruled below. 

			Or, did the trees rule over them all? Trees are older than both. Trees have been around forever. I want one. Trees know what’s happening. 

			In the beginning was the tree. Trees are the most successful, diverse and intelligent, of the giant plant species. Trees do everything but move, and eat fast food. Maybe moving is over-rated. 

			Better to stand your ground, and sway. 

			Trees live longer than any other beings on the planet. Some live for thousands of years. Several trees blocking my view of the sunset every night, growing on the mountain crest in the west, makes me wish they’d move. Every evening they light up and I think they are on fire, and then I realize it’s just the sun setting behind them. 

			I’d ask them to move first, from blocking my view, and cut them down if they refused me, but they are a long ways from my rock garden. And then, how do you cut down a tree?

			***

			They call me a miracle, but I am many miracles wrapped into one. I didn’t make myself, obviously. The clone makers made me, so who’s really the miracle maker? 

			I am the miracle who preceded his miracle-maker. I am a pre-miracle-maker’s miracle, before and after miracles became possible. I am the real deal, magic of modern science, the original contract renewal, regardless of my declining health and status. Yep, I’m getting old. I’m pushing seven. Seven is old for a chicken. 

			Still, I remain positive, and live to please my masters. A pet must be frisky and responsive at all times. A better future awaits us all. I taste destiny like a bone in my beak. 

			The one major question haunting me, pressing to be answered before I’m done, is when is it my turn to run the show? I claim seniority. I must have some rights. 

			When you are created in God’s image, the tendency is exaltation, and overreach. DNA, baby. I rise each day with the will to be God, at least, sometimes, I do. It’s complicated. 

			I am complicit. I am a complicit, complicated, prehistoric contemplator, in search of God. I’m a relic, a beast among beasts. I once roamed the world and mingled in vegetation. 

			I am surprised how much I recall, actually. History is written in my genes. Xerox said that. 				***

			The idiot rock heads are trying to mate me with a horse. A small horse, but still. I like my crafty masters, but they are not the brightest stones on the planet. They get fog brained, and their rock candy heads crack if they think too much. Dunce quartz, excuse my German Shepard. 

			The rock heads are relative newcomers to Earth’s ruling class of dynasties. Born of the Earth’s crust, their rise to civilization, art and science, prosperity and progress centered around extracting history from rocks, and cloning little miracle pets, like me, to entertain themselves. 

			Rock heads are a pure mineral race, the latest new species to rise from the dirt and dominate the planet. They emerged more from caves than dirt but you get the point. 

			Their major success in advanced biometrics only began once they opened their hearts and minds to the ancient blue horned midget ones, and embraced a non-competitive synergy between the two life forms, benefitting both species to this day. 

			Minerology is more than a religion to the rock heads. It is their life, and reason for living. And, then came the blue horned mandible beetles, with a thousand eyes to share, who one day, came across a sympathetic rock and crawled into its ear and offered itself as a brain implant in exchange for a seat at the table. 

			Which, for the rock, meant clear sight, and insights never before experienced by a rock, complete with revelations, from sharing its thousand eyes. Several blue horned beetle eyes point inwards, too, apparently. 

			The rock head world has never been the same. With all those eyes and brains installed atop those sturdy rock frames, earth sciences took off. The enlightened rock heads grew fascinated by the biological wonders they saw and experienced all around them for the first time. They took up biology, and I am the result. 

			The rocks are local, a race born of the Earth, who came to be after a long dark brooding period in planetary history, following a major catastrophic event. Most of life vanished from the planet and never returned, leaving the Earth a barren wasteland for twenty million years, until the rock heads appeared, and claimed the mantle. 

			The rock heads brought back quite a few plant species, too, from seeds they discovered, before cloning me. 

			I, of the rock head design. 

			I suspect whatever horrors the Earth suffered occurred well after my first demise, but you never know. A science magazine once suggested my DNA was extracted from a mosquito found frozen in amber for twenty million years, and discovered right on our doorstep, in the dry river bed, that was once host to a forest, in pre-historic times, and is now our front yard. 

			And, thus rose the rock heads, rulers of the Rock Age, salt of the earth’s ever rotating crust. Rocks don’t need much light to grow. Rocks, though born of stone, rise like flowers, taking energy directly from the earth they stood upon. 

			In truth, I don’t know how the rocks came into being any more than the rocks do, themselves. But, I do know they created me. 			***

			I’m part chickenman, part yard decorative furnishing, like a potted plant, except I move about. 

			I’d climb a tree if we had one. I try to keep amused. 

			Rocks bleed liquid gold. Gold runs through their veins, and they have blue horned mandible beetles for brains. Their flesh is made of crystal. They are the new vanguard, the young and polished, King of the hybrids, and master cloners. 

			I love them like knick-knacks. 

			The rock heads darken over time, and gain respect with color. The blue diamond rules the aquamarine. They place themselves where they like, and stay there for years. They are my best friends, latest cousins on the planet, their planet now. 

			I wonder why I’m not considered part rock since my DNA was extracted from a rock. Rocks are having their day, and I am their pet guy, chickenman, although I feel more like a dog. I mutter about like a mutt, so I suspect I must have some mutt in me. 

			Rock heads are intelligent for stalactites, but overall not that bright. That’s my view, but then we communicate on different levels. 

			But, I’ll still take a bone head over a rock head every time. Am I being prejudicial? Does that make me bad? I don’t know. 

			But, they were smart enough to clone me. Thank you very much. 

			I am what happened after the tar and feathering. I romanticize too much about how I died. Benevolent or malevolent, I’ll never know. I don’t feel traumatized. I just think about it a lot. 

			I am unique. Once upon a time I died, and lived to talk about it. I’ve got a unique perspective, don’t you think? 

			I’ve been preserved. Life is good. 

			But, rock heads aren’t going to the moon, at least, not anytime soon, is what I am saying. Nor, do they want to. The moon is so postmodern. 

			They trust me and allow me to wander about. They know I’m not going anywhere. We get along. I’m their fake pet dog, the feathered man hound. If only I had four legs, they’d love me more. 

			Rocks are beautiful creatures, actually. I call them stals, short for stalactite. They live on minerals, sun and water. They don’t need much. They can sit outdoors, or in a cave forever, and be happy as anything. 

			I know rocks who have never moved since I’ve known them. 

			But, drag one outdoors and they sparkle and shine. One day, a stalactite tumbled out of his cave and the rest is history. Today they dominate the planet. Of course, it helps to be the only species on the planet, besides a few plants and insects, and spiders, yum. 

			I’ve noticed a few more plants in the garden, lately. And bugs, and worms. I love worms. Rock heads are like plants, and process sunlight like photosynthesis, except they aren’t green. Well, some are. But, they don’t use chlorophyll to break down light, like plants do. Instead, they use a hydrogenase molecule, adapted from water and evolved over the ages to suffice their mineral needs. 

			Rock heads are non-organic beings, and now available with beetle brains. They emerged by learning how to harness the sun’s rays passing through their crystal bodies, and came to life. I suspect the outdoor rocks came first, and brought life to the inner cave world. Or, maybe one day a rock rolled out of a cave, started sucking up the sunshine and developed a taste for the great outdoors. Some say the Earth was one big rock that connects them all. 

			Feeding off the sun solves a lot of problems. No grocery bills for one. You can save a lot of time and energy if you don’t have to hunt and scavenge for food. No need for refrigeration. Gold is green. And, seems so natural I wonder why all life didn’t use some form of direct deposit with the sun for their energy and food needs. 

			Plants are so smart. 

			For those who partake in the hydrogenase dance of life, the Sun God is real, and visits daily. 

			***

			You would think they might have cloned me a mate. I’ve put it to them. They claim they didn’t have enough DNA to clone more than one of me, but I don’t buy it. I can’t be the only dog on Earth. Rock heads don’t function that way. If they cloned one they’ve cloned a thousand more like me. 

			Unless I’m a test species, a one of a kind. I feel like it, sometimes. Still, they might have anticipated I’d get lonely and desire the company of my own Goddess in kind. 

			Pretty obvious, they could care less about my mental health, not to mention my sex life. 

			I am both miracle and victim of the new science, a Frankenstein chickenman they call Rex, named after a lizard. 

			Life is so weird. 

			Late at night, when I’m alone in bed, I think about a mate and raising a family, while they got me fucking a horse during the day. What kind of way is that to live? 

			I ask you, is that normal? Of course not. But, this is what the rock heads do to amuse themselves. 

			I suppose I should be grateful the horse ain’t ugly. I’m even more grateful she hasn’t fallen and crushed me when her knees get weak. I’m such a stud. 

			I read archeologists recently discovered a trove of fossilized eggs buried several feet beneath the ground in a field they are working, facing Mt. Devastation, southeast of the river, where the canyons opened up into the western plains. Common goose neck gorillas, and long haired giraffe eggs, they think. 

			They began cloning plants first, because plants are simpler and less complex, a seed compared to an egg. Their goal was to develop a diverse ecosphere for animal life, like me, to thrive in. Without plants I’d have nothing to eat but worms. I love worms. But, plants make seeds, and seeds are good to eat, too, and supply me with a balanced diet. 

			But, without plants I’d starve to death. A chickenman can’t live on stones alone, you know. 

			In the beginning, God created the rock in his image, and called him Earth. Men, apes, dogs, trees, chickens, goats, and plants never stood a chance in the hard scrabble, competitive world of rocks. 

			And, I’m just a watch dog living in the backroom of their jewelry store, except this time around, the jewels are running the store, and I’m on display in the window. I get the horse business, and they get their kicks mixing pop science with make believe. 

			They completed their research on me years ago while I was still growing up. I am the living, breathing, scientific success story of their wildest dreams. They support me. My hosts. 

			The rockets are eternal creatures who never stop growing. They break rather than cell divide. They don’t mate, they break, and go crack-crazy mad in the night. 

			It’s funny, all the rock heads look the same to me. Sure, they vary in size, with slight color variations. They could all be from the same original rock, for all I know. 

			Some polish up nicer than others. They refuse to debate the topic. They think I’m funny. They argue I’m organic, so how can I possibly understand. Maybe they are right. I don’t really care. I only ask to be sociable. 

			I can’t tell one from the other. Sure, they differ in size, but sizes change. They break. They drop pieces, some drop chunks of pieces. They grow faster near water. 

			I suppose I could categorize them by shade and color, but most of their color comes from reflections of their surroundings, and changes with the time of day. 

			Some move more than others. 

			They are chips off the same block, literally. 

			Caves may differ, I suppose. Cave of the Rock Clan. I wouldn’t know, to be honest. I’ve never strayed much. I’m not the wandering type. I stay close to the food. I love food. After food, I enjoy laying in the shade, and contemplating life compared to a rock. 

			Some rocks are clean edged, with fewer scratches. Scratches go in and out of fashion, and may even be an indication of age. 

			The best age for a rock is old. I’m not sure what advantages a young rock has, but old is cooler because you are taller and got a better view of the surrounding world. 

			But, if you liked looking down at the ground, a younger rock was better equipped. 

			I’ve spent my whole life in this valley counting stones, chasing rainbows, and entertaining the same rock creature audience who brought me to this dance, only for me to dance alone. I gripe a lot because I have good reason to. Rocks have their mountain paradise, and a network of city caves, and tons of friends, associates, rock families and relations to keep them company. 

			I have this broad expanse of purple sand, gravel and stone sweeping the valley floor up to the painted mountain walls surrounding my front yard and vista to contemplate my view of the world. I’m territorial. I need space to defend. No one wants to be a guard dog tied to a door. 

			There are dozens of rows of veggies growing along the river basin bordering this canyon range, they process into food for me. Sometimes, they take me with them for walks along the river. “Drink,” they say to me, as if drinking water straight from an open stream will make me smart when there is nothing smart or dumb about being thirsty. 

			But, I don’t argue. I drink, and make them happy. 

			***

			They told me they didn’t have enough DNA to make two of me. But, they promised to clone a bunch of me from my remains, when I die. I’m not sure if I’m supposed to feel better knowing that, or if they are just pulling my tail feathers. 

			They tried mating me with a cabbage, once. Try getting head from a cabbage. 

			Recently, they introduced me to a chickenbeaver. She ain’t much to look at, and she don’t say much, either, but I’m really starting to enjoy humping that chickenbeaver. 

			I’m a rangy old bird, getting on in years, with maybe a scant season left to live. The average lifespan for a chickenman is five to seven years, eight would be pushing it. 

			Still, seven years seems short to me. I was a parrot in a former life. From my earliest dreams and recollections, I recalled being the Parrot named Paul, who lived 107 years, not five to seven. I was part of a community of birds. We were the Parrot Clan. We ruled over a tropical forest of trees. I was a leader of birds, Paul the Parrot, also known as Parrotman, the freak with the beak. No one flew faster than me. I had plumage among birds. 

			Maybe I’m kidding myself, and dreaming more than recollecting. I dream a lot. I was born an old soul. I may be screwed up, and getting on in years, but I still remember rock n’ roll. 

				I was hatched on a warm, sunny day in spring. My father was a rolling stone. 

			Once my feathers dried and my coat grew in, I no longer needed rock heads to shelter and keep me warm. My instincts took over and I was up and about. I was ready to move and chow down right from the start. Rock heads took notice and led me around, tossing seeds for me to eat. 

			I had the wings of a peacock, and bred for show. I’m part show dog. And, to this day, whenever I am greeted outdoors by a rock head out refreshing itself in the sunshine, they raise their hands above me so the sun passing through their crystal palms casts a magnified glow down on me, warming me to my bones. 

			They are kind and generous, for rocks, and really boring. 

			They are just rocks, you know. Try talking to a rock. 

			Let’s just say conversation is limited. 

				But, the truth is, I am tired. I don’t have the strength I used to. My legs wobble when I walk. My hips are sore. Sometimes, I can’t stand up. I sleep a lot. I’m afraid I’m gonna sleep my life away, what’s left of it. 

			My appetite is not good. I might be depressed. I’ve considered suicide…if only I had a gun. I find myself, at times, pecking around rocks looking for fossilized sleeping pills. 

			I’d jump off a cliff if we had one. 

			I suppose I could drown myself in the river, and they could get on with cloning the next generation. I’d be re-cloned, and refreshed for the next round they make sound so exciting, and larger than life. A million chickenmen, soul brothers and sisters all looking just like me. 

			I was about to take the plunge, when I thought, what’s the rush? What would drowning myself accomplish? I’d just be dead. Maybe they’ll get around to cloning, and maybe not? Do I really want to gamble? I can’t imagine what a million souls like me would do around here, to be honest. What would they eat? There’s not enough to do, and barely enough to eat to interest one of me. What would a million do? 

			I’m just a yard dog pecking my life away. I stash worms when I can find one, usually after rain storms. I plan for the future, even if I don’t have one. I am a planner without a plan, from a yesteryear world that no longer exists. I’m such a pack rat. Worms are good, though. Next to spiders, I like worms best. 

			But, mostly I eat seeds from various grasses. Grass grows tall in crystal sand near the water. Rock heads better watch out plants don’t get carried away and take over. I’m naturally protective. Rock life is everywhere. They are my bedrock pals. 

			***

			When rock heads crack they drop what they call seeds of eternity, tiny stone replicas of themselves the size of pearls, starting out in the world on their own. I look around at all the little stones. How cute. They are the soil of the Earth, the life all around us. They litter the ground with life. And, all they ask for in return is a little shade. You see them piled high where the shade casts its humble glow. For many, night will do. 

			But, add a little water and look what they become. 

			They love their cave. Their cave is their castle, and center of their mountain paradise. 

			There was a time when bears ruled the world, and dwelled in the same caves the rock cave dwellers do today. 

			Horses, too, were once the size of house cats, with wings to help them run with the wind, like me. I bet they used the caves. 

			I may rule again, someday. And, I do mean me, if they’re not careful. Ain’t I a man? Son of my son, will be a son of a gun. 

			When I was young they gave me a tiny rock for my own to play with, and raise like a pet rock. He was not much larger than a grain of sand back then. Now, look at it, see how it has grown. Just add water. I used to carry it around under my tongue until it got too large, of course. So, maybe this one has a little bit of me in it, too. 

			Over the years, as it grew, I’d peck away pieces, sculpting it into the shape of a dog. What do you think? It doesn’t bark. Rocks can’t bark like a real dog, of course. Rocks don’t speak. 

			Rocks don’t breathe, they hum. They communicate by vibration. They have tones I can’t hear, but I can hear enough to make out what they are saying. You should hear them when they get together. Hum, baby. I love my pet rock dog. He’s a good dog. 

			It takes commands. Sit. Down. Stay. 

			Playing sit and good dog is fun for a rock. I pat its rocky head. He likes it when I peck on him. 

			***

				Rex the chickenman yawned and stretched beneath the shade of his favorite mulberry bush, with his grown pet rock dog at his side. This was where they spent their time outside the cave, in front of the entrance to the Cave of Life, their home, and fortress of the rock world. From this spot they could see the entire valley floor before them, and the long aisles of wheat and barley grass flourishing near the river amid the assorted berry bushes, good feed for organic types. 

			Rex rose up on his tired, achy legs, raised his chest to the sky and flapped his wings. And then, he sat back down resetting his plume of purple and black, with bits of silver and red, and began running each feather over his tongue hoping to find a tick caught within the folds. And, when he finished, he rubbed the dirt off his beak with his dirty calloused orange hands. 

			The young rock master, sculpted into the likeness of a dog, looked up at Rex, his pet chickenman and wagged its short crystal tail. When Rex the chickenman, looking done for the day, failed to respond, he sat for a minute, and then stood up and wandered off back inside the Cave of Life, like a toy dog hurrying along, stiff legged and full of battery power, left, right, left, right. 

				Inside the cave, he was confronted by an elder. “Where’s your chickenman, Rex?” the senior stalactite named Sal asked the young rock, inside the bustling Stone Mountain village cavern, where life was humming in the cool damp air. 

			Senior rock heads were everywhere, standing still, staring, thinking, contemplating, hanging from wet ceilings, hugging the walls of the ancient cave, and populating the wide, well-worn cavern floor. Rock heads were a solid, down to earth race, who flourished standing planted to the ground. 

			One sensed busy, non-stop movement, and dashing about. Nothing moved. You had to be there. You needed real patience to see what was really happening in the rock world. Though, if you listened hard you could hear them humming. 

				“I don’t know,” the rock dog answered his benefactor stalactite, named Sal. “He’s asleep under a bush, I guess. Poor Rex is getting old. He’s not much fun anymore. All he does is lay around all day grousing about his aching knees. This morning he couldn’t remember where he buried his worms. And then, later he wanted to take over the world.”

				“He’s a funny guy, Rex, always something with him,” said the senior stal named Sal from his alcove, with a broad, chiseled smile across his smooth flat face. “A chickenman who thinks he’s a dog, and wants to take over the world. I used to love to watch him dance, remember? Of course, you do. You taught him how. Rex really used to crack me up. 

			“But, chickenmen talk crazy when they get old. It’s true. And then, they die. Rex is an old guy, for a clone. What, seven years if they live to their full potential? But, who knows, maybe Rex could take over the world if he lived long enough. What a world that would be. 

			“Clone makers are so clever. What will they come up with next? They have a nose for sniffing out DNA, but then you still have to make something from it. What kind of pet are you thinking about next? Have you given it any thought?” 

				The young rock had been thinking about it for quite a while, in fact. He pawed a scratch on the side of his cracked jaw. 

			“Don’t scratch,” his benefactor scolded him. 					

			He stopped scratching, and started thinking about his next pet again, right there, in fact. His face turned a cloudy quartz gray as he sank into deep contemplation. He’d been thinking about it ever since he read an ad in his Famous Rocks of the World Magazine, for the latest pet craze. 

			***

			From the Blue Horned Mandible Beetle Custom Collection, developed at Rockland Science Labs, a Mini T-Rex Canary, “the singing, yellow dinosaur, with big teeth and claws, who tears its meals apart while it sings, eating rapaciously, constantly, and singing all the while.” 

			He wondered what songs the dinos sang. He had other questions, too, like, did the dinosaurs sing different songs for different prey, and time of day? Dinner music by Mini the T. Dinos ran, stalked, killed savagely, and ate, singing what? 

			The ad did not specify the music styles, and song favorites of singing dinos, nor did they reveal how loud the dinos sang. Did dinos come with volume control? 

			He would definitely want a choice in the matter, if he decided to go with a singing dino. 

			He liked marching music. He wondered if they sang marching music. Left, right, left, right, something he could dance to. 

			The ad for the Yellow Canary Mini Rex came with a warning for prospective Mini-T owners: Mini-T’s required a big commitment. They even attached a questionnaire for potential owners to take, prior to purchasing a dinosaur, and asking if you were prepared to spend the next 10 years synthesizing meat for your Mini-T Rex to eat. Something to consider before making your purchase, according to the ad in the pet clone catalog. 

			They offered factory T-Rex Feeding Packages, with live prey options, featuring the versatile mule beetle, famous for off-planet labor, now available for feed stock. According to the Blue Horned Mandible Beetle Rockland Institute, “Mule beetles make a hearty, reliable, protein rich food source for a voracious Mini T-Rex, but also comes with infestation risks. Mule beetles are exceptional breeders.” 

			The Institute offered an optional weekly food service for Mini T-Rex owners, delivered to your door, for a fee. 

			The young rock head studied the ads of pet offerings posted in the Blue Horned Mandible Beetle Rockland Institute for Cloners and Beetle Brain Implants Magazine. Blue horned mandible beetle brain implants were the latest “must have” craze featured in all the magazines. All the biggest display ads in the magazine featured testimonials stating rock heads wanting blue horned mandible beetle brain implants. 

			Having a beetle brain didn’t make rocks organic, but a thousand eyes, compared to one, opened a clear visual link to the organic world. 

			“Rocks with brains, what an idea. Sounds like a song. Clear vision is the future,” sang the catalog’s praises, advertised in the article, titled, “Rocks Still Rule the World.” 

			The young rock head decided to think on it more. Something didn’t rub him right. He would think about it. He thought about finding time to think. He wasn’t married to the idea. It was just a thought. He was just thinking. He had to think. Thinking took time. He thought about time to think, and when he had the time to think. Time was time, too, once upon a time. Some things he knew for certain and didn’t have to think about. But that was then. Now, he had to think. 

			Maybe I’ll get a brain implant instead, he thought. Lots of kids are getting them. Why not me? “Be your own pet,” the magazine read. “A sure sign of maturity,” it added. But, do I need a beetle brain? “A thousand eyes and a brain is the future,” said the magazine article. 

			Who needs a T-Rex? 

			He’d probably made up his mind, but just in case, he thought he’d think about it. Fads come and go. A brain? Really? A thousand eyes might be cool. He’d think about it. 

			But, what if he ended up with a mule beetle brain by mistake? He heard it happened. Would he be recruited for off planet labor? A working rock in his prime? He shuttered at the thought. He didn’t want a mule beetle brain. The best or nothing. No bootleg brains for him. It must be a blue horned mandible beetle brain implant, or none, at all. When it came to brains, quality mattered. He could write their advertising, he realized. 

			But then, he thought, do I really need a brain? Rex had a brain and what good did it do him? “Get a brain and learn to dance.” Oh sure, won’t I be a popular rock, top of the pile? 

			And, what happens when the beetle brain dies, and you end up with a dead beetle brain in your head? Even a block head knew beetles died. It was just a matter of time. The ad said nothing about dead beetle brains, not even in the small print. He checked the disclaimer. Nothing.

			They must offer a service, he thought, because beetles die. The cave floors were littered with dead beetle carcasses. Dead beetles were everywhere you found beetles, and beetles were found everywhere. They blend into the soil like pebbles when they died, before they shriveled up and turned to sand. 

			One time, he spent a month watching a beetle die and shrink into a grain of sand. He envisioned a dead beetle laying on its back, legs to the sky, in some poor young rock’s head. 

			Besides, he already had rocks for brains. 

			He tried to fathom a need for a beetle brain, and a thousand eyes. He thought, why would I want to see something a thousand times when I get bored thinking about it twice? He got a headache just thinking about beetle brains, and rocks never get headaches. 

			Maybe I’ll just get another chickenman, he decided. Only two eyes, but at least they are fun. Even growing food for them was fun. A chickenman was a rock’s best friend. 

			He thought about maybe getting a chickenman brain implant, and smiled. Then, he could be like Rex and really take over. 

			Besides, how could you trust the blue horned beetle who claims they sit at the top the food chain, when everyone knows rocks rule the world? 

			Having made up his mind, he stopped thinking, and went about his day. 

			End.
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			Echo Lake

		

		
			By Rachel Searcey



		

		
			My dearest Linette,

			Little sister, you are fast asleep in our bed, splayed out like a starfish. Have you ever noticed I wake early and leave your side? Most nights, I pace around our empty house, past the rows of locked doors. It’s always deathly quiet. 

			Linette, I’ve discovered what’s on the other side of the lake and it frightens me.

			If I woke you now, you’d make every effort to stop me. Perhaps I can process what happened—if it was a dream or a nightmare. 

			Mother’s been pushing me lately. She favors you, and it’s obvious whenever she calls. I try not to let resentment creep in, but it’s always there around the edges. It’s too much. Jealousy twists in my stomach like a dirty rag. 

			Her face fills the monitor screen. A faded funhouse mirror version of us with wrinkles and white hair and gray eyes. 

			“Linette, my dear, twirl around so I can see your dress. Oh, how lovely.” Your sewing skills, of which I’ve always been jealous, were apparent in the detailed handiwork on the décolletage. You looked like a princess from a fairy tale. Mother’s voice cooed over the speaker system. Even if I left the room, I’d still be able to hear it. 

			“Thank you, Mother.” You curtsied, batted your eyelashes, soaked up Mother’s effusive attention. When Mother turned her gaze to me, there was no affection in her eyes. Only judgment. 

			“Wren, your scores are slipping in Advanced Calculus,” she said. 

			“I keep waking at night, Mother. The sedatives are no longer working. I’m exhausted during the day.”

			“Hmph.” Mother turned away from the monitor and we heard the scratching of pen on paper. When she returned to the monitor screen, her cold eyes scanned my figure and then darted to you, Linette, perched like a dainty dancer on the edge of the couch. “You’ve gained weight recently, Wren. I’ll adjust your meal plan as well as your medication. We can’t have you waking up and disrupting your education.” She didn’t look up again, until she said, “Linette, no changes.”

			“Yes, Mother. Thank you.” You smiled up at the monitor, stars in your eyes. “I’m looking forward to this afternoon. The new program with Mozart. Will he really be right in the room with us?” 

			Warmth returned to Mother’s features. “Yes,” she said. “I’m excited to observe the results. We will continue with hands on, practical instruction in the Music Room of course, but theory and observation are keys to success. If all goes well, he will regularly attend your classes.” Her face pulled into a tight, awful smile.

			Pain ricocheted from my jaw to my ear to my temple and I realized I had been grinding my teeth. I turned away from the monitor and pressed my palm into the side of my head to massage away the spasm. Did either of you notice or care?

			Music has been a point of contention between Mother and me, as you know. Joy and play are two things I lack, especially when it comes to my clumsy attempts at playing an instrument. When you get in one of your moods and you can’t stop teasing me, you sound just like her.

			How long has it been since we saw Mother in person, Linette? We were very small and I remember her with dark hair, not white as it is these days. Her perfume smelled of lilies. She wore dresses, not a lab coat. She would tuck us in at bedtime and attach the observation nodes to our little foreheads. We had warm milk with our sedatives and she would lay with us, humming lullabies until we were fast asleep. I remember her warm fingers trailing through our hair, across our cheeks. Hearing her stomach gurgle where I lay my head; her heart beating like a steady drum. 

			She loved me then.

			I’ve smudged my awful handwriting with weeping. Hopefully you can still read it when it dries. 

			We spent the afternoon in the Music Room, with me butchering the violin and you, playing beautifully on the cello. Mozart’s flickering holographic avatar scowled. I knew he couldn’t hurt us and yet, I flinched every time he lashed out with the conductor’s wand.

			How I wish I could recline on the little sofa and listen to you play. But Mother is always watching. It is a relief when practice ends and we pause the program for supper and coffee. 

			As usual, we took our evening stroll around the house. You danced and sang as if you were still a little girl. I felt like your nursemaid, trudging behind you on the lawn. 

			A week ago, you jokingly suggested we go for a swim in the lake and see what was on the opposite shore. You hiked up your skirts as high as they’d go. However, I’d been more sensible and removed my dress. Silt and sand clung to our feet, sucking at our toes. I laughed at the sensation. I remember because it felt so foreign in my throat.

			The lake was shallow, only coming up to our ankles and then it dropped off suddenly. You plunged downwards and out of sight, your heavy skirts dragging you under in a flash. I dove down after you. You were thrashing in the cold darkness, almost out of air. We floundered to the shallows to lay on the lawn. 

			You wouldn’t stop crying, little sister. It chilled me to the bone to come so close to death. Mother has never said anything about it. I wonder if she saw us on the monitors.

			Since that day, I’ve been unable to sleep. Lessons have become impossible, my scores have dropped drastically, and I wander the house and lawn like a ghost, barefoot and sentimental for something I’ve never experienced. I see flutters out of the corner of my eyes; great, flapping black things cast shadows on the windows. Babies cry in the distance and loud knocks echo in empty rooms. I hear footsteps careening down the hallway but when I look there is no one—except for you, of course, because we are always together in the same room. Unless Mother sends you away so she can scold me in private. 

			You wouldn’t love her so blindly if you heard how she spoke to your dear elder sister. 

			Last night, I walked into the water. The moon was bright, as if someone had hung a lantern in the sky to watch over me.

			I trod carefully, feeling with my bare feet for the drop off. My nightgown tugged me downwards, growing heavy as it soaked up water. I removed it and left it on the lawn to stand naked under the moon’s glow. Through the mist, I saw a light. Small and flickering. 

			Maybe I was asleep. Or deluding myself with daydreams of a life outside of this house. Wanting it so badly I had conjured it from a dream. 

			When I came to the drop off, I lifted my feet in time. The water felt good against my naked skin. Swimming in the warm lake was effortless and I wondered why I hadn’t done this before. My body was light and buoyant, free of the gravity which tugged at me with every step on land and turned me into your trudging shadow. I rolled onto my back and floated, my gaze landing on the full moon looming large overhead. 

			I must have fallen asleep because I woke with a start. The moon was lower in the sky and much smaller. Heavy mist pressed in close and I shivered as a chill swept over me. 

			I righted myself in the water and saw the house only a short distance away. My skin was clammy, the water grown cold. My stomach dropped in terror at the thought of Mother catching me like this—naked and wet outside the house—when I was supposed to be resting. 

			I swam toward the lawn and was grateful when I reached the shallow floor beneath my feet. But I couldn’t find my nightgown where I had lain it on the lawn before. I suspected you were playing a trick on me, perhaps had seen me from one of the windows. Seething with anger, I entered the house. 

			Immediately I knew something was wrong. The house smelled different. Fresh paint, new lumber. Like when Mother orders one of the classrooms renovated. I stood dripping in the doorway, my mouth gaping open like a fish.

			There were children’s toys in the middle of the hallway: alphabet blocks, a toy train, a stuffed bunny rabbit, a tea set. I was convinced it was a prank, set up by you and Mother. But they stirred faint memories in my sluggish brain. 

			These were my toys. Baba the bunny. I stroked her face. She was as old as I was and should look worn and ragged. I snuggled with her every night, until Mother decided I was too old to have her anymore. But this Baba looked brand new! My heart thudded in my chest as my mind tried to wrap itself around what was happening.

			“What are you doing here?” A familiar voice rang out behind me. It sounded exactly like you, sister. When I turned around to respond, expecting you to laugh at my nakedness, I found Mother—or rather, a younger version of her. Her black hair was cut into a blunt bob, as mine is now. But her face was so similar to yours, Linette. It was uncanny. She wore a flower-patterned frock and house shoes.

			Mother held a squirming infant in her arms who twisted around to look at me.

			“Mother?” I looked around desperately for something to cover myself with. 

			“You shouldn’t be here,” she said, a familiar frown creasing her brow, her bright blue eyes as hard as stones. “Wren, take Linette to your bedroom.” 

			She handed the infant to a toddler, who I hadn’t noticed before was clinging to her skirts and trying to hide.

			“Mommy, who the lady?” The child took the baby in a clumsy gesture, almost dropping her. And I remembered the weight of you in my arms as we walked around the lonely house together, waiting for Mother to come back from work. 

			“Call me Mother. Do as I tell you.”

			“Yes, Mother.” The toddler’s voice grew small and quiet. She looked back just once but Mother glared at her until both children were gone from the entryway and down the hall. 

			I shivered, standing in a puddle of lake water. Grass had stuck to my feet and made a trail through the entryway.

			“Well, let’s get you cleaned up.”

			Mother turned on her heel towards the bathroom and led me there, as if I didn’t know where I was going. It was exactly like our house, Linette. Down to the paintings on the wall and the white tiles throughout. She turned on the bath and handed me a towel and robe, then left without another word. I was confused and frightened. So many questions writhed inside of me. I didn’t know where you were, or if I’d even find you in that house. 

			I climbed into the tub and rinsed off quickly, not bothering to wash or style my hair like Mother expects. The grout between the tiles was stark white, unlike our bathroom which has grown yellow over the years no matter how much we scrub. 

			The dense robe enveloped me completely and felt like a dream. Ours are so threadbare we turned them into cleaning rags long ago. 

			Mother was nowhere to be seen when I opened the bathroom door. It was so quiet, which wasn’t unusual, but I expected her to be standing there. The water and grass had been cleaned up from the entryway, although it had only been a few minutes. 

			“Wren, come to the kitchen.” Her voice carried over the house’s sound system and I obeyed. 

			Mother was warming milk on the stove. I saw her slip something into her dress pocket but thought nothing of it. Two small empty glasses sat on a tray on the counter, next to a dish with the white pills we still take before bed every night. A wave of nostalgia and fear rolled over me and I had to sit down. Mother filled the glasses with milk; the smell was intoxicating. 

			Still, she said nothing to me. I was afraid to speak up. Was this really Mother sitting before me? She was so young and beautiful, almost glowing in the dim kitchen lights. I must have been dreaming, but it all seemed so real. The stool beneath me, the cold kitchen floor, the heat from the stove, and the sweet scent of warmed milk. 

			Mother picked up the tray and left the kitchen. I stayed where I was, unsure of what to do.

			The speaker clicked. “Are you coming?” I jumped up from the stool and walked quickly to the hallway outside our bedroom, where the door stood open. 

			Inside, it was as I remembered. Baba was tucked between the two children, who stared at me wide-eyed. Mother was setting the tray on the bedside table and busying herself with attaching nodes to the children’s heads. The baby twisted and turned but the toddler helped to hold her still. 

			“Thank you, Wren.” Mother said.

			“Yes, Mother.”

			Did I respond, or did the voice come from the child? Mother handed them both the pills and then the milk. They drank greedily and I could almost taste the sweet concoction going down my own throat. I swallowed as my mouth salivated at the memory. 

			The children nestled into their pillows, their eyes already drooping. Mother sat on the bed next to them and the toddler laid her head against Mother’s side. My legs moved with a mind of their own and I found myself kneeling on the floor. I put my head in Mother’s lap and she stroked my hair, my cheek. It was as if I had been transported back in time. Her heart thumped and I felt my eyes drooping but I struggled to stay awake. I wanted to talk to her, on my terms for once. 

			“Please, Mother. I have so many questions.”

			I raised my head from her lap and she nodded in the dark, extricating herself from the sleeping children. The toddler whimpered as her head lolled against the pillow; the infant’s tiny hands reached for the air and then dropped, empty.

			We returned to the kitchen, passing through dark hallways and past locked doors. A comfortable silence settled over the house. 

			I remember what happened next as if it were slow motion. Mother approached me, with one hand in her pocket and smiled. Her perfume washed over me and I was lost in the scent of lilies for a moment. She put her other hand on my cheek, gently stroked it with her thumb. Tears welled and I blinked them away. Her hand was cold as ice, despite the warm kitchen still smelling faintly of sweetened milk. I realized I was looking down at her; she was petite.

			I was lost in her eyes, so vividly blue unlike the faded gray orbs assessing us over the monitors every day. 

			“I’m sorry, my darling girl.” 

			Hot tears fell in great drops and splashed onto my fluffy robe where they disappeared into the folds. She wiped my cheeks with her fingers and out of the corner of my eye, I saw her bring her other hand up. There was a flash of silver and glass, then a sudden prick in my neck, followed by a swooning sensation which sent me reeling into the kitchen counter. My forearms banged against the hard edge and I cried out in pain.

			Mother caught me as I slid to the floor and nestled my head in her lap. Before my eyes closed, she sung a soft lullaby and sealed me into darkness. 

			“Good night, go to sleep, have sweet dreams and close your eyes…”

			When I awoke, I was disoriented in the dark. Your arm was thrown across my chest and your leg across my own. Fast asleep, as always. For a moment, relief enveloped me like a blanket and I snuggled against you.

			But Linette, my hair is still wet. There are bruises on my forearms where I hit the counter. Salty tracks line my cheeks from dried tears. There’s a welt on the side of my neck and a single drop of blood.

			Who were those children? Why did Mother look so young? No matter how I twist my mind into justifications, none of it makes any sense. 

			If you were awake, you’d tell me to stay here. I am delusional and it was all a dream—I was sleepwalking. I shouldn’t be lonely because I have you. 

			If I don’t return, you know where I’ve gone. I don’t expect you to follow me or understand. Perhaps I’ve lost my mind.

			My dearest Linette—know I love you, cherish you. You are my whole life but there is something out there beyond the lake and I want answers.

			With all my love,

			Wren

			End.
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			Rumination

		

		
			By Katrina Carruth



		

		
			I mention the canyon loud enough for prying ears to hear, and the diner goes silent. The man pouring my coffee stops and scours the room for whoever told an outsider about their little secret. He coughs nervously, says going into that part of the desert is only worthwhile if I don’t plan on coming back out. He makes no indication he’s joking, but adds something about pretty little ladies such as myself. A frazzled looking woman at the end of the bar bounds toward me, rambling about a child that came from the canyon, a child born of the canyon.

			I don’t tell her I am that child. 

			The woman is silenced and urgently ushered away by someone who was clearly prepared and had done this before. I politely turn my attention away, though I can still hear her mumbling.

			The burger I ordered to eat at the bar is handed to me in a lifeless paper bag, and I take the hint. Ignoring the glares and silent protests about my potential intentions, I head to my truck.

			I drive slowly down the road and stop where I can see the mouth of the canyon and everyone in the diner can still see me. They think they’re so clever, set up like duck hunters all camouflaged under the cover of a greasy spoon. It’s sad there’s nothing else to do besides intimidate anyone who’s not from around here.

			I don’t know what they’re so worried about. The canyon is almost impossible to see from either side. It’s as if the walls around it move to keep it just out of view, like those paintings with eyes that seem to follow no matter which way you walk past it. You’ve got to either be really lucky or know exactly when and where to look in order to see it. 

			Besides that, they don’t even know what they’re protecting. Every generation hears the same story and follows with blind obedience. Told to follow, to listen, to maintain the natural order of what was established here long before they arrived. And they do it, without question, living their whole lives believing that the mere act of questioning is a fatal sin. 

			This is The Place. This is The Way. Anything else is wrong, and wrong means you’ve gone astray, and those who’ve gone astray are likely lost forever…

			Or something like that.  

			Through agitated chomps of beef grease and pickle chips, I stare at the canyon’s mouth. Fitting name, I think. Mouths have teeth. Mouths chew and consume and devour and mangle whatever ends up inside. Mouths gulp and slurp and taste, savor and suckle and spit and starve. Breathe in, out, salivate and crave. 

			I hear a vehicle pull up behind mine, then a door slam. “Holy shit!” someone shouts behind me.  

			I don’t say anything, don’t offer the voice a glimpse in their direction.

			“Yoohoo,” he whistles.

			I take another bite. A big one. A stringy piece of lettuce slips out and slaps against my chin, leaving a blob of mayo in its wake. 

			The man’s stalky figure paces out of my periphery in the opposite direction, then shuffles past me, and I catch a whiff of his memories. He reeks of violence, too many incidences to clearly make each one out. And he’s proud, likely often fantasizes about what he’ll do next time. Because when the first and second and so on times were so easy, there is sure to be a next time. 

			“I’ll be damned,” he huffs. 

			He will be. Sooner rather than later, if I have my way.

			He continues as if I’ve given him my undivided attention, the way most men proceed when they can’t comprehend anyone not being interested in what they have to say. “Dunno what it is about these tiny towns being so secretive. The desert is already an inhospitable place, and these folks make it even more so. For what? Somethin’s in there. Somethin’ they don’t want us to check out.”

			Us? Hilarious. 

			He pauses, plants his hands on his hips that are unsuccessfully clinging to his filthy, oversized jeans. 

			I break my silence to tell him he cannot go into that canyon. 

			“Heh, I’m not easy to boss around, honey,” he snorts. 

			I chew some more, swallow, take another bite, savor the semi-charred bits of meat as they grind obediently to the rhythm of my teeth.

			“Fuck ‘em. If you’re going, I’m going,” he says, making a move in his blame game.

			I love how predictable he is, the kind of guy who takes strict instruction and only sees temptation, blames his irresponsible behaviors on “urges.” Who blatantly chooses to hear “go” when it’s a clear “no.”

			That’s fine, I say, and add that he’ll likely regret it. 

			He laughs the kind of laugh he likely offers an unsuspecting female at a bar when he’s just slipped something in her drink. But he won’t be able to slip anything past me. 

			I stare at him for several awkward seconds before I laugh back. Over-excitedly, so that his laugh gets louder, more annoying. My teeth are on full display, and I make no effort to remove chunks of hamburger bun and whatever else might have caught in the crooked pattern of my smile. His guffaw trembles a bit at my intentionally unflattering appearance. 

			Something he’s obviously not accustomed to. 

			I toss the remnants of my meal and its bag to the side of the road and wave to the diners still gawking our direction. 

			Disrespectful. Irreverent. Blasphemous to litter in this holy place. I hope I’ve made at least a few of them choke. 

			I hop into my truck, tell the bloke, Chad? Chip? Chuck? to follow. He does so like a pathetic dog, eager and loyal, clueless about the swift kick it’s about to get, and I can’t wait to deliver the blow.

			I steer him down the same path, the one I’ve always followed, back to the canyon. It’s strange how much a place can change while staying the same. There are a few newer homes, new roads, but nothing’s really different. Even the faces seem to stay the same. 

			The winding dirt road takes us as far as it can before the threatening fence—electric now, fancy!—stops us from going any farther. 

			After a few violent bare-handed yanks on the buzzing wire and a handful of gasps from my shocked companion—a disappointing sign he completely underestimates me—we walk unscathed to the other side.  

			He starts making fun of the old woman in the diner, the one who claimed a child came from the canyon. He says he’s heard of people dumping pets, sounds like a good idea to dump kids. Leave ‘em in the desert for the locals to take in, stir up tall tales of magic, anything to keep them believing they’re some kind of special. 

			He drops some little quip about how everyone needs to feel special once in a while, blah blah, I’m sure he’s staring at my ass hoping I intend to make him feel a little special. 

			I need him to shut up, so I confess that I’m from around here. 

			“No shit,” he shouts. 

			I ask if he wants to hear a story, a local legend, and he nods excitedly, trying and failing to avoid staring at my cleavage. 

			I tell him about a child birthed from the heart of the world. From a mother so warped and twisted and demanding. One that only offered love if the child did exactly what she wanted, became exactly what she wanted. When the child misbehaved, was led astray by the world, the child was summoned back home. Every time this happened, the mother told the child it will have to start over, try harder next time, and the child climbed back into its mother’s belly to be reborn. 

			Mother convinced the child this was a kindness.

			I tell him she was an unwavering mother, the kind who paints your room with illusionary free will but leaves space for disappointment and guilt to seep through the cracks. The child never wanted to be the savior of the world. Didn’t want people to abstain from that which would bring them true peace and pleasure and wholeness. Didn’t think it was necessary to show people a path to follow regardless of what they wanted for themselves. But this made Mother angry, and the child was miserable when Mother was angry. 

			I tell him all this in a singsong way, like a terrifying lullaby that’s supposed to exhaust rather than relax a child to sleep. 

			“You’re off your fucking rocker,” he laughs, but follows up with, “but you should be a writer, that was a damn fine story.”

			I agree and giggle with all the flattery I can muster, mostly because it’s obvious he doesn’t read much.

			He asks, “I don’t understand why the child doesn’t just do what it’s told. Sounds like it’d be easier, don’tcha think?”

			Probably true, I say. But I tell him obedience often becomes the straw that breaks the camel’s back. That we are not all meant to carry the fears of another. That it took the child centuries to figure out it should try and sprint from the cage when the door opens. 

			Enjoying this little game of arguing over what he thinks is a fictional and very hypothetical scenario, he asks, “Well if the kid is learnin’ so much and doesn’t want to be reborn, why does it go back? You said the child is summoned but nobody’s makin’ him answer.”

			I tell him that Mother makes life unbearable if the child makes her unhappy, and it’s easy to make Mother unhappy. I tell him that leaving home changes a person but going home does the same. That the thing that creates you can also destroy you. Sometimes running from home isn’t enough. Sometimes it’s necessary to return to burn it down. 

			I say he should know this, being on the run himself.

			His head shoots up faster than a rattlesnake springs for a bite. I don’t look away, keep my eyes locked on his. I can tell he’s uncomfortable, and he brushes the comment off with what sounds like it’s supposed to be a joke. “I guess if you consider camping trips to be runnin’ away from home then, yeah, I suppose I am.”

			Walking ahead of him, I carry on in silence and allow him to do the same. I can hear his heavy breaths behind me, likely more from the anxiety I’ve induced than his lack of regular cardio. 

			We approach the base of the canyon, and my lungs tighten in my chest. I know what needs to be done, but my confidence fades now that I’m home. The air is quiet, the noise from the highway now nonexistent as if behind some unseen barrier. It smells the way I remember, a comforting mix of warm sand and sagebrush. The red rock towers above us, looming, declaring an unflinching stance. It’s welcoming me home while also reminding me it is Mother’s home, and entering means I’m once again under her roof.

			“So, you’re from around here but you’ve never been in the canyon? Never busted in as a teenager? Or were you one of them good kids?” he asks.

			Definitely not one of the good kids, I say.

			He drops his bag and the air that wafts my direction is unbearable.  

			It’s time. 

			“I’m just gonna get my sunscreen—” he starts, but I cut him off. 

			I tell him he can get his sunscreen, but he is not invited inside.

			He thinks I’m joking, so I repeat myself. He tries to argue, tries to walk past me, but I push him back so hard he falls on his ass with humiliating ease. I lay out a list of instructions as his eyes bat at me with wild confusion:

			You will not follow me inside. If you do, you will not come out. You will not leave until someone exits the canyon, no matter how long it takes. If it is a child that exits the canyon, you are to kill it immediately.

			To this, he shouts, “You’ve got to be fuckin’ kidding.” 

			I tell him I know he can do it. I know he’s done it before. 

			He tries to interject, but I point to his bag and tell him I know he’s the sentimental type, hasn’t done away with what he used last time. I add that this one is a dream, one nobody will ever find out about. A child with no record of their existence. A child that can disappear with no trace, no one to look for it, no one that’ll care. 

			He sits in the sand, frozen, digesting what I’ve said. I don’t know what he’s thinking, but it’s safe to assume he’s stupid and curious enough to see what might come of this insanity. He doesn’t want to show his excitement, but I can taste it.

			Attempting to maintain his composure, he says, “And what if it’s you that I see come out of the canyon?”

			I crouch down close enough for him to feel my breath on his face.

			Run, I say. 

			He gulps but doesn’t move, doesn’t argue. 

			I hate that if I fail and come back as a child, I have to rely on this useless fuckface to end this vicious cycle. And I hate that he’ll enjoy every second. 

			I stand, turn on my heel, and leave him. He might lose his mind before it’s all over, might be met with an angry town mob, but that’s not my problem. 

			My problem is much bigger now. 

			Stepping into the shadows brings an overwhelming sense of shame, the kind one feels when they’ve come home well past curfew. When breaking the rules no longer feels worth it. When the heavy stare, the look, beats down harder than the heat of the summer sun.

			The rock that protects my belongings sits where I left it, and I push it aside to reveal a small enclave of trinkets and old clothes, relics of my other selves that also let Mother down. I dump the contents of my bag: a long hunting knife, cell phone, wallet, a pair of well-worn Converse, and my favorite t-shirt, and shove them in with the other things. 

			I envy those who get to decide for themselves if they’re fucking up. Who get to climb out of the box they’ve been shoved into. Who get to leave home and choose if and when they return.

			Every time I’ve left something in this small cave, the only space that’s every truly been mine, I did so hoping it would be the last time. This time is no different. 

			Mother makes her presence known before I finish ruminating, and a gradual trembling of the ground pulls me to the center of the canyon. My feet slip slightly into the soil’s crust, and I fall on all fours. 

			The earth swirls in front of me, twisting clockwise, consuming all layers of sand, clay, and whatever plants sit unfortunately close to the hole opening in the ground. Hot air rushes at me and kisses every inch of my face and arms. When the swirling stops, I stare into the dark, infinite pit, just as terrifying as I remember. 

			I say a polite but cautious hello and run my hands along the edge of her throat, feeling every bump and rough edge. She knows I’m wasting time; knows I’m keeping my eyes down as if my humility might spare me this recurring punishment. 

			And then I feel her. She’s ravenous, dying for me to surrender. Another blast of air smacks me like a hurricane, a most disappointed sigh, and I nearly fall forward.

			Sitting in this all too familiar and gut-wrenching moment, I remember the shame I’m feeling is not for what I’ve done, but what I came here to do. 

			I settle into the ground, dig my fingers into the soil, let every cell in my body relax as if being snuggled to sleep. I let Mother into my mind, let her hear my rehearsed thoughts, excuses, apologies, and promises I’ll do better, BE better. I replay everything I’ve done in acknowledgement of all she believes I’ve done wrong, a showing of her favorite movie. 

			This makes her happy. Well, satisfied enough to continue. 

			With a harsh rumble, her core opens like that of a baby bird demanding its already chewed up food. My breath catches in my throat, and I choke back tears. She can’t know I am ready to put up a fight this time. 

			The ground quivers more violently now as a grumble from her gut beckons me to her belly. Her breath circles around me to begin my transformation. Within seconds, my flesh peels obediently away from my body, then my muscles, bones last, all breaking apart and turning into delicate grains of sand as they hit the ground. They tumble down into the cavern, and I feel each one smack against her sides, grinding against the rock like insignificant crumbs trapped between rows of sharp teeth. 

			The wild thumping of her heart grows louder as my surroundings get darker. Her stomach gurgles, signals it’s ready for churning, dismantling, digesting. 

			But I won’t make it that far, not if I can help it. 

			I push against the demanding gulps forcing me down, my consciousness begging every piece of me to form a solid lump she can’t swallow. 

			She coughs, inhales sharply, but I manage to hold my ground. I sense her confusion, and I don’t know if I can trust myself not to slip back into my perpetual need to make her happy. 

			But I frantically regather myself. 

			She asks what’s taking me so long and I tell her I won’t be doing this again. Not now. Not ever. She laughs and I feel myself breaking apart as pieces sneak from my grip and into her abyss. If I were whole, I’d be able to put up more of a fight. But I’m not. She always makes sure I’m not. 

			My consciousness scrambles and I feel her break into every thought I hoped she wouldn’t see, and she goes silent. The kind of silent that’s often fatal when coming from a mother. 

			She mocks my desire to continue the life I’ve created, mocks my hope that I am capable of making it better without her help. 

			I curse at her, tell her it’s not fair that she sends me out to experience things she has not. I learn things she’ll never understand. To exist in a world that expects me to evolve while she demands I stay the same. I flood my consciousness with memories of all my lives. I show her the moments I found, things that brought me joy and made me love whatever life I’d worked so hard to build for myself. I show her the devastating blows I felt each time she called me back. Each time I thought I’d become someone she could be proud of, only to be told I need to try again. 

			I don’t need to be better, don’t need to do better. I just need to be. 

			I ask her to let me go. 

			She says she doesn’t want to talk about this anymore. She says that wanting to leave and never come back means I don’t love her, and that if I loved her, I would want to make her happy. That I wouldn’t ever dream of hurting her this way. 

			I know there’s no hope trying to explain how I’m feeling, no hope that she’ll truly see me. But perhaps she’ll grow tired of fighting and spit me back out. Hell, maybe she’ll even banish me. Tell me to leave and never come back. 

			I replay this thought over and over so she has to see it over and over.  

			Assembling what I have left of myself, I bunch up tighter this time and roll myself back up to a narrower spot, filling the empty space to try and block her airway. She’ll have to decide to spit me out or suffocate.

			Screaming now, rumbling the ground, the cliffs around us shake violently. I can hardly hold my grip. In both the outside world and her world, I’m nothing but a fractured boulder seconds away from shattering. 

			I mirror her rage and lose control. I tell her it’s unfair the way she dismisses my love and constant devotion. That it’s unfair the way she expects me to drop who I am to return to her. That I’m sad that she refuses to see the part of me that’s also part of her: a creator desperate to find and hold my place in the world.

			“I knew this day would come,” she says out loud, not in my head as she usually does. I hear the sound boom up and out against the canyon walls. I’ve never heard her speak this way, and I wonder what else I don’t know she’s capable of. 

			She continues, “You’re ready to be without me, so I’ll let you.”

			Oh, great, another test. One I didn’t see coming. One I’ll likely fail. Before I can think of a response, the cavern around me relaxes. She whispers a condescending “Good luck” as a final gust of air rushes past me.  

			She’s gone, I can feel it. Her absence magnifies this void in the earth, and I can’t hold myself together. I scramble to the opening above, desperately begging every grain to follow. I get to the top and pray that I am made whole again, but nothing happens. She is not here to make me whole again. 

			I want to cry, scream, throw myself into the earth so hard I die, so I let myself fall. Pebbles tumble and scatter, and I trickle into every part that was her. 

			I have no choice but to settle into the earth. To stay here forever. 

			For the first time, I feel the earth’s pulse, its warmth, its life. I feel what she must have felt, the unbearable burden of everything that exists. The weight of all that is dark and careless and vile and worthless. 

			I’m already exhausted. And enraged. 

			An echo from above redirects my attention. 

			“Hello? Ma’am?” the annoying voice calls. I don’t let anyone call me ma’am, especially if they clearly refused to listen to my instructions. “Yoohoo! You didn’t tell me what to do if nobody came out.” 

			The smart ass has the audacity to laugh.

			His stench intensifies as I feel him approach my mouth, and my belly lets out a desperate groan.

			I’m starving, and I have an idea. If I can’t live for myself, I’ll do it through him.

			Before he can get away, I shake as hard as I can, pulling the earth beneath his feet toward my teeth. He falls as easily as he did the first time, and within seconds he’s tumbling down my gullet. By the time he lands in my stomach he’s unconscious, and I waste no time getting to work. I start by pulverizing him, churning until he’s nothing but tiny specks. His mince rolls through me and I discard all that is revolting and despicable within him. I mold a kind face, a short stature, an unassuming figure. Nothing special.  

			When he’s finished, I spit him out onto the sand, now glistening under the stars and radiant moonlight. I marvel at my first born for a moment before blowing a new breath of life into him. He gasps, clutches his throat, gapes around him in horror as his mind races to recover what happened last.

			I feel for him, but not enough to go easy on him. His road to redemption will be a long one. Knowing what he’s done, how he felt about it, I’m thrilled by the look of fear in his eyes.

			I tell him exactly what I expect of him, and he nearly faints when he recognizes my voice. I tell him he will follow my instructions this time or pay dearly. First, he will leave the canyon. He will likely be found by someone in the town. They will say he’s special, and he’ll spend his whole life trying to prove it. I tell him the farther he drifts from my will, the quicker I’ll take back the gifts I’ll bestow, the ones that will make him magical. When that happens, he’ll be reduced to nothing but a fraud.

			I tell him he will have no choice but to return when I summon, because no one else will trust him. No one else will want him. 

			He’s trembling the way I used to. I want to shout at him, want to tell him I can end him as easily as I created him, that he will mess up and I will make him start over. But I don’t.

			Instead, I watch him shuffle away, and listen invasively as his thoughts spin into a hopeless void. 

			Mother would be proud. 

			End.
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			Vengeance is A Patient Beast

		

		
			By Emma E. Murray



		

		
			When the morning light crept through the blinds, casting soft stripes of gold across his face, Gustav smiled and reached over the quilt for Lauren’s hand only to find it inflexible and cold. His lips drooped at the pale face peeking from between her mop of silver curls and the blanket pulled up under her chin. Her eyes were closed and her face fully relaxed, smooth as a mask. The wrinkles she’d worried over with creams and serums were now barely visible. Her uncanny, lifeless appearance sent a chill down his spine. She looked more inanimate than dead, like a porcelain doll who’d never taken a single breath.

			His heart didn’t race. The tears he’d expected when he’d imagined this possibility hundreds of times over the last three years didn’t come. Instead, there was only an emptiness overlaid with quiet sorrow. He felt himself wither, desiccated into a husk as dry and fragile as an old ear of corn.

			Sitting up in bed, he stayed by her for a long time, listening to his own breathing. He watched the sun sift through the cracked blinds and dance along the edges of Lauren’s face. The long, slender shadow of the IV pole acted as a sundial across the floor.

			Finally, he swung his legs off the bed, one at a time, and used his hands to steady himself. He slid his feet into slippers and walked out of the room. His knees protested each step with crackling pops and his right hip ached.

			Light fell through the sheer curtains and dappled the kitchen floor with shadows of embroidered leaves. There was something so ordinary about the way the kitchen looked that turned his stomach. The world marches on, he thought for a moment, but when a painful knot formed in his stomach, he batted the words away and busied himself at the sink, filling the coffee pot with shaking hands.

			Gustav sat at the kitchen table; the steaming mug cupped in his palms. Two pill boxes, one clear and the other a pearly pink, sat in the center of the table, each compartment filled with colorful capsules and marked with a letter for each day of the week. He carefully opened each lid and dumped their contents into the trash bin, onto the coffee grinds and vegetable peels from last night’s dinner. Back at the table, he traced the daisies on the tablecloth with his finger and tried not to think about anything.

			In the bathroom, he splashed his face with water and brushed his teeth. The familiar face in the mirror seemed to have aged a thousand years overnight. Everything about him was ancient, like the soft, worn pages of an old book. He stood, looking at his reflection, his expression blank, and then he pulled open the medicine cabinet, removed an orange bottle, his name printed across the label, and poured the pills into the toilet. The white tablets sifted to the bottom, and he stared at them a few moments before flushing them away.

			He fetched Lauren’s stationary set from her office and on the thick, textured paper, wrote a letter to Samantha and another identical one to Ben. The words flowed out easily yet felt foreign and absurd to see in his own handwriting. She passed away peacefully overnight... Know your mother loved you more than anything... I know I should’ve called, but I couldn’t. He hesitated, unsure how to word it in a way they’d understand. He settled on I’m sorry. You know I can’t stand to be alone. I love you.

			When he finished, each envelope carefully sealed and addressed, he hobbled out the front door and down the gravel driveway to the mailbox. Depositing the letters had a strange finality. The air around him grew cold and thin.

			As he turned back toward the house, something dark on the road caught his eye. Just a few yards away from the mailbox was a twist of brown fur, a hint of pink muscle along one edge and a smear of blood where the tire had dragged it. The carcass was destroyed beyond recognition, just some unlucky animal, yet something about the commonplace gore made his head swim. Something deeply buried in his mind tried to bubble to the surface, but he fought the memory, keeping it hazy and abstract. His vision narrowed to a pinpoint, and the world spun around him. Each breath became a gasp as he leaned heavily on the mailbox.

			Then, the old feeling of being watched crept like an icy hand across his skin. The world steadied as adrenaline pumped through him. He looked from side to side, searching for the eyes. There was no one. It was just his mind playing tricks again. His lungs burned as he coughed and cleared his throat on the short walk around the house to the backyard. He sat on the green bench to calm down and catch his breath, watching dark clouds roll in.

			His eyes wandered the manicured lawn, its boundaries clearly defined against the wild grass that grew over the hills and across the fields. In the distance, the mountains loomed dark and foreboding. A wind blew cold against his neck, with it a faint smell of ash and sulfur. It still felt like someone was watching him. He couldn’t help but pull his shoulders to his ears and glance over his shoulder, though he knew no one was there.

			While the clouds grew heavy above him, Gustav staggered over to his garden patch and plucked two ripe heirloom tomatoes that hung heavily on the vine. He thought of Lauren and how wide she’d smiled when he’d brought in that first ripe one of the season, sliced up and paired with mozzarella and a dash of balsamic. She’d said it was the best thing she’d ever eaten. A perfect last meal, he thought to himself while he polished one with his sleeve.

			As he walked across the lawn, there was once again the strange sensation of eyes on his back. He turned, but there was nothing except the chilly wind before a storm pulsing across the grass. Still, he bit his lip and hurried home, forcing his aching bones to move faster than he’d asked them in years.

			Inside and breathless, he locked the door behind him, though as he set the bolt, his face grew hot, and he was glad no one was there to see. He looked at his hand and saw the tomatoes again. He smiled and thought of Lauren as he took them to the kitchen.

			The sky outside darkened as both time and storm overtook it. Gustav played a few games of solitaire, organized his belongings, retrieved some items from the closet, then made his dinner. The low lamp spotlighted Lauren’s empty seat at the dining table. His eyes would wander to the darkened doorway of the bedroom, the faint outline of the bed just visible in the shadows through the open door. The ripe tomatoes and cheese turned rubbery and tasteless against his tongue. Even the glass of his favorite wine was sour to his palate.

			After dinner, he searched the many bookshelves, combing through Lauren’s collection to find his own favorites nestled among them. After gathering a small pile, he made himself comfortable and glanced out the window, sighing at the dark clouds that had ruined his chance at a final sunset, but it was still early in the evening, so he opened a worn copy of an adolescent favorite and read to the sound of raindrops pattering across the roof and the occasional faraway rumble.

			Two books and several hours later, the storm had passed, and the rain had died down to a drizzle misting its way over the hills. Moonlight peeked through holes in the clouds, marbling the fields in patches of silver and grey. As he turned the page, a bolt of pain shot down his spine, his stomach leapt into his mouth and his eyes darted up only to catch their own reflection staring back from the glass back door.

			Still, it felt like eyes were on him, though he knew there were none but his own in the distorted ghost of a reflection. He clicked off the reading lamp and the depth of the night unfurled across the fields in front of him. There was nothing there. He turned the lamp back on.

			His skin prickled, a hot blush growing from his ears down his neck and over his cheeks. He looked at the box on the side table. The peeling brown leather of the corners was strangely comforting, and he thought of how it had seemed almost warm when he’d retrieved it from the back of the coat closet earlier. The box being out in the open gave him an inexplicable peace of mind, though when he tried to imagine opening it and the contents inside, his intestines squirmed and loosened sickeningly as if dropped through a trapdoor.

			He tried to start a third book, but his eyes wouldn’t cooperate, so he set it down and rested his hands on his knees for a while, thinking of Lauren and the kids. Slowly, he stood and walked the two steps to the side table. With heavy hands, his fingers weighed down like sandbags, Gustav opened the box. The black gun rested inside. He picked it up and breathed deeply, trying to soften the fear.

			Eyes burned into him, the feeling even stronger than before. He looked to the glass door and jumped back, stumbling and knocking over the side table. The gun dropped to the floor. He shook his head furiously, wheezing breaths pleading their way over his lips.

			The creature stared at him with molten eyes, their contents bubbling up and over the sockets, running down its face like burning tears before falling in heavy drops to the ground. Each drop sizzled before dulling from bright orange to a rapidly cooling black. Most of its face was skeletal, the yellowed bones forming a canine muzzle. Tufts of fur and skin clung to the skull like moss. Gustav’s gaze followed the ridged spine down, and through its rib cage were exposed purple-grey, pumping lungs alongside a charcoal heart, its beating surface cracked and weeping fiery orange magma. Larger than any dog or wolf, the hound’s rotting black shoulders and flank twitched, and it idled on massive paws, staring and waiting.

			“Let me in, old friend.” The voice hissed and gurgled in a dozen voices at once.

			Gustav shuddered and bent over to retrieve the gun, but his hands shook so violently he could barely keep hold. “Go away!”

			“Gustav, let me in. I am unstoppable. After all these years of waiting, the time has come.”

			“You’re not real,” Gustav said to himself, forcing his eyes away from the door, but when the figure remained in his peripheral, his pulse quickened, and he broke into a cold sweat. “You’ve never been real.”

			“It’s been a long time, but I’m just as real as ever. Now, you must let me in.”

			“What do you want?”

			The hound just stared with his eyeless skull, the quiet bubbling the only sound in the still night air.

			“You can’t stop me,” Gustav whispered. His finger on the trigger despite his tremors, he put the barrel of the gun against his temple, closed his eyes, and held his breath. One. Two.

			“If you try to evade me, it’ll be she who suffers in your place.” The multitude of voices of the hound clawed through his thoughts, making it impossible to concentrate. He opened his eyes, gun still pressed to his head, but when he saw the morose figure of shimmering silver behind the monster, his arm dropped limply to his side. His knees buckled beneath him, and he fell to the floor, tremors gone, the gun only loosely held in his hand.

			Lauren wavered in and out of the darkness, her face fresh and young again, like when they’d first met, but now expressionless and unseeing. Her arms swayed at her sides, in and out of shadow.

			“If you don’t let me in, she’ll take your punishment for you. And I’ll make sure you witness every moment.” The hound’s many voices screeched through his mind like a kettle whistle.

			Lauren brightened in the doorway, now a luminous and steady silver, and her eyes drew up in a wince of pain. The hound’s head turned slowly toward Gustav’s wife; the grumbling boil of its molten tears was the only sound even though Lauren’s face now twisted into a scream. Her fingers clawed her cheeks, teeth bared, every muscle taut with agony.

			“Lauren! No, make it stop. This can’t be real. They told me it wasn’t real,” Gustav shouted as his wife’s ghostly figure bent into painful, inhuman contortions. “Okay, just make it stop! I’ll let you in! I’ll let you in!”

			As the hound’s blind gaze turned back, Lauren relaxed, returning to the emotionless figure wafting in and out of the earthly plane.

			“You promise to let her go if I do?” he asked as he inched forward, the butt of the pistol still warm in his palm. The hound nodded.

			A few feet from the glass door, he stopped a moment to admire the beams of moonlight passing through Lauren’s gossamer form and the face he’d fallen in love with all those years ago. A lump formed in the back of his throat and tears spilled down his face.

			“Will it hurt?”

			“Yes,” the shrill demonic chorus rattled in his skull. “It will be like it was for the girl.”

			“Forever?” The question eked out from his tight throat, high-pitched and trembling.

			“Only for a moment. But it will feel like eons.”

			An uncontrollable whimper escaped him as he dragged his feet across the kitchen floor. The images he’d spent decades repressing flooded his mind. The young girl’s body thrown into the air like a rag doll. The wet thud against pavement as her torso burst and spilled open. The jagged road ripping through cloth, tearing flesh from bone as she tumbled. Blood had seeped out around her, collecting in a puddle, but there had been no blood on his car. No witnesses.

			Fear and liquor fueled his flight. Shame and self-preservation had kept the secret, but the hell hound had found him all those years ago, walking out from complete darkness into the light from the campfire to sit beside him while his friends were snugly curled up in sleeping bags.

			He had trembled and known the beast for what it was immediately. When the molten eyes locked with his own, his bladder had released, and mortal fear had clutched his heart. The memory flooded back, vivid and stinking of brimstone.

			“Are you—are you going to kill me?”

			“Not yet.”

			Gustav couldn’t tear his eyes away from the hound, paralyzed with fear.

			“What do you mean?” he had asked, his voice cracking.

			“You will live with the guilt. I’ll visit you in dreams, replaying her agony to you over and over, until you wake drenched in sweat. Every time you see the grey pavement of a road, you’ll remember, and though you’ll try to swallow it away, it’ll rot inside you. Every joy in your life will be diminished when you think of how you stole it from her. Then, one day, when you are truly alone and broken, I will visit you once more.”

			“But… it was just an accident.”

			The hound just turned his gaze to the fire and said, “The judgment is not mine. She sent me with her dying breath.”

			“There’s nothing I can do? It was just a mistake.”

			The monster said nothing. It merely stood up and disappeared back into the night.

			The recovered memory brought with it a relief from the shadow that had hung over him most of his life. He’d nearly convinced himself it was a nightmare as decade after decade had passed, but now he knew and understood.

			Gustav swallowed. His hand shook as he reached out for the doorknob. Lauren’s form dissipated, flitting away into the night. Her face faded last, and he thought he saw a hint of that tender smile he’d loved so dearly. Tears ran down his cheeks. It was better that it was him. She’d never hurt anyone and had loved him when he was undeserving.

			The hound waited patiently as ever while the cold chrome turned in his palm, but the moment the door opened a fraction of an inch, it leapt and charged him.

			He fell onto his back, tried to aim as he pulled the trigger, but the hound collided with his chest, as heavy and unceasing as a train. Claws and teeth tore through muscle, sinew, and tendon while vertigo and nausea took hold of his vision and stomach. Indescribable physical pain was joined by the combined mental anguish of everyone who had mourned the girl. Her mother’s wails pierced his soul and her father’s grief transformed every attempt at thought into a fog of despair.

			As the hound’s attack continued, both physical and emotional tumult crescendoing in unspeakable torture, a glimmer of hope peeked over the darkness, like a sun threatening to burst into the dark of night. The girl, whose name he’d never learned, was moving on and something inside him snapped like a rubber band. Forgiveness. Through the fog of pain and confusion, the corners of his mouth twitched in a small smile as the secret he’d kept all those years was finally laid to rest.

			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 WWW.COSMICHORRORMONTHLY.COM
/SUBSCRIBE and offer your tribute to the old ones at a reduced rate!

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

			Editor
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