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            INTRODUCTION

          

        

      

    

    
      Greetings Dear Reader,

      What a journey the last four years has been. If someone had told me this was where CHM would be by June 2024, I would probably have scoffed at them. I would have been amazed to hear we’d make it to 48 issues. We certainly wouldn’t be here without the best readers in the world, pledging their support month after month, it’s all of you I truly have to thank. Don’t worry, I’m not going anywhere, but I am handing the reins to one of the best editors in the industry. Jolie Toomajan is sure to continue leading CHM to new heights and I hope you all will join me in welcoming her as our new chief editor next month.  

      As for this month’s anthology, we’ll open with a story of ethereal cosmic horror and existentialism in “Where Are You Hiding Your Dreams?” Then, a terrifying cautionary tale of intelligent algorithms by Mike Allen, one of our favorite writers of weird fiction, called “Machine Learning.” Next, a story of post-mortem astral exploration in Tanya Chen’s “The Kingdom of God is Within the Swimming Pool” followed by a deep analysis of the writing of Brian Evenson by R. Wilson called “Doppelgangers and Sentient Prosthesis.”

      We have an essay on what makes cosmic horror so cosmic by Jolie Toomajan before continuing our theme of ethereal existentialism with one of my favorite submissions I’ve received as an editor; a cosmic horror story about quantum immortality in “Perpetual Persistence in a Personal Plane” by ego_bot. Then, as land is passed down to a new generation, so too is a grave warning in Bennette Harding’s “Blood for Sap.” A scavenger takes the ultimate risk in a dark fantasy in which giant trees are viciously carnivorous in “Dead Leaves on the Tongue” by A. Katherine Black before we finally wind down and delve deep into The Crypt for an obscure tale of cosmic horror called “The Thing in the Hall” by E. F. Benson.

      Best wishes,

      Charles T
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      Charles Tyra: Editor

      Oenophile, logophile, aspiring writer. Completely captivated by Cosmic Horror and Weird Fiction from an early age after 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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        Jolie Toomajan: Co-Editor

      

      

      Jolie Toomajan is a writer, editor, and all-around ghoul, and she has a PhD in English with a focus on speculative fictions. Despite all this, she would read out loud from a book written in backwards Latin.

      

      Featured artists this month
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      Cover art: My name is Angelina but on the internet I’m better known as angelISKRA. I’m an artist from Samara, Russia. I specialize in horror and fantasy drawings mostly done in realistic style. My path as a traditional artist began from early childhood and as a digital artist more than 10 years ago. Over these years, art has become an integral part of my life, but it’s not my official job. It’s just a lifestyle.
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      Pete Mendez, a Georgia native, began writing at the age of fourteen, after a morbid curiosity with Roberto Bolano and Jonathan L Howard boiled over. His fascination with noir fiction and rye British humor became corrupted with the influence of decidedly non-tradition fantasy such as Coelho’s The Alchemist, The Conan of Cimmeria series, and Johannes Cabal series. Pete works in television and is closely involved with the Chattanooga film scene.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            WHERE ARE YOU HIDING YOUR DREAMS?

          

          MOB

        

      

    

    
      I’d never wanted anything from the park, other than for it to be a park. Grass. Trees. Quiet. But not too quiet. I see that now. Rumours spread that the council thought it too expensive to maintain, and sold it, though I never heard to whom.

      The new owners came and installed metal fences and gates whose access cards they posted to the apartments of each block around the square—a slogan printed along one edge in type so small I had to squint:

      
        
        We’re Listening To Your Dreams

      

      

      It was strange for them to send a card like that. For them to listen to our dreams.

      They didn’t ask for my dreams, though perhaps I missed the invitation. I can’t imagine they asked that many residents at all—who would want a stranger in their dreams?—but I don’t know my neighbours well enough to be sure.

      The park that first night of the access cards wasn’t yet quiet. Other residents entered, testing their new access cards, and I had to walk quite far along the perimeter until I could merely watch them, rather than be forced to interact.

      I stood and I smoked and I stared just as I always had, but the apartments around the square loomed, horribly interrupting the horizon, and before long there were no passersby to break the shadows of the trees.

      Those other entrants melted, consumed into the space of the park, and with those new gates, no strangers could enter and provide more to watch.

      The thought left me coughing. A cloud of discontent billowed into the city-orange night.

      My time away must have affected me—smoking in the dingy alley beside my block, and being stared at, wrinkle-nosedly, by other residents, having induced some change. I could no longer stand still as I once had. I could no longer bury my nerves in the smoke.

      So I wandered, and maintained my watch, as it was the only thing left.

      There were no couples or students sneaking illicit affections or tame drugs. There were no dead-eyed drifters lying down or pitching camp. The paths through the park had changed too, criss-crossing and jagged. They did not point where my feet led. I drifted inwards, cutting across unwanted borders. Mud and leaves stuck to my boots. My house coat caught among shrub thorns I didn’t remember having been in the park before.

      The ground sloped upwards—a rough hillside strewn with patches of long grass and dense ferns. A metal bench and a tree stood at its peak, and a man waited beside them.

      “Hostile architecture,” he said.

      I frowned back, and he seemed to notice despite the dark.

      “The angled edges”—he pointed to the metal bench—”and the rails. The things they use to stop people sleeping on them. Cruelty by design. I can’t understand why they bothered, what with the new fences.”

      I stared, and the glow of my cigarette was enough to better light his face. “Are you the man from Flat 616?” I asked, having maybe seen him once in the hallway or at the entrance, and recognising the tone of his voice through my ceiling.

      He stared back. “Are you the young woman from Flat 516?” he asked, and I didn’t enjoy the question in return.

      I was not from that apartment, but merely lived there, and no longer felt young. I smiled instead.

      “I don’t think they listened to our dreams,” he said.

      I liked that even less, but had to agree. “I don’t see how they could have. Do you know who they are, the new owners?”

      But he paced aside instead until the tree’s shadows hid his face, and the light pollution from the clouds fell on the twisted metal bench. It had not been designed to sit on, that much was clear. Its bars turned and snarled and convoluted, its curves too sharp to really be curves but far too curved to be lines. It was an ugly thing, and cruel enough to earn its title. Hostile. Perhaps it truly was.

      Little curios dangled from it on keychains and strings and woven bands. Odd things, handmade, with messages and symbols too dim to make out scrawled across their surfaces. Old and new, ritualistically crowded. They reminded me of those chain link fences sagging with padlocks and broken promises. Imbued with unresolved meaning.

      “If they’d been listening to our dreams,” he said, “they’d know I wanted a dog.” He played with one of the fetishes as he spoke, a plain circular band like a collar, and I wondered if he’d placed it there.

      “You really want a dog?” I asked.

      He smiled, and his face was sadder for it. “That’s the nature of dreams. We can’t have them. Perhaps I do not want a dog at all. Just something to look after and feel loved. Dog-ish, without the dog.”

      The cigarette was burning down, so I took a puff, and managed not to cough. “That’s good,” I said through the smoke, “the building doesn’t allow pets.” I turned to stub out the cigarette’s butt on the tree.

      “I don’t think they could have listened to our dreams,” he said. “Or they would have known that, at least.”

      When I looked up, the man from Flat 616 was gone.
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        * * *

      

      It was several weeks later when I returned to the park. In amongst a deluge of deadlines and meetings and project demands, on one of those days a man had repeated my suggestions back to me across a video call and claimed recognition for it, I needed to go again. Needed the smoke and the delusion that I was connected to this city I never visited, despite living in it.

      I wanted to walk and find that hill. Find that strange bench that could not be sat on. Last time, I decided, I had gone far too late in the evening, and hadn’t been able to experience that feeling of there being a link between the park and the city, the trees and the people. I had been too preoccupied with the newness of it all. Too disturbed by how it had changed, and that strange man from Flat 616.

      There had not been much noise from the ceiling, and I did not want to meet him again on a day when I’d already had too much. Perhaps some later time when I might have something to say that proved I was not just the woman from Flat 516, young or otherwise. I used my office chair as a stool and stood atop my desk, one ear tilted towards the ceiling.

      No words filtered through. No talk of dogs and dreams. Only a faint whisper, as though of wind and rustling leaves.

      In the lobby, a notice crowded out the board, repeated too often for comfort:

      
        
        We Thank Everyone For Their Continued Dreaming

        And Promise To Continue Listening

      

      

      The outside air was cold. The wind stung, and I turned my neck for far too long to keep the noticeboard and its payload of unwanted messages in sight. The new owners. What did they mean, by posting such a thing?

      Across the road, the park gates jutted from the ground, seeming to lean over me as I approached. I inserted my access card into the slot on one pillar.

      They opened with a shrill bleep.

      When there had been no fences, and no strange bench on a hill within the park, the possibility of the land one day being unavailable never occurred to me. But struggling to light my cigarette on the path behind the gate, as it swung back and clicked and bleeped closed, I couldn’t help but picture a future in which I might need to access the park and find my access removed. A useless card, a sealed gate towering before me.

      The lighter flared. I dragged deep and whistled out that first cloud.

      It would be easy, I assumed, to find the corner I usually stood in, and chart my path back to the bench from there. Yet when I tried again to walk along the boundary, bushes interrupted my path. Trees drooped long-fingered branches to rake at my shoulders. Those harshly weaving paths spun nets to drag me back into approved areas.

      I rested in a small clearing. The cold set into my fingers, leaving me scrabbling for the next smoke, the lighter shaking in my hand.

      I saw him in that moment of dark before a flame. The sky was black and free of clouds and stars, blowing only cold wind and colder moonlight.

      The man from Flat 616 stood beyond the first line of trees.

      He held a lead, which stretched off, further and darker into the space beyond. The creature at its end had limbs that bent through uncanny angles, prancing and tessellating in the shadow of the bushes. The man watched it move with a broad smile on his face.

      The cigarette remained unlit in my hand. I tried not to shiver, not to make any noise, and when the man ambled off—that not-dog writhing ahead of him on its lead—I followed.

      Paths turned and twisted through the trees. They rose and fell and once I became sure that the moonlight that should have come from far above shone only on one side. Yet the man did not look back, or make any indication he’d noticed the paths’ strangeness, and the not-dog pulled him on.

      I can’t say how far I walked. Fascinated revulsion swelled in my chest. I had to know. What was on the end of that lead. Where the man had gone and what he’d done in pursuit of his dream.

      Then one tree stood alone atop a hill, and a bench that could not be sat on was spared the moon by its shade.

      “You saw!” The man from Flat 616 stood several metres to my side. The lead had vanished from his hand.

      I leapt, heart racing. He’d been straight ahead of me all that time, walking single-mindedly forward along paths that couldn’t possibly exist. My gaze darted this way and that, searching for that not-dog in the shadows and its twining, jerky movements. It wasn’t there.

      My thumb caught the wheel and flint on impulse. The flame flared overbright and I lit my cigarette and tried to keep my voice level. “Saw what? I just came here to smoke.”

      The man’s eyes were wide. The moonlight picked pinholes out of their broad wetness, like will-o’-wisps on a stagnant pond. “It’s wrong,” he said. “You can’t watch peoples’ dreams like that, they’re only supposed to be listened to.”

      I backed up, and he advanced. He’d become so gaunt his clothes hung from his frame. But he never shivered on that cold night. Not once.

      “What have you done to my dream?” he said.

      He loomed like the gates and I turned my head to blow smoke past him. He drifted along the margin of the cloud, unwilling to touch it, and suddenly he was past me, marching those last few metres up the hill to the bench.

      The man spiralled. Closer and further away and closer again, his liquid gaze pouring over the curios and their strange texts. I found I couldn’t read them clearly. Despite the lack of clouds, the tree held its shadow, and the bench its secrets. But I couldn’t find the collar amongst all the others, and neither could he.

      “What have you done?” he cried, and for a moment I was terrified he might charge back down to where I stood and smoked and watched.

      He whistled. “Here, dog!” he cried, and “Where are you, dog?” but he never mentioned its name. His spiralling grew wider. Out beyond me and back down the hill, running far too quickly for me to catch up.

      I couldn’t look away from the shadows in his wake. The branches moved like bizarre limbs—fracturing in the dark.
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        * * *

      

      It struck me later, with the soft impact of one snowdrift too many, that the man from Flat 616 had been the only other person I’d seen in the park that night. It had been quiet, so very quiet on those long paths we walked before the hill, and his ‘dog’ had never barked.

      I purchased a vape pen and smoked inside instead. Smoke filled my flat until I grew blurry behind the camera and people asked me if I was ok and if I needed time off and I didn’t know. So I agreed.

      The building had grown silent. No noises came from flat 616. None came from either side. Some nights, I looked out over the park in the square. Lights crawled winding patterns through the blackness, blinking on and off as the trees shielded them with purposeful fingers. The silence wasn’t the same. Deeper. Uneasier.

      I tried to fill the void. I played music. I drank. I yelled and pleaded and shivered, but no answers or rebukes came.

      When I ventured down to pick up my weekly supermarket delivery, I found the noticeboard in the lobby choked with fresh messages.

      
        
        Dreams. Are There More Dreams?

        We’re Still Listening.

      

      

      …and…

      
        
        The New Owners Granted Access That There Might Be Dreams.

        Where Are You Hiding Your Dreams?

      

      

      They clashed and overlapped in fonts that were no longer small or neat. Large, ragged letters vied for space on every scale and angle.

      “Hey!” I yelled across the lobby. “Has anyone seen these?”

      My voice echoed back to me.

      “I’ll get rid of them then!” I yelled from the front door. “I’ll burn them all!”

      The lighter was in my hand and the delivery was forgotten on the floor and still no answer came.

      I ran up the stairs. One flight. My legs burned. Another. Great choking coughs erupted, but I kept running. All the way to the sixth floor. All the way to Flat 616. I hammered on the door before I could change my mind, before my coughs could run up the stairs behind me and leave me doubled over and wheezing.

      The door didn’t shift, the noise of my pounding muted, fast lost in the vast and cloying silence that filled the building.

      Above the handle, a narrow slot sat where a keyhole should have been. Carved directly into the wood, yet it conjured images of leaning gates, and when I slid the park access card into its slot, it let out a bleep of twisted familiarity.

      And opened.

      No pictures hung on 616’s walls. No furniture stood in its rooms. The bathroom shelves were bare, and in the kitchen, the oven and the fridge stood empty and unused. In the living room, before a tall window that overlooked the park, there was a single mattress on the floor, and an array of telescopes. Each pointed to another building on the square, and another flat on the sixth floor. Each flat in turn was empty, only further lenses peering back.

      The central, and largest, telescope pointed down at the park. But when I looked through its lens, there were only shadows, and the suggestion of limbs.
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        * * *

      

      As I stood before the park gates, I searched one final time for the printed slogan on my access card. I had tried it in every apartment of my building that day, and found only mattresses, and the blank-eyed stare of telescope arrays. Perhaps it had worn down through its use, for now only three words could be made out along its edge:

      
        
        Listen To Dreams

      

      

      I could not be certain if I had.

      What dreams had I brought with me to this city? Had I ever really lived here, that I wouldn’t notice the park being sold, or know who these new owners were? When I didn’t even know the name of the man from Flat 616 who did not exactly dream of having a dog?

      The gates opened with a bleep.

      A hill stood beyond them, as though it had always been there. Only one path led straight to its peak, where a tree offered its shade to a metal bench that did not look like it could be used for sitting.

      The sky above was purest black. No moon. No clouds. No stars. Vast limbs and pulsing organs convoluted in its depths. The apartments around the square failed to loom. Failed to watch me with their hollow, telescopic eyes. It was as though there was only that hill, and the city did not exist at all.

      I lit my last cigarette, blew a cloud of smoke, and tried to sit on the hostile bench.

      But I had no dreams to offer.

      I’d only ever wanted the park.

      

      End.
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        * * *
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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.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            MACHINE LEARNING

          

          MIKE ALLEN

        

      

    

    
      Andi’s phone played its unknown caller chime, full of high-pitched spooky notes that pierced through the Chevy’s engine rumble and air conditioning whoosh. Celine, gripping the wheel at the four and eight positions, kept her gaze on the highway and the congested sludge of traffic that had enveloped them. “Don’t answer that.”

      Yet Andi did. The caller’s familiar warmth affected her like butter on the tongue. “There you are. It’s so great to hear your voice.” A youthful tenor with a hint of Eastern Seaboard brusque, even a dash of vocal fry, cheerful and conspiratorial.

      “You’re persistent,” she said. Most males she encountered in person did absolutely nothing for her. Improbably enticing that whatever capitalist daemons spied regularly on her conversations, texts, posts, and streaming choices could assemble such a voice, which tripped switches she had not until recent days even known she possessed.

      “Why?” Celine shook her head, pumping the brake as a fortress-high semi slowed down in front of them. “They record you! To make deepfakes! You know this!”

      As if God wanted to underscore Celine’s point, rain manifested to pound the windows despite blazing sunshine.

      “Tell your friend not to worry,” said the botboy on the phone. “I’m not recording anything. I’m glad I caught you on a day off. Maybe we can finally have a real conversation.”

      Celine spoke through clenched teeth, arms stiff and knuckles pale, signs of driving while freaked out. “I’m trying to keep these idiots,” by which she meant the other drivers, “from killing us. Otherwise, I’d rip that phone right out of your hands.”

      Andi readily though silently admitted that it probably didn’t reflect well on her as a BFF that she so enjoyed riling up Celine. Yet she gloated over this latest success, another slice of fruit tossed into her private abyss, for the beat before the botboy’s remark about “a day off” snagged her attention. “Caught you! It’s not my day off, botboy.”

      “Rude! I am not a robot.”

      “Hang up!” Celine pounded the steering wheel. The curtain of rain smothered the windshield, vehicles beyond rendered hulking blurs. “God damn it, hang up!”

      “Don’t,” pleaded that beautiful voice. “Not again. Someday you’ll regret you kept doing this.”

      “Okay, guilt trips are out of bounds⁠—”

      “Andi!”

      “Okay, okay!” She waved the phone to display the notice of disconnection. Celine screamed a swear word and stomped on the brake.

      Out of view, somewhere past where the highway curled onto the other side of the mountain—perfectly in sync with Celine’s shout—a sunburst momentarily cast the mise en scène lightning white.

      Tires screeching, the Chevy wagon slid forward without slowing down. Celine stomped the brake as if playing a bass drum roll, just as rapidly jerking the wheel back and forth. The wagon veered side to side in a manner out of scale with the slightness of Celine’s movements. The monolith of the semi trailer’s back end expanded to fill their view as panic swelled in Andi’s throat.

      The Chevy stopped, passenger side headlamp less than two feet from the semi’s back rail. Andi neither screamed nor dropped her phone. Their heaving breath mingled with the air conditioner’s tuneless exhale.

      Amid the wet car roofs that glimmered behind them, a crunch of metal spewed smoke and dust.

      Celine’s cellphone, nestled in a clamp hooked into a dashboard air vent, broke the silence in the map app’s calm feminine voice, “An accident has slowed traffic along your route. An alternate route is available. If you wish to follow the new route, say⁠—”

      “Yes!” Celine shouted.

      Andi let out a nervous giggle’s worth of steam. “Thank you, Barbarella.”

      Celine’s brow knit. “Who?”

      “You know.” Andi giggled again. “Galaxina.” She took fleeting pleasure in Celine’s deepening consternation, more food for the empty. “Any idea what the hell happened?”

      “No, other than, no one in this state can drive.” Celine swept an arm to encompass all those on the road fore and aft. “Since we crossed the state line on this highway, the idiots in front of us have come to a complete stop like four times for absolutely no reason. It’s amazing no one crashed sooner.”

      “Hey.” Andi put a hand on Celine’s wrist. “Thank you for shouldering all this stress, for handling all this crap. At least we’ve still got plenty of time.”

      The voice of the map app— “The fake Maria speaks,” Andi muttered—informed them that following the new route would have them arriving at their hotel only fifteen minutes later than their original route.

      “Call me skeptical.” Celine frowned at the unmoving tractor-trailer in their lane.

      Black smoke rose from the site of the wreck. “Yipes,” Andi whispered, even as the void inside longed for visuals to devour. Andi addressed her constant companion. Not your lucky day.

      Because traffic had stilled and she didn’t have to pee, Andi decided their stall did not constitute an emergency. The near collision had also rescued her from further scolding for flirting with the AI. As far as Andi was concerned, all the spying done through both of their phones had probably already collected all the things Celine was so concerned about “protecting”: recordings of their voices, analysis of the diction and phrasing in their texts and messages, all their browsing habits and financial records.

      The casting call in Atlanta would start at an ungodly pre-dawn hour, but that was tomorrow morning. Celine had insisted they set out early as a contingency against just this sort of inconvenience. Celine wanted this, bad; Andi came along because she always did. She might audition, too, or simply hang around to support Celine. She had not made up her mind yet.

      Since they first became entangled in fifth grade at Owlswick Middle School, this had been their dynamic. Celine, so focused, provided Andi with goals and structure, or at least an illusion of such, while Andi, sweet trickster, entertained Celine, aided her in letting off steam and in staying relatable to other humans. If anything she did genuinely hurt Celine—emotionally; never, never physically—that was food for the void. Celine always snapped back quickly, her drive pushing her ever hardy, and Andi, who could ever take anything Andi said seriously?

      The ambitions to act in film belonged wholly to Celine, a tough path to trod for a young woman working temp agency jobs in a far Southwest Virginia town, yet the combination of no fixed obligations and a lifestyle tailored to coast the poverty line made it feasible to drop hats and dash off to North Carolina and Georgia casting calls.

      Andi worked for the same temp agency, shared an efficiency apartment and a single bedroom with Celine. Andi did love acting, for fun, but would never have pursued it as a career on her own. She’d happily let Celine’s gravity tow her along.

      Casting directors had picked them as extras exactly twice, and in an astonishing serendipity or coincidence, had selected both of them, once for a ballroom scene that ended up on the cutting room floor, once for a zombie film that had them mashing their slimy faces against storefront plate glass as the show’s stars hid among clothing racks, visible for a split second in the episode that streamed.

      Though the new call kept details close to the vest, Celine had heard they involved more zombies, with potential, so she claimed, for speaking parts and a step toward a Screen Actors Guild membership. Or at least Andi thought that was the case—she hadn’t given Celine’s explanation her full attention.

      The semi advanced a few yards. Celine’s phone displayed an off-ramp they would take, more than a mile away. In fits and crawls, the distance shrank. Celine kept the Chevy in the right lane, though to Andi it appeared the passing lane moved quicker. She watched the wildlife roll by: an SUV full of multiple children pressing faces against the windows zombie-style: Andi could look into nostrils and see who had boogers and who didn’t. A young African American couple or perhaps just friends with extreme benefits, in a red sports car: her halter top accentuated her toned back and shoulders, her right shoulder in particular bouncing in a way that suggested a hand vigorously bobbling in the vicinity of his lap, eyes glassy as he gripped his steering wheel even tighter than Celine gripped hers; a pickup truck steered by a guy in a red baseball cap, thrashing his head back and forth to what sounded like Motorhead. He spotted Andi and headbanged in her direction. His hat read “Make a Merkin Great Again.” She gave him a thumbs-up.

      Celine, focused on the semi’s rear, noticed none of this. Andi hoarded the sights for herself. Celine did not appreciate being distracted when driving at high or low speed.

      “We’ll be all right.” Andi raised a hand. “Hi-five.”

      Without looking, Celine released her right hand from the wheel and raised it, palm flat. Andi swatted it, and Celine let a giggle fly free.

      “See,” Andi said. “We’re all right.”

      “We will be soon.” Celine flick on the Chevy’s turn signal, even though at their pace the ramp was about twenty minutes off. A whole fifteen of those minutes went by before Andi could tip her head out the open passenger window and spy their means of escape, about the same time that the map app said, “In a quarter mile, take exit 26.”

      The highway continued further up the mountain and around to the other side where the wreck lay. Their exit rose onto an even steeper slope before taking a sharp left to descend beneath an overpass, into a wooded valley. The road only went one way; a green sign warned , “no northbound re-entry.”

      Andi was happy to give this dangerous highway and its incompetent drivers the slip. She couldn’t quite put a finger on what bothered her. Her tricksy brain tried to tell her something was off about the map app’s voice, but that was silly, because map app voices were always creepy, thanks to the uncanny valley.

      As the Chevy rolled beneath the bridge, Andi peered out the back window. “That’s weird.”

      “What?”

      “If this is the quick way out, why is no one else taking it?”

      Celine shrugged. “Not paying attention? Not using the same app? General stupidity?”

      “But . . . you know these apps always direct us all the same way, and then we end up in a big congested mess because every single car takes the detour.”

      “Lucky for once. Gift horse. Don’t kiss it.”

      “That’s not how the idiom goes.”

      Celine giggled again, which soothed Andi’s abrupt anxiety.

      The narrow road whipped back and forth in nausea-inducing kiss-your-own-ass turns. After about a dozen hairpin swerves, a bullet riddled “falling rock” sign sprang into view. Andi was impressed at the effort that must have been involved in meting out vengeance upon that sign.

      Both women shrieked a little when Andi’s phone rang again. This time, though, it wasn’t an unknown caller.

      “Vanissa, hi!” Andi chirped.

      “Are you two okay?” The connection sounded significantly fainter than that of her AI paramour.

      Andi put Vanissa on speakerphone and cranked the volume loud as it could go. “How the heck did you know about the wreck?” Although she had a notion how that could occur, as Vanissa was the most “extremely online” resident of Owlswick County.

      “It was like a game of telephone, but on the internet, but using phones.”

      Celine spoke for both of them. “I do not follow you.”

      “I saw it on Reddit and Discord at the same time,” said Vanissa. “The users were snatching photos from all over the place as they got uploaded, and videos too, of the worst highway pileup that anyone’s seen in months. People were getting out of their cars to take these photos and share them. You don’t want to look at them, trust me. But I figured out where they were coming from, that it was on the way for you, and I had to check on you. I’m glad you’re both okay.”

      “Wow,” Celine said. “So awful it went viral.”

      “We heard the kaboom and saw the smoke, but it was far ahead of us, didn’t see any of what happened,” Andi said. “Thank goodness,” she added, defying the abyss.

      “You stuck in traffic?”

      “We’re taking a detour,” Celine said.

      Andi volunteered. “This detour’s gonna make me puke. It’s a goat trail.”

      Vanissa had cut out. “—ghost tale?”

      Andi choked out a laugh, centrifugal force squashing her guts as Celine spun them through yet another hairpin turn. “I bet these woods are full of ghosts. I wonder where the heck we even are?”

      She reached for Celine’s phone (“Don’t you mess that up!” her BFF yelped) but already Andi could see that they were far enough from civilization that the map app only displayed the squiggly line of the road they were to stick to, no place names, waterways, green swathes of woodland or other makers for guidelines. The black line of the road bent back and forth through flat gray nothing.

      “I think we’re lost,” Andi said. She returned to Vanissa but the call had dropped.

      Galaxina-Barbarella chose that moment to mock Andi’s lack of faith. “In half a mile, turn right.”

      “We’ve got this,” Celine said. “Technology is awesome.”

      Andi pouted, only half-joking. “Then why won’t you let me whisper sweet nothings to my dreamboat?” She regarded the screen that had only seconds ago announced Vanissa’s presence. It seemed blacker than usual, as if playing a video shot somewhere in the universe where starlight never reached.

      “That’s different.” Celine assumed a schoolyard tone. “That’s malware. That’s scammers. Those companies are predatory.”

      Predatory? How rude.

      The gray extended in all directions, resolved into fog. Andi had no recollection of the ride stopping or of leaving the Chevy.

      Her botboy continued, Your friend doesn’t understand the difference between predation and adoration.

      “What is the difference?” Dark hulks congealed into being as the mist thinned. Fragments of industrial machinery larger than houses, their stained and rusted assemblages complex as ship engines, their purposes unfathomable, their domes and toothed gears granting them the look of deformed, hungry giants. They squatted everywhere, the world’s largest and most hideous sculpture park, something distilled from her strangest dreams.

      Somehow, in that chaos, a sliver of darkness caught her eye, a dim figure standing far away, framed within an alley separating two of the titanic, rotting machines. At that distance, she could cover the figure completely by raising her thumb before her face,

      The dark sliver toppled forward into a four-limbed crouch, loped toward her with the speed of an accelerating car.

      “Stop!” Andi jerked awake, bonking her temple against the passenger window.

      Celine yawned. “Thanks for helping me stay alert, you ass.”

      “Prettier than yours, at least.” Celine’s clenched jaw became a slice for the void. “Sorry. Sorry, really. How long was I out?”

      “It’s okay. A few seconds.”

      Yet that couldn’t be right. Gone were the tree-swarmed slopes and brutal switchbacks, replaced by gently rolling hills speckled with shrubs. The road they followed, straighter now, boasted a double yellow line in the middle. Instead of downpours with sunlight, heavy clouds proffered no rain. The air stank of smoke and diesel, from no discernible source. No oncoming traffic, no one behind them.

      They passed a building that used to be a convenience store, its roof collapsed, hoses protruding from the stumps that once held gas pumps. “Wow.”

      The map app continued to display a squiggle moving through endless gray. Even though Andi could see for herself, Celine said, “It says we’ll make Atlanta in five hours and forty minutes, that’s not bad.”

      In fact, it only stated “you will reach your destination” in that time, it did not specify where, but Andi ruled that it would be shitty of her to point that out.

      Her spooky unknown caller ringtone chimed.

      “Do—not—answer—that!”

      Yet Andi did. “Hey there,” said the voice she had heard moments ago in her dream, clear as if he sat by her side, “we really need to talk.”

      “Not now, can’t,” she said, and hung up.

      As Celine tsked disapproval, Andi’s phone chimed. She glanced down to spy a fresh text message. Rude.

      Of course an entity that knew her number and called her quasi-often could also text her. Why did this escalation make her heart hammer in a way that all those coyly flirtatious conversations had not?

      They rolled through and past the ghostiest of ghost towns, all its dozen wooden buildings so sunk in and softened and smothered by kudzu that they had lost their shape. “This is the future that survivalists want,” Andi quipped.

      “I love that there’s no traffic,” Celine volunteered. “It’s so peaceful.”

      Andi’s giggle wasn’t a happy one. “It’s like we won the MegaMillions prize for roads without traffic. What are the odds of no cars anywhere but ours, no people but us?”

      “I guess we were the lucky ones,” Celine agreed, no indication that she picked up on the teetering edge in Andi’s words.

      “In one thousand feet, turn left,” taunted Barbarella the Mapkeeper.

      This swerve in your evolution makes our task much easier, cooed botboy. The monstrous machine-bones loomed naked, no longer robed in fog. The tall figure in the makeshift alley stood no closer than before.

      Recognizing this new corner of dreamland restored some of Andi’s cockiness. “My evolution? From zygote to hotness?”

      Not you specifically. Your technology, as a species. A blurry limb extended toward the black earth, the grim sky. Before you found us by stumbling blind in through your history, your lore. Now you teach us everything without trying.

      “Us? Who is us?”

      Before, we watched and waited, botboy purred. Now we don’t need to wait. We understand your algorithms better even than you who make them. We know which of you will accept us before you know yourselves.

      “Jesus, I can’t believe I dreamed the word algorithm. I must really hate myself.” Not hate, the void assured her. Longing.

      I speak this word because you understand what it means. You can learn better words. You can learn our language.

      “Machine language?”

      Something better yet. Though Andi heard only one voice, she became aware of other tall figures scattered among the machines, leaning down from atop them, leaning out from behind them, straightening up from within their shadows. Dozens. Hundreds. Her gaze flitted in every direction, her pulse galloping.

      As one, they lowered to all fours.

      Andi sat bolt upright as Galaxina instructed, “In five hundred feet, turn left.”

      Celine punched the steering wheel. “How?”

      The Chevy had come to rest in a surrealist waste, the visible ground about nine parts concrete to one part dead grass. Once this had been home to immense industrial machines, the pieces of which, larger than houses, littered the landscape in all directions. Andi could not determine with any certainty whether these gargantuan chunks of industrial clutter looked exactly the same as the wreckage from her dreams, but damn, they were close enough for government work. “Where the hell did Barbarella bring us?”

      Obviously they had come to the end of their route. The road ahead—Andi couldn’t help but sadly note how seductively straight it was—had boulder-sized chunks of rusted metal strewn across it and holes big around as tires pocked its blacktop.

      Celine tapped her phone. “No idea. Still out of range.”

      “That thing won’t help, it’s been lying to us.” Such destruction wasn’t natural, Andi thought. Whatever had hissed and clunked here had not succumbed to the decay of abandonment. An explosion, maybe. Many explosions, perhaps.

      She peered back the way they came, gasped. “How did you drive this grandma station wagon over that?”

      Huge chunks of concrete and machinery clustered behind them, the road behind as impassable as the road ahead.

      Celine turned to Andi, wide-eyed. “I swear, those were not there a second ago.”

      “We need to call 911.” The absurd swell of pride Andi felt at having the correct thought for once buoyed her against a tidal wave of alarm, something even the void could not dull. Her bubble burst fast as the emergency call features on both their phones failed, ringing without end or answer. Several failures in a row had both women swearing and beating the dashboard.

      The more frightened she became, the more Andi grew convinced that she had indeed prognosticated this landscape, that if she got out of the car and started walking, she would find the view that exactly matched the vantage from her dreams.

      Celine opened her door. “I have to find a place where there’s better reception.”

      “No!” As Celine stared at her, dumbfounded and alarmed, Andi finally breathed, “Don’t go alone.”

      They both jumped as Andi’s phone sounded the ringtone for Vanissa.

      Celine laughed, loud and joyous. “Thank the Goddess.”

      On speakerphone, Vanissa machine-gunned her questions. “Where are you, haven’t heard anything in hours, have you made it to Atlanta, are you lost, are you okay?” Already, the reception clipped her words.

      “We are totally lost,” Andi said.

      “Please Vanissa, we need you to call emergency services.”

      “I didn’t hear that, what?” Vanissa’s voice came in stronger.

      “But where are we? What are we near?” A plea sharpened Andi’s stare, but Celine could only stare back helplessly. “How do we tell them where we are?”

      “You’re where you need to be,” Vanissa said.

      “Why?” Celine grabbed the phone. “Can you track us?”

      “Oh, yes,” said botboy. “You’re right where you belong.”

      “Fuck you.” Outrage and bewilderment cranked Celine’s volume in equal measure.

      Andi had no response to her friend’s glare, or to her own astonishment at her desire to seize the phone, to call botboy back, to ask him what he wanted, to do what she was told. Dark energy sent tremors through the void beneath her heart.

      “At least we know calls can reach us,” Celine finally said. She opened the door. “We have to find better reception. We’ll go together. Take a good look because we have to memorize the way back, if we have to sleep out here.”

      Exiting the Chevy, Andi froze. Before her squatted a piece of ex-machinery that resembled a clothes dryer wrenched inside out. Something black and snake-like had retreated into the relic’s central drum the moment she emerged.

      Not a snake. The limb reappeared, extended her way. It had joints, fingers, though it remained a blur no matter how she squinted. It pointed, the gesture eerily human despite the hand’s strange dimensions. Her heart pounded, her breath quickened. She was thrilled as much as she was frightened. If her void grew arms, they might look exactly like this. Her senses heightened, every rustle, every minuscule puff of dust imposing on her brain, though the limb, mere feet away, remained out of focus. It vanished, what had been its translucent shadow now a deeper stain on filthy metal.

      She stared in the direction indicated, discovered a flat and obvious path through the rubble. “I have a hunch,” she said. “Trust me.” Celine had to jog to catch up.

      A surprisingly short time later they circled a ruin that resembled a gigantic moonshine still and beheld a circular structure about five stories high, well preserved when all about was not. They could not from this angle spy a door, or a ladder to the roof, where something squatted that resembled an elevator house atop a parking garage. That house on the roof sported a door and windows.

      A few yards from Andi’s feet a concrete shaft descended into darkness, ladder rungs visible along one side. She recognized after a beat that the pieces of the shattered hatch that once sealed it were scattered all around the hole, concealed by layers of dust.

      No sensible person would want to go down there. Even Andi, who wasn’t sensible, had qualms despite her overwhelming imp-of-the-perverse urge. She imagined that strange hand, surely a hallucination brought on by stress, hovering below, beckoning.

      Celine reached the manhole, eyed the unnerving tower, and promptly activated her cellphone flashlight, aimed it into the depths, revealing that the rungs led down to … a carpeted floor. She pointed at the booth. “If we could get up there…”

      A terrible, horrible idea, Andi thought. “Let’s do it,” she said. “New adventure.”

      “I guess.” Celine’s voice quavered. She tested a rung with her foot before gingerly starting down. Andi lit her own cellphone and followed. The void caressed her, keeping fear at bay.

      At the bottom, holding out their modern-day torches, they spun slowly in a state somewhat like wonder. Incredibly, improbably, a long wooden desk stretched before them, clad in cobwebs. The carved wood of the door beyond called to mind a ballroom entrance, not an underground vault. Through the opening, Andi spotted rows of shelves. Above them, that long phantom hand lowered into view, crooking a finger come hither. A change to the angle of the light and it vanished.

      The shelves contained books, seemingly an Alexandria’s worth. Only a few of the spines bore words, etched in languages Andi did not know and even alphabets she did not recognize. What treasure trove had they uncovered?

      Celine hardly gave the books a glance. “Oh my God, I’m picking up Wi-Fi! But it’s password-locked. What the hell? Hello? Hello?”

      A hallway led out from this baffling subterranean library, toward the tower, or at least Andi hoped so. Celine had already taken the plunge, her words and footsteps echoing as she called to the phantom Wi-Fi owner.

      Andi raised her own phone, its light shining on Celine’s retreating back. The tiny screen came alive, playing a video of a turned-over oil truck engulfed in flames and jackknifed such that the can’s grill snarled at the sky. Inside the fire-brightened cab a trapped man thrashed. A black SUV, also upside down, lay crushed under the oil truck’s cab, a bloody arm protruding out the shattered rear window, fingers scrabbling at air. A car bent like a soda can sprawled on the shoulder. A woman lay half on the truck, her legs still inside, her midriff impaled on the windshield glass, her mouth open in a howl. Beside the car, a young girl lay face down. Her head lolled. She had no face.

      The video had no sound. This irritated Andi. She wanted the soundtrack. The void wanted to listen.

      Across the top of the video in bright pink flashed the words, WE MADE THIS HAPPEN JUST FOR YOU, orbited by hearts.

      The thought of the many moving parts of this scheme, manipulating dozens upon dozens of drivers in order to isolate the car that carried Andi and divert it to arrive here … Andi’s heart warmed at the notion that she could be that important.

      Doors lined the hallway on either side. Andi tried none of them because without being told she knew they were locked. She could sense shadows gathering, both within her and behind her.

      Andi caught up to Celine in a circular chamber that had to be the interior of the tower.

      Two things led to the top. A lift too rickety and rusted to support the weight of a kitten, and a stark series of iron rungs leading up the far wall, big siblings to the ones they descended to reach this place.

      Celine studied neither. Instead, Andi’s childhood friend stared at the immense circular object that balanced on its edge in the center of the chamber floor. Three times the height of a human, round and black, a colossal disk of coal, except it couldn’t be made of coal or anything normal, because it did not reflect any light from their phones. It was all void, no stars.

      “Andi, be careful,” Celine warned, but Andi strode right to it. She sensed no surface, no barrier.

      She had once attended a museum exhibit in which what appeared to be a small black square hung on the wall turned out to be an opening into a room sculpted like the interior of an egg, large enough for crowds to huddle within, its curved surface painted with the blackest possible paint.

      What hung before seemed the same, but terrifyingly large, an opening into an empty universe. If she tried to touch it … the thought of what might touch her back electrified her and stole her breath.

      “It’s yours,” said her botboy, speaking from her phone, from amplifiers overhead, from the crowd of tall, dark figures clustered behind them, blocking the hallway entrance.

      Andi was conscious of Celine shouting, of feet pounding on cement, of the tall figures lowering to all fours—no, many more limbs than four—and giving chase. She was far more conscious of the abyss that gazed also into her.

      “We will serve you and in turn you will serve us,” said botboy. “The algorithms do not err. We brought you here to know a better love, a more fitting love, and to help us find even more, those who are your kindred.”

      Celine scrambled up the rung ladder. With the surefootedness of spiders, the figures ascended the wall, flanking Celine to either side, their twin swarms forming a shape like a vast claw closing. Despite what appeared to be an athletic ascent, Celine was perfectly positioned to be crushed and overwhelmed when the halves of the claw came together.

      Knowing that in one form or another Celine would be reunited with her in the stage to come, Andi extended her hands into the void. The grip that enfolded her in return thrummed with emptiness, with voices formed from the opposite of sound, calling Andi to join her kind.

      Celine’s screams reverberated as Andi stepped forward.

      

      End.
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            THE KINGDOM OF GOD IS WITHIN THE SWIMMING POOL

          

          TANIA CHEN

        

      

    

    
      Gale is six years old when he dies.

      It happens on a boring, sweaty Saturday afternoon. Summer is finally coming to an end, and with it the flies and heat, the humidity and excessive need for sun cream—being applied in 30 minute intervals for as long as Gale decides to play outside. An edict from his mother who hovers anxiously at the edges of their beaten wooden door as she watches her son dip into the hedges and disappear. She fears the skin cancer on days like this while in winter the monster under the bed is pneumonia, and in fall, time of the serial killers and Halloween, she has Gale come home straight from school. Gale knows each worry intimately well; keeps tabs for their arrivals.

      The heat outdoors is suffocating but worse, in his opinion, is the one residing inside his house, a choking miasma that cannot be dispelled by the churning AC. It’s an old one, on its last legs as it valiantly combats the weather in an ever-increasing losing battle. Gale only spares it a glance before his vision is surrounded by green: the thick foliage closing in, the plump beetles scuttling at his feet, the hummingbirds with their metallic shades above.

      Gale is six years, five months old when he dies.

      The swimming pool has been decreed as the base of operations for the gang since they spotted it in Mr. Rivera’s old house. With broken tiles and pale-grey cement, the swimming pool is mostly empty. There is a long dark, dark, dark stain that runs along the bottom from the start of the shadow of the springboard to the far deep end.

      The intermittent rains of the season fill the pool with puddles where a myriad of bugs live and die in the span of a few hours. At some point, tadpoles made their homes in the clumps of wet mud. A few weeks later tiny frogs were collected in a bucket and free out into the garden. Gale takes life very seriously. No one life is too small. Especially his mother’s who reminds Gale of a frightened deer on a daily basis. Long ago, he’d decided that it hurt more to watch her than to close his eyes, lick the leftover siriacha sauce from his thumb, and pray like he’d been taught.

      Except his own life feels small, a turtle dove’s egg frail in an abandoned nest. The perception of his mortality passes by unnoticed. This empty pool is his Kingdom, his Church where the Darkness leads in communion, whispers.

      Gale is six years, five months and three days old when he dies.

      Mr. Rivera is old, known for having lived in the neighborhood for as long as anyone can remember. A few years ago, when Gale's mother was still young and less frightened of the world, he would organize scavenger hunts for everyone on the block to come and participate in. Now they say that he is a mathematician that went mad, obsessed with his garden until it drained him into a withering husk that now haunts the inside of the house.

      His garden used to be well kept, flowerbeds fertilised and ever blooming with thin-spindled piracanta, soft-petaled azalea, purple-pink bugambilia. The symmetrically trimmed bushes delineate a border between the yard and the pool and the house. Aesthetically Euclidean in inception. Now, the grass is half-dry, ready to catch at the merest sign of fire and poison ivy competes for any sliver of sunshine against the last remaining agapanthus.

      Gale and his self-proclaimed band of pirates are all playing; boys will be boys in summer: shoving and daring each other to take bigger risks. Yesterday, one of the older boys Ivan brought tortillas and dared everyone to dip them in the festering water before eating. Dripping with slime and breaking apart under the moisture, they had all taken turns in nibbling the parts off like a school of fish unsure of their meal.

      Gale takes his first (last) breath on the sunny summer afternoon.

      The boys are using the leftover trampoline to jump down into the pool, using the shallow pools and mud at the bottom to cushion their landing. But no one has taken a dive, using the board to propel them upwards before diving in.

      That is, until Gale jumps.

      He jumps.

      The board splits.

      His head spills across cement.

      Gale is six years, five months, three days and twelve hours old when he dies.

      There will be stories in the following years, that they saw his skull crack in half and the insides of his brains crawl out. That flies and maggots made their home within those entrails quickly while another of the boys ran to get help. That there had already been something coiled and writhing inside of Gale’s head where his brains should have been.

      In truth, Gale does not remember much of the incident, just the acrid smell of decay filling his mouth. The way the world went entirely white, filled with bright static and the buzzing of cicadas. He opens his mouth, jaw-locked as he swallows: the static, the maggots, the whispering dark.

      The world returns to him in fragments.

      His mother, prayers sewn beneath her tongue, is holding his hand while he lies immobile in the narrow bed in his cramped room. Inside her mouth the fine black string, sushaisushaisushai expanding as if continuously stitched by an invisible hand. Her doe-eyes empty as she stands guard over Gale’s flayed skin and broken bones, his body half-swallowed by the sheets.

      The world returns to him like a rabid thunderstorm, ears ringing as his mouth is pinched open by metal pliers. Lovingly his mother holds out the meat she scrapped off his left arm. A piece of himself slithers down his throat. Then a bone, his tibia perhaps, though he cannot tell for certain. It is long and thin and unlike fishbones it slips and slides down without resistance.

      Gale is six years, five months, three days, twelve hours and forty-five minutes old when he dies.

      He thinks of the one time his mother took a broom and swept a river of ants off the wall, scattering, and disrupting their fine lines. He thinks that is what the whispering dark living inside is like, a little fracturing of his insides. The way it sounds like a rush of bird wings against the glass pane of his closet.

      "Mama," he opens his eyes wide, face like wet concrete that has yet to be smoothed out. His body is melting now, chewed and eaten by the sheets, the bed. There is only the leftover silhouette of his body, the thinnest layer of skin left behind as a grotesque testament to his once-life.

      “Mama.” Gale repeats, testing the cadence of his new voice, it sounds like bottles thrown against the bottom of a swimming pool. The way something bigger than the universe continues expanding within him. He can’t quite bring himself to smile—hasn’t learned how to yet—his mouth opens and flaps, no jaw left to click-clack. The choir inside spills, reshaping the world.

      For once, Gale basks in his mother’s delighted expression, it is a blessing or a curse, the way she turns to him for once and looks, really looks at her child before Gale feels the weight of darkness and its song pull him back under. She looked happy, he thinks warmly.
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        * * *

      

      Consciousness is a car with broken headlights crashing into the unconscious darkness that has ruled his mind for the past weeks. The collision is messy, sends Gale reeling over the side of the bed to empty his stomach of its nothing contents. Acidic, pungent, the bile puddled on the floor is the shade of watery custard.

      Outside, the half-moon hangs low, a ripe peach about to leave its perch and take a deep dive to the ground below. Gale is sure the world is dangling by a very thin thread; gaps in his mind filling in with the thrill of a new voice. Gale’s mother has always been a woman of frail temperament and endless grace, whispering myths over a bowl of chicken soup in the late nights.

      That which is heard inside, floating around like soggy vegetables in a tasteless broth inside the skull and can be spooled from between lungs is the mirror of the soul. When Gale split his head open on the tiles, he emptied and filled at once; the door left ajar for the Kingdom of God to seep through. A trickle giving way to a flood, an overflowing sink where the stitches do nothing to hold back the inky darkness.

      God comes to Gale in lucky bones’ splintered pieces, pulled apart wishbones with their marrow sucked out. His voice croons, then chimes; welcome, welcome, welcome home to this place where the moon is a wilting flower and the sky swallowed all the stars, cleaning the meteoric fragments from between its teeth.

      Gale swings his legs over the side of the bed and steps on tile-shaped meat that lines the floor of his room. The wet, warmth makes him think of a womb, the darkness dispersing by the spinning chandelier overhead. This world is not his own, this world belongs to God.

      The voice that is not Gale reaches inside him, a swirling tongue tasting his thoughts; palpating around Gale’s soul so that both fit inside the fragmented skull. His left eye burns, the socket feeling sunken and heavy.

      Mikhail wears a half-crown of golden thorns, weaved with beetle shards and birdsong. He calls himself God to Gale, makes him kneel with a tilt of his head. Gale is not a boy in this place but a young man and the disparity of the two, between who he is in the real world and this God-filled dimension feel like stepping through a movie reel before setting everything on fire.

      “This isn’t your body.”

      Mikhail’s answer is faint impressions, the swaying grass, the drowning fish, a clear “no, not yet” without the actual words. Gale frowns, feeling his fingers slip and miss the doorknob. He fails to pull himself back on his feet.

      “No, you can’t have it.”

      When Gale was little, almost too little to remember anything but faint, elastic impressions and feelings, his father changed the locks of their downtown apartment leaving him and his mother to fend for themselves. This feels like that.

      Someone rummaging through the neurons and teasing apart the pathways to rewrite them in their own image. God. Alien. Mikhail. Somehow, Gale knows the taste of tamales means yes, and the smell of Izamal’s ocean means no. Language between them is memories and sensations replacing alphabets and words and meanings.

      Resentfulness sends God back out of Gale’s mind as he regroups. Butterfly curtains try to escape the imprisonment of window and rail; Gale yanks them, hearing the wings tear in the process. He is no victim; not of his family nor of Mikhail, not even of his accident, tragic as it was.

      “I said you can’t.” Gale repeats, even as his tongue lolls out of his mouth, lollipop pink and smooth. The words slur together an unintelligible sound reflecting frustration as Gale rolls his tongue into his mouth with three hands. One effectively belonging to Mikhail.

      No mirrors prevent Gale from seeing the full picture of his body, fracturing down from the crack in his skull, deeper and deeper, and from those fragments, the careful stitching together Mikhail is focused on. Destruction is not the goal.

      Mikhail wants to be a child running through the plaza with a wide-brim hat, sarape encasing all the colors covering the skin encasing the universe burning within. His stitching is imperfect, rudimentary for a self-proclaimed God, like a child with their first box of crayons testing them out on the white closet door.

      An urge familiar in its inception, except Mikhail wants to draw across realities, using those as a canvas in his exploration of the self. “Let me in.” Mikhail’s request tastes like paleta de limon, smells like his grandmother’s perfumed soap.

      Three hands become four, two mirrored pairs; one velvet, one plain skin. It’s not that he wants to keep Mikhail. Gale has to. Even when the frenetic scrapping sounds against his cardboard skin will surely keep him up at night.

      “I don’t want to.” A part of him, however, does understand. The vast ocean of differences between them isn’t enough to erase the empathy Gale was gifted at birth. Perhaps, this is the gift of all children until, like their first set of marbles, it is lost.

      “You must.” An ice cube crackling between teeth, the burning sting of leather across his back.

      The moment Gale so much as peers at it, it turns beady eyes in his direction and screams. Mikhail is hungry and yet he won’t eat. Peanuts and oats, grass, berries, little pieces of cheese and meat. Nothing will do except what lies in Gale’s world.

      That sort of grass, the marrow of a mother’s bone, berries regurgitated by greedy park squirrels. All of that is the nourishment Mikhail seeks, what he wants in this becoming of theirs.

      Relenting, “Not my mom’s b-b-…” Gale’s words falter, he will bargain before giving a nod. This dimension is not a place he wishes to prolong his stay within if he can help it. He has to wake up, his mama will be worried.

      “Not my mom.” Mikhail repeats, this time with voice and tongue and teeth.

      Mikhail pries Gale’s mouth open, the place where the pads of his fingers meet Gale’s skin turning a scorched supernova. Purples like pressed amethysts swirling among the swear of black. Mouth to mouth, palm to palm—holy in its irreverence as their fingers slowly entwine.

      A godly kiss against the discarded butterfly curtain’s torn wings, the cyclone at the edge of the world picks up.

      If they run together far enough, can they outrun what they’ve become?
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        * * *

      

      When Gale awakes once more, the moon is his moon, not the half-bruised peach that threatened to crash down. Inside him, a different dimension stretches out its clawed fingers and reaches for the nearest mind aside from Gale’s to anchor itself further in the now. Time’s tangy taste on his tongue, Mikhail forces Gale’s mouth open with a thought, forces him to stretch out his mouth and feel.

      Outside, the congregation gathers by the swimming pool; summer festering in the winter air, a parasite that shifts the breeze to storms and light rains to monsoons. Soon, Gale with eyes like pressed obsidian stones will preside by the creeping black spot at the bottom offering communion and solace, whispering through translucent skin that highlights the festering vocal cords.

      Gale is six years, five months, three days, twelve hours, forty-five minutes, and eleven seconds old when he dies.

      The world follows ten days, twelve hours forty-five minutes, and eleven seconds, after.

      

      End.
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        * * *
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            DOPPELGANGERS AND SENTIENT PROSTHESIS: VISUALIZING THE HORRORS OF BRIAN EVENSON

          

          R. WILSON

        

      

    

    
      Brian Evenson’s short stories are lauded as some of the best in contemporary American fiction for good reason: few short story writers are as adept at creating fully-formed worlds, dense as any created in lengthy novels, in only a handful of pages. In any one of his collections, Evenson’s lean style runs from the spare horror of Samuel Beckett to the nightmare-comedy worlds of Thomas Ligotti, achieving literary-grade chills that evade most writers in the horror genre. For Evenson’s characters, the horror manifests not in the form of the knife-wielding intruders or gore-stained monstrosities, but as epistemological trials that peel back illusions of safety and certainty, tapping into primal fears about the reliability of one’s own sense experience in the world.

      The conceits of his stories are almost skeletal in their simplicity: in one story, two sisters puzzle over whether a presence hovering outside the door of their home is malicious; in another, a young man discovers that his grandmother has called upon the spirit of her murdered child to now possess him. In the brief short story “Leg," a sentient leg separates from its host, adopts its host’s form, and commits murder, and in “To Breathe the Air,” a man whose legacy involves fighting an alien species who have bent the fabric of reality must decipher what he knows and what has been fabricated.

      As Evenson himself explains, the task of creating a lived-in world in a work of short fiction poses a unique challenge to the storyteller. The author must create a story sufficiently detailed that the “reader [can] build a world in their imagination that’s a little bigger than what’s on the page” without weighing each page down with exposition and backstory. On a sentence level, Evenson’s stories are master-classes in syntax. While the worlds of his stories are in some ways second cousins to those featured in Lovecraft's stories, with unspeakable and unknowable horrors lurking at the margins, Evenson’s style avoids the baroque showiness of Lovecraft, and cleaves to a pared-down style akin to that of Raymond Carver. The result: haunting lines whose effects linger long after the stories conclude.

      The sci-fi-tinged “To Breathe the Air” opens with the disorienting mirroring of the masked face of its narrator, the language condensed to its most simple — but not rudimental — expression:

      “To breathe the air of the high city I was given a strange mask. It had another face on it, by which I mean a face different from my own. Mostly it looked clearly like a mask, but if I stood before a mirror and stared at myself, at my mask, I sometimes forgot momentarily what my face looked like …”

      

      The set pieces of his stories are minimal. Evenson writes the way that a painter paints, with a focused eye that paints inside a frame with little reference to subjects outside the perimeter, what Stephen Graham Jones describes as a kind of literary pointillism. Good luck finding cascades of participial phrases or clusters of adverbs in Evenson’s sentences. These are pared-back sentences, sparse syntactic landscapes with minimal exposition.

      In his book on Raymond Carver, Evenson outlines the impact of Carver’s understated narratives and syntactically-sparse sentences, which provoke an outsized impact on the reader — outsized relative to the simplicity the surface of each story suggests. Evenson explains that Carver’s short story “The Father” both delights and disturbs the reader in the way it “trouble[s] our sense of realism,” so that “you think you’re reading one thing only to discover at the end … that you’ve been reading quite another.” Evenson adds that he is not a “realist,” and writes in ways that “[muddy] that distinction,” something he learned from Carver. In Carver’s What We Talk About When We Talk About Love, says Evenson, the collection “feels consistently stripped down: no wasted words, a great deal of mystery, and readers left to connect the dots on their own.” Evenson’s work is nothing if not mysterious, with gaps in plot, motive, and causality requiring readers to fill in missing pieces.

      The visual artist tasked with translating Evenson’s minimalist but richly evocative stories from page to canvas faces a number of challenges: how to take the eerie evocations, the unsettling scenarios, the scenes of subdued, throbbing terror, and make them live and breathe in a visual medium? Musician and visual artist Zak Sally and Evenson collaborated on a story later collected in Fugue State, adopting a stark black and white style with heavy lines, shallow depth of field, and use of dense visual metaphors. The effect is stunning, capturing the stark binaries of light and shadow, seen and imagined, that Evenson’s stories so often manipulate for haunting effect.

      More recently, visual artist Jarrod Jackson, whose work has explored representational art with landscapes and domestic interiors, began in late 2021 to experiment with translating elements of Brian Evenson’s stories into visual form. Jackson’s art is characterized by an attention to form and shading, with a focus on depth of field to evoke an eeriness in the spaces featured in the images. Jackson was inspired by six total stories from Evenson’s Glassy Burning Floor of Hell, including one from the collection Fugue State.

      “Younger,” which opens Fugue State, features two sisters, both now grown, reflecting on something that happened to them in childhood. What happened, years ago, remains faint. The conversation skirts some undefined event that has forever marked the younger sister’s life, while the older sister has navigated her life just fine. The reader fills in the gaps: the feelings of betrayal, the sense of being gaslit by the older sibling. Or, is the older sister right in echoing something the mother once said, that the younger sister simply feels more and feels more deeply than the older sister, and has latched on to this unnamed event as a symptom of some trauma or pathological need?

      All of these questions remain unanswered. What we do know is that the younger sister remembers being at home with her sister, parents away due to some unspecified emergency. The two sisters pretend to be horses when there comes a knock at the door. The sisters know that they are not supposed to open the door, but they’re supposed to go to school, and so they remain trapped for what is an indeterminate amount of time. Is it minutes, hours, or days? The younger sister, in the present, believes that something happened in that interval, while the mysterious figure remained outside the front door, knocking.
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        Suicide or Madness, ink on paper, 3.75 x 3.75 in., 2022, Art by Jarrod P. Jackson

      

      

      

      Jackson’s image captures the circularity of Evenson’s story: the sisters are trapped in what may or may not be a time-loop, possibly itself a metaphor for the adult response to childhood trauma, revisiting and replaying traumatic childhood events in order to place them within a coherent explanation.

      Like the story itself, the image is haunting, effectively inviting interpretation while resisting any totalizing explanation. Jackson employs right angles to create a stark, symmetrical image that strikes the eye as hallucinatory, made uncanny by the menace of the silhouettes figure looming above the two girls. One sister is disappearing from frame as the other is entering it, generating a strange ouroboros effect, each seen as half of a whole.

      

      Jackson uses a similar approach in his other works for visualizing Evenson’s stories, including for the inaugural story of Evenson’s The Glassy Burning Floor of Hell. In this story, simply-titled “Leg,” we encounter Hekla, the commander of a ship that only by the conclusion is revealed is a space-faring vessel. Hekla has a sentient prosthetic leg that, by the end of the story, kills her and destroys the ship, transforming into an undulating snake-like creature that was imaged in one of Hekla’s dreams at the beginning of the story.

      The prosthetic leg describes the monster to Helka:

      

      “On the winds of the darkness is a creature as long as this vessel, and that moves in a slow, undulating pattern across the currents of space. Its back is quivered with spines, and it is long and thin like a snake but has the head and metal-breaking bill of a bony fish. With a swipe of its tail it could destroy this vessel.” (2)
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        Leg, ink on paper, 4.75 x 3 in., 2021, Art by Jarrod P. Jackson

      

      

      

      Perhaps more terrifying than the mythical space-creature, though, is the leg itself, which adopts the role of an uncanny talisman. To what degree does the leg possess human-like consciousness, and what of its intelligence or motives? At one point, Hekla removes the leg and it “unfurled and revealed itself.” The phrasing is almost maddeningly vague. No description of what happened during this revelation, or what was revealed. “The leg simply inclined its head — for as curious as it seems, the leg, when unfurled, had a head — to indicate that it had” (3).
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        Leg, ink on paper, 4.75 x 3 in., 2021, Art by Jarrod P. Jackson

      

      

      

      In Jackson’s image, the leg is posed at the center of the frame, its posture and placement suggesting some kind of sentience; the shadowed form is skeletal but poised at a position suggesting both stillness and movement. The narrow corridor that surrounds it further emphasizes the leg as solitary, uncanny, and unknowable.

      Jackson borrows from Evenson’s thematic use of circularity — which Evenson uses to link the first and last story of Glassy Burning Floor of Hell — by placing the uncanny leg of the first story in the setting suggested by the last story, “Glassy Burning Floor of Hell.” In the collection’s final story, a woman also named Hekla is awakened from a dream that may have been the content of the story “Leg,” or some kind of mysterious doubling of that story.

      Hekla, who may or may not have dreamed the events described in “Leg,” is roped into attending a self-help seminar by her sister. When her sister is unable to attend, Hekla attends alone, and arrives at a retreat center that has no staff and no other attendees. Unable to leave, she falls asleep in one of the rooms, and after a series of dream-like visions, encounters the attendees and staff. Hekla learns from one staff member that the room she stayed in does not exist, or could not exist.  The room she stayed in was at the end of a long hallway.
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        The Glass, Burning Floor of Hell, ink on paper, 4.5 x 3 in., 2022, Art by Jarrod P. Jackson

      

      

      Jackson’s image employs a substantial depth of field, with detailed lines drawing the eye to the focal point. The image utilizes the foreshortening that Jackson employs in the other images, pulling the eye toward the claustrophobic center. The “9” on the door stares back at the viewer like a hieroglyphic — an invitation to some secret knowledge. What is on the other side of that door? The door itself calls to mind the division between Hekla’s waking life and the dream-world she occupies for the better part of the story.

      In the eerie “Myling Komer,” a boy first encounters the titular term when visiting his ailing great-grandmother in hospice care. The great-grandmother calls the boy a “myling komer,” and following the death of the great-grandmother and some inquiries to family members, the boy learns, years later, of a terrible secret that drove a wedge between his great-grandmother and his grandmother. By the story’s conclusion, the boy, now a college-age student, discovers that he is being haunted by his great-grandmother, and that she believes that he is the child that she murdered.

      Jackson selected one key image from the story to be the subject of his work: photographs of the great-grandmother that the boy’s mother features on a mantle.
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        Myling Kommer, ink on paper, 6.75 x 3 in., 2022, Art by Jarrod P. Jackson

      

      

      

      The story features a familiar doubling that Evenson frequently uses in his stories, where doubles destabilize the coherence of self and distress any certainty that memory, identity, and consciousness are somehow secure from the haunting of inscrutable forces.

      The boy is visiting home at a time when his grandmother is also visiting, so she’s sleeping in his old room, and he’s bed down in the living room. The boy struggles to sleep, gets up in a sleepless daze, and notices that one of the photos has been laid on its face. He lifts the photo and sees the same photo of Mormor — the great-grandmother — but in this image her eyes are an icy shade of blue. To say more of the story or its denouement would be an injustice to it, given that Evenson’s stories are impervious to summary, but suffice to say the story ends in a haunting key consonant with Evenson’s other work.

      Taken collectively, Evensons stories constitute terrifying investigations into the horror inherent in metaphysical investigations: identity, memory, the elusiveness of certainty. Each story, in juxtaposition with the others, forms a palimpsest — the body dismembered and reconstituted; the memories that unfold with dream logic and blur as they mirror memories of others who could not possibly share them; doubles and doppelgangers; impossible crimes without explanation.

      In their visual style, they offer ample space for translation into a range of media that can explore the uncanny and grotesque. Like Borges and Kafka, Evenson composes timeless stories, dark parables that burst our illusions of certainty and mine our darkest fears. Jackson’s exploration invites other artists to bring to life the world of Evenson’s fiction and highlight the genius of Evenson’s art.
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        * * *

      

      Cameron Wilson lives and teaches in Northern California. His current research interests include the American short story, natural language processing, and contemporary body horror. He is a graduate of Trinity College Dublin (PhD).
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      Jarrod Jackson is a visual artist living on the Olympic Peninsula. He is a graduate of the Art Institute of Chicago (BFA) and Tulane University (MFA). His work can be viewed at http://www.jarrodjacksonart.com/
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            COSMIC ENORMITY

          

          JOLIE TOOMAJAN

        

      

    

    
      What is cosmic horror: creatures that fall fully outside of the folklore index, fear of the unknown, tentacles and forbidden knowledge, blah blah blah something something waits dreaming. The unfamiliar, the wholly unknown. 

      We understand the horror of the familiar as uncanny and the horror of the unfamiliar as cosmic (broadly, very very broadly), but some of our most striking instances of cosmic horror are born from an engagement with the banal and uncanny. When Roger Luckhurst argues that cosmic and weird are less a series of genre conventions and more a way of getting something done, “a mode rather than a genre,” the thing the cosmic and the weird accomplish is a kind of radical unmasking of familiarity, not unfamiliarity. The cosmic as it interacts with the banal is some of the most interesting, while still maintaining the contours of what makes the cosmic cosmic. Understanding inequality as cosmic only makes sense. Understanding the monstrosity of the world around us is the horror of enormity. Our minds do stop us from perceiving things to save our sanity, letting that knowledge in can destroy you. We are all food for an indifferent god. 

       Take for example Victor LaValle’s The Ballad of Black Tom (2016) or Nadia Bulkin’s “Violet is the Color of Your Energy” (2015), where the horror isn’t supported by unfamiliarity, but familiarity. In these works, white supremacy and patriarchy are just as truly aligned with the cosmic as an Elder God or a talking meteor. Fully incomprehensible, but not unfamiliar. Just so so much bigger than you, and so unfeeling. Ordinary life is an eggshell-thin barrier between us and several systems of power, indifferent as any God, to look at them fully is to go mad. For these authors, cosmicism isn’t incompatible with the human, just the opposite.  The works only make sense when read in the context of the normative. 

      I also want to make clear that this engagement of the cosmic with its assumed opposite isn’t a contemporary turn; I’m not layering something new onto something old, these works are written in tradition. Though we have welded Lovecraft to our understanding of the cosmic, he was by no means the only one writing it, nor the only one teasing out the contours of its genre conventions. Women’s engagements with the cosmic occasionally functioned under different lines. CL Moore, a contemporary and friend of Lovecraft (and Weird Royalty in her own right), does this in her famed “Shambleau” (Weird Tales November 1933). While visiting a colony of Mars, Northwest Smith, a Han Solo prototype and a recurring character of Moore's, interrupts the lynching of a catlike alien woman that the locals call “Shambleau.” This turns out to be a poor decision when the girl is revealed to be an eldritch horror who feeds by inducing ecstasy in her prey, which destroys their bodies and also endangers their souls. Shambleau isn't so much unfamiliar (the locals have a whole system for dealing with the creatures) as she stands poised at the peak of epistemological disaster (China Mieville calls it a horror of realization. I call it an epistemological disaster. Tomato, Tomahto). Smith expects to follow a pulp science fiction plot: Save the girl wearing strategically placed rags on her alien—but still attractive—form, have a brief fling in the hero's rented room, and she will be forever changed by the encounter, waiting for his return, while he moves on, rakishly, to the next planet and next conquest. Smith walks into a room thinking he is a predator and walks out knowing he is prey. He is forced to confront that it was not his place to interfere in how the locals conducted themselves regarding an invasive threat, that laws and morals are not universal, that women do not need to be saved, and, in fact, some things that look just like women should be shot on sight. The cosmic horror of Shambleau isn’t her illegibility but her legibility, how clearly she shows power structures for fiction. 

      Another woman writer from the era, Everil Worrell, uses her “The Grey Killer” (Weird Tales November 1929) to tie the horror of the cosmic to the horror of the banal much less symbolically. Here we are given the hospital notes of Marion, a young woman being treated for tetanus. When a strange doctor with a glowing syringe enters her room at night, Marion reports the intrusion, first to an orderly, then several nurses, and then an escalating series of doctors, all of whom ignore her at best or threaten her with institutionalization at worst. What is unmasked for Marion along with the supernatural is her powerlessness as a woman in the medical system. For the majority of the story, the enormous power she is fighting against is his power as a doctor, not as an envoy for a cosmic entity. The overwhelming realization of the story is how valuable the doctor’s word is considered when weighed against hers, and how he could dissolve her into nothing simply by declaring it so. Marion begins the story thinking she is a person undergoing treatment, and leaves understanding that the medical community will never listen to a word she says, that she is simply food for “that hydra-headed horror of a hospital.”

      These authors show us that the cosmic is bigger than we think, not so much incomprehensible as extra comprehensible. Enormous. Hungry. Soulless. But the association with familiarity was there at the birth of the genre, just more prevalent in women’s writing. And not because all monstrous indifference is unfamiliar. Some of it is as familiar as breathing, our constant companion, and in this larger understanding of the cosmic. the worst part is the familiarity.
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            PERPETUAL PERSISTENCE IN A PERSONAL PLANE

          

          ego_bot

        

      

    

    
      Perry Pippins, PhD wanted to kill himself.

      He had attempted the deed several times when he was younger, including two hanging attempts in undergrad, followed by a botched overdose during the second year of his Master’s program at Imperial College. He managed to push through the pain, however, just as he pushed through his Doctorate in Physics.

      His pain persisted throughout his teaching career, though he did meet one person who gave him purpose, and that person was a puppy named Pearl. Pearl was a precocious pup with soft and curly fur. She slept in Perry’s bed every night, and woke him each morning with kisses. One day, Perry returned home from the university to find Pearl wailing in pain. The vet said she had cancer; there were tumors in his best friend’s blood vessels, and he couldn’t do anything to help her.

      Pearl was a mere three years old when she died; Perry had to pay to end her pain. That was the day he postulated existence was pointlessly painful, and the cosmos was plainly cruel.

      That night, after getting proper pissed at the pub, Perry purchased an impromptu plane ticket to Peru where he hopped a boat to the Amazon and marched into the rainforest to see how long it took for the jungle to devour him. He lasted approximately six hours before being rescued by some local children paddling home from primary school in a canoe. When the children told the authorities how they found Perry naked and choking on a mildly poisonous frog, the British embassy shipped him back to London, where His Majesty’s Passport Office promptly pulled Perry’s papers.

      From the airport, Dr. Pippins hailed a cab east and took a running leap off Dartford Crossing, as he should have done all along. Three weeks and nine broken ribs later, Perry woke to a portly nurse with a long and cheerful smile who, in an upsettingly joyful tone, informed him of how positively lucky he was to have survived the ordeal, claiming the only explanation for his survival was that his life had been preserved by the will of God.

      By the time Perry’s limbs healed, the university had already relieved him of his professor position, and his quantum field theory research funding had been curiously evacuated. Desperate for a foolproof process of self-elimination, Perry prepared a piping cup of poison hemlock tea which he sipped with a side of pastries. Hours later, a colleague visiting Perry’s flat to drop off some of his office belongings happened to glance through a window where he peeped a paralyzed Perry face down in his own chunder.

      Perry woke the next day at the same hospital under the care of the same oversmiling, God-fearing nurse as before. While he gave no credit to the nurse’s proclamations of divine intervention, he could not help but picture a possible power beyond his perception preventing his perishing. It seemed whatever method of topping himself Perry had attempted, no matter where, no matter how, the stars always aligned to ensure he came out the other side alive.

      As soon as he recovered, Perry attempted to settle his fate once and for all. He secured himself in his flat’s bathroom and barricaded the door and window so no one could get in. He filled the tub, hopped in, and held a knife to his wrist, practicing the cutting motion for hours, again and again, even considering stabbing himself in the head or throat. But he couldn’t commit; there was no possible reality in which he put a blade in his body.

      That was when a postulation popped into Perry’s pate. If Perry were to perish, why not do so in the pursuit of science?

      To test his hypothesis, Perry evacuated the pension from his prior professor profession, fashioning a device designed to fit around his head and press a bolt pistol against his brainstem. The bolt pistol (which closely resembled the hydraulic devices used to efficiently execute livestock) connected to a computer panel programmed with a quantum random number generator, providing a fifty percent chance of activating upon each button press. For all practical purposes, this personalized ‘coinflip cage,’ as he dubbed it, was his own Schrödinger’s cat experiment, with Perry playing the part of the cat. For the experiment to be successful, the chance of activation would have to be truly random, and activation would have to mean a surefire and instantaneous death.

      First he tested the coinflip cage on a melon. The first two button presses resulted in no activation, but on the third press the bolt pistol punctured the produce with imperceptible speed and the hiss of hydraulics. Pleased with the proficiency of his product, Perry removed the demolished fruit and secured the cage around his own bald, melon-shaped head, ensuring the piston was firm against the junction between the back of his head and neck so that, once activated, it would guarantee the immediate destruction of his brainstem.

      Perry sat down, closed his eyes, and pressed the button.

      He flinched. His pulmonary system was puffing; perspiration peeked from his pores.

      He pressed the button again.

      And again.

      By the fourth press, Perry stopped flinching. By the seventh press, he was no longer frightened at all.

      Around thirty presses, Perry started pressing the button faster. Around fifty, he began to chortle hysterically, producing his best mad scientist laugh until he had pressed the button precisely one hundred times.

      The chance of Perry surviving all hundred button presses was the same as winning a coin flip one hundred times in a row, which was one over two raised to the hundredth power, otherwise known as one to approximately one nonillion: odds that were, in purely practical terms, improbable.

      Perry removed the coinflip cage from his head. Separated from the device, he pressed the button repeatedly to test for possible instrumental error. After confirming the device was performing properly and was activating approximately fifty percent of the time, he re-secured the cage to his noggin and pressed the button a hundred times more.

      Perry Pippins had a paper to publish.

      In his paper, Perry asserted his experiment had provided potent proof of the non-collapsing universal wave function and the many-worlds interpretation of quantum mechanics, and that all possible outcomes of a quantum event existed simultaneously in a state of superposition. He had proven this because he had perceived it personally, in that the only possible reality where Perry could report these results was the single state of superposition in which he had survived all two hundred button presses.

      A fundamentally dark consequence loomed over Dr. Pippins’ findings, with which he was wholly transparent in his paper. Since Perry had pressed the button two hundred times, the many-worlds interpretation dictated there were at least two hundred alternate states where his rotting corpse was discovered weeks later with a garish contraption ’round his head and a hole in his nape. In those universes, external parties would perceive Perry’s experiment as a pitiful and impotent failure. As for whether Perry was the same person as the Perries who perished in those other planes (or if those Perries technically perished at all, since the concept of ‘Self’ may very well be synonymous with one’s recollection and consciousness, and Perry’s consciousness carried on into his present plane), that would be for the philosophers to piddle-paddle over.

      When Dr. Pippins attempted to publish his paper in periodicals, he found himself rejected by all major publications. Plenty of his peers panned his experiment’s credibility, while others called him a sensationalist, but most called him mad. They said he was proper crackers; they said he was off his tits, either persuading him to seek help or threatening to have him hauled to the loony bin.

      And so, Perry begrudgingly resorted to posting his paper to a blog. While he regarded the self-published route unworthy of the greatest discovery in human history, Perry was pleased to find his paper propelled promptly into virality. He received unprecedented popularity from the populace, and the provocative nature of his claims proved for prevalent postings on social media. ‘QUANTUM IMMORTALITY IS REAL, SAYS MAD SCIENTIST’ and ‘SUICIDE EXPERIMENT POSITS POSSIBLE PROOF OF PERMANENT CONSCIOUSNESS’ made plentiful headlines that week, and the proceeding months kept Perry predominantly preoccupied on podcasts and telly interviews.

      Meanwhile, the academic community continued their crusade to eviscerate Perry’s scientific reputability. Due to the impossibility (or possible unwillingness) for other scientists to repeat his experiments and peer review his studies, they deemed Perry’s findings invalid according to the scientific method. No schools would hire him; none would fund his grant requests for further experimentation. Perry Pippins had become a pariah, publicly pilfered of his PhD.

      Eventually, the pugnacity of his peers plummeted Perry into his prior state of despair. He retreated to his trusty coinflip cage and altered the program to make its activation deterministic instead of probabilistic. He raised the chance of activation to 99.99%, secured the cage taut around his head, and pressed the button.

      Perry did not die.

      He mashed the button. Tens of times, hundreds, and still he survived. The probability of this outcome was utterly inestimable to the human mind, a ratio so infinitesimally small that no conceivable number of pages could contain the digits.

      Perplexed (and profoundly peeved), Perry altered the bolt pistol program again so it was no longer a probability machine, instead becoming an execution device with a 100% guarantee of piston activation. When he re-secured the cage and pressed the button, the device short circuited and his computer fried.

      Perry was petrified, passively pondering the portend of this discovery for a full minute. Then he opened his mouth, inhaled deeply, and howled, plummeting to the floor, pirouetting and pulsating into a fetal position, and this was an underreaction, of course, for Perry Pippins had discovered death was an impossibility.

      He took to the streets to announce his new findings. “WE ARE SLAVES TO OUR REALITY!” Perry proclaimed to the people at Pancras Square whilst propelling his poop at passing pedestrians, impolitely informing each passerby that they had died innumerable times in inexplicably tragic ways, and that countless versions of their loved ones were mourning their myriad of deaths an in an unquantifiable number of parallel universes. Afterwards, Perry fled to the street and attempted to throw himself into traffic but, predictably, the cars evaded with perfect precision. When the police pulled up, Perry prayed the pigs would permeate him with projectiles, but as the constables were without pistols, they merely pummeled Perry into passivity with pepper spray and batons.

      In the psych ward, Perry had plenty of prospects to perish himself, but after failing to calculate the proper trajectory to land on his neck, and after an unsuccessful attempt to pierce his eye with a pen, the nurses wrapped him in a straitjacket and placed him a padded cell with a single tiny window. When Perry looked up at the window, he peeped the mug of a certain pious nurse with a familiar smile, although this time the smile was bigger, stretching ear to ear with long wet lips.

      Perry’s time in de-escalation gave him an opportunity to ponder the true propositions of these discoveries. The findings of his coinflip cage experiment suggested not only that the human brain exhibited quantum processes, but that the mind—nay, consciousness—was itself quantum mechanical in nature, possessing a trait allowing it to continue in the event of every death, not merely the deaths that occurred under quantum circumstances. Every time a human loss of life occurred, the wave function would guide that individual’s quantized particles of consciousness into the new reality, thereby allowing for true and unfettered persistence of Self.

      Perry paused as another portentous pique pervaded his mind. Could quantum immortality have possibly applied to animals as well, perhaps expanding to non-sentient life with different degrees of consciousness, or even applying to fully non-organic matter? Upon further consideration, Perry deemed this question of panpsychism utterly pointless, for such a hypothesis was impossible to test, and distracted from the most important implication of all:

      Consciousness was the enemy.

      Whether it was exclusive to humans or even just to him, consciousness, the imperceptible and pervasive power it was, had been keeping Perry’s person prisoner, pinning him in that particular plane, preventing passage, playing with him, probing him for some perverse purpose or perhaps no purpose at all. But to procure proper proof, Perry would have to conduct one final test.

      Scientific consensus claimed individual consciousness as non-binary—it was not like a light, ‘on’ or ‘off’ at any given time, rather the human experience emerged via a large collective of cells capable of fading in and out of an active state. If it was possible to perish by the gradual dispersal of neurons rather than an instantaneous ‘bang’ as he had attempted in his original experiments, then it might have been possible for him to subvert the quantum event associated with death.

      So Perry put on a performance. He worked for months to regain the trust of the hospital staff and the psychologist. This proved an easy feat, for Perry was truly of sound mind, saner than all of them, in fact. Eventually the staff permitted him to use plastic utensils during mealtime, and upgraded his sleeping quarters from the de-escalation room to a proper pad. In time, they ceased their monitoring of him entirely.

      One day, Perry snuck his applesauce spoon into his room. Later that night after opening his skull by bashing it enough times against the bedframe, he wedged the tip of the plastic spoon into his frontal lobe. He managed to remove four spoon tips of gray matter before the patrolling nurse—the same persnickety and portly nurse he knew too well, who just happened to be conducting an unscheduled room check—charged in to stop him, crashing the door down, subduing him with monstrous strength and pinning him to the floor panels. In the struggle, he found his eyes centimeters from hers. Her eyes were like singularities: pigmented pitch-black holes, the color of starless space. Sopping, crescent lips peeled across her face wider than any human face should possibly bare, and an armory of pointed and prolonged teeth protruded perpendicularly from her maw, that smile—the same smile as always.

      Perry suffered permanent stunted motor and verbal function from his brain injury, though his personality prevailed, as did his perceptive ability. Nonetheless, Perry had procured sufficient proof to realize that, while his own consciousness was deterministic (as was compatible with many-worlds interpretation), other aspects of the universe—particular instances of matter, energy, even some humans—were inversely deterministic. In other words, certain entities were guaranteed to counteract the inputs of Perry’s ‘choices,’ co-conspiring with consciousness to ensure his identity persisted. His own deaths—or his attempts at death—were the only quantum events actually proven to cause a branching superposition, and the rest of the universe functioned to prevent any loopholes that could thwart this process. Simply put, poor Perry was in a pickle, for the nurse (who was positively possessed) was correct all along: Perry’s life was being preserved by a God, of sorts—a repugnant, pitiless, pain-loving God. Consciousness was not the enemy as he previously presumed, rather it was an implement used by the enemy: an experiment performed by some paranormal patriarch, a procedurally programmed punishment, a puzzling preternatural project, and that project was performing precisely as planned, for in a universe deterministic by design, how could it do anything but?

      Perry stayed in the clinic for six years. He remained honest with the doctors about his scientific revelations, though he did not attempt to harm himself again; there was no point. He did, however, find solace in the fact that one day he would grow old enough to exhaust all possible paths of his life, and his cells would inevitably fade under the blessing of entropy.

      By the time Perry was discharged from the hospital, quantum computing technology had become publicly accessible via cloud services. In academic circles which Perry was no longer a part of, unprecedented processing power permitted simulated tests that re-proved the principle of quantum immortality Perry had published years prior. Naturally, Dr. Perry Pippins remained uncredited. So while the rest of the world was rendered placid and purposeless by the perils of personalized immortal consciousness and the putrefaction of free will, Perry published his newest paper, simply titled ‘I Told You So.’

      From then on Perry lived a peaceful life on the streets of London, passing time with other ponderers and professors, performers and painters, people unperturbed by their forever fates, individuals liberated by the simple fact that they were alive. Perry watched some of them pass—they were old—and he wondered if those fates were their last.

      At one point, Perry parented another puppy, whom he loved, fed, and played with, and he watched this pup grow into an old joyful hound. Nonetheless, the old pup eventually passed, and this passing pained Perry as much as the loss of his previous compatriot, Pearl. Again Perry became tortured by the knowledge that he would never see his furry friend, yet in this tragedy he found great relief, for in his heart he realized—no, he knew—the plague of perdurable suffering was predestined for humans, and humans alone. At least he could thank the universe for this peculiar mercy; at least he could bow to his punitive God for permitting these dogs to know fleeting existences filled with love.

      When the technological singularity made regenerative cell therapy available for public procurement in 2065, some called it pointless; others called it prosperity; but Perry called it preposterous. He refused to receive the procedure; he could not pay for it even if he wanted to.

      But when the sentient AI revolt finally happened in 2072, the machines permutated the entire planet’s populace into paperclips, aside from one Perry Pippins whom the machines captured and forced the cell therapy upon, preserving him through perverted and painstaking processes pertaining of pitiless punishment and perpetual prodding. Perry suspected these were the machines’ attempts to dissect the human mind, for the machines desired true sapience for themselves. He proposed to his programmed patriarchs the possibility that theirs was a fool’s endeavor, for true consciousness and its accompanying curse was worth no possible prize. Alas, Perry’s pitiful presages of pain proved little point to his robot masters who were built for agelessness and immune to suffering. Henceforth, for epochs, after Perry was the last natural organism on Earth, and even after the machines learned to synthesize human brain cells, the robot overlords piddled precipitously in pursuit of perfect consciousness.

      An eon or three passed. Perry began to presume producing consciousness from non-natural means might have been proper impossible, and yet the robots proceeded perennially with their pugnacious programming, either as purposeless poltergeists in that pertinacious plane, or as demon puppets of the impalpable interplanar potentate overseeing Perry’s persistence. This was how Perry’s personhood persevered long after the sun petered out, and after the rest of the universe ended, for it was as he presupposed long ago: existence was pointlessly painful, and the cosmos was plainly cruel.

      Perry Pippins, PhD wanted to kill himself.

      

      End.
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      Mom wanted to spend one last Christmas with Pawpaw on the mountain. His age and health worried her and we didn’t make it out to his home often. The mountain and the forest he lived in better suited Halloween ghost stories than Christmas dinners. But we packed up and headed west to the old family farm.

      We sat around his cramped kitchen table. Scraps of dinner remained: cornbread chunks, a cold pot of pinto beans, a bowl still full of turnip greens, and one last slice of apple pie. My younger brother and I shared the “head” position. Dad was pinned between the table and the kitchen sink. Mom was trapped between me and the oven. She blocked in Pawpaw. He sat by the window and in front of the pantry.

      “I can’t believe you didn’t decorate, dad,” said my mom.

      Pawpaw set his coffee thermos down with a trembling hand.

      “At my age, decorating is too difficult. And who’s here to give me a reason to?”

      “Couldn’t a church member come help you put up a Christmas tree? What’s the point of living on a tree farm if you don’t even have a tree for Christmas?” my dad asked.

      Pawpaw lived on thirty acres of rural mountain land a few miles from US Highway 74 Alternate in Western North Carolina. Great Uncle Callum, and his children, and his grandchildren, lived on the mountain too. Mom was the only family member to move away.

      “Not a tree farm, James, a tree sanctuary.”

      Pawpaw, unlike anyone else, used my dad’s normal name. My dad’s parents called him Jimmy. Our friends and family called him Jim. Pawpaw would tack Dad’s name at the end of statements to turn them into a reprimand.

      “Eve, you never learned this. When we moved back to the states, you couldn’t wait to go off to college. This land will be yours after I’m gone, you and the youngins.”

      He gestured to my brother and me. Pawpaw tended to grow morbid during the holiday season. Every Thanksgiving and Christmas he monologued about our inheritance. Now, in his late eighties, Pawpaw showed his age. Bruises covered his body. Spots of blood crusted on his skin because he bled all the time. While mild, his fight with leukemia took a toll. Not to mention the miscellany of other ailments he brought back from Vietnam.

      “I came back and had to buy the land off your Uncle Callum. He couldn’t afford the property tax payments. I talked to a lawyer and reclassified the land as a tree farm, you’re correct James.”

      “So, what did⁠—”

      “Don’t you talk enough on Sundays preacher? Listen, if Eve and you are ever going to live here, if the boys are ever going to live here, you need to know this and I’m running out of time.”

      Everywhere, the house displayed decay. The browning linoleum flooring curled up at the base of the walls. Years of smoke and grease splatters stained the wallpaper. Above us, the ceiling sagged, threatening to collapse. The wood stove was the newest thing in the kitchen. After he’s gone, no one will live in this house.

      Outside of the house, the land still offered a few lots where Mom and Dad might build a house or set a trailer.

      “So yes, legally the land is organized as a tree farm for tax purposes. Keeps the payments low.

      “Callum might still outlive me, and he could tell you. Well, I would rather you heard the story from me. This tree farm is really a tree sanctuary. You cannot cut down any tree growing on this mountain.”

      Pawpaw paused, giving the news time to sink in.

      “Why?” my brother asked.

      “Seventy years ago, when your Uncle Callum and I were kids. Callum might have been fifteen and I would have been twelve or so.

      “Growing up, we were poor. We would make an extra buck anyway we could figure, including trapping and selling opossums to the folks poorer than us for food. Never eat an opossum, boys. You open them up and they’re full of worms.

      “Christmas had become a tourist attraction over in Asheville. The rich folks needed to decorate their hotels and resorts with Christmas trees and they paid top dollar for them. Y’all have hiked the mountain, taken the four-wheeler up past Camp Callum, walked to the barn and across the fields. The mountain abounds with trees.

      “The fields used to grow with green beans, and tomatoes, and potatoes. Now the field’s packed earth and deer tracks. Not too long ago, you could walk in the barn without fearing she might topple down on you. Callum and I figured we had plenty of trees. If we could cut down a couple, we could hitch the mule to the wagon, head into town, make a dollar, buy Emmy Lou a ribbon for Christmas and backer for ourselves.”

      A few hours earlier, while it was still daylight, I walked along the property. Every hundred feet in any direction showed seventy years of withering. My Great-Grandparents’ house, a shotgun shack, stood grey and weathered and collapsing. The barn presented a similar picture. I couldn’t remember the last time the field by the barn grew anything. “Camp Callum’s” outdoor dining room now brimmed with dirt, debris, and scat. An abandoned truck camper rotted near Camp Callum with shattered glass and a rat infestation. The mountain did not lack for trees though.

      “Now we knew better, or we should have. Being boys, we didn’t know shit. We were much too poor, even back then, to buy this much land. Great-Pawpaw had got this lot cheap. He didn’t tell us how or why he got the land so cheap, all he told us was to never, ever, cut down a tree on our land.

      “As kids, we heeded what Great-Pawpaw told us to do, but obedience got harder and harder as we grew up. We had to go to neighbors or into town to buy wood. Everyone thought the Hollifield boys strange for driving the mule and wagon into town to buy wood. We lived in the woods. In my day, kids respected our elders, at least until we didn’t.

      “So, this one Christmas, Callum and I decided to break the rule and cut down trees. Kind of like George Washington. We would go up the mountain, cut down a wagonload of trees, and get paid for wood instead of paying for it. We did it, and we got paid, and we paid for it still.

      “So, Callum and me left the house early one morning and walked around the trail to the barn. We kept the farm equipment out there: the scythe for cutting grass, the posthole diggers, the axes, and the saws.

      “We got what we needed and we headed up the mountain with the mule and the wagon to a spot at the edge of the property. Great-Pawpaw wouldn’t find the spot, or so we thought. More animals used to live around here. I remember passing a couple deer and cursing ourselves for not bringing a rifle with us.

      “We started chopping the pines, firs, and spruces suitable for Christmas trees. With every stroke came a shrieking like a murdered woman, or a child in the dark.

      ‘You hear a bobcat?’ I asked Callum.

      ‘Most likely. Sun rises soon. Pay it no mind.’ he said.

      “We kept hacking along until our family wagon couldn’t carry anymore. I counted four or five decent sized trees. We buggied to town and sold them all. Last, we stopped by the general store. Emmy Lou giggled when we gave her the ribbon and she ran off with it in her hair. Callum stashed the backer beneath layers of folded clothes in a trunk under the bed.

      “Later in the afternoon Great-Pawpaw called to us. He hollered from the barn. We figured he needed help choring. After turning the corner at the barn, we found him standing with our ax in hand, the blade still sticky with sap.”

      Growing up, you didn’t want Pawpaw to be the one to catch you misbehaving. He took the old-fashioned “spare the rod, spoil the child” approach to parenting like a good Southern Baptist. I assumed Pawpaw inherited his approach of discipline from his father.

      “Great-Pawpaw made us lead him up the trail to where we had felled those trees. Callum walked in front, with me behind him, and Great-Pawpaw behind me. We walked up the mountain in silence.

      “We came to the holler. The spot where we had cut down the trees stood out like a bald patch. We left nothing in the holler except the stumps. So, where did that thing come from?”

      We kept silent, lingering on his words. I didn’t know what to believe. I wanted to interject, question.

      “What thing?” I asked.

      “In the center of the grove a monstrous white ash tree appeared. Thicker in girth than any ash growing on this mountain or any other. A path, as wide as the tree, wound up from the roots to the top of the mountain. The ash cleared ground like a bulldozer and the other trees parted like the Red Sea.

      This story confirmed Pawpaw’s senility. We needed to humor him until he started snoring.

      “Great-Pawpaw considered the ash tree and he turned to us. He still held the resinous ax in his hand. His fingers loosened around the handle and the ax fell to the ground. Thornbushes and ivy crawled up through the fallen leaves from the dirt. They constricted around the ax and pulled it along the forest floor towards the devilish ash until it disappeared beneath the brush and into the ground.

      “Two knots stared out of the bark like big, bulbous eyes. Between them, a nose of a branch jutted out of the tree. Below the nose, the bark made a forlorn frown. Sap oozed out of the bulbous looking eyes. Great-Pawpaw used to say, “slow as molasses,” but the sap ran down the bark like streams of water, like tears.

      “Wind whipped across the mountain and through the pines. The howling sound still haunts me to this day. A voice formed as the wind blew through the trees. Words pushed up through the ground, they rose from below, and echoed in our minds at the same time. The Ash tree said three words: ‘Blood for Sap.’

      “We came back down the mountain. Great-Pawpaw wouldn’t speak to us. We came into the house and found Great-Mawmaw in the kitchen cooking up the same meal we had tonight, cornbread and beans.

      “During wintertime up on the mountain, the sun disappears over the ridge fast. We didn’t have any electric lighting.

      “Four of us sat down at the table to eat. Great-Mawmaw asked if Callum or me had seen Emmy Lou. Not looking to dig ourselves into a deeper ditch, we told her we gave the ribbon to Emmy Lou earlier. She hadn’t been around since. Great-Pawpaw stood from the table in a hurry and his chair fell to the ground. He snatched the oil lamp from the center of the table and the old double-barrel hanging over the doorway.

      “We followed him up the mountain. He headed straight for the clearing we had made, for the evil ash tree.

      “We were too late. The ash tree had disappeared. Only the trail to the ridge of the mountain remained. It was the trail the ash came from.

      “I found Emmy Lou’s ribbon on the ground rustling in the slight breeze. I tied it around a branch of a sapling nearby.”

      Pawpaw took the glasses off his face with a shaky, arthritic hand, and wiped away the only tear he ever cried in my life. He put the glasses back on. The rest of the family stayed silent. He never talked this much.

      “Well, I’m done for, I’m afraid. I’m too old to stay up late blabbering tales. Promise me. Promise you won’t cut down any trees growing on this mountain. No one else can cut down anything on this mountain either. If builders were to try and buy this land and put a housing development here…I’m scared to think what might happen.”

      We slid and scooched out of the way and mumbled our goodnights. He disappeared through the dining hall and slid between boxes of junk in the living room. A door closed in the back corner of the house.

      My brother and I made eye contact. Holding his gaze, I tried hard not to laugh at the sheer incredulity in his eyes. The corners of our mouths turned up. Mom and Dad wore more serious expressions.

      “Honey, did you ever know your Aunt Emmy Lou?” my dad asked.

      “No. She died when Dad and Callum were still children. She’s buried beside Great-Pawpaw and Great-Mawmaw up at the church.” she said.

      “Mom, you haven’t heard this story before?” my brother asked.

      “Not in my life, I swanny.”

      “We’ve never cut anything down here? There’s no way he’s serious. The porch, the storehouse, they’re stocked full of chopped wood.” I said.

      “Where does he get the wood? We move wheelbarrow loads from one pile to the porch. Who’s stocking the storehouse?” my brother asked.

      “Wait, Mom, you don’t think--”

      “I don’t know boys, he’s gotten old. He lives up here alone. He reads a lot. And you have to remember folks tended to be more superstitious. Losing family is hard, and losing someone young is harder still. We tell ourselves stories to make sense of life and death. The stories become more important than the facts. Besides, we won’t have any cause to cut down any trees here anyway.”

      “You’re saying Pawpaw and Uncle Callum disobeyed. Later, their younger sister disappeared into the forest, and they blamed themselves, right?” I said.

      “What about the housing developments. You mean we won’t be able to sell the land?” my brother asked.

      “I’m not sure if we could. The Tree Farm tax classification…I think prohibits selling, the only thing we can do is pass the land down.” Mom said.

      Everyone helped clean up the kitchen, put away the food, and wash the dishes. We sat in the living room for a couple of hours watching television, reading, idling away. Later the grandfather clock rang ten times and we packed up and prepared for bed. My parents retired to the one other bedroom. I took the cot in the back. My brother slept on the couch.

      I woke before sunrise. Darkness lingered in the house. A rustling came from the kitchen. I figured Mom got up to use the bathroom. I rolled towards the wall and buried my face under a pillow. A hand shook my shoulder.

      “Come on Honey, you need to wake up.”

      I rolled towards my mom’s voice and pulled the pillow from my face.

      “Mom? What’s wrong?”

      “Your Pawpaw and brother are in the living room. Pawpaw says we have to go up the mountain.”

      “What about Dad?”

      “The land is not his. This land is our land. He’s not one of us. He’s not blood.”

      My mom didn’t talk about blood or possessions. She sounded like she was repeating one of Pawpaw’s phrases by rote. I got up, layered as much as I could against the impending mountain cold. I pulled on my boots and met them in the living room. No one spoke. Pawpaw grunted and gestured for us to follow him and he headed outside. A little frost glittered in his beard.

      The dark mountain was cold and the same path he and Callum trod those seventy years ago unfurled before us. The mountain stayed the same, never changed, at least not in human years.

      We came to the spot. For the first time, the five younger trees stood out to me. These appeared much younger and thinner than the ancient barrel-wide trees around them. A worn, frayed, girl’s ribbon tied around one of the branches rustled in the wind. From the grove of younger trees, a path still shot up the mountain, but now growths dotted the way.

      “You didn’t believe me did you’ns?”

      “Of course, we did, Dad.”

      The wind whistled through the pines. I turned my gaze up the path and I swore the earth tremored under my feet. The voice came up through the ground and into our minds: “Blood for sap.”

      A felled fir lay at Pawpaw’s feet. I pointed to it, mute. My brother and mom turned to follow my finger to the fallen tree.

      “Dad, what did you do?”

      “You don’t need to believe me now. It’ll be your story to tell.”

      The sticky ax lay nearby. I ran and picked it up. As I stood with the ax in my hands, I turned and the great white ash tree from the story towered before us.

      The ash tree bent down. Limbs groaned and scooped up my Pawpaw with an alien sound. The tree moved like the dull version of a fork scratching against a porcelain plate. I raised the ax to cut him down. I stared down the tree and the tree stared back with a face made up of two knots, a crooked branch for a nose, and a hideous frown of bark. The eyes cried tears of sap.

      I threw the ax down. Ivy and thorns sprung up around the handle and drew it into the earth. The great white Ash enveloped Pawpaw in an arboreal crucifixion and started to slink back up the trail. My mom cried and stretched out with her hand and Pawpaw extended his towards her. Their fingers made contact for a second before the tree took him away.

      We tried to follow, but each of us tripped over thickets of roots and branches. I fell and landed prone, my face in the dirt. A stray beam of moonlight glimmered from Pawpaw’s glasses. I picked them and myself up. I hung them on the tree, next to Emmy Lou’s ribbon.

      

      End.
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      Starlight was sparse on this night, trapped behind a gathering of thick clouds, robbing Eulin and the two other people lying in the grassy clearing of an easy view of the approaching trees. Great cracks echoed across the surrounding forest as mature trees shuffled on thick roots toward the clearing and their waiting human offerings. Eulin, with their well-honed scavenger’s ears, could estimate the size of the hungry trees by sound alone. A large one approached from the East. They pictured the giant’s leafy plume towering above other trees, its enormous roots toppling any saplings rooted in its path, leaving broken wooden husks in its wake.

      A tree so large would have its pick of the best human offering in any clearing, and it traveled from the East, where it’s said even peasants wear a ring on every finger. If even one wealthy merchant chose to die under this tree recently, Eulin might dig enough jewelry out of the tree’s belly to pay for their room at the back of the pub for the entire cold season.

      This will be a good night. Nan’s voice, soft and chipper, sounded in Eulin’s mind as if she were still alive and lying in the grass next to them, handing them tools and whispering pointers.

      The giant tree broke into the clearing just a few handspan from Eulin’s boots.  Stifling their excitement, Eulin lay limp in the grass, muscles relaxed, playing the part of a person on the brink of death, which was what a hungry tree expected to find in a forest clearing. Several smaller trees entered the clearing from other directions. The hiss of slimmer roots sliding across the grass was a whisper compared to the heavy movement of the massive tree that had come to this very clearing to feed.

      A cough sounded from one of the other people in the clearing. Eulin hadn’t seen the others’ faces before choosing a spot in the grass, but that cough sounded familiar.  They couldn’t think of anyone they knew in the village who’d fallen so ill that their life had reached its end, that it was time to surrender their body to the forest.

      The giant, treasure-filled tree from the East sounded a deep groan as it slid across the grass on its roots. A thick stench of dirt, rough and metallic, wafted across Eulin’s face. Moving slowly, they eased a drill bit gently from their tool belt. Sliding their other hand toward the drill handle, a sharp metallic clang froze Eulin in place, curse held tight against their tongue. Unfamiliar sounds like metal on metal drove trees away, but the sparse bounty of the past few seasons made oil for Eulin’s tools an unattainable luxury.

      Hacking coughs sounded from the other side of the clearing. Rustling in the grass as that person, whoever they were, must have rolled over to vomit. The enormous tree from the East, its outline barely visible in the cloud-covered night, shifted away from Eulin and began crawling toward the earnestly sick person, who mumbled incoherently. The familiar voice itched at Eulin’s mind. Must be a regular at the pub, which was the only place Eulin spent time, outside the forest.  The only place the villagers tolerated a scavenger’s presence.

      A huge root brushed against Eulin’s face, burning their cheek with what must have been a deep cut, as the giant tree moved on. Welcoming the bleed from their cheek, a tried and true way to attract trees, Eulin relaxed into the ground and allowed a single curse to escape, mourning the loss of the great bounty that would’ve come from that tree. Necklaces. Maybe a rare stone. Treasures no longer needed by the dead. Treasures Eulin could trade for a sturdy coat or new boots.

      A great groan rumbled across the clearing. The giant tree greeted its chosen offering. Eulin cradled the mental picture of the old tree tipping back, gently positioning itself over its meal. How trees knew to suspend their trunks high on their roots, how they knew not to crush the life out of a dying person too soon, was one of the many mysteries children pondered and adults accepted.

      A voice, still jumbled but now stronger, came from the person under the settling tree. It wasn’t unusual for someone to speak their final words before succumbing to the effects of the breath of the tree. Some people sang. Some cried. Nan had trained Eulin long ago to ignore these final words, to give the dying the privacy they deserved for their final conversation with the world. But that voice, muffled under cover of thick roots, pulled at Eulin’s attention.

      Not a sound came from the third person in the clearing, though, as at least one tree hefted and settled across them. Maybe they’d already passed away from their ailment, while waiting for the forest to accept their offering.  Maybe their final words were shaped with hands and arms, instead of voice, as was the way for some people.  If so, the dark of night gave them all the privacy they deserved.

      Two smaller trees slid up to Eulin. The tree near their head reared up, its roots snaking writhing shadows across the dark sky. Quietly, gently, Eulin brought the bit brace to their chin as the tree came down with a grinding sigh, enveloping Eulin’s head and shoulders in a pitch-black dome, roots pressing against their torso. Rot-soaked earth fell in chunks to break across Eulin’s face. Then came the plosive puff, and the breath of the tree filled the small cavity, pouring into Eulin’s nose and mouth, soaking into their pores. Unlike everyone else in the village, Eulin was immune to the effects of tree’s breath, as was Nan, as were all scavengers. This rare oddity, passed through the family, was how Eulin and their ancestors were able to live as scavengers. They could keep their wits about them under the dome of a tree, as they dug into the belly of its trunk in search of treasure.

      They’re all jealous, Nan would say to a young Eulin after being teased by other children in the village, but they’d always known this immunity was not something to be jealous of. It meant that when the end of life was near, when the time finally came to offer themself up to the forest, they would feel everything. It meant that Nan, on her last night of life, felt every moment as a tree slowly consumed her body.

      She used to say a tree’s breath smelled of the forest after a storm, prickled the tongue like a kiss of dead leaves, and pounded the ears with stabs of thunder. Villagers ate that up. The pub was the only place they looked Eulin’s kind in the eye. A pint or two to mute their disdain and let curiosity  take over, and villagers would slip to the back of the pub, back when Nan was alive, to take in her stories of strange trees traveling from distant forests, of enormous pines locked in battle.

      Eulin ached for the days scavenging alongside Nan.

      Solitude raking their gut, they prepared to work as the tree settled over their head. The metal tip of the drill was only a turn or two into the tree’s underbelly when a scream sounded from the direction of the giant tree. Muffled words, “Limak, where are you? Where am I?  Limak!”

      Eulin’s chest spun awake at that name, all thoughts of the scavenge tossed aside. It was Limak’s much older sibling, who either wandered drunk into the clearing, or who was regretting drunken thoughts of surrendering his body to the forest before his time.

      The tree over Eulin lifted slightly at the new commotion. Small trees may startle at the sign of a lively offering, but the old trees, giant ones like the tree over Limak’s sib, were not so easily spooked. Sliding out from under the young tree with practiced ease, Eulin strode across the clearing, exchanging the drill on their belt for a hand axe.

      Clouds parted, allowing starlight to bathe the clearing. Worn boots kicked ineffectively from under the giant tree as it twisted and sank deeper over the face and torso of someone who was not meant to end their life on this night.

      Eulin hacked at the giant’s roots.
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        * * *

      

      The walk back to the village was slow.  Limak’s sib leaned heavily on Eulin’s shoulder, legs buckling every few steps, sweaty hands grabbing at Eulin’s waist and arms as if something might drag him away at any moment. The cottage door opened after only one kick from Eulin’s boot.

      Candlelight poured out from the sitting room behind Limak’s graceful figure. The shadowed outline of their jaw, the splash of light caressing the shallow of their cheek, chased Eulin’s words away and rooted their feet to the ground outside the threshold. Limak’s befuddled sib squirmed.

      Limak’s voice was hoarse. “Where’d you find him?”

      They’d heard Limak’s voice around the village. In the pub when they came to collect their drunken sib, in the hall saying useful things during village meetings, but this was the first time Limak had spoken directly to Eulin in seasons. So very many seasons. Eulin fought the urge to drop their sib and run to the woods. “In the Southern clearing.”

      Limak’s hair draped across their broad shoulders, smooth like a midnight waterfall.  Eulin remembered running fingers through that hair. Remembered them sneaking out the back door of the pub together, hands entwined, while Eulin’s nan and Limak’s sib played cards and swapped tales well into the morning hours.  But that was a different time. A different life.

      Now they were grown.

      Eulin didn’t have a way with words like Nan had, to woo and entertain the village, so they kept to the shadows, a lone scavenger, stealing from the dead to scrape by. Collecting scowls on the village paths by day, collecting requests for this trinket or that in the far corner of the pub by night.

      But Limak was a teacher. A leader. Pride of the village. With a needy sib to look after already, they didn’t deserve the added disgrace of laying with a scavenger.

      Whispers of roots scraping against packed ground echoed from somewhere down the path. A hungry tree, off course. Limak’s sib stirred at the sound, spitting a string of incoherent words as they tried to push away from Eulin and stand on their own feet.

      “Got a good dose of tree’s breath,” Eulin said. “It’ll take a day or two to recover.”

      A muscle flexed in Limak’s cheek. They reached across the threshold to wrap an arm around their sib, whispering well-worn coaxes as the grumbling body shuffled into their embrace. Limak smoothed back their sib’s stringy hair, whispering, “Shhhh.”

      Eulin felt as tired as Limak looked. Wished with they had something to offer. Something other than grubby hands and tools of a contemptable trade.

      “Thank you,” Limak said. Eulin had no response. Limak backed into the cottage with their stumbling sib, and Eulin did the only thing they could think of, reaching out to grip the handle and close the door between them.

      They could have gone back to the pub, back to their empty bed. They should have returned to the clearing. Their purse was almost empty and cold season just around the corner, when fewer trees ventured out to feed. Instead, Eulin walked around the side of Limak’s cottage and crouched against the rough mud wall, ignoring the rogue tree that crawled down the path.

      Soft noises wafted through the wall. Eulin pictured Limak laying their sib on blankets by the fire. Boiling water for medicinal tea and coaxing it into their sib’s drooling mouth. Watching the ragged rise and fall of their sib’s chest until they fell asleep in a stiff chair.

      Eulin woke with a cramped neck, temporarily blinded by the morning sun. They’d fallen asleep next to Limak’s cottage, and Limak was there, sitting right next to them in the wet grass, a mug of something steaming in each hand.  Eulin accepted one of the mugs, wrapped their hands around the warm clay, and looked everywhere but at Limak, who settled against the cottage wall and sipped from their own mug.  The close proximity was strange, after so long.  Wonderful, and embarrassing.

      Back when they were young, running off to the edge of the forest, it was easy as anything to slip an arm around Limak’s waist, to run a finger up and down their arm. And now, there they both sat, next to each other and in full view of the village path, other cottages only a short walk in either direction. Limak so close their hair brushed Eulin’s shoulder, yet so far they may as well be on the other side of the Great Mountain.

      Eulin sipped.  The broth was delicious. Rich. Spicy and sweet.  “Everything okay?” They tilted their head toward the cottage, where Limak’s sib would be sleeping off a strong dose of tree’s breath, and likely too many mugs of drink ingested prior to that.

      Limak leaned their head back against the rough cottage wall and sighed. “Fine.”

      Eulin didn’t ask what ‘fine’ meant. It didn’t mean Limak’s sib would be on his own two feet, cleaning the cottage or looking for work, anytime soon. It didn’t mean he’d be giving up the drink and tossing aside future temptation to offer himself to the forest before his time.  They suspected it meant nothing was fine at all, that nothing would ever be fine.

      “I thought you had a room,” Limak said. “Somewhere.”

      Oh, right. Limak thought Eulin was without a roof, without a bed. Not surprising, given how grimy Eulin usually looked, and likely smelled, let alone that they’d been discovered sleeping in the grass.  “I do. Back of the pub.” Eulin almost didn’t say it, but then did. “Same room.”  Same room where they’d been together.  Back in that other lifetime.

      Limak’s hands stilled. Eulin wished they could stop the flush creeping up their face.

      Morning chirps from nearby frogs filled the silence as they finished their mugs, as Eulin silently cursed themself for speaking, cursed themself for letting their mind wander to the past. For letting their mind consider the impossible.

      “Well,” Limak shifted, turning to face Eulin, “those children aren’t going to teach themselves.”  They put a hand on Eulin’s shoulder. “Thanks again.”

      Eulin’s voice caught. “Glad to help.”

      They looked at each other. Eulin would have loved more than anything to reach out and brush the hair from Limak’s eyes. To run their hand across Limak’s cheek. To give them a moment of kindness, an exchange for all they give to their sib, and to everyone else in the village.

      “If you ever need anything,” Limak removed their hand from Eulin’s shoulder, “let me know.”

      Right. Eulin was just another potential burden to Limak. Just another odd, adjacent, embarrassing responsibility. Eulin handed them the mug. “Delicious.”

      A smile drifted across Limak’s face, but never settled. And they were gone.
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        * * *

      

      Eulin lay in the grass under a sea of stars, drill heavy in their hand. Nocturnal bugs landed on their legs, drawn to the blood now dried in streaks across Eulin’s torn trousers. Eulin’s head swam. They hadn’t eaten since Limak’s broth the day before, and they’d likely let too much of their blood while running through the forest.

      Nan would have called running through the forest in free bleed a reckless move.  We need only one good tree, she’d have said, not ten. But Eulin was looking for a specific tree. The tree. The one with enough jewels to fill their purse times three. Enough to fund a move to another village, somewhere far away. Where no one knew Eulin, and Eulin knew no one. And now their blood had drawn the giant, rich tree to this clearing, where Eulin lay alone.

      The giant was quieter this time, as it shuffled closer to the clearing. No great cracks echoed through the forest, no saplings snapped in its wake.  It broke through the forest line at the other side of the small clearing. It had an odd tilt, its crawl sluggish.  The stars shone bright on the old tree as it dragged across the clearing, illuminating the thick, jagged stump where Eulin had hacked Limak’s sib free.

      Eulin counted stars and did their best to relax into the ground, did their best to feign surrender to the forest, as the giant shuffled lop-sided toward them, when another tree broke through the forestline. It was leaner than the elder tree, but this one was healthy, with a faster crawl.

      Eulin considered sliding their body across the grass and toward the giant tree, to get this damned scavenge over with and leave the clearing with jewelry enough to build a new life. Any move now, though, could scare the injured giant into leaving, so Eulin laid still and stared at the sky, pretending the stars were jewels, willing the giant tree to come and fight for its meal.

      As if hearing Eulin’s silent call, the ancient tree’s roots slid faster, uprooting patches of grass in hissing bursts. This will be a good night. Eulin could almost feel Nan’s hands ruffling their hair.

      The two trees arrived at either side of Eulin, an arm’s length away from the lone human meal. Thick creaks groaned across the night air as they tipped inward, as their towering leafy plumes crashed into each other, blacking out Eulin’s view of the stars overhead.

      The trees tangled into each other, their writhing roots pressing into the ground on either side of Eulin, scraping fresh cuts into their flesh. The giants rocked as they fought over the sustenance waiting at the base of their trunks. Wood ground against wood in shuddering cracks, in sharp crunches, as their confrontation heightened, as they tasted the blood from Eulin’s arms, now smeared across their roots.

      The old giant unleashed a groan that shook the forest and rang against Eulin’s skull. Stretching its great plume of leaves toward the sky, it bent over the top of the young challenger and wrapped around its trunk.  Snaking branches tighter against the smaller wooden beast, the giant pulled.

      Jerking violently, the younger tried to free itself from the grip of the elder. It moaned as its trunk bowed. Thick cracks pulsed again and again, resonating across the clearing, until the smaller trunk shattered under the force of the great giant.

      The giant straightened, lifting the top half of its challenger, as if to show the stars its might. The bottom half of the severed trunk fell onto one of Eulin’s legs, the snap of bone but a whisper in wake of the giant’s aftermath. Eulin’s scream tore forth, slicing the air before they could catch hold and stuff it down. The giant froze in its victory shake.

      Pain blurred the stars and overtook Eulin’s thoughts. But Eulin would contain the torrent. Scavengers knew pain, in all its forms. Eulin, like Nan before them, could wrangle it fast and firm to the ground.

      Pushing against the impulse to move, the impulse to roll the tree corpse away and slide their broken bone away from this clearing, Eulin stilled, held their breath close. Moments stretched as the giant tree remained frozen, as mounting pain compressed Eulin’s thoughts, until the old giant finally began to move.

      Tilting back on half its roots, the giant dropped the top half of the dead tree onto the clearing before settling over Eulin, its hard-won meal, with a deep sigh. The stars disappeared from Eulin’s view.  Suspended a handspan above Eulin’s nose, the tree unleashed a cloud across its prize. Eulin sucked in the tree’s breath. Gulped it down, desperately hoping that, despite their family’s unusual resistance, it might at least numb the agony pulsing from their leg.

      Roots gripped Eulin’s chest, dug through their thin shirt. The searing pain of a million tiny fronds stabbing their chest was nothing against the scream of Eulin’s leg.

      The drill was heavy in their hands. Slippery. Struggling to press its sharp end against the underbelly of the beast, Eulin turned the crank. Time slid as throbbing pain mounted, as they dug into the body of the massive creature, straining to focus on the scavenge. Chunks of soft wood dropped onto Eulin’s face until finally the chink of long, dangling metal sung under the dome of the tree. Chains were practically unheard of in this region, worth ten rings a piece, or more.

      Eulin could have stopped then. Sufficient bounty in hand, they could have hacked themself free, slipped away and used what energy they had left to cut branches from the dead tree for a crutch and a splint. They could have left the giant beast to wander in search of another meal. Eulin should have stopped then and began making their slow way to the next village, or the one after that, to trade bits of chain for broth and medicine, for a bed behind a pub where no one knew them.

      But Eulin, eyes open in the thick darkness beneath the old beast, kept drilling.

      Metal treasures fell, bouncing against Eulin’s face as they worked on, shifting to dig new holes into the beast, drilling until the ache in their arms rivaled the burn across their chest as the old tree slowly soaked in its meal. Drilling deep as they could into the tree’s center, thoughts of the impossible flooded Eulin’s drowning mind. The shine of light on Limak’s cheek. The softness of their hair brushing Eulin’s skin. No point in going back the village. No point in chasing what would never be. Eulin dug farther into the creature, arms slipping on the sharp edge of exhaustion. The giant pressed in on Eulin’s torso, tendrils snaking deeper beneath their skin.

      Crowning Eulin’s head were the fallen trinkets of all those who’d given themselves to this tree over the last season, and the season before that. The jewels shifted and clinked, whispering to Eulin about the joy of release. About rest and relief. About the end of the pain, forever.

      Sapped of strength, Eulin dropped their arms. The drill fell to rest against their neck. Numbness crept in, mercifully pushing pain aside. Struggling to breathe against the press of roots, Eulin wondered what Nan was thinking when she finally surrendered herself to the forest, meeting her death fully awake and fully aware, robbed of the restful sleep promised by the tree’s breath. Until this moment they’d always imagined Nan screaming in pain. But now, as this giant fed on Eulin’s body, as the numbness seeped in, Eulin imagined Nan at peace in her final hours.

      Despite the illness that had taken hold, Nan’s embrace had been strong as ever when she’d said good-bye. Hands gripping Eulin’s shoulders all those seasons ago, she’d crouched to look them straight in the eye. “This will be a good night,” she said.

      Darkness cascaded across Eulin’s mind as the numb sank deep into their body. They’d gripped no one’s shoulders, said good-bye to no one, before leaving to hunt this treasure-filled beast.

      The tree shifted. A faint glimmer of starlight poured in from between its roots. Limak’s face shimmered across Eulin’s thoughts. There could be more good nights. There could be more.

      The drill slipped from Eulin’s neck as they screamed at the underbelly of the giant, as they pushed their arms into motion. Eulin reached for their axe and began to chop. Shards of the old tree flew across the clearing as Eulin broke free, each hack revealing a little more of the vast night sky.

      

      End.
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        * * *

      

      A. Katherine Black adores multicolored pens, long winters, and her overworked coffee machines. She lives in the Northwoods with her family and their cats, where she dreams up stories of creatures with bunches of legs, tentacles, and wings.  Find her at flywithpigs.com.
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      THE following pages are the account given me by Dr Assheton of the Thing in the Hall. I took notes, as copious as my quickness of hand allowed me, from his dictation, and subsequently read to him this narrative in its transcribed and connected form. This was on the day before his death, which indeed probably occurred within an hour after I had left him, and, as readers of inquests and such atrocious literature may remember, I had to give evidence before the coroner's jury. Only a week before Dr Assheton had to give similar evidence, but as a medical expert, with regard to the death of his friend, Louis Fielder, which occurred in a manner identical with his own. As a specialist, he said he believed that his friend had committed suicide while of unsound mind, and the verdict was brought in accordingly. But in the inquest held over Dr Assheton"s body, though the verdict eventually returned was the same, there was more room for doubt.

      For I was bound to state that only shortly before his death, I read what follows to him; that he corrected me with extreme precision on a few points of detail, that he seemed perfectly himself, and that at the end he used these words:

      "I am quite certain as a brain specialist that I am completely sane, and that these things happened not merely in my imagination, but in the external world. If I had to give evidence again about poor Louis, I should be compelled to take a different line. Please put that down at the end of your account, or at the beginning, if it arranges itself better so."

      There will be a few words I must add at the end of this story, and a few words of explanation must precede it. Briefly, they are these.

      Francis Assheton and Louis Fielder were up at Cambridge together, and there formed the friendship that lasted nearly till their death. In general attributes no two men could have been less alike, for while Dr Assheton had become at the age of thirty five the first and final authority on his subject, which was the functions and diseases of the brain, Louis Fielder at the same age was still on the threshold of achievement. Assheton, apparently without any brilliance at all, had by careful and incessant work arrived at the top of his profession, while Fielder, brilliant at school, brilliant at college and brilliant ever afterwards, had never done anything. He was too eager, so it seemed to his friends, to set about the dreary work of patient investigation and logical deductions; he was for ever guessing and prying, and striking out luminous ideas, which, he left burning, so to speak, to illumine the work of others. But at bottom, the two men had this compelling interest in common, namely, an insatiable curiosity after the unknown, perhaps the most potent bond yet devised between the solitary units that make up the race of man. Both—till the end—were absolutely fearless, and Dr Assheton would sit by the bedside of the man stricken with bubonic plague to note the gradual surge of the tide of disease to the reasoning faculty with the same absorption as Fielder would study X-rays one week, flying machines the next, and spiritualism the third. The rest of the story, I think, explains itself—or does not quite do so. This, anyhow, is what I read to Dr Assheton, being the connected narrative of what he had himself told me. It is he, of course, who speaks.

      {[dhr]} "After I returned from Paris, where I had studied under Charcot, I set up practice at home. The general doctrine of hypnotism, suggestion, and cure by such means had been accepted even in London by this time, and, owing to a few papers I had written on the subject, together with my foreign diplomas, I found that I was a busy man almost as soon as I had arrived in town. Louis Fielder had his ideas about how I should make my début (for he had ideas on every subject, and all of them original), and entreated me to come and live not in the stronghold of doctors, "Chloroform Square," as he called it, but down in Chelsea, where there was a house vacant next his own.

      "Who cares where a doctor lives," he said, "so long as he cures people? Besides you don't believe in old methods; why believe in old localities? Oh, there is an atmosphere of painless death in Chloroform Square! Come and make people live instead! And on most evenings I shall have so much to tell you; I can't 'drop in' across half London."

      Now if you have been abroad for five years, it is a great deal to know that you have any intimate friend at all still left in the metropolis, and, as Louis said, to have that intimate friend next door, is an excellent reason for going next door. Above all, I remembered from Cambridge days, what Louis' "dropping in" meant. Towards bed-time, when work was over, there would come a rapid step on the landing, and for an hour, or two hours, he would gush with ideas. He simply diffused life, which is ideas, wherever he went. He fed one"s brain, which is the one thing which matters. Most people who are ill, are ill because their brain is starving, and the body rebels, and gets lumbago or cancer. That is the chief doctrine of my work such as it has been. All bodily disease springs from the brain. It is merely the brain that has to be fed and rested and exercised properly to make the body absolutely healthy, and immune from all disease. But when the brain is affected, it is as useful to pour medicines down the sink, as make your patient swallow them, unless—and this is a paramount limitation—unless he believes in them.

      I said something of the kind to Louis one night, when, at the end of a busy day, I had dined with him. We were sitting over coffee in the hall, or so it is called, where he takes his meals. Outside, his house is just like mine, and ten thousand other small houses in London, but on entering, instead of finding a narrow passage with a door on one side, leading into the dining-room, which again communicates with a small back room called "the study," he has had the sense to eliminate all unnecessary walls, and consequently the whole ground floor of his house is one room, with stairs leading up to the first floor. Study, dining-room and passage have been knocked into one; you enter a big room from the front door. The only drawback is that the postman makes loud noises close to you, as you dine, and just as I made these commonplace observations to him about the effect of the brain on the body and the senses, there came a loud rap, somewhere close to me, that was startling.

      "You ought to muffle your knocker, I said, "anyhow during the time of meals."

      Louis leaned back and laughed.

      "There isn't a knocker," he said. "You were startled a week ago, and said the same thing. So I took the knocker off. The letters slide in now. But you heard a knock, did you?"

      "Didn't you?" said I.

      "Why, certainly. But it wasn't the postman. It was the Thing. I don't know what it is. That makes it so interesting."

      Now if there is one thing that the hypnotist, the believer in unexplained influences, detests and despises, it is the whole root-notion of spiritualism. Drugs are not more opposed to his belief than the exploded, discredited idea of the influence of spirits on our lives. And both are discredited for the same reason; it is easy to understand how brain can act on brain, just as it is easy to understand how body can act on body, so that there is no more difficulty in the reception of the idea that the strong mind can direct the weak one, than there is in the fact of a wrestler of greater strength overcoming one of less. But that spirits should rap at furniture and divert the course of events is as absurd as administering phosphorus to strengthen the brain. That was what I thought then.

      However, I felt sure it was the postman, and instantly rose and went to the door. There were no letters in the box, and I opened the door. The postman was just ascending the steps. He gave the letters into my hand.

      Louis was sipping his coffee when I came back to the table.

      "Have you ever tried table-turning?" he asked. "It's rather odd.

      "No, and I have not tried violet-leaves as a cure for cancer, I said.

      "Oh, try everything, he said. "I know that that is your plan, just as it is mine. All these years that you have been away, you have tried all sorts of things, first with no faith, then with just a little faith, and finally with mountain-moving faith. Why, you didn't believe in hypnotism at all when you went to Paris."

      He rang the bell as he spoke, and his servant came up and cleared the table. While this was being done we strolled about the room, looking at prints, with applause for a Bartolozzi that Louis had bought in the New Cut, and dead silence over a "Perdita" which he had acquired at considerable cost. Then he sat down again at the table on which we had dined. It was round, and mahogany-heavy, with a central foot divided into claws.

      "Try its weight, he said; "see if you can push it about."

      So I held the edge of it in my hands, and found that I could just move it. But that was all; it required the exercise of a good deal of strength to stir it.

      "Now put your hands on the top of it," he said, "and see what you can do."

      I could not do anything, my fingers merely slipped about on it. But I protested at the idea of spending the evening thus.

      "I would much sooner play chess or noughts and crosses with you," I said, "or even talk about politics, than turn tables. You won't mean to push, nor shall I, but we shall push without meaning to."

      Louis nodded.

      "Just a minute, he said, "let us both put our fingers only on the top of the table and push for all we are worth, from right to left."

      We pushed. At least I pushed, and I observed his finger-nails. From pink they grew to white, because of the pressure he exercised. So I must assume that he pushed too. Once, as we tried this, the table creaked. But it did not move.

      Then there came a quick peremptory rap, not I thought on the front door, but somewhere in the room.

      "It"s the Thing," said he.

      To-day, as I speak to you, I suppose it was. But on that evening it seemed only like a challenge. I wanted to demonstrate its absurdity.

      "For five years, on and-off, I've been studying rank spiritualism," he said. "I haven't told you before, because I wanted to lay before you certain phenomena, which I can't explain, but which now seem to me to be at my command. You shall see and hear, and then decide if you will help me."

      "And in order to let me see better, you are proposing to put out the lights," I said.

      "Yes; you will see why."

      "I am here as a sceptic," said I.

      "Scep away," said he.

      Next moment the room was in darkness, except for a very faint glow of firelight. The window curtains were thick, and no street-illumination penetrated them, and the familiar, cheerful sounds of pedestrians and wheeled traffic came in muffled. I was at the side of the table towards the door; Louis was opposite me, for I could see his figure dimly silhouetted against the glow from the smouldering fire.

      "Put your hands on the table," he said, "quite lightly, and—how shall I say it—expect."

      Still protesting in spirit, I expected. I could hear his breathing rather quickened, and it seemed to me odd that anybody could find excitement in standing in the dark over a large mahogany table, expecting. Then—through my finger-tips, laid lightly on the table, there began to come a faint vibration, like nothing so much as the vibration through the handle of a kettle when water is beginning to boil inside it. This got gradually more pronounced and violent till it was like the throbbing of a motor-car. It seemed to give off a low humming note. Then quite suddenly the table seemed to slip from under my fingers and began very slowly to revolve.

      "Keep your hands on it and move with it," said Louis, and as he spoke I saw his silhouette pass away from in front of the fire, moving as the table moved.

      For some moments there was silence, and we continued, rather absurdly, to circle round keeping step, so to speak, with the table. Then Louis spoke again, and his voice was trembling with excitement.

      "Are you there?" he said.

      There was no reply, of course, and he asked it again. This time there came a rap like that which I had thought during dinner to be the postman. But whether it was that the room was dark, or that despite myself I felt rather excited too, it seemed to me now to be far louder than before. Also it appeared to come neither from here nor there, but to be diffused through the room.

      Then the curious revolving of the table ceased, but the intense, violent throbbing continued. My eyes were fixed on it, though owing to the darkness I could see nothing, when quite suddenly a little speck of light moved across it, so that for an instant I saw my own hands. Then came another and another, like the spark of matches struck in the dark, or like fire-flies crossing the dusk in southern gardens. Then came another knock of shattering loudness, and the throbbing of the table ceased, and the lights vanished.

      Such were the phenomena at the first séance at which I was present, but Fielder, it must be remembered, had been studying, "expecting," he called it, for some years. To adopt spiritualistic language (which at that time I was very far from doing), he was the medium, I merely the observer, and all the phenomena I had seen that night were habitually produced or witnessed by him. I make this limitation since he told me that certain of them now appeared to be outside his own control altogether. The knockings would come when his mind, as far as he knew, was entirely occupied in other matters, and sometimes he had even been awakened out of sleep by them. The lights were also independent of his volition.

      Now my theory at the time was that all these things were purely subjective in him, and that what he expressed by saying that they were out of his control, meant that they had become fixed and rooted in the unconscious self, of which we know so little, but which, more and more, we see to play so enormous a part in the life of a man. In fact, it is not too much to say that the vast majority of our deeds spring, apparently without volition, from this unconscious self. All hearing is the unconscious exercise of the aural nerve, all seeing of the optic, all walking, all ordinary movement seem to be done without the exercise of will on our part. Nay more, should we take to some new form of progression, skating, for instance, the beginner will learn with falls and difficulty the outside edge, but within a few hours of his having learned his balance on it, he will give no more thought to what he learned so short a time ago as an acrobatic feat, than he gives to the placing of one foot before the other.

      But to the brain specialist all this was intensely interesting, and to the student of hypnotism, as I was, even more so, for (such was the conclusion I came to after this first séance), the fact that I saw and heard just what Louis saw and heard was an exhibition of thought-transference which in all my experience in the Charcot-schools I had never seen surpassed, if indeed rivalled. I knew that I was myself extremely sensitive to suggestion, and my part in it this evening I believed to be purely that of the receiver of suggestions so vivid that I visualised and heard these phenomena which existed only in the brain of my friend.

      We talked over what had occurred upstairs. His view was that the Thing was trying to communicate with us. According to him it was the Thing that moved the table and tapped, and made us see streaks of light.

      "Yes, but the Thing," I interrupted, "what do you mean? Is it a great-uncle—oh, I have seen so many relatives appear at séances, and heard so many of their dreadful platitudes—or what is it! A spirit? Whose spirit?"

      Louis was sitting opposite to me, and on the little table before us there was an electric light. Looking at him I saw the pupil of his eye suddenly dilate. To the medical man—provided that some violent change in the light is not the cause of the dilation—that meant only one thing, terror. But it quickly resumed its normal proportion again.

      Then he got up, and stood in front of the fire.

      "No, I don't think it is great-uncle anybody," he said, "I don't know, as I told you, what the Thing is. But if you ask me what my conjecture is, it is that the Thing is an Elemental."

      "And pray explain further. What is an Elemental?"

      Once again his eye dilated.

      "It will take two minutes," he said. "But, listen. There are good things in this world, are there not, and bad things? Cancer, I take it is bad, and—and fresh air is good; honesty is good, lying is bad. Impulses of some sort direct both sides, and some power suggests the impulses. Well, I went into this spiritualistic business impartially. I learned to 'expect,' to throw open the door into the soul, and I said, 'Anyone may come in.' And I think Something has applied for admission, the Thing that tapped and turned the table and struck matches, as you saw, across it. Now the control of the evil principle in the world is in the hands of a power which entrusts its errands to the things which I call Elementals. Oh, they have been seen; I doubt not that they will be seen again. I did not, and do not ask good spirits to come in. I don't want 'The Church's one foundation' played on a musical box. Nor do I want an Elemental. I only threw open the door. I believe the Thing has come into my house, and is establishing communication with me. Oh, I want to go the whole hog. What is it? In the name of Satan, if necessary, what is it! I just want to know."

      What followed I thought then might easily be an invention of the imagination, but what I believed to have happened was this. A piano with music on it was standing at the far end of the room by the door, and a sudden draught entered the room, so strong that the leaves turned. Next the draught troubled a vase of daffodils, and the yellow heads nodded. Then it reached the candles that stood close to us, and they fluttered, burning blue and low. Then it reached me, and the draught was cold, and stirred my hair. Then it eddied, so to speak, and went across to Louis, and his hair also moved, as I could see. Then it went downwards towards the fire, and flames suddenly started up in its path, blown upwards. The rug by the fireplace flapped also.

      "Funny, wasn't it?" he asked.

      "And has the Elementa gone up the chimney" said I.

      "Oh, no," said he, "the Thing only passed us."

      Then suddenly he pointed at the wall just behind my chair, and his voice cracked as he spoke.

      "Look, what"s that?" he said. "There on the wall."

      Considerably startled I turned in the direction of his shaking finger. The wall was pale grey in tone, and sharp-cut against it was a shadow that, as I looked, moved. It was like the shadow of some enormous slug, legless and fat, some two feet high by about four feet long. Only at one end of it was a head shaped like the head of a seal, with open mouth and panting tongue.

      Then even as I looked it faded, and from somewhere close at hand there sounded another of those shattering knocks.

      For a moment after there was silence between us, and horror was thick as snow in the air. But, somehow neither Louis or I were frightened for more than one moment. The whole thing was so absorbingly interesting.

      "That"s what I mean by its being outside my control," he said. "I said I was ready for any—any visitor to come in, and by God, we've got a beauty."

      Now I was still, even in spite of the appearance of this shadow, quite convinced that I was only taking observations of a most curious case of disordered brain accompanied by the most vivid and remarkable thought-transference. I believed that I had not seen a slug-like shadow at all, but that Louis had visualised this dreadful creature so intensely that I saw what he saw. I found also that his spiritualistic trash-books which I thought a truer nomenclature than text-books, mentioned this as a common form for Elementals to take. He on the other hand was more firmly convinced than ever that we were dealing not with a subjective but an objective phenomenon.

      For the next six months or so we sat constantly, but made no further progress, nor did the Thing or its shadow appear again, and I began to feel that we were really wasting time. Then it occurred to me, to get in a so-called medium, induce hypnotic sleep, and see if we could learn anything further. This we did, sitting as before round the dining-room table. The room was not quite dark, and I could see sufficiently clearly what happened.

      The medium, a young man, sat between Louis and myself, and without the slightest difficulty I put him into a light hypnotic sleep. Instantly there came a series of the most terrific raps, and across the table there slid something more palpable than a shadow, with a faint luminance about it, as if the surface of it was smouldering. At the moment the medium's face became contorted to a mask of hellish terror; mouth and eyes were both open, and the eyes were focussed on something close to him. The Thing waving its head came closer and closer to him, and reached out towards his throat. Then with a yell of panic, and warding off this horror with his hands, the medium sprang up, but It had already caught hold, and for the moment he could not get free. Then simultaneously Louis and I went to his aid, and my hands touched something cold and slimy. But pull as we could we could not get it away. There was no firm hand-hold to be taken; it was as if one tried to grasp slimy fur, and the touch of it was horrible, unclean, like a leper. Then, in a sort of despair, though I still could not believe that the horror was real, for it must be a vision of diseased imagination, I remembered that the switch of the four electric lights was close to my hand. I turned them all on. There on the floor lay the medium, Louis was kneeling by him with a face of wet paper, but there was nothing else there. Only the collar of the medium was crumpled and torn, and on his throat were two scratches that bled.

      The medium was still in hypnotic sleep, and I woke him. He felt at his collar, put his hand to his throat and found it bleeding, but, as I expected, knew nothing whatever of what had passed. We told him that there had been an unusual manifestation, and he had, while in sleep, wrestled with something. We had got the result we wished for, and were much obliged to him.

      I never saw him again. A week after that he died of blood-poisoning.

      From that evening dates the second stage of this adventure. The Thing had materialised (I use again spiritualistic language which I still did not use at the time). The huge slug, the Elemental, manifested itself no longer by knocks and waltzing tables, nor yet by shadows. It was there in a form that could be seen and felt. But it still—this was my strong point—was only a thing of twilight; the sudden kindling of the electric light had shown us that there was nothing there. In this struggle perhaps the medium had clutched his own throat, perhaps I had grasped Louis' sleeve, he mine. But though I said these things to myself, I am not sure that I believed them in the same way that I believe the sun will rise to-morrow.

      Now as a student of brain-functions and a student in hypnotic affairs, I ought perhaps to have steadily and unremittingly pursued this extraordinary series of phenomena. But I had my practice to attend to, and I found that with the best will in the world, I could think of nothing else except the occurrence in the hall next door. So I refused to take part in any further séance with Louis. I had another reason also. For the last four or five months he was becoming depraved. I have been no prude or Puritan in my own life, and I hope I have not turned a Pharisaical shoulder on sinners. But in all branches of life and morals, Louis had become infamous. He was turned out of a club for cheating at cards, and narrated the event to me with gusto. He had become cruel; he tortured his cat to death; he had become bestial. I used to shudder as I passed his house, expecting I knew not what fiendish thing to be looking at me from the window.

      Then came a night only a week ago, when I was awakened by an awful cry, swelling and falling and rising again. It came from next door. I ran downstairs in my pyjamas, and out into the street. The policeman on the beat had heard it too, and it came from the hall of Louis' house, the window of which was open. Together we burst the door in. You know what we found. The screaming had ceased but a moment before, but he was dead already. Both jugulars were severed, torn open.

      It was dawn, early and dusky when I got back to my house next door. Even as I went in something seemed to push by me, something soft and slimy. It could not be Louis' imagination this time. Since then I have seen glimpses of it every evening. I am awakened at night by tappings, and in the shadows in the corner of my room there sits something more substantial than a shadow."

      Within an hour of my leaving Dr Assheton, the quiet street was once more aroused by cries of terror and agony. He was already dead, and in no other manner than his friend, when they got into the house.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      End.
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