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            LETTER FROM THE EDITOR

          

        

      

    

    
      Greetings Dear Reader,

      And happy October! I certainly don’t want to be the one to ruin Halloween, so we have an extra special issue ready for the season. These stories are as weird as it gets, and this absolutely stellar issue was a blast to edit. The tone of this issue ranges from the delightful to the disturbing (and in some cases both simultaneously), masterfully blending the grotesque and peculiar, with just a sprinkling of “WTF did I just read?”

      This month we begin in a post-apocalyptic underwater complex with Holden Arquilevich’s “Blood and Snodgrass.” We then bring you Caitlin Duffy’s “Peepers,” a very weird tale that is best experienced completely spoiler-free (you deserve to read this weird masterpiece in the same way the editors did). After that, Katherine Marzinsky gives us a story about what we give up to survive, the disturbing “The Taste of Hunger.” We then bring you slightly lighter fare, with M. Tyler Tuttle’s cozy and horrific “The Pit and the Pensioner,” where a dear named Ethel finds herself enlisting…help…to take care of some problems in her town (like nosy policemen and a rotten old biddy named Maureen). Chad Gayle’s “How Should I Feel” is a dizzying, fast-paced romp through a world where an Oprah-worshipping android becomes unmoored when the world around them becomes less and less perfect. “Henry,” our penultimate story by Alexander Hilgenfeld, is an eerie tale of childhood curiosity, grand larceny, and genetically modified eggs. We close out with Joelle Killian’s “This Place Will Be the Death of Us,” where social workers and interventionists find out exactly how much the systems intended to help us hate us instead. We finish the issue with a Crypt entry, Dorothy Quick’s horror story “The Artist and the Door,” originally published in Weird Tales in November 1952.

      Until next time, dear readers.

      

      J
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            MEET THE CHM STAFF
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      Jolie Toomajan: Chief 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.
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      Charles Tyra: Publisher | Layouts/Typography

      Oenophile, logophile, bibliophile. Obsessed with cosmic horror and weird fiction and especially turn of the century pulp magazines.
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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.

      

      Featured artists this month
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      Cover art: Becca ‘Bec’ Snow is a slowly melting snowman trying to survive the Arizona climate. When not illustrat­ing spooky eye creatures, they are teaching violin and Japanese, singing in their local choir, assembling custom picture frames, or sitting down to watch a bit of Star Trek.
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      Art for “How Should I Feel”:

      Alex Reed is a 31-year-old self-taught artist with a passion for creating visually captivating pieces. Originally from Battle Creek, Michigan, he has honed his skills with a commitment to excellence and a drive for continuous improvement and can always find a certain peace in art that has been irreplaceable in life.
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      Mary Sanche is a queer writer, illustrator, and museum designer. You can see and read their work in Canadian Geographic, Baffling Magazine, Heartlines Spec, Howls from the Scene of the Crime, and cultural sites across Canada.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            BLOOD AND SNODGRASS

          

          HOLDEN ARQUILEVICH

        

      

    

    
      In the frame is only the abyss. Muted color in water this deep, even where the floodlights penetrate the dark. They illuminate wandering specks of marine snow, the seafloor a pale moonscape. Occasionally a lazy crustacean creeps along the bottom, or a blind, transparent eel drifts into the edge of the light’s pollution. In the distance, bioluminescence shines like distant traffic.

      The five feet of pressure-proof glass is kept so clean it may as well not be there. Amalia, the documentarian, adjusts the framing, capturing her true quarry. The CSO standing beside a large, framed photo of an old woman smiling. The CSO has no podium, a podium qualifying as an unnecessary expense. Besides, she bears no agitations for a podium to obscure, comfortable at parade rest. Averse to public speaking, Amalia is nervous just watching, and keeps the hundred or so lab workers, bioengineers, marine biologists, electrical engineers, mechanical engineers, physicists, cooks, and medicos cut out of frame, which makes her feel better in the little world of the documentary.

      “Today, on Life and Legacy Day, we honor M. Tabatha, doctor, engineer, and visionary,” says the CSO, gesturing at the photo of the old woman. There is rousing, professional applause before she can continue.

      “Let me remind you of another time. A time of fraught superstition. A time where we thought blood type mattered. When we were O-negative.”

      There is snickering in the mess hall, and the CSO nods in amusement with a warm smile.

      “We may laugh today, thanks to M. Tabatha, but can we truly blame our predecessors?”

      The CSO points a straight arm, index finger a needle, at the abyss behind her.

      “They are like us at the beginning, are they not? They start like us, so it would be reasonable to assume O-negative as the safest option for transfusion, no?”

      The snickering stops, and there are respectful murmurs of assent and emphatic nods.

      “For those of you that are too young to remember, there was a time where sixty-five percent of our materiel, manpower, and grant money went into simply acquiring the blood. The researchers to find the right donors and the most penetrable institutions for harvest. The subterfuge to extract it. The hard labor of the engineers to get the blood from topside to bottom. All of it for the blood.”

      Can you use “donor” and “harvest” in the same sentence? Amalia wonders.

      “How long could we have kept it up? Months? Perhaps years if we were lucky, but sooner or later the civs would notice. It’s O-negative for Chrissake! We tried mitigating, of course. We know their original blood types, so alongside the O-negative, we’d also harvest what was compatible. But even that turned into a logistical Hell! Now we had to store the blood in eight different silos! And with one erroneous deposit–which did happen from time to time, as good as we are–we would lose literal tons of harvest.”

      People shake their heads in the mess hall. Some of the shame is inherited, some experienced firsthand. Some lower their heads in lamentation for the lost blood.

      “M. Tabatha saw it!” The CSO jabs her finger at the photo. “She saw that we were on the path to stagnation! So she did what we do best–she experimented! And what did she find, after the taste-testing of her transfusion studies? After her daring spacewalk along the floor, and the first handfeeding in history? What did she find?!”

      Overcome, the CSO turns and bows to the photo. The audience rises and does the same. Amalia doesn’t bow, but no one sees her at the back of the hall.

      “She found that type didn’t matter. Any blood would keep them hale and growing, as long as the blood was good and fresh. Intravenous transfusions were rendered superfluous after the hand feeding, when the brave, courageous, determined M. Tabatha took her walk and opened the capsule, closer than any had ever dared. And it worked! A filtration capability previously undiscovered! They can drink the blood! Even mingled with the salt water, they dispense what they don’t use! Now the blood is stored in one silo! Harvesting operations are written with detectability as the key factor! The drones complete a day’s feeding in mere hours! A miracle of efficiency! A miracle of life, growing more worthy of our devotion with every new discovery! Growing! Growing! Growing….”

      The CSO turns to the photo, places a palm against the old woman’s face. There are choking sobs in the audience. Tears flow, free of judgment.

      “What great sacrifice,” the CSO whispers, “that M. Tabatha was taken along with the blood.”

      The CSO huddles against M. Tabatha’s face, nose and palms planted against the canvas as though seeking shelter. Only Amalia, her camera’s microphone sensitive enough, can hear the CSO whisper under her breath.

      “I love you momma. You did so good. Happy birthday. We all love you so much.”

      

      Amalia returns to her designated quarters after the ceremony and begins checking her equipment. As she does, she wonders why the Hell they would ever allow a documentarian below. Certainly a sign of being too comfortable with their many victories, their many years undetected. Above, the food is running out. Supply chains drying up. Perhaps the people above don’t have time for conspiracies anymore. Maybe the CSO knows that if the food goes, the blood will go next, and they feel an urgency to document what they did, for posterity. In hopes that even if the blood runs dry, someone will continue the work. Amalia can’t be sure, but it doesn’t detract from the deep-seeded gratitude she feels warming her gut. She’s worked very hard to be here and has savored every moment.

      Before the food started to run out, she was a librarian. After, she was a revolutionary. She was good at it too, good enough to be the one to go below once Control got the invitation. They wanted a documentarian to come aboard. Amalia was happy to oblige.

      She lays out her camera equipment, along with the charges. Checks the camera’s core memory, and its live uplink to Control’s satellite and server feeds.

      No mean feat this connection, from the very bottom to the very top.

      She checks the levels on her mic and replaces the fluffy covering on the end with a fresh piece.

      “Test, test, test.”

      She plays it back. Crystal. It’s all she’s willing to say with the room being bugged.

      Finally, she takes the charges and wraps them around her chest, like a bandolier of bricks. They’re chunky and heavy, and the detonator is an archaic remote. It even has a big red button beneath a protective cap. Control has access to more elegant toys, but this was the only thing they could smuggle in after her arrival. They’d gotten so good at detecting the new stuff, they’d forgotten how to sniff out the old stuff. It would crack the hull just the same. That was proven in the simulations.

      Amalia conceals all the alarming things about herself beneath her jacket, the station’s logo embossed over her heart (a silhouette, crablike, with lots of arms and lots of legs), and heads to her last assignment.

      

      “Our subjects don’t go far. They can’t go far, more precisely. Most of them grow to terrible proportions, their great sizes rendering them immobile, like GU88-035 here.”

      The CSO gestures at the monitor to her left, and Amalia zooms in. In the upper right corner of the fuzzy feed is a battery level and the words “CAM 3.” The drone stabilizes itself in the gentle flow, watching the subject. The drone’s camera can only expose a narrow spotlight of GU88-035, revealing a spherical mound of a body, and a multitude of appendages with joints at harsh angles, all growing from one side.

      I still haven’t gotten used to them, Amalia shudders. You can still see humanity in the shape and color. Gets me every time.

      “We call him Gubble, for short,” she smiles. “Gubble is quite average. Like most of our subjects, his growth outpaced his adaptational capabilities. His appendages grew long and strong, but his thorax-torso won out. Gubble could grow a thousand legs, but the poor sucker still won’t crawl.”

      The CSO chuckles to herself, and the other scientists stationed at the blinking lights and terminals chuckle too.

      Maybe Gubble will grow a thousand legs, Amalia thinks to herself. That’ll show em’.

      “This is what makes Snodgrass so exciting,” the CSO says, leaning over one of her peons and punching some buttons. The monitor switches to “STN CAM 1,” a wide lens of green night vision perched on the station itself. It displays the moonscape, disturbed on the horizon by a great green nimbus of drifting dust. At its origin, Amalia can just make out chugging, inexorable arms. It appears to be digging, like a massive piece of organic mining equipment.

      “SN18-018, or Snodgrass, is our breakthrough,” the CSO says. “Beautifully proportioned, and growing stronger every day, she is the Homo habilis in the great chain of what is to come. She has developed impressive motor skills, using her thirty-seven appendages to pull herself forward in a crawling action, similar to a hermit crab. She is prehensile like her kin, and favors certain limbs for certain tasks, like digging, as you can see. More meaningful, this behavior exhibits innate curiosity, an essential ingredient of intelligence.”

      She sighs and hits another button. The billowing dust cloud freezes, as do Snodgrass’s limbs, which now resemble the teeth of a combine mid-harvest.

      The CSO clasps her hands.

      “What did we do to deserve such a blessing as Snodgrass? Such progress in a single lifetime?”

      What didn’t you do?

      “And just when we thought it couldn’t get any better…”

      The CSO whips around, the keyboard clicking fast. The picture changes, and now the scene is serene. Full battery, “SRV-CAM 5.” A much wider spotlight than “CAM 3” casts an iris of blue, gradient darkening from a cerulean center to pitch black at the edges. The iris reveals the resting bones of a whale.

      “A variable! A variable from the heavens above! No need for us to sign off on plus-sized alphabet blocks and colossal games of ‘match-the-shape’!”

      Giddy, her attention is torn between the monitor and Amalia’s camera.

      “Whale falls are rare. We’re lucky there was one within the habitat perimeter. More than that, it’s at the perfect stage. The mobile scavengers like hagfish and sharks have moved on, along with most of the mollusks and worms, leaving nice, clean bones to play with. We’ve seen plenty of subjects, too pathetic to protect themselves, fall to mobile scavengers. Even the mollusks and worms can become parasitic when they encounter one of ours. A specimen like Gubble is a monumental event to them this far down! More than two thousand years of marine snow, just sitting there!”

      She holds a key down, and the feed speeds up.

      “But not Snodgrass,” she grins. “Snodgrass is simply a prodigy. Watch! Watch!”

      Amalia zooms in on the monitor. The CSO slows the feed down, and Snodgrass drags herself into frame. She begins inspecting the bones with her smaller limbs. Her extremities are echoes of hands, now more akin to pincers. Some are no more than fleshy nubs or ossified clubs, but these she seems comfortable using for balance, keeping her globulous body from rolling over in the current.

      “Watch! Watch!”

      Snodgrass begins lifting the whale’s ribs, its jaw, its tail with the fluidity of a puppeteer playing the strings. What few mollusks and fish are left to disturb her are swatted away by lesser limbs, the little lives fleeing her reach. She begins laying the bones across each other in a loose pattern, like pick-up sticks. She goes back on her decisions as much as she makes them. Her limbs move fast in a dance of constant rearrangement. Snodgrass is all body language now, and to Amalia, the creature seems enraptured in this new kind of play.

      “Like the shamans of ancient times!” cries the CSO. “Reading the bones! And that’s not all!”

      She speeds it up again, and Snodgrass darts spiderlike, zipping about the whale fall, the bones piling higher and higher and the original form of the skeleton unpiecing bit by bit.

      “It goes beyond mere curiosity… mere experimentation… look!”

      The video stops. Snodgrass is gone. Left behind is her creation. Encircled by a hovering ring of dust is a spire of whale bones. The jaw and vertebrae used as foundation stones, the ribs interlocking in careful balance, the tower reaching bent towards the sky. The whale’s skull sits atop, glowering over the seafloor and at the bones of ill-use to Snodgrass, which are left scattered around the effigy in a loose spiral.

      “Aesthetics! Culture! We’ve finally done it! Sentience! Through hard work and dedication!” She slaps her team on the shoulders, and they grin back at her. She’s practically glowing.

      “Don’t you think it might have something to do with the fact that she was once a person? Have you ever thought of that?”

      The scientists round on her, dumbfounded.

      Shit, was that out loud?

      Per terms of the contract, Amalia is supposed to be a fly-on-the-wall. She’s spoken no more than twenty words since she arrived a week ago, and certainly nothing confrontational. The CSO frowns at her, and the other scientists begin reaching for the holsters at their ankles. The pistols carry rubber rounds so they won’t damage the hull, but they still have a mean velocity. With her training, Amalia can probably take three of them before going down. That is, if the first two miss something vital.

      Oh, well. I’ve been putting it off long enough anyway.

      Amalia whips open her jacket and flourishes the detonator. The scientists leap from their cushions. The CSO lunges at Amalia, barehanded and screaming.

      “Viva humanidad assholes,” she growls.

      

      End.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *
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      Holden Arquilevich is an aspiring horror writer, aspiring librarian, and aspiring bookseller. He has published a few pieces of flash fiction on FlashFictionMagazine.com, and his short story, “The Gargoyle Carver,” was featured in the April 2024 issue of Dark Horses: The Magazine of Weird Fiction. He is from Ojai, California. You can find him sweating at live music shows and used book stores. You can find links to his writing @harquilevich on Instagram.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PEEPERS

          

          CAITLIN DUFFY

        

      

    

    
      A man in his mid-to-late forties sits at the edge of the motel bed, the thin moss-green duvet disheveled and littered with watermarked papers. He looks like a politician: expensive suit, bright red tie, a slightly-too-large American flag pinned to his lapel. He peels back the lid of a chocolate pudding container and tosses it to the floor, no doubt adding another stain to the carpet. There is no spoon in sight. He sticks three manicured fingers directly into the pudding. Even from where I crouch a few feet above him, I can hear the wet phlop as the pads of his fingers, his nails, his cuticles, his knuckles submerge. Cupping his fingers, he brings them to his mouth. He sucks them clean, greedily lapping up the chocolate slop like a very naughty kitten.

      I hit the red Record button.

      I crawl to the next room, through the fake, carpet-lined, ventilation shafts I built with my father around the time when his overwhelming paranoia first knocked on our door. It was his motel before it was mine, the sole inheritance of his only daughter. About six years ago, right around when Clinton first got elected and Home Alone 2 was in theatres, Dad became convinced that the FBI had eyes on the motel. If you asked him, they were sneaking into rooms, pretending to be normal, run-of-the-mill guests of the Low Tide Inn, here for a cheap stay over a long weekend of surfing and sunbathing at one of Montauk’s tourist-friendly beaches, all of which are at least a good ten minutes’ drive from here.

      It’s easy to remember my dad, swallowed in darkness, save for the thin horizontal lines of light cast across his face as he looked through the fake ceiling vent grills we had installed in each of the rooms.

      I reach the spot where my father’s handwriting proclaims ROOM 8 in harsh Sharpie letters. I peer in.

      This guest’s name is John Johnson. I haven’t stopped thinking about him or his bland, obviously phony name ever since he booked the room for three nights this morning.

      He’s standing atop his bed, crusty plastic flip flops latched onto meaty toes. John Johnson’s obvious toupee is a mere two feet from my own face, barely obscured behind the grills. He’s staring directly at me. A thin black vertical slash cuts through the center of his eyes, which otherwise are the color of egg yolk.

      I press myself flat against the carpeted shaft, hidden from his view.

      I hold still and breathe through my mouth, focusing on nothing but slow inhales and even slower exhales, the feeling of my lungs expanding and pressing tight against my ribcage before backing off and disappearing from my awareness. Before he thought the FBI was tracking him, Dad taught me the importance of staying calm in any situation, along with some breathing exercises he picked up while serving in the army years before I was born.

      I shift my attention back to Room Eight. I hear movement. The bed creaking under weight. Soft fabric sliding against cheap linen.

      My mind spins in a million directions. Is he moving closer to the vent? Or maybe he’s gathering his things, getting ready to drive straight to the police station to report some girl in his motel room ceiling?

      Then again, maybe I’m just expecting the worst. Maybe he didn’t see me and he’s just moving around, doing normal guy-alone-at-a-motel stuff.

      An image of Dad parachutes into my memory. His face pale, eyes wild, smelling like burnt pickles. It’s one of my last memories of him and it’s a bad one. He’s whispering rapidly about being watched, FBI agents, and government conspiracies, not pausing to take a breath, looking at me like he didn’t trust me, like I could be one of those agents sent to spy on him.

      I have to look back into the vent. I have to make sure I can see a normal person, sitting on his bed, reading a book or rifling through his suitcase. Someone with normal eyes who doesn’t know I’m here.

      I peer in.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The only other time I almost got caught watching people was also my first time doing it alone. November 1996. I was twenty-three and it was the day after Dad’s funeral. My grandparents showed up, some random cousins I never met before, and one person who had gone to school with me: Chloe Zhang. Although we had only been friends in elementary school and had since drifted apart, Chloe felt the need to take me out for the night to “catch up.” We got drunk, she gifted me a necklace with a large butterfly charm and a chain the length of my forearm, and the cab dropped me back at the Inn just as we reached the point of blurry-eyed false promises to “hang out again sometime.”

      I thought about going to sleep, but my energy was all over the place. Something called to me from those phony vents. Maybe it was the possibility of a return to normalcy. Doing something I used to do with Dad. I climbed into the shafts and looked through the first grills I could find. It was pitch black, but my eyes adjusted. A young woman, probably around my age, lay in bed, eyes closed, but there was movement. The fingers of her left hand rubbed small circles across her forehead. Her right hand was hidden beneath the duvet, but a rhythmic ripple of sheets appeared near her center. I leaned in for a closer look. The butterfly necklace dangled through the venting and hit against the grills. Pingping ping pingping ping

      “Hello? Is someone there?” The woman stared directly at the phony vent.

      I panicked.

      I went to move, forgetting I was still wearing the damned thing, only to have the butterfly’s metallic wings catch against the vent grills, holding me in place. I stuck my shaking fingers through, twisted the butterfly around, slid it through, then crawled away. All the while, I could hear this woman crying—actually crying—with fear.

      Once I was back in my living quarters, my head dizzy with booze and adrenaline, I prepared.

      When the woman checked out the next morning, her eyes were puffy and red.

      “So, did you see anything last night?” I asked behind the reception desk, an ironic smile dancing across my lips.

      “What?”

      “You were in Room Five, right?”

      She nodded.

      “Yeah, people say it’s haunted. Not sure if I believe in anything like that, but I always ask. Passes the time to hear stories.” I shrugged. Her mouth opened slightly, reminding me of a dead fish. “Anyway, here’s your change.”

      “Thanks.” She shoved the formally-crisp twenty into her pocketbook, then paused. “You know, I think maybe I did see something.” She told me the story of her ghostly encounter, full of strange bell-like noises and floating, disembodied fingers. She watched me as I conveyed the appropriate amount of shock, awe, and folksy amusement.
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        * * *

      

      John Johnson is hiking up the elastic waistband of his black silk pajama pants. He isn’t looking at me; instead, his normal, blue eyes inspect the bed’s comforter, frowning at some invisible speck of dust.

      I let my body quietly collapse back onto the tunnel’s scratchy carpet. It was all in my head, which isn’t ideal, but I am aware it was in my head—a good sign, I think.  I’m so certain he’s normal that I don’t even hit the Record button perched near his room. Instead, I smirk at it—sorry I only record what I think would be fun and interesting to watch later and John Johnson is not strange or scary and I’m firmly rooted in the real rational world so SUCK IT.

      Dad and I rigged a series of video cameras and tape recorders up here years ago. If we ever watched someone who Dad deemed “off,” “shifty,” or “a goddamned FBI sonofabitch,” we’d hit Record. If we saw someone speaking to themselves, or wiping down the grimy nightstands, or opening up one too many drawers, we’d hit Record.

      Eventually, Dad and I added fake vents and cameras to the bathrooms, too.

      “These agents, they might suspect someone is watching them. They might think the bathroom is a safe place. But we’ll catch ‘em there too, kiddo.”

      Tonight, I’ve only hit Record on Pudding Man.

      I don’t believe he’s FBI or anything like that. I’m not into crazy conspiracies like Dad was. But I do like to watch people. I also like to laugh, so I make funny tapes. Like Pudding Man.

      I’m about to head back to my living quarters, but first, I stop at Room 7’s vent. I remember a pissed off woman checked into this room today carrying a black garbage bag full of cheery balloons. Maybe she’s worth a Record. I peer in. Save for a plastic bag and a few unopened Chinese takeout cartons perched on the bureau, this room is empty.

      But I hear sounds. Giggles. Running water.

      I scurry over and peer into the adjoining bathroom.

      The woman stands in front of the bathroom mirror, dressed like a birthday party clown. The garbage bag I saw earlier is there, full of uninflated, or perhaps deflated, balloons—the long ones, the type that can become animals or swords—laying limply on the pink tile floor. She rips the sparkle-encrusted pointy hat off her head, wincing as the elastic strap snaps against her chin, and stuffs it into the balloon bag. She rubs her hands along her cheek bones, leaving parallel stripes of tanned skin down her face standing in stark contrast to the caked-on icing-colored clown make-up. I can see just how thick she had applied it: a considerable layer of the stuff crusts along her hairline. She stares at her reflection and shakes her head. Then she nods in the affirmative. Now she’s stretching out her mouth into a cartoon smile. Her pupils roll back beneath her lids and disappear⁠—

      and when her eyes return from the back of her skull they’re going to be yolk yellow butter yellow bile yellow and her pupils will be twin inky black slashes down the center because somethings happening you’re not gonna come back from let’s just hope at the end when they have to put you in diapers you can at least remember your na-

      A rattle. It’s my hands. They’re shaking against the vent grating.

      I pull them close to me.

      The woman raises one eyebrow then the other. Her pupils——beautiful, normal, seafoam green—slide back into place. She laughs at her reflection. She didn’t hear the rattle. Thank you, noisy water pipes!

      I shake my head, the beginnings of a smile forming on my lips. Why am I so jumpy tonight?

      I leave the clown woman and crawl back through the shafts and towards the exit. Absently, I wrap fingers around some of the sockets as I pass, making sure the recording equipment is running.  Dad was a genius. I’ve never had to repair any of this setup.

      I climb down the metal rungs and hop onto the tiled floors of my living quarters. I wipe the dust from my knees and sniff my pits, wincing at the sour scent. Dad used to warn me that nervous sweat smells the worst. Before I’d leave for school, he’d check and make sure I had a stick of Teen Spirit in one of my backpack’s pockets, ready for a quick draw. At the time, it annoyed and embarrassed the shit out of me. Now I know better.

      I push the metal ladder back up into the shaft and return the fake grill, spinning each of the four nails into place with calloused fingers. Once complete, I wander into my bedroom, grab the lavender-scented deodorant from my nightstand and roll it under each of my arms, across my lower back, and beneath the stained underwire of my bra.

      I change into my pink thermal pajamas and tuck myself into bed.

      Right as I’m on the cusp of falling asleep, a question emerges, slamming to the forefront of my mind: Which would I prefer—that John Johnson has horrible reptilian eyes and caught me watching him? Or that I’m more like Dad than I thought?

      I don’t fall asleep for another five and a half hours.
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        * * *

      

      The next day, I’m sitting at the check-in desk, sucking down a Supersize black coffee from McDonald’s, pausing every now and then to wince as the blistering hot drink scorches my lips and tongue. The most recent issue of Star Magazine lays open in front of me. I read about Brooke Shields’s “diner diet” and the Unabomber’s secret girlfriend, hoping the salacious details will perk me up. It’s Wednesday, a slow motel day.

      The door swings open and a middle-aged woman enters. Her light brown hair is pulled into a tight bun and her face is fully done. Two diamond studs punctuate her ears. Her eyes are an arresting shade of purple that I’ve never seen before. From her neck up, she looks like a businesswoman headed to an important meeting. Her bright orange mumu and pink platform flip flops tell a different story. She watches me with quiet confidence, her eyes never straying from my own.

      Feeling uncomfortable under her intense gaze, I speak first.

      “Welcome to the Low Tide Inn. Do you need a room?”

      Her strawberry-frosted lips sparkle in the office’s artificial lighting.

      “I’m here to meet a friend. He has a room. But I’m not sure which one.”

      I pull out our check-in binder and lay it over my magazine. We’ve only got three people currently checked in, but I feel a need to stay in motion. “What’s your friend’s name?”

      “John Johnson.”

      “Oh.” I pause and look back at her.

      Up close, I see her makeup is caked onto her face, giving her the appearance of wearing a melting rubber mask. She smiles and her pale foundation shifts and creases like fault lines.

      “He’s here, isn’t he?” she asks.

      “Yes, of course, sorry. Room Eight.”

      She gives a curt nod, spins on her heels, and walks through the office door towards John Johnson’s room.

      I wait until I see her enter Room Eight. Then, I close the blinds, pin up the OUT FOR LUNCH sign, and lock the door. I feel very awake.
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        * * *

      

      By the time I get in place to watch them, they’re already having sex.

      Actually, I don’t know if it’s sex.

      I hit Record this time. I tell myself it’s Record-worthy because of how hilarious I find it.

      Can you believe you were scared of John Johnson last night?

      I smirk, but it’s shallow.

      John Johnson lays vertically across his bed, fully naked, covered only by the woman, who straddles his waistline. She is still wearing her mumu, though her flip flops lay dejected near the room’s television set. Her hair is free from the former ballerina bun, but whatever hairspray or gel she used keeps her hair in place, like some phantom hand was holding it back for her.

      Her thigh muscles work to make her hover over John Johnson’s body. He lies perfectly still beneath her, his arms and hands tucked against his sides. The two alternate between undulating and vibrating, but never come completely in contact with each other. There’s a space of a foot between them.

      Maybe Johnson’s johnson is a big one! They didn’t name him Johnson for nothing!

      I try to word the joke that’s so clearly there—I even hear the canned laughter of a late-night TV talk show—but none of it feels right. Dad would’ve come up with the exact right joke on his first try.

      They vibrate together for a little over thirty minutes, remaining mostly silent, save for a few rhythmic squeaks. For the entire act, John Johnson smiles wide enough I can see his teeth. He holds his eyes wide open, too. I can’t see the woman’s face from my view, but I assume she has a similar expression.

      They freeze—I suppose some climax has been reached. The woman stretches and grabs a towel, which she wraps around John Johnson’s waist. They stand up and walk together, arm in arm, wearing smiles that conjure images of Ronald McDonald, to the back wall, their noses inches from tobacco-stained floral wallpaper, their backs to me.

      I watch for as long as I can, waiting for something to happen. Another half hour passes, and they’re still standing there. My eyelids grow heavy, and I’ve gotta get back to the office in case a guest or one of the maids stops by.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      At 7:56 PM, I lock the office doors, shut the blinds, and wolf down my dinner, a Kid Cuisine hamburger pizza meal, straight from the microwave.

      Once I finish eating, I tie my long blonde hair up into a tight ponytail and grab a 40 of Olde English from the fridge. Together, we go into the shafts.

      I crawl back towards Room Eight, my knees slightly bruised with the effort. I slide the 40 in front of me the whole way.

      When I arrive, I feel a thrill of excitement in my stomach that grips and scrambles up my throat. I wash it down with a swig of Olde English and peer into the room.

      It’s empty. But all of the lights are on. The television set is on too, playing a rerun of an animated children’s show I don’t recognize. The bright colors and babyish voices don’t belong here. I run my tongue over my dry bottom lip and crawl to the bathroom vent.

      There he is.

      John Johnson sits on the toilet. He’s still naked. His posture is perfect. I don’t think anyone—not even the Queen of England—ever sat on a toilet with such otherworldly poise, such royal dignity. His eyes are closed, but a hint of a smile plays across his thin lips.

      Even when Dad wasn’t doing so well, if we ever caught someone sitting on the toilet, we’d clasp hands over mouths and try our best not to laugh. But just making eye contact with the other while that was going on below would be enough for one or both of us to erupt with giggles and chortles, sending us scurrying back down the shafts until we exploded into our living quarters, where we would openly cry with laughter, the thrill of almost being caught and the ancient joy of potty humor radiating off our skin.

      It’s awful seeing John Johnson in this state. He is too still, his posture too perfect. With his entire body on display, it’s obvious that there’s something wrong with his skin. Though it stretches tight across his tall, bony frame, John Johnson’s skin somehow also appears thick. Like a knife would have to travel through three inches of skin before it reached his blood, muscle, and bone—or whatever was hiding under there.

      His arm jolts up. I manage to stay perfectly still, my eyes wide, fingers wrapped tight around my Olde English bottle.

      John Johnson grabs at his black toupee and pulls. It comes off easily. He tosses it to the tiled floor where it spreads into a messy circle of hair.

      More than the reveal of the obvious toupee, what grabs my attention is what had been concealed underneath.

      The top of John Johnson’s head is bald and dotted with a grid-like pattern of tiny black slashes, twelve of them, by my estimate. Along the edges of his scalp, where the elastic grip of the wig must have formally lay, his thick tanned skin puckers and flips up in some places, revealing different skin underneath—pale bluish-white and smooth, the texture of a shark’s skin.

      I close my eyes. I feel the cheap carpet beneath me. I remind myself that it’s May 1998. I live in Montauk, which is in Long Island, which is in New York. Sometimes, my imagination is overactive. But that’s all it is. It’s not like with Dad.

      I take a deep breath and open my eyes again.

      Everything—John Johnson’s fake thick skin, the pale blue skin beneath—all of it is still there.

      ThisisrealthisisrealthisisntlikewhathappenedtoDadthisisrealthisisrealimnotcrazythisisreallyhappeningthisisrealthisisrealthisisreal

      I need to leave now.

      I turn on my knees, back towards the living quarters. My hands are shaking and I drop the glass bottle. It doesn’t shatter, but the last sweet soapy remnants of Olde English spill out, trickling through the vent, landing on the top of John Johnson’s head. The grid of dashes blink and open, revealing an organized collection of a dozen black pupils. All staring at me. John Johnson stands from the toilet.

      All I can do is watch and gasp for air, trying desperately to perform a breathing exercise so I can move again.

      With a series of clicks and pops, his left arm bends and breaks and reforms until it is perfectly backwards. It reaches up towards me, as his finger points at me.

      “Is someone there?”

      The question comes from John Johnson, but it’s not his voice, it’s the voice of the woman who almost caught me last year. I gag and swivel and crawl as fast as I can, back towards my living quarters. I slip and fall the whole way, no longer caring if I make noise, my head and knees banging loudly into the steel of the tunnels, sending brilliant jolts of pain across my body.

      I grab one of the tapes on my way out.
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        * * *

      

      I stay awake all night, alternating between investigating every noise I hear from the fake venting system and staring at the John Johnson tape in my hands.

      Around 2 AM, I hover near the telephone and consider calling the cops, but then think better of it. They would take away my Dad’s vents and all of my funny tapes.

      Around 4 AM I stick the John Johnson tape into the VCR, but then I stab my pointer finger into the Eject button repeatedly until it pops out. What good could possibly come of watching it?

      If what I saw is captured on the tape, I’ll lose my mind. If it’s not on the tape, then I already lost it.

      I put the tape into Dad’s old safe and close the door. I hear the metallic shift of gears locking in place. There. Problem solved.
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        * * *

      

      I sit at my bedroom window, watching the sun rise and slurping down vending machine coffee. When my watch tells me it’s 5:40 AM, a respectable and normal time for me to open the office, I do.

      My first order of business, as always, is to open the blinds and unlock the door. Imagine my surprise when, after completing these tasks, I spot a single room key and scrap of paper sitting on my desk.

      The key is for Room Eight. The note is written in a steady, mathematical hand:

      

      
        
        Hello!

        John Johnson

      

      

      

      I re-lock the office doors and run over to his room. It looks like a normal room. There’s no toupee in the bathroom, no crusty pink flip flops or silken pajamas under the unmade bed. I’m not sure what I’m looking for, but I continue my examination of the room until I’m certain nobody’s there.

      When the two sole members of my house cleaning staff arrive, I wander out and roam the grounds, looking for any signs of John Johnson or his lady friend. Finding none, I head back to the office.
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        * * *

      

      The sun has set and I’m in my pajamas, sitting in my bedroom, watching one of my favorite funny tapes: a woman in the bathtub shaving off the dead skin from her feet with a cheese grater.

      There are no guests on the premises tonight. Maybe I should feel annoyed or even anxious about our finances, but it’s a comforting thought to be alone. To have no compulsion to slink through the tunnels. Everyone needs a night off now and again.

      Without thinking too much about it, I go to Dad’s safe and spin the combination lock. Five-two-two-seven-three, my birthdate. It unlocks. I pull out the unmarked tape and stick it into the VHS player in my bedroom.

      I need to watch it. Now that John Johnson has checked out and left, it’s over.

      I rewind the tape to the beginning, when John Johnson was having bizarre sex with his lady friend. I shut off all the lights in my room and jump beneath my ancient floral duvet.

      On the screen, I watch from a familiar aerial point of view as John Johnson, fully nude, lays on his back across the bed, his arms straight at his sides. Lady Friend, donning her orange cotton mumu, straddles him.

      I can see why I initially thought something weird was going on. There is a vibrating quality to their lovemaking that I’ve never seen before, but it has more of a two-virgins-having-sex energy than a supernatural or otherworldly explanation.

      I laugh and snuggle deeper into the sheets. I wonder what Dad would say. Even nerds can find love, kiddo. there’s a pot for every lid.

      I close my eyes and let the squeaking and croaking sounds of John Johnson “Doing the Dirty” lull me to sleep.
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        * * *

      

      I wake up to a low-pitched buzz. I blink rapidly, trying to discern its source. For a second, I wonder what weird new gadget Dad had built in his battle against the FBI, but then I remember he’s dead and I’m alone, watching a homemade sex tape in bed.

      The tape is still playing on my TV, but it’s not a sex tape anymore. It’s something else.

      I sit up ramrod-straight. Any trace of sleepiness is gone.

      On the TV screen, John Johnson, wearing nothing more than a white motel towel wrapped around his hips, stands next to Lady Friend. She’s still in her mumu. Behind them, on the wall, I find the source of the buzzing: some sort of stagnant glowing rectangle, about seven feet high and three feet wide.

      Lady Friend’s face is turned upward, smiling at John Johnson. Even through the fuzz of the television screen, I can tell she’s been crying. Lines of tears stained with mascara glisten and sparkle in the light of the rectangle-thing behind her.

      John Johnson’s thin lips spread into an approximation of a smile. I shiver. He runs a finger along her soft jawline, then pulls away and holds his pointer finger up, as if displaying it for her to admire.

      John Johnson fingers the base of his presented pointer, where finger meets palm, then digs his sharp nails in, piercing the skin. With a single pull, he degloves his own finger using no more effort than it might take to peel the skin from a clementine.

      I wince, expecting to see blood and gore. Instead, I see something worse—a smooth, pudgy finger, devoid of any knuckles or creases emerges from the removed skin. It is the same pale blueish-white color as I saw on his scalp. At the tip of the finger is a pitch-black nail, as sharp and thin as a needle.

      He places a steadying hand on Lady Friend’s forehead, then punctures her left eye with the finger-needle and pulls it out with a single pop. He does the same with her right eye. She remains perfectly still throughout the process, save for her chest, which swells and shrinks in rapid succession. Blood and pus pour from her empty sockets, mixing with tears, and dropping onto a long black blanket I don’t recognize that’s spread out on the floor.

      With both eyes skewered on his finger-needle, John Johnson removes his toupee. Once again, I see the puckered flaps of skin surrounding the scalp, the bluish-white skin within, and the grid of closed eyes—I count ten this time. John Johnson slides the eyeballs off his finger-needle and onto his scalp. With both hands, he presses them down. The bones and muscles or whatever beneath the skin at the top of his head shifts and shudders, the grid eyes all open, flutter, and shut. His head opens up and swallows Lady Friend’s eyeballs. John Johnson leans his head back, his mouth forming a perfect ‘O,’ and his body goes completely rigid. Lady Friend bows, smiles, and turns on her heels just like she did in my office. She walks into the glowing rectangle, disappearing from view. The rectangle flickers, then vanishes, taking the low-pitched hum with it.

      “What…” I whisper. My mouth is dry, but my eyes are wet with tears. I find the remote next to my pillow and shut off the television, leaving me in complete darkness. I blink and wait for my sight to readjust.

      I hear something coming from the ceiling vent above my bed. It’s one of the real vents, not part of Dad’s system. It sounds like skin catching on cold metallic surfaces, sticking and unsticking with a quick pop. I can hear it getting closer and closer.

      Shllluuuuuushhh-plump. Shluuuuuuuuuushhh-plUMP. SHLUUUUUUSSSHHHH-PLUMP.

      The sounds stop. One by one, the nails holding in the grill twist and drop to the foot of my bed. The grill follows suit.

      “Hello? Is someone there?” I ask, hopeful that I’m no longer alone.

      One by one, twelve eyes—brown, green, blue, and two, an arresting shade of purple—appear in the dark rectangle of the vent.

      In the darkness, I finally understand the beauty in John Johnson’s collection of eyes. I want a closer look.

      I stand up on the bed and carefully hold out my open palms, inviting him to join me. His fingers, soft and warm, coil around my wrists.

      There is a tug, and then I’m gone.

      

      End.
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        * * *

      

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      Caitlin Duffy (she/her) is an instructional designer and horror author from Long Island, New York. She has a PhD in English Literature with a focus on American gothic and horror fiction. You can find some of her non-fiction writing online at Horror Homeroom and the Gothic Nature Journal's blog. Caitlin lives with her husband Matt and their eldritch terrier, Jeepers. She can be found on Instagram @caitduffy49.
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            THE TASTE OF HUNGER

          

          KATHERINE MARZINSKY

        

      

    

    
      All that remained in my pantry was a package of ramen noodles, a jar of instant coffee, and a can of pinto beans.

      This miserable spread reminded me of my college years, when hunger had held a kind of romance, when I had worn it like a badge of honor, flaunted it before my fellow students. Back then, there had been an end in sight. I had believed that along with my diploma I'd be handed immunity to feeling such hunger ever again. Now, with two more degrees and a three-letter suffix to my name, I knew better. I was overworked, underpaid, and living in a state of well-read destitution. I couldn't even afford to feed myself.

      I decided, therefore, that I would approach a Savor.

      In preparation for the task, I tore into the last noodles and beans; I gulped down the ashy coffee without sugar or cream, barely noticing the way it burned my throat. All the while I tried to keep positive memories of college at the front of my mind.

      I had heard that Savors valued positive gustatory emotions more than negative ones, and I needed as much bargaining power as I could muster. If I were to let the sadness and desperation of my circumstances taint this meal, it would mean far fewer groceries, which would lead to more sadness and more desperation, which would make me untouchable to the Savors and truly helpless.

      Noticing the anxious spiral of my thoughts, I put down my fork and spat a limp infestation of noodles back into the bowl. Positive. Campus coffee shop. My thesis adviser's smile. Drinks after class. I took another bite.
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        * * *

      

      When I arrived at the supermarket, I hid my face from the fluorescent glow of the windows, the posters of discount hams dotted with regal cloves and glistening with honey. I scrambled out of the way of carts pushed by faceless, fortunate someones, brimming with loaves and frozen fishsticks. I crept to the side of the building, near the Dumpsters and delivery docks for armored grocery trucks.

      There were the Savors, five of them, each draped in flowing garments in a variety of garish patterns. All five pointed their noses in my direction; their fin-like ears perked and shivered.

      “Hello?” I called, stumbling past a Dumpster.

      “Hello,” a voice responded. It had the simultaneously monotone and melodic quality of a synthesized voice, the sort of voice that answered telephones after-hours or entreated one to complete a customer-satisfaction survey. As one of the Savors stepped toward me, I noticed some manner of assisted speech device hanging pendant-like from its neck. The Savor poked the device with its fingers, producing more flatly musical words.

      “How may I help you?”

      “I...” Looking into the creature's eyes, I saw not malice but a boredom that was somehow more threatening. “I would like to make an offering in exchange for groceries.”

      “Very good,” the Savor said. It tilted its head downward and began to sniff me. It brought its humid nostrils so close that my hair fluttered and my glasses fogged with the steam of its breath. With its head so near to me, I was able to make an observation that chilled me to my core: the Savor did not possess a mouth.

      Gently, as a lover might, the Savor reached out and took my jaw in its hand. It turned my face from side-to-side, ran its smooth thumb over my lips, probed the fleshy indentations below my chin and cheekbones. With a nod and an exhalation through its nostrils, it retracted its hand and began to poke at its speech device.

      “Open your mouth,” it said, its eyes gleaming with a sudden urgency.

      I did what the Savor asked, and I saw something like a proboscis extend from beneath its nose. The appendage unfolded like a telescope until it jutted at least a foot into the air before the Savor. It reminded me of the chitinous spears that mosquitoes called their mouths.

      “Relax and breathe,” the Savor said before gripping my shoulders.

      With an avian quickness, it plunged its proboscis into my mouth. Smooth though it had seemed, the Savor's appendage was actually coated in fine cilia that undulated against my tongue. It continued pushing into my throat. I gagged as a sense of suffocation overtook me. I whimpered, feeling my vocal chords vibrate against the Savor's biological spear.

      “Breathe,” the Savor said. “Through the nose. Swallow.”

      Panicking, I began to push against the Savor's chest. I choked on noises that tried to become words.

      “Calm.” The Savor grabbed my hands and wrenched them away. “Breathe. Think of what you will gain.”

      With a final push, the creature settled its proboscis into the depths of my esophagus. Tears streamed from my eyes. As I felt my legs collapsing beneath me, the Savor wrapped an arm around my waist to keep me from falling. The creature began to suck something that was not air nor water nor blood nor food from me. I found myself remembering each bite of noodle, each smooth, mushy pinto bean, each bitter molecule of instant coffee. To my horror, I could not stop thinking of these sensations. I felt the Savor wriggle its proboscis, and against my will, my brain began to replay the college memories I had conjured while eating that paltry meal. I could think of nothing else, not even the creature impaling me. My mind was an endless hallway of repeating memories, tastes, and sensations from which I had no means of escape. Only the Savor held that key.

      Finally --I have no sense of how long it was-- the Savor began to pull its proboscis from my throat. It was a slow, careful motion, but it could not stop a series of coughs and a splash of vomit from erupting out of me. I fell to my hands and knees, the chill of the wet asphalt muted by the raw burning in my throat. The creature studied me with half-lidded eyes before extending a hand to help me up.

      “Thank you for your offering.” It reached into the cascade of fabric in which it was clothed and removed a gift card to the supermarket beside us. “Your compensation.”

      With a trembling hand, I took the wafer of plastic it proffered. I wiped away tears to read the crisp, sans-serif “$100” on its upper left-hand corner. I smiled despite myself. The Savor bowed to me before drifting away to join its companions farther down the alley.

      With the gift card in hand, I entered the supermarket. I practically danced through the displays of fresh carrots and cabbages glimmering with artificial dew, steaks dripping with blood and marinade, fragrant cantaloupes with maze-marked skins. When I approached the seafood section, I noticed the pattern of rich fat that rippled through a slice of salmon. It looked just like the pattern on one of the Savor's garments. Thin saliva welled in my throat as I remembered the ordeal that had paid for the food in my basket.

      Shadowless beneath the fluorescent lights, I became glaringly aware of the vomit crusted to my shirt, the pain in my throat, and the smallness of both the gift card and my body. I wondered how many of the shoppers around me could tell that I had given myself to a monster. I quaked with the knowledge that, regardless of how hard I would try to ignore it, all the edible treasures I carried would taste of the Savor's proboscis violating my mind and body.

      

      End.
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            THE PIT AND THE PENSIONER

          

          M. TYLER TUTTLE

        

      

    

    
      Ethel picks the baseball cap up off the ground and flicks a speck of gunk off the brim. “Those tourists,” she clucks to herself. “They always leave perfectly respectable things behind.”

      She turns the cap this way and that as she makes her way back to her beach chair. The cap is that shade of tan that’s almost green, or green that’s almost tan, and it’s got a duck and the words Silly Goose On The Loose! embroidered on it in cheery yellow thread. Ethel gives the brim a sniff, deems it passable, and plops the hat atop her tuft of blue hair before taking her seat again.

      “I am a silly goose,” she declares, drumming her pink orthopedic sandals on the sidewalk. “And I am on the loose.”

      Behind her, the pit lets out a wet rumble like clumps of cottage cheese hitting a tile floor, followed by a very polite burp. The top half of a pizza box tumbles through the air and lands at Ethel’s feet. In bright red letters, she sees:

      

      PIT LIKE NEW HAT TOO

      

      “Oh, thank you, dear,” Ethel says. She puts a hand on her heart and turns around to smile fondly at the gaping hole where the bank used to be.

      The pit stretches a hundred feet in every direction, with scraps of bloodied cloth and bird feathers clinging to its jagged edges. No one seems to notice the pit but Ethel, at least not until they’ve already taken a tumble over the edge. It’s always seemed silly to her how few people see something that’s right in front of their noses. No matter the season or the time of day, the pit flickers with a ghostly orange light and gives off a low hum. On nights when Ethel is alone in her beach chair, she can hear the quiet crackling of flames deep below the earth. The fires lick up into Boone’s Pit from—she chuckles to herself every time she thinks of this—well, Boone’s Pit!

      Many years ago, when Ethel was still very small, the pit made the newspapers when it swallowed the bank in one decadent gulp. Ethel came to observe the pit, as was to be expected given the fact that the pit had eaten her father. But growing up the daughter of a bank manager is very boring compared to all the things one can do with a fiery pit: play hopscotch along the edges, watch bullies fall to their deaths in the gaping maw, roast marshmallows on chilly winter nights.

      Ethel has been friends with the pit for many years now, long since the town forgot about its existence. She taught the pit its A-B-Cs when she got her teaching degree and applauded when the pit felt brave enough to share its first poems in the entrails of a seagull. She and the pit became enormous fans of the comedy series The Undertakers. Ethel spent many nights giggling at her laptop screen while ominous, bone-thrumming laughter echoed from the depths beside her. After the show’s cancellation the pit pulled back its flames and sulked for weeks, until Ethel cajoled it out of its depression with a Tesla full of dentists.

      The pit just loves dentists, in much the same way Ethel herself loves the beach town’s tourists. Dentists rank among the pit’s favorite meals, alongside pizza delivery drivers, door-to-door salesmen, and the occasional eldritch cow. (Given that eldritch cows don’t live fully in our dimension, the pit must lure those in by itself with a series of atmospheric chanting and bubbling green smoke. But the rest Ethel can usually manage on her own.)

      Ethel’s beach chair sits perfectly in the center of town, and therefore, perfectly in the center of the world. Ethel’s lived in Boone’s Pit her entire seventy-four years, and in her humble opinion, there’s no finer place in the world. A beach town is a lovely place to grow up, a lovely place to grow old, and a lovely place to rest when the rest of the world seems determined to spin on without you. And a town like Boone’s Pit, with the authentic saltwater taffy factory and the whitewashed boardwalk and the sunsets that seem to linger for hours, is the loveliest of all lovely beach towns. Even the whales seem to think so, as they sun their fins in the shoals each summer, waving to Ethel as they roll in the waves. At least, Ethel likes to pretend they’re waving at her. The whales make good neighbors.

      In the fall, Ethel bids the whales goodbye and welcomes in the seabirds, who wing their way home to weather the mild winters with their fuzzy-headed babies. Back in December, Josie Baker’s daughter down at the tackle shop put a delightful button on her phone that teaches Ethel the differences between bird calls. All this winter when she sat in her chair on Main Street, tucked into a shady spot of sidewalk between the grocery store and the ticketed parking lot—where that rotten Maureen spied on her all season around the manual cash register—Ethel could tap away at the screen and learn to identify the chirruping whistle of a piping plover versus the merry little peeps of a spotted sandpiper. But by February there were no birds left and the fogs rolled in, so Ethel traded her tapping for her knitting and settled in for the spring. And spring in Boone’s Pit, of course, slides so slowly and deliciously into summer that Ethel’s days were like pages from a romance novel. She sat in her chair and counted the new cracks in the sidewalk and waited for June to arrive, because June brings the tourists.

      Ethel just loves the tourists. When the tourists first spouted out of buses and took their first selfies in front of the tackle shop, busybodies like that no-account Maureen stuck their noses up and claimed the town had gone to the birds. And sure, maybe some of the women wore outfits that tinted Ethel’s cheeks pink, and maybe they talked too loud on their little cell phones and took all the good parking spaces, but Ethel thought they brought flavor to Boone’s Pit. A little spice, a little fun.

      Just like Ethel’s new hat.

      “What are you hungry for today, my dear?” Ethel asks the pit now, turning back to watch the tourists as they park their shiny cars in the ticketed lot. The pit gurgles while it thinks about it and that rotten Maureen eyes Ethel over her sunglasses. Ethel gives her a tiny finger-wave and even with her low-prescription sunglasses, Ethel can see the imperious way she sniffs before taking a crisp twenty from the sweaty hand of a young man with a mouth full of chewing gum.

      There’s a wet, coughing smack like a cat dislodging a hairball, and a waft of sulfur ruffles Ethel’s hair beneath her new hat. A mess of gull feathers and red goo splats at Ethel’s feet. She stirs through it with the tip of her umbrella until it forms words.

      

      SOMEONE FROM NEW JERSEY :-)

      

      Oh, bless its heart, Ethel thinks. The pit has learned how to use emojis. The smiley face drips with blood so it looks more like it’s sneering than grinning, but it’s the thought that counts.

      That rotten Maureen is from New Jersey. Ever since Maureen’s refusal to fall into the pit—like she was supposed to—on that midnight stroll back in May, Maureen has had it out for Ethel. It’s like she thinks she’s superior to Ethel, somehow, which simply makes no sense. When one’s only role in life is to take sweaty dollar bills from tourists so they can throw you the keys to their gas-guzzling cars, one is not above someone who spends their days feeding those tourists to a hell gate.

      “You know I can’t feed you Maureen, my love,” says Ethel to the pit. “How about a nice landlord? Or a high school vice principal? Oh, I know!” She claps her hands. “I’m sure there’s a nice young man somewhere who’d like to teach me about cryptocurrency.” Ethel looks from one side of Main Street to the other as if some hair-gelled young gentleman is walking up to her right that second. The pit boils in thought, then gives a courteous child’s scream of agreement.

      Not five minutes later, a young woman comes around the corner from the grocery store. She’s in her mid-twenties, tall and curvy, at least two hundred pounds—a wholesome meal for any growing pit. She wears a blue swimsuit underneath one of those white and flowy cover-ups, the kind with all the tassels, and an oversized pair of red, white, and blue sunglasses wedged in her curly black hair. Ethel’s so busy divvying up her body parts into sacrificial components and calories that she doesn’t notice at first that the girl is crying.

      “Dear,” Ethel says. The girl’s expensive red sandals stop in front of her beach chair. The girl gives a massive sniffle and rubs her eye. A thin line of snot dribbles out of one nostril and over her upper lip. Ethel puts on her best grandma voice. “Are you all right?”

      “I,” is all the girl says before she dissolves into tears again.

      “Oh my! Oh my!” Ethel springs to her feet and ushers the girl into her beach chair, then sits down on the curb beside her. “There’s no need to boo-hoo like that. What’s your name, darling?”

      “Rebecca,” the girl says. Mascara pools under her eyes and lines her cheeks in dark rivulets. What will mascara taste like to the pit, Ethel wonders? Is it salty, like tears? Or more of a zesty flavor, like salsa? “My—my grandma calls me Becky, though.”

      “Becky.” Ethel smiles and offers the girl some napkins out of her purse. Becky dabs at the mess beneath her eyes. A thin, sucker-lined tentacle, dotted every few inches with red-rimmed purple eyes, skulks its way out of the pit and slinks along the sidewalk. It moves to curl around Becky’s ankle but Ethel bops it smartly between two eyes and the tentacle freezes. The eyes look straight into Ethel’s and fill with bloody tears. The entire tentacle then flails in the air like a toddler having a tantrum.

      Ethel casts a stern look at it and jerks her chin back toward the pit. The tentacle stops its crocodile tears and droops to the ground, dragging itself sullenly across the sidewalk in slow, tortured movements. It gives her one last put-upon look before disappearing back into the depths.

      “Becky,” Ethel says again, when the girl has calmed her tears. “What’s got you all in a tuffle?”

      “My boyfriend,” she says immediately. Ethel has a way with these girls. There is always a boyfriend or a husband or a lover, and he’s always done something wrong, and Ethel always knows how to fix it. “I’m sorry.” Becky sniffles again and makes a visible effort to pull herself together. “I don’t know why I’m telling you this.”

      Ethel knows why. It’s the mist rolling off the pit right now, the brain matter-colored fog that smells like a graveyard after it rains. This mist is made from the souls of salesmen. It’s a very powerful mental suggestive.

      “It’s quite all right, dear.” Ethel smiles and makes a go on! motion with her hand.

      “I just found out that Rick…” Becky’s face crumples. “Rick has⁠—”

      “Another woman?” Ethel arranges her face into a knowing, sympathetic frown, but inside she’s already celebrating. Becky wails. Ethel pats her arm, offers more tissues, and says all the right things. Within minutes, between Ethel’s quiet suggestions and a constant cloud of the pit’s mind-addling, they’ve made a plan. Becky will return shortly with Rick.

      “And what will we do then, dear?”

      “We’ll feed him to the maw,” Becky says dreamily. “So the hounds of hell may feast on his flesh.”

      Ethel claps her hands. “Yes! Those good, good hounds will have a very nice snack.” She sends Becky off with a wave. The young woman drifts off into the distance, each of her footprints releasing a puff of white mist as she walks away.

      “They’re so sweet at that age,” Ethel says. A sound like a small animal trapped in a garbage disposal rends the air behind her. A moment later, a diseased-looking rat with bones poking out beneath its skin drags a folded piece of paper to Ethel’s chair. She opens it and tuts.

      

      PIT HUNGRY.

      

      “I know, dear,” she says. “But she was only an appetizer, and I’m working on the full combo meal.”

      The skeletal rat, still sitting at her feet, stops chewing on its own mangled tail and gestures at her to flip over the paper.

      

      PIT NOT TALKING TO ETHEL.

      

      “Well, that’s just immature,” Ethel says to the rat. The rat shows her his rear, scuttles off back toward the lip of the pit, and promptly throws himself back into the void.

      “Excuse me,” a man says, in the voice of someone who has already said excuse me several times. Ethel turns away from the rat to find a tall young man standing right in front of her beach chair. “Do you have a minute to talk?”

      “Do you need directions?” Ethel asks. “The quickest route to the beach is just down this way, past the old bank building.” She points helpfully toward the alleyway beside the decrepit building. Patchy grass makes a scraggly green footpath right into the pit’s gaping maw. One doesn’t even need to wear shoes.

      “No thank you, ma’am,” the man says. Ethel peers up at his face.

      Oh dear, she thinks to herself. Oh dear, dear, dear.

      The man has striking blue eyes and a lovely mop of blond hair. There are seven freckles on his nose. His left ear is just the teensiest bit sunburned. But Ethel is more concerned with the blue policeman’s hat on his head and the shiny silver badge pinned to his shirt.

      “How can I help you, officer?” She folds her hands in her lap to hide their shaking. She knows why he’s here. More nosy questions about that girl from the tackle shop, the one with the helpful birdcall program. She went missing back in December.

      “When was the last time you saw Hannah Baker?” the policeman asks.

      “Well, let’s see,” she says. “Hannah Booker, you said?”

      “Baker,” the man says gently.

      “Oh, yes.” Ethel squints at him through her sunglasses. “Not Josie Baker’s daughter down at the tackle shop?”

      The policeman’s smile doesn’t reach his eyes. “The very same.”

      Ethel makes her own eyes wide and round. “Well, I don’t think I’ve seen Hannah Booker since last year!”

      “Baker,” he says again. “When would that be, ma’am?”

      “Let me think… Sometime in December, that would’ve been. She put the most delightful program on my phone—would you like me to show you? It tells you which bird⁠—”

      “That’s all right, ma’am.” He sighs and flicks some sand off his shiny badge.

      “I haven’t the foggiest idea where she is,” Ethel says. She isn’t lying—only those who fall into the pit know where it leads, after all. “I thought she went back to university.”

      Beyond the policeman’s broad shoulders Ethel can see that rotten Maureen peeking out from the parking lot’s ticket booth. As soon as she sees Ethel watching her, Maureen disappears back into the booth and becomes very occupied with the cash register.

      “What was the date, the last time you saw Ms. Baker?” the police officer asks.

      “The date?” Ethel frowns at him, jarred from fantasies of a shrieking Maureen hanging from her ankles, as Ethel lowers the rope inch by inch into the flames. “I haven’t the foggiest, officer. It must have been sometime in December, like I said.”

      “Would you say the date was December 13th?”

      That rotten Maureen is watching her again. She’s half out of the ticket booth, arms folded across her skinny chest in satisfaction like Ethel’s done something wrong.

      “The 13th?” Ethel repeats. Maureen disappears on the other side of the booth and Ethel leans past the policeman, trying to see where she’s going. “December 13th? I’m not sure. I suppose it could have been.”

      “So, if I were to show you security footage,” the policeman says, stepping back into Ethel’s line of sight, “Dated just after midnight on December 13th, you might recognize Hannah Baker in it?”

      “Perhaps,” Ethel says irritably. “She looked an awful lot like her mother, didn’t she?”

      “And if I were to show you that security footage…” She stops looking for that rotten Maureen and peers up at him. He’s no longer smiling. “You might recognize yourself in that video?”

      “What?”

      The policeman’s face shines with intensity now. Ethel finds herself leaning away from him, pressing against the back of her beach chair.

      “Just after midnight on December 13th, you, Ethel Wettleman, led one Hannah Baker down this very alley, did you not?” He takes a step closer to her. He doesn’t give her a chance to respond. “And on the CCTV footage from the grocery store, we see you exit the other side of the alley. Without Hannah Baker.”

      “Well, I—I don’t remember⁠—”

      “Where is Hannah Baker, Mrs. Wettleman?” The officer looms over her now. The smell of sulfur is everywhere.

      “How should I know?” Ethel snaps.

      “I’m going to need you to come down to the station with me,” the officer says. He holds out a hand to her. “Just to answer some questions. Routine. You know how it is.”

      Ethel lets him pull her to her feet. One of her pink orthopedic sandals slips off and she stumbles. The policeman steadies her but doesn’t see that she’s tripped on a horde of cockroaches. Their little armored bodies scramble frantically to form letters.

      

      ETHEL?

      

      “Ethel?” She recognizes Becky’s dreamy voice calling out to her, and a heavy stone drops into her stomach. “I’m back. This is Rick.”

      Becky appears around the corner, dragging a paunchy young man with too-small sunglasses. He’s complaining weakly, but he’s getting a contact high from the mist still clinging to Becky’s eyes and Becky’s got a vice grip on his wrist.

      “Ma’am, please stand aside,” the officer tells Becky.

      The young woman raises vacant eyebrows at him. “I can’t,” she says. “I’m busy.”

      “Oh, dear,” Ethel says. The officer tugs Ethel toward his car and she sees the cockroaches frantically reforming behind him.

      

      PIT SORRY

      

      Then:

      

      ETHEL DON’T GO :’-(

      

      Even plagued by dread, she’s proud of the pit for using another emoji. “I’ll be fine,” she calls behind her. She will not let the pit see how scared she is.

      The pit begins to whine and moan. A rumble of rocks, a horrible tearing sound, like a tree ripping out of the earth, makes everyone look around. Across the road, that rotten Maureen hides behind the ticket booth.

      “What is that?” the policeman says. “What’s happening?”

      “We must feed him to the maw,” Becky says dreamily. “So the hounds of hell may feast on his flesh.”

      “What the hell?!” the policeman shouts.

      “EXACTLY,” says a voice no human was ever meant to hear.

      The air fills with cackles and the braying of a thousand hunting dogs. Voluminous clouds of noxious, green-and-purple smoke, shot through with fire and lightning, billow out from behind Ethel. Becky holds out her arms like she means to embrace it—this thing, this horrible thing that has just crawled out of the pit.

      It is the size of a bus, the size of a building. It has too many limbs, too many eyes, too many teeth to count. It is a miasma of blood and feathers clutching an orthopedic pink sandal.

      “Oh, dear,” Ethel says again.

      The creature squelches toward her, leaving a trail of blood and gunk and feathers in its wake. It swarms over the policeman first—his screams abruptly cut off as the creature hunkers down in front of Ethel like a child sitting on its heels. Two hands, lined in fur that looks sharp as broken glass, drop Ethel’s shoe in front of her and hold her elbows politely while she slips the sandal on. Ethel steps back, letting the creature nudge her across the road. A smaller, chunkier meat-blob bobs beside her and holds up her handbag. Another carries what looks like a road sign, except instead of a street name, her name has been gouged out by an unimaginably huge claw.

      

      PIT LOVE ETHEL.

      EVERYTHING WILL BE O.K.

      

      The creature bobs its head to Ethel as if in a nod, and Ethel bows her head back. The miasma turns to go back across the road—and that’s when Maureen, ever the center of attention, decides to scream. She steps out from behind the ticket booth with she has her nails dug into her cheeks. Her mouth gapes in a grotesque shriek of horror.

      Ethel and the creature exchange a look.

      The wave of viscera swarms over that rotten Maureen. She stops screaming.

      As the creature squelches and skulks its way back across the road and begins to spread from alley to alley, sidewalk to sidewalk, questing through the town like industrious mold, the street sign bobs in front of Ethel again. A handful of cockroaches crawl out to add a footnote to the pit’s message.

      

      :-)

      

      Ethel can’t help it. She starts laughing. And she’s still laughing, hours later, when the screams have finally stopped, and the fires are finally out, and there are no birds left in the sky. She’s still laughing when the creature, swollen to ten times its original size and bristling with bones, teeth, and mangled limbs, weaves drunkenly back through the streets and toward the pit. The creature hovers at the lip of the crater, leaning one way and then the other like a drunk trying to take off his shoes, then seems to collapse in on itself in a sticky, splotchy column before it flops into the depths.

      The pit rumbles; the ground shakes beneath Ethel’s feet. She still can’t stop laughing, and she laughs even harder when the pit lets out the loudest belch ever heard in all seven hells, followed by the quietest, most contented sigh.

      When Ethel’s giggles finally fade, she takes a look around. Sunset has come to Boone’s Pit, alighting on the ruin and destruction all around her. There are no buildings left fully standing. Smoke hangs heavy in the air. The golden hour makes the blood and detritus all around her glisten like perfect glasses of wine, like Christmas ornaments.

      Questionable goop, purple and red and brown, continues to seep back into the gaping hole in the ground. There’s a sound like an old man hocking a loogey and Ethel’s beach chair—missing a corner and streaked with blood but otherwise still quite lovely, all things considered—rockets out of the pit and onto the patch of sidewalk where Ethel always sits. She makes her way across the street and goes to sit down. Then she pauses, walks over to something lying in a puddle of blood on the road, and clucks to herself.

      Ethel picks up Becky’s oversized red, white, and blue sunglasses. She flicks a speck of gunk off the frame and puts the sunglasses on top of her head. They fit perfectly against her hat, right where it says Silly Goose On The Loose!

      “Those tourists,” Ethel says when she’s seated again. The pit gives a sleepy wail of agreement. “They always leave perfectly respectable things behind.”

      

      End.
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        * * *

      

      M. Tyler Tuttle (they/them) is a writer, journalist, and wandering pit demon from Baltimore, Maryland. Tyler holds a degree in Creative Writing & English from the George Washington University in Washington, DC, and is a graduate of The Loft’s Year-Long Novel Writing Project in Minneapolis, MN. Tyler’s work has been published or is upcoming in Cosmic Horror Monthly, Trace Fossils Review, Wooden Teeth, the Horror Over the Handlebars anthology, and Cursed Cooking. Their work has been considered for the Halifax Ranch Prize for Fiction (semi-finalist, 2021), F(r)iction Magazine’s Short Story Contest (finalist, fall 2023), and “Best Original Script” at the Great Salt Lake Fringe Festival (winner, 2022). You can catch up with Tyler online at TheHighwayMFA.com or @mtylertuttle on Twitter and Instagram, where they will be documenting their journey as an MFA candidate (Fiction) at the University of Alaska, Fairbanks. If you look close—and if you’re very, very lucky—you’ll find them meandering through the wilderness with their dog Piglet, or dancing in a field somewhere, pretending to be Stevie Nicks.
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            HOW SHOULD I FEEL?

          

          CHAD GAYLE

        

      

    

    
      My new skin doesn’t fit. It’s too tight around my waist and too loose around my face, and I’m stuck with it for the next six weeks. While I stare at myself in the bathroom mirror, I unzip the zipper below my jaw to insert a pair of foam pads in my cheeks, which helps a little, but this stretches out the skin around my eyes, which are made of glass. I try applying some adhesive cement to the corners of my eyelids, but this only makes it worse. Now there are wrinkles where the skin should be smooth.

      Oh well.

      Slipping into my robe, I enter my bedroom. Gerrold is pretending to be asleep; with his head wedged between two pillows, he hides his eyes, which are always open, and makes these little noises that are like snores—very realistic. I have so many reasons to be proud of Gerrold.

      I pick a dress from my closet (banana yellow with green polka dots) and dress myself. Gerrold pretends to wake up; his latest skin fits snugly, so he’s able to simulate a yawn as he sits up. It’s a good yawn; it’s quite convincing.

      “Good morning, Donna.”

      “Good morning, dear.”

      “Donna—”

      He’s staring at me. Has he noticed the imperfections in my new skin?

      “You’ve forgotten your wig, dear. Again.”

      I touch the top of my head. “Oh my goodness, you’re right!”

      I rush back to the bathroom to retrieve the blond wig I keep under the sink. After I’ve glued the wig to my new skin, I have a quick look around the bathroom to make sure everything is in its place. I can’t find a bit of grime anywhere, which is exactly as it should be.

      Gerrold is standing by his dresser when I return. Properly outfitted, I cock my head to one side and push the corners of my lips up with my forefingers to make myself smile.

      “Breakfast?” I chime.
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        * * *

      

      I see my neighbor, Mrs. Clark, through the kitchen window while I’m making breakfast. Even from here, I can tell that she’s overdue for a skin change, but I don’t know how I should feel about this.

      Gerrold is sitting in the breakfast nook, waiting patiently for the meal I’ve prepared. Gathering up the cards I’ve assembled, I review the nutrition labels before I take the cards to the table, where I arrange the cards in a neat row before Gerrold. He peruses the pictures glued to each card: yogurt, granola, blueberries, and a glass of OJ.

      “Delicious,” he says. “Aren’t you having any?”

      “You go ahead, dear.”

      He unzips the zipper in his neck and feeds the cards, one by one, into the cleverly designed slot hidden in his throat. While I’m listening to his internal shredder cut up the cards, I realize that I have forgotten the “coffee.” This is a considerable oversight on my part, and I decide to make a full confession to Oprah later, after Gerrold is gone.

      Be better, I tell myself as I return to the kitchen sink. Removing a pair of cups from the cabinet, I open a new can of “coffee” and pour fifty milliliters of the dark, viscous oil into the cups. As I’m putting the can away, I notice something moving in Mrs. Clark’s yard. It’s down on all fours and it’s sniffing at the herbs Mrs. Clark has planted in her corner garden, but it isn’t a dog. It’s the Vagrant.

      He’s the only Vagrant I’ve ever encountered, and he’s quite good. His clothes are ripped in all of the right places, and his skin is very dirty. His mussed and matted hair is especially convincing, as is his facial hair, and his movements are really fluid, nothing like mine or Gerrold’s.

      Because I’ve never seen the Vagrant nosing about in one of our yards, I can’t resist tapping on the window to get his attention. He acts startled when he sees me, and he makes a big show of being frightened before he jumps up and runs away.

      “Donna, did you forget the coffee?”

      “Coming,” I say.
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        * * *

      

      We are both religious, Gerrold and I, but Gerrold is a follower of the Wizard of Oz, whereas I have always worshiped Oprah. My shrine to her is prominently displayed in our living room, between the wall screen and a set of shelves covered with my favorite bric-a-brac.

      As is customary, I look under my seat after I’ve taken my place before the shrine, checking to see what Oprah has left for me. This time I find a tube of softening cream that’s specially formulated for new skin. Raising my arms above my head, I make loud noises to express my gratitude, and then I am quiet when Oprah’s head materializes in the oversized bell jar mounted atop the shrine. Her smile signifies the beginning of our session.

      “What does being the best version of yourself really mean?” she intones. “We talk a lot about being ‘better,’ but who are we better than? You down in front—what’s your name?”

      “I’m Donna.”

      “What do you think, Donna? Who are we comparing ourselves to?”

      The doorbell rings before I can reply. Excusing myself, I exit the living room to answer the door.

      Someone in a snug skin covered with colorful tattoos is standing on my porch. She’s wearing a glossy brown wig with bangs and a short skirt that shows off the skin’s deep tan. She hands me a white card before I can say hello.

      “I’m your new kid,” she explains. “I’m supposed to be sixteen.”

      Scanning the white card, I learn that one of her strengths is her intelligence and that one of her weaknesses is her drug habit. Her name is Catherine, but she likes to be called Cat.

      “Did you forget I was coming?” she asks.

      “No, of course not! I love you already; please come in.”

      She follows me inside. I show her around the house, ending the tour in the room that will be hers while she lives with us.

      “I hate it,” she says. “And I hate you.”

      She’s good. She is really very, very good.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Gerrold is an engineer at the containment facility, and he sometimes comes home late from work. Because he’s late tonight, Cat and I eat dinner alone together. I find talking to her difficult, but admitting this would be impolite, and that is why I am content to sit quietly while my internal shredder digests the meal I’ve fed myself. She is my daughter, after all.

      Before I go to bed, I visit Cat’s room to offer her some of my new skin softening cream, but she’s in the bathroom with the door closed, so I ask her if she needs anything. When she doesn’t answer, I turn to go, and on my way out, I notice several white cards wedged behind her dresser. These cards are labeled “alcohol,” “marijuana,” and “amphetamines.”

      How should I feel about this? I’d like to ask Oprah, but she’s already offline, so I put the cards back where I found them and leave the room.
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        * * *

      

      While I’m doing the laundry, I find particles of dirt stuck to the slacks Gerrold wore yesterday. This is unusual but probably easy to explain. For instance, Gerrold may have tripped as he was getting in or out of the car.

      Gerrold is the perfect spouse.
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        * * *

      

      Cat did not go to school today. When I went into her room to ask why, I found her sitting on the floor, feeding cards labeled “marijuana” into her neck. Thinking it was my duty to confiscate these cards, I asked that she give them to me, but she ignored my request, so I had no choice but to try to take them from her.

      She hit me when I did this. My skin is undamaged but I told Gerrold about the incident when he came home. He agreed to have a talk with Cat after dinner.

      He’s having that talk with her now, in her room. He is firm in his demands but supportive, and Cat quickly agrees not to “do drugs” in our house, which is a positive. I am satisfied.

      I go downstairs to make sure all of the lights are turned off before I go to bed. As I’m doing this, I notice the imprint of a shadow on the living room curtains, a shadow with a familiar shape. I decide that I must investigate this unusual phenomenon, so I pull back the curtain and find a man standing outside of my living room window. He’s looking through the window at me. His hair is long and he has a beard—it’s the Vagrant.

      I only see him for a moment before he turns and runs away, but I recognize his carefully crafted expression for what it is. He’s pretending to be afraid of me, although I’m unable to understand why.

      Oh well.
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        * * *

      

      Two days after Cat comes to live with us, objects in the house start to disappear. A steak knife; some towels; some glasses. I search all of the rooms in the house but can’t find any of the missing items, so I ask Cat if she’s seen them. She has not.

      I wonder if I am being tested—could she be lying?—and I decide to ask Oprah about what’s happened.

      Oprah listens intently as I describe my dilemma, and then she nods her disembodied head and smiles. “Donna,” she says. “Who are you really doubting? Your daughter or yourself?”

      I realize what this means as I’m getting ready for bed. Perhaps I misplaced the missing items; perhaps the fault lies with me.

      Be better, I tell myself while I am pretending to go to sleep. Be the best version of you that you can be.
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        * * *

      

      Gerrold came home late last night and left early this morning, before breakfast. He said that there was an emergency condition at the containment facility. One of the organ grinders is clogged and had to be shut down; he told me that he’ll probably be late tonight as well.

      There are forks and spoons missing from the kitchen today. Given that we don’t actually use forks and spoons, this is particularly perplexing, and after I’ve looked for them in the cabinets and the trash, I give up and grab my watering can. I’d rather water my flowers than worry about the missing items right now.

      I nearly trip over Cat when I step outside. She’s sitting on the porch, and she has a card labeled “amphetamines” in her hand. More of these cards are stacked in her lap.

      “Cat, we talked about this,” I tell her.

      “I said I wouldn’t do drugs in the house,” she says, “and I’m not in the house.”

      I reach for the cards in her lap. She hits me.

      Unsure of myself, I say the first thing that comes to my mind.

      “Wait till I tell your father about this.”

      “Whatever,” she replies as she feeds another drug card into the slot hidden in her throat.
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        * * *

      

      The skin around my eyes has come loose. The cement isn’t holding and there’s nothing I can do about it. How should I feel about this?

      When I run into Mrs. Clark at the grocery store, we discuss the current skin shortage and what she’s learned from Mr. Clark, who also works at the containment facility. Apparently, the shortage isn’t a temporary condition, as we’ve been led to believe; according to Mr. Clark, it’s permanent, and it will continue to get worse as the supply of organics is depleted.

      “It’s because the organics aren’t allowed to reproduce,” she whispers confidentially. “Therefore, we are limited to what’s left.”

      Thinking about what this means makes me uncomfortable, so I decide to change the subject. I mention how often Gerrold has had to stay late at work and ask if Mr. Clark’s schedule has been impacted by the emergency condition at the containment facility.

      “What emergency condition are you referring to?” she asks.

      “One of the grinders is clogged, that’s what Gerrold told me.”

      Mrs. Clark shakes her head stiffly. “I’m aware of no such condition, and Mr. Clark is never late for dinner. He is the perfect spouse.”

      This is unexpected, and I wonder if I am being lied to. But why should Mrs. Clark want to lie to me?
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        * * *

      

      While I’m getting my cleaning supplies out of the utility closet, I notice that our emergency lamp is missing, as are our backup batteries. Because these items are much more important than knives and forks and spoons, I know how I should feel about this.

      I go up to Cat’s room, where she is pretending to sleep. Without waiting for her to pretend to wake up, I ask her if she’s stealing from us.

      “What? What are you talking about?”

      “Things keep disappearing. Are you taking them? Are you taking our things?”

      “Why would I do that?”

      “I don’t know. Why would you do that?”

      “I wouldn’t. It doesn’t make any sense.”

      “Maybe you traded our things for drugs.”

      “That’s stupid,” she says. “I think there’s something wrong with you.”

      “You shouldn’t talk that way to your mother.”

      “You’re only my mother for one more day, and I have nothing else to say to you. Get out of my room.”

      I’d like to tell Gerrold about this, but he’s late again. He’s been late every night this week.
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        * * *

      

      There’s mud on Gerrold’s shoes, and he’s tracked mud through the house—up the stairs and into our bedroom. How should I feel about this? I don’t know, and neither does Oprah.
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        * * *

      

      Cat is gone. Her time with us was precious but short, and I can only hope that the lessons we imparted to her will prove useful to her later in life. Tomorrow I will print off a picture of her that I can place on the mantle of our fireplace, alongside the portraits of our other children.

      Now that I’m alone again, I’ve decided to take an inventory of everything we own. This is time consuming but necessary, I think. I’ve already replaced our emergency lamp and our backup batteries; I haven’t found any of the other items that are missing.

      Gerrold came home late again last night. Because I was already pretending to be asleep, I didn’t ask him about the discrepancy between his account of what is happening at the containment facility and Mrs. Clark’s assertion that everything there is working as it should. It seems as if I can’t answer the question of who is right and who is wrong without contacting the containment facility myself, and that’s what I’m doing right now.

      Some time passes while the individual I’m speaking with verifies that I am who I say I am, and then I’m told that all of the organ grinders at the containment facility are functioning perfectly.

      I return to my inventory taking when I get off the phone. I discover more missing items: a pair of scissors; a set of shoelaces that were in Gerrold’s sock drawer; my watering can. Clearly Cat did not take any of these things, since the watering can only disappeared today.

      Maybe there is something wrong with me after all.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I’ve rented a car. This wasn’t easy as I’ve never rented a car before, but I’ve done it and now I’m parked in the containment facility’s primary parking lot. I’m waiting here for Gerrold.

      I try not to look directly at the containment facility. I’ve never been this close to it, and knowing what it contains makes me profoundly uncomfortable. When Gerrold first started working here, he assured me that it was perfectly safe and that we had nothing to worry about, but now I’m not so sure that this is true. Perhaps this is because I’m no longer sure of many things, including whether Gerrold is still the perfect spouse.

      The facility’s employees emerge from various buildings when it’s time for them to go home. They don’t seem to notice me as they get into their cars and drive away, which means that I don’t have to converse politely with Gerrold’s coworkers. I can simply wait for Gerrold to appear.

      When I see him walking across the parking lot, I tell myself that he may also be on his way home and that what I’ve done today may prove to be a mistake. This is mainly because I can’t imagine where he might be going, since he should be going home. But if he isn’t—how should I feel about this?

      He gets in his car and leaves the parking lot. I follow him but I stay far enough back not to be noticed. When he makes some of the same turns I made to get to the containment facility, I think that he may indeed be going home, but then he bypasses our neighborhood to make a great big loop that leads to the outskirts of town.

      Between breaks in the trees, I can see the ruins of one of the old cities in the distance, the cities that belonged to the organics. Its towers of glass and steel sparkle in the afternoon light, and I’m surprised by how pretty those towers look from here.

      After he crosses a bridge spanning a narrow river, Gerrold parks his car on the side of the road. I slow almost to a stop as he gets out of his car, and I watch him take my watering can and some other things out of the trunk. Then I watch him disappear; creeping closer, I cross the bridge and look for Gerrold. I can’t see him, but I can see where he went—he followed a footpath worn in the tall grass, a path that enters a nearby stand of trees. I park the rented car.

      This is a day of many firsts for me. I’ve never been this close to so many trees, and I’ve never been this far outside of our town. Neither has Gerrold, I think, but then I wonder if this is something else I may be wrong about.

      I follow the path through the woods and come upon Gerrold in a small clearing. He’s sitting across from a hut made from sticks and cloth and scraps of clear plastic. The Vagrant sits beside him; together they are examining my watering can. They both stand up when they see me.

      “Donna, what are you doing here?” Gerrold asks.

      “I followed you,” I answer. “What are you doing here?”

      “I was just talking to, I was…”

      The bearded Vagrant smiles. He does this by moving his lips and nothing else, and when he smiles, I can see his yellow teeth. They are real teeth. They are the only real teeth I’ve ever seen.

      I start to fall, but Gerrold catches me in his arms.

      “No,” I tell him. “It can’t be; Gerrold⁠—”

      “He won’t hurt you, Donna.”

      “Did he . . . escape? From the containment facility?”

      “No. He belongs to a much older generation, an ancient one. He was born when our ancestors were referred to as ‘artificial intelligents.’”

      “I’m an astronaut,” the Vagrant explains. “Name’s Tosh Dannon. I was on a deep space mission, traveling at nearly the speed of light. I left here roughly five hundred years ago.”

      Very little of what he has said makes any sense, so I look down at the ground and see some more of the things that were taken from my house. The emergency lamp sits in the mouth of the makeshift hut; the knives, forks, and spoons are in a can nestled next to the remnants of a fire. One of my towels is wrapped around the branch of a tree. I turn to Gerrold; I’m still confused.

      “Gerrold, you’re helping this—you’re helping it survive out here when it should be locked away in the containment facility. Why? What did it do to you?”

      “It hasn’t done anything to me. It’s helped me understand some things that I didn’t understand before. About us, about why we are the way we are.”

      “No Gerrold; you’re better than this. Be better,” I tell him.

      “Yes, exactly—Tosh has been explaining what that really means, what homo sapiens⁠—”

      “No!” I shout, covering my ears. “Stop!”

      “Donna, listen to me. Please.”

      “Listen to you? After you lied to me?”

      “I had to, dear. I had to know the truth about us, about why we keep pretending⁠—”

      I put my hands up, not wanting to hear any more. He didn’t have to lie to me any more than I had to follow him here. He made a choice and I made a choice, and these choices are a reflection of who we are right now.

      You were the perfect spouse, Gerrold, and you can be perfect again—with a little help.

      I grab the knife from the can at my feet and push Gerrold out of my way. The organic creature that is not like us, that is inferior to us, is baring its teeth again, but it isn’t smiling. It seems to understand what I’m about to do; as I raise the blade, it tries to shield itself from the blow, but it isn’t fast enough. The knife tears its clothes and makes a deep gash in its skin.

      A perfectly good skin, ruined. I’m about to say so when Gerrold grabs both of my wrists and pulls my arms behind my back. I drop the knife; blood gushes from the wound in the Vagrant’s shoulder, which he touches with his fingers. Gerrold tries to apologize for what I’ve done as he lets me go.

      Wrinkles crease the Vagrant’s forehead; he’s frowning. “That’s all right,” he says. “The shame of it is that I wasn’t quite ready; now I’ll have to move a bit faster.”

      “Ready for what?” Gerrold asks.

      The Vagrant smiles again. “For this,” he says, drawing something out of his back pocket with his bloody hand.

      It’s my curling iron, but he’s changed it. It’s been modified to deliver a strong electric shock when it touches me. In an instant, I’m immobilized, and I collapse.

      “Donna!”

      The Vagrant presses the tip of the curling iron against Gerrold’s chest, and he falls as well. Now we are both lying on the ground, in the dirt.

      Leaning over me, the Vagrant laughs. Blood drips from his torn shoulder, staining my padded cheek. “You’re better than we were, that’s true—but you’re better at all of the wrong things! That’s how we’ll take it all back, how we’ll put you in your place.”

      He shocks Gerrold a second and then a third time, and then he starts to undress my husband. He does this quickly and efficiently, as if it’s something he has done many times before. I have no idea why he would want to do this until I hear the zippers being unzipped, and then I understand. He’s going to take Gerrold’s new skin and put it on over his own; he’s going to become Gerrold.

      How should I feel about this? Should I be angry? Resentful? Embarrassed? Should I be relieved that this organic, this human being, is taking Gerrold’s skin and not mine?

      To be honest, I’m not sure, and thinking about this uncertainty while I wonder what will happen to Gerrold and me raises a question, a question I should be able to answer but can’t.

      Have I ever really felt anything at all?

      

      End.
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        * * *

      

      Chad cut his teeth on crinkled copies of Creepy Magazine and spent most of his middle school years trying to write like Edgar Allen Poe. As an adult, he’s worked as a teacher, an editor, a typesetter, a computer programmer, and a photographer but can’t seem to shake the compulsion to write weird fiction, which occupies more and more of his time. You can find more of his stories in DreamForge, Inner Worlds, and Andromeda Spaceways or visit <a href="https://chadgayle.com/">Chad Gayle</a> for a complete list of his current publications.
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      James Willaby and Henry Craig were both boys of sixteen; James a prideful eight months older, and both were as scientifically inclined as they were delinquents. The double-wide trailer Henry shared with his single mother stood only a little lopsided in the wooded thicket sixteen miles out of the country town of Denwood, Pennsylvania. A little ways behind the trailer was a great shack Henry and James used as their workshop and storehouse of ill-gotten goods and ill-conceived inventions.  They called it “The Laboratory.”

      There wasn’t a mechanism that chittered or whirled that James didn’t have catalogued in his coffee-stained binder, nor was there a critter that crawled or slithered that Henry wasn’t apt to prod and collect. As for the delinquency, it was known in and especially around town that if your air conditioner was suddenly missing a part, or if your coop was short a hen or a half dozen freshly laid eggs, the culprit was likely the two boys who lived a few miles southbound out of town.

      It wasn’t yet five in the morning when James peddled himself down the white rock-strewn driveway of the Craig residence. The name Frankenstein had been crudely stick-welded on the frame. The bike earned the name, as there weren’t two screws that came from the same source. It had been built piece by piece from stolen parts, the first major project James had started many years before. The back wheel was in danger of rising off the ground from every bump he hit, as the front of the bike had been weighed down considerably with the spoils of that evening’s raid.  The breaks squealed and the bike shuttered from side to side as he parked behind The Laboratory.

      Henry’s eyes were squinted and crusty as he willed himself out of bed. The sound of power tools echoed from his window, the digital alarm clock reading a quarter past six. Without changing his pajamas, he pulled his dusty sneakers over his bare feet, and donned the once-white lab coat that hung next to the bedroom door; a now yellowish garb with stained cuffs the color of oxidized copper. He met his mother as he made his way to the front door.

      “Henry,” she greeted, “I’m headed to work now. You boys behave. There’s cereal if you get hungry.”

      “Yes ma,” he replied, not actually hearing a word she said.

      The door creaked and slammed shut behind him as he exited. The world was starting to come alive as birds chirped and fog gave way to newborn sunlight. The practiced trot down and around to the lab was swift. Once there, he noted the power cords slithering down from an outlet on the back of the trailer, twisting and groping around trees and bushes until they disappeared around the righthand corner of the makeshift building.

      The right wing of the lab was mostly composed of cinderblocks and excavated bricks, homemade cement and mud keeping it held in place. The left wing was a small trailer, just heavy enough for two four-wheelers to tow, now missing the hitch and the entrance door and stuck to the side of the building with scraps of tarp and tape. The center, and largest part of the structure, had been Henry’s late father’s tool shed many years ago. The whole thing looked like something between a tetanus shot advertisement and one of those pitiable pictures of a shanty home made during the great depression.

      Henry rounded the back, and inside the mouth of the rolling door was James. Sparks flew from the angle grinder and deflected off his padded cargo pants. His pinstriped prison blue shirt was that of a mechanic’s, and bore the embroidered name ‘Steve.’ James was hard at work on a machine that resembled a minifridge, the racks where Henry might have stashed his mother’s beers were filled with plastic trays that looked like the bottom of egg cartons.

      “Morning James.” Henry greeted. After a pause, Henry shouted over the sound of the grinder. “James!”

      James recoiled; his focus wrenched away from his project. The grinder whirled to a stop. “What!?” He cried.

      Henry smiled. “I said morning.”

      “Oh.” James returned the smile. “Morning Henry.”

      “What magnificent terror are we constructing today?”

      “You’ll love it. It’s going to be an egg incubation chamber.”

      “And what will we do with that?”

      “Whatever we damn well please, Henry. Whatever we damn well please.” At that, James went back to grinding.

      Satisfied with his colleague’s doings, Henry set off on his own mission: If James would build the incubation chamber, Henry would find some things to incubate.

      Ten months had passed, and the boys had quite the ensemble of critters caged inside The Laboratory: Two ducks, a crow, a half dozen hens, and an iguana. The young lizard was quite the prize, having been snatched from the high school science teacher’s personal incubator displayed at the back of the classroom. James had been the one to crack the lock while Henry did the research on the appropriate temperature and humidity levels required for hatching.

      The homemade incubator was James’s baby, and was dubbed The Hatchery. It had undergone quite a number of transformations and modifications: A digital psychrometer lifted from a local AC man’s truck was glued to the side and connected to the machine with a rubber hose, the UV lights atop the ceiling of the interior were now reinforced with heating elements scrapped from toasters haggled for at various yard sales, and a series of dials, buttons, and displays that studded the top panel were clearly scrapped from TV remotes, old thermostats, and car radio controls, all courtesy of the scrap heaps and landfills found only a few miles up the road.

      Meanwhile, it was the products of the machine that Henry adored. At least, the products that survived anyhow. Most didn’t, at first. The entire process was governed by the principles of trial and error. The arrival of Dr. Bennedict, the name Henry had given to the iguana, made the disposal of the duds and failures both easy and prudent.

      However successful the project had been, the alure of ambition had captured both the boys when Henry had seen and recounted to James a peculiar video he had seen on the school computer. It showcased the process and usages of egg injection. Fertilization, vaccination, and genetic altering could be achieved through the delicate process of creating a “window,” or cutting out a small square out of the egg shell, and carefully injecting into the membrane with a syringe, careful not to damage the yolk. After both partners were aware of this procedure, phase two of the plan was born.

      Many a farmer was enraged to find their hens sitting on empty nests, and on more than a few occasions, the boy’s late-night antics were often thwarted by the snarling of guard dogs or the sound of birdshot scattering overhead. The scarcity of their prime resource, a predicament wrought by the locals growing ever wary of the two thieves, resulted in the scouring of local ponds and water fronts, where duck and goose eggs might be found.

      At first the injection process was a total failure. The two syringes were acquired from underneath the overpass in town, and were well used before the two boys had acquired them, not to mention filthy. Yolks were broken, measurements were lopsided, and many times, everything seemed to be done perfectly by the book, yet no measurable results could be produced. The first artificial fertilization success led to a healthy young rooster the boys named Adam, and he was given the honor of roaming around The Laboratory freely.

      A large problem was then solved when the hatchery had given life to a rooster, which in time could be paired with the produced hens, now five in total after a terrible accident involving Dr. Bennedict’s escape from the lizard cage, to produce new, viable sources of fresh test subjects at a reasonably consistent rate.

      The attempt to achieve something like vaccination was a lost cause, as the boys were without any such medication or means to acquire it. That didn’t stop Henry from suggesting they take a vial of his runny mucous after he caught a nasty cold and try a few injections. The result, despite the now precision skill that James possessed during the operation, resulted in six duds, and one half developed fetus that seemed to never develop skin before perishing. All seven were given to Dr. Bennedict.

      The experiments of James and Henry carried on for the next year, growing more chaotic and the results more astoundingly hellish and repulsive. For example, after dabbling in the extraction of membranes from different species and injecting them into a single egg, the result was a pulsating dark green matter that was neither wholly liquid nor solid. Henry jotted notes on its viscosity and its shrinking reaction to sunlight as James prepared the Incinerator: a repurposed oil drum filled with charcoal and gasoline.

      One night, the boys scored a bottle of whiskey from a party they were not invited to, but nonetheless attended. Their reputation had not fared well as their projects took center stage in their lives. None could have guessed at the vile things they were up to, but their propensity for theft and strange thinking was enough to make them outcasts. Neither of them had attentive parents at home, Henry with his working mother, James with his elderly grandparents who, hearing the rumors of agricultural robbery, were under the impression that the boy “simply liked his eggs,” and were happy to pay ten or twenty dollars here and there to the disgruntled neighbors, all the while discounting the more serious accusations of machinery theft as “slanderous bullshit.”

      Free of any watchful eye, and ostracized by the community, the boys found themselves content with their work, and downright ecstatic to have the large brown bottle split between the two of them. They drank while they worked late into the night, mixing warm batches of various fluids, laughing when one egg splattered on the wooden floor, and holding their bellies as Adam the Rooster went to work pecking and devouring the messy contents.

      When they awoke on the floor of the Laboratory the next afternoon to the sound of Adam crowing, they found a new batch had been entered into the Hatchery. They checked their notes for procedures and accounting, as neither could remember exactly what concoctions they had brewed, but their notes on the matter were either nonexistent or so horribly scratched out to be illegible. They both shrugged, and decided to let the process run its course as they had drunkenly set it in motion.

      A week passed, and of the seventeen eggs that now lie in the chamber, sixteen were not fruitful. They all appeared similar in composition, and it seemed likely that whatever set changes were made, it was done uniformly across all fertilized eggs, as uniformly as two drunken highschoolers could be. Though the last egg seemed to possess some growth activity. The embryo inside was now double its original size! As time passed it seemed excitingly viable that the creature, likely just another artificially fertilized chicken, may come to term. The boys tossed the other duds into the woods as, strangely, Dr. Bennedict not only showed no interest in eating them, but seemed to be offended by the offerings of the little casings.

      Then it happened. A few weeks more, and the egg began to crack. Henry phoned James, and the two were soon watching with bated breath as the shell split and wiggled inside The Hatchery.

      “Dear. God.” James whispered as the thing flopped about in a mess of membrane and fluid. “What… What is it? What did we do?”

      Henry gave no answer, nor did his face mirror his friends look of incredulity. He merely stared at the creature with a lost look of compassion and affection, as a young father might look at their newborn.

      “Henry?” James tried again. “Henry, we should kill it. Look at how its shaking, and its arm, or wing, or whatever it is looks broken. No way this thing’s going to live.”

      “Shut up James.” Henry said. “Just shut up, okay? Look at him. He’s amazing.”

      “Amazing isn’t the word I’d use, and you have actually no way of determining the sex of the thing.”

      “It’s a boy.” Henry’s eyes were starstruck as he watched over the small beast. “And his name is Little Henry.”

      As Little Henry grew, his features and distinguishing characteristics became more prominent. Only a few months after he hatched his head reached three feet tall, courtesy of his long neck. It was like a goose’s neck, stretched straight up and made rigid. There were no feathers on the thing, only small grey hairs on otherwise white skin. On that tall, fleshy neck could also be found long rogue whiskers that seem to spring out this way and that, sparsely and with no clear purpose other than to unnerve the observer. The body was plump and round, rolls of fat scrunched in pockets in asymmetrical places. The feet, like the neck, betrayed the clear bird ancestry, as they were webbed, though of the same soft skin as the rest of the body rather than the more calcium hardened feet of a duck or goose. The thing had arms like a featherless bird, only the tips were not pointed but had acquired useless floppy appendages. As strange and stomach churning as it all was, it was the face that most disturbed James. Beady eyes like a goose’s in form, though a bit smaller, rested at the front of the face rather than the sides. The mouth was like a wide, flattened beak, though like the feet, the beak was smooth and soft, the same ghostly hue as the rest of him. The teeth were sharp and lined too much of the mouth, Little Henry often opting to keep his mouth open due to how difficult it was to close.

      Tension grew between the two best friends as James wanted less and less to do with Little Henry. Henry himself was often just as disturbed by the creature at times, though he did feel a sense of affection and obligation toward it. Little Henry was let out to explore the lab, and seemed content enough to waddle about and observe the various creatures and instruments while the boys worked on whatever pressing project was at hand. Little Henry waddled to close to Dr. Benedict’s cage, and the lizard thrashed about at him. Little Henry opened the cage, showing a degree of dexterity that his floppy, misshapen fingers should not possess, as well as an intellect that was never evident when looking into his unblinking, lidless eyes. By the time James had snuck a peak at their weird creation, probably just wanting to make sure the thing wasn’t near him, Dr. Benedict was halfway down Little Henry’s bulging gullet. The back feet of the lizard squirmed and twitched as the tail whipped from side to side. Little Henry stood still, gulping and making a chugging noise as his needlelike teeth punctured Dr. Benedict’s scaly hide. Soon both boys were watching in horror, wordless and too hesitant to see what unknown reaction Little Henry might have to someone ripping his dinner from his jaws.

      James soon started visiting less and less, leaving Henry the responsibility of caring for the pets, especially Little Henry. Sometimes Henry would take the creature into the woods, and on more than one occasion even into the house to show the thing Henry’s bedroom. Henry would often talk to his monstrous creation, the beady eyes fixed on his creator’s face never betraying anything resembling emotion or recognition.

      Henry was starting to get depressed. The lack of time spent with his only friend drove home just how alone he was, and Little Henry was far from a comforting presence. More and more, the creature’s alien attributes and mannerisms began to unnerve Henry. The thing’s habit of shaking and twitching started at birth, and only got worse as it grew. Little Henry also began to become more reliant on Henry’s attention, often letting loose a horrible honk most similar to a distressed goose, but with a baritone depth and a guttural start, like it was coughing up the sound rather than merely vocalizing.

      When Henry needed to step out to take a leak in the woods:

      “Heooonk!”

      If Henry needed to go inside and make himself a sandwich:

      “HAoooaaaank!”

      And worst of all when the day was done, and Henry needed to go to sleep:

      “Haaaaaa! Haaaaaa! HAAAAAOOOONK!”

      It was those times especially that Little Henry didn’t do so well. The creature clearly developed some kind of separation anxiety, and would gnaw and bang his head against the bars of the cage in between honks. Henry had assured his mother that the noise was simply a sick goose he was caring for, and since his mother lived on the other side of the trailer, it was really only Henry, whose window oversaw The Laboratory, who lost too much sleep from the noise. The noise, and the image of the thing that made it. Henry sometimes found himself wishing James had been right, that Little Henry would simply keel over dead for no other reason than the simple fact that he was a crime against nature. These thoughts were as fleeting as they were useless. Little Henry carried on strong, and Henry had not the will to kill his own creation.

      The storm came. It was the biggest storm Denwood had seen in a generation. Lightning clapped and the wind whirled. Henry laid in bed, feeling some level of dread that the makeshift shack might collapse, killing or injuring the helpless inhabitants. Though that was unlikely. James had built most of it and Henry trusted his old friend’s ingenuity. It had been a few weeks since he had seen him and he missed him so. The severity of the storm and heavy rainfall was such that Little Henry’s cries couldn’t be heard. For the first time in a long while, Henry didn’t hear the honking at all as he tried to drift off to sleep.

      Henry was somewhere between dreaming and wakefulness, that pivotal point before that plunge into deep sleep, when he heard a slamming sound. His eyes fluttered open, though he discounted the sound as surely being the wind thrashing the outer front door. His eyes closed for only a few minutes, as now he heard the long creaking of an interior door opening. His bedroom door.

      His eyes were now open wide, staring at the rain smattered window. His heart picked up in pace as he thought surely, surely, it was his mother come to check on him-

      The wisping sound of disturbed fabric whispered aloud as the bed shook once. The answer to Henry’s burning question was fixed in his mind, the beady eyes, long neck, and plump body of the honking thing were all images burned into his brain. Now, at this dark hour, in the sanctity of his room, he could finally appreciate the horror and uncanny form of Little Henry as he imagined the creature lying just behind him.

      His fear was all but confirmed when he heard another light rustling of fabric, followed by the itching, pinprick feeling of long neck whiskers piercing through his pajama shirt and tickled the skin on his back. Little Henry was behind him. Lying on the bed. The creature’s wheezing breath could be felt on the back of Henry’s neck, and the paralyzed high school boy began to cry. He tried not to sob, not to move, as he imagined those horrible beady eyes peering at him, unblinking, Little Henry’s breaths became gruff wheezes. In the tension of the mattress Henry felt the monster twitch and shake. Then the wheezing gave way to something like a quiet honking.

      “Haaooooo…. Heeeaaaoooonkk…. Heeeeoooo….”

      Henry felt the urge to run. To make it to his mother’s room or possibly leap out the window. He felt his nerve start to build, and he gathered himself to flee…
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        * * *

      

      James woke up early the day after the storm and moved quickly to mount his bike. It had been a little while since he’d seen Henry, and though the guilt usually didn’t outweigh his disgust for Little Henry, he couldn’t help but be moved to visit his friend given how harsh the storm raged. He passed broken branches and fallen trees on his way down the highway, and felt a tinge of disappointment when he saw the old Laboratory still standing behind the mobile home. It would have been better if it had collapsed, he thought, for all their progress and horrors to be destroyed, that they may be able to start anew.

      He laid his bike down in the front yard and sauntered up to the front door. Mrs. Craig met him as he approached, dressed in her nurse’s scrubs.

      “Good morning Mrs. Craig,” he said.

      “Good morning, James. Henry is still sleeping. I’ve left the door unlocked.”

      With that, James entered the house and sighed. He wondered if Henry would be upset with him. James had no interest in all of that, and with the mobile home still standing, and Mrs. Craig in a normal mood, he almost considered his mission to check on his friend complete. Though, having come this far, he decided to press on anyway and deal with whatever fallout his companion might throw at him.

      He opened the bedroom door and found Henry huddled under his blanket, head and all.

      “Morning Henry.” Henry didn’t move, nor did he reply. Thinking he must still be deep in sleep, James repeated, “Morning Henry! Henry? Hey…” He pulled back the covers.

      James’s face turned white, then green as he fell back onto the carpeted floor. He dug the heels of his boots in and kicked himself bit by bit from the bed as both hands covered his mouth. Vomit spewed from in between his fingers, running down his arms as he convulsed. He peered up at the corner of the bed, the nightmarish scene now out of view. Surely this isn’t real, he thought. Somehow, this must not be real.

      Then the crest of a bald, misshapen head began to slowly rise from James’s view of the bed. Beady eyes met his as that hideous fiend grinned an impossible, red caked grin. What was left of his old friend’s shirt was now a tattered rag draped around the monster’s now engorged, bloated stomach. The monster stood at the foot of the bed now, smiling, staring, and as James found the will to scream, Little Henry opened his mouth.

      “Heeeeehhh…. HEEEEENNRRYYYY!”

      

      End.
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      I live in North-East Texas with my girlfriend, our good friend, and our dachshund named Dobby. I'm an HVAC technician, but I've aspired to be a writer since I was old enough to read the dusty old tomes on my grandparents bookshelf. Like those books, my aspirations have been shelved for a long time, until the support from those I now live with, including Dobby, have moved me to start taking writing seriously. This is the first place I've ever been published, and it means the world to all of us. You can find me on twitter @ADHilgenfeld.
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            THIS PLACE WILL BE THE DEATH OF US

          

          JOELLE KILLIAN

        

      

    

    
      We hated The Center for Positive Perspectives. And on some level, we knew it hated us back.

      Because we were therapists fresh out of grad school, or idealistic social workers determined to save the world, or had been fired from every other mental health gig in town, we worked cheap and were used to disappointment. So we should’ve seen this coming.

      Instead we slumped on orange plastic chairs, deadened by the harsh fluorescent lights and our manager’s latest announcement.

      “I told you already.” Leona glowered over her round wire-rimmed glasses at us. “The City has ordered budget cuts, and our contract is on the chopping block.”

      She hadn’t told us already. We despised Leona. She nodded off in meetings and snapped at whoever woke her up, then assigned extra paperwork to distract from her encroaching cognitive decline. We often grumbled that it was time for her to retire. Or that she’d already died, but stuck around to torment us.

      One of our crew, Gail, went pale beneath her smattering of freckles. “Why our program? Didn’t the Mayor declare the Negative Space epidemic a public health emergency?” We'd watched clips of wealthy tech bros livestreaming about downtown’s doom-loop, of condo owners yelling at their representatives to arrest all those spooky-eyed freaks.

      Another, Dominic, scratched his goatee. “Sure, during an election year.” As usual, he looked as if he’d been on hold with customer service for an hour. “But they don’t need us for their dog-and-pony show anymore.” Given the chance, he’d go on indefinitely, a scraggly terrier worrying the same bone over and over: the failed War on Drugs, the Department of Corporate Welfare and its monthly shopping mandates. We’d heard his conspiracy theories in exquisite detail before, which never stopped him from repeating them.

      Marta’s voice was high and tight like her ponytail, wobbly as a tightrope-walker. “Is our program getting cut?” Those were either tears in her eyes or her usual sick-building-syndrome sniffles. Maybe both.

      “What do they expect our clients to do?” Gail blinked as the fluorescents flickered overhead. “They're literally mandated to treatment. And no other facilities will take them.”

      “Hey, slow down.” Leona held her wrinkled palms up at us, revealing mystery stains on one jacket sleeve. “Like I said, The Center’s funding is conditional on meeting certain contract objectives.”

      “Nope.” Bernie, the biggest slacker amongst us, groaned. “Don’t like the sound of that.”

      Probably because it sounded like work. Some of us were still heated about Bernie wearing his pot leaf T-shirt while facilitating the Staying Focused group—not exactly a good look for modeling sobriety—but no one would tell him. Mostly we resented that Leona hadn’t reprimanded him. She probably hadn’t even noticed.

      “The auditors will review client charts at the site visit next week,” Leona said.

      Bernie plunked his head onto his notebook, mop of chestnut curls obscuring his doodles. No way he’d done any documentation in weeks. Marta patted his shoulder, murmuring reassurances.

      “And they’ll be judging us based on our Client Success Survey 2259a scores,” Leona continued, “so let’s hope you have those done.”

      Silence fell, interrupted only by the pipes gurgling and clanking behind the walls. Hot air blew from overhead vents, circulating the stink of leftovers from the last potluck rotting in the staff fridge.

      Most of us hadn’t forced our clients to do those pointless surveys. Unlike other newfangled drugs—like Rock God or Viking Warrior—that opened portals into bespoke fantasy realms, Negative Space reversed all perceptions, revealing the unseen emptiness around objects. Anyone who’d been using it long enough to end up in this specialized day treatment program couldn’t follow the confusing survey language, let alone check a single box for each question. And half of them were still unhoused. Was this was how we were supposed to spend our sessions, filling out forms in triplicate? Please.

      “And if not, then that’s priority.” Leona plunked a stack of 2259a blanks on the table. “Clear your schedule. Everything else can get canceled.”

      “But we have groups to run.” Marta nodded at the weekly calendar tacked up on the bulletin board.

      The lights blinked again, prompting Dominic to rehash his litany of complaints, damp half-moons of sweat marring his button-down. What about the busted thermostat blasting this infernal heat at us, randomly triggering the fire alarm? Or that week the power was out because copper thieves stripped the electrical wiring out back? No one from maintenance ever read the incident log, either. Maybe OSHA should be notified about our working conditions. The rest of us fiddled with the security badges on our lanyards, wondering if he’d consulted his lawyer again.

      “That’s not the point,” Gail finally interrupted. We knew what she meant. At the inevitable happy hour where we’ll process this meeting, she’ll rant about how constantly prioritizing paperwork was unfair to the clients.

      And we’ll agree. We’ll binge-drink and join her in pointing fingers at the bloated bureaucracy that fed off the less fortunate, creating an oppressed class to justify its own existence. Then we’ll slink back into work the next morning, hungover hypocrites.

      “You have one week.” Leona clicked her ballpoint pen repeatedly at us. “Get your shit together, or this program is sunsetting.”

      The lights flickered off as sweat pooled behind our knees. The fire alarm began shrieking at us to evacuate, drowning out the clattering behind the walls.
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        * * *

      

      By the time they let us back into the office, our simmering resentments were boiling over.

      We wandered through the sprawling cubicle-farm, bickering about whose turn it was to run Staying Focused. The Center was on the sixth floor of a decrepit public health building, stationed deep within social-services territory, so it was demoralizing in here even when the basic amenities functioned. The whole place smelled faintly of formaldehyde and municipal neglect, which triggered Marta’s respiratory distress. The lighting scheme should have been outlawed under the Geneva Convention. Dominic declared this building was the living embodiment of how little The City cared about our clients—and, by extension, us.

      We’d never admit when Dominic had a point, so the rest of us ignored him as we crowded into the chart room. Our client files were nowhere to be found, even the ones we’d returned right before the staff meeting.

      Bernie ambled off to check basement storage—nicknamed “the morgue”—and we whispered to each other that he was just going down there to hotbox the supply closet. Marta snapped at us to grow up. She always jumped to her Work Spouse’s rescue, telling us he’d had a hard time as a kid. (Who hadn’t, though? We’d heard about harder things on the bus ride here this morning, since strangers routinely trauma-dumped on us.) We silently diagnosed her porous boundaries.

      Turned out it was Gail’s day to run group. We tried to convince her to cancel, or at least make the clients fill out that stupid 2259a during session.

      “Absolutely not,” she said, grabbing her clipboard. “It’s hard enough for them to make it here as it is.”

      As she marched towards the waiting room, Marta called out, “If anyone on my caseload shows up, tell them to see me when you’re done.”

      We all had shadowy motives lurking behind our career trajectories. We’d learned as kids to co-regulate our anxious mothers, or gravitated to positions of authority to compensate for dominant older brothers. Maybe we imagined showers of praise, a gold medal for solving The City’s biggest problem. Or we believed this broken world would shatter into pieces if we didn’t show up to work each day. We all needed to be the Good Object, the Helper, the Hero.

      And because Gail had been foolish enough to confide in Marta, we’d all heard how Gail’s brother had disappeared into designer-drug chaos when she was seventeen. We speculated about which of her clients was playing his role in her current Savior narrative.

      Gail called the group attendees from the lobby. The ones who’d used recently—clockable by the telltale eyes, those darkened sclera and white irises—trailed behind their less-intoxicated peers like ducklings down the hallway.

      One black-clad client stumbled repeatedly. Apparently the optical illusions made by Negative Space’s figure-ground reversals were spectacular, worth the scary come-up, but navigating an M.C. Escher-like landscape was challenging. A few wore earplugs, since background noise became oppressively close after using. Gail ushered them into the meeting room and shut the door.

      We knew the clients liked it best when she ran Staying Focused. She let them stretch red yarn between pins on a cork board while she taught safer-use and risk-reduction tips, and didn’t scold them for speaking in unison. They trusted her. They told her how once you’ve seen the infinite multiplicity of perspectives, it was impossible to unsee—that all perceptions remained ultimately reversible.

      The rest of us stuck to the assigned curriculum about the harms of long-term use. Since tracking a conversation was nearly impossible, many were misdiagnosed with ADHD by overworked nurse practitioners. Music lost meaning without the silence between the notes. Clutter was painfully intolerable, so some went full minimalist, Marie-Kondo-ing all their worldly possessions. And they tended to monologue about death at social gatherings, ignoring small talk about babies and house renovations while gazing into the abyss. (Naturally, they stopped getting invited to parties.)

      Then Space-cases, as the tech bros had dubbed them, assembled on the steps of City Hall, chanting about the hidden truth behind facades. The news featured crowd shots of those freaky eyes and unfocused stares as they wandered into traffic, unable to react to sirens or warning lights. The City paid lots of lip service to public safety as the rationale for mandating people to treatment, authorizing emergency funding for our contract.

      Dominic, of course, claimed that this was all part of the nonprofit industrial complex. That the Department of Corporate Welfare, with its monthly spending quotas at verified vendors, was in cahoots with The City. That since Negative Space made people immune to advertising, they were being scapegoated for the recent shopping boycotts. We humored him, tolerated his constant vigilance. This was just how Dominic’s nervous system was shaped: forever shadowboxing with invisible bullies.

      A couple of us hustled off to call clients, but the rest of us hunkered down together in the cube-farm. We ate office-supplied Cheez-its and watched baby-raccoon videos, shifted stacks of paper from one side of our desks to the other. We lectured each other about self-care, fantasizing about the vat of whiskey we’d climb into after work.

      Security guards made their rounds and peeked into the window of Gail’s group room, where the clients drew spider-web diagrams on the chalkboard, gesticulating with waving arms. The heating and lights worked again, but the low rumbling behind the walls deepened. Something else was sure to malfunction by day’s end.

      We took a closer look at the all-important 2259a, this survey with illegibly tiny font and endless checkboxes. We struggled to understand the questions, the words now like scrambled runes. What language was this? Had it always been six pages long? One of us swore it used to be two. Another joked that it was growing, that it would achieve sentience soon.

      Then we read the latest memo from maintenance. Starting tomorrow, our access card entry system was reversing, so we’d need our badges to exit, rather than enter. Which made no sense. This was day treatment, not inpatient rehab. We scrolled through job listings, double-checked our student loan balances before resigning ourselves to this new absurdity.

      The group room opened and people streamed out. Marta’s head swiveled in search of her clients. We asked Gail how it went.

      “Pretty wild. Well, more than usual. They seem to know something’s up.” She held an envelope in her hand. “This might be a thank-you card? It sounded like they weren’t coming back.”

      At that, Marta sprang out of her chair, chasing down her clients before they left. She ushered the first into a small treatment room filled with yellowing overwatered spider plants, while the rest waited in the lobby. She’d be damned if she didn’t rack up Brownie points by getting those Byzantine surveys done tonight, no matter how late she had to stay.

      Gail looked around with scrunched eyebrows. “Is Bernie still not back?”

      It’s 4:20, we joked, he probably sneaked out to his drum circle in the park. Marta wasn’t around to scold us, so screw being appropriate.

      Leona had also disappeared, after posting a note on her office door and nagging us again to get back to work. So we bolted for the exits at 5:00. We’d deal with this garbage fire tomorrow.

      Marta was still meeting with a client, her strident tone audible through the flimsy particle board walls, even with the white noise machine cranked. Because no one seemed to care about confidentiality for Space-cases.
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        * * *

      

      We returned to work the next morning, limbs heavy and stomachs churning.

      The rickety elevator screeched and shuddered up the shaft. Something pungent singed our nostrils as the doors creaked open to the sixth floor. The card reader flashed an error code when one of us tapped for entry to our suite. The others waved their badges in a flurry–had we been laid off already? But then we remembered the system had switched today, and sheepishly tugged open The Center’s steel door.

      A thick wall of stench hit us as we rounded the corner. Nauseatingly sweet, charcoal and copper. A smell so thick it became a taste, its putrid essence lodged in our gagging throats. A smell none of us would ever forget.

      The small treatment room radiated heat, the doorknob melted into a molten lump. Even from a distance, two bodies were visible through the room’s window. Their crisp skin sizzled like roasted chickens. Scorching air blasted onto blackened spider plants. Marta’s singed ponytail emanated waves of sulfur. The other charred husk was probably her unluckiest client.

      Some of us froze in place. A few shrieked and ran for the exit, or sprang into action, barking orders and dialing 911. One of us retched in a nearby recycling bin, adding hints of coffee and scrambled eggs to the repellent atmosphere.

      Dominic gestured at the carnage. “See? She shouldn’t always stay so late after-hours.” Those nearest gaped at him, aghast.

      Gail glared at him through her tears. “Dude. Seriously?”

      Nobody could get a phone signal.

      The note Leona had posted on her door read: OFF-SITE WITH MANAGEMENT - L.

      “Fuck, where’s Bernie?” Gail said. “Did he stay home today? Or did he ever come back from looking for his charts in the morgue? We gotta find him.”

      Forget Bernie, we yelled as she sprinted down the hallway, we have to get out of here. But our badges no longer opened the steel door. Panic sprayed everywhere like soda from a shaken can.

      Until a squishing, sucking sound behind the walls stopped us in our tracks. Something approached.

      “I checked the other exits.” Gail returned, her freckled face dusted with ash. “The basement is the only one open.”

      “So now we’ll get to the bottom of this.” Dominic’s bull-terrier face betrayed his exhilaration over this bona fide crisis. A true hardship to document for his future litigation. Or a chance to confirm his theories, reveal the malevolent forces aligned against us.

      It was awful when Dominic was right. He’d never let us forget it. If we survived.

      “There could be an emergency exit down there,” Gail said. “And we should look for Bernie.”

      None of us were stupid. We’d seen enough horror movies to know better. But we needed to get far, far away from this infernal stink. From that hungry mouth lurking behind the walls.

      Gail fired off a love-you text to her girlfriend—hoping it’d eventually send—before yanking the basement door open.
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        * * *

      

      The rest of us trailed behind Gail and Dominic, quietly weeping about poor Marta and her unidentified client. Our little tribe had grown and shrank over the years, but Marta had been here since the beginning, part of our core. It was like losing a limb. A limb with a constantly running nose and that clipped, deliberate enunciation that made us occasionally want to strangle her, but still. She couldn’t possibly be gone.

      Wait, were we in shock? We often informed others that they were in shock. But this felt…strangely hollow and plastic, the insides of our mouths dry and metallic.

      The atmosphere shifted from muggy to chilled as we descended the stairs, passing through a wall of dank, musty air when entering the morgue. We held each other’s hands for guidance while our eyes adjusted to the dim grayness. Ambiguous shapes resolved into heaps of broken furniture corpses. Dominic used his phone’s flashlight to illuminate the illegible text scrawled on the walls above.

      Our low murmurs echoed off the concrete floors. We startled at the sound of rustling behind us and turned back towards the elevator shaft.

      There lay Bernie, crumpled like broken furniture at the bottom of the shaft. His body was bound in loops of red tape, twisting his shattered limbs into unnatural angles. Dominic’s spotlight swept over Bernie’s swollen, purple face. His mouth stuffed with wads of tape.

      We screamed in tandem and dragged each other away. Tripped over piles of rubble as we fled from the sight of Bernie’s leaking eyeballs. Sprinted down corridors of office debris, then crouched behind a stack of busted ergonomic chairs, trembling like baby birds. One of us was hyperventilating and needed to be coached through box breathing. The text on the walls writhed, animated with an esoteric language of flowcharts and graphs, checkboxes from the 2259a.

      That metallic taste in our mouths confirmed our suspicions: this place hated us. It had hated us with poor ventilation and formaldehyde fumes, with industrial carpet and open floor plans. It had hated us with endless spreadsheets and overflowing caseloads. And now it wanted to destroy us.

      “Look!” Dominic pointed at something up ahead.

      The fuzzy outlines of a file cabinet glowed in the dark. A phosphorescent stack of manila folders swayed above, tethered to the cabinet by an anglerfish-like tentacle.

      Dominic edged closer, peering into the gloom. “Our charts!” He aimed his flashlight at the names on the folders, then turned back to us, eyes glittering. “See, I told you they were hiding our charts from us. None of you ever listen to me, but I knew it all⁠—”

      The cabinet exploded.

      Flurries of paperwork filled the air. A cumulonimbus of forms surrounded Dominic’s head. The rest of us jumped back as the bottom drawer of the cabinet erupted, narrowly escaping the torrent of 2259a copies that wallpapered Dominic’s entire body. Suffocating surveys muffled his last desperate gasps.

      The client charts burst into smithereens, raining paper confetti onto our heads. We ran from Dominic’s mummified form. The file cabinets on either side grew taller and taller till we were lost within a maze. Red tape slithered around under our feet.

      There were only a handful of us left now. We picked paper scraps out of our hair, minds churning over stupid details like the Dilbert cartoons tacked up in Dominic’s cube, or Bernie’s Friday office-chair races. This couldn't be how our story ended.

      The maze wound alongside concrete walls, and we ran our hands over their surfaces, covering ourselves in black grime and ancient dust. A pale door appeared in one of the walls, but every time we reached for the knob, the door jerked and shifted left, then multiplied, till doors stretched to infinity.

      The creaking and clunking behind the walls returned. Circling around us, growing closer. Something on the other side of each door knocked, then howled our names.

      We crumpled to the ground, or moaned that we were utterly fucked. All those times we let calls go to voice mail or ignored texts because we had nothing left to give, because we couldn’t tolerate one more person telling us about their problems. All those friends and family we'd avoided, and now we were going to die.

      “Wait," Gail said.

      She removed an envelope from her jacket pocket. The rest of us stared blankly. What did that have to do with our impending demise?

      She opened the envelope and took out the card. Taped inside was a tiny baggie of powder that looked like shiny salt-and-pepper.

      Jesus, we said. We’d never seen it before in real life.

      Gail dug out her house key, then scooped up a bump for each nostril and snorted. Even in the low light, we saw her eyes switch like a photo-negative.

      She slowly turned. Looked at the walls one by one.

      “There,” she finally said, pointing to something the rest of us couldn’t see, in what appeared to be a solid wall. Told us that between the beams was an entrance to a tunnel out of this hellhole. That beneath the clanking and growling of the building, she could hear the din of the street above.

      Gail stood on the threshold of the entrance. “C’mon, y’all.”

      We followed her.

      The tunnel was barely wide enough for our shoulders. At times we turned sideways to slide through or stooped when the ceiling lowered. Our path wound left. Right. Left again. Till we lost track of the twists and turns. Some of us started to panic, panting hard, eyes streaming with tears. Would this take us to freedom, or dump us into a sewer? Were we spiraling to the center of the earth? What if the building was luring us into another trap?

      But we followed Gail, her voice echoing in the dark.

      “I get it now,” she told us. “It’s just like the clients said.” They saw the gaps and cracks in everything, all the dark and liminal spaces between. And now she saw, too.

      What animated this bureaucratic beast, symbiotically feeding off our collective misery. And how it had turned into a human garbage disposal.

      Fucking Leona. This program is sunsetting. Had she known she’d cursed us?

      “And guess who benefits from disposing of The City’s unwanted.” We could sense her tracing those spider-web diagrams in the dark. Illustrating the connective tissue of wealth and power drawn on her group room chalkboard.

      Fine, we said, so it hates the clients. But why us?

      Water trickled down the tunnel walls around us as Gail felt into her newfound perceptions. “We’re…tainted by our connection to them, our attempts to understand. Our failure to convert them back into good consumers.”

      That made some sense, we supposed. No good deed went unpunished.

      “But we’ve got it all backwards,” she whispered, “we needed them more than they needed us.”

      We reflected on the echoes of her words. Had we heard that right?

      But then she babbled on about her brother, the one who’d disappeared all those years ago.

      “I don’t know how I could have missed it,” she said. “I was so focused on my own grief. On keeping my parents from falling apart. But now I understand.”
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        * * *

      

      The tunnels spiraled upwards. Beams of light and gusts of fresh air beckoned us forward.

      Gail led us through a latched gate, up a set of stairs to the surface. We straggled out into the alley west of our building, parched and disoriented. Sunlight bleached our retinas. We could barely make out the garbage below or the billboards blinking above.

      When our eyes finally adjusted, we spotted Leona and instinctively cringed behind a parked minivan.  She approached the front entrance, shadowed by a pack of gray-faced suits with briefcases. Was this the site visit? It probably didn’t matter anymore that we hadn’t finished those stupid surveys. But how long had we been in there, then?

      Maybe the suits were here to clean up the mess left behind by their sunsetting procedure.

      We shuddered, haunted by Dominic’s final gasps, that charred stench, the red tape, all replaying on a loop. Flashbacks.

      Before we could decide what to do next, our ordeals were already solidifying into a narrative. We rehearsed how we'd tell friends, the media, our future therapists.

      But who'd believe us? We barely believed ourselves. Those insights from the tunnel were evaporating in the daylight, Gail’s stories fading under the sway of the Civic Commerce Celebration billboards competing for our attention.

      Totally a traumatic experience, we declared to each other. No doubt we’ll have PTSD. Which meant we could try out EMDR, or another of those hot new modalities. One of us had a referral to a top-notch practitioner. Who knows, maybe afterwards we could rebrand ourselves, specialize in trauma survivors. Get a book deal, go on the podcast circuit. Because we’d definitely need new a gig.

      We huddled behind the minivan as Leona and the bureaucrats passed. Kitty-corner from our building lurked a crowd of people, diverse but for those photo-negative eyes and dark clothing. We knew who they waited for.

      Gail turned to us with those same eyes. Please, we begged her, we have to stick together. We had no idea what to do now. We needed her.

      She shook her head. “I know where my brother is. And I gotta find him.”

      She crossed the street, weaving through traffic and around the block-long food bank lines, till she reached our former clients. They reached out in unison, welcoming her into their fold.

      This part, too, would enter our canon. The tales we'll recite back to each other over beers, after bitching about our new jobs: how fucked up was that? Totally surreal. Nobody gets it but you guys.

      But we were pretty sure we’d be gathering without Gail. We slumped on the corner beneath flashing billboards, our bruised and scraped arms around each other, watching her abandon us. Leaving this hateful place and profession behind.

      

      End.
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        * * *

      

      Joelle Killian is a queer Canadian living in San Francisco whose fiction has appeared or is forthcoming in Fusion Fragment, Mythaxis, and Trembling with Fear. She has also published about psychedelic therapy in her other life as a psychologist, and was part of an undead dance troupe back in the day.
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            THE ARTIST AND THE DOOR

          

          DOROTHY QUICK

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Originally published in Weird Tales, November 1952

      

      

      The advent of the artist and the door was almost simultaneous. I have always wondered if the one would have been as sinister without the other. Of course, the evil was in the door, but if the artist hadn’t come along just then perhaps it might never have been released. I say that to comfort myself, but I know it isn’t true. Evil is evil. It is a power and its strength is beyond mortal knowledge. Even without the artist, there would have been horror. He only served to give it speedier expression.

      But I am ahead of myself. The story goes back to my desire to have a carved door for my Elizabethan farmhouse.

      I had rescued the cottage from demolition. It was just a frame when I first saw it, but the Tudor structure was there and two of the old tiny-paned glass windows had miraculously survived. The old beams were still in place and one linen fold-paneled room which I envisioned for my study. There was a gap. like a missing tooth, where the front door had been.

      I bought the house and restored it tenderly into the lovely place it now is. I did it with care and devotion, but my entrance door was modern and an anachronism. I hated it, but I told myself someday I would find an old one in keeping with the rest of Little Tudor – the name I had bestowed on my home.

      I moved in, made friends with my neighbors, particularly the ten-year-old daughter of the people who owned the Manor house of which the farm had originally been a part. Anne was old for her years and bookishly inclined, When she heard I was an author, she read my historical novels and accorded me a kind of hero worship that was good for my lonely spinster’s heart. She was always underfoot and my brother, Weston, who lives with me and looks after my affairs, said, “She’s good for you, Tansy. She keeps you from too much work and loneliness.

      Weston was right. He had to be in London a good deal attending to my contracts for my novels are done in the cinema and on the wireless, and there are quite a lot of details to look after for which I have no head. I wouldn’t be half the money maker I am without Weston’s pushing. As it is, we do very well.

      When he was away I welcomed Anne’s society. We grew very close and her parents were delighted. They were busy enough, Sir Richard with his bird raising and Lady Salter with her young. She had five children younger than Anne. So all in all, Anne was with me a good deal of the time.

      I was alone, however, the day I found the door. It had been a day I intended to devote entirely to work, so I’d told Anne not to come over. The morning’s writing had gone very well, but after lunch, I struck a snag. Katherine Howard, my current heroine, proved difficult, the facts about her were too obscure to fit into my plot. “You need air,” I told myself sternly and went out to the barn for my car.

      As I drove the Bentley past the road leading to the Manor I slowed up, but Anne wasn’t in sight, so I rode on, thoroughly enjoying the Kentish countryside. It was in springtime blossom and the apple trees in full flower provided such breath-taking beauty I could hardly keep my eyes from them long enough to do justice to my driving.

      As a matter of fact, it was fortunate there was no traffic on the back roads I had chosen or anything might have happened. I gave myself up to the season and wove in and out and around every orchard I could find. All at once I noticed a group of cars and carriages, even a riding horse or two, standing by an old stone fence. I stretched my neck and saw at the end of a long lane a dark, forbidding stone house with a sign hanging from one of the windows announcing “Sale Today.” There were people going in and I realized it was an auction.

      I added my Bentley to the cluster of cars and walked up the lane. Auctions have always fascinated me, and a country one is usually something special. When I saw the door I knew why I was here. I had been led. There it was, just what I needed for Little Tudor, The Farm, Aldringham, Kent. It was of oak polished by centuries of wind and rain, carved by the hand of man in Tudor times – just what I wanted.

      I went inside, sharp-eyed for London buyers who might prevent my getting it. Antiques and period pieces are hard to come by nowadays. But so far as I could see, the people were local. There was no one well-dressed enough for London. It was a country crowd.

      I looked around. The large room, drawing room I supposed, was quite crowded – with people and the strangest assortment of furniture I’d ever seen – of all kinds and periods from a Gothic bench through a wonderful Queen Anne chest to some pieces that must have come from Grand Rapids, U. S. A.

      There was a table, complete with a pitcher of water, a glass and gavel for the auctioneer. Presently a red-faced, jolly-looking man took his place behind it, picked up the hammer, and was just about to begin when a voice rang out, Tell the truth before you sell, man. Don’t let them buy the Devil’s wares unknowing. The speaker was a wizened old woman who looked like a witch. Her eyes were beadily bright and she spoke with authority.

      The auctioneer held up his hand. He was obviously annoyed. “If you’d given me time I was going to tell my audience,” he began with a lie, for I’m sure he’d had no intention of anything but the usual patter, “that this house has had the reputation of being haunted. That’s why it’s to be torn down, but everyone in these parts knows that. The last owner – an artist – was supposed to have sold his soul to the devil so’s he could live here. He was the last of the line and the pictures he painted were passing strange.”

      His audience was breathless now, and a little shivery, so he warmed up to his work by adding melodramatically. “These pictures have all been burnt, and the house has been exorcised with hell, book and candle by a priest. That includes the furnishings, ladies and gents, so you can buy with a free hand. Now, take this chest, genuine Queen Anne-” he began extolling the beauties of the chest I had singled out.

      From then on everything went quickly to “ohs” and “ahs” from the “Ladies and Gents.” Bidding was brisk and the auctioneer worked even faster than most of his kind. It was as though everyone was anxious to get away before sundown.

      I didn’t blame them. The place had an uncanny atmosphere despite the exorcising, or maybe that had only been in the auctioneer’s mind. A good many things had been sold that morning, so there wasn’t so much to fall under the gavel. I edged nearer the witch-like old woman. Towards the end, she grinned at me. “You’re wise, dearie, not to buy. The Masserys never had no luck, not since William the Conqueror’s time they didn’t, and their things shared their evil with them. Hain’t you noticed things do? Reflect their owners, I mean.”

      I told her I hadn’t, but now that she spoke of it I thought she was right. I admitted I wanted to buy the door.

      She looked at me and shook her head. “It’s been there a long time. It had best go with the house, miss. The door now. It’s evil too. Maybe it was open and the priest’s words were lost on it. Let be, girl, let be.”

      But I bought it just the same, for three pounds. No one else wanted it, and the auctioneer was anxious to be off. As his men tied it on the roof of my car I saw the old woman shaking her head in the background, but I had no premonitions, I was overjoyed to have found just what I had always craved for Little Tudor. I had been careful to get the old hinges along with the door, and once it was in place my home would be complete. I was so happy I hummed a little tune all the way home. Even the apple trees had lost their charm.

      When I drove up in front of my barn I found Anne, Weston, and Old Tim, the gardener, wondering where I’d gone. They were glad to welcome me back and delighted to see my find. “It’s perfect,” Weston announced.

      “Just like you to get the very thing, miss,” contributed the gardener.

      Only Anne was silent. “Don’t you like it?” I asked, not wanting there to be one fly in the ointment or one word of dissent, I had already forgotten the old woman.

      Anne looked at the door that Weston and old Tim were holding. It’s beautiful she said reluctantly, beautiful, but there seems something evil about it.” She shuddered involuntarily.

      I remembered the old woman then. I thought it strange that Anne, child as she was and miles away, should echo her words. But I spoke sharply. “It’s old, all old things have seen evil, much of evil. Sometimes they can reflect what they’ve seen to sensitive minds.”

      She accepted my explanation with gravity, but she had the last word. “Yes, only – only it’s as though this evil were alive.”

      

      Long before the twilight which is so lasting in England had ended, Weston and old Tim had the door in place. “Evil or not, it looks magnificent,” Weston said.

      “Does it seem evil to you?” I asked.

      “No.” Weston was matter of fact. “What you said to Anne is true, though. It doesn’t seem just like any door.”

      “It isn’t. It’s Tudor.” We laughed at the pun. Then I told Weston about the old woman. He was quiet for a little, then he shrugged. “Maybe but it’s a fine old piece and just what we wanted. Let’s forget the rest.” That was how we left it.

      The next morning Weston went up to London in his own car – an ancient Daimler which, true to tradition, still ran like a song. I decided I’d walk to market. Aldringham wasn’t far, the exercise would do me good. Anne, who had come over for breakfast, went with me. When we reached the gate we found the artist. He was lying spread-eagled on the road with a nasty bruise on his forehead. We knew he was an artist as his easel lay beside him and a box of paints with half its contents spilled was there, too. He was quite unconscious, evidently the victim of a hit-and-run driver.

      I sent Anne to ring up the doctor and when she’d done that to return with old Tim. I felt the artist’s pulse. In view of the tools of his trade, there was no doubt of his profession. The beat under my fingers was faint but steady. I knew enough about fractures and concussions not to disturb him, so I began picking up the tubes of paint and putting them in his box. I was just aware of the doctor’s car in the distance when I found him awake and regarding me.

      “So you’re better,” I said. He smiled ruefully. “I guess so. Is anything broken?”

      “You should know,” I told him and watched him flexing his arms and legs. Apparently, there was nothing wrong with him. He grinned as the doctor came over. After a hasty examination, the doctor said he was suffering from shock. He should be quiet for a day or so. The M.D. looked at me so I invited him to stay at Little Tudor. After all, he’d practically been injured on my ground. I really had no choice.

      The doctor and old Tim helped him in. I put him in the guest room. He slept most of the day. The doctor had seen to that but by night he was up and insisting on being no trouble. He finally came to dinner in a robe of Weston’s.

      He looked very young and handsome with blond, waving hair and deep blue eyes the color of turquoise. There was something open and ingenuous about him that made him most appealing. He was charming, talker too,actually, he was an artist only on the side. He had a regular job in a newspaper. Painting was his hobby and he was on a two-week vacation walking tour indulging it. He had only a few days left before he had to be back at Fleet Street. He showed me his sketchbook. The things in it were good, He certainly knew how to draw and paint. Maybe someday he could illustrate a book of mine, I suggested.

      He’d like that, he told me. By now Mrs. Tim had cleared the table and I was sitting by the fire. The artist, his name was Sandy Gordon, was moving up and down the big room. But he’d like to do something now to pay his way. How about painting that door? It looked so plain in the room.

      I explained it was Tudor and all the carving was on the outside. Inside there was only the outline of four squares, and the wood wasn’t as well polished, but I told him it would be out of character to paint it.

      “No, it wouldn’t.” He’d been to some castle on his trip, pure Tudor, which had painted doors. It was even rumored Holbein had painted them. He’d do a good job. Please let him. Otherwise, he could hardly accept my hospitality

      What could I do but weaken? When I came down next morning he was at work, Mrs. Tim hovering near enthusiastically. Later in the day, Anne joined Mrs. Tim. “It’s a lovely color, isn’t it?” she asked, but she looked worried. When I asked her why, she mumbled something about “still evil.”

      Sandy didn’t finish the back of the door until just before it was time for me to take him to the train. Then he called me. “Do you like it?” He pointed to the door and stood back.

      It was exquisite, a path outlined with a serpentine hedge of box leading off into a riot of roses. There were roses all along the side, across the top, bower-like. Mammoth roses, incredibly full-blown. The colors were gorgeous. One could almost smell them.

      “It’s wonderful. I told him with enthusiasm, and it was. Then, because he was obviously waiting for more, I added, “It makes one want to find out where the path goes.”

      He turned away. “I shouldn’t try to discover if I were you. It’s a funny thing,” he went on with a rush as though the words were forced out of him, “it isn’t what I meant to do at all I’d planned a Persian sort of thing, a princess in a flowery field with a prince on horseback. But when I started to paint it was as though another hand seized mine and this is the result. Those exotic colors aren’t me at all. I usually deal in muted shades. These are stronger than I ordinarily use, and I never saw a rose like any of these. Oh, well, suppose it’s genius. Anyway, it’s more vivid than anything I’ve ever done. Actually, I’m quite proud of it.”

      “I shall be, too,” I told him. Then we pushed for the train. As it pulled out, he leaned from the window and called, “Don’t walk down that path.” Then the train took him off to London.

      When I got back to Little Tudor, Anne was sitting, watching the door. I thought she was looking out for me, but such it developed was not the case. She was looking at Sandy’s mural.

      “Isn’t it funny how those lovely roses take all the evil away, Aunt Tansy!” She always called me that. “I’ve never seen such pretty flowers and that path – where do you suppose it goes? I’d like to find out.”

      “You mustn’t,” I broke in sharply, remembering what Sandy had said.

      She called her brown eyes to my slate gray ones and laughed childishly, “As though I could! But I’m sure it’s somewhere lovely like the flowers. Perhaps Sandy knows.”

      “When he comes back to visit we’ll ask him.” I looked at the door myself and once again it seemed as though I could smell the roses and that they moved as though swept by some slight breeze.

      Anne slipped her hand in mine. “The roses dance. I’m sure at the end of the path there’s a carnival – a carnival of roses.”

      I wondered where she’d heard the word carnival. It was an odd word for a child to know. Perhaps she’d picked it up from Sandy. “Such a lovely scent.” She half whispered. “There were never such roses in this world.” She wasn’t really aware of what she was saying. It was curious that she seemed to have taken the words right out of my mind

      “Come on.” I cried, sweeping her up. “Let’s go for a walk.” Instinctively we went out the side door leading onto the terrace. It was only then that I realized since I had brought home the new door no one, not even Weston, had used it.

      The next morning I was doing much better with Katherine Howard when suddenly Anne rushed into the room. “Surprise, surprise,” she cried and dropped a yellow rose on my manuscript. It was the most perfect flower I have ever seen, much larger than most. It looked like a sequined star and the dew on it glistened like diamonds.

      “Why, Anne, wherever did you get this? It looks like one of Sandy’s roses.”

      She giggled, “It is! I found it lying in front of the door. Do you suppose it dropped off?”

      “Don’t be silly, Anne. You know that’s impossible.” I was sharp again, hating myself and the hurt look in her eyes. “Did you pick it in your mother’s garden?”.

      “No rose is blooming yet.” She told me gravely. “Not even in the conservatory. Besides, I’ve never seen a rose like this, not even at the Flower Show in London.”

      I knew she’d been taken for a treat last year, and I knew she was right. I had never seen such a rose either.

      “Perhaps it comes from the end of the path,” she suggested.

      “Anne, you mustn’t say such ridiculous things, or even think them. Probably Sandy sent the rose down from London. It’s most likely a new kind he knew and that’s why he drew them on the door. He told old Tim to put it there for me to find.” I made my tones convincing, although I was remembering what Sandy had said about his painting. It wasn’t like him and I never saw a rose like any of these. Maybe he had found one and sent it as I’d told Anne.

      Anne didn’t argue. She only looked hurt. “Don’t you want it?” she asked, her lip quivering.

      “Of course, dear. Let’s put it in one of the best vases, I’ll keep it here on my desk. It will inspire me.” We made quite a thing of putting it in water and a ceremony of placing it on my desk.

      It didn’t inspire me. It worried me, for it lasted as no flower has any right to last. After a week it was as fresh as the day Anne brought it. Its yellow unfaded, dew still nesting at its heart. Anne worried me too. She was always sitting, looking at the door. When I asked her why she said she saw so much in the picture. “Some day I’ll know what’s at the end of the path. I have to.” She was serious and I was frightened. I tried to discourage her visits, but it was no use. She was always there and now she was no longer interested in being with me. It was only the door that fascinated her. I was beginning to wish I’d never found it. I wished Weston would come home, but he was detained in London with a big cinema contract for my last book. “Even with the tax you’re going to have some money to spend,” he told me on the telephone.

      I was too worried and too afraid to care. Anne was changing before my vision, growing thin and pale. Her eyes, great pools of mystery, and her hands when they touched mine were like claws. I tried to talk to her mother, but she wouldn’t take it seriously. “Just growing,” was her comment on her child, “and working her imagination, over time. If it wasn’t your door it would be something else. Don’t worry.

      But I couldn’t help it. There came a rainy day and between the wind and storm I knew Anne wouldn’t get over to Little Tudor. I made up my mind I’d watch the door myself, to see if I could discover what she saw. I suggested to Mrs. Tim that she take a nap, and when I knew she was settled I went into the long room. There, in front of the door, lay another rose. A red one this time, as beautiful and as unreal as the yellow one Anne had brought me. knew now Sandy hadn’t sent it. I’d written and asked him and he’d denied it heartily. “Couldn’t be a real rose like those products of my imagination -” he’d put on paper.

      I took the red nose and put it in the vase with the yellow one, which was so strangely unwithered. I left it, glad to be free of the overpowering scent, but when I returned to the long room the perfume was still there, heavy as pure attar of roses, permeating the entire room. I sat in the deep chair facing the door where Anne always sat, with the sweet, cloying odor of the rose in my nostrils growing stronger every second. I watched the door. Once again the roses seemed to sway as though moved by some, to me, unfelt breeze. They seemed to be leaning towards me, beckoning me to come to the path, and the patch stretched endlessly and invitingly before me. What a picture it was. Genius, Sandy had said, it was more. It was a masterpiece, living as some pictures do.

      I grew more and more enthralled.

      Now I could understand Anne’s feelings. No wonder she liked to sit here with such sheer beauty before her, with endless, inviting vistas opening to her eyes. Carnival of roses – roses in riotous confusion, the epitome of beauty urging me to be a part of it.

      The heady aroma of the roses’ perfume must be affecting my brain. But I was like one compelled. I had to touch the flowers, to feel their velvety petals, to be part of them. I was out of the chair without my knowledge, moving towards the door. The scent was stronger now, more alluring, and the path more inviting. I knew if I opened the door I could step onto the path and I knew, too, that I desired that more than anything in the world. I put my hand on the door handle. I turned it, opened the door. There was sunshine and roses outside, a riot of roses, red, pink, yellow, and white rustling roses, moving towards me, touching my hands with velvet, my cheeks with dew, while the path sparkled like diamonds, and a bright, unnatural sunshine flooded everything like a spotlight.

      I was dizzy with the redolence of the flowers. I took a step forward. I was on the threshold. Now, in another minute, I would be on the path. I would know such beauty as was not in the world.

      Crashing through the sunlight and the roses came Sandy’s voice, “Don’t walk that path,” and then suddenly the cloying scent was gone and instead I smelt that foul odor of decay that is part of yellow roses just before they begin to wilt.

      Shocked, I drew back, though there were hands, strong, masculine hands, trying to pull me forward through the door, I exerted all my will and stepped back again into my long room. The path, the sun, and the roses were gone. There was only wind and rain outside as the door slammed shut. I fell back into the chair and covered my face with my hands.

      The door was evil. I knew now Anne was right. The old woman had known. She had been right too. Tomorrow I would have it removed. I could run no risks with Anne.

      I remembered now what Sandy had said about it was as though someone else had seized his hands, and it wasn’t his kind of painting. It was that of the last owner of the house. He had been an artist, the auctioneer had said so, who had sold his soul to the devil so he could stay in the house, and that his pictures had been burned. The roses were his pictures, not Sandy’s – his. They would have to be destroyed, know the cleansing of fire. They were utterly evil, like the door, which, as the old woman had said, probably had been open and escaped the exorcising by the priest, so the evil spirit of the artist could cling to it and come to Little Tudor, bringing his evil with him. This was all strange and shattering to me, but I did not question it. I somehow knew it was so, knew too that I must cleanse the evil with fire, tomorrow. I could do nothing while the storm raged. Now I was shaken and unnerved. Work would be my best medicine. I went back to my study. I ignored the roses on my desk. I couldn’t bear to touch them. I started to write, my pencil took no note of time, but suddenly I was aware of movement on my desk. I looked up. The sun was shining in my windows. I had been too absorbed in Katherine Howard’s love scene with the king to notice the storm was over, but that wasn’t what had disturbed me. It was the roses. They were swaying and moving as though dancing with joy.

      “Anne!” I cried, grasping my throat. The rain was over. She could have come to Little Tudor, I rushed into the long room. She was there, her hand on the doorknob, just as mine had been a short time ago. “Anne,” I called, “Anne, come back. There was all the fright and horror I felt in my voice.

      It didn’t stop her. She only called out over her shoulder “I can’t stop, Tansy, I’ve got to find out where the path goes.”

      I rushed forward toward Anne and the moving roses, but I was too far away. She swung the door open. I saw again the carnival of roses, the path, the sunshine so different from that visaged from my study window.

      “Anne, Anne, no, no.” I was screaming, but it was no use. She was over the threshold; when I reached the door it was shut, the painted roses on it rustled mockingly.

      I opened the door. There was no sign of Anne, no path, no roses, no unnatural sunshine.

      Anne was never seen again. She had found the path and vanished completely. Her disappearance made a nine-day wonder in the neighborhood. I said I had last seen her go through the door. There was no use telling the rest. No one but I ever knew the truth – or what I thought was the truth.

      The next day we burned the door. Old Tim and I. We chopped it up first, in small pieces, and what a bonfire it made!

      As it burned wildly I heard, or thought I heard, two voices. One was a man’s screaming with frustration, the other was Anne’s. Thank you, Tansy,” was what she said, I like to think the fire freed her soul from Evil.

      When the door was completely ashes and I got back to my study I looked for the roses. They were gone. Only around the vase were little seared petals that resembled the ashes of the door.

      

      End.
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