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			Greetings Dear Reader,

			This month, we open with an invitation to a truly unforgettable underground soirée in “Free Party, Late.” Then, in part one of a Liggotian terror by Matthew M. Bartlett titled “The Scapegrace,”  a young boy is put in the care of his eccentric grandfather. In Nicholas Kaufmann’s “Lucienne,” a petty thief burglarizes the wrong house and finds more than treasures inside. Up next, we follow a trendy blog as it details the steps for the perfect flensing ceremony in “Your 13-Month Bridal Planner for The Feast of One Flesh.” 

			 In “Ouroboros,” we’ll witness the result of a horrifying cosmic discovery via a brand-new powerful telescope. Then, a drifter recounts a story of grisly cosmic horror with an unbelievable ending in “Ulterior motives.” Stick around for a weird satire in which the weather is a marionette controlled by the whims of great elder things in “Weather Department Communications in Disarray Amid Incantation Professional Sick-Out” before we descend to the crypt for the penultimate installment of our presentation of Blackwood’s “The Willows.”

			Enjoy.
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			Meet the CHM staff

		

		
			Charles Tyra: Editor

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

			Resides in the flatland  that is Oklahoma City.
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			Carson Winter: Co-Editor | Social Media

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

		



			Cover art: Jakub Jagoda. Im from a small sea town in Poland. Ever since I can remember, I’ve been doing art and expressing myself on a canvas. I love exploring all things dark, twisted and surreal in my illustrations. My Lovecraft inspired paintings have been some of my most popular work. I’m extremely grateful to have one of my illustrations featured on the cover of this magazine.
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			Maxwell Marais is an illustrator and author of all things horror currently living in Montreal, Canada. Their work is often featured in the pages of CHM, and their stories can be found in such publications as Thuggish Itch and The NoSleep podcast. Find their art at www.instagram.com/insanity_inc/
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			Welcome to Cosmic Horror Monthly

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

		

		
			By Mob

		

		
			For us, it ended with three bodies, washed up in the Thames Estuary. Shame one of them was yours, Nate.

			With you gone, it’s hard to know exactly how it all went wrong. Perhaps you’d say it was when we first met: me, peaking too hard, shaking, sick, leaning against a tree in Enfield Forest with psytrance blaring and lights flashing and New Year’s spinning around me; you, handing me a roll-up with a glittering smile.

			“Relax,” you said, “Life’s a party.”

			Jess broke, when she heard the state you were in—face flayed off, limbs like that. Said she’d go clean. Quit the Facebook groups. Deleted contacts. She reckoned it started the first time the clubs felt boring, that it was all downhill since then.

			“I don’t wanna see you—” the call opened to hissing silence, just a drip-drip-drip of tears on the floor of her ratty Stamford flat. “—I just wanna forget everything.”

			But I don’t.

			I say it goes back older than last year. Deeper than those tunnels beneath the river. Stranger than the DMs that hooked us in.

			If life’s a party, I’m coming down hard. You should see me now. Don’t sleep. Barely eat. Can’t stop searching for clues—sightings, blogs, forums—anything that can tell me where we went or what we saw. Trace the fragments stepwise till they line up in my head. I need to go back there, Nate.

			I need freedom again. Need to know why it all went wrong.

			I. Masks

			Three pints deep and my coworkers’ words slip to white noise. Dave has a thin scar on his nose. Never asked from what. Never cared. But right now, I feel like if I worked my fingers into his flesh and just pulled, I’d get to see broken code and static in his empty skull.

			Dave’s head bobs to music that died in the ‘90s, his smug grin as plastered as he is. “Feeling it?” he slurs.

			I grimace back.

			‘Spoons reeks of desperate escape. The beer tastes lightstruck. The punters’ din is a car crash. I don’t know why I’m here—a straight path from meeting room to pub I don’t remember consenting to.

			I’m feeling things, alright, but Dave doesn’t need to hear them.

			Gav’s chirpsing game is sloppy, the girls the next table over eyeballing him with undisguised contempt. Connor laughs in all the wrong places, trying to stop rocking on his stool as though we don’t know why he vanishes to the gents’ every half hour like powdered clockwork.

			I can’t take this shit anymore.

			“Oi, where you off to?” Dave’s jaw glitches out the words, unthinking, gaze already moved on to a passing server’s arse.

			I head for the fire escape and out onto the street. Light a menthol under the arch of the pub’s back door and watch raindrops crash into the puddles with envy. I can’t tell Gav to shut the fuck up. Can’t tell Connor personality isn’t bought by the gram. Can’t punch Dave.

			Might as well still be at work.

			The skyline is low clouds and rain and the lights of brighter lives. City of ten million, and I’m stuck here with these twats, stuck in society’s mask, unable to tear it off.

			Tonight, I leave and don’t look back. Start the search for real freedom.

			And that’s the first thing you need, Nate, the first step. Not the beginning of everything, but your own personal start. A sudden realisation that you haven’t ever escaped. A blinding view of the mask you’ve always worn.

			So you tug. And pick. And tease it loose.

			II. Alienation

			Jess dances. Sways. Pupils saucer-wide. UV wash lights her leggings neon.

			It’s only been eight months since we first met in a club just like this, but it feels like decades. Time bends, melts, splashes—liquid in sweat drops and pressed bodies. Bass pounds through earplugs, shaking our chests in perfect time. Chemical empathy holds us in semi-stable orbit. We’re spinning, spinning, spinning.

			I can already feel the wobble.

			The crowd is too close, packed dense to boost sales. The DJ’s doing fine, but when his set ends, they might play jump up the rest of the night. My gaze catches on Jess. She’s the only reason I’m still here.

			A hand on my shoulder. Jess reaches close and I move to return a kiss that never comes.

			“Smoke,” she whispers. Lot of stress for one word.

			Past her neck, the bouncer glares at me like it’s his waist I’m squeezing. There’s static in his eyes. Black threads of code creep outwards from his pupils like rotten inner eyelashes—punching back through flesh, stitching his mask tight. They scroll too fast to read, writhing like something alive, as filthy as he is. Polluted. Revolting.

			Anger needles my ribs. We’re supposed to be away from that shit here. Cut loose from society’s strings.

			Jess steers me. We skip the rear exit. Clear night. Ice cold. Two cigarettes blow thin clouds, their lit tips underlighting her face moody orange. Muted music through the wall—any lingering buzz killed by her constant pacing.

			“He wouldn’t stop fucking staring. It’s bad enough when it’s just random fucking lads. Supposed to be a place to dance, not fucking hit on strangers.” Another turn, another plume. She grinds the stub down one wall and throws it to a corner. “I get enough creeps at work.”

			It’s a mood. “We can go somewhere else, night’s still young.”

			Pursed lips. She beckons, I hand her my lighter.

			Already past one, and we both know it.

			Lighter click. Yellow flare. Fresh cloud. Jess blows a smoke ring. “The vibe’s dead. Your place. Don’t wanna stay here.”

			I sigh. “Sorry. Not a club next time.”

			“Some place to dance,” she says.

			A side-alley smoking area became my flat. But in my memories, we stayed outside, and never went back. Facebook groups replaced the clubs, events close-enough-to-legal if you squinted. Was it Whirl-y-gig first, or Wonderland?

			That year passed in weed-haze and comedown Sundays. In bright, wide eyes that promised escape. And all the while, my face felt looser, the mask coming free. I stepped outside myself and the buzzing of everyone else’s empty lives seemed to fill the city. I drowned it out, any beat I could find ramped high against reality.

			There was a whisper—so soft and seductive you could almost believe it—that if I just pushed further, I’d be truly free.

			III. Invitation

			The Northern line spits us out a mile from the forest. You’re waiting, Nate. Harem pants and that spiky backpack you always wore. Roll-up in one hand, another one behind your ear.

			“Lit,” you say, and spark up.

			We‘ve heard it before—laugh anyway.

			It’s uphill all the way to the turning, squeezed in behind the ARMCO barriers on the bank of a motorway. Moonlight stripes through the trees. Traffic roars. Jess chats with you about your week, the weather, the music—organiser’s new, how do you find these things? You’re so reliable. Safe.

			Distance lengthens. Mood falls.

			The two of you walk ahead, and in the dark mirror puddles I try and catch my own eye. Look deep and see if I’m running someone else’s program. Try and spot the threads spilling from my seams.

			I don’t like the way Jess walks close enough her hair brushes your coat. Don’t like the tilt of her shoulders or her silence on the train. I hate the fact I care even more.

			What was I searching for in her? When did it start?

			Maybe freedom isn’t big enough for two people. There’s a point where compromise becomes routine, where spontaneity becomes habit. Maybe whatever Jess is using me for and whatever I want no longer line up. Maybe I never checked to begin with.

			“Yo, you there, man?” The moon’s halo steals your face.

			Funny how I don’t see it as a sign.

			I make some excuse, make you laugh, Jess smiles, and I stare just-too-long at her expression, trying to read deeper than her skin. Then you glance at your phone in faux-surprise, act it well enough the expression almost doesn’t seem calculated.

			“What the fuck. Tried to find a new group, look at this shit.”

			You thrust the screen at me, light blinding. I stand. Blink stupidly. Jess circles back, peering over my shoulder.

			‘The Seeker’ has a mask as their profile—the pattern warps and bleeds, a mandala forced through dimensions it didn’t enjoy. There’s no colour, just a single white line, cutting a face from the dark. DMs open.

			I’m not sure you’re ready for something this real. This free.
	Have you found the edge yet?

			Lmao, the edge?
You what? I just wanna join the group, dude

			Can you see the strings?

			???

			If you know. You know.

			“Crazy, right?” You laugh again, and maybe, just for a second, the smile slips and there’s an edge there I can’t place.

			I’ve not seen you scared. Not yet.

			Jess joins. “Bunch of pretentious twats. Bet they’re all into weird conspiracies. Remember that cokehead at the warehouse last month?”

			“Mmh, yeah, wild.” My hand moves almost by itself. I take the phone from you, staring at that white line, convoluting in the dark. I can’t see where it starts. I can’t see where it ends.

			Conversation drifts. Slips. We’re moving, but I can’t tear my eyes away. They know about the threads. They understand, can explain. I need to know, I need to get in, I need to talk now.

			“Did you drop early or something?” We’re in the woods and future house shakes the leaves, lit in violet and laser red. Your half-smile clashes with the bouncer over your shoulder, her hand still-outstretched for the entry fee. “Gimme my phone back,” you say, “we’re here.”

			“Send me the contact, yeah?” I hold it out, but don’t let go.

			There it is again.

			That slip, when things don’t quite go the way you expect.

			Your smile’s gone, and now you’re trying to read me better, trying to cover for the fact they wouldn’t let you in. “Why?” you ask.

			“Maybe it’s one of those themed events. You know, roleplaying and that.”

			The lights turn, cutting the bouncer’s face to shards of colour. She scowls. “Sixty quid for the lot of you. If you’re not entering, fuck off.”

			“C’mon. Don’t wanna stand here, it’s cold.” Jess is two eyes, a hood, and a cloud of smoke.

			You grin again. Hand the bouncer the money with that look as the tip. Then we’re in and Jess is looking for a dealer and you turn to me for that final check. “Maybe they’re just crazy. But sure, whatever.”

			Like you, you don’t say.

			But I can tell.

			It’s the first time I’ve seen your strings. They poke from your lips like nematode worms, writhing off your tongue with every word. They never stop, Nate, even if you can’t see them yourself.

			If you know, you know. And you don’t.

			IV. Acceleration

			It’s lucky work went remote, or I might’ve set Dave on fire. Ripped that thick mat of tendrils from beneath his paunch and doused him in kerosene. Once the flames lit, he’d finally be free enough to dance.

			Every camera, every meeting, Dave’s strings slither from his pores—pulled tight in jagged angles, passing from the frame. Gav’s creep from his nail beds. Connor’s strain and jerk from each nostril. A parasitised network strung across the city, always there, always vibrating. Once you see the first, you can’t stop. More and more, until the fakeness of the entire city floods vision like a grey tide. You never got there, did you, Nate?

			You asshole. You never had to know.

			All the masks, all the other selves people string themselves to, all the stupid fucking rules and the preprogrammed behaviours. They’re tied down. Bound up. Cocooned in it.

			Bad code, the lot of them.

			My phone vibrates against the bathroom counter. Buzz buzz buzz and a thread sways in the air, tasting for me. I ignore it. Ignore Jess on the other end asking for the third time when we’re going out next, when we’ll see you again.

			I’m working on it. This time I’ll find freedom, and you’re both coming.

			In the mirror, I meet my eyes from beneath the mask. I’m so close now. The Seeker told me. Only a few threads left.

			The tweezers weigh in my hand. Hard to keep it steady in the reflection. I pinch another spiral, just below my chin and tug. My skin pulls taut till the stitches of my mask are clear. Pain builds. I can feel it, deep within—the line churning in my flesh, tensing against its excision. Darkness so cold it burns. Even as tar beads from my pores with the acrid stench of burnt fuses, I rip the thread clear.

			Sex has never felt this good. I’m gasping, doubled over the sink. Pitch drips from my face. I turn on the tap and flush it away, scrubbing and scrubbing and—

			I’m nearly there. I’m nearly real.

			There’s an event coming up, the Seeker says. Free party, starting late.

			And I’m gonna be ready to join.

			I’ll make sure.

			V. Descent

			“Are you sure we’re going the right way?” Jess’ voice hitches.

			Past the end of Millwall Park, just into Island Gardens and the lights drop dead. Pollution glows orange in the London sky, but it doesn’t reach the shadows beneath the trees. Ahead, the Greenwich Foot Tunnel’s northern entrance squats at the river’s edge like an oversized conservatory, its glass dome glossy black.

			You’re stiff, Nate, huddled in your hoodie, those harem pants rustling in the breeze. “Weird place for an event.”

			The accusation’s faint, but now I’ve shed my mask, it’s all so clear to me.

			I throw one of your own smiles back at you. “Don’t worry. We’re close.”

			Your phone flashlight skitters across the red brick entrance. It’s open like a throat, the damp, neutral waft of stone floating up from that deep tunnel beneath the river. 24/7 access, the sign says, but as you stare down into the darkness, I can see you shiver.

			“I dunno,” you say, “looks pretty closed to—”

			“All good, I’ll take the lead then.” And I’m past you, onto the stairs.

			From the corner of my eye, I catch Jess look from me to you, you to me. Catch the growing unease in the twitch of your flashlight and the distorted un-smile of your face.

			It makes me grin wider, Nate. It makes me feel good.

			50 feet down into the earth. The river rises above us and we’re spinning, spinning, spinning round the spiral stairs. The smell of the depths grows with each step—wet and cold—a pervasive damp that plinks and trickles from corners just out of sight.

			The two of you can’t whisper that quietly.

			Did he tell you which event? | No, you? | Why are there no people? | Why’s it so cold?

			I’m walking ahead, so I feel it first. A giant beat. Throbbing from my chest to my stomach. Somewhere below, music flexes the walls. I stop, swaying on the step, and you nearly run into my back.

			“What now?” you snap.

			Jess’ sidelong glance at you makes my week. “Hey, couldn’t you just let us know where—” She reaches out a hand.

			It tickles my shoulder as I step forward. Faster now.

			“We’re almost there. Can’t you hear it?” I call.

			If you know, you know.

			I rush the last few flights, slipping on wet concrete. Light rises. Dim at first, just an off-green glimmer in the gloom. Then the hiss of striplights sounds and it’s brighter, brighter, coming, coming. Here.

			There should only be one tunnel at the base of the stairs. Just the one passage, stretching 370 metres beneath the river, walked for over a hundred years.

			The Seeker stands by a second.

			A door with a push bar seals it shut, looking for all the world like an emergency exit. A diffuse glow spills from its edges, tumbling with colour. Back to the light, the Seeker’s mask shifts in their silhouette—black and white intertwining without beginning, without end. No threads spill from their seams. They’re the realest thing I’ve ever seen.

			“Are you ready?” they ask.

			Unease shuffles behind me. I can feel Jess shift hesitantly, see your recognition and fear without looking, hear those lines churn on your lips—readying something, anything to back out, to make a pathetic excuse not to step where we’ve always been going.

			“Yes,” I say.

			The door opens.

			Freedom waits.

			VI. Limit

			Masks off. Pure expression. Everyone here is their truest self. Neon swirls through skin. Faces interchange—animalistic to human and everything in between. Hair, clothes, flashing pupils, and spinning, spinning, spinning. Time melts into rhythm. This time, there’s no wobble.

			It’s an orgy of release. Of cutting threads. Of peeling back layers.

			I lose track of you and Jess for hours, days. Space spreads. The party fills it up and I wander through the throng, always dancing, always swaying. At times the rooms are like steel-clad tunnels. At times like warehouses. The weight of the river above seems to lift away.

			In the corners, figures struggle with their last strings. With scissors and knives and probing fingers, helped out by friends and onlookers. They’re imperfect, like me. Yearning to be free.

			It’s so close.

			Fingers clasp my shoulder.

			Two forty volts to the dome. An explosion, run backward. I’m pulled out, drawn back, the moment’s gone. I spin around and Jess’ eyes are wide in terror.

			“I couldn’t find you,” she blurts. “What is this place? Those people, their faces, their… What’s happening? It’s horrifying, they’re all hurting… they’re cutting…”

			“They’re finding themselves. Finding freedom.” The threads strung from her joints twitch and strain. I step back. I can’t be infected with her code. Not now.

			Jess stares at me like a changeling, loss etched in hollow cheeks. “They won’t let Nate leave.”

			You don’t need me to remind you how that went, do you?

			Why did you want to leave? Why couldn’t you see it? You should’ve stayed to the end, then none of this would’ve happened.

			I tried to negotiate for you, I really did. I told them you’d see it, if you were just given the chance. That you’d spoken to the Seeker, you had the potential. The only thing they wanted—if you really couldn’t bear but leave—is that you’d leave your mask behind. As a gesture of commitment.

			You shouldn’t have struggled like that, Nate. It looked like it hurt.

			Looked like it hurt a lot.

			You fucked everything up, and now I can’t find the traces, I can’t go back. I vouched for you, Nate. Now I can’t find the freedom I need.

			So tell me, you selfish bastard:

			Why’d it all go wrong?

			End.
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			Mob writes, codes, and boulders. Work found on Translunar Travelers Lounge, Dark Void magazine, and Mysterion. Contact Discord or Twitter @mob_writes

		



			The Scapegrace

			Part I

		

		
			By Matthew M. Bartlett

		

		
			Mark Basq was thirteen years old when his parents put him in the care of his paternal grandfather, a retired vaudevillian, for what was supposed to be just a couple of weeks. A small production company had arranged to fly the couple overseas for a shoot. They were character actors in movies and television, the sort you know by face but not by name. It was rare for them to be cast together in a project, rarer still in a foreign locale. They could scarcely refuse.

			They departed on a Saturday in November, not long after midnight. The family wheeled their suitcases out to the station wagon. Mark shivered and pulled his coat around him. The suitcases rumbled and bounced on the driveway. Leaves crunched under their feet. Black branches spread over their heads like cracks in cobalt. Plumes of mist escaped their mouths and climbed into the oceanic darkness. 

			Mark paused before getting in the car, savoring the aroma particular to early morning fall air. It was clear, fresh, redolent of the approaching winter. He climbed in behind his mother. She turned and smiled. His father stuffed the luggage in the rear compartment. The hatchback dropped like a guillotine’s blade. He tucked the boarding passes under the visor, squeezed Mark’s mother’s hand, and they were off. 

			The car rumbled down the road and wound its way through the silent neighborhoods that led to the interstate. Streetlights pushed weakly into the night. Houses and shrubs and sleeping cars slipped by in the half-light.

			Mark had never given much thought to his extended family. He was just a baby when his mother’s parents had died from carbon monoxide poisoning due to a faulty furnace. His father had never talked about his own parents. This was the first Mark had heard about his having a living grandfather. And now he was on his way to stay with a stranger. He felt some anxiety about the situation, but was confident that whatever his grandfather was like, he would be able to adapt. He was good with people. 

			This he chalked up to the influence of his parents. For years they’d been putting him to work when rehearsing for their roles. The three would sit around the kitchen table, each with a script, Mark reading the other parts, sometimes even the lead roles, reacting to his mother or father as whomever they were pretending to be. In one instance his father might be a gruff, taciturn foreman, in another a harried accountant. His mother could be a stern and stoic headmistress, a harebrained server, a no-nonsense investigator. This exercise, the adult words finding meaning in his developing brain, made Mark feel that he grew up faster than other kids his age. Maybe that was the reason he felt apart from them.

			He sometimes thought he knew more fictional characters than he did real people. It was just that they all wore the faces of his parents. 

			The car ascended the onramp. Mark’s father put on talk radio at a low volume. His mother leaned her head against the window. Highway lights swam through the car in a repeating pattern, accompanied by the murmuring radio voices and the metronomic thump of the tires going over seams in the roadway. Mark drifted off to sleep. 

			Strong sunlight warmed his eyelids, pulling him back into the world. He blinked away yellow-orange splotches as his father ordered them breakfast sandwiches at a roadside stand, the umbrellas shading the picnic tables still foamy with morning dew. Then they were back on the interstate, five lanes of highway, then four, then three, then back to five. Under bridges; past small, colorless cities; through sepia-lit tunnels; over boat-strewn waterways. Trucks thundered by on both sides, throwing smoke like black capes back over their shoulders. 

			For a while Mark counted red cars. Then license plates with sixes in them. Then he exploded cars with his mind if they got too close. Painted white laser beams just missed destroying the station wagon on both sides. Mark’s father piloted them through a drive-through for a late lunch. More highway, then, endless grey landscape, an eternal parade of streetlights. Mark was too restless to fall back to sleep, too logy for games. Time stretched out with the shadows in the narcotic afternoon sunlight, dull and interminable. He could scarcely believe it when the car finally pivoted onto an exit’s offramp. 

			The car turned onto a long road packed with chain stores and hotels and car lots and laundromats. Cars, dozens upon dozens of them, poured in from parking lots and side roads as countless signs vied for their attention at the edge of the roadway. This eventually gave way to a curving, forested route. A right turn at a desolate set of stoplights led through a more modest business district, then to a quaint suburban street lined with trees. The sidewalks unspooled pristine and uncracked. Flowers lined the front walks of bungalows and burst from decorative pots on porch steps. Dusk was coming on, orange at the tree line to blue to deep, dark black up high. Mark’s father slowed and turned the car onto a driveway next to a grey stucco bungalow with black shutters and coleus-crowded window-boxes. 

			Mark’s grandfather stepped out onto the white-lit front porch like a thespian effecting a dramatic entrance onto a stage. He looked younger than Mark had expected. A suit and vest of tweed encased his tall and broad body. The matching flat cap’s band strained against the sheer girth of his skull. Wings of reddish-grey hair jutted out over bulbous red ears. Sweat stood out like bubbles of mercury on his forehead. A paisley kerchief of orange and purple ringed his neck. Great, wide glasses lent his eyes the aspect of expensive gems under tempered glass. His nose was a purple, puckered fist, his mouth a thin red line. One of his thick, hirsute hands gripped a cane, silver rings with onyx stones digging red ruts in his fingers. The nails of his thumbs were longer than the others. 

			 A slender, long-necked woman emerged and tucked one heavily freckled arm into his. Her hair stood in a mountainous tower, a hypnotic array of white, steel grey, and jet black. Dagger-sharp sideburns, all black, stabbed at her prominent cheekbones. She wore a sleeveless green sweater and a long black skirt. She was barefoot. Her painted toenails matched her sweater. 

			As Mark and his parents approached the pair, the large man nodded, caught Mark’s eye. “We have not yet had the pleasure of meeting,” he said. His voice boomed, each syllable enunciated to the point of torture, the r’s trilled, the plosives little detonations. “I’m your grandfather. You may call me Pop-Pop. And this”—he gestured grandly—“is…”

			“You may call me Marian,” she said, her voice a husky purr, like that of a movie star.

			“Richard,” said Pop-Pop. “Would you and Tabitha care to come in for a cocktail?”

			“We’re cutting it close as it is,” Mark’s father said, glancing at his wrist, though he wore no watch. Pop-Pop leaned in close to his father and said something Mark couldn’t hear. The two men looked at Mark. Then Mark’s mother and Marian looked at him as well.

			“Why don’t you explore a little?” said Mark’s father. He sounded casual, almost breezy. Mark thought it a singularly convincing performance.

			He walked around the side of the house, passed through an open gate into a backyard where the grass grew dark green and unmowed. A stone birdbath stood crookedly at its center, tiny dead insects floating in a miasmic puddle of greenish water on the tilted-down side. Around the birdbath squatted several fat stone frogs whose throats would never swell, whose tongues would never spring from their mouths to nab a fly. Tall bushes obscured the fence at the rear border, the back of a brick commercial building just visible over the pointed tops. To the left, a small garden, mostly peppers shaped like gnarled wizards’ hats, lined the side of a free-standing two-car garage. Carefully avoiding crushing the plants, Mark cupped his hands to the window and peered in. Couches and chairs in stacks and piles. Accent tables grouped in conversational copses. Wheeled partitions with painted-on windows. Potted plastic plants coated in dust. Wedged in among all of this was a massive sedan, eggshell brown, broad and long. It looked too substantial to move under its own power.

			In the opposite corner of the yard stood a tall, narrow rust colored shack with a half-moon cutout on its yellow door, its paint peeling like sunburned skin. The door was stuck fast, but Mark dug in his heel and jarred it free, releasing a cloud of brown dust. The interior was roughly the size of a shower stall. It smelled of earth and mildew. A splintered wooden seat stretched across the back. Cobwebs crowded the corners. On a crossbeam perched a large, black spider, its front legs conducting an invisible arachnid orchestra. When Mark leaned forward to examine the spider, the floor titled slightly under his sneakers. He looked down. Screwed into the floor was a square plate with an oval handle caked in rust: a trapdoor. Just as he knelt to see if he could get it open, his father called his name.

			The four stood by the station wagon, their black silhouettes like paper doll cutouts in the crepuscular blue. Pop-Pop and Marian loomed curiously large, Mark’s parents small, insubstantial, flickering in and out of existence. A trick of the waning light. When he reached them, they were normal again. His parents knelt in turn and embraced him with unexpected ferocity. “We’ll call you,” they said. “Be good,” they said. They told him they’d miss him and that they loved him and that they’d be back before he knew it. Mark looked up at Pop-Pop and Marian. They were both gazing off down the street, their expressions inscrutable. 

			The car drove off, brake lights flashing red. Mark looked on, hoping to catch a last glimpse of their silhouettes, but there was only the night reflected in the car windows—the squashed, distorted moon, streetlights chasing it down, some running ahead, some flanking it, like hyenas bedeviling a wounded boar. Mom and Dad are in there, he assured himself. And soon they’ll be on a plane, closer to that moon than to me.

			And I’ll never see them again.

			Pop-Pop and Marian led Mark through a darkened kitchen, then down a dim hall. Pop-Pop pointed out the bathroom. Marian said goodnight and climbed a set of carpeted stairs into darkness. A door at the end of the hall opened into the guest room. It held a bed luxuriously large, much larger than Mark’s. The only light pushed weakly from a small lamp clipped to the headboard. The bed might as well have been floating in space. When Pop-Pop closed the door, loneliness blindsided Mark. He wanted—needed—to be in his own room, with his own small bed and his familiar stuff, his parents voices a comforting sound on the other side of the wall. That all seemed very far away.

			Feeling abandoned, forlorn, he climbed into the bed, tugged loose the pulled-tight covers, switched off the light, and escaped into sleep. In the morning, he lay in muted sunlight trying to clutch at the fading wisps of chaotic dreams. All he could remember was a city whose buildings switched places like puzzle pieces under a pink-orange sky, and a hotel lobby at whose ceiling a living chandelier crawled up its own chain like a great spider.

			He pushed himself up to a sitting position. To his right, sliding closet doors took up most of the wall. Past the foot of the bed stood a scratched-up chest of drawers, some missing their pulls. To the left of that, in the corner, a narrow antique desk stood on contoured legs. A green-shaded banker’s desk lamp crouched on its top like an alien overlord. Below an array of cubby-holes and small drawers, the leaf of the desk hung open, its surface crowded with papers, spiral-bound notebooks, ledgers, inkwells, coins, torn-open envelopes, and a metal stein stuffed with pens, markers, pencils, and letter openers. 

			At the outer edge, under a snow globe, lay a tri-folded letter, the writing so forcefully rendered that the backwards letters stuck out like scars. Mark climbed from bed and walked over for a closer look. He lifted the snow globe and peered through the glass. Inside, a tiny, featureless grey man stood, dwarfed by towering black plinths. The man’s feet were slightly apart, knees bent, hands raised as though warding off something in the air. Mark gave the globe a vigorous shake. A blizzard of silver shards flew up from the bottom, obscuring man and plinths alike. He put the snow globe aside. Mark unfolded the letter.

			Sir, (it read)

			The item is still in your possession, yes? You haven’t sold it? Destroyed it? You know its provenance. You know what they worked into it—why it’s so important to them. 

			Might I remind you that you signed a contract? A.I.I. has threatened retribution if it is not returned. They are famously retaliatory, and not in the litigious sense. We all heard tell of what befell poor Balfoniri at their wicked hands. I suggest taking them seriously. They don’t know I’m writing you. I am taking a considerable risk even sending this. I hope you appreciate... 

			A creak upstairs—a footfall. Mark quickly refolded the letter and put the snow globe back on top of it. He went over to the door. Held his breath. Silence. The pressure in his bladder had been building unnoticed, and by now it pulsed with great urgency. He eased the door open. The hall was empty. He headed for the bathroom. 

			Behind him, the silver shards in the glass globe had resettled at the bottom. The grey man was gone.

			The bathroom here was palatial in contrast to the one at home, which was a cramped jigsaw puzzle of tub, toilet, and sink. This room was lit only by several nightlights plugged in near floor-level, which lent the space an otherworldly aspect. To the left, three broad, white-tiled steps led to a spacious glass-walled shower. Straight ahead stretched a long, heavily cluttered counter surmounted with mirrors, above those a line of clear, round bulbs. To the right stood a sink with a tapered base. Next to that was the toilet, of which Mark immediately availed himself.

			He washed his hands with a sliver of almond-colored soap and walked over to the counter. A flick of the wall switch revealed a jumble of colorful palettes, putties, sponges, discs of makeup in every shade of skin color scattered like skimming stones. A small, rubber-stoppered bottle held some mysterious elixir called Spirit Gum. He tilted other, taller bottles back and read their labels. Liquid Latex. Stage Blood. Something called Rigid Collodion. Next to that a pile of false eyelashes like arachnidian cadavers. A tall glass jar held cotton balls that made Mark think of imprisoned baby clouds. Another was full of glass eyeballs—that one he opened. He lifted out an eye. It was heavy, finely detailed with flecks of brown and green and black. It looked like it was staring back at him, so he popped it back into the jar and put the lid back on. 

			To Mark’s right, a wire box held a rogue’s gallery of brushes, some with skinny, tapered heads, some with plumes shaped like the flame at a candle’s wick, some with angled bristles; a few larger, fright-wigged brushes reclined next to it in a jar of pink-tinged water. Above that was a wall-mounted display case. Under its glass door were mounted like butterflies a variety of mustaches arranged by size, the skinniest at the top. The bottom-most one was absent. In the corner three faceless foam heads gazed eyelessly at him. 

			When Mark came out of the bathroom, Pop-Pop was in the hall, shuffling toward the kitchen in a striped bathrobe, his hair standing up in spikes. Without looking back, he gestured for Mark to follow. The curtains in the kitchen were drawn. Three rust-colored candles in pewter holders burned at the center of the table. Marian stood at the stovetop, lit by the ventilation hood. Bacon, eggs, and diced potatoes crowded pans that sat over streaming blue flames. Her lilac-hued robe swirled around her as she picked the pans up, shaking them, flipping the food in controlled arcs, deftly moving the pans from burner to burner. The sound of frying bacon—like pouring rain—and the accompanying aroma made Mark dizzy with hunger. 

			Pop-Pop pulled a chair back. Marian came around with a plate crowded with scrambled eggs; roasted potatoes; crisp, browned bacon like flattened fingers. She slid it onto the placemat, her bracelets jangling, and went back to get Pop-Pop’s serving. She served herself last and sat opposite the pair.   

			Mark had barely taken a few bites before Pop-Pop had nearly finished. He ate with a furious avidity, wiping his mouth often, emitting sounds of pleasure and contentment. When only a few toast crusts remained, the big man leaned back, crossed his mighty arms over his chest, and took a deep breath. A fine meal, he said. It reminded him of the meals on the road, he said, a relief from porridges and barley bread of his impoverished youth. And with that he launched into an impromptu recap of his career.

			Mark listened raptly as Pop-Pop talked of his life as a comic actor on the vaudevillian circuits: seeing the country through the greasepaint-smeared windows of a ramshackle railway car that reeked of alcohol and ashtrays; consorting with magicians, jugglers, dancers, acrobats, strongmen, and freaks.  A thick-necked bodybuilder who could move his muscles like bubbles in boiling water. A viperous woman who sped around the stage using just the fingertips of one hand. A trained monkey that escaped its handler’s grasp and climbed deftly to the rafters, where it removed its three-piece suit and threw that, along with nails and other debris, down onto the crowd. Mimes who, offstage, spoke incessantly, free with obscenities and equipped with an endless arsenal of filthy jokes and ribald stories. Freaks who drank too much and fell into destructive, comically grotesque brawls. 

			Many of the performers with whom Pop-Pop worked met violent ends or otherwise found their way into trouble. A sword swallower was mortally injured when the blade emerged from his abdomen in a torrent of gore. A juggler of knives caught one by the handle in his white-gloved fist, bolted into the crowd, and profusely perforated an audience member whose face, he fancied, betrayed impatience. An acrobat duo, identical twins, one of whom caused a skirmish at a brothel whose owner had sinister ties, and disappeared, his brother vanishing not long after.

			When the movies came along and work dried up, Pop-Pop tried to make the transition, but with little success. He found work for scant pay in independent theatrical projects, not the popular productions of the day—these were tawdry affairs, with monstrous costumery, shocking visual effects, and grim storylines. Due to his physique, his bearing, his overall look, he played mostly brutes and thugs, though in one production—the most prestigious and best paying, due to its having been bankrolled by a corporation whose nature was a mystery to the cast and director, he had the role of a warlock betrayed and assassinated by his own acolytes. Hastily conceived and sparsely attended, they were held in basements, vacant lots, and apartment building lobbies. Pop-Pop was married at the time, his wife, whose name he omitted from his reverie, pregnant with Mark’s father. Marian attended one of the performances. Pop-Pop could not keep his eyes off her.

			Marian watched Pop-Pop indulgently as he spoke, occasionally shaking her head or smiling to herself. When he excused himself and exited the room, she assured Mark that he could believe only a fraction of Pop-Pop’s tales, and what wasn’t outright fabrication was laced with exaggeration and flights of fancy. 

			As she spoke, it occurred to Mark that he needn’t have worried about how he would get along here. He barely had to talk at all. He was more an observer, an audience, than he was a guest.

			Pop-Pop took Mark back to the bedroom and swept the contents of the desk into a wooden crate. Mark’s father had packed his luggage with ten fat envelopes provided by Mark’s school, each meant to contain a day’s worth of work, that of the school day itself plus homework. Separately, wrapped tightly in brown paper, were five small paperback books Mark was meant to read by the end of each week. Mark spread out the day’s work. It looked like more than he would have had to do in school. It felt like a punishment. After pouting a while, shuffling the papers around and making frustrated noises, he set to it. 

			At some point, Pop-Pop came in and pulled a long coat from the closet. “I’m leaving for the day,” he said. “Marian is in our room and is not to be disturbed. I doubt you will see her at all. There are sandwiches in the refrigerator for your luncheon.”

			He whirled around, the coat sweeping around him, and left the room. Mark continued with his work until the afternoon, and once it was complete, he put it all back in the envelope and sealed it. He propped up pillows on the bed and settled in to read. After a few paragraphs, he laid the book open on his chest, inwardly deeming it the most atrociously boring thing ever committed to paper. Just as he was picking it up for another try, something—a slight sound, a change in the light—drew his attention to the closet. 

			The sliding door stood slightly open, a vertical three-inch gap of sheer blackness. 

			He’d have sworn Pop-Pop closed it. He tried to ignore his curiosity. But with only the book as competition, his curiosity prevailed. He walked over and slid the door further open. The closet was full of coats, jammed in tightly, lots of fur and leather, blacks and browns, the occasional bright red, a leopard print or two, all smelling of untold quantities of smoked cigarettes. 

			From behind the coats, a creaking, a rustling of clothing. An animal? Did Pop-Pop and Marian have a cat? No, he’d seen no evidence of any domestic animal: no water bowls, no box for litter.

			Slowly, cautiously, he parted the coats … and from the darkness emerged Pop-Pop’s face, eyes bulging from their sockets, mouth widening in a terrible scream. Flailing and hollering, Mark stumbled backward, fell hard on his tailbone, expecting Pop-Pop to emerge from the closet, to scold him for his impertinent snooping. 

			That did not happen. Except for Mark’s gulping breaths, all was quiet. From this angle, Mark could now see the tops of the coats on their hangers, a shelf above them crowded with hat boxes. He climbed to his feet. There the face sat, staring, all bug-eyes and toothy grimace, framed by coats. He peered at it. The features hadn’t changed. He parted the coats further, let the light wash over it. It was a fake head, a stage prop, sat on top of a tall black filing cabinet behind the coats. But it had screamed at him. The sound still echoed in his ears. Could it have been mere suggestion, heightened by the face’s aghast expression? 

			He reached out and touched his palm to the cheek. It felt dry, pliant, like real flesh, only cold. He looked at the stub of the neck: lumpy red and black like cooled lava, with an uneven nub of bone, which must surely have been rubber or plastic, jutting slightly out. He turned it back and examined the face again. It occurred to Mark only then that this was an older version of Pop-Pop, fuller in the face, ears larger, hair stark white. He placed his hands under the hinges of the jaw and hefted it. It was as heavy as a bowling ball. Then its expression changed, just slightly, the eyes narrowing, the nostrils flaring, and he slammed it back down as though it had tried to bite him. Then he allowed himself to breathe. It hadn’t moved. Of course it hadn’t. It must have been the shadows sliding across its features.

			Next to the head lay a leather-bound photo wallet. Mark opened it to a picture of a much younger Pop-Pop, clad in overalls, with a young woman in a hoop dress on either side of him, the fake head in his big hands, imitating its agape expression, their faces red with drink, cigarettes jutting from between everyone’s fingers. He flipped the page. A heavily freckled redhead in pigtails with her shining pink tongue jammed into the fake mouth, Pop-Pop next to them feigning mortification and offense, as though he’d caught her cheating on him with his doppelganger’s head. More pages, more pictures. The head, bug-eyed, gape-mouthed, sat on lawns, on city walls, on the top of a taxicab, staring out from the lap of a nude woman sitting cross-legged on a stained green carpet, fast asleep, her head lolling back, mouth agape. 

			“Your mother is dead,” the head said.

			Mark shrieked. He froze. The photo wallet fell from his startled hands. He looked at the face. The eyes no longer stared straight ahead. They looked leftward, locked onto his own eyes. The edges of the mouth curled up. “Dead,” it said. “Dead, dead, dead.” 

			Its mocking tone sounded less like Pop-Pop than it did some cruel, hateful mimic.

			“Liar!” Mark shouted. “You’re lying. Tell me you’re lying!”

			The eyes unfocused, the eyeballs sliding back to the center, and went dead. The mouth settled back into a neutral expression. The facial muscles slackened. Mark picked up the head and shook it roughly, emitting small shrieks. It was warm in an unsettling way, warm like something rotting. It was heavier than before, too—dead weight. He replaced the head on top of the file cabinet, pulled the coats back in front of it, and he slid the door shut—completely shut. Then he sat down on the bed. Fell back. Let his heart settle.

			It had been lying, that monstrous head in the closet. Or it hadn’t spoken at all. It was his imagination, conjuring up his worst fear and putting it in the mouth of a prop. He forced himself to believe this, repeating it in his head, a mantra to settle his brain and slow his heartbeat. He performed a rhythmic, regimented breathing exercise his parents had taught him during their script-reading exercises. Then it had kept him from reading too quickly. Now it kept him from panicking.

			Marian came in to wake him that evening and called him to the kitchen, where this time Pop-Pop was at the stove, just pulling out a generous portion of pot roast. The sides—warm, buttered bread, green beans, mashed potatoes streaked with red skin—were already on the table. During the meal, Mark, as casually as he could muster, asked if his parents had called. Pop-Pop said that they had, early, before Mark had woken. They were fine. Lots of time off to explore. Easy, pleasant work. They were making friends and valuable connections. This sounded credible to Mark—that is what they would talk about. Moreover, he’d carefully watched Pop-Pop’s face as he spoke, and saw nothing that contradicted his words. Having convinced himself that the incident with the head had been a stress-induced hallucination, Mark ate heartily, and, feeling very drowsy, retreated to his bed, where he peered frequently at the closet door, still, despite it all, convinced that at any minute, that horrible voice might speak from behind it. Then, finally, he rolled over and slept hard and without dreaming until morning.

			The rest of the first week went by without incident. Each day followed the same pattern: Pop-Pop awakened Mark, Marian served breakfast, Pop-Pop left, Marian went upstairs, Mark set to his work. Each day, he’d stop his work for a moment, or wait until he finished, and look in on the head in the closet. It remained silent. At times, Mark thought it might be wearing a subtle smirk. He’d stare at it, become suddenly afraid it would burst awake and scream, or shout more lies at him. It never did. In the evenings, Pop-Pop or Marian would wake him up from a book-induced nap to eat a hearty, home-cooked dinner that exhausted him. When Friday came, Pop-Pop brought home a pizza. 

			Over the course of the week, having convinced himself, mostly, that the head was indeed inanimate, Mark turned his thoughts to the dread of the oncoming weekend, the fear of nothing to do, of too much time with his own thoughts, or else endless awkward hours spent in a house with two elderly strangers.

			He needn’t have worried. Pop-Pop and Marian filled the time with activities. On Saturday, overcast and drizzly, they went to a massive indoor flea market filled with toys, games, and trinkets. They lunched at an old-fashioned diner with an encyclopedic menu, then proceeded to a sprawling cineplex with a hundred hallways, digital red titles stretching into dark infinities. 

			For dinner they took Mark to a dark, bustling restaurant with curtained booths and white cloths draped over candle-lit tables, the walls and fixtures of polished oak. The place smelled of freshly baked bread, of griddled beefsteak, of pipe-smoke and whiskey and aftershave. The other patrons were well past middle age, stylish, overfed, conspicuously affluent, the men wearing ties, or ascots like Pop-Pop’s, the women draped in pearls and elaborate jangling bracelets similar to those that Marian wore. Earrings dangled from overloaded lobes. Fingers choked with rings rose into the air as people made pronouncements or drove home important points. The diners were loud and boisterous. Their tables teemed with cocktails and pints of ale.

			Sunday was sunnier, dry and cloudless. They went to a miniature golf park with go-carts, arcade games and soft serve, after lunch to a zoo with exotic animals that lumbered and glowered and stalked and played, then back to the same dark restaurant for dinner. There, Marian was solicitous, friendly, asking Mark about his schoolwork, about the books they were having him read. She approved of them, had read most of them herself. Pop-Pop smiled, but his eyes looked faraway. He excused himself several times. He said he was going to the restroom, but once Mark spied him peering through the front window into the parking lot.

			There was another bit of strangeness, too. The color of Pop-Pop’s face was somehow off, different than the flesh of his hands. And at lunch he absently scratched near his eyebrow, and when he pulled his hand away his fingernail was caked with brown, gritty muck of some kind. Where he had scratched, the flesh was a very pale white. Before they’d left, he went to the bathroom. When he came out, the pale spot was gone.

			To be concluded next month…
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			By Maxwell Marais

		



			Lucienne

		

		
			By Nicholas Kaufmann

		

		
			During the whole of the dull, dark, and soundless time that Ray was unconscious, he dreamed he was back at Romano’s with the guys. They were in their usual booth, talking shit and cooking up plans around the beer-slicked wooden table, a haze of cigarette smoke in the air. Then Ray stuttered awake, blinking his eyes against a painfully bright light. He wasn’t at the bar; he was sitting in the kitchen of someone’s house—a kitchen so much bigger and cleaner than the filthy, cluttered kitchenette of his studio apartment that at first he didn’t know where he was. It took a moment for the events of the evening to come back to him. He was still in the house he’d broken into. The house that was supposed to be empty but clearly wasn’t.

			“Good. You’re awake.”

				Ray’s eyes focused on the old man who sat across from him. He was in his seventies, with shaggy mop of gray hair and a beard to match. He was fat, too, with a wide girth that filled the chair to overflowing. A birdcage hung from the ceiling behind him, and inside it a canary sat on the wooden perch and watched Ray with black, beady eyes. The clock on the kitchen wall read 11:30.

			Shit, Ray thought. How long had he been unconscious? He’d left Romano’s a little after 8:00 and couldn’t have gotten to the house much later than 8:30. . .

			“You picked the wrong house to rob, kid,” the old man said, “and definitely on the wrong night.”

				Ray cursed under his breath. The guys had told him no one would be home. Did they get their facts wrong, or was this a setup, a way to screw the new guy by sending him to rob a house they knew wasn’t empty? The house belonged to a fence named Visconti, one of the best in the business, and they’d told him there would be all sorts of loot for the taking in the vault in his basement—jewelry, electronics, antiques. Easy pickings. Those sons of bitches. He should have known it was too good to be true.

			Still, the old man wasn’t holding a gun on him, which Ray took as a good sign. Once he got out of here, he would give those old, washed up Mafia assholes at Romano’s a piece of his goddamned mind. He tried to get up but his arms were bound behind the chair with thick ropes. More ropes encircled his torso in a complex web that ended with a noose-like coil around his neck. The noose wasn’t tight, but its presence made him nervous. He strained against the ropes, trying to pull his arms free.

				“Don’t bother,” the old man said. “You’re not the first person I’ve tied up. I know how to do it right.”

				A knifelike pain cut through the back of Ray’s head, fading to a dull throb. “The fuck happened to me?”

				“A little bump on the head, that’s all. I learned a long time ago it’s easier to tie someone up when they’re unconscious. They don’t struggle.”

				Where had this fat old bastard come from? There’d been no sign of him when Ray first got to the house. It was dark and quiet, no lights on, nothing. It looked as empty as the guys told him it would be, so he jimmied open the sliding glass patio doors in back. He waited a moment for the shrill klaxon of a burglar alarm to sound, but none came. Downstairs, at the electronically locked door to the vault, he punched in the code the guys gave him, and sure enough the door opened. Inside was a treasure trove of Visconti’s loot. Ray had stood stunned in the doorway like a kid given the run of a candy store before he busied himself shoving anything that looked valuable into his duffel bag. When the bag was full, he made his way back to the patio doors, but that was where his memory cut out.

			The old man—who could only be Visconti himself—must have been hiding in the dark and clubbed him on the back of the head. Which meant he’d already been hiding with the lights out when Ray got there, waiting for him. The thought put a knot in his stomach. There was only one way Visconti could have known he was coming. The guys at Romano’s had given him a heads up.

			Maybe it wasn’t a setup. Maybe it was some kind of initiation, a trial by fire. The thought made him sit a little taller in the chair. After all, they wouldn’t bother putting him through a rite of passage like this if they didn’t intend to make him one of their own, would they?

			That was all he’d ever wanted, to be one of them, but it was hard to join the Mafia when you weren’t Italian. Being poor, Irish, and not from the neighborhood didn’t help. The guys loved to rib him. They called him “leprechaun,” “Mick,” and “Paddy,” but still, they never kicked him out of Romano’s, never told him he couldn’t drink with them. As the whiskey flowed, they regaled him with stories of the good old days when the Italian families ruled this part of New Jersey, and even though he knew they would never elevate someone like him to a made man, he still hoped one day they would make him an official part of their crew. When they told him about the fence’s house sitting empty, just waiting for a thief like him to take advantage, he’d jumped at the chance to prove himself to them. They must have known he would. He’d made it all too easy for them to set up this little prank.

				“Real funny, pops,” Ray said. “But the joke’s over, okay? You hit me too hard. My head hurts like hell. I should probably get it looked at.”

				“You think this is funny?” Visconti said. “Breaking into my house, trying to steal my shit, you think that’s funny?”

				Ray watched Visconti’s face, waiting for him to crack a smile or laugh reassuringly, but his angry expression didn’t change. The silence stretched out, growing heavier with each passing second as the two men stared at each other from their chairs. Ray’s confidence slipped. Maybe he had this wrong. Maybe this wasn’t a prank.

				“Fine, you caught me, you win,” Ray said, trying to sound properly contrite. “I’ve heard about you, Visconti. You’re the best fence in the state, but you didn’t get where you are without being smart. The smart thing to do now would be to turn this situation to your advantage. A man in your position could probably use someone to do his legwork. I could be that someone for you. Pay off my debt for trying to rob you. Just tell me what you want me to do.”

				If there was one thing Ray had always been good at, it was fast-talking. It’d saved his ass more than once. He could talk his way into any establishment, any crew. Hell, he’d talked his way into Romano’s, hadn’t he? But Visconti was unmoved. Holding Ray’s wallet in one beefy hand, the old man opened it and looked at the ID inside.

			“Your name’s Ray Quinn,” Visconti said. “Look at that, you’ve still got your Boston driver’s license. You’re a long way from home, Irish. I’m surprised no one taught you not to bring your ID on a job. If the cops catch you, it’ll take them exactly two seconds to find out who you are. It’s a rookie mistake. It tells me you haven’t been in the game very long.”

			The fat old man leaned back in his chair, shifting his considerable bulk, and stuffed the wallet into his pants pocket. Ray fumed. He wasn’t stupid, of course he knew better than to bring his ID on a job. It was just that this job had come out of nowhere, an unexpected, blink-and-you’ll-miss-it opportunity. There hadn’t been any time to prepare.

			“What are you, nineteen, twenty?” Visconti asked.

				“Twenty-two.”

			“Of course you are.” He leaned his bulk toward Ray, breathing heavily as though even the small shift in position had left him winded. “Listen up, Irish, I’ve been a fence since before you were born. Hell, I made my first sales when your dad was still in high school jacking off to pictures of Kathy Ireland.”

				“Who?”

				He rolled his eyes. “Christ, don’t make me hate you more than I already do. You young shits. Back in the day, we knew how to play the game, but you new guys, you never stopped being juvenile delinquents. You’re all hotheads. You have no discipline, no respect for those who came before. You don’t even know what’s worth stealing and what’s not. Case in point, I bet you don’t know what this is.”

			He picked up a hardcover book from the floor next to his chair, a thick volume bound in leather, its pages edged in gold. Ray remembered seeing it in the vault, but it hadn’t looked like anything so he’d left it behind.

			“It’s a book,” Ray said. He would have shrugged if it weren’t for the ropes. “Nobody gives a shit about books anymore.”

			The look Visconti gave him could have cut glass. “Don’t make me hit you on the head again, Irish. This isn’t just any book.”

			Ray looked at it more closely. The title was stamped into the thick, brown leather of the cover in gold letters.

			Complete Stories and Poems of Edgar Allan Poe.

				Visconti flipped through the pages. Ray was surprised at how gingerly his thick, sausage-like fingers treated the thin paper. “I’ve read this book a lot since it came into in my possession, cover to cover and back again, and you know what I discovered? Poe was obsessed with dead women. Half the shit he wrote is about women who died and men who are too hung up on them to let go. ‘Morella,’ ‘Ligeia,’ ‘Berenice,’ ‘Annabel Lee.’ He loved writing stories about dead women, but more than that he loved naming stories after dead women.”

				He stopped turning the pages and smiled. “Ah, here we go. Out of all the stories in the book, this one’s my favorite. ‘The Fall of the House of Usher.’ It was her favorite, too.”

				Ray squinted at him. “Her?”

				“The original owner of the book,” he said. “I must have read ‘Usher’ a dozen times. You probably read it in school, yeah?”

			Ray hadn’t bothered much with schoolwork, and hadn’t stuck around high school past his sophomore year anyway. What was the point when there were plenty of crews in Southie hiring school-aged kids as mules and runners? It was easy work that got him respect on the street and a pocket full of cash.

			“Never heard of it,” he said. He twisted and wiggled his wrists behind the chair. The ropes bit into his skin, but he kept the pain from showing on his face. The best thing he could do was keep the old man talking while he worked to slip out of the ropes. “What’s it about?”

			Visconti grinned like he was hoping Ray would ask. “A guy goes to visit his childhood friend, Roderick Usher, only to find he lives in a shitty old house, and worse, he’s a complete nutcase. So is Roderick’s sister Madeline, who dies while the guy is visiting. So they bury her, but Roderick is terrified that Madeline is going to come back from the grave to kill him. The guy tries to tell him it ain’t possible, but Roderick doesn’t believe him.” Visconti read a passage out of the book. “‘Have I not heard her footstep on the stair? Do I not distinguish that heavy and horrible beating of her heart? Madman! I tell you she now stands without the door!’”

			Visconti stared at Ray, but if he was expecting a reaction, Ray didn’t give him one.

			“So the doors blow open with a gust of wind, and it turns out he’s fucking right,” Visconti said. He read another passage from the book. “‘But then without those doors there did stand the lofty and enshrouded figure of the lady Madeline of Usher. With a low moaning cry, she fell heavily inward upon the person of her brother, and bore him to the floor a corpse.’”

				Ray stopped twisting his wrists in the rope and shuddered. The story was pretty tame compared to those Purge movies he liked, but something about it got under his skin.

			“That’s fucked up,” he said.

				“It’s just a story, Irish. Just harmless words. That’s what we tell ourselves, isn’t it? That stories can’t hurt us?” Visconti slammed the book closed. “No, the fucked up thing is that when you went through my vault looking for shit to steal, you didn’t bother looking at the book. If you had, you would have seen this.”

			He opened the front cover to reveal white endpapers, on which someone had written in black pen:

			For my darling daughter Lucienne, on the occasion of your 11th birthday. Sorry I missed your party. I’ll make it up to you. Daddy promises.

			All my love,

			Sal Toscani

				“Holy shit.” Ray blanched. He’d heard the name before from the guys at Romano’s during their stories about the glory days. “Sal Toscani was a legend.”

				“You can say that again. I worked for him back in the day. I knew him and his family well.”

				“No shit, really?” Keep him talking, Ray told himself, and went back to trying to loosen the ropes. He felt a coil slacken around one wrist. Not enough to shake off the ropes, but it was a start.

			Visconti shifted his weight in the chair with considerable effort. “His daughter Lucienne, there was something wrong with that girl. You could tell just by looking at her. As tall and skinny as a scarecrow, with straight black hair that came all the way down her back. Long, long nails painted jet black. But the creepiest thing about her was her eyes. They were as dark as midnight, and it felt like she was looking right into you, all the way to your soul. I’ll be damned if I ever saw that girl blink.”

				Visconti looked down at the leather-bound volume in his lap. “Lucienne loved this book more than anything in the world. I think she liked the way Poe wrote about obsessive characters, because it was like a mirror for her. She was obsessive about a lot of things herself—her room had to be just so, she had to run the comb through her hair a specific number of times—but she was especially obsessed with this book. She wouldn’t let anyone else touch it. She took it with her wherever she went, even as an adult. She was never without it when she was alive.”

				The ropes around Ray’s arms loosened more. He was almost there. “So she died?”

				Visconti nodded. “The night before her wedding, she was murdered by Tommy Costanzo, a young hothead who was looking to prove himself to the higher-ups in his family. He shot her dead in the hotel where she was staying. June 13th, 1999. I’ll never forget it.”

				June 13th, Ray thought. Why did that date sound familiar?

			“Tommy Costanzo tried to make it look like a robbery gone bad, took her jewelry, her money, and the big purse she always carried with her,” Visconti went on. “I don’t think he knew the book was in her purse when he took it, I think he just grabbed everything and ran. There’s no way he could have known how valuable it was. If he’d bothered to check, he would have discovered the leather was genuine, and the gilding on the pages and the stamp on the cover were done in real gold. But what made it really valuable was the fact that Sal Toscani had signed it to his daughter himself. The big man’s signature made it a one-of-a-kind edition. To the right person, it would be worth tens of thousands of dollars.”

				Ray was disappointed in himself that he’d passed it over so quickly in the vault, but his disappointment died as soon as the ropes slid off his raw and bleeding wrists. Before he could move, the loosened coils triggered a response in the complex web of ropes that somehow slipped the noose tighter around his neck. Ray choked and clawed at the rope.

				“Ah, ah, ah,” Visconti taunted, waving a pudgy finger at him. “I told you I know how to tie a man up properly.”

			He tied Ray’s hands behind his back again, releasing the pressure on his neck. Ray coughed and gasped until he was breathing normally once more.

			Visconti sat down. “You gonna behave now? Because I need you to listen to what I’m telling you. It’s important.”

			Ray nodded mutely. He was fucked and he knew it. At least Visconti was still talking instead of putting a bullet in Ray’s head.

			“After Lucienne died, Sal was out of his mind with grief. He went after Tommy Costanzo to have his revenge, as was his right, but the Costanzos moved Tommy far away to protect him. Sal couldn’t reach him. It drove him crazy that he couldn’t kill the man who’d murdered his daughter, but it turned out he didn’t have to. A year after Lucienne’s murder—one year to the day, in fact; June 13th, 2000, the anniversary of her death—the police found Tommy Costanzo dead in a house down the Shore. He had scratches all over him like he’d been attacked by a wild animal. They said his eyes were still open and he had a look of sheer terror on his face, like the last thing he saw put the fear of God in him.

				“Sal spent every day since Lucienne’s funeral going to the cemetery and sitting on the steps of the family crypt to pay his respects. On the day Tommy Costanzo was found dead, Sal went to the crypt as usual, but this time, through bars of the gate, he saw something on the floor inside. It was Lucienne’s book, the one Tommy had taken.”

				Ray looked up at Visconti. His throat was still too raw for him to speak, but his disbelief must have registered in his eyes.

			“Hand to God,” Visconti insisted. “We Italians are superstitious. The Devil, the Evil Eye, all that shit. We believe a loaf of bread has to be put on the table face-up or it’s bad luck. We believe a bird inside the house means someone’s going to die. We’re crazy like that.”

			Ray glanced nervously to the birdcage hanging from the kitchen ceiling. The canary stared back at him with eyes as round and black as the barrel of a gun.

			Visconti followed his gaze to the birdcage and chuckled. “Relax, Irish. The superstition is about a bird loose in the house, not in a cage. That’s why I never let her out. Ain’t that right, Sofia?” He made whistling noises at the bird. It ignored him and pecked tiny pellets out of its bowl. “I named her after my mother, like any good Italian boy would. Unfortunately, she won’t sing for me, won’t even chirp, no matter how much I ask. Women, right? They don’t give a shit what anyone else wants. That’s why I live in this big house by myself. Never found a broad worth shacking up with.”

			Ray swallowed painfully through his bruised throat. There was no doubt in his mind now that Visconti was going to kill him. There was clearly something wrong with the old man, dementia maybe. It didn’t matter. Ray had to get free of these damned ropes. He had to kill Visconti before Visconti killed him.

			“Anyone else might have taken the book home with him for sentimental reasons, but not Sal,” Visconti continued. “Being properly superstitious, he left it in the crypt. After all, it was Lucienne’s book, not his, and in life she had loved it more than anything.

			“Sal died a few years later. He was only 68. The Costanzos never got him; it was his ticker that did him in. So Gina, his widow, started visiting the family crypt every day in his place, paying her respects to her husband and her daughter. One day she found the crypt had been broken into. All the tombs inside had been busted opened. The thief took everything he could carry—jewelry, watches, rings, even Lucienne’s book.

			“This was no random robbery. The name Toscani was written big as can be over the crypt’s door, and believe me, back then everyone knew that name. Whoever broke in knew exactly who they were stealing from. Gina figured it had to be some new hothead looking to make a name for himself—not unlike you, Irish—since no one else would dare rob them so brazenly. And desecrating the dead like that? Forget about it. She called the whole family together to hunt this fucker down, but nobody knew who it was. The grave robber didn’t belong to any of the other families. Nobody could find the guy. They waited for him to slip up, to start bragging to his buddies or trying to sell the loot in town, but it never happened. Eventually, other things took priority and Gina gave up the search. I’m telling you, that thief was the fucking luckiest man on the planet.”

			Ray glared at Visconti. His throat burned where the rope had strangled him. His wrists stung where the ropes rubbed them bloody. All he could think about was getting free and killing this fat son of a bitch with his bare hands, just so he wouldn’t have to listen to him talk anymore.

			“However,” Visconti continued, “a few months later, the police got called to a house across town. Inside, they found a dead body, a young Spanish guy with a history of break-ins and burglaries. They said he had scratches all over him, just like Tommy Costanzo, and the same look of terror on his face. All his belongings were scattered like someone had tossed the joint, so the cops assumed it was a robbery. That same day, Gina Toscani went to the family crypt as usual. And what do you think she saw through that gate, sitting on the floor inside the crypt?”

			Ray shook his head. He laughed, either out of disbelief or spite, or because he was losing his mind tied to this fucking chair. The laughter hurt his throat, and he stopped.

			“Hand to God, the book was back, just like before. And the date? June 13th. The anniversary of Lucienne’s death. Poor Gina nearly had a heart attack like her husband Sal. Unfortunately, she wasn’t superstitious like him, so she took the book home with her. Not for sentimental reasons. No, she was ice cold, that woman. She took it because she knew it was valuable with Sal’s inscription inside. That was a big mistake, because one year later—”

			“Come on,” Ray rasped. “Enough with this bullshit already.”

			“One year later, on June 13th, Gina Toscani was found dead in her house,” Visconti continued. “They said she was lying on the floor of her bedroom, all scratched up, eyes wide open and terrified, just like the others. The house had been ransacked. This time the police assumed it was a hit job masquerading as a robbery, but there were two problems with that theory. First, no one would dare go after Sal Toscani’s widow. Even the Costanzos wouldn’t sink so low. It’s just not done. Second, something had been taken from the house.”

			He tapped the book in his lap.

				“This is bullshit,” Ray said.

				“Of course it’s bullshit! It’s all bullshit!” Visconti said. “It’s just another story, right? People in our line of business love to tell stories. The dead body that disappeared. The stoolie they were sure they’d killed but who showed up in court the next day. The guy who stole his dead grandma’s ring off her finger and then was mauled to death by her dozen cats. Everyone’s got stories, even Poe’s got his dead-woman stories. But sometimes there’s truth in those stories, and sometimes, even if there isn’t, a story can leave an echo in the world, some part of itself that sticks around. The murders of Tommy Costanzo, the grave robber, and Gina Toscani really happened, just the way I told you. So how can we know? How can we be sure what’s real and what’s not?”

			He turned in his chair to look at the clock. It was ten minutes to midnight.

			“The thing is, Irish, I’ve been a fence for a long time now,” he said. “Over the years, better thieves than you have brought me all sorts of loot. Most of it I could move pretty quickly and for a good price. But imagine you’re me, and after someone drops off their shit you find Lucienne’s book mixed in with the rest. Imagine finding it and knowing exactly what it is, exactly who it belonged to. Knowing its story.

			“I’m stuck with the damned thing. I can’t sell it. It’s got value, but everyone who would buy it on the black market already knows its history and won’t touch it. I can’t just donate it to the library or leave it at a bus stop because it’s got Sal Toscani’s goddamned name inside it. Believe me, people still know that name in this town, and if it’s ever traced back to me, well, let’s just say I would be forced to answer for some things that I’d really rather not. I can’t burn it or bury it or rip it up because that won’t save me, you understand? It’ll only make her angrier.”

			“Make her angrier?” Ray scoffed. “You don’t really buy into this shit, do you?”

			Visconti met his eye, his gaze hard as steel. “We’re all animals in the end, Irish. We like to think we’re something more, but we’re kidding ourselves. When an animal is faced with danger, its fight-or-flight instincts take over. It’s the same with people. It’s built into us. But what if you can’t do either? What if it’s something you can’t fight and something you can’t run from? What then?”

			Ray was wrong. Visconti wasn’t suffering from dementia. The old man was straight-up crazy. It was only a matter of time before he tried to kill Ray. He had to get free, but the ropes held him fast, and he knew if he slipped them off his wrists again the noose would tighten around his neck. There had to be another way, but he couldn’t think straight. Visconti’s story had him all turned around.

			“Come midnight,” Visconti said, “It’ll be June 13th.”

			Fuck, Ray thought. That was why the date sounded familiar. It was tomorrow.

			“Circumstances being what they are, I did the only thing I could,” Visconti said. “I set a trap. See, my buddies at Romano’s told me there was a new, young thief in town, a Mick from Boston looking for a big score to make a name for himself. So I had them tell you a story about an empty house with a vault full of loot just waiting to be plundered.” The fat old man shook his head, his face reddening with anger. “Only you didn’t take the fucking book! You were supposed to take it home with you, but instead you just left it in the vault like an idiot! So I was forced to improvise. The guys told me you weren’t too bright. They didn’t lie.”

			“Fuck you,” Ray snarled. “And fuck all this bullshit!”

			Visconti stood, groaning as he lifted his heavy bulk.

				Ray shrank back in the chair. “Don’t you fucking touch me!”

				“It’s not me you gotta worry about, Irish.”

			Visconti dropped the book onto Ray’s lap. It felt unnaturally heavy, as if its pages were crowded with memories, with the crushing weight of obsession. The old fence took another length of rope off the kitchen counter and tied the book to Ray’s lap, securing it with a tight knot under the chair seat.

			“Every year, on the anniversary of her death, Lucienne goes looking for her book, and God help anyone who has it in their possession,” he said. “She doesn’t care who it is. She killed her own damned mother to get the book back. This time, it ain’t gonna be me she finds with it.”

				The old man opened a door in the back of the kitchen. Ray saw unfinished plaster walls in the room beyond, smelled oil and gasoline. The garage.

				“Come on, Visconti, we can make a deal,” Ray called after him. “I’m a good thief when I’m not being set up. You know you could use someone like me on your crew.” Just untie me so I can kill you, you fat piece of shit, he thought. “Let me go and tell me what you want me to do.”

				“What I want you to do?” Visconti said. “You’re already doing it. Ciao, Irish.”

			The old man closed the door behind him. A few seconds later, Ray heard the automatic garage door open. A car started, then pulled out into the driveway. The garage door hummed closed, but he could still hear the car as it drove away.

				The clock on the wall said it was five minutes to midnight. Five minutes to June 13th.

				Ray struggled in his ropes but stopped as soon as the coil tightened around his neck again. He looked down at the book tied to his lap. Collected Stories and Poems of Edgar Allan Poe. One of a kind, valuable, and yet nobody wanted it. He knew the feeling. He’d been a fool to believe the Mafia guys at Romano’s would ever accept some young Irish punk as one of their own. The clues had been there all along, the way they spoke down to him and called him names, but he’d believed the lie because he wanted to.

				The story Visconti told him was a lie, too. It had to be. Even if the old fence believed it himself, he’d already admitted he was superstitious by nature, and superstitions had nothing to do with the real world. Ray’s grandmother had tossed salt over her shoulder for good luck her whole life, but she’d still ended up drooling and shitting herself in a nursing home. Ray never tossed so much as a single grain of salt over his shoulder and he was doing just fucking fine, thank you very much.

				Although he would be doing a lot better if he could just get out of these damned ropes. If he couldn’t slip the knots without strangling himself, his only other option was to break the chair and hope for the best. He rocked back and forth until the chair’s front legs were off the floor, but he couldn’t get it to fall backward. The chair dropped onto its front legs again. It didn’t break, but he winced as the shockwaves set off the dull throb in his head.

				He glanced up at the clock. Two minutes to midnight.

				Visconti was just trying to scare him. In about half an hour, the fat old fence would probably come back with the guys from Romano’s in tow, and they would all have a good laugh at Ray’s expense. Depending on how he played his cards, they might just bring him into the crew after all.

				Fuck, who was he kidding? Visconti wasn’t coming back, and the guys sure as hell weren’t going to take him in after setting him up like this. Once Ray got himself free, he would make those assholes pay. He’d go back to Romano’s tomorrow night all smiles and handshakes like everything went off without a hitch, but he’d bring his .45 with him, tucked into the back of his pants—

				From inside the birdcage, the canary let out a peculiar, high-pitched trill. It flapped its wings and flitted from the perch to the floor of the cage, then to the edge of its food bowl, and then back to the perch. All the while, it warbled and fluttered in a panic.

				Visconti said the bird never made a sound, and now it wouldn’t shut up. Another lie from the fat prick. The bird quieted for a moment, and in the silence Ray heard something else. The soft, muffled sound of scratching.

				It came from somewhere behind him. The front door—something was scratching at the front door. A stray cat, probably. That was why the bird was going crazy. The cat wanted in.

				But it didn’t sound like a cat. The scratches were slow and methodical, the way a person might do it.

				He thought of Lucienne’s long, black fingernails. He thought of Roderick Usher’s dead sister Madeline.

			Madman! I tell you she now stands without the door!

				The scratching grew louder, more frenzied. 

			This is bullshit. It’s Visconti. He’s back and fucking with me. Probably only drove his car around the block—

				The canary went crazy, fluttering all around the birdcage, hurling itself against the bars.

				“It’s just a story,” he muttered under his breath. He rocked in the chair again, trying fruitlessly to break it. “It’s just a fucking story.”

				The panicking canary threw itself against the bars over and over, until finally the birdcage door burst open. Behind Ray, the front door burst open at the same time, as if from a strong, sudden gust of wind. But there was no wind at his back, only a cool breeze of night air that brought with it a terrible smell. . .good God, the smell. . . 

			The bird flew from its cage. Loose in the house for the first time, it circled the kitchen in celebration of its newly unfettered state, then bolted across the living room and out to its freedom—past the lofty and enshrouded figure that stood outside the door.

			End.
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			Your 13-Month Bridal Planner for the Feast of One Flesh

		

		
			By Sarah Day

		

		
			Hi bridal babes! The big day is six months out and I finally got the shipping notification for my gown! Some of you were around for the big dress shopping disaster extravaganza last fall, so I’m sure you’re as happy as I am that shipping, at least, seems to have gone without a hitch. Get it? A hitch? Sorry, I’m getting so excited. We’re getting hitched! Soon we’ll be one flesh!

			Anyway, I thought for this week’s post I’d do a little timeline of the thirteen months until the big day! Feel free to use this guide as flenspo for yourself! Pin and repost this list till your heart’s content, and make sure to give me a shout in the comments and let me know how you’re doing. 

			Happy flensing!

			13 months out: Dream big!

			If you’re freshly engaged, you’re probably just starting to plan your big day! I remember this being a really meaningful time for me and my family; my mother and aunts all got together and shared their favorite memories of their flensings. My dad and uncles were there too, because #oneflesh, but they didn’t have much to contribute (surprise surprise). Maybe get together over a charming brunch or little tea and ask your near-and-dears to share lessons from their own feasts. 

			Some of my girlfriends went on sleep voyages to ask their foremothers for flenspo of their own. That wasn’t a good choice for me because our estate has haints, but my girlfriends all loved it! If you can get your hands on the herbs and you don’t have any naughty spirits on your family property, maybe give it a shot!

			12 months out: Clean up your diet

			It’s never too soon to start making plans to taste and feel your best! You should be light as a feather when your FH hoists you onto the altar and look absolutely delectable. No one wants to look back at their flensing pictures and see that back fat blobbing out over the top of the gown, right?

			Think about where you can cut out extra salt, sugar, and carbs—they all contribute to water retention, and if you’re a traditional bride like me, you’ll want your skin to be as sleek and firm as possible when you and your beloved make your first cuts. I’m told a more limited diet improves your savoriness too. More on that below!

			11 months out: Find the perfect venue

			Some folks will tell you 11 months before is too soon to start shopping for venues, but I disagree! Remember when the Ichor Strife forced so many people to cancel their feasts in 26,350 and the 26,351 flensing season was just ridiculous? Best to start planning now! You don’t want to set your heart on the perfect mountaintop pine grove or cute little basement hideaway only to find it’s been booked out for the next two years.

			We ended up choosing this precious little altar in my FH’s family chapel. His parents were flensed there and I can tell it means so much to him that we’ll be continuing a family tradition on the day we become one flesh. Bonus: the whole place is done in this very showy dark granite, so it’ll photograph beautifully and we won’t have to worry about any cleaning fees from uncontrolled spatter. Nothing kills the honeymoon mood like an unexpected bill from when you splashed on the venue’s cream-colored velvet curtains, amirite?

			So what’s your ideal location for your own feast? I guess this would be one of those things you could consult your intended on as well, but if your FH is anything like mine, they won’t have much to say. They just want to get right to the slicing!

			10 months out: Choose your Night Guides

			This is the perfect time to sit down with your intended and discuss one of the more fun aspects of your feast of one flesh: the Night Guides you want to invite to partake in the flensing. Lord of the Eternal Storm Eret’thor was all the rage last season, and to be honest, I totally get it—those glittery little frogs are so cute.

			But there are lots of other things to consider when you choose Night Guides: how easy the chants are, what kind of spirit helpers they come with (hi lil frogs!), and if they go with the overall look and feel of your special day. I remember one of my girlfriends invoked the presence of Yantienna the Tiger Queen and well… I don’t want to criticize anyone else’s flensing, but I don’t think anyone had quite thought through the amount of viscera that would be involved. Red and violet were not their colors, and the smell really distracted from the ritual.

			And of course, if either of you has a family Guide, you simply must invite them. It would be terminally tacky not to.

			9 months out: Time to go gown shopping!

			Every bride’s favorite part! I’ve dreamed of my feast gown ever since I was a little girl, and I know many of you feel the same. Gown shopping is a wonderful reason to get together with your besties, have a couple glasses of sangfroid, and play dress-up! 

			Think carefully about matching your gown to the occasion; if your altar is outdoors, you may want a full skirt and sleeves, but if so, make sure there are ample slits for the bladework. If you’re planning an indoor rite, you can experiment with more daring hemlines. This is the direction I went, and I’m so glad I did. I love a minimalist flensing gown; there’s nothing more inelegant than a groom shoving through yards of taffeta trying to find the hamstrings—but that’s just my opinion. I’m a traditional girl!

			(If you’ve been a longtime reader, you know that obviously this part of the preparation didn’t go exactly as I wanted it to, but I was the exception. Don’t let my challenges scare you—odds are, you won’t have to go through three different gownmakers like I did. I’m still amazed we got all the stains out!)

			8 months out: Start scheming decor and playlists

			This is another fun one: it’s time to start thinking about the #aesthetic you want to cultivate for your big day. For me, this was divided into two big categories: decorations and music. The most memorable part of a flensing for me (other than the ritual itself, of course) is always how the day looked and felt. Whether you’re a traditional girl or more cutting-edge, the way you deck out your space can say so much about you and your beloved.

			I knew from the beginning that I wanted to keep the decor for the venue as simple and chic as possible. All the grandeur and history of the family chapel doesn’t need a lot of improvement. And thank goodness, because have you seen the price of flowers lately? The hellebore blight has just been murderous.

			There was one thing I absolutely wouldn’t budge on, however: bunting! Ever since I was a little girl I’ve just loved the festive glisten of homemade bunting. I plan to make mine the day before the ceremony to make sure it’s as fresh as possible. I know some folks are more into the matte dried look now, but what can I say—I love the shine of wet gut.

			Speaking of gut, make sure you save some for the instruments! Music is so important to me and my intended. We went back and forth for weeks about what we wanted playing when we mounted the altar, and just couldn’t make up our minds. Fortunately my sister had the brilliant idea of asking her husband’s mother’s handmaid to do a tonal invocation as we walk down the aisle together, and we knew right away that that would be just perfect. Just the idea of her yips and barks echoing up the stone walls gives me goosebumps! 

			7 months out: Tend to your pearly whites

			Dental hygiene gets so much attention in the flensing industry, it’s practically a punchline. I won’t rehash everything you’ve already read on the internet, because odds are you know what to do! 

			I’ll only suggest that you start your enhanced filing routine a few months before the three month timeline most flensing blogs recommend… and why? Because it can take some time to get used to the new notches and points in your teeth, and the occasional self-inflicted wound is unfortunately part of the process. You don’t want your lips all puffy and scabbed in your flensing photos, so get filed and start practicing early.

			(And remember: when you’re caring for your mouth, use plenty of lye!)

			6 months out: Start your flensing fitness routine

			This is where I am! I just started my 180-day bridal bootcamp and babes, I am beat. But it’s worth it! I want to be in the best physical condition of my life for my feast of one flesh. The more muscle fiber in every bite, the happier my FH will be.

			And so will I! Everyone knows that a buff bride is a bride ready to deal with any little unexpected moments that might arise during the ceremony. Can you imagine if my FH slipped in the wet and I wasn’t able to help him up? I remember hearing about a flensing that was disrupted entirely by anti-flesh heathens, and it would just be such a shame if my big day arrived and I wasn’t able to defend our traditions with the strength of my own body. 

			Now I just need to do (checks notes) 250 workouts in the next 179 days. Well, it’s good for stress relief, or so I keep telling myself.

			4 months out: Accessories!

			This one is pure fun! While your gown is out for alterations is the perfect time to start looking for accessories. These little personal touches can really help you blend the timelessness of tradition with your own personality. 

			I’ll be wearing an ash caul that my grandmother wore for her own flensing. This is such a meaningful item for me, as we lost my grandmother last year in the Great Suppuration. My mom and I both shed a tear over this one!

			That’s a nod to tradition, and to my own family roots, but I decided to have some fun with the shoes: I’ll be wearing my sister’s militia boots under my gown! The boots are comfortable, they’re flats so I won’t sink into the grass when I’m outside, and they’ve got great treads for when the floor gets wet and slippery. Cute idea, right? 

			I imagine my grandmother’s love settling over me in her caul, and my sister’s support as a sturdy foundation on my big day, and my heart just swells with pride. This is what I’m talking about when I say your flensing can be fun and personal while still respecting our people’s rich cultural heritage.

			3 months out: Consecrate the gown

			This is a controversial one! I know lots of dressmakers will just do it for you nowadays, but this is one of those traditions I just couldn’t skip. Ever since I was a little girl, I’ve dreamed of my mother and sisters standing together around me, red to the elbow and singing our family song as they rub their blessings into the cloak and hem. I love making my family smile; they have such beautiful teeth. It gives me goosebumps just thinking about it!

			Make sure your alterations are all done before the consecration! No one wants to have to find eighteen more black corvids if you end up needing to let the gown out, am I right?

			2 months out: Cut out nasty treats

			We’re getting down to the wire now! We’re less than two full moons out from the feast of one flesh, and it’s time to start really cleansing your body of impurities so you go to the altar with as much clarity of muscle and spirit as you can. If you’ve been having the celebratory glass of wine or sangfroid, it’s time to cut that out. Goodbye, desserts and coffee! Simplify now and you’ll really earn the flensing of your dreams.

			As much as possible, try to tailor your diet to flavors and ingredients you know will thrill your intended on your big day. Personally, I’ll be gearing toward lots of fresh plants, because my FH is a vegetarian (mostly...). I want a really low-collagen, high-umami mouthfeel, so I’ll be downing acorns, mushrooms, roughage, and smut. Gotta get those omega-3s!

			This part of preparation can be a challenge for a lot of us, but remember your goals! I don’t know about you, but when I imagine the look of transcendent happiness on my intended’s face as he takes the first bite, it makes all these little sacrifices worth it.

			1 month out: Savor every morsel

			The lunation cycle of your flensing is going to be a magical time! From putting the last-minute touches on decor to locking in your feast playlist to getting those guideline tattoos so you and your intended know just where to cut, it’ll all go by in a haze.

			That’s why it’s so important to really stop and appreciate the moments when you can. Practice whatever calming rituals help you focus. For me, it’s box breathing, getting plenty of sleep, and ululating, but for you it might be guided meditation, livestock harvests, and yoga. 

			When the feast of one flesh arrives, I guarantee all these months of preparation will feel so worth it. You’ll be light as a cloud, strong as a mountain, and hungry for matrimony. Whatever little speedbumps you hit on the way here will simply be distant memories. Not much else seems important when you remember that you’re participating in a tradition that has kept our culture united for thousands of years.

			Like the song says: the greatest thing we’ll ever learn is just to feed, and be fed in return.

			I wish you a stress-free and delicious flensing.

			xoxo

			Bethory
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			Ouroboros

		

		
			By Tucker Struyk

		

		
			“Thy sleep perpetual bursts the vivid folds, by which the soul, attracting body holds…” 

			-Thomas Taylor

			Dr. Arella Druker received the first images taken by the Weaver telescope at NASA’s Goddard Flight Center in Greenbelt, Maryland. Her eyes went scattershot from the far reaches of space to the outwith expanse. Photographs more than fourteen billion years in the making, older than the universe itself, breezed by faster than she could analyze. Constellations were distorted, when observed through the Weaver telescope, to magnify star clusters welling out from this dark energy. Spectral rays warped through gulfs of infinite space. In a loop of celestial plunges, galaxies burst forth like touch-me-not seeds launched from the jewelweed. When the telescope peered beyond our empyreal veil, reality became a cosmic reel spun out on a comet’s tail. At the reel’s centerpiece was a great black hole. In each frame its own universe played out in the same five stages as the last. The aperture swallowed each image in a momentous film burn and cleared the slate for the next frame. What began in a primordial blast always returned to the void that birthed it.

			Arella brought her hand to her lips in thought, until she caught herself nibbling at her cuticles like a child. Her colleagues cheered and embraced one another. They popped champagne bottles on the promise that their discovery would become a footnote in history, but she pondered on the images before them. Their data showed no visible deviation from this universe to its predecessor or its successor. Every reality existed on a set track, barreled toward the same destruction—the Big Bang.

			She shot upright. Her gaze darted about the room, in a bugged out fit. Eventually people took notice and gawked back at her. “Have we done this before?” she asked them. They shrugged her off, then continued their conversations.

			“Is she all right?” asked someone.

			“I’m sure she’ll manage,” said another. “Just a bout of déjà vu, I believe.”

			Arella laughed. The palms of her hands pressed against her temples as hair shook loose and dangled in front of her face. “Yes,” she said. Her dry cackle rumbled to an abrupt end. “Déjà vu. That’s all it is.”

			News outlets reported cases of widespread depression, anxiety, and mania after her discovery went public. At farmer’s market in Oklahoma, an armed man hurled Molotov cocktails at vendors. A newspaper in Wisconsin described protests from science deniers, donned in white robes, outside of a local university. Dallas police officers were mobbed by Christian radicals. Around the globe, the number of mass suicides shattered previous records. Disaster ensued until a week later, when the primary election captured the public’s attention and, just like that, all was forgotten.

			* * *

			Chance Newson cycled his electric bike down pothole riddled streets, en route to a school in Omaha, Nebraska. His shoulders hunched over the handlebars as he maneuvered the neighborhoods. The carbon fiber frame absorbed each jounce well enough, but he remained wary of cracked pavement for the sake of his tires. As he crossed an intersection, he noticed no students near the entrance nor cars in the parking lot. Still, he parked his bike on the rack and removed a lock from his bag.

			Principal Grundy stepped outside and locked the door behind her. She saw Chance, on her way to her car, and stopped in her tracks. “Where is everyone?” he asked her.

			She cocked her head and turned in search of another adult to deal with him for her, but found no one. “Haven’t you heard?” she said. He shook his head. “Classes are canceled for the day.”

			Chance quietly stowed his belongings away.

			“Do you need me to call your parents?”

			Before she could finish, he hopped on back on his bike and took the long way home. He teetered side-to-side as he rode out of the saddle and over the hill.

			* * * 

			Ned Reuter scoured aisles at a supermarket in Walnut Creek, California, until he found bagged chicken nuggets. He stood in the frozen food section, transfixed by labels. As a child, he ate poultry by the bird, but that was before he knew what cruelty transpired behind closed doors. He became a vegan after he developed a moral repugnance for the meat-processing industry. He read all the Vegan Life articles and sat through every Factory Farming Awareness Coalition sponsored documentary to reinforce his convictions—he even protested against Foster Farms—but that was before the Weaver telescope uncovered the truth. Everything awaited the butcher’s cleaver in the end: nothing was exempt, not even the universe itself.

			Suddenly cashiers shouted from the front of the store. Mass hysteria surfaced, as waves of people were thrust from the automatic doors—each with their hands full of stolen goods. Some were discreet, with prescriptions tucked inside their purses and junk food stuffed under their clothes, while others blatantly carted out home appliances and flat screen TV sets. Ned stumbled out of a person’s way as they raided the beer and wine section. His sandal slid off, under the gondola shelf, in the process. Voices clamored in anti-establishment clichés to drown out the pleas from injured shoppers. Ned made off toward the emergency exit but, with the screech of his rubber sole on linoleum tiles, came to a halt near the produce aisle.

			His eyes fell upon dinosaur shaped chicken nuggets in an open-air freezer. The same brand his mom used to buy. Then, as a seventy-year-old woman was trampled to death twenty yards from him, he snatched a box and ran.

			 

			Father Aaron Boniface stood before his congregation in West Bend, Iowa with arms extended toward the rafters. “The most gracious gift the Lord, our God, has bestowed upon humanity is the inability to see His plan in anything other than real time,” he preached. “When Saint Paul of Tarsus was struck blind by heavenly light, God gave no warning. When Jesus rose on the third day, God gave no warning.” People nodded in tune with his plagal cadence. 

			“These scientists, each straining for truth, are blind to the universe’s one absolute and that is Jesus Christ, the Savior. In the days of Genesis, the Almighty placed His first humans in a garden of ignorance and these were the only days peace was ever known. It was the fruit of knowledge that tainted our seed with original sin. Do not forget. These sciences have played into the devil’s hands. It was inevitable that they would uncover our small place in the Lord’s vast creation and feel nothing but fear. For they are right to fear God’s might, but do not be fooled. They have learned nothing that we God-fearing men did not already know. They have seen nothing that Revelations has not shown. We live in a world dictated by sin; therefore we cannot escape the temptations of knowledge, but I implore you good folk to look forward to this rapture with open hearts. Our death will carry secrets, in dreams, to those early humans, who formed an undying religion. Humanity will be reborn to accept God’s challenge in the garden of Eden again and again until we rise to the purpose of our creation—to act as humble servants of Him with no temptations toward sin. Someday, when the stars are aligned, He will call upon our newborn Adam and the secrets we shared will be the liberation of humanity. For God’s plan is predestined but, as humans with free will, we were destined to choose our own fate. Hallelujah.”

			Ministers brought bread and wine to the altar. Congregants renounced what little money they could afford to spare for the offertory and, on that day, each collection basket passed was full before it reached the end of the pew.

			* * *

			Deirdre Devon drove across Saugatuck, Michigan to Kalamazoo Lake. Hope kicked her backrest from a child safety seat. “Mommy,” Hope cried, “why are you driving so fast?”

			Deirdre dried her eyes with a tissue. Lakefront houses passed by the car window in a frenzied blur. When she pumped the brakes in front of a cottage-style home, the inertia sent candy wrappers from the backseat up to the dashboard. The homeowner stood from their patio chair out on the wrapped porch. They leaned against the closest turned post and squinted, through the windshield, at Deirdre. She stared back at them. She used to tell herself, in another life, that house was hers. That life was hers. Now, she knew better. The car lurched out from park and rolled down the driveway, to the dock. “Mommy, where are we going?”

			Deirdre accelerated. “I’m cutting to the finish line,” she said. The homeowner reached for their phone. “It’s too late for me, but I can still save you.” Hope squealed out her final words in unintelligible sounds. “I’m sorry. This is the only way.” Water flooded in through open windows as they sank to the lakebed.

			* * * 

			Abel Feigenbaum took the winding gravel road up to Oscar’s art studio in Anaconda, Montana. Ahead, he saw a timber frame house atop the mountain’s summit. The cross-hipped roof—lined with solar panels—sloped off into a skillion carport, where Oscar kept his Rivian truck on display. Abel balked from the size of the place. He knew, from what little was said at Narcotics Anonymous meetings, that Oscar was well off, but this was unlike anything he had seen before. 

			Oscar awaited his arrival at the end of the driveway with boots and hiking pants on. Abel waved.

			“I’m sorry to call you out of the blue,” said Abel. His head hung low to match his slack shoulders. “I don’t have anyone else to talk to.”

			Oscar patted Abel’s back. “Don’t be sorry. Sobriety will force you out of your comfort zone—especially on days like this—but, you know what they say, ‘recovery must come first so what you love doesn’t have to come last.’ Besides, what else are sponsors for?”

			Abel nodded. The NA clichés fell on deaf ears with him, but he played along. His eyes traced a yellow-pine chipmunk’s course from one western larch to another. “So,” he said, “what exactly is this place?”

			Oscar grinned. “Come. I’ll show you.”

			Abel followed Oscar into the Douglas fir colonnade off the property. He felt a pinch in his right shoe, but there was no rock to blame. His weight shifted and he found the same pang in his left foot. He winced through the pain. They traipsed by lodgepole pines until they came upon a graveyard grove of discarded needles and rotted wood. Then, amongst snags left in the wake of a windstorm, Oscar picked up a gnarled branch and inspected the twisted grain of its pith. He handed the log to Abel. “What do you think?” he asked.

			Abel shrugged. “It’s dead.”

			Oscar laughed. “Come with me.”

			They marched back to the house with the stick cradled in Oscar’s arms. Eventually they came to Oscar’s laneway house, where he ushered Abel onto a stool placed in front of his workbench. Abel sat. His stare fixated on a bronzed branch rounded into a perfect circle on the table before him. The knotted burls were smoothed into brass globules and gave character to the piece. 

			“It’s beautiful,” said Abel. “How did you do this?”

			Oscar glided his fingertips across the pristine polish. “I learned, long ago, how those who appear dead can obtain new life.” He raised the branch they had found up to the cool white light. “An artistic endeavor can reignite the soul.” He laid the weathered wood in Abel’s open hands. “Now, it’s your turn.”

			* * *

			Chance opened his lunchbox on a bench overlooking the Clift Park pond. His falafel stuffed flatbread clenched in one hand and a pen in the other, as he doodled on a spiral-bound notebook. When he ran out of room in the margins of his science notes, he found a blank page and hesitated in thought. He searched, across the pond, for inspiration. Rather, he watched a black lab chew its tail with bored whimpers. The dog’s owner leered at Chance with tears clouding their vision. Chance put his head down. That day, he felt the prying eyes of adults everywhere. As if they found a piece of themselves, lost to time, in him. 

			By the time Chance put pen to paper, his eyes were cast toward the ground. There, tucked between blades of grass, a clover bloomed in an outstretched trefoil—through the molting split of a cicada shell. He chuckled. Alerts plagued his phone, so he silenced them. He shook his head with a smile still etched in his expression. The world would prattle on without his input. No one was in this strange experience alone. He took solace in that. 

			His wrist flung his graphite besmeared palm, back and forth, across the page. Black lead smudged the cicada’s exposed ovipositor. He shaded her spiracles between mouthfuls of tahini and vegetables. Eventually his work was finished. In the sketch, the cicada ate the three leaflets sprouted from her abdomen and belched. 

			* * *

			Data reached the Director for Research and Computing, Dr. Lars Bachmann, at the CERN in Switzerland. The particle physicist pored over the material for hours. All his acumen and ability led him here. After the Big Bang—within the first millionths of a second—elementary particles enmeshed into a myriad of combinations. Long before these populations stabilized into neutrons and protons of ordinary matter, everything that was existed in a trillion-degree plasma of quarks and gluons, which birthed the short-lived X particle. Lars was hellbent on the identity of Particle X—to uncover the arrangement of its parts. 

			The sequence of its four quarks were lost in an indecipherable signature. Researchers tried machine-learning techniques to scrutinize more than thirteen billion ion collisions, each one put out quarks and gluons that dispersed and coalesced to create more than a quadrillion transient particles. Their algorithm was inculcated to distinguish decay patterns characteristic of Particle X. The answer was, in truth, narrowed between one of two options. Particle X was either a compact tetraquark or lived in a class by itself as a wholly original molecule made of, not atoms, but two loosely linked mesons; and when the particles formed in quark-gluon plasma, they expeditiously broke down to daughter particles that disbanded to new forms. The decay pattern was distinct from all other particles. 

			Lars sifted through the dataset’s background in a fervent search. His retinas strained until an ache developed behind his eyes. He plucked the browline glasses from his face. The answer was there somewhere—lost in their infernal machines, which were not quite sharp enough to isolate it. The knowledge escaped his grasp only to return to the safety of unplumbed gulfs, where he would find it one day. The analysis lasted a week, at the end of which no breakthroughs had been made. When the study concluded, new questions were raised and, in time, researchers prepared for the next test.

			End.
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			Ulterior Motives

		

		
			By KN Gould

		

		
			Hell yes, I’m packing up my shit and getting outta here just as fast as I can. You wouldn’t be asking stupid questions like that if you knew what was good for you. 

			I don’t care how late it is. Not gonna wait until tomorrow. Might not be a tomorrow for ol’ Pete or anyone else who sticks around. This here park is no man’s land now, you hear me? Heading down to that campground those polo-wearing assholes told us to go to is even more idiotic. Yes, I know the tent has a tear in the roof but I’d rather sleep in a damned monsoon with nothing over my head than go where they want us to. I’ve had worse. They’d have to club me over the head and drag me to that place and even then I’d be kicking and screaming like you wouldn’t believe before I set one foot inside.

			No, I will not calm down. Jesus, Carrie, you of all people should know, if I’m this worked up, I damn sure have something to be worked up about. 

			Okay, okay, I’m sorry I yelled. But darlin’, you gotta trust me on this one. I’m your rock, remember? I keep level-headed when everyone else is losing their shit. You were there that time at our camp over on the butte when that one dude, what was his name? That guy who was nailing Mitch’s girl every time Mitch went spangin’ downtown. Mitch found out and took a baseball bat to that douchebag. Busted him up real good. Woulda killed him too, if I hadn’t talked him down. I mean, I’m wiry and tough, don’t get me wrong, but Mitch had me by close to a hunnert pounds. My skinny ass wasn’t about take the bat from him. I used my old noggin. Kept my wits then, was all soothing and shit. Even told the cops I hadn’t seen a thing when they eventually got off their asses to look into the almost-dead guy in the hospital.

			This? This is different.

			All right, if I’m going to tell you about it you need to be handing over the rest of that bottle you stashed. Need to take the edge off. Thanks, darlin’. Now, lean in close because nobody else can hear what I’m telling. I don’t trust no one except you but after seeing those alleged social working clowns tonight I’ve gone full-on tinfoil hat. Our tent is too close to those other ones and anyone could be listening. 

			You wanna know why I’m so hell-bent on leaving our park? Our sweet spot in the soft grass under the bridge overhang so we don’t even get rained on much? Or why you’ll have to kill me before I stake a claim in that oh-so-special campground those bleeding-heart volunteers set aside just for us? I never did tell you how I lost my foot. I’ve seen you looking at it but you’ve been sweet enough to not ask. This fake one’s been a part of me lor a lotta years. Was worn down like this when I got it. No toes, practically a flat block of painted wood. Quality wood, though, good enough to keep me from falling over heading to the shitter. What more do I need?

			You know people used to call me Peggy? Because of my pegleg. Like I was a damn pirate or something. Hated it. Didn’t let it show, though. Would’ve only encouraged them. Don’t want them to get your goat, don’t show them where it’s hid. That’s what I’ve always said. 

			Thank the lord, darlin’. You found the bottle. Hand it over, please. I’ll only need a nip, maybe two.

			Sssssssssss, that burns going down. Good burn. I don’t drink half what I used to. Body can’t handle it anymore. I’m forty-six now but this life I’ve led makes me feel like twice that. My scraggly beard used to have a lot more red than gray, you believe that? Quitting the hard stuff is the only reason I’m still around to share this whiskey with you, baby. 

			Yeah, yeah, I’m getting to the story. I had to have been twenty-one, twenty-two maybe. On the streets at least three years, running with a tiny crew of junkies up in Portland. Me, Sharon, and CJ were pretty tight. They were mostly together, like a couple. Sometimes Sharon might disappear for a day or two but she always found her way back. CJ was a short, funny dude who smoked these disgusting hand-rolled cigarettes constantly.

			I trusted them as much as I trusted anybody. If one of us scored we shared with the others...usually. We watched each other’s backs. Nothing too different than now, if you don’t keep your head on a swivel, someone’s gonna make off with everything you have. CJ was clever enough to keep us from sleeping on the sidewalk. Abandoned cars, tents by the highway, once we even had a house all to ourselves for a week before the city came and threw us out, saying we was squatters and the place was rickety enough it likely would’ve fallen down right on top of us any minute.

			I don’t remember who brought him into the group, Sharon or CJ. It sure as hell wasn’t me. He sorta appeared one day and was just…there.

			“Call me Jackie,” he said whenever someone asked. That’s how he said it too. Call me Jackie, not, my name is Jackie. Thought it was weird even then.

			 The guy looked barely eighteen. Claimed he was twenty-two. Greasy black hair hanging into his eyes and past his ears, horn-rimmed glasses held together with masking tape, a big ol’ butt-chin, and a gap in his two front teeth you could drive a Honda through. Jackie wasn’t much in the looks department. I guess none of us really were, though. 

			He fit in good enough, flying under the radar. Not pissing anyone off, not letting anyone get too close, you know?

			“Where ya from?”

			“All around.”

			“You got any family?”

			“None worth mentioning.”

			That was the sort of crap was all you could get out of him.

			Jackie wasn’t the one who suggested the boat. That was CJ. Jackie planted the idea though, sure as if it was a sunflower seed.

			“Sure is nice down by the river,” I remember him saying.

			He was right but it didn’t take a genius to figure that out. The Willamette wound through that part of Portland. Find a good spot and the river could be a convenient bath or toilet or dishwasher. The downside, everyone knew it so it could get real crowded. Crowded enough you had to sleep with one eye open and any privacy was out the window. 

			CJ spoke up one night. “Jackie here knows a place we can get a cheap boat.”

			“What the hell we need a boat for?” I asked, eyeballing Jackie. He wouldn’t look at me, eyes were always averted, maybe at my chest, maybe at the ground.

			“Pete, this is a great idea. I only wish I’d come up with it sooner. The four of us, me, you, Jackie, and Sharon, pool our money and we go to Jackie’s guy and get a boat.”

			“We ain’t got no boat money. That’s for damn sure.”

			“We don’t need much. We’re not getting a yacht or anything, just something that won’t sink while we’re sleeping. A couple-hundred bucks. If we don’t have the cash we go get it.”

			“Dunno what kind of boat we can get for that much.”

			The boat we could get for that much, I soon found out, could hardly be called a boat anymore. Me and CJ took a look at a sailboat, a thirty-footer. The old girl had seen better days. No mast, no sails, no motor, and the keel was all wonky.

			“Not sure she’ll even float, CJ.”

			“Sure she will.”

			He was right. The boat did float. Barely. He was wrong about how much it would cost, though. Five-hundred is what we finally managed to get Jackie’s guy down to. Wasn’t easy to come up with that much. Sharon scrounged up about eighty bucks. I didn’t ask how. Me and CJ took to spangin’ and collecting cans at ten cents a pop. Might’ve even done a little thievery at the grocery store. You know, swipe some stuff – nothing too expensive – then return it and get cash money. Repeat as needed.

			We were still short, even with our best efforts, until Jackie showed up with two crisp hundreds out of nowhere. Like with Sharon, I didn’t ask how he got it. I should have. Not that it would’ve changed anything. 

			Getting the boat in the water was only a little less difficult than raising the money. The van and trailer we borrowed barely had enough tread on their tires to cover the mile and a half to the river. The sound of the hull scraping bottom as we unloaded was like nails on a chalkboard. We had to MacGyver that shit into the water, especially since the place we picked to put her in wasn’t exactly a boat ramp. Once she went in, though, when I saw her floating there, not sinking or nothing like I half expected her to, I was like, “Wow, this could actually work out.”

			Ours wasn’t the only boat on the Willamette that summer. No way CJ (or was it Jackie) was the first to come up with this idea. I gotta admit, those first few nights, falling asleep, swaying with the current, not nervous about someone sneaking up on me…was like heaven. I even wondered if I’d been too hard on Jackie, even if I had kept most of those negative thoughts to myself. 

			You see, along that stretch of river, there were probably a couple-dozen boats like ours. Barely water-worthy, missing parts, held together with duct tape and a prayer, bobbing up and down, tied off to whatever could be tied off to, resting in a little patch of water near the bank. CJ explained to my dumb ass how the set up worked. Living on our boats kept us out of sight from the upstanding, taxpaying citizens of Portland.

			“Out of sight, out of mind,” he said.

			If we kept a low profile, we were less likely to get the cops called on us like if we slept in the doorway of a coffee shop or something. Rousting us hobos out on the water is a damn sight more difficult than throwing away our tents if we step away for one minute. 

			It couldn’t be permanent, of course. None of the boats had their proper registrations – tags and whatnot. Eventually, the Man would get tired of seeing us all giving the whole system the middle finger and they’d move in. Warnings, followed by impounding. That’s what would happen, one by one. 

			But that’s the genius part of the entire thing. Sure, it would suck to get our little homestead swiped out from under us but it wouldn’t be for long. The stormtroopers would get the boats taken out and towed to the impound lot where they’d sit until the fines and fees were paid. When nothing got paid, the owner of the lot would get ownership. And then, you know what happened then?

			The guy would sell the shitty boat to the next band of merry misfits who wanted it. 

			Real circle of life shit, right there. The cops could fool themselves into thinking they were doing their job, impound guy got paid, and the boat would be back on the water in no time. 

			All that stuff took time. We had at least three or four months before we got hassled enough to have to leave. By then the weather might have changed enough we’d have to get off the river anyways. That was a bridge we’d jump off when we got to it. 

			CJ found this real quiet section of water, kinda removed from the bigger group of folks in our similar situation. It wasn’t like we were super anti-social, we just liked to keep to ourselves. Other people are nothing but trouble. Don’t look at me like that. You know I’m not talking about you. 

			There was this fallen log we tethered to and the current was real slow, almost non-existent. If you were to go upriver about a half-mile from our little hobo-flotilla you’d see super nice houses on the bank. Some of them were practically castles. Houses worth millions in spittin’ distance of where we pissed off the side of the boat. Irony, I think that’s what it is.

			I told you before, Jackie didn’t talk much. That’s why this part sticks out to me so clearly. One night, this would’ve been a week or so after we put our boat in the river, he piped up. 

			“There’s these guys, in Siberia I’m pretty sure.” 

			He took a long drag off the roach he’d been nursing. He’d also brought enough weed for the rest of us. Doing stuff like that might’ve been the only reason we let him keep hanging with us. 

			“They followed this huge herd of caribou. Charting migration patterns and stuff. Research. You believe that? That’s a job. Following caribou, taking pictures, and writing notes. Anyways, this nature-scientist crew studied the hell out of this herd. Got to know the animals so well they almost had names for half of them. After a few weeks they were able to determine this enormous group of caribou could be broken down into three smaller groups.”

			Smoke surrounded his head, I remember even though I was pretty damn high myself. Light from one of our camping lamps made him look…otherworldly. I couldn’t take my eyes off him. Jackie never talked this much, not in one sitting, anyways.

			“The biggest part,” he continued, “had the normal animals. Males, females, babies, all doing their thing, living their best life, going with the flow, not sticking out from the crowd. They knew, even in their little pea-brains, that was their best bet for survival. Blending in.”

			The boat rocked gently, hypnotizing me even more. CJ and Sharon were silent, too. For all I know, they were out cold, not hearing a single word. 

			“About ten-percent of the herd, those were the invalids, the elderly, the rejects. Runts of the litter so to speak. The healthier animals kept the rejects towards the center of the group, to easier protect them from predators. Bears or wolves, usually, and some of those wolves could grow to be as big as bears, trust me.

			“Sometimes, though, the size of the herd wasn’t enough to keep those predators away. Sometimes it attracted more than they could handle. Those researchers were surprised – shocked even – when they saw how the herd dealt with that.”

			How’s that? I wanted to ask him but I couldn’t get the words out. My tongue had got too thick.  

			“That five-percent, that’s what they estimated the smallest group to be, were the smart ones. Where they went, the rest of the herd followed. The alphas. 

			“When the wolves got too close, too aggressive, or too numerous, they’d pick off any unwary caribou, taking them down a few at a time. This had to be unacceptable to the alphas but these animals weren’t built to fight. Mother Nature chose for them to be prey. So, what they did instead was adapt. Two or three alphas would choose one of the rejects and approach it. Then they’d surround it and start pushing, herding, getting it to follow them. The alphas would lead it away from the rest of the herd to an attractive location, like a watering hole or something. Pretty soon, other alphas would bring another reject over. Then another, then another. When they had five or six or so, blissfully oblivious of the danger they were in, the alphas would simply walk back and rejoin the herd.”

			Then he flicked the butt over the side of the boat.

			“Those alphas were cold-blooded. When the wolves came down on those other caribou at the watering hole, they didn’t so much as look back. No remorse. Survival of the fittest. Nature is hardcore. We forget that, I think.”

			Jackie said more words telling that story of his than in all the other times I talked to him combined. I passed the hell out right after so I don’t know if he reached the end. He could’ve gone on all night and I wouldn’t be able to tell you any different.

			Carrie, this is the part I need you to believe. Or, if you don’t, if you think I’m nutso or a liar, just pretend, okay? Pretend and come with me. We’ll beat feet outta town just as fast as we can. No, no, don’t argue, please. Listen.

			A few days, maybe a week later, the four of us had hunkered down for the night. When we had our lanterns turned off, it could get real dark out there on the water. The full moon, or mostly full anyways, made it so you could sorta see. That, and a few faint lanterns hanging off those upriver boats was the only light in all the world. At least, seemed that way from where I was sitting. Sharon and CJ were chatting quiet-like up on the bow (Or is it the stern? I can’t remember). The front of the boat. They like to sleep out under the stars if they could. I could hear snippets of their conversation as I drifted off in my bunk downstairs in the cabin. I always liked to have a roof and some sort of walls around me. 

			Jackie rigged himself up a simple little tent with a tarp on a line at the back of the boat. Cinder blocks on the corners kept it from blowing away if the wind picked up. I know he was there when we all turned in, I could smell those cigarettes of his as he smoked a few feet above where I laid my head.

			I fell asleep quick and slept hard. You only know light-sleeper me, tossing and turning all night and that’s if I don’t throw in the towel and go sit outside the tent so as not to bother you so much. Before the night on the river, I would be on the go all day, wearing myself out in the process, and I’d crash hard at night. Dead to the world.

			Water, cold as hell water against my cheek woke me half way. My sleeping bag was soaked. I opened my eyes but couldn’t focus. Everything was slo-mo, fuzzy, like I was dreaming. Beyond simple middle-of-the-night confusion, this was more like I’d downed too many benzos. The air felt thick around me. 

			A couple of feet of water filled the tiny room where I slept. All the way up to the thin-cushioned couch I’d converted into a bed. And it was still rising.

			“Mawk,” I said. Wasn’t what I wanted to say but my tongue wouldn’t cooperate. The sound was more of a croak than an actual word. My hazy brain right away figured the hull had given way and we were sinking quick.

			I wasn’t completely wrong. 

			I struggled to sit up. Rubbing my eyes with river water and shaking my head got rid of a few cobwebs but not enough. I just about went face-first off the couch-bed when I tried to stand up. My foot, my flesh and blood foot, not this fake one you’ve seen me getting around on all the time, was stuck in between the cushions. That’s what I thought, anyways, but only for a second. 

			Down where I was, only a little trickle of moonlight sneaked through enough to let me see even the tiniest bit. My eyes were clearing up about as slow as my brain. I tried to pull my foot out but no luck. Wouldn’t budge, not one bit. So, then I leaned over to pull my damn foot out with my hands. That’s when I saw it.

			The sleeping bag and my feet hanged off the end of the couch, kinda floating there in the rising water. The end of the bag had been tore open like, and my leg was exposed up to the calf. Couldn’t believe what I was seeing, like it was happenin’ to someone else.

			That whole leg was numb, no feeling at all. Pain would come later. Pain like I’d never felt before or since. Right then, though? Nothing.

			Tendrils, thin white ones like angel-hair pasta, wriggled over my skin and slithered up my leg. The bastards were coming out of the river water. The ones that weren’t attached to me were flailing around like they was trying to find an open patch of Pete to feed off of.

			What I could see of my foot was a bloody mess. A billion thoughts ran through my head, none of them making any sense of what I was looking at. One of my toes popped right off as I watched. It bobbed and weaved as it got passed around from one tendril to another.

			My brain broke, seeing but not feeling my toe get pulled clean off me like that. Logic and reason left. Only panic stayed. 

			I screamed. I think I screamed for CJ but I’m not sure.

			I used my good leg and pushed myself away from the grip of the worm-things. There was no give. Pain flared for the first time. Nerve pain from deep down, like a dental drill with no painkiller. No flinching away to get away from this. The thing held me firm. It was as if the things withheld the hurt until it knew I was awake and trying to get away. A punishment for resisting.

			Survival mode took over. Pure instinct. I kicked and pulled and punched and twisted my body in ways that shouldn’t have been possible. To be honest, darlin’, up until then I didn’t feel much like my life was worth a damn. Never wanted to hang it up or anything but I wouldn’t have been too upset if Death came around looking for me.

			I was severely mistaken. In the bottom of that boat, I was a coyote in a trap fighting for my life. Woulda gnawed my leg off at the knee if I could’ve. 

			Clenched my jaw so hard I broke a tooth. Tendons popped and I nearly passed out with the effort. Through all of it, I could hear the tearing sound of my leg meat separating from my foot at the ankle. When it finally gave, there was a sick popping sound and I went ass-over-teakettle backwards off the couch into the water. 

			It wasn’t that deep but it was freezing. The cold held off the throbbing at the end of my leg I didn’t want to think about. I inhaled a mouthful of water and hacked it right back up as I broke the surface. On my knees, the rising river was up to my waist. To my right, there was sudden, sharp crack coming from the failing hull. So loud in the cramped space. 

			 The stringy tentacles were in a frenzy, whipping around faster than before. A bunch of them cradled my foot, handing it off, carrying it from one noodle to the next, towards the opening leading topside. Even now, I get sick to my stomach remembering that piece of me, disappearing view, covered by those…things.

			The floor beneath me sank real sudden-like, just a few inches but I knew I didn’t have long if I wanted to make it out of there.

			I moved forward on my knees, my own will was the only thing keeping me going. Splashing and thrashing, spitting out mouthfuls of water and praying not to drown or lose another limb. The wisps of floss that took my foot fanned out along the walls, looking for me, feeling for me. I needed to avoid them long enough to get up those few steps to the open air. Wasn’t sure what I’d do after that but I’d be dead real quick staying where I was. 

			My hands reached the steps and I cackled like I’d won the lottery. A man appeared in the opening above me. Had he been there the whole time? I squinted to bring him into focus. CJ, that’s who it was. But he was moving all weird, twitching like he was having a seizure. His eyes were rolled back in his head, nothing but the whites. His feet weren’t touching the ground. Those goddamn white tentacles held him up and slowly crept over his entire body.

			As if that wasn’t enough to crush the rest of my spirit, another tentacle, way bigger than the others, wrapped around him, slithering up his legs, circling his waist, and inching towards his neck. Out of the tip of this single, smooth, dark purple limb sprang a hundred of the thinner noodles like the ones that stole my foot. They were all connected and they were blocking my escape.

			I should’ve died right then and there. I don’t know how or why I didn’t. At night, when I haven’t drank enough to pass out, when I shoot straight up outta my bed while everyone else is asleep, it’s because I can still see CJ, hanging limp in front of me, dead or dying. I hope he couldn’t feel any of it. He didn’t deserve to go out like that. Nobody does.

			Everything collapsed inward all around me in one huge crash. The floor dropped out from underneath and I went under. Totally submerged with the crushed pieces of the boat pushing me further down. I couldn’t tell down from up. There was only this sense of spinning in suffocating darkness and getting the little bit of air left in my lungs knocked out of me.

			As I tried to get my bearings, I hit up against something solid with my fists. It was huge and smooth. Too smooth to be a fallen tree or the riverbed itself. There was some give to it, like a sturdy muscle.

			A thin line of yellow light showed under my outstretched hands. The line slowly widened and got brighter, allowing me to see around me, even as my vision was going out from lack of oxygen.

			A single eyeball, twice as big as my own body, that’s what I had my hands on. The dark pupil rolled for a moment before focusing on me. The thing dilated, shrinking down and looking right into my soul. Tentacles, the thick dark ones that wrapped themselves around CJ up on the boat, sprouted from all around the eye like monster pythons knifing through the water into the blackness beyond what I could see. What I could see of the thing was enormous and God only knows how much of it was hidden from me.

			I planted my remaining foot square in the center of that devil-eye and pushed with all I had left in me. 

			The eye tracked me, following me as I fell away from it. It gave off its own light – I don’t know how – so when it closed, ever so painfully slowly, it left me floating in total, icy dark.

			I felt myself going. All my fight vanished. This…acceptance came over me and I let whatever was going to happen, happen.

			The next bits I only remember in fits and starts. Daylight, staring up at a blue sky with a man standing over me. I’m on my back on a muddy riverbank and he’s shaking me. I throw up, hard.

			After that there’s an ambulance ride and an oxygen mask. A hospital with so many people running everywhere all at once.

			Then a hospital bed in a room with some other poor schmuck. I’m withdrawing bad – I told you I was still doing the hard stuff back then – and the pain meds they give me only barely take the edge off. I feel bad about how I yelled at those nurses. I was going through a lot, I guess you could say.

			Cops came, not sure how long after, to ask me some questions. They told me some…pieces of Sharon had been found washed up not far from where our boat went down. No sign of CJ or Jackie.

			“That boat wasn’t water-worthy, not one bit,” one of them said to me. “You’re lucky it kept you afloat as long as it did.”

			As if that could explain what happened. I thought they were dumbasses. Ignorant, lazy government employees. Nah, they knew what was up.

			I told them everything, spilled the whole honest truth, even the batshit crazy stuff. Didn’t care what they thought, didn’t care if I ended up with those traction socks in a rubber room. Don’t think I’ve ever been so honest, before or since.

			After I got done vomiting up my story, this one cop, older guy with his gut hanging over his belt, he gives me this hard look, makes me think I’m in real trouble even though I didn’t do nothing. He leans over real close and his buddy standing in the corner all of a sudden looks anywhere else but at us. I’m expecting to get hit but I don’t know why.

			“If I were you,” he said, close enough I could smell the coffee on his breath, “I wouldn’t be telling anyone else what you just told me. None of that shit happened. The boat sank. That’s it. A real tragedy for everyone involved.”

			Then he patted me on the shoulder all chummy-like. The guy wasn’t much to look at but he put the fear of God in me with only a few words. He was that kind of fella.

			So, I didn’t say anything. To anyone. If anyone asked, I said I didn’t remember. Head trauma and shit. Took some time, but I almost convinced myself it never happened. 

			Thank you, Carrie, for being so patient. You wanna know why I’m telling you now, when all the time we’ve known each other I never breathed a word?

			Promise me you’ll leave with me. Tonight. Once I tell you, we get outta here, as far away as we can get.

			Okay.

			Earlier, not sure where you were when those guys from the city showed up, I was coming back from the toilet, limping along to our tent, when I saw the crowd all gathered round those three in their bright blue shirts like they worked at Best Buy. The blonde gal was talking as I came up on them.

			“No, nobody’s going to kick you out in the middle of the night. This campground we’re talking about has been set aside by the city for the sole purpose of giving the unhoused a safe place to sleep.”

			The unhoused. That’s the word she used. Some of the others, you could probably guess who, chimed in about what she could do with her city-approved camp. That’s when the other guy piped up.

			“Please, listen. We’re only here to help.”

			He held his hands up to get people’s attention. He took his time, looking everyone on the eye. Probably a trick he picked up over the years to gain trust. Took me a minute, not like I was expecting to see him, seeing as how he shoulda been dead. 

			Jackie. He’d gained weight and cut his hair in the last two decades but it was him. Couple hundred miles and a lot of years since the last time I’ve seen him but I’m sure. Seeing him walloped me like a goddamn train. My mouth went dry and I couldn’t breathe. 

			“We have transportation for you,” he said. “Vans and buses. They will be here within the hour. You can bring all of your belongings with you. If you just….”

			He trailed off, forgetting his practiced speech, still smiling at the rubes he was conning. If I had any doubt it was erased at that moment. The gap in his teeth, it was still there. All this time and Jackie hadn’t fixed his damn teeth. He was looking right at me when he flubbed his lines. He caught himself real quick and went back to working the crowd. But I knew, I could read the stunned look on his ugly mug. Jackie wasn’t the only one who was supposed to be dead.

			I high-tailed it right the hell outta there so I missed the end of his presentation. My stomach was all knotted up, I thought I was gonna blow chunks all over. Made it here, I don’t think anyone was following me, and started packing.

			See, Carrie, I didn’t know what to make of it at first, Jackie being alive. I’ve been going over it in my head. Him and his old buddies are herding people like cattle in a slaughterhouse. He’s good at it, so good he got promoted. No more sleeping in the streets like when I knew him. 

			We were on the boat that night because Jackie wanted us there. He knew what was coming and some fat cat wanted me and Sharon and CJ dead instead of the more civilized, productive members of society. Tonight, it’s happening again. I don’t know what’s waiting near the campground they wanna take us to but the end result is gonna be another body count, explained away as some sort of accident. Swept under the rug and forgotten about. No humans involved. 

			Who knows how many times, in how many cities, they’ve done this. Why do you think government cronies set up to attract people like me and you to their cities? The kindness of their hearts? You gotta be kidding me. We’re expendable. Sacrifices to whatever the eyeball in the river was. Its cousin is waiting for whoever goes with Jackie tonight. Sure as hell ain’t gonna be us. 

			C’mon, we gotta get. Leave everything we can’t carry. We’re putting as many miles between us and Jackie as we can before sun up.

			I’m not ready to walk willingly into that big goodnight. We all gotta go some time but it’s not gonna be tonight and it’s not gonna be like that.

			End.
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			Weather Department Communications in Disarray Amid Incantation Professional Sick-Out

		

		
			By Andrea M. Pawley

		

		
			Washington Daily Intelligencer

			***This is a developing story.***

			October 8 @ 7:49 PM

			In an emergency press release, the Hydromancer Cabal of Western Wyoming urged everyone within 200 miles of the Yellowstone Caldera to “grab your scrying bowl and evacuate to absolutely anywhere else.”

			October 8 @ 7:15 PM

			The Polar Vortex broke his silence with a 12-post Tweetstream that castigated the United States for ignoring an unspecified crisis and declared, “Fools! You angered Hots!” 

			October 8 @ 6:18 PM

			The Weather Department was unable to reach the Polar Vortex after 34% of front-line witches and warlocks called in sick on Monday, an anonymous source inside the Department said. 

			Thaumaturgical professionals at the Weather Department are among the federal employees who must work despite not being paid during this most-recent government-wide shutdown. Congress and the President have been unable to agree on a budget since the Bull Moosers returned to minority status in the Senate.

			“We’re all exhausted from magicking-up wedding weather in our free time to make ends meet,” the Department insider said before acknowledging that “when one-third of the Weather Department staff is out, the federal government can’t divine the forecast much less supplicate at the required levels.”

			During a press conference Monday, the Polar Vortex’s lawyer said, “This isn’t about inadequate gifts to the gods. It’s about the people of the United States refusing to admit their unsanctioned role in climate change. Destruction of the environment makes the Polar Vortex’s work impossible. The United States has broken its contract with my client.”

			Justice Department lawyers disagree. “We don’t know what the gods are so angry about. Droughts, floods, and coal mine fires are nothing new.”

			The contract allegedly violated is a 1791 covenant between Master Mason George Washington and the deity community. In that pact, the gods bestowed a Yankee Doodle way of life on residents of the United States. In exchange, the Founders ratified the First Amendment’s guarantee of religious freedom and decriminalized deity-specific sacrifices. The agreement has been criticized on the left as not being flexible enough for the modern era. 

			The ghost of Sir Henry Hudson, adrift in the astral plane above his eponymous bay since his crew mutinied on June 22, 1611, spoke at length about the supposed source of the problem.

			When last the Polar Vortex and I conversed, thundersnow laced his words. My dear friend has grown tired from much work without rest in his noble effort to reverse the lamentably swift melting of the ice caps. The Polar Vortex was dismayed to learn that Medicare funds may yet be diverted in order to end the shutdown. Without Medicare, his ailing father cannot afford the salves and tinctures essential to his well-being.

			Sir Henry and the Polar Vortex appeared to be referencing a prior government shutdown, not the current one. They also seemed unaware that Medicare funds had been diverted previously. Under President Richard Cheney, those funds were used to purchase the barnstars and dried rabbits’ feet subsequently delivered to each American household to aid in the fight against SARS-CoV-14. 

			The Polar Vortex’s on-again, off-again partner El Niño tweeted at mid-day about the situation. “P.V. is tired of trying to make deals. The feds can’t be trusted!” El Niño’s tweet linked to former President Sarah Palin’s 2017 speech detailing her reasons for refusing to sign the Paris Agreement on climate change.

			Although current-President Elizabeth Warren championed the United States’s joining of that agreement, the deity community was not impressed. Some have called for direct confrontation. 

			In a now-deleted WhatsApp message, El Niño’s sibling La Niña wrote, “It’s time we reminded everyone of our power!”

			Triana Haley, President of the Society of Retired Aeromancers, asserted from her office atop Chicago’s Burj Belushi that the gods already were altering their behavior. “The Jet Stream has ceased all efforts to control his upper atmospheric wobble. It’s a mess.”

			Multiple sources reported seeing ‘Hell No, I Won’t Blow!’ and ‘Carbon Taxes Not Continuing Resolutions!’ written in the clouds over Montana.

			Haley insisted there might be an even bigger problem. “Penn State geodeists are presaging Yellowstone Supervolcano seismicity increases.” Haley had more to say, but unbadged dust devils broke up the press conference. As they whisked her away, Haley shouted about omens, the Polar Vortex, and “unexpected cold front incursions into northwest Wyoming.”

			Aeromancers in attendance said that if the Jet Stream is working with the Yellowstone Supervolcano, the alliance would be a potentially powerful one between terrestrial and atmospheric deities. 

			Any changes in communication with the Polar Vortex or the Jet Stream bode ill for humanity, or so intones the Soothsayer of Salina, a reclusive 501(c)(3) non-profit oracle. The Soothsayer has been predicting an apocalyptic end to the Anthropocene since regular federal government shutdowns began under President Alan Keyes in 2002. At that time, the Santa Ana winds were on a multi-state conflagration spree. The ruin only ended after the Global Water Cycle consented to divert a lesser atmospheric outflow to extinguish the infernos consuming Estes Park, Colorado. 

			Other signs of end times remain debatable. However, augurs agree that immortal pique was on display last summer when an out-of-season fire tornado rained crispy emerald ash borer beetles onto Laredo, Texas, and its sister city Nuevo Laredo, Mexico. Some claim that the beetle event, which caused $1.2 billion worth of damage, was a deity-level response to human-induced climate change. 

			“What kind of a government shuts down over a wall?” the Goddess of Leaves and Tree Bark said at the time. “The sweep of climate change knows no borders!” 

			Hydromancers have been trying for over thirty years to prove that climate change is actually an unacknowledged and discorporate new god. That effort and a series of inconclusive reports, most notably about temperature changes in coastal water columns, continue to relegate hydromancy to professional magic’s fringes. In their defense, hydromancers argue that it’s difficult to prove the existence of something that is everywhere at once but nowhere in particular. 

			Although no longer communicating with the Weather Department, the Polar Vortex continues to lurk on social media, including “liking” two Yellowstone Supervolcano Instagram posts yesterday. One post showed lava flow patterns in the western United States. The other offered a volcanic ash distribution map that purported to reduce global temperatures by three degrees Celsius in the short term.

			Asked for comment, a Washington D.C. Department of Natural Disasters official cited a new anti-wrath incursion policy and refused to interpret anything in the Supervolcano’s Instagram feed.  

			The unnamed employee who answered the phone at Natural Disasters’s Wyoming facility was willing to speak though. “All of the Department’s geomancers are on emergency deployment to Yellowstone National Park. No one will be available to discuss the Supervolcano’s social media at this time, or maybe not ever.”

			Before abruptly ending the call, the employee expressed concern about former Vice President Donald Trump’s Facebook videos mocking Supervolcano fake news and praising the imminent destruction of “second-rate” golf courses throughout the midwestern United States. 

			Meanwhile, no relief is in sight for harried Weather Department employees. Congressional leaders refuse to meet with President Warren about the lack of a federal budget.

			Andromeda Pawley contributed to this story from the astral plane. 
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			The Willows

		

		
			By Algernon Blackwood

		

		
			Chapter III

			At length, after a long pause, he began to talk.

			“Queer thing,” he added in a hurried sort of voice, as though he wanted to say something and get it over. “Queer thing. I mean, about that otter last night.”

			I had expected something so totally different that he caught me with surprise, and I looked up sharply.

			“Shows how lonely this place is. Otters are awfully shy things—”

			“I don’t mean that, of course,” he interrupted. “I mean—do you think—did you think it really was an otter?”

			“What else, in the name of Heaven, what else?”

			“You know, I saw it before you did, and at first it seemed—so much bigger than an otter.”

			“The sunset as you looked up-stream magnified it, or something,” I replied.

			He looked at me absently a moment, as though his mind were busy with other thoughts.

			“It had such extraordinary yellow eyes,” he went on half to himself.

			“That was the sun too,” I laughed, a trifle boisterously. “I suppose you’ll wonder next if that fellow in the boat—”

			I suddenly decided not to finish the sentence. He was in the act again of listening, turning his head to the wind, and something in the expression of his face made me halt. The subject dropped, and we went on with our caulking. Apparently he had not noticed my unfinished sentence. Five minutes later, however, he looked at me across the canoe, the smoking pitch in his hand, his face exceedingly grave.

			“I did rather wonder, if you want to know,” he said slowly, “what that thing in the boat was. I remember thinking at the time it was not a man. The whole business seemed to rise quite suddenly out of the water.”

			I laughed again boisterously in his face, but this time there was impatience, and a strain of anger too, in my feeling.

			“Look here now,” I cried, “this place is quite queer enough without going out of our way to imagine things! That boat was an ordinary boat, and the man in it was an ordinary man, and they were both going down-stream as fast as they could lick. And that otter was an otter, so don’t let’s play the fool about it!”

			He looked steadily at me with the same grave expression. He was not in the least annoyed.

			I took courage from his silence.

			“And, for Heaven’s sake,” I went on, “don’t keep pretending you hear things, because it only gives me the jumps, and there’s nothing to hear but the river and this cursed old thundering wind.”

			“You fool!” he answered in a low, shocked voice, “you utter fool. That’s just the way all victims talk. As if you didn’t understand just as well as I do!” he sneered with scorn in his voice, and a sort of resignation. “The best thing you can do is to keep quiet and try to hold your mind as firm as possible. This feeble attempt at self-deception only makes the truth harder when you’re forced to meet it.”

			My little effort was over, and I found nothing more to say, for I knew quite well his words were true, and that I was the fool, not he. Up to a certain stage in the adventure he kept ahead of me easily, and I think I felt annoyed to be out of it, to be thus proved less psychic, less sensitive than himself to these extraordinary happenings, and half ignorant all the time of what was going on under my very nose. He knew from the very beginning, apparently. But at the moment I wholly missed the point of his words about the necessity of there being a victim, and that we ourselves were destined to satisfy the want. I dropped all pretence thenceforward, but thenceforward likewise my fear increased steadily to the climax.

			“But you’re quite right about one thing,” he added, before the subject passed, “and that is that we’re wiser not to talk about it, or even to think about it, because what one thinks finds expression in words, and what one says, happens.”

			That afternoon, while the canoe dried and hardened, we spent trying to fish, testing the leak, collecting wood, and watching the enormous flood of rising water. Masses of driftwood swept near our shores sometimes, and we fished for them with long willow branches. The island grew perceptibly smaller as the banks were torn away with great gulps and splashes. The weather kept brilliantly fine till about four o’clock, and then for the first time for three days the wind showed signs of abating. Clouds began to gather in the south-west, spreading thence slowly over the sky.

			This lessening of the wind came as a great relief, for the incessant roaring, banging, and thundering had irritated our nerves. Yet the silence that came about five o’clock with its sudden cessation was in a manner quite as oppressive. The booming of the river had everything in its own way then; it filled the air with deep murmurs, more musical than the wind noises, but infinitely more monotonous. The wind held many notes, rising, falling always beating out some sort of great elemental tune; whereas the river’s song lay between three notes at most—dull pedal notes, that held a lugubrious quality foreign to the wind, and somehow seemed to me, in my then nervous state, to sound wonderfully well the music of doom.

			It was extraordinary, too, how the withdrawal suddenly of bright sunlight took everything out of the landscape that made for cheerfulness; and since this particular landscape had already managed to convey the suggestion of something sinister, the change of course was all the more unwelcome and noticeable. For me, I know, the darkening outlook became distinctly more alarming, and I found myself more than once calculating how soon after sunset the full moon would get up in the east, and whether the gathering clouds would greatly interfere with her lighting of the little island.

			With this general hush of the wind—though it still indulged in occasional brief gusts—the river seemed to me to grow blacker, the willows to stand more densely together. The latter, too, kept up a sort of independent movement of their own, rustling among themselves when no wind stirred, and shaking oddly from the roots upwards. When common objects in this way be come charged with the suggestion of horror, they stimulate the imagination far more than things of unusual appearance; and these bushes, crowding huddled about us, assumed for me in the darkness a bizarre grotesquerie of appearance that lent to them somehow the aspect of purposeful and living creatures. Their very ordinariness, I felt, masked what was malignant and hostile to us. The forces of the region drew nearer with the coming of night. They were focusing upon our island, and more particularly upon ourselves. For thus, somehow, in the terms of the imagination, did my really indescribable sensations in this extraordinary place present themselves.

			I had slept a good deal in the early afternoon, and had thus recovered somewhat from the exhaustion of a disturbed night, but this only served apparently to render me more susceptible than before to the obsessing spell of the haunting. I fought against it, laughing at my feelings as absurd and childish, with very obvious physiological explanations, yet, in spite of every effort, they gained in strength upon me so that I dreaded the night as a child lost in a forest must dread the approach of darkness.

			The canoe we had carefully covered with a waterproof sheet during the day, and the one remaining paddle had been securely tied by the Swede to the base of a tree, lest the wind should rob us of that too. From five o’clock onwards I busied myself with the stew-pot and preparations for dinner, it being my turn to cook that night. We had potatoes, onions, bits of bacon fat to add flavor, and a general thick residue from former stews at the bottom of the pot; with black bread broken up into it the result was most excellent, and it was followed by a stew of plums with sugar and a brew of strong tea with dried milk. A good pile of wood lay close at hand, and the absence of wind made my duties easy. My companion sat lazily watching me, dividing his attentions between cleaning his pipe and giving useless advice—an admitted privilege of the off-duty man. He had been very quiet all the afternoon, engaged in re-caulking the canoe, strengthening the tent ropes, and fishing for driftwood while I slept. No more talk about undesirable things had passed between us, and I think his only remarks had to do with the gradual destruction of the island, which he declared was not fully a third smaller than when we first landed.

			The pot had just begun to bubble when I heard his voice calling to me from the bank, where he had wandered away without my noticing. I ran up.

			“Come and listen,” he said, “and see what you make of it.” He held his hand cupwise to his ear, as so often before.

			“Now do you hear anything?” he asked, watching me curiously.

			We stood there, listening attentively together. At first I heard only the deep note of the water and the hissings rising from its turbulent surface. The willows, for once, were motionless and silent. Then a sound began to reach my ears faintly, a peculiar sound—something like the humming of a distant gong. It seemed to come across to us in the darkness from the waste of swamps and willows opposite. It was repeated at regular intervals, but it was certainly neither the sound of a bell nor the hooting of a distant steamer. I can liken it to nothing so much as to the sound of an immense gong, suspended far up in the sky, repeating incessantly its muffled metallic note, soft and musical, as it was repeatedly struck. My heart quickened as I listened.

			“I’ve heard it all day,” said my companion. “While you slept this afternoon it came all round the island. I hunted it down, but could never get near enough to see—to localize it correctly. Sometimes it was overhead, and sometimes it seemed under the water. Once or twice, too, I could have sworn it was not outside at all, but within myself—you know—the way a sound in the fourth dimension is supposed to come.”

			I was too much puzzled to pay much attention to his words. I listened carefully, striving to associate it with any known familiar sound I could think of, but without success. It changed in the direction, too, coming nearer, and then sinking utterly away into remote distance. I cannot say that it was ominous in quality, because to me it seemed distinctly musical, yet I must admit it set going a distressing feeling that made me wish I had never heard it.

			“The wind blowing in those sand-funnels,” I said determined to find an explanation, “or the bushes rubbing together after the storm perhaps.”

			“It comes off the whole swamp,” my friend answered. “It comes from everywhere at once.”

			He ignored my explanations. “It comes from the willow bushes somehow—”

			“But now the wind has dropped,” I objected. “The willows can hardly make a noise by

			themselves, can they?”

			His answer frightened me, first because I had dreaded it, and secondly, because I knew intuitively it was true.

			“It is because the wind has dropped we now hear it. It was drowned before. It is the cry, I believe, of the—”

			I dashed back to my fire, warned by the sound of bubbling that the stew was in danger, but determined at the same time to escape further conversation. I was resolute, if possible, to avoid the exchanging of views. I dreaded, too, that he would begin about the gods, or the elemental forces, or something else disquieting, and I wanted to keep myself well in hand for what might happen later. There was another night to be faced before we escaped from this distressing place, and there was no knowing yet what it might bring forth.

			“Come and cut up bread for the pot,” I called to him, vigorously stirring the appetizing mixture. That stew-pot held sanity for us both, and the thought made me laugh.

			He came over slowly and took the provision sack from the tree, fumbling in its mysterious depths, and then emptying the entire contents upon the ground-sheet at his feet.

			“Hurry up!” I cried; “it’s boiling.”

			The Swede burst out into a roar of laughter that startled me. It was forced laughter, not artificial exactly, but mirthless.

			“There’s nothing here!” he shouted, holding his sides.

			“Bread, I mean.”

			“It’s gone. There is no bread. They’ve taken it!”

			I dropped the long spoon and ran up. Everything the sack had contained lay upon the ground-sheet, but there was no loaf.

			The whole dead weight of my growing fear fell upon me and shook me. Then I burst out laughing too. It was the only thing to do: and the sound of my laughter also made me understand his. The stain of psychical pressure caused it—this explosion of unnatural laughter in both of us; it was an effort of repressed forces to seek relief; it was a temporary safety-valve. And with both of us it ceased quite suddenly.

			“How criminally stupid of me!” I cried, still determined to be consistent and find an explanation.

			“I clean forgot to buy a loaf at Pressburg. That chattering woman put everything out of my head, and I must have left it lying on the counter or—”

			“The oatmeal, too, is much less than it was this morning,” the Swede interrupted. Why in the world need he draw attention to it? I thought angrily.

			“There’s enough for tomorrow,” I said, stirring vigorously, “and we can get lots more at Komorn or Gran. In twenty-four hours we shall be miles from here.”

			“I hope so—to God,” he muttered, putting the things back into the sack, “unless we’re claimed first as victims for the sacrifice,” he added with a foolish laugh. He dragged the sack into the tent, for safety’s sake, I suppose, and I heard him mumbling to himself, but so indistinctly that it seemed quite natural for me to ignore his words.

			Our meal was beyond question a gloomy one, and we ate it almost in silence, avoiding one another’s eyes, and keeping the fire bright. Then we washed up and prepared for the night, and, once smoking, our minds unoccupied with any definite duties, the apprehension I had felt all day long became more and more acute. It was not then active fear, I think, but the very vagueness of its origin distressed me far more that if I had been able to ticket and face it squarely. The curious sound I have likened to the note of a gong became now almost incessant, and filled the stillness of the night with a faint, continuous ringing rather than a series of distinct notes. At one time it was behind and at another time in front of us. Sometimes I fancied it came from the bushes on our left, and then again from the clumps on our right. More often it hovered directly overhead like the whirring of wings. It was really everywhere at once, behind, in front, at our sides and over our heads, completely surrounding us. The sound really defies description. But nothing within my knowledge is like that ceaseless muffled humming rising off the deserted world of swamps and willows.

			We sat smoking in comparative silence, the strain growing every minute greater. The worst feature of the situation seemed to me that we did not know what to expect, and could therefore make no sort of preparation by way of defense. We could anticipate nothing. My explanations made in the sunshine, moreover, now came to haunt me with their foolish and wholly unsatisfactory nature, and it was more and more clear to us that some kind of plain talk with my companion was inevitable, whether I liked it or not. After all, we had to spend the night together, and to sleep in the same tent side by side. I saw that I could not get along much longer without the support of his mind, and for that, of course, plain talk was imperative. As long as possible, however, I postponed this little climax, and tried to ignore or laugh at the occasional sentences he flung into the emptiness.

			Some of these sentences, moreover, were confoundedly disquieting to me, coming as they did to corroborate much that I felt myself; corroboration, too—which made it so much more convincing—from a totally different point of view. He composed such curious sentences, and hurled them at me in such an inconsequential sort of way, as though his main line of thought was secret to himself, and these fragments were mere bits he found it impossible to digest. He got rid of them by uttering them. Speech relieved him. It was like being sick.

			“There are things about us, I’m sure, that make for disorder, disintegration, destruction, our destruction,” he said once, while the fire blazed between us. “We’ve strayed out of a safe line somewhere.”

			And, another time, when the gong sounds had come nearer, ringing much louder than before, and directly over our heads, he said as though talking to himself:

			“I don’t think a gramophone would show any record of that. The sound doesn’t come to me by the ears at all. The vibrations reach me in another manner altogether, and seem to be within me, which is precisely how a fourth dimensional sound might be supposed to make itself heard.”

			I purposely made no reply to this, but I sat up a little closer to the fire and peered about me into the darkness. The clouds were massed all over the sky, and no trace of moonlight came through. Very still, too, everything was, so that the river and the frogs had things all their own way.

			“It has that about it,” he went on, “which is utterly out of common experience. It is unknown. Only one thing describes it really; it is a non-human sound; I mean a sound outside humanity.”

			Having rid himself of this indigestible morsel, he lay quiet for a time, but he had so admirably expressed my own feeling that it was a relief to have the thought out, and to have confined it by the limitation of words from dangerous wandering to and fro in the mind.

			The solitude of that Danube camping-place, can I ever forget it? The feeling of being utterly alone on an empty planet! My thoughts ran incessantly upon cities and the haunts of men. I would have given my soul, as the saying is, for the “feel” of those Bavarian villages we had passed through by the score; for the normal, human commonplaces; peasants drinking beer, tables beneath the trees, hot sunshine, and a ruined castle on the rocks behind the red-roofed church. Even the tourists would have been welcome.

			Yet what I felt of dread was no ordinary ghostly fear. It was infinitely greater, stranger, and seemed to arise from some dim ancestral sense of terror more profoundly disturbing than anything I had known or dreamed of. We had “strayed,” as the Swede put it, into some region or some set of conditions where the risks were great, yet unintelligible to us; where the frontiers of some unknown world lay close about us. It was a spot held by the dwellers in some outer space, a sort of peep-hole whence they could spy upon the earth, themselves unseen, a point where the veil between had worn a little thin. As the final result of too long a sojourn here, we should be carried over the border and deprived of what we called “our lives,” yet by mental, not physical, processes. In that sense, as he said, we should be the victims of our adventure—a sacrifice.

			It took us in different fashion, each according to the measure of his sensitiveness and powers of resistance. I translated it vaguely into a personification of the mightily disturbed elements, investing them with the horror of a deliberate and malefic purpose, resentful of our audacious intrusion into their breeding-place; whereas my friend threw it into the unoriginal form at first of a trespass on some ancient shrine, some place where the old gods still held sway, where the emotional forces of former worshippers still clung, and the ancestral portion of him yielded to the old pagan spell.

			At any rate, here was a place unpolluted by men, kept clean by the winds from coarsening human influences, a place where spiritual agencies were within reach and aggressive.

			Never, before or since, have I been so attacked by indescribable suggestions of a “beyond region,” of another scheme of life, another revolution not parallel to the human. And in the end our minds would succumb under the weight of the awful spell, and we should be drawn across the frontier into their world.

			Small things testified to the amazing influence of the place, and now in the silence round the fire they allowed themselves to be noted by the mind. The very atmosphere had proved itself a magnifying medium to distort every indication: the otter rolling in the current, the hurrying boatman making signs, the shifting willows, one and all had been robbed of its natural character, and revealed in something of its other aspect—as it existed across the border to that other region. And this changed aspect I felt was now not merely to me, but to the race. The whole experience whose verge we touched was unknown to humanity at all. It was a new order of experience, and in the true sense of the word unearthly.

			“It’s the deliberate, calculating purpose that reduces one’s courage to zero,” the Swede said suddenly, as if he had been actually following my thoughts. “Otherwise imagination might count for much. But the paddle, the canoe, the lessening food—”

			“Haven’t I explained all that once?” I interrupted viciously.

			“You have,” he answered dryly; “you have indeed.”

			He made other remarks too, as usual, about what he called the “plain determination to provide a victim”; but, having now arranged my thoughts better, I recognized that this was simply the cry of his frightened soul against the knowledge that he was being attacked in a vital part, and that he would be somehow taken or destroyed. The situation called for a courage and calmness of reasoning that neither of us could compass, and I have never before been so clearly conscious of two persons in me—the one that explained everything, and the other that laughed at such foolish explanations, yet was horribly afraid.

			Meanwhile, in the pitchy night the fire died down and the wood pile grew small. Neither of us moved to replenish the stock, and the darkness consequently came up very close to our faces. A few feet beyond the circle of firelight it was inky black. Occasionally a stray puff of wind set the willows shivering about us, but apart from this not very welcome sound a deep and depressing silence reigned, broken only by the gurgling of the river and the humming in the air overhead.

			We both missed, I think, the shouting company of the winds.

			At length, at a moment when a stray puff prolonged itself as though the wind were about to rise again, I reached the point for me of saturation, the point where it was absolutely necessary to find relief in plain speech, or else to betray myself by some hysterical extravagance that must have been far worse in its effect upon both of us. I kicked the fire into a blaze, and turned to my companion abruptly. He looked up with a start.

			“I can’t disguise it any longer,” I said; “I don’t like this place, and the darkness, and the noises, and the awful feelings I get. There’s something here that beats me utterly. I’m in a blue funk, and that’s the plain truth. If the other shore was—different, I swear I’d be inclined to swim for it!”

			The Swede’s face turned very white beneath the deep tan of sun and wind. He stared straight at me and answered quietly, but his voice betrayed his huge excitement by its unnatural calmness. For the moment, at any rate, he was the strong man of the two. He was more phlegmatic, for one thing.

			“It’s not a physical condition we can escape from by running away,” he replied, in the tone of a doctor diagnosing some grave disease; “we must sit tight and wait. There are forces close here that could kill a herd of elephants in a second as easily as you or I could squash a fly. Our only chance is to keep perfectly still. Our insignificance perhaps may save us.”

			I put a dozen questions into my expression of face, but found no words. It was precisely like listening to an accurate description of a disease whose symptoms had puzzled me.

			“I mean that so far, although aware of our disturbing presence, they have not found us—not ‘located’ us, as the Americans say,” he went on. “They’re blundering about like men hunting for a leak of gas. The paddle and canoe and provisions prove that. I think they feel us, but cannot actually see us. We must keep our minds quiet—it’s our minds they feel. We must control our thoughts, or it’s all up with us.”

			“Death, you mean?” I stammered, icy with the horror of his suggestion.

			“Worse—by far,” he said. “Death, according to one’s belief, means either annihilation or release from the limitations of the senses, but it involves no change of character. You don’t suddenly alter just because the body’s gone. But this means a radical alteration, a complete change, a horrible loss of oneself by substitution—far worse than death, and not even annihilation. We happen to have camped in a spot where their region touches ours, where the veil between has worn thin”—horrors! he was using my very own phrase, my actual words—”so that they are aware of our being in their neighborhood.”

			“But who are aware?” I asked.

			I forgot the shaking of the willows in the windless calm, the humming overhead, everything except that I was waiting for an answer that I dreaded more than I can possibly explain.

			He lowered his voice at once to reply, leaning forward a little over the fire, an indefinable change in his face that made me avoid his eyes and look down upon the ground.

			“All my life,” he said, “I have been strangely, vividly conscious of another region—not far removed from our own world in one sense, yet wholly different in kind—where great things go on unceasingly, where immense and terrible personalities hurry by, intent on vast purposes compared to which earthly affairs, the rise and fall of nations, the destinies of empires, the fate of armies and continents, are all as dust in the balance; vast purposes, I mean, that deal directly with the soul, and not indirectly with more expressions of the soul—”

			“I suggest just now—” I began, seeking to stop him, feeling as though I was face to face with a madman. But he instantly overbore me with his torrent that had to come.

			“You think,” he said, “it is the spirit of the elements, and I thought perhaps it was the old gods. But I tell you now it is—neither. These would be comprehensible entities, for they have relations with men, depending upon them for worship or sacrifice, whereas these beings who are now about us have absolutely nothing to do with mankind, and it is mere chance that their space happens just at this spot to touch our own.”

			The mere conception, which his words somehow made so convincing, as I listened to them there in the dark stillness of that lonely island, set me shaking a little all over. I found it impossible to control my movements.

			“And what do you propose?” I began again.

			“A sacrifice, a victim, might save us by distracting them until we could get away,” he went on, “just as the wolves stop to devour the dogs and give the sleigh another start. But—I see no chance of any other victim now.”

			I stared blankly at him. The gleam in his eye was dreadful. Presently he continued.

			To be concluded next month…
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			After farming in Canada, operating a hotel, mining in the Alaskan goldfields, and working as a newspaper reporter in New York City, experiences that he recalled in Episodes Before Thirty (1923), Algernon Blackwood returned to England in 1899. Seven years later he published his first book of short stories, The Empty House (1906), and became a full-time fiction writer. Later collections include John Silence (1908), stories about a detective sensitive to extrasensory phenomena, and Tales of the Uncanny and Supernatural (1949), 22 stories selected from his nine other books of short stories.

			In his later years Blackwood achieved a wide audience as a teller of ghost tales on British radio and television.

		


		

	
		
	
		
			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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