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    Alien Apocalypse 
 
    By Zmortis 
 
      
 
    A rose by any other name 
probably wouldn’t be kicking alien ass. 
 
      
 
    The blogger/fan fic writer Zmortis is occasionally known for his pedantic yet polite debate style in several Internet forums. His “anti-troll” stance of stubborn yet unflappable debate is also documented in several sites. His opinions on politics, religion, and “human rights” are generally considered abrasive, and certainly not of the politically correct variety. The story Alien Apocalypse in The Big Book of Bizarro is the first time Zmortis has seen print under the banner of Burning Bulb Publishing. 
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Time: 08:37 hours zulu. 
 
    Date: October 13, 2218.  
 
    Location: Earth Station R-26 in high orbit. 
 
      
 
    The man in the dark green crisply pressed uniform stepped through the sliding metal doorway to stand before the durasteel desk with the synthoid secretary sitting behind it. The synthoid secretary made a soft “whiring” noise for a moment as its smooth plastic head with the glowing glass globes, where eyes should be, oriented in his direction. 
 
    The synthoid secretary spoke softly, “Greetings Major Aarron. Brigadier General Proxler is expecting your arrival. I am informing him of your presence now. Please be seated.” 
 
    Just as Major Aarron began to sit in the chair along the wall the doorway to the inner office opened. Standing there was a trim fit older man wearing a crisp dark navy colored uniform with a shiny star on each shoulder. 
 
    General Proxler shouted in his best impression of an irate drill instructor, “You stupid worthless piece of shit!” 
 
    Major Aarron quickly stood at attention and saluted the General. 
 
    General Proxler reflexively returned the salute and then looked at the Major’s stiff expression, “Sorry Major. I was talking to this useless low-bidder piece of garbage I was saddled with instead of a working human.” 
 
    General Proxler shouted at the synthoid secretary, “I told you to send the Major into my office.” 
 
    The synthoid secretary focused its globes on Major Aarron, “General Proxler will see you now. Please enter his office.” 
 
    Major Aarron followed the retreating back of General Proxler back to his desk and stood at attention as the General took his seat. The door behind the Major slid closed with a soft hiss. 
 
    General Proxler spoke, “Report Major. How is Project Rose coming? We’re in desperate need of some positive news. They even authorized the fifth from lowest bid on this one. Confidentially speaking it was only seven down from the top bid. I hope this impresses upon you how serious the brass and politicos are about supporting this particular initiative.” 
 
    Major Aarron took off his hat and had a slight grin, “We’ve almost completed the project sir. We’re only fifteen percent over budget. We’re actually under schedule projections by three percent.” 
 
    General Proxler nodded, “Are those the reported numbers, or the real ones?” 
 
    Major Aarron replied, “The actual numbers sir. We’ve only fudged the reports to show on time and 20% over budget. There should be plenty left over for an upgraded synthoid secretary model for you sir.” 
 
    General Proxler gave a broad grin, “Very impressive Major Aarron. So this is what it is like to not be required to use the lowest bidder. Is the prognosis for a working product good?” 
 
    Major Aarron smiled, “The prototype is already up to eighty percent of expected efficiency. It only remains to iron out the last few details before we are ready for the first full open field test.” 
 
    General Proxler leaned back in his chair, “Do you think it’s ready for Metros Sector?” 
 
    Major Aarron raised an eyebrow, “Are you thinking the Gama Libra Alpha colony?” 
 
    General Proxler nodded, “That colony has been completely overrun with the facebuggers. If we can take it back, then there is a chance for success everywhere else.” 
 
      
 
    Time: 17:26 hours zulu Earth Standard Time. 
 
    Date: February 26, 2221. 
 
    Location: in orbit over Gama Libra Alpha world six, human colony New Pleasance, aboard the UNSF cruiser Dykion. 
 
      
 
    The ship Captain stood next to the scientist wearing the Mesa Mons Multi-Conglomerate logo lab coat. They were peering into a view portal into a chamber sealed with a vault style door. The scientist looked beside the portal at a glowing status panel. 
 
    The Captain spoke, “Are you sure Project Rose will be ready to launch soon?” 
 
    The scientist nodded, “The recovery from deep hibernation is proceeding per our estimations. This model of biomechanical can withstand the rigors of long sleep much better than a typical human.” 
 
    The Captain looked around cautiously to make sure no one else was nearby before peering back into the chamber, “The rumors are that human genetic material was used in its construction.” 
 
    The scientist replied, “The accords prevent us from using genetic material from living human donors. This project was run above board according to all of the standards for genetic bio engineering.” 
 
    The Captain looked over at the scientist, “Come on. It looks too human to not be based on human DNA. Where did you guys get the stuff without violating any regulations?” 
 
    The scientist looked around himself, “Completely off the record?” 
 
    The Captain nodded, “As long as it works, I really don’t care how it was done. I’ll not put anything in my reports.” 
 
    The scientist gave a little grin, “I don’t know this for sure, but the company scuttlebutt is that we needed DNA with a specific personality profile. I’m told we found a couple of graves of Twentieth Century era actresses who fit the profiles required, and liberated the necessary DNA. That’s how we came up with the name Project Rose. They coincidentally both had the same first name.” 
 
    The Captain looked back inside, “Fascinating. You avoided the accords by using dead tissue then. So Mesa Mons used tissue from people long dead with no living immediate relatives to object to a bit of grave robbery.” 
 
    The scientist smiled, “The proper court orders were filed to open up the graves for forensic examination. It may just be that not all the material made it back into the graves afterwards. It is too bad we couldn’t get the first choice of material. That subject would have been near perfect, but I suppose then the name Project Rose wouldn’t have fit so well.” 
 
    The Captain looked over at the chamber again, “For actresses they certainly weren’t very attractive source material. The result is somewhat repulsive.” 
 
    The scientist nodded, “Repulsive to you and I as a safety measure to prevent us from being accidentally harmed by her. I’m told the lab tests showed the facebuggers were not so discriminating, and suffered greatly because of it. If you think she is repulsive now, you should see what she will look like in six months after she regains the weight lost in hibernation.” 
 
    The Captain grinned, “When can we be ready to commence the testing?” 
 
    The scientist checked the reading, “Project Rose should be readjusted to operating condition within the week, and prepared for drop pod insertion shortly afterward.” 
 
    The Captain nodded, “Very good. The sooner we can show a successful deployment, the better it will be for us. It seriously creeps me out to even be orbiting a planet infested with facebuggers.” 
 
      
 
    Time: 01:11 hours New Pleasance colony standard time. 
 
    Date: March 8, 2221 Earth calendar. 
 
    Location: near San Fragino City on Gama Libra Alpha world six New Pleasance colony. 
 
      
 
    A bright streak crossed the dark sky, watched by the compound eyes of a house cat sized bluish chitinous being. The creature only had four legs so it didn’t actually classify by Earth standards as a true bug. However its appearance and notable behavioral trait certainly didn’t lend itself to any more apt description than facebugger.  
 
    Facebuggers were the scourge of the outer colony worlds. They were deceptively clever for a species that didn’t use tools. They seemingly understood the purpose of most human weapon systems, and instinctively avoided contact with any humans who carried them. They preferred to catch lone humans asleep or unaware, and then mount their faces to implant the human with their already fertilized eggs. They had a rather long appendage nicknamed their “fifth leg” for this purpose. 
 
    The “fifth leg” of a facebugger was tough and resilient, making it difficult to cut like most of their exoskeleton. Biting was usually a futile effort when a facebugger mounted a victim to fill them with their foul “spunk.” Most colonists wore helmets to avoid the preferred method of assault, but the facebuggers would actually seek any available orifice if a mouth was not accessible. 
 
    The facebugger watching the glowing streak across the sky issued a call, “Sweeeeet.” 
 
    Several other facebuggers crawled out from their nests among the arid landscape. A rising chorus joined the first facebugger, “Sweeeeeeeeeeet.” 
 
    Suddenly the noise stopped, and a rolling wave of facebuggers began scuttling across the dusty ground toward the impact point for the drop pod. The loud bang of its supersonic passage rumbled through the sky, and its retro rockets fired to slow its rapid descent. The facebuggers began their inexorable hunt for fresh prey. 
 
      
 
    Time: 05:42 hours New Pleasance colony standard time. 
 
    Date: March 8, 2221 Earth calendar. 
 
    Location: drop pod landing spot near San Fragino City on Gama Libra Alpha world six New Pleasance colony. 
 
      
 
    The radio on the drop pod crackled with a frantic voice blaring from the wire mesh of the speaker grill, “I repeat you are in a quarantine zone. The facebugger migration is in effect. You are too far out to send immediate rescue. Stay in your escape craft until a patrol can reach your location. Do not attempt to journey to the city on your own. Please respond if you are receiving our message.” 
 
    Rose looked at the grill through her heavy goggles. A black leather hood was stretched over her head with long fiber spikes forming a crest along the ridge. A wire grill covered her mouth. No facebugger was making its way with its fifth member through that or getting a good grip on her head around those spikes. 
 
    Rose’s frame was lean and wiry. Her body was lightly attired with little modesty. Expandable nylamesh stockings were on her legs, heavy leather platform boots on her feet, and a spiked brassier covered her small breasts. Of particular note, she wore a set of heat resistant lyrion crotch-less panties leaving little to the imagination for anyone viewing her from that angle.  
 
    The long sleep had left Rose somewhat weak, and ravenously hungry. The man on the ship had promised her lobster, and by her creator she knew how to cook a mean lobster. Rose drooled slightly as she watched the monitor screen showing the first arrival of her promised dinner. 
 
    Rose mashed the large yellow button on the emergency com, “Take all the time you need boys. I’m going to cook myself some dinner first.” 
 
    Rose then jerked the handle on the release level for the drop pod hatch. The explosive bolts threw the hatch clear of the pod. Rose stepped clear of the hatchway and met the first onrushing facebugger with a punch. The facebugger’s tough exoskeleton protected it from serious damage, but it scrambled on its back for a moment. 
 
    Rose tread across the prone facebugger, but failed to damage it. She seemed confused a moment then peered down at her frame. 
 
    Rose shook her head, “Too light. I’m much too light. Like the creator said I need to feed.” 
 
    Rose was knocked into the dusty ground on her hands and knees by a face bugger leaping down from the drop pod. It had instinctively avoided her sharp pointy head and breasts to attempt mounting her from behind. It skillfully guided its “fifth leg” into her vagina causing a rough grunt of satisfaction to come from Rose. 
 
    Rose gleefully called out, “I got you now you fucker! I’m going to get me some lobster tonight.” 
 
    Rose squeezed her vaginal muscles like they had taught her. The pudenda dentata engaged, gripping the “fifth leg,” and subsequently severing it. A gout of clear ichor oozed from Rose’s vagina. 
 
    The facebugger squealed like a stuck pig and tried to frantically pull free. Rose engaged the mechanism hidden in the front of her bikini panties and a rain of hot sparks shot forward onto the ground. Her eyes narrowed a bit as she squeezed the massive amount of methane gas trapped in her intestines out from her rippling sphincter in a blooming blast of flaming furnace flatulence.  
 
    As the facebugger behind her went up in flames, Rose triumphantly cried out to the other facebuggers, “Can you smell what I’m cooking!?” 
 
    The chitinous exoskeleton of the facebugger behind her turned from a deep bluish color to a bright red. Rose grabbed the dead facebugger with her heat resistant gloves, and began impaling it upon the spikes affixed to her brassier until she managed to crack its shell open. She then pulled out chunks of the white meat inside. 
 
    Rose tipped her head back and began pushing the pieces of facebugger meat past the metal grill of her facemask. She moaned and murmured in pleasure as the nearby facebuggers who had witnessed the event fled from her presence. 
 
    Rose finished the last of the scraps inside the shell and smiled, “The creator is generous. There are lots of delicious lobsters here for me. Thank the creator.” 
 
      
 
    Time: 12:22 hours zulu. 
 
    Date: November 11, 2224.  
 
    Location: Earth Station R-26 in high orbit. 
 
      
 
    The man in the dark green crisply pressed uniform stepped through the sliding metal doorway to stand before the mahogany desk with the android secretary sitting behind it. The android secretary leaned seductively forward with her striking green eyes and looked in his direction. 
 
    The android secretary spoke in sweetly seductive tones, “Hello Colonel Aarron. Lieutenant General Proxler is expecting your arrival. Please head on in to his office.” 
 
    Colonel Aarron stepped through the doorway to see a pleased looking Lieutenant General Proxler wearing his new third star on his shoulder as proudly as Colonel Aarron wore his new birds on his lapels. They grinned at each other as Colonel Aarron saluted and General Proxler responded in kind. 
 
    General Proxler sat back down behind his mahogany desk, “Report Colonel.” 
 
    Colonel Aarron replied, “Project Rose number 58 has been deployed at infested colony world Fantasia IV. As per our other deployments, Rose 58 had begun the counter facebugger operations. There has been a minor unanticipated hitch however.” 
 
    General Proxler ran his hand across his sleek desk surface a moment before asking, “What problem is this? Is this Rose not fully conditioned, or are these facebuggers adapting in some way to counter our measures?” 
 
    Colonel Aarron shook his head, “No the program itself appears to be running according to the usual planned parameters. Drop the Rose project in the heaviest infested area, have it devastate the majority of the local facebugger population, and put her on a deep sleep ship to the next hotspot, which allows her to lose all that weight she gains in project performance.” 
 
    General Proxler raised an eyebrow, “Are the facebuggers learning to avoid Rose then?” 
 
    Colonel Aarron nodded, “That has always been a side effect, but a planned one of course. They still avoid all humans after witnessing Rose at work on their kind. The facebugger’s innate aversion to weaponry still hasn’t genetically grasped that the project Roses are the only humans with these capabilities. The remaining facebuggers generally die out in a generation or two without a place to implant their eggs. No, the issue is the environmentalist movement sir.” 
 
    General Proxler’s brows knit together, “The environmentalist movement is causing problems?” 
 
    Colonel Aaron nodded again, “Yes sir. It seems they are studying the population density numbers of the facebugger incursions. They are claiming that before too long the facebuggers will become extinct if nothing is done to preserve their numbers.” 
 
    General Proxler put his hand to his chin for a moment, “Easy enough to fix then I guess. Put out an announcement under the emergency powers act. Let it be known that any environmentalist who wants to preserve the facebugger population can sign up to volunteer for a new project Rose free colony on Sigma Mylon Ceta.” 
 
    Colonel Aarron smiled, “Wasn’t that the first colony sector to be overrun by the facebuggers and wiped out?” 
 
    General Proxler smiled, “Of course it was. That colony also had nothing in the way of developable resources worth mentioning either, so the failure of that colony had more to do with introducing the facebugger plague to every other colony planet than any other significant problem. The world is still technically habitable in any case. The only question is whether you like getting facefucked, and having to pass facebugger larva through your intestines every few days. If these environmentalists like the facebuggers so much, then they can volunteer to support their remaining population.” 
 
    Colonel Aarron nodded, “That sounds like a good plan sir.” 
 
    General Proxler stood, “Thank you Colonel. By the way good work on the project, and congratulations on your promotion.” 
 
    Colonel Aarron smiled, “You too as well sir. It’s amazing what can be done when you don’t have to use the lowest bidder isn’t it?” 
 
    General Proxler shook his head, “Don’t get too used to it. That was a once in a career event. Make the most of the success you got from it.” 
 
    Colonel Aarron nodded, “Very good Lieutenant General Proxler. Permission to be dismissed sir?” 
 
    General Proxler and Colonel Aaron saluted each other as General Proxler spoke, “Carry on Colonel.” 
 
      
 
    Time: 09:54 hours New Pleasance colony standard time. 
 
    Date: March 8, 2235 Earth calendar. 
 
    Location: San Fragino City on Gama Libra Alpha world six New Pleasance colony. 
 
      
 
    The man looked at the obese leather clad spiky headed nightmare strutting through town looking through dumpsters in a vain attempt to locate any hiding facebuggers. She turned her cow-like eyes toward the colonist and ambled over in his direction. 
 
    The man spoke, “Look honey, you’ve ate the last of them already I’m telling you. No facebuggers have been seen in these parts for over two years now. You’ll have to move out toward another colony to find more of them.” 
 
    Rose had tears dripping down from her eyes, “They aren’t coming to pick me up. They said all the buggers here run faster than I can anymore. It isn’t my fault they’re so delicious. The creators said I could have all I could eat. I’m still hungry.” 
 
    The man shook his head, “Poor girl. They’ve really done a number on you with their conditioning haven’t they? Look, maybe you can get a job doing something else. You can survive on different food can’t you?” 
 
    Rose looked hopefully up at the man, “Do you have some steaks? I like steaks too. That’s what the creators fed me in the training.” 
 
    The man shrugged, “Sure we got plenty of good meat now that the facebuggers aren’t hanging around buggering all the livestock anymore. Would you like a job at the videocast station? I hear they are looking for a talk show host. You’d fit in fine with those artsy types I think.” 
 
    Rose looked up, “You really think so?” 
 
    The man nodded, “Freaks and misfits seem to be right up their alley. You should do great there. Let me make some calls. If I get you the job I’ll only take a thirty percent cut as your agent. Then I’ll buy you as many steaks as you like.” 
 
    Rose smiled, “I can cook them myself.” 
 
    The man winced, “I’m sure you can sweetheart. I’m sure you can. Maybe we’ll get you a cooking show.” 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Saved 
 
    By Thomas Fuchs 
 
      
 
    It’s a dog’s life. Or is it? 
 
      
 
    Thomas Fuchs has spent much of his career writing television documentaries and some print non-fiction.   Over the past few years, he has been enjoying the freedom of imagination and invention afforded by the writing of fiction.  He can be reached at fuchsfoxxx@cs.com.   
 
      
 
   


 
  

 He had done so many cruel things in his life, compulsively, unable to control himself even as he knew that in lashing out he was only making things worse for himself.  A wife pushed away, a child who detested him with good reason, jobs lost, a year in prison for pointless violence.  And all the time hating himself. He wasn’t a monster.  Not really.  So when he opened his front door and found the beagle pup sitting there, he looked around for an owner, gave it a bowl of water, and later that afternoon walked the neighborhood looking for “Lost Dog” signs. That night, he fed the pup some scraps.   
 
    He worked at home, buying and selling on-line, and as he worked that evening, he was struck by how the pup settled so comfortably into its new home.  Home? He corrected himself – not home, temporary surroundings.  
 
    The next day, he made up a few “Dog Found” fliers and taped them to lampposts and trees as he made his way to the market, where he bought dog food. A few days later, he started calling the dog by a name, “Bugsy” as in “Bugsy the Beagle.”   
 
    He’d never had a pet before – never been completely and solely responsible for any living thing before, had never had such control, such responsibility. If he failed at this… 
 
    He took Bugsy with him almost everywhere he went. On his little sloop, his weekend pleasure boat, when the weather suddenly kicked up and Bugsy was knocked from his feet by the pitch of the boat and still looked at him with complete trust, he grabbed his dog and held him tight. Then, when the weather calmed, he held Bugsy over the side and let go. 
 
    The water was so cold that the strength was instantly drained from his legs. He was completely helpless, but he could see, see clearly the look on his face back on the boat, twisted in agony, a groan of loss and horror and self-loathing. 
 
    And then the numbing cold gave way to warmth. He could still see himself in the boat and he wanted to shout out, “You are forgiven, forgiven, forgiven.” 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Pearl 
 
    By Scott Emerson 
 
      
 
    It’s no fun when your uncle gets tanked. 
 
      
 
    Scott Emerson comes with everything shown here. (Mega Drunken Zombie playset sold separately). Perhaps best known for his blog 365 Days of the Dead, Scott's stories have appeared in Weird Tales' "One Minute" video series, Everyday Weirdness, Flashshot, and the undead e-anthology Putrid Poems and Sickening Sketches. Look sharp and you'll catch him in Greg Lamberson's film Slime City Massacre. He lives in Pennsylvania. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
  

 The creature I’d found in the garage looked like a pale gray melon streaked with unfamiliar colors. It had scuttled from beneath Dad’s jigsaw on a cluster of short knobby legs, staring up at me with eye after eye. 
 
    I stared back, the box of Dad’s porno mags I’d been searching for momentarily forgotten. Ever since that day the sky had cracked I was discovering things like this around the house. I immediately found something to poke it with. 
 
    Just as I started having some real fun, watching as the melon-thing tripped on the first few of its eyes I’d uncorked, Dad called me from inside. 
 
    “Zeke! Come quick!” 
 
    I dropped the stick and ran to see what was wrong. Only once had Dad sounded so urgent: that time a pterodactyl with a woman’s face flew from a rift in the sky and carried off Pap-Pap. 
 
    
***
  
 
    The commotion was coming from the upstairs bathroom. I rushed in to find Dad hovering over the bathtub, looking frightened. 
 
    “What’s going on?” I said. 
 
    “It’s your Grandma.” 
 
    Grandma was lying in the tub, legs splayed over the sides. Her housecoat had been torn open, revealing her sagging, mottled breasts and hideously distended abdomen. She flailed her arms, frothing the rising water. 
 
    “Is Grandma going into labor again?” I asked. 
 
    “Not now, Zeke,” Dad said. “You head down to the kitchen, we’re gonna need--” 
 
    Grandma cut him off with a shriek. Her hands clenched in response to the pain, hard enough that her fingernails dug tracks into the tub’s fiberglass surface. The mound of her belly undulated as another contraction hit and Grandma’s vulva hiccupped, disgorging a cloud of black ink. A glistening pink lump shot from between her thighs into the sullied water. 
 
    Dad bent and scooped it out. The lump was a squid-looking thing--roughly a foot long with a single vein-choked eye at its center. Its beak snapped at the air as the squid’s tentacles wrapped around Dad’s hand and suckled. 
 
    “Well I’ll be,” he said and started to cry. He’d always wanted a brother.
  
 
    ***
  
 
    Grandma, I’m surprised to say, really took to her squid. She kept it in a 55-gallon fish tank by her bed, feeding it chunks of bread and canned tuna. She named it Pearl. When I mentioned it didn’t really look like a Pearl, Grandma shushed me. She gave birth to it, she could name it Pearl if she wanted. 
 
    I liked Pearl. Often when Grandma was downstairs watching TV I’d sit on her bed and gaze into his big, veiny eyeball. My favorite pastime was poking him until he got mad and shot ink at me. It was fun, at least until I had to change his water before Dr. Oz was over. 
 
     When Pearl was a week old I was hunched beside his tank, wondering if Grandma would notice if I pried his eye out, when a thought entered my head. One I hadn’t thought myself. 
 
     The decrepit one, the thought said. She angers me. 
 
     “Pearl? Are you thinking inside my head?” 
 
    Silence, you imbecile. That wretched crone from whose loins I emerged, she is a dim, despicable creature unworthy of anything but a slow demise. 
 
     “You want to kill Grandma? Why?” 
 
    I deserve better than this execrable existence, eating the substandard morsels she casts. I’m the first-born descendant of Brakahakathulubee, Squid Lord of the Eighth Realm. His bloodlust surges through my veins. 
 
    “So . . . what are you going to do?” 
 
    At the appropriate time, when that dried-out husk least suspects it, I shall call forth my tentacled brethren. And my first official act as ruler of this pitiful world will be to leap from this cheap glass prison and chew that bitch’s face off. 
 
    “Did you tell her?” 
 
    Of course. But as my only method of communication is telepathy, she merely thinks she’s senile. 
 
    I stepped toward the tank, reaching for the heavy brass paperweight on Grandma’s nightstand.  
 
    Don’t be foolish, biped. You too shall tremble at the might of Brakahakathulubee. 
 
    Nodding, I backed off. How was I going to tell Grandma her pet squid had just ordered her death? 
 
    Oh, and one more thing, you sick little degenerate: poke me one more time, and I’ll see to it the Slaves of Cephalodom bite your prick off. 
 
    
***
  
 
    Pearl meant what he said about killing Grandma, but when I tried to warm her she refused to believe me. She loved that stupid squid and would stop me if I attempted to hurt it. I had to do something, but what? 
 
    Nighttime, I knew, would be the best time to act. 
 
    Once everyone was asleep I crept down the hallway to Grandma’s bedroom. Her snoring covered the noise as the door creaked open. By her bed, Pearl floated in his tank, also sleeping. 
 
    I tiptoed to the tank without much of a plan. If that squid could read my mind, I’d have a better chance of getting the drop on Pearl by winging it. Bending over the tank I reached into the oily water, wondering exactly how you strangled a squid. 
 
     Gingerly my hands curled around Pearl’s body, just below his eye, feeling the gentle rhythm of his breathing. Slowly I started to squeeze, gradually increasing the pressure. Pearl’s pulse thrummed against my skin, but the squid never stirred. I pressed my thumbs into his center, hard. Tiny bubbles gurgled from his beak. I allowed myself to grin; killing Pearl would be easier than I thought. 
 
    Then Grandma rolled onto her side and farted. 
 
    Pearl’s eye flicked open. 
 
    Foolish human! You shall pay for this hubris with your life!  
 
    In a shimmering pink flash Pearl squirted from my grip and flung himself from the tank, tentacles thrashing. He collided into my face and before I could react he wrapped himself around my skull, smothering me with slimy flesh. His beak clamped onto my bottom lip, drawing blood. 
 
    Struggling, I tried pulling him loose, but his suction cups were fastened tight to my skin and he wriggled too much to grab hold. Breathing quickly became difficult. 
 
    With a war cry muffled by writhing squidmeat,  I lunged face-first into Pearl’s tank. Glass exploded and warm, reeking water gushed over my head. Pearl remained in place. 
 
    Grabbing a wedge of broken glass, I jammed it as hard as I could into that stupid eye of his. Pearl screamed twice: once from his beak and once inside my head. 
 
    No, you Shogthirrup-damned fool! Look what you’ve done!   
 
    With another shard I sliced at the tentacles clinging to my head. It was difficult, the edge barely shaving the surface of his thick, squirming flesh, but Pearl’s injuries had weakened him. He soon lost his grip, plopping to the floor. 
 
    I was free, able to breathe again. 
 
    From the ruined tank I plucked a jagged spear-shaped piece of the frame. Ignoring Pearl’s frantic pleas in my brain I plunged it into the mass of tentacles while twisting the glass in his eye. Pearl thrashed, spurting ink. Spurting a lot of blood. 
 
    Spare me, human, I beg you! I can make you a god, worshipped by sea creatures in twelve dimensions! 
 
    Pearl writhed as I ran the length of frame through his body. His eye throbbed, bulged in its socket, until it was nudged free by the frame’s pointed tip. The liberated orb rolled beneath Grandma’s bed. 
 
    You may think you’ve conquered us. Pearl’s voice grew faint inside my head. But the vengeance of Brakahakathulubee is legendary. We found one channel into this wretched world, we’ll find another. And you will know the true meaning of suffering.  
 
    The last drop of ink oozed from Pearl’s body and he was still.
  
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Grandma was pissed when she found out what I’d done to Pearl. I tried telling her it was self-defense, offering my shredded lip as evidence, but she wouldn’t listen. Oh well. She forgets things pretty easily and who knows, maybe next time she’ll give birth to something friendlier. 
 
    As for me, I knew Pearl’s dying threat was more than a melodramatic send-off. For many sleepless nights I’d lain wondering when his time to exact revenge would come. 
 
    Tonight I’ve stopped wondering. 
 
    The pain first appeared as a slight cramping somewhere within my intestine, quickly intensifying as it spread throughout my abdomen. In a matter of seconds it felt as if my belly was too small to contain the sensation, for the pain began branching toward my crotch. 
 
    Just now I put a palm below my navel, where the swelling is worst, and felt something, a lot of somethings . . . wriggling. Unbearable pressure builds in my groin until a single bead of black ink drips from my urethra. 
 
    The vengeance of Brakahakathulubee is legendary, and I think my suffering has just begun. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Worms 
 
    By George R. Galuschak 
 
      
 
    The worms crawl in,
the worms crawl out,
the worms play pinochle
on your scalp. 
 
      
 
    George Galuschak is a graduate of Viable Paradise. His short fiction has appeared in Strange Horizons, PodCastle and the Apexology: Science Fiction and Fantasy anthology. He is currently writing a novel, just like every other author on earth. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Things the worms don't like - 1) alcohol; 2) tobacco; 3) porn. 
 
    When I'm in charge I do all three.  
 
    Watch Taboo XXIII one hand on my malt liquor the other on my cock cigarette in my mouth ashtray overflowing pizza boxes everywhere Tracy in the other room crying because I'm messing up the carpet.  
 
    I'm not always in charge, though. The worms drill deep. My brain riddled with holes. They leave the parts that make me walk and talk and sleep and eat because I'm no good dead.  
 
    For some reason they left me, too, but I'm not always there.
  
 
    ***
  
 
    At the video store. 
 
    Gun in my pocket.  
 
    I’m at the video store, gun in my pocket. 
 
    Dark shades covering my eyes. I can't stand light, but my nose. I can smell if you're sick. I can smell if you're having your period. I can smell what you ate for dinner. I can smell a six-hour ago fart, clinging to the back of your jeans. 
 
    Not here for porn. I drive to Queens for porn, and it's worth it – watching the worms spurt out of me, a wet mass of angel hair spaghetti. Wiping them up with a tissue, flushing the toilet, and that's when I think I can win. 
 
    It's stupid because I only get the little ones – the swaying hair on the roof of my mouth; the blind ones that infest my crap; the ones I puke out, reeking of cigarette smoke and bad booze.  
 
    The big ones don't come out. 
 
    
***
  
 
    At work.  
 
    Yesterday. 
 
    “Bad night?” Max asks. We sit in his office, lights dimmed, boards nailed across the windows. 
 
    “Yeah.” My head hurts because I drank eight beers the night before. The morning sun woke me, curled up in Tracy's flowerbed, a blanket tucked neatly over my shoulders, puke and fat sticky worms crusted all over my shirt. 
 
    “Your brain makes a certain chemical, because it's different.” Max pours himself a cup of sludgy coffee. “Not a lot different, just a little. We can't stand the taste, so you're not processed. Not all the way.” 
 
    “What can I do?” I ask him. 
 
    “I don't know.” Max shrugs and sips coffee. “If I knew what to do I'd do it.” 
 
    Max is a friend of mine. When he's not working on the worm's Vision Statement (World Conquest by 2015) he tries to help me out. It's not Max's fault he's the King Worm. It's not his fault I spit into the office coffeepot. The worms incubated there, swimming round and round like tadpoles in a pond, and infected everyone in the office.  
 
    
***
  
 
    Tracy. 
 
    Love making. 
 
    Making love to Tracy.  
 
    The lights on. We want to see each other. 
 
    The worms squirming out of my cock. into her.  
 
    She, saying: “Henry, I feel funny.” 
 
    The last time I saw her alive.
  
 
    ***
  
 
    “Why read a book when you can scan a magazine?” Max asks. “Why scan a magazine when you can watch TV?” 
 
    “How should I know?” I mutter.  
 
    “I'm asking you because I don't know.” Max sighs. “You read books.” 
 
    “Not anymore,” I tell him, which is true. When I'm not in charge, it's like I'm asleep, and when I wake something's changed. My books, gone; a TV set in the bedroom, turned to Dancing with the Stars; a magazine rack installed above the toilet paper holder, stuffed full of Reader's Digest and Sports Illustrated and Time magazine.  
 
    Max looks at me. “You can learn twenty ways to jump-start your sex life, or how to run a marathon, or J-Lo's fitness regime. What more do you want?” 
 
    “How should I know?” I shrug, annoyed that I’m repeating myself. 
 
    “That's what you want.” Max makes a tent with his fingers. “People, you know. We hired a market research firm, and that's what they told us. People want TV; they want food full of grease and fat and salt; they want to live in houses that take thirty years to pay off; they want big unsafe cars that guzzle gas; they want sex 3.7 times a week…” 
 
    “Where do you get the .7?” I’m getting interested in spite of myself. 
 
    Max nods, wisely. “Spontaneous sex.” 
 
    
***
  
 
    At the video store. 
 
    People, rushing back and forth.  
 
    Gathering moVies.  
 
    A fat guy brushes pAst me, towards a kiD shelving boXes. 
 
    I'm Getting tired. gOing to Sleep. Something i neEd to do. First. 
 
    “I'm looking for a movie.” The fat guY SAys. “Don't know the name. It's about this female cop whose partner gets killed.” 
 
    “Does she go undercover?” THE kId'S NamETag sayS rODNEY. “At a strip club, maybe?” 
 
    “Yeah.” The fAt guY nods. He's A regulAr woRM cONdoMInium. “You know the movie?” 
 
    “Fatal Embrace. Action-Adventure.” RoDney TurNs. to m.e. “Can I help you, sir?” 
 
    “Yes, thank you.” i TakE tHe Gun from My pocKet aNd Blow His bRaiNs out. 
 
    
***
  
 
    Tracy: wHy WoN'T yOu TaLk To mE? wHy Won'T yOu MaKe Love tO Me? 
 
    Me: bEcaUse You Are A woRm. 
 
    Tracy: i'm LoNelY. I'M sCaReD. 
 
    Me: i'M SoRRy, TrACy, But yOu Are a worM. 
 
    Tracy: I love you. dOn'T yOu BelievE me?  
 
    Me: *** 
 
    Tracy: I Am PrEgnAnT, hEnrY. wE arE GoINg tO havE a bAbY. 
 
    Me: Oh my God. 
 
    
***
  
 
    RoDnEy hiTs the Floor. I see hIs brains, Spraying out, looking like peTRified coral, swarming with whiTe maggots, and when the Adrenaline hits, it wakes me up.  
 
    “Holy shit.” The fat guy gapes at me. He says it louder. “Holy shit.” 
 
    “Shit's not holy,” I say, and shoot him five times in the belly. His gut splits open and a tar black worm thick as a bicycle tire spills onto the carpet. It thrashes about, watery egg eyes rolling, sucker mouth full of snapping teeth, wheeling and thrashing, tearing at the pieces of gut and worm dripping all over like snot, gnashing it's own tail, feeding, feeding, feeding. 
 
    “Oh God,” the fat guy moans. His ribcage seethes with worms of all colors, like gummi bears. A pair of banana-green worms rip at his heart. I put another clip into the gun and shoot him in the head. He grunts and goes down. 
 
    “Excuse me,” a woman brushes past me. “Can I get some help here?” 
 
    “I’m the manager.” A man wearing glasses steps over Rodney's body. "Sorry. We're a bit short right now." 
 
    “I'm looking for a movie,” she tells him and then I jam the gun into her ear and pull the trigger. She buckles, worms and slime running down her legs, and topples on top of the fat guy. 
 
    “Do you need anything?” The manager asks. I point and shoot. His glasses explode, and then his head. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Tracy's unhappy,” Max tells me. 
 
    I shrug: “She's a worm.” 
 
    “She doesn't know that.” Max sighs. “None of them know. We're not cruel. All we're doing is obeying our biological imperatives: to feed and to reproduce." 
 
    I shudder: “She's pregnant.” 
 
    “We know, Henry. We thought having a baby might make you happy. So we didn't eat the fetus.” 
 
    “Will it be normal?” I ask. 
 
    “The secret of your species is that you're pack animals,” Max pretends he doesn't hear me. “You band together because you want security. You spend your lives collecting safety objects to ward off the fear. Fear is your species’ greatest enemy.” 
 
    “What's yours?” Like I don't know. 
 
    Max shrugs. “Light.” 
 
    ***
  
 
    I'm on my knees, dead bodies everywhere. 
 
    My gun is empty.  
 
    The floor twists with blood and entrails and snapping worms. People walk in and out, around me, stepping over the bodies, gathering movies to take to the register, making faces when they get blood on their shoes.  
 
    “You alright, Henry?” Max stands in front of me, his hands in his pockets. He looks at the bodies. “Stupid question. Sorry.” 
 
    “Why don’t you just die?” I throw the gun at him; miss.  
 
    “Why would we want to do that? We hit one sextillion last month.” Max pats my shoulder. Tsks. “We’ll have to garnish your wages, though.” 
 
    I moan: “Why?” 
 
    “Well, you made a real mess.” Max looks pained. “They'll need to shampoo the carpet, probably.” 
 
    “No.” I feel the tears, gathering, but I won't cry. “All this. Why did it happen?” 
 
    “Oh, well…” Max shrugs. “Someone undercooked a pork chop, that’s all.” 
 
    “It’s not fair,” I bawl. 
 
    “I don't know anything about fair.” Max grimaces; nobody likes a whiner. “Life happens, know what I mean?” 
 
    “Henry?” It's Tracy. She weaves her way through the bodies, towards me. She's wearing black bicycle shorts and a Tweety bird t-shirt. “Max told me there was an accident. Are you alright?” 
 
    “Leave me alone,” I groan, and the tears spurt out of me. Tracy jams my head against her belly and strokes my hair. I can smell the home-baked lasagna on her fingers. 
 
    “Get a good night's sleep.” Max slaps me on the back, suddenly all manly. “And I'll see you at the office tomorrow morning.” 
 
    “Please, honey.” Tracy puts her hand under my chin, pulls my head up. “Come home. Come home with me.” 
 
    Her eyes are green. They haven't changed. 
 
    I go with her. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    In Cocoon, I Am Embryo 
 
    By Kenzie Mathews 
 
      
 
    Dealing with the mother-in-law is a universal affliction. 
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 I had just turned thirteen when the barber-cutters came for my hair. The barber-cutters were tiny round women, their flesh tightly wound in white bandages. They wore black leather aprons over white shirts and black breeches. They made beautiful chiming music with their silver scissors. Their voices rang out over the sound of their glistening shears. I looked at Mother, biting my lower lip, fretful.  
 
    But, this is our way. We follow the traditions of our House. 
 
    I sat on a stool in the large empty ballroom. Pearl-knotted strings connected me to the mold-scarred walls of the ballroom, to the age-yellow peeling ceiling and to the slashed wood floor. I kept scruffing my bare feet on the pitted floor until I got one of my big toes to bleed. The barber-cutters flung my hair, the strands swirling in the air like pale sea foam. 
 
    It felt like a little something in a whole lot of numb. 
 
    Mother danced around me in a crushed red velvet dress from centuries ago with a gold tattered shawl tied across her breasts. A million mirrors reflected her. In reflection, Mother was whole and young. In true form, Mother was close to bursting.  
 
    Cut from me, the long white braids hung from the ceiling, and the walls, tracing circular patterns on the floor. I closed my eyes, humming so not to cry and drew lines in the air. I was trying to memorize the symbols.  
 
    I will forget the meaning of the words tomorrow. 
 
    In the long ballroom the early sunlight slithered slinked in to spread like veins to warp the wood. Red traces here, gold there, then shades of violet and silver as the light streamed through the colored window glass. The gods approved. They let in the sun.  
 
    I am a garden weeded.  
 
    “Now,” Mother said, “Now, you will have a wig once your body rots and your true hair falls out.”  
 
    I was happy for her, for she was so happy. I had started my menses just that morning. Crimson lines crisscrossing darkly the soft white sheets of our large bed.  
 
    I am mapping the inner country. 
 
    I felt sick then and later, looking in the winding mirrors that line the walls of the long gilt ballroom, watching Mother whirl in dance, I bled through my linens and through my thin shift. The blood pooled underneath the stool, gathering on the white drop cloth. It was just a little bit. Not like oceans. Not like Mother. Not even enough to worry about really. Hardly any at all.  
 
    I jumped off of the stool. In the curving mirrors, I stared back at the wavering reflection of a thin bald girl in wonder.  
 
    I stood there, frozen. The barber-cutters snowflake-fluttered all around me, collecting my hair from the floor. Some used ladders to take down my hair. They were gathering the fruit for later. I forgot to ask for my stained drop cloth. What I made.  
 
    They took it away, the barber-cutters. To make my wig. To press a lock in a Memory book for later. I don’t know. It is something, Mother says. The physical remains. It proves existence. It’s important because we all forget so easily the forms we are, the ones we have been, the ways we will be tomorrow.  
 
    I was a doll when Mother bathed me hours after. I was a doll as she placed food in my mouth. I am pale and thin and empty. I have bled right through and onto the drop cloth and now my limbs, they are the wax. Now, my limbs, they are the glass.  
 
    I should fear the sun more often.  
 
    I should stay in rooms where the strings will attach me and hold me safe. 
 
    I came alive that night when she held me in her arms to whisper, “When you sacrifice everything, you have everything to gain.”  
 
    I have a wall-sized easel set up in the green glass hothouse. I have a cool breeze from the ocean that comes streaming through the cracks in the glass. I have dead and dying greenery plants in shattered pottery. I have pale white flowers living off the remains. Only the poison flowers thrive this close to the ocean, this far from the greening lands. Only the poison resides here, near a house set adrift on the wide Seanassey Cliffs.  
 
    That copper scent filling the hothouse is the ocean. The bitter dusty taste of it will remain in the mouth for days. And nights. It crawls to bury under the tongue. Food and drink will make the taste live again, live all over anew. It coats that which is devoured.  
 
    I can always taste the full depth of cells. The memory of writhing tissue. 
 
    I once wrote in a painting before I covered it up with more paint so that no one would know except for me: That which thrives, survives. That is my very favorite painting.  
 
    I will paint forever, sleeping now and then on the soft damp loveseat, covered in thick woven blankets. It is always moist here but I can bathe whenever I like. I have a porcelain claw-foot tub in the hothouse just for that. I keep my extra linen wraps in the big carved trunk by the loveseat. I am allowed to wrap myself tightly in corseted bandages as long as I don’t tie them too tightly. Some youth are so vain, they bind themselves until they are cut in two.  
 
    I cannot swim in the ocean, however. It is forbidden. It is taboo. We fall apart without structure, Mother says. That is one law to keep us safe. 
 
    I am checked often by our doctor to make sure I do not have a fever or chill. Sometimes the doctor takes blood while I paint. I can paint with either hand. I am clever that way.  
 
    When he takes my blood, it goes through the tiny wires into a thin glass tube cylinder. He shakes it, taps it, and holds it to the light. My blood is a deep purple with small shimmery gold lights. Sometimes, if he stays to talk to Mother, my little blood cylinders gain a smoke, a blackening that swirls the lights.  
 
    I paint the ocean at evening tide. I paint the poison flowers and differing perspectives of our house. Our house always looked choked in the white flowers. A throat swallowed in diamonds. Our house pushes back at the ocean. My painted house is black with red veined vines and the full blush of white. My painted ocean is black with blue swirls and silvery flakes. 
 
    The secret of the abyss is this: I could be drowning not so much to surrender as to self devour. I think I have painted that in. I think I have it somewhere.  
 
    When I paint people, their faces blur and glide and the bones seem to liquidify within the flesh. Sometimes their limbs are replaced with wings and wire. Sometimes they shift into other animals like the fossils left in Memory books. Usually, they are very hungry. It is something about the charred holes of their eyes, the loose hold of their jaws.  
 
    Mother makes dolls. They open up at the chest. Inside she puts bits of the flesh that she keeps in the large glass containers in the walk-in pantry of the kitchen. She uses large tongs. She does not trust the formaldehyde. She does not trust the rupture of flesh, the keeping of wax. She does not like to put her belief in the science of others.  
 
    There are hearts floating in the thick yellowing liquid of the glass containers. To take a piece, she uses a special wooden chopping board and her largest butcher knife.  
 
    As a little girl, I would sit on a large stool drinking straight from the cooking pot, watching her and marveling that such a large knife could slice delicate teacake size portions of heart. These bits of heart belong to the children who did not survive. They are my brothers and sisters. Other parts are kept in the walk-in walk-about pantry in the walls of shelves in glass.  
 
    Whenever I dance around the kitchen, I leave the pantry door open. I dance for my brothers and sisters. It is a good thing. It is a giving thing. They like it. The eyes always follow. Sometimes their tiny hands wave within the formaldehyde like sea-grass in the ocean, like the tongues of the mermaids from the Memory books.  
 
    I am not allowed to tap on the glass.  
 
    Mother’s dolls are collectibles. They are extremely expensive. I am not allowed to speak with the customers but I can spy on them with Mr. Gaines. The customers, they come to trade. All of their flying ships work. They are very careful and suspicious, customers. They are very delicate, customers. Fragile. 
 
    Mother knows Mr. Gaines and I watch. She simply asks that we do not giggle.  
 
    We sit in a big comfortable armchair in the secret passageway of a crawlspace within the parlor walls. I sit on Mr. Gaines’ lap. My legs entangle his. I like to wrap my legs around him. He likes to stroke me where I split open. Where I gape open mouthed, in my burial places. 
 
    Mother feels I should know the business and the conduction of money but I should not have to dirty my hands until after I have been married a few times. I am expected to take over then. When I have matured. When I have developed fully. 
 
      
 
    I am sixteen when I get my first suitor. I meet him in the violet parlor. The flowers here are white in the morning and brown by evening. There is the hint of fingerprints on the petals. There is the crush in the stems that speaks of murder. That milky comfortable smell of baby’s breath does not reside within the flowers. That scent can be traced to the dust within the fabric of the violet walls.   
 
    Our lives in arrangement of flowers. Our lives in the patterns of cracks.  
 
    If I close my eyes and trace the symbols left in the air, I might remember the words.  
 
    Mr. Gaines watches. I can sense his giggling. I wondered then, if Mother watched also, sitting on his lap and holding Mr. Gaines’ big hands as I would have. I wondered then, as I have so many times before, if his big hands also stroked her burial places.  
 
    I don’t know what I am supposed to do with my suitor so when he talks, I just smile and nod. I don’t understand one word he is saying. I think he is foreign. I think he is alien. I don’t think he is male. He is not of a house. He is from the stars. He came in a ship. It is broken. Then, he walked right up to our house. Our house. He chose our house. He chose me. I can choose him. I choose him. 
 
    I am only a doll when I lay down. I am only a doll sometimes. I am something other than the rest of the time. 
 
    When he is done talking, he takes off my blouse. I stare at the wall.  
 
    I am looking for the peepholes in the walls. I don’t know why. No one can see them from out here in the parlor. The secret passageway of a crawl space is completely hidden. But, I imagined, anyway, that I could see Mother and Mr. Gaines. I try reading their thoughts. It is faint at first because the male is doing things to my neck and it is hard to concentrate. Then, I hear Mother and Mr. Gaines thinking. 
 
    Mr. Gaines is thinking about flashing lights. This makes me giggle. Mother is not thinking of anything at all. This makes me sad.  
 
    My suitor pushes his cold damp hands past my shift bodice. He pinches my nipples. I fall deeper into the couch. I am drowning in feathers. I have rough pearls clenched in my teeth. They are biting into my lip. I have the roar of the ocean in my ears, it is saying something to hurt the wide Seanassey Cliffs. To break them open.  
 
    My suitor climbs on top of me. He fumbles with my skirts, then with his breeches.  
 
    He is puzzled by my bandages, by my white wraps. I have only bound myself up to my waist. It is not time to bind further than that yet. He really is a foreigner. I open my mouth to explain and I can hear Mother thinking. She is thinking: Shhhhh.  
 
    I giggle instead to keep him.  
 
    I sing, “I am in cocoon. I am embryo.” 
 
    That which distracts, lives to splinter another day. I will paint this. I will paint these words with the lace bones and feathered wings of birds from the Memory books. I will then press into the paint the insect bodies and shells from the Memory books.  
 
    He is cold all the way through. From shaft to stern. He is space without stars.  
 
    He is happiest just before I pierce him from within. He is happiest just before I take a nip. He draws back, startled. He looks at me.  
 
    I smile up at him. I am happy for him. Mother is thinking in blues. Mr. Gaines is thinking in flickers of lines and folded space.  
 
    My suitor looks around, warned suddenly and listening. There is nothing in the room for him to see. There is nothing for him to sense. There is no danger here.  
 
    My suitor comes back in to me to drink. Sweat breaks his brow. The locks of his long brown hair has a thick texture that when taken in my mouth spears the pearls.  
 
    And, we are married. 
 
      
 
    We move into the little carved stone garden house behind Mother’s house. The writhing stone of the little house jets out into space and cuts into the skies, into the folding oceans that spread out into far reaching distance. It has two rooms. One for sitting and eating. One for bedding. The carvings follow the stone inside. Inside, they are cut into the stone so that the walls withdraw into crevices. Fingers must go in seeking to find. 
 
    I don’t have to cook, but I do try to make the foods he likes. I don’t have to clean, but I do try. He teaches me what his words mean. His language is beyond repetitive. His language is limited and awful. He has a foul scent like something heavy and clotting. 
 
    I rub his clothes in the poison of the flowers to change his scent. I soak his clothes in the tide of the black ocean to bring him into our being. I drag his clothes behind me on the rocks as I climb the Seanassey Cliffs. Nothing clings to him. He smells just like he did when he first got here. I cannot save him at all from himself. 
 
    He is too different from us. He hates the pale green dust that covers everything. He hates the white flowers with their blue and violet veins, with their cloying scents. Like death coming, he says. He hates the black ocean that breaks below. Like a million voices singing off-key, he says. He hates the wideness of the Seanassey Cliffs. Empty, forlorn and going nowhere. He cannot abide the stillness.  
 
    He says it is fading here. Everything is shifting themes of water.  
 
    He keeps his little ship in sight of our little carved stone garden house. He says he is making repairs. He says one day he is going to take me away from all of this. He says I would like the deeper oceans of the skies.  
 
    He says the stars come in the spinning walls of the ship like lights that pierce the skin. He says the stars are the missing parts of who we are. What we have drifted away from. I have no idea what that means. I think he is a liar.  
 
    That which is important and real is kept in Memory books. My husband does not keep Memory books. My husband keeps everything locked in his head. How can he trust himself if it is all kept in his head? Doesn’t he realize the falsity of that? My husband thrives on illusion. 
 
    Mostly, I paint, walking the short distance from the little stone house to the green glass hothouse. My husband’s name is Mr. Jesse and he sleeps a lot and goes out walking at night. There is nowhere for him to go. We all keep to ourselves here. We all keep to our houses.  
 
    I am not the only one wrapped. I am not the only one held in glass.  
 
    Mostly he screams at his little ship.  
 
    Then, he goes back to working on it. He says soon we are leaving. He is dedicated. To his little ship, to me, to leaving. He has a computer on board that reconstructs little ship skin out of the soft thick air. Together, my husband and his computer are rebirthing the little ship. 
 
    When he comes home, as the sun is rising, he stumbles into bed, fully dressed. If I fight him in my sleep, he remains persistent in his wooing. If I continue to resist, he eventually gives up and pouts, his back shrugging off my hands. Then, he will not speak to me, will not look at me for days. If I am open to him, and I do learn to be so, he will slip himself in, cold and damp and push at me until he is warmed again. He kisses wetly, sucking at me, with his hands clamped onto the back of my neck.  
 
    I cannot find words in his language to tell him. I would like to wrap him. I would like to stop the bloom. Sometimes the most precious moment is the stillness before.  
 
    I would not like it so much if it did not make me feel needed. 
 
    I like being necessary. I like it when he is necessary, too. 
 
    And I only take a little. Here and there. Now and again. He notices it less and less. My husband is starting to grow used to me. I am becoming the only familiar constant. Sometimes I really like him. He has this thing he does with his tongue.  
 
    I told him, “I am not going anywhere, this is my home.”  
 
    He said, “Yes, but it is not my home. And you are mine. You will come with me when I go.”  
 
    I said, “What is there for me?” 
 
    He said, “Me,” and laughed. 
 
    I persisted, “What is it that the stars could give me that I do not have now?” 
 
    He grew serious, staring down hard into me. That is what the narrowing of his eyes means. He is thinking. He is considering me.  
 
    He said, quietly, “They give you back the parts of yourself that have been lost. They make you whole.” 
 
    Now, when I paint, my paintings are dark, all the forms hazy and blurred as if seen through a lace veil. I am concerned that my husband is not lying.  
 
    I am worried I am becoming alien. I think I have been contaminated. I think I have been consumed.  
 
    I think I do not mind his horrible smell so much anymore.  I think I even like his fleshy heaviness. He is something that keeps to its form as much as it can. He is something that resists and struggles. He does not taste so much like the copper scent of ocean as he does of a tangy musky salt well spiced. 
 
     When he is working on his ship sometimes, I feel very alone. I feel like something is missing. Like I am starving.  
 
    I feel then, like I am the wax of childhood. I am limbs waiting to be filled. 
 
    “Are you happy?” Mother asked me as she sat on my loveseat in the pale green hothouse. She shivered slightly. It is changing outside. It is growing colder. The hint of snowflakes that summons sleep. Quiet here, underneath. Slow stirring that promises. Just an ember, just a breath. Just a folded wrap. Every year, the ocean draws near. Every year the skies yawn broader and deepen.   
 
    My husband is crawling in and out of his little ship. He is very busy. He is very driven. Seen through the pale green of the hothouse, he bleeds at the edges of himself. He looks like a thinning shadow collapsing. 
 
    “Oh, yes,” I answered and I stabbed my canvas. It is a flood of color, it is spotted and nothing blends. Up close, my painting is a mess but from far away, it is a vibrant scream. At my feet, water gathers. I have overflowed my claw-footed tub. I cannot remember if I have taken a bath. I cannot remember the last time I did. I am flooding the stone floor of the hothouse.  
 
    “But, I miss you and Mr. Gaines,” I added, slowly.  
 
    Mother rose from the loveseat and came to me. I peer down sideways, listening. Brown vines and white flowers filled to bursting, made thick from the water, cling to her ankles. The perfume chokes the air. 
 
    “Look,” she said, holding out her hands to me.  
 
    I look down and find her hands full of her long gold hair. Mother puts the hair into my hands. My hands are paint smeared. The hair tangles there, clumps of black, red, violet, and blue meshing into the gold strands.  
 
    “I am rotting already,” Mother sighed. “And you are still so young.”  
 
    Then, she walks out of the hothouse. I take the handful of hair and sweep it into my painting. It clots there, heavy and unmovable. I stab the canvas with the sharp end of my brush until there is a hole. I shred and rip at the hole until it forms a crater.  
 
    My eyes leak. I brush the wetness away with the back of my hand.  
 
    There is something that is filling me, surging through me. It doesn’t belong to me, with me. It is foreign. It is learned. I have adapted it to me. My husband does this sometimes. He has given me this. He says it means we have touched. He says it means we are translating. He says it means we can understand each other. We care to. We want to. 
 
    Then, through the hole in my canvas, I can see the calm green glass of the hothouse walls. I am looking inward, seeing without. 
 
    I am comforted.  
 
    I am feeling calm and still. The wetness dries. 
 
    And the ocean screams up into the Seanassey Cliffs. A crack forms in the green glass of the hothouse walls as seen through my little crater hole.  
 
    Mother is dying. And it is all my fault. I was raised better than this. 
 
      
 
    I go back to the little carved stone house and wait at the stone table where I set the meals my husband likes to eat. My husband watched me cross the yard from the hothouse to our house but he hasn’t stopped working on his little ship. He is still working on his ship and here I am, telling him to come see me. It is right there in my head. 
 
    I pick at my bodice. I am leaking through my bandages. I am staining my dress. I am tearing on the outside. I pull the bodice away and look down. It is crusted black in places, in the creases of my wraps. Mother is dying and here I am ripening. Nearly bursting.  
 
    I really should pay more attention. I am always thinking of myself. 
 
    I am not alone. I am belonging to a house. There are others to think about. 
 
    I am not a little doll anymore, watching from the secret crevices of the crawl spaces. I am not sitting on Mr. Gaines’ lap with his large hands in my burial places. I am a married woman. I have a husband. I am going to have to sew that up. I am still young enough. I am not Mother’s age.  
 
    My husband still doesn’t come.  
 
    They are slow where he comes from, I think.  
 
    Finally, I called out to him, “Mr. Jesse.” 
 
    He still doesn’t come. 
 
    So, I said, “Mr. Jesse, Mother is dying.” 
 
    Now he comes. He stands there in the doorway, watching me. 
 
    “My computer has the medical intelligence for analyzing most viruses,” he said. He wipes his hands on his breeches. “I know you all are superstitious when it comes to technology….but, I would like to help.”  
 
    I am quiet still, staring at him. I am trying to understand him.  
 
    “We are not like you,” I said finally. “Your computer cannot help Mother.” 
 
    “I know I know,” my husband said, shaking his head, “I am blocked here no matter what I do. I keep trying to fit in and you all make damn sure I know I will always be an outsider.”  
 
    My husband comes up to me very quickly. He slams one hand on the table. He lowers his face closely into mine. I am still. I do not know what his kind do. I do not know what this means.  
 
    “We are not so different,” he said through his teeth. “We are not. You will see. I think I have finished all the repairs.”  
 
    My husband squats down until he is looking up at me with my thighs caught between his hands. I make a motion with my hands. I am not conscious of it. I let it come on through. It feels strange. I put my hands on his face until I am cradling his head. He smiles, nuzzles his mouth into one of my hands. 
 
    He said softly, gently, then, “I will drag your mother on board if I have to and prove it to you all. We are not incompatible species. Then, you and me, we are leaving this place. I can show you real civilization. A real life….not like this….”   
 
    “Mr. Jesse, Mother is dying,” I said slowly. 
 
    My husband stares at me. Then, he nods. “You cannot leave the house until the elder…of course. I am sorry, I have been blind. It is very traditional here.”  
 
    He takes my hands into his. I smile at him, nodding. I am very happy for him.  
 
    I push him away gently and I rise from the wooden bench. I take off my jacket and unlace my shift. I step out of my skirt. My husband stares, frozen.  
 
    “You are hurt,” he murmured. His hand motions at my bandages. The leaking has spread to blacken the white bandages. 
 
    “Yes,” I said, softly, coming to him.  
 
    I brush his hands away and press up into him. He is slow to respond. They are truly slow where he comes from.  
 
    Then, I find his tongue and he is glad for it. I latch onto his tongue and go into him gently. He tries to draw away. He thinks I am using my teeth. My tiny little sharp edged teeth. But, when the scent comes through me, through the seedling tendrils in my mouth and into his, when the poison releases, he relaxes. It has a calming effect.  
 
    I only took a little from him. Here and there. What I return now is based on his own DNA. He can translate it. The poison I give him is part of him. 
 
    I look into his eyes to watch his pupils dilate. His eyes are gray.  
 
    Before my husband, I did not have that word, gray. We do not have that color in our house. I do not know of any house that does. Gray. It is amazing. I asked him once: Where you come from, are many things like this? Yes, he said, many things. You will see many things you can’t even imagine.  
 
    When his eyes are fully dilated, I know that it is safe. I want to hurt him as little as possible. It is strange. I did not know that we could come to care for our husbands like this. Mother leaves parts out. 
 
    That which varies from instinct is lost in translation. I must remember to paint those words. I would like to leave something for someone. I may even not paint over the words. 
 
    His shaft grows hard so I have to take that in, too, finally. He hisses and bends backwards, away from me, breaking the kiss. I rock gently to release. He is very heavy. With his legs numb, he cannot hold up either of us. We nearly fall. His mouth keeps trying to form his words. It would take me too long to figure them out. I cannot understand him. His words are just sounds.  
 
    The gray of his eyes leak clear. I cannot stop looking into them. In his language, this means something to me. I almost can remember it. There are emotions for the words. It is like another life. It is like something I dreamed while in cocoon. When I was just an embryo, an infant. Wings wrapped in cotton wisp. 
 
    My husband shudders. I let him go. He falls heavily onto the floor. He is choking on his tongue. His numb pierced tongue. The more he struggles, the more he resists, the faster the poison works through him. The round curves of his cells mutate. Follow the laws of poison. Dance the protein strings. The birth of little spinning hooks. 
 
    It is like looking through lace. But, it is my fingers. I am holding them up before my face and peering through them. I am.  
 
    My face is wet, too, like his for some reason and I need my fingers to wipe it dry.  
 
    I will not remember this later. I cannot retain the knowledge. It seems, though, a waste. The wetness is just so unnecessary.  
 
    I can only put physical things in the Memory books. 
 
    My husband twitches on the floor. The poison is rendering him. My fluids are preparing him. Husbands cannot be taken in their natural state, they have to be prepped. They have to be molded. I have been a good wife. In some houses, the husbands scream.  
 
    I call to Mother. In our way. 
 
    In the little yard that separates the house from the stone house, Mother loses the back part of her scalp. The tear runs from her head in strips and pulls down some of the skins of her back as it falls. She is nearly nude, dress-less. Only the decaying fraying white wraps remain. One breast flops past her stomach, the flesh barely keeping within the bandages. She nearly stumbles. Her bones are weak with holes. 
 
    Just past Mother, Mr. Gaines stands in the hothouse watching. He is grinning. He is the loveliest shade of green. In the ever weakening sunlight, Mr. Gaines glows brightly.  
 
    The sound of his whirling chittering teeth comes through the glass faintly. If he were to stand in the hothouse doorway, the scent of him would flood the yard. The smell of sweet tinged copper as it mingles with sharp herbal overtones and the sharp underneath nesting of rot. 
 
    The males of our house. They smell divine but they are impotent. 
 
    On the floor, my husband has rolled to his side in an effort to lie on his belly. He starts vomiting up his insides. It is uncontrollable. A sound escapes me that is foreign. 
 
    And, driven on by the smell of that vomiting, of a breeding ground made fertile, Mother comes, humming vibrantly.  
 
    Panting at the doorway then, Mother rests, leaning against the stone. There is a blackness at the corner of her mouth. A mucus thick liquid. It is part of the enzymes she needs to break down my husband. The blackness runs down her legs as well, from deep within her burial place.  
 
    Mother pushes herself forward and falls. She has to crawl to get on top of my husband. He shudders beneath her but he is past caring. When he is beneath her, she nearly shreds him trying to turn him over onto his back.  
 
    Her burial place mouth takes in his soft member. Her face mouth delivers the kiss. 
 
    Mother rocks. Mother takes. Mother gives.  
 
    One kiss inflicts pure material, undiluted. One kiss swallows the cross-bred adaptation. Husbands filter. 
 
    When her black kiss becomes the sticky clear tinged with blood, Mother will be pregnant again. It murders her that so few of us survive. It makes Mother very sad.  
 
    Her sadness is always screaming in my ears. No child should ever hear their Mother cry. It is an act of violence. 
 
    Mother starts grunting and thrusting. I walk out of the little stone house.  
 
    Mr. Gaines is throwing himself against the green glass of the hothouse wildly, nearly breaking it. Already lines have spread from that crack the ocean gave it earlier. I look away from him.  
 
    There is a sudden silence in my head. A stillness. I have an inheritance.  
 
    My husband has left behind a working ship that flies. My husband has left behind a working computer with maps to the stars, to other planets. To other husbands. 
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 Broken silence awoke Jim from his slumber on the warm rooftop.  He rolled over under his blanket as the sand beneath him scratched at his skin through his worn jeans and t-shirt.  Pulling the old Indian blanket over his head to shield him from the sunlight it had occurred to him he had slept almost all day.  The sun was setting along his artificial horizon, the sky a cloudless blue and the air was cleaner than he had ever seen.   
 
    It took him a moment to identify the sound, which was familiar but odd.  It was higher pitched and he didn’t know why.  Pulling the blanket off his head he looked up and then surrendered to the idea he had to stand up.  The sand that had blown across the concrete over the last few weeks had formed a drift Jim had made camp on, a place he had called ‘concrete beach.’  Strewn with debris, Jim had made his home here when people started coming up to the roof of the parking structure.   
 
    Jim stood up in his tattered state, rubbing the sleep out of his eyes and squinting in the sunlight.  Looking around he found his sunglasses and canteen.  Taking a swig of lukewarm water he recapped the canteen and put his sunglasses on.  Standing nearly six feet tall, Jim had been an impressive man in his time, but ten years of homelessness had taken their toll.  His weathered face, the lines and creases around his eyes, and the loose flesh on once muscular arms spoke more about the last ten years than anything Jim could say.  But no one asked. 
 
    Looking over the wall of the rooftop level of a twelve story parking structure in Los Angeles he could see what was making the sound he heard.  Most jet airliners fly like limousines, true and level, and it is rare to see one in a dive or a ‘corkscrew,’ like a world war two fighter crashing into the countryside.  Watching the massive 525-seat Airbus 380 spiraling in from altitude would be unnerving for almost anyone who saw it.  Jim stood stone still as the superjumbo jet spiraled in a couple of miles away.   The four turbines were screaming as the amount of air being forced into their intakes exceeded the throttle setting they had been set for.  The final impact took out a quarter mile area of residential housing.  The fireball was minimal since the aircraft had simply ran out of fuel. 
 
    “Well, there goes Qantas’ perfect flight record.” Jim remarked.  He knew there was no one alive onboard.  Another moonlight flight.  Most simply flew high overhead to crash in the mountains or eastern desert, but some went on out to sea.  Jim stood and watched to see which way the fire was going to go.  Most of the area had burned last week so there was little left, but it was still a small concern.  Fire drove Jim here six months before.  After the fire died out this garage was the tallest building left standing.  There wasn’t a thing taller than three feet in the Los Angeles area for nearly five miles around the garage.  That’s when the “Happy/Smiley” people started to come out.   
 
    Having convinced himself of his safety Jim decided it was time to eat.  Opening the back of the truck he pulled out a camp stove and a can of spaghetti.  He could have set himself up at the best hotel in LA but decided to camp out on the parking garage near the airport instead.  This wasn’t a defensive measure.  There were no sandbags, firing positions or weapons.  All he had was his small bedroll and blanket, a truck full of food and water, and his bible.  And for the last three weeks he had been alone. 
 
    The smell of spaghetti filled the air.  For six months Jim had performed this ritual and every single night people had come to his garage.  He provided them with food and shelter, preached a little and helped them find a place to sleep.  Every night the numbers became fewer.  Every day he would find more bodies in the morning.  They all had smiles on their faces as if they had drifted off to blissful contentment during the night.  Then last month the numbers dropped off dramatically.  For three weeks no one had come.  Jim stood there stirring his pot of canned spaghetti, adding oregano liberally.  He had found some onions and had started cutting them up and putting them in.  After half an hour he filled a small bowl and went over to the wall to watch the sunset.  And wait. 
 
    The fire of the jet had almost gone out.  The smoke drifted south, away from his camp on the roof, yet he could still smell the burnt aircraft.   
 
    “We did it to ourselves.” He said aloud.   
 
    “I know.” 
 
    Jim turned around startled, spilling his spaghetti.  Behind him stood a man in a white pullover and white pants.  The sandals on his feet looked older than dirt.  His long brown hair had been pulled back, his beard and mustache were neatly trimmed, but most strikingly was how clean he was.  This did not look like someone who had just walked through LA to get a meal.  He also looked familiar in some way. 
 
    “Relax.  I’m not here to hurt you.  I smelled your food.” 
 
    “Would you like some?  I have enough for everyone here.”  Waving his arm to show the vast nothingness.  Jim felt safe and what bothered him was how he hadn’t really felt threatened before.  He had survived.  He could be here for decades undisturbed.  He had more to fear from his own mind than anyone he saw, yet he felt ‘safe.’ 
 
    The man looked out across the same skyline Jim had just been pondering.  “No, thank you.  I am sure the food is wonderful but I just don’t have an appetite right now.”  Seeing the fire from the crashed jet he shook his head.  “Yes, you did this to yourselves.” 
 
    “Yeah.”  Jim followed the man’s gaze.  “Started with the drugs the terrorists put into the water supplies of troops in Afghanistan.  Made them want to sit down and smell the flowers instead of manning their posts.  Then some bright assed chem student figured out what they had done and started marketing it.  Soon everyone was enjoying the bliss, smiles on their faces, no worries.  It was so popular we ended up selling it back to the terrorists who had used it on us.  We were all hooked.  No side effects!  Everyone just kept on smiling; even when people started dying.  Death wasn’t even a problem for them.” 
 
    “Hmmm.  The chemical used quietly eats away at the protective myelin sheath of the nerve fibers until the nerve itself is exposed but protected by the new chemical, which slowly dissolves the nerve tissue.  Each and every brain cell.  The chemicals released by dying nerve cells are used to create more of the chemical and the process accelerates rapidly.  Eventually the entire system is erased and the person dies within ten minutes to four hours.  Except for those who didn’t use the drug.” 
 
    Jim was watching the man speak as someone writing the story himself.  “And since those on the drug put it in the water supply…” 
 
    “Everyone got some.  Except you.” 
 
    “And you, too.  My name’s Jim.”  Jim’s expression was hard.  “You seem to know a great deal about what’s going on?  What’s your name?” 
 
    The man shook Jim’s hand.  “You know my name.  I know you are James Martin Rothman, named after your mother’s brother and your father’s grandfather.  You were a preacher at the Trinity Congregational Church thirty-five miles southeast of here.  Of late you have been the pastor of “Concrete Beach” in Los Angeles.  You are known unto me.” 
 
    Jim stood dumbfounded.  Dropping to his knees he simply couldn’t make his mind work fast enough to comprehend what he was seeing.  Maybe it had finally happened, he had snapped, all the bodies and cremations had finally gotten to him. 
 
    “Jim.  Stand up.”  Jesus took him by the arms and helped him to his feet.  Jim stood but was soon looking for the wall to lean on.  “Relax.  This isn’t a mental breakdown.”   
 
    “What else would you call it?”  finally finding his voice. 
 
    Shaking his head a little, looking around at the last remnants of human civilization, “Looks like the end of the world to me.” 
 
    “Jesus, you have a sense of humor.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “I’m……I’m sorry.  I didn’t mean that the way it sounded and ..uh. damn.   Screwed up again.”  Jim was flustered.  “Here I am taking your name in vain and you’re standing in front of me.”  Jim looked down.  “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Saying sorry is a sign of weakness.  Try asking for forgiveness, it is a sign of strength of spirit.  It’s harder because it leaves you feeling exposed but it’s better because you choose to be vulnerable before your Lord.” 
 
    Once again falling to his knees, “Please forgive me.” 
 
    “You are already forgiven.  So get up.  It is hard to talk with you this way.” 
 
    “Talk with me?”  Jim stood but was looking away toward the sea.  “There isn’t much I can say for myself.  Intellectually I understand what is going on.  This must be judgment day.  My faith hasn’t been exemplary and as a Christian I see myself as a complete failure.” 
 
    “Really?”  Jesus paused.  “You have had your moments, but no, you are not a complete failure.”  Jesus heard the plane before he saw it clearly.  A few moments later Jim saw it too.  Coming in over the eastern hills it looked like a model airplane until the brain processed what it was seeing, a 767 flying five miles off, less than one hundred feet off the ground before crashing into South Central.  It was the silence.  Another aircraft out of fuel and on a flat glide path.  It took almost a minute for the sound to reach them.  Jesus stood there, radiating despair.  Jim could see the tears on his face. 
 
    “I’m pretty sure everyone on that plane was dead before it hit.”  Jim spoke softly.  “Been no one up here for days so I am pretty sure there was none on the ground either.” 
 
    “I know there wasn’t anyone on that plane.  They were all dead four hours ago.  It seems so sad how people chose to board a plane and fly in a vain attempt to be closer to God, as if the altitude would make up for what they had done.”  Jesus turned away.  “But I am not here about them today.  It appears you have run out of parishioners.” 
 
    Jim looked down. “I failed them.  They felt so good they believed they were invincible, that nothing mattered.” Jim looked around. “And now they’re dead.  Only you know how many were saved.  I’m not sure I want to though.  People started showing up.  I didn’t know any of them.  I fed them, gave them a place to sleep and tried to talk some sense into them.  They would smile as they walked off the roof.”  Jim paused.  “It just didn’t make any sense and they wouldn’t stop.” 
 
    “It’s been hard on you.  You feel you have lost your faith.  It started with your affair ten years ago.  Regardless of the justifications you may have felt at the time it was still wrong.” 
 
    Jim was about to say something and immediately realized he wasn’t going to be able to spin this with Jesus.  “Yeah.  I thought I needed something.  Jesse just didn’t seem to love me anymore.  I was a meal ticket and she enjoyed the prestige of being a Pastor’s wife, except for the wife part.”  Jim looked down at what now seemed very inviting pavement.  He had struggled with thoughts of suicide after the affair broke and the very public divorce.  Jesse turned him into a villain of the worst kind.  “I thought I had found a way out.  It just took me further out than I planned.”  Jim let out a deep sigh.  “This is how far out things have gotten.” 
 
    “You’re right, you know.”  Jesus replied. 
 
    “About what?  Which part?” 
 
    “She was having an affair too.  You knew it but never looked into it.  Vengeance was not in your heart.   You could have destroyed her easily, torn her case to shreds, but that isn’t your way.  You took the blame and punishment and kept moving.  You actually have brought more people to me since your homelessness than anytime before that.” 
 
    Jim stood silent as he felt a small pit of anger build.  “You planned this?  You deliberately let me suffer all these years?”  Jim’s tears and anger, the conflict within his heart raged as his mind tried to find a handle on the chaos it caused in his head.  He didn’t believe in predestination and he knew he was supposed to do God’s work but he couldn’t wrap his head around the idea God would put troubles in his path. 
 
    “No, I am not what you would call a Calvinist.  The reality is you made a choice.  Every decision you make, whether to do the right or wrong thing, determines what happens.  Like I said earlier, you did this to yourselves.  All of it.  From your affair, to the development of jet engines, you did it.  Whether mankind would ever make it to Mars was not my concern.  What matters is my relationship with you if you ever went there.  ‘Judgment Day’ wasn’t something I was going to do to you but something that would signify to God you were done.  I came here to save people.  Millions have killed themselves, condemning themselves in the process.  Millions more laid down and died, unaware of what was killing them.  Some never knew they were dying.”  Jim could see how Jesus was affected by this.  “They did this to themselves.  I sent people out into this world, gave them a calling to preach the gospel, and no one cared.” 
 
    Jesus sat down and rested on a curbstone.  The tears streamed from his eyes.  “So many souls lost.  I sent every possible chance to them and they rejected me for something much less.”   
 
    Jim kneeled before Christ.  “What can I do?  Where do you want me to go?”  Jim reached out to Jesus, as if he could do anything to relieve the pain of so many lost souls.  “I am sure I can be useful somewhere else.  There must be other pockets of people who need preaching to.” 
 
    Jesus looked up.  “Don’t give up on me.”   Jim’s puzzled face made Jesus chuckle. 
 
    “What’s so funny.” 
 
    “You really don’t understand, do you.” 
 
    Jim leaned back a little.  “No.” 
 
    “You’re the last soul to be saved.” Jesus stood and took his hand.  “I have returned to collect the faithful souls here on earth.  You are the only one left.”  Jesus stood and helped Jim to his feet.  “Follow me.  Let’s go home.” 
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 To form a mental blind spot . . . 
 
    I had been part of the Kennedys’ inner circle for so long I could barely remember the finer details of my indoctrination, with the exception of the hazing ceremony during which I was ordered to stand naked in the library of the Aquinnah Estate and hold a hot tamale between my teeth as the Kennedys shouted obscenities and laughed at my anthropomorphic shortcomings. Whenever my lips faltered and grazed the tamale, they burst aflame . . . 
 
    Daylight. 
 
    Enemies fired from the Incurable Coast—heat missiles carved a black frown in the sky. We had to usher the Kennedys across the ocean. I dressed in an adrenalized fury, opting for a clip-on tie. The lady of the manor pleaded with me to don the Real Thing and presented to me her upturned ass on a hand-painted Victorian platter. I reluctantly turned her down. I knew I would regret it. But there was no time. 
 
    Jack and Lee were in the guesthouse rolling and smoking cigarettes. The place smelled like shit; they had just skinned a llama and draped the hide over a chaise to dry. The underparts of the animal had been dissected and primed for All Out Praxis.  Nobody in the family wasted anything. “The sky is frowning,” I reminded them. “We need to get underwater.” 
 
    Lee salvaged whatever accruals of tobacco could be stuffed into a shirt and he and Jack shoved their arms into powerful frock coats that seemed to move of their own volition. I ushered them outside, the stigma indelible of mushroom clouds leaping onto the horizon like bullfrogs. Already the vines had begun to shrivel. Soon the plasma would turn to rust. 
 
    “Mind the guardrail,” said Betty as we fell into the chute and stepped aboard a submarine. 
 
    The roots of Martha’s Vineyard hung in the water like withered udders . . . I placed my hand against the glass wall of the aquarium. Warm to the touch. The air was thick and infinitely green . . . The captain tripped and fell into the control panel. Sparks leapt from unmanned wires and he caught fire. Eddie tackled the captain with a horse blanket, put out the flames and accidently suffocated him. 
 
    There was a ceremony on the fly bridge and the Kennedys threw a collective fit. I respected the upheaval, eyes fixed on clasped hands. If the munity occurs before the ship sets sail, technically there can be no mutiny. 
 
    Anatomy of a submarine: conning tower, sleeping quarters, boiler room, trim and ballast tanks, nuclear reactor, ballistic missile repository, Cold War wine cellar, snorkel, anechoic plating . . . 
 
    Perception as a red hatchet. 
 
    Fidel wanted to drive. He had put on the captain’s frayed, smoldering hat to ensure that nobody argued with him. Nikolai punched him. Fidel punched him back. They clutched one another by the lapels of their suits and threw one another from side to side and then they crashed through a decayed floor panel and fell out of sight. Jackie salvaged the hat and slipped behind the helm . . . Octopi and squid covered the nose of the sub. She shook them off, violently, yanking on the controls. Her forearm inflated with color and I traced the cephalic vein from wrist to crook with my fingernail . . . 
 
    . . . determined saboteur.  The impromptu dialogue quickly evolved into another ceremony imbricating all of the major players. Accusations and accidental blowups produced corresponding plyboard-partitioned tristes. Procedural disputes coiled into jurisdictional wranglings. I tripped over the rhetorical morass like a wounded calf. Eventually I paid for it. The catalyst, claimed Bobby: my Gaelic upper lip – “interminably long and menacing.” 
 
    Dry land and rancorous indictments. 
 
    Internal Affairs briskly took me aside. They unplugged the Zapruder camera in the interrogation room and pushed me into a chair by the shoulders. “Why don’t you like me,” was Teddy’s opening line. 
 
    I said, “I don’t know.  I think it has something to do with that shiteating grin etched into your puss.” The grin folded together like curtains. I shrugged. “I’ve got nothing to say.” 
 
    “All right,” said Teddy. “You can go then.” 
 
    I got up to leave. 
 
    “Sit the fuck down asshole!” 
 
    The others looked on as Teddy sat across the table from me and tilted his head.  “I have to speak to you immediately,” he said. He stood and exited the room. Eddie came in and said he was serving as Assistant to the District Attorney in Joey’s absence. A waiter served zweibacks from a misshapen porcelain plate that threatened to topple off of his palm. We observed a luminescent battle grid. Blips raced up and down the fractal lines. Eddie took me by the shirt and said, “I’m trying to communicate with you. This is a communiqué. What’s wrong with you?” 
 
    “Nothing. I’m just a glacier monkey like everybody else.” 
 
    I kept talking until somebody acquiesced, expressing interest in my belief system. It was John, Jr. Once I had him on my side everybody else fell into rank. I received a formal letter of apology and forgiveness at a ceremony presided over by a Kennedy without a Name (KwN). We drank a lot of brandy and then the family doctor performed mock electroshock therapy on me, easing me onto a rollaway bed, placing a leather bit in my mouth, and producing a series of wet alveopalatal shocking sounds. 
 
    Marilyn wheeled me up to the honeymoon suite. 
 
    I awoke in the early morning. John was sitting on the end of the bed in his favorite gray suit, elbows on knees, swishing the last drops of a scotch in the basin of a rocks glass. The shoulder-to-shoulder articulation of his back preoccupied me. 
 
    I sat up in bed and the covers fell into my lap. 
 
    “I don’t like crowds, is the thing,” noted John in his signature accent. “I have social anxiety. But nobody will prescribe me medication. That’s why I drink so much. And the drinking makes me talk funny. I don’t know what to do.” He reached behind him and laid a hand on Marilyn’s exposed ankle. She didn’t wake up. I suspected she might have passed away in her sleep. 
 
    The last thing I remembered was the smell of coffee, the sound of the percolator. The angled silhouette of a man set against a tall bay window. 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    False Idols 
 
    By Sean Martin 
 
      
 
    An old-school writer finally gets wired. 
 
      
 
    Sean Elliot Martin has always enjoyed the dark, disturbing, and mysterious aspects of the world, sharing his unusual interests with others through a number of artistic and scholarly projects.  H.P. Lovecraft and the Modernist Grotesque (2008), based on his Ph.D. Dissertation, develops a new perspective on the literary and philosophical contributions of Lovecraft, and his academic projects and university classes ("Literature, Film, and Fear," "Gods and Monsters," "Identifying and Analyzing Propaganda") explore the role of the fear impulse in diverse cultural expressions.   
 
      
 
    After residing in various cities throughout the United States, Martin settled in Pittsburgh, where he earns his living as a university instructor, martial arts instructor, freelance writer, and wood carver.  He also enjoys Medieval and Renaissance events, traveling to mysterious places (Egyptian pyramids, Mayan ruins), community service, and any creative project that deals with the macabre or the bizarre. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
  

 [The following document is transcribed from a legal pad found on the floor of the apartment of Thomas Tobias of Wheeling, WV.  It was collected as part of a missing persons investigation that has not yet been solved.] 
 
      
 
    Got to loosen up.  My writing will continue to suck (or not exist) if I keep falling victim to what Jon calls “paralysis through analysis.”  That’s why I am here. 
 
    OK.  Get out of the car as soon as you capture these initial impressions of the place.  It’s just as Doreen described it.  I didn’t even know a factory could be so huge.  The small trees that have grown up around it seem to cling to it like potential drowning victims clinging to the sides of a giant ship with a hull they can’t climb.  That was kind of cool.  Maybe I can polish that simile up and use it in something later.  I think this exercise of writing down every little thing that pops into my head really helps.  I’ll keep going with it. 
 
    From here I can’t tell if the ugly brownish color covering the factory is rust, dirt, or something else.  Most of the tiny pane windows are broken, probably by some of the little bastards I teach at my day job.  Probably the quiet ones like Mark and Jessie, maybe even Denise for all I know.  God this thing is big.  I can see why Doreen didn’t want to go inside.  Depending on the layout, you could easily get lost, and even more easily get really badly hurt.  Who the hell knows how much jagged metal and broken glass are all over a place like that?  Then again, I am insane.  And I’m desperate.  Got to shake off this creeping decay of the self that I feel for no real identifiable reason.   
 
    I am here to write about Emily, to make her real.  I have had this character in my head for almost 15 years, this girl who combines innocence, passion, raw anger, and tragedy in a teenager who seems so real that I sometimes think that maybe I knew her somewhere long ago.  A past life?  Maybe I was her.  I know everything about her except her story.  I know her personality, her fears, her desires, even how she would react in any situation, but I just can’t decide how to write her life.  Perhaps she took her father his lunch to this factory each day.  Perhaps she grew up to work at this factory.  Perhaps she was killed in this factory.  I just don’t know where to take it. 
 
    I’ve never seen a building so haunted as this.  I don’t know if I believe in ghosts in the traditional sense, but if ghosts are old, intense, repeated memories, then this place is chock-full of them.  I wonder just how many men, maybe women also, spent their ENTIRE LIVES in this place, twenty, thirty, HELL – FORTY YEARS MAYBE – working here every day only to be forced into retirement or laid off.  I heard they made pipes here.  That sounds like it could be dangerous.  How many were impaled on a copper pipe for a nice bathroom or maybe crushed to death by one of those big sons-of-bitches that they use for oil?  Is that stupid?  Probably.  I don’t even know what kind of pipe they made.  Just trying to get into the mood.  This is the first time I have ever felt that Mother Nature was cooperating with me by giving me a crappy day!  It is not raining, but it’s like the sky is in agony trying to hold it in.  The sky is like an old lady riding down the highway whose husband, suffering from dementia, forgets that she told him 739 times that she has to pee or she will die, and he misses the rest stop.  The sky is doing the “pee-pee dance” like a little kid whose bladder and inner plumbing have not yet fully developed enough to hold it in for long.   
 
    Well, I suppose that, considering the pee-pee-dance sky, I should either go home or go into this creepy-ass place and at least hang out in the doorway for a while and get some good ideas.  Hanging out in the rain is no fun, and going home is not an option right now.   
 
      
 
    It is totally different in here than expected – well, not TOTALLY, but it is very open and very cleaned-out.  They took EVERYTHING: all the equipment, all the raw materials, all the desks and benches, or whatever else they used.  I don’t know what is missing exactly.  All I know is that there is really nothing here in this main area, which is the size of the biggest double airplane hanger I have even seen in the movies, like the kind they use to store those giant military troop transport planes.  What I didn’t expect is that weird things seem to be missing, like switch plates and socket plates, light fixtures, door knobs.  Someone REALLY cleaned this place out.  It’s a good thing I got out here this week, because they are scheduled to tear the whole damn thing down very soon and build something over it – not sure what.  Streaks of light from the broken, dark-glass windows illuminate the dust in the air, making a weird effect of dusty light beams shooting from the cathedral-like walls across to the floor on the opposite side.  I can picture this place in some post-apocalyptic movie where some kind of leather-clad mutants join in gladiatorial combat here, surrounded by howling throngs.  This would make a great night club, if it were not already so far gone.  I don’t think you could salvage the place at this point.  It closed about 20 years ago, and it was probably falling apart before that.  Shit – I should have brought a hard hat, now that I think about it. 
 
    I guess I should probably look around and get a feel for the whole place before I settle in for a long writing session.  Of course, I had the presence of mind to bring one of those mega-wang, indestructible flashlights that shine forever, and a smaller backup version of the big one. 
 
      
 
    OK.  The bathroom was not quite as disgusting as I had feared, but it was really stripped down.  The toilets, the fixtures, everything gone.  I just wizzed in a hole in the floor, but that was no different than places I have traveled abroad. 
 
      
 
    This office is not stripped so bare as the other places.  I figure the company probably went out of business and decided to scrap all the metal and porcelain to help cover their costs.  This may have been one place where they didn’t trash everything, especially if some manager who was supervising the process oversaw the final operations from here.  We have a dust-covered desk and a chair, even a coat hanger.  The drawers of the desk are open.  Let’s see – a few old pens, unused ledger books, some personnel files… an envelope of HOLY SHIT!  Money!!!!!  I am surprised no one took it.  It’s not a fortune, but it has to be…  $120!!  Screw it.  I’m taking this.  Emily – what a sweet girl!  Did you bring me here to lead me to this money?  I wonder why the person who owned this left it behind.  Maybe he expected to come back and get it later, and something happened.  I say he.  Maybe it was a woman, but I would imagine that this business is pretty patriarchal.  Wow!!  I can’t believe the luck!!   
 
      
 
    Now that I shine my light on the desk, something kind of odd comes up.  Some things may have been taken from here recently.  There are spots in the dust showing that things were removed.  I am guessing that one was a lamp of some kind, because of the shape of the base and the position on the desk.  I have no idea what the other may have been.  Here is something else that’s odd – I have here a day planner with the cheap little calculator missing.  Judging by the dust patterns, it seems like it was handled recently too.  It’s fun to play detective.  Now why the hell would they take a lamp and a cheap calculator and not an envelope full of cash?  Who cares?!  The money is mine now, and man can I use it.  Junior High teachers don’t make a hell of a lot. 
 
      
 
    I am tempted to take the money and go, but I want to see what else is around here….  More cash?  Other valuable stuff?  A psycho-killer?  I could see it going either way, maybe more than two ways.  This could be the stuff of sweet dreams or nightmares.  I squint my eyes just a bit and I can see girls in beautiful dresses dancing wildly to fast, driving beats while their boyfriends drink beer and look on with a combination of lust and genuine pride.  I squint my eyes just a bit more and I can see a dark and grimy figure slinking into this place with something large and limp over his shoulder.  The moonlight through the broken windows glints briefly off of a metal object in his hand, and I hear the faint trickling sound that leads my eyes to the trail of dark fluid dripping behind him as he moves toward… 
 
      
 
      
 
    THE BOILER ROOM 
 
    This room is really weird too.  I guess it was some kind of boiler room or engineering room.  There are places and fixtures where large machines used to be, but they are away from the main factory floor, behind a large steel door that used to have a sign on it, probably saying  
 
    “Keep Out 
 
    Authorized Personnel 
 
    Only” 
 
    Those signs crack me up.  The sign seems to depend on the spacing to take the place of punctuation, but it literally says to keep out the authorized personnel, implying that anyone except authorized people can go right in.  I always bring that up in my English classes.  Punctuation is important for clarity.  The switch plates and socket plates are removed here also, leaving behind the exposed electrical outlets for all kinds of plugs.  Some of them look like the big, industrial electrical plugs used for clothes driers and heavy machinery.  Everything is covered in something beyond dust – a kind of grime that is so thick that I can’t even identify the nature of most of the debris on the floor – just bumps and shapes of hidden debris. 
 
    ------------  What the hell is this???? 
 
    There is a hole busted into the wall – broken roughly into the cinder block.  The sockets on this wall actually have plugs in them, attached to heavy extension cords that go through the hole in the wall.  There shouldn’t be anything left here.  The extension cords don’t have much dust on them at all, and certainly no grime like the rest of the room.  Maybe these were put here by the people preparing to tear down the place.  The breaker box has been disturbed recently, and it looks like all of the breakers are turned on.  I would have thought that they would have shut the electricity off to this place, but maybe they re-wired it and turned it back on to assist the demolition crew to get the preparations together.  I didn’t even think to try to flick any light switches on.  Hell, there were no bulbs in the lights anyway.  Let’s see if there may be one down here.   
 
      
 
    There we go!  One bulb in the whole place, but it does work!  Now I am curious as hell.  If I were not technically trespassing, I would call around to ask questions about what the hell they are up to, but I can’t very well say – “I went into that factory with all of the ‘Danger: Do Not Enter’ signs to do some creative writing exercises, rifled through everything, and came up with some questions for you out of my own stupid curiosity.”  Plus, what would be the fun in that?  Conjecture is so much more entertaining than truth. 
 
      
 
    So we have newer extension cords going through a big-ass, rough hole in the wall of an abandoned, dilapidated factory that no one has supposedly entered in years.  Maybe I should switch over to writing mystery novels.  Those sell really well if they are even semi-decent.  Well, I guess I should grow some balls and look through this hole in the wall.  Emily, would you stay behind and wait for me, or are you the adventurous type who would go right in with me?  Of course I know the answer. 
 
      
 
    It doesn’t look like much – a dirty little crawlspace full of rubble and with the extension cords going downward through a hole in the floor.  I’ll crawl through and see what I can…  
 
      
 
    GOD IT HURTS!!!!!!!!!!!!!  The fucking floor gave way and I fell through into some kind of a fucking tunnel!!  God My Ankle!  I’ve twisted it before, but never this bad.  I’ve been lying here for a while.  I don’t know how long.  I never wear watches.  They never seem to work for me for long.  The batteries always go dead in a few weeks and the watch never works again.  That’s it think about something else – watches, school, cleaning the apartment, porn, anything but the pain.  Keep writing writing writing and the pain will go away.  Stretch out the leg and foot, move them around.  Nothing broken, just one hell of a painful twist, probably sprained all to hell and back.  I found the big flashlight using the small flashlight, thank God.  The weight of the big one pulled it out of my pocket when I fell.  My satchel was sealed up so I did not spill anything out of it.  How the hell am I going to get out of here?  Looking around with the light now.  The fall was bigger than I thought – at least fifteen feet, and I couldn’t make that even if I hadn’t hurt myself.  AAHH!!!  This sucks!!!  Alright.  Deep breaths.  There’s a ladder lying right over there, I think, maybe about eight feet. 
 
      
 
    Broken.  That ladder isn’t going to do me any good at all.  Damn it!  Well, I guess I will rest up and then go down the tunnel.  Maybe there is a way out.  I can hear my students and my family chastising me already.  I am the only person on the planet who doesn’t own a cell phone.  They tease me about it all the time, and I have to admit now that they are right.  This is one of those times when it would probably come in REALLY handy, provided that I could get a signal in a place like this.  Probably no signal.  God this sucks.  Painful. 
 
      
 
    I never thought I would be writing something like this.  I actually hope I’m going crazy from the pain and stress.  The tunnel snaked around this way and that.  Maybe it’s an old sewer tunnel, or maybe it goes to some supply source that used to connect up with the factory.  Who knows?  I didn’t get to check out the whole place.  I limped along until I heard noises up ahead.  I called out over and over but no one seemed to hear me.  The noises were cacophonous, a mixture of electrical tools, several TV’s or radios, human-like grunting and jabbering.  I thought maybe it was the demolition crew setting up some other part of the factory for destruction.  The factory is so huge, I figured that maybe their cars or trucks were parked on the other side, so I didn’t see them coming in.  That would have been nice.  Assistance to a doctor and a slap on the wrist for trespassing.  AAHH!!  My ankle still kills, especially when I move it certain ways.  I almost forget I hurt it and then I do something stupid and bang it or strain it.  But it looks like I have bigger things to worry about.   
 
      
 
    The noises I heard are coming from this room I just entered.  It’s so well lit that my own light didn’t attract their attention, and so noisy that they didn’t hear me yelling.  Once I got close enough to see them, I knew something wasn’t right, so I turned off the light and snuck in the shadows.  The room actually stretches out below the tunnel I’ve been traveling, my tunnel entering the room at a slope.  I was able to slip behind a large pile of junk just inside the room.  With some minor shifting, I have been able to make myself a fairly comfortable space back here where I can see the whole place.  Although it’s loud, I’m not taking chances.  I have got to bite down and bear this pain.  It has to go away sometime.  Oh shit!  What a dumbass!  I forgot that I have a small bottle of Tylenol in my bag for those caffeine headaches.  I wish I had taken that right away, but better late than never.   
 
      
 
    Alright – how do I describe these things?  I don’t know if I’m just being stupid being afraid of them, but they are definitely not normal.  I say things.  I am sure they are people, of a sort.  I don’t know.  They look like they could have been normal people at one point.  There are about thirty or forty of them, enough that if they are hostile, I am totally screwed, even though they look incredibly unhealthy.  They are flabby, slow, and their skin is sickly, pale, ashen.  Did they get trapped down here too?  Is this the demolition party?  Have they been stuck here?  Is it a group of homeless people, like the Mole People of New York?  They are dirty and their clothes are old and torn.  That could mean anything.  They are grossly obese and move strangely, and I can’t recognize their speech.  I’m not a weightist, and I am no GQ model myself, but they are not just overweight.  You can be big and healthy.  Their fat looks wrong, sickly.  I’ll take a closer look.  Something tells me not to approach them.  I almost feel bad that I am acting so weird.  Maybe they need my help as much as I need theirs.  They just don’t seem right.  Maybe I’ve seen too many horror movies and documentaries on cults.  I will observe for a while longer.  Not like I can go much of anyplace right away anyhow.  Well, I wanted something to write about.  I think this qualifies. 
 
    OK – There is no fucking way I’m going to talk to these creatures.  They are not just flabby and weird-moving.  At a closer look I saw that they are into some kind of sick self-mutilation.  Their skin is filled with wires, piercing through and hung with gadgets, battery packs, devices.  At first I thought these items were just hanging from their clothes.  How could they do that to themselves?  Why?  The pain!  The disfigurement!  My God!  What are they?  They mill about this chamber, maybe 100 by 100 feet across, sometimes going down the other tunnels that extend from this main room.  I have been here probably at least a few hours now, and I have seen a group of four go down one tunnel and come back with nothing.  They are like apes.  They point, grunt, jabber, and pantomime, but they don’t seem to speak a language that I have ever heard of.  I have seen them eat, which they do sporadically and very frequently.  Strewn about the chamber in piles are all kinds of pre-packaged foods and drinks.  They basically eat what I would call vending machine food and sodas.  No wonder they look so unhealthy.  It is so much to take in.  I can’t get my head around all this, and I am so tired.  I hope to God they don’t come this way and look behind this pile of desks and debris.  I just can’t keep my eyes open. 
 
      
 
    It was all real.  I just woke up on the top platform about ten feet above a huge chamber filled with the strangest sight I have ever seen.  I feel physically better than I did yesterday, more awake, and my ankle is not as painful, but it is in no shape to run or try to fight off these things, no matter how slow and flabby they are.  Emily.  Sweetie, I am so glad you found me.  I need you more than ever.  I looked for you but did not see you.  You must have run up ahead to get help after I fell.  Smart girl.  I know I can always depend on you.  You have more guts than I have.  That’s one of the reasons I want to tell the story of your life.  We just have to stay here and be quiet for a while.  Between the two of us, we will figure this out and get back home.  Look at it as an adventure!   
 
    Time to look around again and see exactly what we are dealing with.  They seem to spend most of their time screwing with these old electronics.  They are obsessed with electrical devices.  In fact, the place is like a shrine to everything that carries a current.  Four decades of gadgets are horded in here.  Now that I look more closely at the surroundings, I see that they have extension cords going down all of the tunnels, several in each.  These are plugged into scores of different devices with power strips, powering lights, stereos, TV’s, computers, video games, fans, kitchen equipment, heaters.  Fans and heaters run simultaneously, TV’s glow with static, some getting faint signals.  The radios still blare with noise of different songs of different genres, mixed with talk radio from five or so different shows.  The zombie-like things each seem to have different personalities, if you can call them that.  Some are industrious, sifting through debris, yelling out like triumphant beasts when they find another battery to throw into one of the large piles.  Another industrious one is sorting through the batteries and trying to fit them into various devices.  He does not seem to have any concept of battery size upon looking at them.  It’s all trial and error.  He can’t seem to tell that he may as well not even attempt to make AA batteries work in something that requires C batteries.  He tries every battery in every device, sometimes using the right battery but putting it in the wrong way and still getting no action from the shaver, flashlight, vibrator, walkie-talkie, toy robot, or whatever the hell else he is playing with from another big pile.  You would think that he would be the mentally retarded, low-on-the-totem-pole guy, but he seems to get some respect.  Others bring him candy bars and soda, and show glee, followed by deference when he gets something to work.  Then it goes to the Big Cheese, a female who sits in a special section that is less cluttered.  She is titanic, and is constantly being fed by those who seek her favor.  She sits on a large, plush, ragged chair and plays stacks of old video games, switching from one system to another at her whim.  When the battery tester gets something working, he takes it to her, and she determines who keeps it, assigning ownership to whomever has been catering to her lately.  I guess she is the Alpha Female.  Jesus!  I feel like Jane Goodall watching the damned gorillas!!!  By far, she has the most random electrical shit hanging off of her.  She looks like a living junk pile.  Once I re-positioned myself to see where the working toys were being taken, and I caught a glimpse of her, I almost yelled out loud in surprise.  How can they handle the pain?  How do they not get infections?  Why don’t they bleed more?  Some of them walk around dripping just a few drops blood from fresh implants, having recently twisted wire through their arms or cheeks, even cutting their necks and threading cables through to let gadgets hang off of them like ornaments.  I have no problem with body modification.  Half of my students have piercings, but this is different, although there’s a weird kind of logic to their actions, I am sure of it.  It is some kind of a strange status issue.  Sometimes the Alpha Female points to a large pile in the center of the room and Battery Tester goes and attaches the device to the others in the pile, not just stacking it, but connecting it with wire or cord.  He seems to show a kind of reverence when he does this, and they seem to be pretty good items that they attach to this pile, which rises probably ten or twelve feet into the air.  I wonder if this is some kind of religious offering.  It seems to include food as well.  One of them unwrapped a candy bar and climbed carefully to the top of the pile, leaving it carefully in a hole in the junk.  I cannot believe I am seeing all of this.  When I get out of here, I don’t know whether to call the authorities or just let them go. I guess they are not hurting anyone but themselves.  I need to eat something and think about what I am going to do.  Thank God I brought some stuff along.  It has to be the next day now.  No one will miss me yet, but I need to get the fuck out of here by tomorrow morning. 
 
    OH GOD!!!  This is too much.  Please get me out of here!!!  If they catch me, I know they’ll kill us, or maybe worse.  What are we going to do?  They went down a different tunnel and they came back with a guy.  He couldn’t have been more than twenty years old.  Five of them carried him with a bag over his head, squirming and screaming.  They took the bag off and forced him to kneel before the giant pile in the middle of the room.  They forced him to look upward to the top of the pile, tilting his head roughly, and they barked in their language, barely audible above the din of radios.  They held candy bars, packaged crackers, sodas, and all manner of electronics in front of him as though offering bribes to do something, but I had no idea what.  I don’t think he knew either.  I couldn’t hear his words, but I could see that he kept thrashing his head, straining in their grasp, and screaming at them.   
 
      
 
    Then they went to the next step.  It was horrible.  No movie, no book, no dream, could prepare you for seeing something like this for real.  They took wire and forced it into his flesh.  They ripped his clothes pulled him to the floor, and began to pierce his body all over with blades and wires, wrapping electrical cords, coaxial cables, stereo wire, through his skin.  Now I could hear him just fine as he screamed and screamed and thrashed.  Then I heard it.  The howl that came from the pile itself.  The pile at the center of the room was alive!  It howled and trembled – a triumphant, jubilant, beastial howl like nothing I had ever heard before.  Within minutes, the poor kid was bleeding all over the place.  The thing at the center of the room – did it want the kid for a sacrifice or as a new member?  Or something I could not even imagine?  I wanted more than anything to help that kid.  Forgive me, Oh God, I am SO SORRY.  I am injured, and even on my best day I couldn’t have helped against so many.  And I have Emily to think of.  She needs my help, and she is just a young girl.  I have to be strong for her.  I have never wanted anything more than I wanted to help that guy... except getting Emily out of here so she can grow up safely and happily.  That is one thing I want more than anything.  
 
      
 
    They dragged the bleeding kid to the space where the Alpha Female stays (I think I know where the Alpha Male is now) and acted like nothing was wrong with him.  They held him up as they cheered and patted him on the back and head as though he just passed some initiation, and they sat him down on the chair next to the Alpha Female and handed him a video game controller.  His head lolled and his hands fell limp, dropping the controller.  They handed him another and turned on another machine, popping in a different type of game.  He dropped that one too.  The kid was probably in shock, maybe even dying from the fear, trauma, and blood loss.  His neck was really bloody.  Maybe they nicked a major vein or artery.  They kept shoving food in his mouth and handing him the controller for new games until their constant fumbling around left too few hands to prop him up and he fell face-first in the middle of the floor.  They poked, nudged, and pulled at him, but no response came.  Then the wailing started.  God, it was terrible, wasn’t it, Emily?  I was keeping my hand over her eyes for most of this.  Even a girl as tough as Emily should never have to see such things.  But when they knew the guy was dead and the wailing started, I ran out of hands.  I couldn’t cover her ears as well.  She did, though, and she couldn’t help but cry out a little.  I did too.  The Pile reverberated with a thunderous howl and screens all over this hellish cavern blinked on and off several times.  Before I could stop myself, I yelled, “You’re the ones who killed him, you dumb bastards!  What are you crying about?!”  They didn’t hear.  They took the victim to the Great Pile, the Alpha Male, and smeared blood all over the pile.  They then took two of the better pieces of working electronics that they had sewn onto the kid, a functioning walkman and a keychain flashlight, and attached them to the Great Pile.  The body was taken down a tunnel by three of them, and they returned without it. 
 
      
 
    Alright.  I have to get my head together.  What can I do to focus?  I can’t believe I am writing this, but we may die here.  If I don’t pull myself together, we probably will die here – nearly forty years old, no family, a mediocre career.  I have three Master’s Degrees and I can’t figure out how to get away from a pack of mentally challenged gadget worshippers.   
 
      
 
    I could give up because of this, get all depressed and go ask these things to make me one of them, or another sacrifice.  Or I can figure a way out of this, go back to my home, and completely reinvent my life.  I will make up for lost time and correct every mistake I have ever made.  That’s it.  I will volunteer more, do more with the kids.  Emily will meet all of my students, and she can live with me.  I will adopt her.  I sometimes forget why I do my job in the first place.  I am too young to give up.  I have to think about Emily and my students.  What will they think if I just disappear?  What if their compliments are not just ass-kissing?  What if I really am their role model, at least for some?  OK. 
 
      
 
    There are six tunnels total, including the one I came down.  That leaves five possible exits.  I have to cross enemy territory to get to any of those other tunnels.  I would make a mad dash, put the pain out of my head and run for it, if I only knew which was the right tunnel.  These things love light and there is never a time when all of them are asleep.  They are constantly just listening, watching, and playing with their crap they have accumulated.  There is no way to get through undetected.  At least we have sound cover.  It is always so damn loud.  I guess that helps. 
 
      
 
    You have an idea Emily?  That’s… No, I don’t think I can!  Can you?!  Isn’t there another way?  Give me some time to think. 
 
    I wish I could come up with something else, but you are right.  It’s the only way to be sure we can get out.  We have to join them for a while.  We have to pass as members.  They are too dumb to keep track of their own members that closely, and they seem to want new members anyway.  We can give them the smaller flashlight as an offering, and hide the big one to help get out.  OK.  Now we have to disguise ourselves.  Rip the clothes, and get enough stuff to put through the skin.  God this is going to hurt!  I have the Tylenol and I did bring a bit of booze – some gin in the flask that Bernadette bought for me.  I thought it might help to get the creative juices flowing, but I didn’t think it would be anesthetic for self-mutilation.  Oh Christ I can’t believe this is happening!   
 
      
 
    I thought the ankle was bad.  FUCK!!!!!!!  I’ve gotten drunk, taken Tylenol, and this still hurts like hell.  We even cheated as much as possible, trying to weave through our clothes instead of flesh.  Doing that to Emily was the worst.  How could I hurt her like that?  She is everything to me.  She is my reason for living.  How could God make me hurt her to save her?  The fact that she was so strong, not protesting, not crying out once, makes me feel even worse, and makes me love her even more.  Our wounds are much shallower than that poor guy they brought down.  I know from my students and their cutting addictions and piercings a few things about what parts of the body handle that kind of thing the best, but a pair of earrings is not going to get us past these guys.  We had to mess ourselves up pretty badly.  I am going to have to face the fact that these scars will probably be permanent, and the pain feels like nothing else.  Writing really helps me to control it, but it is time to put the notebooks away and join the throng.  I have been trying to figure out as much as I can about their communication and mannerisms.  Time to put that community theatre acting to the test.  We are ready, I think. 
 
    I LEFT HER!!!!  OH GOD HOW COULD I DO IT???!!!!!!  I WAS SO SCARED.  She sacrificed herself for me and she must still be down there.  I have to calm down and create a plan to save her. 
 
      
 
    What happened? 
 
    Got to figure out what to do next.  Play it back in my head -  
 
      
 
    The brood accepted us openly.  We placed the lit flashlight on the altar and stared up to the top of the Great Pile as we bowed.  I could see its eyes through the clutter, staring down at us in demonic, frenzied glee at its new disciples.  We blended for some time, splitting up enough not to seem suspicious, but not enough to let her out of my sight.  We took three trips into the unknown tunnels.  The first was down the Tunnel of the Dead, where they took that poor kid.  There seemed to be no set pattern to their rituals.  They just did whatever popped into their heads.  Some followed and some did not.  I saw a pack gathering to go down a tunnel.  Hoping there was a way out, we joined, only to find a sealed room with corpses everywhere in various states of decay.  The group stood for several minutes, chanting random noises, and then returned.  The second trip went from cement tunnel to a sealed room, to a rough-cut dirt tunnel that snaked around for probably a mile.  On this excursion, we found where they get much of their crap.  It appeared as though we were underground by a landfill.  The tunnel ended in a widened room with a wall of sloping, shifting trash on the opposite side.  We sifted through it for hours looking for anything useful, and found a few things.  We could see no opening to escape through, so we continued to play along. 
 
      
 
    The third trip ended with a hole into the sub-basement of what turned out to be a giant storage facility.  We were in another real building now, at least a mile away.  It was a giant warehouse where endless shelves of huge cardboard boxes reached to the ceiling, requiring a forklift to get.  We shuffled around to a section that contained boxes of the very foods I had seen them eating.  I realized just how hungry I was, and tore into several packets.  Emily did the same, but less barbarically.  Then I saw it.  An open door leading to a stairwell.  My mind went blank and I ran.  I ran on my hurt ankle, full bore, sometimes feeling my ankle flop to the side, landing on the side of my foot, hearing and feeling further tearing of the connective tissue, but I kept running.  I looked back to see my fellow scavengers running after me, holding out candy bars, as if to tempt me back to their fold.  Their facial expressions and vocalizations seemed more plaintive than angry, as though they were afraid for me rather than enraged by my desertion.  As I entered the stairwell, Emily was close behind.  Although I had started running first, her superior health and youth made her catch up quickly.  As we all entered the stairwell, I stumbled and fell.  This time a “Pop” accompanied the pain.  I looked back, expecting to see them closing on me, but Emily reached into my bag and produced the flashlight, probably the biggest one they had ever seen.  She held it up to them and addressed them in their own language.  They fell to their knees as she turned it on and began to sing.  Somehow she was singing in their language and her whole demeanor changed.  The wires in her flesh seemed to come alive and glow and move and her radiance filled the room as she held them transfixed.  I heard her thoughts saying “Go!  Go now!  This is not your place!” so I limped up the stairs, down a hall, down another, and out into the sunshine of a Monday morning. 
 
    I have to go back to get her.  She is my angel, my daughter, my mother, my goddess, my queen, my redeemer, my lover, my…………  I need her.  I need her now.  I am home now and I have pulled the wires out, shed my sacrificial blood again for the salvation of my soul and the return of my holy angel and I will rent a car and go back there and take my rope and lower it and she will be waiting for me in that tunnel with the broken ladder and she will forgive me for leaving and for piercing her flesh and she will live here with me forever and she will stay right here where it is safe and I will bring her all the things she needs and wants right here and I will offer them up to my goddess and she will beam down on me as I pile all the things that will bring her pleasure high to the sky and I will bring all the children here to talk to her and worship her and be her friends and follow her wisdm forver  
 
      
 
    [The writing at this point becomes illegible and continues for several pages.] 
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    I’m Going To The Moon 
 
    By Christy Leigh Stewart 
 
      
 
    One of these days Alice, straight to the moon! 
 
      
 
    In her own words: “My name is Christy Leigh Stewart and I am one of the bottom feeders of the art community; the independent/self-published author. I hope you enjoy the following story and any of my other work you might come across, but my real goal is to encourage anyone and everyone to publish a book, no matter how bad or ridiculous their work. I hope the publishing industry gets flooded with mediocre work and people finally have to find good work on their own instead of just checking the label like some stereotypical teenie bopper buying shoes.  
 
      
 
    “In ten years I hope to not be dead in a ditch, but I also hope someone from Random House is eating shit and having to negotiate a book deal with some kid who self-published the crap s/he had scrawled on their school notebook.” 
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
  

 I’m going to the moon and I’m going to meet God. 
 
    If God isn’t on the moon, I’ll try to find him when I have more time. 
 
    It’s late now, almost midnight, so my family is asleep. No one hears me get out of bed, not even my little sister. She’s got great hearing too because she has cat ears. She wanted them for Christmas and my parents got them for her. 
 
    I wanted to feel joy again but they got me indignant outrage. 
 
    I played with it a little but got bored pretty quickly. My sister borrowed it when a boy she liked called her names and broke the outrage. I wasn’t mad, I just felt indignant. 
 
    The moon is far away but tonight it’s full so it’s hanging lower. I still need a way to get up there and it’ll take me awhile. It’s above my roof. Above my neighbors’ trees. Above the incessant scratching noise I hear when I close my eyes. 
 
    I’ve figured out how to build a ladder though; so far it isn’t very tall but it’ll grow. It’s made out of bones from those new mice that can regenerate now that scientists have sliced their genes with lizards. I got one from my father’s work. He’s a scientist. He’s never cried. He flips through Googled image searches of burn victims while he touches himself. The bones will grow into new rungs of the ladder as long as I feed them cheese. I have as much as I can carry but there will be more on the moon. 
 
    I’m pretty high now and I can’t see my house. I can’t see the city. I can’t see my future. I passed it by about five rungs ago and it told me to be careful who I trust with my heart and that I should start using my left hand more often. 
 
    I’m at the moon now. There is a little girl here and she is holding something close to her body. 
 
    “Hello,” I say to her and she smiles at me. “What are you doing?” 
 
    “I want to go to Earth,” she tells me. “So I’m gathering the dreams of children and holding them tightly. Soon enough they will get heavy and I’ll fall with them. Do you want to come with me? I’m going to meet God.” 
 
    I don’t want to go back just yet and I’m having too much fun to meet God, so I tell her yes but secretly hope for the world to end and as it does, I grab her arm and we both float to Mars. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Diethylamide 
 
    By Michael C. Thompson 
 
      
 
    Strange days have found us. 
 
      
 
    Michael C. Thompson has been previously published in the November 2010 "Gothic" issue of Collective Fallout, which featured Bulletproof Faces. This story will also be re-printed in an upcoming Static Movement anthology. On 5/22/11, Michael's flash science fiction piece entitled Bubbles was featured on the front page of Weirdyear.com, and on 6/6/11 he was the featured artist on Weeklyartist.com. 
 
      
 
    Michael's short-fiction piece entitled Dimorph was published in the June 2011 e-zine, Deadman's Tome. His short science-fiction piece Aldo will be published in the Summer Edition of Icarus' Magazine. 
 
      
 
    Eight of Michael's poems have been recently selected by Static Movement for publication in an upcoming print anthology of dark poetry. 
 
      
 
    ** PUBLISHER'S NOTE: This story contains font, paragraph, and sentence formatting elements specified by the author that may appear strange on e-reader devices such as Kindle.  Part of the bizarro effect of this story is the formatting of various parts contained herein. ** 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
  

 “1. Drip.” 
 
    “Philosophy is useless. Only entertainment has value. If one is going to waste his time, he might as well enjoy it.” 
 
    Drip. 
 
    The EGO on the monitor elucidates with absolute authority, a spiritual attribute of his explained greatly by two immediately preceding self-proclamations; a) that the speaker is a nihilist, in foremost sentiment, and that b) he is an entertainer in post. These abstractions float inside his aura like innocent bolts of counter-charged reiki amidst the fluorescence of his electric personality. A contradiction, yet fully self-aware, self-realized, a symptom of a viral negative too true to be good.  
 
    The curtains melt around him, the Technicolor flickers and for a second I see the static unreality of television blinking before my heavily dilated pupils. I witness the lie behind his own eyes, choking out his abused and defiant shame for the last time, finally murdering it. This crusaders’ existence is revealed to me in a flash of lightning, a popping illumination above my head, showering hot sparks to the ground below. Nihilism is but a devil’s advocacy to him - his true nature is evident in his fanciful perversions. He is an Entertainer, with a capital E. Foremost, an archetype. And he knows it better than anyone. 
 
    Drip.  
 
    The first few LSD blotters are kicking in.  
 
    Took four more a half hour ago… supposed to wait… they may have arrived ahead of schedule. Blur into my pain like paint splatters and I know it immediately: 
 
    Drip. Drip.  
 
    Puts me up to six blots of Apollonian blood, needle-fire ambrosia rocking up my veins, shooting a novel mania behind my shimmering eyes like fire in a furnace, like the eyes of Ifrit. I heard it, the sound God makes when the bubble pops, when man transcends his boundaries and finally eats from the perpetually rotting fruit of knowledge.  
 
    When the drugs start working. 
 
    This is the instant;  
 
    SUCCESS.  
 
    SUCCESS is when the world becomes animated lysergy, when matter becomes magick and magick becomes power; when energy can be snatched from the paint of a wall, or the tie of a preacher, and made to weave fresh stars anew, waiting to be possessed of identities. 
 
    The eyes of the Entertainer pierce through me, I can see the galaxies in his irises spinning, blue, green, purple, circling a dissolute Ouroboros, a singularity, shifting hue with the magnetic contrast of the television screen as they try to escape the sucking graviton. The hallucinogenic mirage poisons my consciousness… evolves it… 
 
    Ambrosia, nectar of the gods, as rotten as spoilt fat, as nourishing as the milk of Mother Mary. 
 
    “Philosophy itself has no end, no answer, no purpose save the dissolution of human understanding by promoting worldviews which attempt to boil reality down into a simple formula, one which can be easily understood and thus controlled.” 
 
    Black blinking, an intelligence broadcasting from behind his komodo retinas, telling the true lie. 
 
    “The truth is that there is no control.” 
 
    The galaxies spin faster, crunch into the abyss, popping out of the wavelength like dying sparks. 
 
    “Only chaos reigns. Only discord. All attempts to control order will inevitably be thwarted, because order is a vain construct, a particle amidst acid needlessly suffering to prevent its own demise. Entropy is the God of this world. And only entropy.” 
 
    Entropy. 
 
    Acid.  
 
    It’s like the Entertainer is talking to me. The rabbit hole widens, and so does the Stygian black pool at the bottom of it. I watch it as my mind falls, I know what it is, a lake of bottomless diethylamide, and me, I’ll be the particle, dissolving…  
 
    The Entertainer stares on, as if waiting for me to pay him mind. The moment is frozen. His brown hair waves in slow-motion like stalks in a field, likely caught in the artificial gale of studio fans, and the moment of dread creeps in my skin, goose-bumps erupt on my arms, my legs. My balls draw up in my body, needing protection from the blossoming drug-cold, the LSD washes over me with a great wave, dragging me out to Sea/to see. 
 
    Only the Entertainer exists. He preaches the awful truth, the euphoric lie, opposed only in perspectives, constructed of the same rotten reflection. 
 
    “When deprived of entertainment, a man may resort to its intellectually bankrupt counterpart; philosophy. It is through misery that religion and ideology have been created, constructs which fail to escape the natural rule of entropy. Who can say what sort of history a world of satisfied, artistic men and women might have created?” 
 
      
 
    Trip 
 
    WHO? 
 
    WHAT? 
 
    WHEN? 
 
    WHERE? 
 
    WHY? 
 
    ?  
 
    Questions. Riding the question mark down on a wave of liquid dream, the Entertainer’s face hangs overhead like that of a deity, a static emanation speaking through the aethers, writing himself into my trip with the pen of the rebellious creator Lucifer. I sense the workings of fate amidst this lysergic arcadia. I hear the Entertainer in my own soul, vibrating chills with each intonation of this televised kin-spirit’s dissolvent social virus. 
 
    |Saint Michael, where are you?| 
 
    “Every empire that has ever existed has fallen, every institution, no order ever reigns supreme save for the order of nature alone, by its very definition a state of chaos. It is only by the hubris of man, a symptom of philosophy, that such material disease erupts in the first place.” 
 
    Disease. Entropy. Natural attachments to philosophy… parasitic, or endemic? 
 
    The Entertainer continues: “What lasts? There are but two constants throughout the span of recorded human existence, two mortal enemies; GOD, and its challenger. Both spirits emanate from the same source, the inescapable symptom of intelligence: EGO,” he reveals. The black holes in his eyes grow larger, the irises swell outward into the vacancy of purgatory beyond but a moment fore’ their devouring. 
 
    Do I see the devil in those orbs?  
 
    “EGO is what man refers to when he speaks of GOD, for EGO is but the philosopher’s stone so long dreamt of - possessing the power to create slow self-destruction. It is EGO’s symptom, GOD, that leads man to create order. But EGO has two aspects, two emanations in constant flux during the play of human shadows.” 
 
    I fall down the O in EGO and land somewhere in “I am.” That’s the name of THE LORD. I expect it to echo through the syrupy diethylamide.  
 
    Nothing.  
 
    Back in reality for a merciful moment. Staring at the entertainment box, the digital picture show has gone as black as the bottom of a deep pit. I drive like a demon from station to station, the remote control my vehicle, and disappointment abounds. All channels are creepily vacant of energy, news, advertisement; my living room grows cancerous in the dysphonic vacuum. Only blank onyx glass presently maintains its existence amongst sociable atoms, my other-dimensional doppelganger peering outward through the modern wizard’s ball that is my television screen, a dark reflection. On the chrome palate, my face, captured in its simple design. 
 
    Entertaining me in an electric coma. 
 
    Though the screen is black, the voice of the Entertainer remains. 
 
    “GOD remains constant,” 
 
    ART 
 
    “And ART.” 
 
    My reflected face stares back at me through the magicked mirror, I scry with intensity, swimming through pools of Thetan laughter and the corpses of drowned Narcisses. The image looks like a modern-day Caravaggio. I zoom out, de-focus, the world is lit stardust for a moment, quarks reflecting lights, beaming ultra-violet hallucinations into my optic receptors. My mind goes epileptic and I am suddenly drowning in a lake of cold, cracked television screen. 
 
    “ART as a concept stands in direct opposition to GOD,” says the nihilist. “ART is the celebration of chaos, of disorder.” 
 
    I see the arabesque Grendel at the bottom of the TV lake, glaring up at me with ink-stone eyes, his gills sucking up the liquid LSD like nutrients. Black sand kicks up, catching in his scales. The beast. The only beast, the archetype, the spirit before me as I trip on drips. The man in my mirror, twisted, made naked, shown for what he is. 
 
      
 
    Drip.  
 
    “Philosophy is the propaganda of order,” says the Entertainer. “Entertainment, however, a sewer of dreams; and from each discarded lucidity can still sew inspiration to dissolve, from each reflection there is an opportunity to break free of the bondage which captivates us to worship order for a false sense of security, of sanity in a world of abstractions.” 
 
    Grendel reaches up for me, the pitiful substitute for Beowulf, I choke on the liquid dream. In reality, worlds away, I choke on air. 
 
    A smile breaks out on the face of the Entertainer God in my mind, a grin, confusing me on an almost primal level. 
 
    “So for the love of GOD!” he shouts, “Be entertained!” 
 
    Grendel is he, and I, the monster parted like light through a crystal, separate yet the same. The realms are as black as the holes in his eyes.  
 
    I’m afraid.  
 
    Reality flashes for a moment. Still sitting in front of the blank TV. Lights are out. How long has it been? 
 
      
 
    (Drip.) 
 
      
 
    Another wave crests, a tidal quicksand grabs me and pulls me out to drown. I see it now. The nihilist is right.  
 
    The devil is an Entertainer. 
 
   


 
  

 “2. Poison.” 
 
    The air smells like machine oil, but I inhale it anyway, let the grease dust cling static to the burst capillaries in my expanded lungs. Breathing the world in, getting high on the fumes of nature. The sidewalk brightens in front of me as the beam of a car lights upon it, painting it with effulgence, reminding me of… 
 
    Lysergic animation… 
 
    A voice, shrieking. I turn to face it and remember where I am; in existence, a pinpoint of focus, cursed to walk the world amidst the hysteria.  
 
    But public. Still in public. Under the influence of highly restricted… 
 
    “Once you a dope fiend, they never trust you!” shouts the ragged lunatic, trench coat blowing out behind him in the breeze, the source of the wretched, vacuous shrieking, creating a satellite of my attention in spite of my drug-induced displacement. The character throws his hands in the air, almost comically, but it appears as though his desire is to threaten. I can’t even hallucinate his target, but its likely he’s already doing that. 
 
    “Give me a fair fuckin’ shot!” he commands the world, his fists still shaking comically, arthritically in the air, blaspheming against his caste. I can see the steam of red aether rising off of his fists, repelled by gravity into the bruised, purpling pre-dark sky.  
 
    He looks directly at me. I can see the snake in his eyes, eating its own tail. 
 
    “What about you?” he interrogates. 
 
    I say nothing. He is a drawing, a sketch, charcoal lines blinking him in and out of my present distortion. He expects nothing.  
 
    “You motherfucker,” he mumbles resignedly, cursing me to fuck my own mother. 
 
    Drip. 
 
    A heartbeat, reverberating throughout the kingdom of my own consciousness. Echoing, haunting even upon its initial creation. A flash of light, a cue card, a marker snaps. 
 
    The scene shifts. The world is as black as the bottom of Grendel’s lake. 
 
    Ink diethylamide. Still feel like I’m floating, sinking, caught in a paradox like a man in the jaws of a shark. It devours me whole, and inside of its atoms I feel the world twisting, drowning me. I’m caught in a whirlpool, letters everywhere, I try to grasp onto one but they’re all heading in the same direction: down, into a sea of letters. 
 
    A 
 
    A 
 
    L 
 
    S 
 
    D 
 
    T 
 
    h 
 
    en  
 
    words.  
 
    I see it now. Tattooed tree flesh, scarred, bloody with black ink. In the chaos, a natural formation. A phrase: 
 
      
 
    “Then I will swear beauty herself is black,  
 
    and all they foul that thy complexion lack.”  
 
    Are the words part of a story? The numbers make themselves visible. 
 
      
 
    1. 
 
    3. 
 
    2.  
 
    Sonnet.  
 
    I close the warm flesh of the book, more gold letters leave scars through the leather. Then a name, I recognize it. 
 
    Shakespeare. 
 
    I gaze around the library. No one minds me. It is as though I am invisible. I look back down, a lucid moment commencing. I cling to the shore of sanity, the diethylamide ocean of quicksand yanking at my heels. My fingers dig into the dirt, clutching at sane order, back into the skin of Shakespeare. It bruises, calluses, bleeds, rots. I drop his corpse onto the mutilated corpse of a table tree. Other dead philosophers lay beside the Bard, rotting and stinking with toxic vanity, necrotizing until their foulness is dissolved to sterility. 
 
    On the way to the exit, I spot Friedrich Nietzche. He gazes at me vacantly, a soulless meme, unreal.  
 
      
 
    Drip. 
 
    Lysergic waves crest again, nearly yanking me back into the crawling chaos, the ocean of ideas and ambitions, of wasted nightmares, rotten fruits. Still I manage to hang onto reality, if only by a fingernail. 
 
    Lucid. Stay lucid.  
 
    Should have stayed home. But the lysergy speaks to fate; the animation penned about me reminds me that I had no choice but to come here. Lines drawn into confines, no escape from the track…  
 
    “You,” says Nietzche, rudely interrupting my paranoiac possession. 
 
    I gape at him. Am I dreaming? I ignore the manifestation, looking at the other patrons of the library. They move about like insects, whispering, chittering, conspiracy to scavenge the dead cells of the defenseless, snacking on the corpse of Shakespeare. Strangely, all female. All cockroaches. Pale imitations of human beings, disguised with cheap Xerox.  
 
    Drip. 
 
    The chaos finally pulls me under, I drown in artificiality, thirteen letters, I choke on this sentence, but swallow it whole, gagging at its absurdity. And then I am stranded upon the ocean, entangled in a reef of vanities. A cloud of words bursts overhead, drenching me, I try not laugh at the absurdity of it all. 
 
    “I know why it is man alone who laughs;” says Nietzche, as if on cue, a symbol simply waiting for his place on stage. “He alone suffers so deeply that he had to invent laughter.” 
 
    More philosophy. The enemy. The true distortion. A jagged paradox, the nihilists ascending the throne of order to respect. 
 
    Nietzche, another hack, another rotting Shakespeare, another- 
 
    Mark Twain by the exit. I stand up, walk like an LSD-fueled machine to the door, twitching junkily, still ignored. Twain brushes past, but I put on my Ray Ban, my screen between the world and I. 
 
    Drip. 
 
    Losing grip again. Peaking.  
 
    Out of the eye of the storm now. 
 
    I see William S. Burroughs in the parking lot, being devoured by a skittering pack of whispering cockroach women. I walk by, head down, low-key.  
 
    Listen to what they’re talking about, chewing on withered junkie jerky. 
 
    Philosophy. 
 
      
 
    “3. Sugar.” 
 
      
 
    Porno-Christjudges me with cold wooden eyes, crucified high above his Catholic captors. He’s trapped inside of a sculpture, an idol, sexuality, mortification. He hangs low, weary of gravity’s bondage and suffering for the sins of science. A chiseled masterpiece, the face of an androgynous angel save the mahogany beard, an ancient Roman ward against faggotry. 
 
    Words spring from the dry earth of my mind like oil, blasting into the air, making connections. The suffering Christ, sexualized, glorified, beatified - torture transmuted to salvation. Circuits alight, connections paint into visible eye’s mind. 
 
    Letters: 
 
    B 
 
    D 
 
    S 
 
    M 
 
    Words: Bondage. Discipline. Sadism. Masochism. All evocations of the naughty idol. 
 
    Times New Roman thoughts, a ticker-tape of ingredients, letters, vowels, concepts, spurting like death from the wounded top-soil of my frontal lobe. Oil - ink floods it again.  
 
    Not ink. 
 
    Diethylamide.  
 
    Breathing it in now, feeling the slow death of reason. Order spins away from me as the maw of the beast, of Satan, of Grendel, gnashes away at even the peace of silence. My mind is devouring itself, a Jungian Ouroboros. One side of me cannibalizes the other, then plans to starve to death.  
 
    I look up, painting the world with insight since the memory of it was first dissolved in the acid pool a few short moments ago. A steeple hangs high above the puppet messiah, sewn together with fabrics of sugar and poly-cotton blend, effortlessly intertwining the realm of dissolvent lunacy with stoic sanity. So easily the myth made truth, even the puppet savior strung up above knows that he has been forsaken. The image trapped within the glass, a ghost in the machine, is Mary, the Mother of GOD. As if in Hell, she stares down eternally at the suffering and sexual degradation of her only son, the fuck puppet Porno-Christ.  
 
    My eyes notice a new distraction upon the graven image. On his torn mahogany flesh rests a crown of sculpted wooden filth, anointing the mannequin lord as royalty over those who desire to eat his very skin, and drink his life’s blood, and piss and shit all over the very spirit that his fiction was meant to inspire. With their ignorance, they flog him each day, praying upward to nothing, wasting their energies on a useless dream, while the inanimate tree rot suffers high above. Their prayers lash at him like razor wire, tearing open the wounds from which they greedily suck, all the while feeling righteous. 
 
    “Son?” a voice asks me, a voice of the voice of God. It echoes, vibrates throughout the cold singularity that has poisoned every atom of the church. “Would you like to pray?” 
 
    “Yes,” I say, waiting, wondering what will happen. Lost in the LSD. 
 
    Drip. 
 
    The priest grabs my shoulder, bows his head, I realize he’s a preying mantis. He chirps his insectile recitation, judging me all the while. An Act of Contrition. For me, the sinner. 
 
    “Merciful Father, I am guilty of sin. I confess my sins before you and I am sorry for them. Your promises are just; therefore I trust that you will forgive me my sins and cleanse me from every stain of sin. Jesus himself is the proposition for my sins and those of the whole world. I put my hope in his atonement. May my sins be forgiven through his name, and in his blood may my soul be made clean. Amen.” 
 
    One word on repeat in my head: 
 
      
 
    Sin sin sin sin sin sin 
 
    I turn to look at him. I want to laugh at his clothing, his rituals, desire to bathe in the blood of his supposed savior, but I can’t laugh because he’s staring directly into my dilated eyes, into his own enlarged reflection, bounced back to his cognition by twin lakes of pupil singularity. He knows I’m dripping. Tripping. 
 
    I gaze around, shaking the chaos from me like an animal flings water. I’m still soaked. The preyers are mantises, rubbing their claws together, waiting to fuck and cannibalize or be cannibalized. All the praying, all the preparation, all for a swift and brutal end.  
 
    Philosophy: The mask some would have these lost ones wear. But I see Entertainment. I see the Porno-Christ hanging high in the rafters like the phantom of the opera, I see a Crayola Virgin god-bearer trapped in magicked crystal above her inanimate still-born maso-Christ. I see people in funny hats, drinking blood, eating flesh, devouring their living selves until nothing is left, not even a scale or a snake-skin. Closing the circle. Dying. Not really understanding why. 
 
    Hypnotized by Entertainment. Worshiping their very devil. 
 
    “What are you reading?” the priest asks to me, honestly curious. It snaps me from my drug-trance, my pupils constrict, the priest catches it. Tossed ashore onto sanity cove by the merciless ocean gods of Discordia, I run away from the waters, back toward reality, lucidity, logic, and yes, the dreaded Order. I know I will not make it, the tide will sweep me back out again. But I run harder, faster, my eyes on the prize. Escape from the trip. 
 
    I finally look down at his book, my schizoid thoughts feeling too uninspired to dissolve me. I expect to find a Bible, picked up from a pew. The world swims around me as I stare at it, wondering where it came from, why it’s here with me - why I’m here, why I would ever set foot in a Catholic Church on LSD.  
 
    Or a library. 
 
    Drip. 
 
    Lucidity is slipping. Autonomy flakes as a sickle strikes in the blank abstraction that exists just outside of the confines of the idea. 
 
    I open it to the last page, a book-mark falls out. A torn and folded curse from the book of Deuteronomy. I pay it no mind, but the mantises look immediately putrefied and ready to swallow me whole. Their preying palms rub together in synchronicity, the dry friction becomes a part of me forever. 
 
    The letters on the page jumble as my spirit rises, the world is juicy once more, tasting as cherry as the virgin Mary. They form a face. A young boy, an angel, a fiction, a truth - Mark Twain’s inner child. Bitter, broken, outraged, and old. The angel says to me aloud, speaking through me, telling his name, speaking the words of the mysterious stranger.  
 
      
 
    "It is true, that which I have revealed to you;  
 
    there is no God, no universe, no human race,  
 
    no earthly life, no heaven, no hell.  
 
    It is all a dream -  
 
    a grotesque and foolish dream.  
 
    Nothing exists but you.  
 
    And you are but a thought -  
 
    a vagrant thought 
 
    a useless thought 
 
    a homeless thought 
 
    wandering forlorn  
 
    among the empty eternities!" 
 
      
 
    Twain must have slipped it to me as I was walking out the library, a phantom narcissist, before dissolving back into the chaos like so much static. 
 
    Empty eternities glitter across my mind, scanning space, dimension, until finally they are caught in the super-massive black pupils of the Entertainer. I hear the atoms popping light-years away. In the center of the inner circle, cloaked amidst penumbra, a clenching abyss, lined with jagged incisors, bloody gums, the mouth of my beast Grendel, the Entertainer, the devil. It gapes, reeking, polluting the air with decay beyond the most putrid natural entropy.  
 
    Dante saw this. I shall be less fortune.  
 
    The face of the monster bites out toward me, gnashing and gashing, whispering, soothing, hypnotizing… 
 
    “A nightmare. You’re having a nightmare…” 
 
      
 
    Fade to black… 
 
    Open my eyes. Looking up. Porno-Christ looks well-endowed. Naughty. I see the grin of Loki on his face, the golden apple of Eris tucked into his crown, the euphoric secret of Lucifer locked away behind his eyes, Jesus Christ, the self-proclaimed Morning Star like a shining light amidst the dark, naked church rafters. A maso-Christ, the big secret; the crucifixion his penultimate masturbatory act. His seed spilled to the ground through the hole in his side, fertilized the dirt, and out of it grew absurdity. 
 
    Chaos. 
 
    Entertainment. 
 
    The Grendel-Priest speaks again, to someone else this time. An angel in white, though I see two devils on his shoulder, one smarter than its opposition. He doesn’t notice me.  
 
    The domination of gravity ensues, my body lifts into the air like Christ out of his tomb, and I make a quiet suggestion to his suffering wooden arbiter as we leave the border of the joke;  
 
    “For God’s sake, be entertained.” 
 
    Porno-Christ doesn’t laugh. He only stares jealously as I leave behind this upright absurdity, and the doors of the church close behind me, cutting off the hateful glare of Mother Mary. I cross myself absently.  
 
    The angels carry me to the ambulance and take me away. I can even hear what they’re talking about. 
 
    Entertainment. 
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 Rebecca’s box arrived. 
 
    Mark unpacked her and got her freshened up and situated in the living room before he went back upstairs to his home office.  It was hard to concentrate there, knowing that she was downstairs, waiting for him.  But he had a deadline looming and had to get a set number of pages finished that day in order to meet it. 
 
    It was dark by the time he finished. He shut his computer down and arranged his notes and papers for the next day’s work. 
 
    A cold winter rain had rolled in off of the ocean and it tapped at the window beside him.  During the summer he would open the window, so he could hear the rhythmic pulse of the ocean as it crashed against the nearby bluffs.  He could hear the crash of the waves through the window, but the sounds of the wind and of the rain were louder. 
 
    Mark turned off the lights and went downstairs.  He paused for a moment at the living room doorway to watch Rebecca.  She sat in his favorite reading chair, the one beside the fireplace.  There was no fire, so he had draped a quilt over her legs. 
 
    He smiled.  He loved how her raven black hair glistened in the soft glow of the reading lamp beside her. 
 
    Mark slipped into the kitchen and made a cup of tea.  He placed it and a small plate of cookies on a serving tray and carried it into the living room.  He set the tray down on the coffee table. 
 
    “So, how are you doing?” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    Mark motioned at the book he had placed in Rebecca’s hands.  It was an anthology of short stories that contained his very first professional sale.  “Do you like the book?” 
 
    “I like it very much.  Your story is the best, by far.” 
 
    Mark smiled.  “Thank you, it means a lot to me that you like it.”  He sat down on the sofa that faced both the fireplace and the reading chair.  “I always read before I have my dinner.  It relaxes my mind and it gets me out of my own work and into somebody else’s.”  He shrugged.  “If it’s good reading, that is.” 
 
    “That is fine.  I am not ready to finish reading just yet, either.” 
 
    “Great.”   
 
    Mark took a sip of his tea.  The chill and damp evening weather put him in the mood for a ghost story.  But first, he needed to light a fire.  Just to complete the mood. 
 
    He put a Duraflame log in the fireplace and lit it with a match and waited for it to catch.  When it caught, Mark returned to the couch and looked through his piles of literary magazines and genre anthologies to find a suitable ghost story to read. 
 
    He picked Bulgrummo’s Hell, by Russell Kirk. 
 
    While he read there was no sound save for the quiet crackling of the fire, the soft moan of the wind and the tapping of the rain on the window hidden behind the drawn curtains.  Every now and then he would pause and sip at his tea or pop a cookie into his mouth.  When he finished the story he closed the book and put it back on the coffee table.  He swallowed the last of his tea, which had gone cold, stood up and smiled down at Rebecca. 
 
    “I think that I should start making my dinner.” 
 
    “Don’t let me keep you, please.” 
 
    Mark carried his tea setting back into the kitchen.  He heated a bag of frozen teriyaki chicken and then a bag of frozen broccoli in the microwave while he cleaned and put away the tea setting and set the kitchen table for dinner.   
 
    He lit two tapered candles that he had purchased for the occasion and went to get Rebecca.  He took the book that he had given her to hold while he read and set it back on the coffee table.  He removed the quilt that he had draped over her lap and carried her to the kitchen and sat her at the table.  He motioned at the candles. 
 
    “Do you like it?” 
 
    “Yes, very much.” 
 
    “Good.”  Mark smiled.  He gave her cheek a kiss that lingered on her cool latex skin.  Then he draped a napkin across her lap and sat down and ate his dinner. 
 
    “I have so looked forward to this.” 
 
    “So have I.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Good.”  Mark stared at Rebecca.  “That is good.” 
 
    He finished his dinner, cleaned up and put away the dishes and the leftovers.  He would have the leftovers for lunch tomorrow, during his afternoon break. 
 
    He froze.  He had not told her of his daily work schedule and when he would spend time with her. 
 
    Mark turned to Rebecca.  “Just so you’ll know, I work eight hours a day, every day.  Four hours in the morning, then four hours in the late afternoon, or evening.  Some times I take a long lunch and some times I don’t.  It depends on whatever project that I am working on.  The one I have now is rather involved.” 
 
    “That’s okay.” 
 
    “I just don’t want you to become bored.” 
 
    “I won’t, not with you to entertain me later.” 
 
    Mark blushed and wiped away the nervous sweat that he felt prick at his forehead.  “I, um, am going to get dressed for the evening.  I have a nightgown for you to wear.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    He carried her upstairs to his bedroom and sat her on the edge of the bed.  Mark undressed, but he kept Rebecca’s back to him as he did so, and put on a pair of pajamas and a bathrobe. 
 
    Then he showed her the nightgown that he had gotten for her. 
 
    “Do you like it?” 
 
    “Yes, very much.  Thank you.” 
 
    Mark removed Rebecca’s clothes and slid her into the nightgown.  He carried her back downstairs and into the living room.  He set her down on the sofa, so she could sit next to him. 
 
    “I have some old time radio recordings that I like to listen to on nights like this.” 
 
    “That sounds wonderful.” 
 
    Mark got his laptop out of his office and set it on the coffee table.  He played an episode of the CBS Radio Mystery Theater and held one of Rebecca’s hands in his own while he listened to the program and watched the fire burn in the fireplace. 
 
    It was perfect. 
 
    When the episode ended he played an episode of The Whistler.  When that one ended he just sat in the silence and watched the fire die and held Rebecca’s hand gently in his own. 
 
    Outside the wind moaned.  The rain tapped at the window. 
 
    “I guess it’s getting late.” 
 
    “Yes.  Yes, it is.” 
 
    “That would mean…” 
 
    “Yes.  Yes, it would…” 
 
    Their first evening together had gone by much faster than Mark had thought it would. 
 
    “I don’t know…” 
 
    “Are you nervous?” 
 
    “A little.”  Mark studied Rebecca’s lovely profile.  “Well, more than a little, actually.” 
 
    “Don’t be.  This is why I am here.  This is why you…” 
 
    “I know.  I know.”  Mark ever so slightly tightened his gentle grip on Rebecca’s hand.  “But that isn’t…” 
 
    “What?”  The doubt and worry was evident in the question. 
 
    Mark shifted on the sofa, so he could face Rebecca’s profile. 
 
    “It’s just so very hard.  I feel so alone.” 
 
    “I know you do.” 
 
    “I have been trying to get out more, but I am so busy with my work and people are just so difficult to get to know.” 
 
    Mark released Rebecca’s hand so he could brush some of her raven black hair back behind the cup of an ear. 
 
    “I just need someone around, that’s all.  Someone quiet.” 
 
    “But you aren’t going to leave me down here alone, in the dark, are you?” 
 
    “No, I won’t.  Never.” 
 
    Mark carried Rebecca back upstairs, up to bed. 
 
    Trying to find a comfortable position in which to sleep with her turned out to be far more difficult than he had thought it would be.  He sighed with frustration. 
 
    “This is so very awkward for me.” 
 
    “It doesn’t have to be.” 
 
    “I know, but it just is.” 
 
    Mark covered his face with his hands.  Why had he done this? 
 
    “You don’t like me.  You spent all that time and money choosing me and now you don’t even like me.” 
 
    Mark took Rebecca back into his arms.  He kissed her cheek.  “But I do like you.”  He kissed her cheek again, this time closer to the suggestively parted lips of her mouth.  “I really do.  Let me show you.” 
 
    He slipped his hand beneath her nightgown and caressed her soft and smooth latex skin and explored the contours of her beautiful body.  He nuzzled her neck.  Her skin had a slight fruity odor that was not at all unpleasant.  He kissed more of her, working down her neck to her shoulder, then down further, to her chest and breasts.  He suckled the stiff bud of a latex nipple. 
 
    “That’s better.” 
 
    It was better. 
 
    Mark removed her nightgown and his pajamas.  He then applied the recommended amount of lubricant that the manufacturer had suggested he should use. 
 
    He mounted her. 
 
    “So much better.” 
 
    He entered her. 
 
    “Oh…” 
 
    Afterward he cleaned her of his mess and snuggled with her.  He drifted between sleep and wakefulness.  Intense joy kept him from falling asleep, but he did not mind.  He was no longer alone in his small, book choked home.  Now he had someone that would always be there for him. 
 
    He smiled as he pictured their life together, their quiet, bookish life. 
 
    Mark began to drift off to sleep and he began to dream of her as he had seen her in his mind, sitting and waiting for him in the chair beside the fireplace.  Soft music was playing on the laptop sitting on the coffee table while she read. 
 
    Rebecca sensed his presence and looked up from the book that she had been reading.  A warm, loving smile spread across her beautiful face. 
 
    “Hi honey,” she said. 
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 Gloriana, fallen princess of the Old Forest elves, stepped naked and dripping from the pool of rebirth. Her guardian and chaste lover Aelborn awaited her on the shore wearing his distinctive white cloak. They embraced and kissed, a token of passion and suppressed desire, born of the vow between them. 
 
    “I have a confession to make,” Gloriana said. “Strayhorn of the Dead Forest has courted me and wishes me to be his mate.” 
 
    A shadow passed across Aelborn’s noble features. Gloriana saw sorrow in his eyes and ached with him. 
 
    “I cannot hold you,” Aelborn said. “But if you go to him, be wary, for his tribe is our sworn foe.” 
 
    Fading sunlight painted her ivory skin the hue of red plums as she dressed, wishing that Aelborn would take her in his arms and make her whole, but of course he turned away and vanished into the haze at the end of Gloriana’s vision. The love between them could not be consummated, no matter how much she desired it. He had been very clear about that when they exchanged the Vow of Eternity. 
 
    She sighed, weary and forlorn.  Fine.  She would visit Strayhorn and see what he offered her, either diversion or adventure. She whispered her magic words and the world turned white. 
 
    (Loading) 
 
    When the Phantasy world appeared again in fine resolution, the Dead Forest loomed about her, its trees sharp, black scratches against the perpetual gloom of its sky. 
 
    Gloriana stood in the center of a clearing. Teddy didn’t know if Strayhorn’s player used a voice app or not, so she tapped /t and typed, “I’m here” in florid scarlet letters. 
 
    “BRT,” came the red reply. 
 
    Soon the forest darkness birthed Strayhorn, his ebon majesty emerging from the shadows. 
 
    In a corner of Teddy’s screen, in a box directly over Gloriana’s lovely, robed form, Instant Messenger chirped and its window opened. A message from Daddy appeared there. 
 
    “Dinner’s on the stove when you want it, honey,” Daddy’s message read. Teddy smiled, and sent him an X in reply. 
 
    Dinner could wait. Teddy wanted action.  
 
    She tapped the keys to make Gloriana pirouette as she burned in the heat of Strayhorn’s virtual gaze. The Ebon Elf’s face seemed carved of obsidian, inhumanly beautiful and cruel. Teddy knew the ancient rivalry between her kingdom and his and they both knew the penalty for breaking it, but she did not care. She opened herself to him. 
 
    “Bow down before me, elf of the Old Forest,” Strayhorn said and she knelt with fluid grace, submissive before him. 
 
    He touched her. 
 
    Teddy imagined his touch and she burned where she saw his fingers stroking her. Images spun in her head, composed of fantasies she had read and those born in her own dreams. Orgies of perfect beings, shaven elf bodies, a cock the length of her forearm wielded by a rough lover.  Her pussy began to pulse.  She was so horny. 
 
    She stood and embraced him. 
 
    Strayhorn kissed her throat and ran his hand down her back, taking liberties she delighted in granting him. 
 
     She arched her neck, gasping, weak in her knees, sagging against him. 
 
    Strayhorn gathered her robe in his hands and his strong hands cupped her bare bottom. She imagined his fingers playing in the cleft, teasing her asshole then finding the wet slit of her pussy. With a violent motion, he tore her robe away, and forced her to her knees again, opening his own armor, then casting it aside. The smooth, 24-bit color, graphic body had no cock, but she imagined one, long and thick and perfectly formed. Strayhorn grinned like a devil. With urgent heat, the lord of the Ebon Elves of the Dead Forest ravished Gloriana’s nude splendor with his merciless hands. 
 
    /I stroke your breast, she read, invisible passion across the sea of electrons. /I am hard for you. 
 
    “Take me,” she typed then /I touch your cock, shy at first, then more boldly. 
 
    He placed his hand against her cunt. /I put a finger inside you. 
 
    /I am wet for you. 
 
    /I stroke your pussy lips and find your clit. 
 
    /I let you. “Do what thou wilt with me, dark lord.” 
 
    Teddy hiked up her skirt and touched herself through the thin satin of her panties, imagining the Ebon Elf’s hand there, rough, demanding, skilled fingers exploiting her folds, teasing her clit mercilessly. She took a moment to shed her thong and then, as they typed, she began to probe and rub more earnestly. 
 
    /I lower you to the ground. 
 
    She tapped keys and, on the screen, Gloriana spread herself upon the forest floor, open to the dark lord, eager to take him into her. She thought wistfully of Aelborn, her true love, always with her, ever apart. Would he condemn her for this? She was so lonely sometimes. Surely he would forgive her wicked desires. 
 
    /I fuck you, in ur cunt 
 
    Teddy’s legs shivered as she began to feel the approaching orgasm. 
 
    “Oh my lord, I am open to you. Do anything to me. I have no strength to resist.” 
 
    /I fuck you in ur ass. 
 
    How about a little more class? Teddy thought, but she let the fantasy ride on, stroking herself closer and closer. The images on the screen, the beautiful naked elves, the dark romantic forest, were nothing compared to the images in her mind or the real desire in her heart. Somewhere some guy – probably a guy – was almost certainly holding his cock and jacking off to the fantasy they shared.  She loved that she could be a part of that. 
 
    It was almost like real fucking, she thought, but so much nicer and safer. 
 
    She began to pant, afire with the need to come, to be one with this remote, unknowable stranger, then a message box appeared, and scarlet words, fresh typed, bled onto Teddy’s screen, spoiling the picture, ruining the moment. 
 
    “O Teddy, u r a slut.” 
 
    Her stomach lurched and it took all her strength not to close the window and break the connection, though she knew it would do her no good. He knew her name.  He knew her name! 
 
    “It’s me, you cunt. Trey. U R my Cyber Slut now. 
 
    “Cum on CS play with me.” 
 
    (Logging out)
  
 
    ***
  
 
    Daddy made franks and beans at least once a week. Sometimes he ordered pizza and sometimes he cooked tough steaks and soggy carrots. Sometimes he and Teddy ate together, but Daddy always seemed eager to get away, back to his own online world of contracts, travel plans, and bargaining. When his work took him away, she cooked for herself and they stayed in close touch through their computers, almost as close as when he was home.  
 
    Tonight, Teddy picked at the beans. The franks looked like dicks and she wanted no part of them.  Would she ever want a part of franks or dicks again? 
 
    “So this little shitheel insulted you, honey?” Daddy asked her.  
 
    “I was so embarrassed,” she sniffed, tears threatening to fall again.  She could not meet her father’s eyes. “I just want to die. I don’t know how I can go to school tomorrow or ever. He’ll tell everyone.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, honey,” Daddy said as he hugged her. “Everything will be all right.” 
 
      
 
    ***
  
 
    She walked into the high school the next day and it was as bad as she thought it would be. Trey followed her in the hallway, making kissing sounds and humping the air. All the kids played Phantasy, so they understood him when he told them how she had let him cyber fuck her – how he had even cyber ass-fucked her.  Everyone laughed at her and she had to stop looking at the incoming texts on her phone. Sometime before lunch, someone drew a crude Ebon Elf with an enormous cock on her locker. 
 
    Teddy couldn’t bring herself to play Phantasy for almost a week. She and Daddy ate together most nights and he asked her about school, but nothing about Trey or what he’d done.  He didn’t ask about her adventures in the Old Forest or the Faraway Lands, nothing about anything that mattered. 
 
    Then, on Friday, she logged back in and the game was the same as always and she found it easy to avoid the real life people she knew who played Phantasy. Most of her subjects and peers didn’t go to her school and didn’t know Trey, either as himself or as Strayhorn. The world of pixel forests and castles was enormous and she found places to go where no one knew her, stayed out of the chat channels, often brooded alone atop a secret golden tower that Aelborn had built for her long ago. 
 
    Sometimes she went out into the forest and slaughtered goblins or hunted unicorns for their pelts, but mostly she stared into the virtual distance, lonely and alone. 
 
    On Saturday eve, Aelborn appeared beside her in the tower, radiant and sublime in his ermine robes. She had never seen anyone more handsome than the golden-skinned elf. 
 
    “The swine will die,” Aelborn promised her. “My clan will hunt him until the end of time. He will have no peace.” He embraced her and they shared a chaste kiss, though Teddy imagined how he would taste, how strong the circle of his arms must be.  
 
    He held her as the virtual suns set, producing a shimmering rainbow across the imaginary sky, and for the first time in a week, Teddy felt whole and happy. 
 
      
 
    ***
  
 
    Although Teddy returned to the world of Phantasy, she stayed away from Facebook and Twitter and didn’t look at her phone. On Monday, she blended into the halls and lockers of school, her long week of infamy behind her, and no one said much to her until after lunch, when Jilian Bentley and her ginger-topped friend caught Teddy alone in the hall and pinned her between them. 
 
    “I bet you’re glad he’s dead,” Jilian accused. 
 
    “Sure,” Teddy agreed. “Whatever you say,” and she pushed past the redhead’s outstretched arm. 
 
    “Stupid fucking geek,” Jilian spat at her. “Stupid fucking games.” 
 
    Teddy blinked. What was she talking about? “Who’s dead?” she asked. 
 
    “Trey, you bitch.” 
 
    Teddy’s belly clinched and her cheeks burned as if slapped, but, to her acidic glee, the blow felt good. Tears stung the back of her eyes. 
 
    “What happened?” she asked, needing to know, wanting all the details of her enemy’s demise. 
 
    “Jesus fuck, you really don’t know, do you? Trey died playing that stupid fucking game. They think he choked on something, or maybe OD’d.” 
 
    Jilian’s friend chimed in, wickedly joyous. “Like maybe he put rubber bands on his dick and a rope around his neck and was jerking off kinda choked,” she giggled.  “You know about that stuff, don’t you CS?” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Teddy managed, letting the barb slide off her back. Tears crept over her lashes and down her cheeks. “I’m so sorry.” 
 
    This time they let her walk away, respecting her tears, ritual mourning for the Ebon Elf, the false lord of the Dead Forest, gone forever. 
 
      
 
    ***
  
 
    Gloriana visited the Dead Forest, alone in the stark immensity of endless, silent night. The lord of this dark land lay dead and the shadows beneath the tangled limbs seemed thin. His extinguished will no longer held dominion here. 
 
    The Dead Forest was truly dying, its black branch etchings faint as pencil lines against the bruised sky. She returned to her own kingdom, the Old Forest (loading), and spun in a slow circle, watching for her champion, smiling broadly when he appeared, her pussy slicking as the distance closed. 
 
    Golden Aelborn of the holy white cloak, her protector and her lover. He showed her his long, curving sword, its blade dripping red. 
 
    “It is done,” he said to her. “Strayhorn is dead. He will not insult you again.” 
 
    Gloriana pressed herself against Aelborn, knowing her mentor guarded her against slander and lies. He guarded her against everything. 
 
    Aelborn held Gloriana, his hand brushing her ass before he corrected his stance to circle her waist chastely. 
 
    “Don’t worry, honey,” he said. “Everything will be all right.” 
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 Grandpa did not take his secret with him. Instead, he left it with me, on this side of the grave. I would’ve kept it forever, along with the golden coin he pressed into my hand the night he passed, but the coin was a bicentennial commemorative of Barack Obama, dated 2208. 
 
    “Ave et atque valle,” he said. Hail and farewell. My Latin-loving Grandpa’s last words. 
 
    The time it took to lift the coin from my outstretched palm and read it, the old man exhaled his goodbye breath and never heard me blurt out, “What the freaking hell…” 
 
    The coin should not have shocked me, not after Grandpa related two days before a story so damn incredible that I thought, maybe the old man’s mind, once sharp as cut mosaic, now in the end was shattering into tiny colorless shards of glass. Later at his bedside, I remembered crying uncontrollably, both for my loss and for this two-day-old revelation my loss had dropped on me in parting. 
 
    My eyes darted from the open-eyed Travis Scott, lying there wreathed by a pillow nearly as white as his pallid face, to the golden stern-faced Barack Obama eventually dead as well, commemorated in a world more than 200 years in the future. It was too surreal, a scene to which only a Salvador Dali could do justice: a morose painting symmetrically divided in light and dark grays between the now and the later, and on both sides, split down the center, a man with a coin and eyes full of tears. 
 
    Do you know how difficult it is to keep your mouth shut when every nerve in your body is waving its tail and screaming at you to “Tell them! Tell them! Tell them!”? 
 
    It changed my life. How else to explain it? If there had been any doubts about the secret or the coin, with the passing years they faded away. I lived in a kind of dream haze. I questioned my own identity. I watched the woman I loved draw a last straw and hop a train out of town. I took a pink slip from the senior partner of a prestigious law firm that had been grooming me for better things. I felt whatever pieces I still called “me” torn apart when my two sons walked out of my life. 
 
    Why hadn’t the old man ditched the Obama gold piece when he was well enough to dig a deep hole somewhere and bury it forever? Why couldn’t he have entertained the likelihood that secret keeping of this magnitude would have been for me an unbearable ordeal? 
 
    He was Grandpa, the man who had suddenly appeared in my life when I was ten, shortly after both my parents died from the Cat Virus of ‘23. I never heard mention of him before that day. He took me into his home in Wilmington, sent me to the best schools and from each one I consistently failed to prove myself worthy of his investment. I was no great Scott, no pillar of Wilmington society, yet despite his disappointment, he loved me. That I wrote stories and poems did not diminish that love. I was blessed. 
 
    Two days before he passed, I sat doing The Herald crossword puzzle. Oddly enough, I was jotting down “arcane,” the six-letter word for “mysterious,” when he touched my arm and said, “Try to stay with me on this. What I’m about to tell you is not so easy to digest.” I put aside the puzzle and my pen and nodded. 
 
    “I’m not who you think I am, Howard.” So began Grandpa’s last confession, perhaps too smooth a spiritual leap into Paradise. I don’t know. Maybe the weight he carried was so heavy he couldn’t die until he crawled from beneath it. The same weight he then loaded on me. 
 
    Grandpa had died on a Wednesday. He told his story on the Monday before when he seemed fit enough to live at least another ten years. Somehow I felt he had convinced himself he had lived long enough at 82 and yet could not die until he turned over my inheritance, not his money, his home, his land, but his secret and that coin. 
 
    “The ‘Bleedin’ Hearts’ were rebels totally against capital punishment. They did not believe in the old Hebrew law that demanded ‘an eye for an eye, a tooth for a tooth’.” 
 
    “ ‘Bleedin’ Hearts’ are nothing new, Grandpa.” 
 
    He looked at me, long and hard, then shook his head. 
 
    “Listen to me. I’m not talking about politicians today, you understand? The ‘Bleedin’ Hearts’ grew out of a different time when prisons were shut down, converted into pleasure palaces, and all murderers and thieves alike, were taken from their cells and executed.” 
 
    “Old Mother Russia?” 
 
    Grandpa stood up and gripped the back of his wooden chair. He paused a long while, and then said, “No, not old Russia.” Then he got quiet again until I was just about to ask, “Where?” when he whispered, “New America.” 
 
    I laughed. The two of us had spent delightful hours tearing apart American politicians. Neither Democrats nor Republicans nor even Conservatives. Grandpa and I shared a common ground: we hated everything and everyone that smelled even vaguely like the stench of politics. 
 
    “New America,” I said. It was a question, but I accented ‘new’ and let my voice drop as I waited for him to explain. 
 
    He was pacing the kitchen like an expectant father, looking down at his polished black loafers as if expecting to see his wrinkled face reflecting back up to him. At the sink he tightened the dripping tap. He parted the window curtain, gave a hurried glance outside, then let the curtain fall shut again. 
 
    I went back to my crossword puzzle. A seven-letter word for-- 
 
    “In the future,” Grandpa said finally. “Another America.” 
 
    “You been there?” I said. Levity couldn’t hurt. Maybe a good laugh could snap him out of it, whatever “it” was. 
 
    “Forget it, Howard.” 
 
    Grandpa put on his winter coat. 
 
    “Where you going?” 
 
    “Get some night air.” 
 
    “Sit down, Grandpa. You’re not leaving me hanging. You started something. Finish it. A new America. Not this one. Go on.” 
 
    Grandpa removed his coat and draped it behind an empty chair. He sat down again, inhaled deeply and sighed. “How do I convince you?” he asked. “It’s not a story. It’s the damn truth. It happened.” He paused.  “Okay, it will happen.” 
 
    “So they called themselves the ‘Bleedin’ Hearts’?” 
 
    “That’s what others called them. They called themselves ‘The People’s Party,’ but they were really scientists who had found cures for cancer, AIDS, deadly viruses, and they fought the Pharmacrats who tried to suppress those cures. ‘Bogus sugar tablets’ the government drug panel labeled them while at the same time Americans continued paying for the panel’s green placebo pills. Nobody gave the scientists much credit. Most pegged them for crazies. 
 
    I thought to myself, I got to write this one! I had managed to sell a short story for 100 bucks to Not of This World Magazine. This one of Grandpa’s could earn me another 100. All I had to do was egg Grandpa on, let him ramble away, then later go peck at the keyboard and write “Bleedin’ Hearts.” Maybe I’d split the money with him. Or take him out to the Appian Way Italian Restaurant for lasagna and red wine. 
 
    “When does all this take place?” 
 
    He folded his arms across his chest, the traditional body language of one intent in protecting himself from danger or at least from deprecating laughter. Then, with a straight face, devoid of subterfuge, he replied, “About 200 years from now.” 
 
    I rubbed my hands together. “All right, for my next question…” I rubbed my hands again like a street-corner hawker, even rolled up my shirt sleeves, and sang the four bars of a drum roll, “DA TA DA DA!” Then slowly and loudly asked, “HOW - DO - YOU - KNOW - THIS?” 
 
    He continued with his story. “I mention the ‘Bleedin’ Hearts’ were scientists?” I nodded. “They cured the ills of the world?” Again I nodded. “But what I did not yet tell you is, these scientists who had worked in their labs in search of cures had also stumbled upon a discovery that for a long time had been every scientist’s dream. Einstein came up with the formula that said it was possible, but not until these scientists put their heads together did that theory become practical.” 
 
    “Time travel?” 
 
    Grandpa nodded. 
 
    “You got to be kidding me!” 
 
    My grandfather lit up his pipe, his face glowing like an evil mask. A puff of aromatic tobacco blend clouded his bald head, an incongruous halo, and he said, “Not kidding at all, Howard. Time travel and you can bet they kept it under wraps. If it leaked out, they’d not only be ‘Bleedin’ Hearts’ but bleeding everything else. Remember what I said, in New America executions were as common as London rain. No, they kept it quiet. Only seven of them in the main, they swore an oath of secrecy because they knew damn well if one of them revealed the TiMachine Bubble, all seven of them--maybe their thousands of followers as well--would hang.” 
 
    My story was writing itself. Or I should say, Grandpa was. An easy 100 bucks. I didn’t know the old man had it in him. Writing genes he passed on to me. It made sense to let him go on, so I asked him, “They try out the machine?” 
 
    Grandpa puffed away. “They did.” 
 
    “It work?” 
 
    Now my grandfather tamped out the smoking tobacco into the ashtray, tapping against the glass until the pipe bowl was empty and cool enough to return the pipe to his shirt pocket. I waited patiently. 
 
    “It worked,” he said. “So well they devised a plan to use it to rescue people from execution.” 
 
    “How the hell could they do--” 
 
    “Do you know anything about time travel, Howard?” 
 
    “What’s to know? You move from now to before or later.” 
 
    Grandpa smiled. 
 
    “What else is there to know?” 
 
    “Nothing can be changed,” he said. “Not one little insect can be stepped on. Not one simple event can a traveler mess with when he visits the past or the future.” 
 
    I remembered a sci-fi short story whose main character travels to the past and unknowingly murders his own great-grandfather! Needless to say, he never returns to his own time because he had never been born. 
 
    “Nothing can be changed. The ‘Bleedin’ Hearts’ understood that.” 
 
    “So they escaped into the future and everybody lived happily ever after.” 
 
    “Not quite, Howard. They were on a mission, remember?” 
 
    “Wait a second. How could they time travel and not change anything?” 
 
    “Ever read about parallel worlds in your comic-book days?” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    “Thank God for that! Then you know what happened when they traveled into the past. Either they changed nothing or they changed something.” 
 
    I let my eyebrows meet in a dark arch. “If they changed nothing, no problem, right?” 
 
    Grandpa smiled. 
 
    “But if they changed something, the future of that time would also change, right?” 
 
    Again Grandpa smiled. “The ‘Bleedin’ Hearts’ went back into the past and rescued murderers from the gallows. They temported them in the TiMachine Bubble to, not New America, but Old America where they could live out their lives atoning for their crimes. Humble lives maybe, but at least they would live.” 
 
    It wasn’t so clear to me. “If they rescued murderers from the gallows, wouldn’t that past time be changed?” 
 
    Now Grandpa had the look of the teacher who finally wangles out of a slow student a light bulb-moment of wisdom. “Exactly!” he said. “The past was changed. Each time the ‘Bleedin’ Hearts’ went back to save still another murderer destined to swing from a rope or fry in a chair or gag on gas, the past was changed.” 
 
    “How…” 
 
    “Parallel worlds, Howard.” 
 
    I was mentally scratching my head. How does this story end? 
 
    The kitchen got quiet except for occasional groans from the fridge and that drip from the faucet no amount of tap tightening could silence. We sat there, grandfather and grandson. Travis Scott and Howard Scott, discussing parallel worlds, bleeding-heart politicians, and time machines. I’d never heard the old man talk as much in all my years living under his roof. 
 
    Then I remembered how he had started this sci-fi tale in the first place. Hadn’t he said, “I’m not who you think I am”? That meant what? The old man wasn’t the quiet unimposing gentleman who sat in his Lazy-boy® rocker, passing his time smoking a pipe while watching old films of the ‘30’s? He was a man bursting with tales to tell? A man with an imagination wild as my own? 
 
    “Who the hell are you, Grandpa?” I asked, half laughing. “You’re full of surprises. What brought all this on?” 
 
    “The ‘Bleedin’ Hearts’ traveled back in time,” Grandpa continued. “First, while in their own 2200’s, they’d read the history books, searching for tyrants who never got the chance to repent. Mass murderers, heads of state, evil men--all condemned to die for their crimes. The ‘Bleedin’ Hearts’ swore to rescue and deliver them to another world, far from the world their rescue had changed.” 
 
    “How did they return to the 2200’s? Wasn’t that world also changed?” 
 
    “Good question!” Grandpa said, fidgeting again with his pipe, stuffing it with tobacco, setting a match to it while he puffed it to life. “The TiMachine Bubble’s destination was anytime the ‘Bleedin’ Hearts’ chose, but their home-base departure point somehow remained intact. I suspect, or at least how it was explained to me, only the time points they traveled to were compromised. Somehow that changed world got unhinged, splintered away from the same time path that preceded the 2200’s of New America.” 
 
    Grandpa could tell it in my face. I didn’t understand one crap iota. Still, one niggling thought kept knocking around in my head. 
 
    “Picture the universe with its trillions and trillions of worlds,” said Grandpa. “Many are parallel Earths. From them, like threads from a ball of yarn, spin out new worlds, especially when time is tampered with by travelers who--” 
 
    “Grandpa, you said ‘At least how it was explained to me.’ What does that mean? Who explained it to you? For God’s sake, this is a freaking story I plan to write, but it’s sci fi. If somebody explained it to you, you’re having some weird dreams, Grandpa. Or there’s something in that pipe you’re smoking.” 
 
    “How well do you know about the Rubicon?” Grandpa asked and I thought, Okay, another off-the-wall tangent leading nowhere. I was seriously worried now, questioning my grandfather’s mental state and finding it severely wanting. 
 
    “You mean, as in, Caesar crossed the Rubicon?” I would humor him and hope to God he’d snap out of it or laugh and say how he had me going. We’d share a brew, watch the sun drop down, and we’d call it a night. 
 
    “The man’s name was Roy Vasquez, one of the TiMachine pilots. A man with unshakable belief in his mission to save the condemned.” 
 
    “So ‘Bleedin’ Heart’ Roy explained this story to you? In a dream? A vision?” 
 
    “It was the Ides of March. The 15th. The 44th year before the birth of Christ. Vasquez traveled back to Rome.” 
 
    “Roy parked the Bubble on the Senate floor?” 
 
    Ignoring me, he said, “Vasquez traveled back to save Julius the Caesar.” 
 
    I laughed. “He got there too late, Grandpa. Brutus, Cassius, and a handful of knife-happy Senators put Caesar down. We all know ‘Veni, Vidi, Vinci’ got assassinated because he forgot to beware the Ides of March.” 
 
    Grandpa shook his head. “In another world, a spin-off of that Ancient Rome, Caesar was not murdered at all.” 
 
    “But he was murdered!” 
 
    “He appeared to be murdered. Vasquez, within a warp of time, paralyzed the Senate, lifted Caesar’s body, and temported him to moments before the stabbings. Then he decided on a time and place where Caesar could be delivered, safe and sound, to spend the remaining years of his life far from politics, ambition, greed, and murder.” 
 
    “And where the hell is Julius now?” 
 
    “Vasquez brought him to Delaware.” 
 
    “Our Delaware or Delaware of some parallel world?” 
 
    “Ours.” 
 
    Now my head was spinning. Was I dreaming? Did I have a story here or would the white-frocked boys come soon, scoop me into a giant net and cart me off to a rubber room? 
 
    “I’ve made up for my sins, Howard. I did not disappoint the ‘Bleedin’ Hearts’ who saved me. And I have loved you, Howard, all these years as if you were my own.” He reached across the table and lay his hand on top of mine. 
 
    Two days later Grandpa pressed that gold coin into that same hand. 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    The Image of the Lord 
 
    By Jon Judy 
 
      
 
    See no evil, hear no evil, and speak no evil. 
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 The Moor was on his knees, naked to the waist, his sweaty body glistening in the oppressive Gibraltar sun. Dania had to strain to hear his words, a confession made in excellent Spanish: “For some weeks I have been stealing from the tributes intended for the Holy Roman Empire and the Kingdom of Spain.” 
 
    Dania glanced surreptitiously at Junipero beside her and noted that the unctuous old priest was smiling slightly at this show. Unable to return her eyes to the humbled Moor, she scanned the small crowd of slaves and priests that encircled them and then the tower of the Moorish Castle. She followed it with her gaze until she reached its top, high above the island, and thought what an impressive sight it was, how much more impressive it must have been a thousand years before, in the eighth century, when it was first built. Standing in the right spot, leaning in the right way, one could blot out the sun with the top of the tower. She did just this, pretending she was creating an eclipse, then shifting her feet so that the sun reappeared, then shifting back to eclipse. 
 
    Eclipse. Sun. Eclipse. Sun. 
 
    And all this time the trial carried on. 
 
    “Ah, Yasir,” Junipero sneered. “You could be in chains bound for the New World right now. Or baking in the desert with your heathen brothers. But for the mercy and kindness of sweet Spain. Are you not ashamed?” 
 
    The Moor lifted his head slightly, as though it were a great effort, and smiled sadly as he answered the priest: “Yes, of course I am ashamed, for I have sinned against my Lord. How could I? Am I not made in His image?” 
 
    Junipero struck Yasir savagely and suddenly, his wrinkled face contorted into a menacing grimace. The sound echoed off the walls of the small courtyard which was the scene of this farce. “Blasphemy, you pig. You were most certainly not made in the image of the Lord.” Junipero smiled at his entourage. “Although Lucifer was an angel, so I suppose there is some darkness among the divine.” His sycophants laughed, nudged each other, repeated this bon mot. Dania clenched her fists and eclipsed the sun. Junipero turned back to the Moor.  “Your image is nothing like our Lord’s.” 
 
    And then Junipero turned his sneer to Dania, who met his glance with unreadable passivity. “There, sister,” he spat this word, shat this word, leered and sneered this word. “There is the source of your missing tributes.” Junipero snatched the chain that extended from Yasir’s neck to his wrists and yanked it up, jerking the helpless slave forward and lifting his arms up so that Dania could see they ended in stumps where his hands once had been. “He has confessed to his crime and has been dealt with.” 
 
    Dania regarded Yasir for a long moment as the small coterie of clergy leaned forward and Junipero’s sneer melted into a blankness. Dania considered the slave’s arms, extended there, stretching skyward, chiseled and massive from his years of labor, mutilated now by an act that took seconds. Finally Dania answered the priest. “Perhaps. But I must continue my investigation. It is my duty to my Church and State.” 
 
    Junipero looked for the smallest fraction of a second as though he had been slapped, then turned to the small, twisted figure beside him, a tiny, misshapen young man in a plain brown robe, a hood pulled up to conceal most of his face. “Unchain him.” 
 
    As the boy set about releasing the Moor, Junipero smiled at Dania. “Of course. You are our welcome guest for as long as you like. I’m sure you do excellent, thorough work. Why else would the Cardinal send a woman on such an important task? Go,” he said to Yasir. “Sin no more.” 
 
    Dania shot Junipero a look that could have killed him if he had bothered to look at her. Instead he had already turned to walk away, strolling through the courtyard garden. “The Cardinal trusts me because I’ve earned his trust.” 
 
    “Yes,” Junipero said. “I am certain you have worked very hard under his Holiness.” He said “worked” and “Holiness” the same way he had earlier spat out “sister.”  
 
    “I’m not sure I like your tone, Junipero,” she said through bared teeth.   
 
    “And I’m sure I don’t know what you mean,” he smiled innocently. 
 
    As they came to the main courtyard before the central gate, the malformed little man gimping along behind them, Dania was suddenly distracted from her anger by a disquieting sight. In a way, it was more disturbing than the poor, butchered Moor. Four priests groaned and strained as they dragged a massive, hairy form from inside the castle out into the courtyard. As they came closer, Dania saw that the naked thing had arms and legs and even a face that was vaguely man-like, but it was massive, larger than any man she had ever seen, and covered in thick brown fur.  
 
    It was dead, and its contorted face said that it had not died easily. “What is – ?” 
 
    “Ah,” Junipero said, a genuine smile on his face for once. “Ah, yes. One of my hobbies. But an important one. This is a gorilla. I have these beasts shipped in from the jungles of Africa.” The priests gratefully paused in their efforts, panting and doubled over, as Junipero gestured for them to stop. “Notice how remarkably man-like they are. I have learned much about our similar anatomy from my work with them.” He turned away and the priests grudgingly resumed their work. Dania gradually pulled her gaze away. “Come. Let me show you.” 
 
    Junipero led her through the castle gate, down a long hall of doors, through one of them, down a winding, narrow, torch-lit, stairway. The fire threw weird shadows on the subterranean scene, a dance of shapes and blobs that was Dania’s only distraction from the lingering vision of those dead eyes. They came to the end of the stairs and to a large, wooden door. Junipero took a ring of keys from under his robe, unlocked the door, and stepped through, gesturing for Dania to follow. 
 
    “Unfortunately, I have but one of the beasts left,” he said as she entered the room. Her face became as stony as the walls of the chamber, a chamber which was filled with objects for which Dania had no name. Well, she had no name for all but one of them. She had read of iron maidens, and an object matching her readings stood in one corner. In the middle of the chamber was a large table with straps in the four corners. The straps were connected to what looked like a winch. Dania imagined victims were strapped to the table and then the winch was turned, stretching them out like they were being drawn and quartered. Whips and chains and knives and things she could only assume were surgical implements hung from the two sidewalls of the chamber. 
 
    But there – there against the far wall, just opposite the door – was the thing from which Dania could not look away.  It was a cell – metal bars from the floor to the ceiling. The floor was strewn with hay and feces and puddles of urine and blood. And there, its arms stretched out and chained to the wall, slumped in a sitting position, was another gorilla. This one was alive, albeit barely, and as they entered the chamber it raised its head slowly – very slowly – as though it were a great effort – and then sighed, hung its head again, resigned to its fate. 
 
    “There. My last one. Ah well. I have learned much from them about the limits of the body, about the possibilities for… torture, for lack of a better word.” They both stared at the creature, Junipero wistfully and Dania otherwise. “Should the Church ever let the Inquisition return to its former… efficiency… oh, the souls I could bring to Christ.” A moment or two more, then he shrugged and turned away. 
 
    Dania was frozen in viewing the creature when a shrill cry pierced the air, a loud squawk that had evolved to cut through the forbidding density of mile after mile of jungle, to be heard over the competing cries and roars of monkeys and gorillas and lions and cheetahs. 
 
    “Oh!” she jumped, to Junipero’s amusement, turning to the noise. It had come from a darkened corner in the room, something she had overlooked upon first entering the chamber, distracted as she was by the creature. A bird, one Dania recognized as a parrot, squatted on a perch. It appeared in the shadows of its dimmed corner to be grey, but Dania could not be sure of that. She was, however, sure of what she heard next. The bird looked at her suspiciously, stretched to its full height, a foot or so, and spread its wings as it shouted, "Saith the Lord: I shall not pity!" 
 
    Junipero beamed, which made the room seem even darker. "Yes, Solomon. Thank you. Ah, Pedro." Dania turned to look at the person entering the room, the misshapen, deformed servant who had followed them in the courtyard. Now that she had an excuse to look at him, she took him in completely. The boy was 15 or so, a small, slight boy, no more than five feet in height. He had a hunchback and one of his legs was significantly shorter than the other so that he walked with a pronounced limp. His face was twisted upwards, his nose turned up like a pig’s, his eyes set far back in a sloping forehead. The effect was the sense that the lad was always glancing upward, as though he wanted to look straight up but was resisting the urge. Underneath all of this there was a strong resemblance to Junipero. It was as though someone had taken the priest, shrunk him, and then took a hammer to his face. Dania silently asked for forgiveness and felt a little shame when she pictured such an assault and found it a pleasant thought. 
 
    "Poor Pedro," Junipero smiled, placing an arm around the boy. He was a good foot taller than the child. The boy took his place under the priest's arm with slumped resignation, like an obedient dog submitting to a ritual it regularly endures. "My late sister’s boy," the smiling Junipero went on. "His father is a mystery. His mother was the victim of some beastly male and took his identity to her grave. And someone, sometime, removed poor Pedro’s tongue, apparently to keep him from telling what he knew. Ah well. If thy tongue offend thee." 
 
    "Well, Pedro," he said walking away from the boy. "I take it you have our guest's lodgings prepared for her? Please, Sister Dania, if you will be so kind as to excuse me." He picked a sharp, knife-like instrument from off the winched table and considered it with a hint of a smile. The gorilla hung its head a little lower. "I've been distracted from my work long enough." 
 
    "So then you... you have a key to this room?" Dania stammered as she watched Pedro unlocking a door in a torch-lit hallway. She caught herself and added, as he pushed the door open, "To all the rooms? You have a key to all of the rooms?" 
 
    Pedro returned a ring of keys to its place on his belt as he gestured for Dania to enter the room past him. She followed his wave into a large, plain, high-ceilinged room, furnished with a simple bed, a changing table, and a full-length mirror. She turned then to dismiss the boy, and jumped when she saw that he was somehow, silently, immediately behind her, holding out a candelabra for her to take. 
 
    "Th - thank you," she managed to spit out, and then he was suddenly and silently gone and she was alone. Dania set the candelabra on the dressing table and walked to the large, open window, as though to put behind her the eerie sight of the candle flames cavorting amongst the shadows of the room. From there she looked up to the sky above the castle, a sky that was black from the massive clouds that eclipsed the moon. From this high window, she could almost believe that the winding stairway she and the boy had ascended led not to a high floor in the castle tower but instead to the foot of the throne of the Lord himself. She took a moment to breathe in his divine presence and, thus comforted and steeled, she looked down to the ground so far below.  
 
    She strained to make sense of the sight below her, dozens of priests moving very slowly about a vast, dark shape. And then the clouds moved and the full moon illuminated the scene with a brilliance approaching daylight, and little by little the shape became discernible, as did the smaller shapes around which the priests were gathered. She realized then that the smaller shapes were more dead gorillas and that the priests were struggling to move them into the larger shape, a mass grave of other apes in varying degrees of decomposition.  
 
    As horrifying as it was, she was unable to look away, and gradually the candles burned to smoking nubs, and the clouds eclipsed the moon once more, and all around her was darkness, and still the pile of dead things kept growing.  And then Dania realized that the room had been brighter for some time – for how long she could not say. She turned to see Pedro holding a lit candelabra in one hand, the immense ring of keys in the other. 
 
    “Jesu!” she shrieked, her hands coming to her chest in a gesture that was a combination of shock and ready defensive posture. Long seconds ticked by as the frightened nun struggled to regain the ability to speak, and the mute lad watched on with an unchanging, blank stare. “What, what do you –”  she finally stammered. 
 
    In response, Pedro gestured for her to follow as he turned away and started from the room. He paused at the doorway, turned to see that she had not followed, nodded his head in the direction of the hall, and then went out. Dania steeled and crossed herself and followed after, saying under her breath as she went “The Lord is my shepherd, I shall not want…” 
 
    Pedro led her down the ominous, darkened hallway, the flickering shadows cast by the candelabra once again their only companions. At the end of the hall, the boy pulled aside a tapestry and then pushed on a section of wall, revealing a concealed stairway. In the oppressive darkness and silence of the scene, it was easy for Dania to imagine that they were the castle’s –  and perhaps the world’s – sole inhabitants, that the rest of mankind was extinct. Easy for her to imagine, or perhaps it would be more accurate to say that it was difficult for her not to imagine. 
 
    At the stairway’s end they came to another hallway, and at the end of that another stairway, and at the end of that another hallway, and so on, until Dania had lost all sense of location and direction, and was actually becoming accustomed to her eerie surroundings. Finally one stairway ended in a heavy wooden door, which Pedro opened with one of the keys. Then he held the candelabra high and turned over his shoulder to look at Dania, whose expression was gradually evolving from surprised to confused to understanding. 
 
    It was a large room, a horde of gold and silver and precious stones that reflected the candles’ flicker with a brilliance that was blinding compared to the darkness they had been navigating. 
 
    “Thank you, Pedro,” she said as the boy closed the door. “You will be rewarded for your courage and honesty, and Juni –“ 
 
    She did not finish the priest’s name, for it was just then that he crept up behind her and drove the side of her head into the wall with one hand as he backhanded Pedro with the other. Dania howled with pain as she fell to her knees, and Junipero set to beating the boy’s face in with the fallen candelabra. When the boy was no longer moving and the blood-splattered priest seized her by her hair, Dania cursed through gritted teeth as Junipero dragged her up the stairs. 
 
    Her screams and spits of rage were accompanied by his laughter and taunts. “I understand now why the Council should send a girl to do its work. Really, it’s so simple. Who better than the spawn of Eve to follow her idle curiosity wherever it should lead?” 
 
    “It will lead you to the hangman’s noose and from there to the gates of hell,” she snarled, much to the priest’s amusement. 
 
    Up stairways and down halls he dragged her until he pulled her into a torch-lit room – the torture chamber to which he had proudly led her before. The gorilla looked up sadly from its cell, the chain heavy on its neck, and Dania realized where they were. 
 
    “Oh, no, please no,” she sputtered, amusing her captor. 
 
    “No need to beg,” he laughed, beating her about the face until she was pliant and unable to resist. “You’re going to get just what you want.” He dumped her on the table and strapped her arms down. “You’re going to get what all of you whores want. The same thing my sister wanted.” He then climbed on the table, pushing his weight down to keep her unmoving as he reached under her robes. “The same thing she got.” 
 
    And then Dania’s line of sight was taken up almost entirely by the leering face of the priest just inches before hers. And beyond that was the ceiling of the cell. And then, just as she mercifully lost consciousness, Dania saw the ape, somehow freed from its cell, as it seized a horrified Junipero by the hair and pulled him from her. 
 
    And then Dania was climbing out of the pit of her unconsciousness, her face throbbing and swollen but her arms unbound. She looked about the room. The gorilla was closing the cell door behind it, and it then returned to its chains where it replaced the manacles around its neck and mournfully slumped to the floor. And then Dania noticed what was not there; the priest was nowhere to be seen.  
 
    “Where –” she began to no one in particular, when the ape, as though in response, as though it understood, raised a weakened hand and pointed to – to what? Dania followed the gesture with her gaze and saw the night sky through the window. With difficulty she stood and made her way across the room, then looked out the window. 
 
    She saw nothing – nothing in particular anyway. The forest far below that surrounded the castle, the black that was the sea on the line of the horizon, the moon and stars –  
 
    And it was then, as she turned her eyes toward the heavens, that she learned what had become of Junipero. 
 
      
 
    And the Council learned what became of Junipero too when, weeks later, Dania reported the strange events of her visit to Gibraltar.  The dozen old men – men who ruled half the world from their secret chambers and their towering pulpits – listened to her tale. They glared down at the woman who had served them so well so many times, who now stoically awaited their judgment. Finally, the High Cardinal spoke. 
 
    “Sister Dania, the Council recognizes all that your Church and your country owe you. And that is the only reason you are not being excommunicated for this heresy. But should we ever hear that you have repeated this…” – and here he sneered –  “…story… to anyone, you will find our patience has reached an end.” 
 
    She nodded once, then turned from that chamber for what would be the last time. 
 
      
 
    Dania never told anyone else what she saw when she looked up out of the window of Junipero’s torture chamber, but many decades later, after the last of the Council had died, and her hands were so twisted and arthritic that she could barely hold the quill, she scrawled her story by candlelight, but for whom she wrote it, who would see it, she could not say.  
 
    And what she had seen that night was this: Junipero, ascending into the night sky, a chain around his neck. The chain was joined to shackles around his wrists. Those wrists ended in fresh, bloody stumps.  
 
    An angel seized the chain and howled with something like laughter. Beside them, on the cloud on which they ascended, stood Dania’s Lord. She knew him from the stigmata marking his hands and side. 
 
    And that angel looked for all the world like a chimpanzee. And her Lord too seemed to be so much less than what Dania would call a man, but which she now knew was actually so much more. She knew then that Junipero had been right, that the Moor was not made in the image of the Lord.  
 
    She knew that none of us are.  
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Punch and Jesus 
 
    By Anonymous Christian 
 
      
 
    If your right-hand man offends you... 
 
      
 
    In his own words: “Who in the hell is the Anonymous Christian? Well it's me and it's multitudes of others who don't wear their religion on their proverbial sleeves and don't make a spectacle of themselves in public with loud prayers or boisterous protests for righteous causes... Oh, and I also wrote one of the best treatises on modern Christianity, entitled, The Anonymous Witness.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Like most Iraqi youth, Youseff loved candy, but hated American troops. He was impartial about puppet shows. 
 
    Word had circulated amongst the street children near the infidels’ Green Zone that a puppet show was planned for that morning near the main entrance of the compound and twelve-year-old Youseff knew what that meant: free candy. 
 
    The only problem was that Youseff’s father had forbid him from attending any American-organized events near the Green Zone. Youseff’s father was not home that morning, however, and twelve-year-old Youseff knew what that meant: free candy. 
 
    Youseff’s bedroom was on the first floor of his family’s home, which made it convenient for him to sneak out the window whenever he deemed it necessary to avoid the distrustful glares and lengthy interrogations of other family members within the house. 
 
    On that particular morning, Youseff was a bit late in climbing out of his window and had to run a half-kilometer toward the site of the scheduled puppet show. As he approached the street that led toward the gates of the Green Zone, Youseff could see about a dozen or so other children sitting in front of a makeshift puppet theater. He hoped that he had not missed out on the obligatory candy dispersal, but knew that such distributions usually occurred at the end of the events – sort of as a reward for enduring the Americans’ propaganda. 
 
    Closing in on the gathering, Youseff could see a couple of hand puppets moving around inside a window that was crudely cut out from a wooden booth. Jogging along, Youseff was able to see that there was a puppet that looked like the prophet Jesus and it appeared to be using a club to pummel another puppet dressed in traditional desert garb. Youseff could hear the children laughing hysterically at the violent antics of the puppets. 
 
    But then Youseff slid to a sudden stop, kicking up stones and dust from the street, as soon as he saw one child rise to his feet at the back of the group of children. A feeling of dread came over Youseff as he noticed that the boy rising up had an unusually large backpack strapped across his shoulders. Still about a half a block away from his original destination, something inside Youseff told him to quickly turn around and run in the opposite direction, but his reaction was too slow and he heard an immense explosion as soon as he twisted his head and torso away from the puppet show. Youseff felt a sharp pain in his ears just before being knocked to the ground by the force of the explosion. 
 
    Youseff later regained consciousness amid a cloud of dust that burned his eyes and a steady hum of muffled screams that rang inside his ears. He rolled over on his back, quickly feeling for his arms and legs and other appendages, in order to make sure they were all intact. 
 
    With great care, he slowly rose to his feet and began stumbling toward the area where the puppet show had taken place. As the smoke and dust in the air began to dissipate, he rubbed his swollen eyes and was able to witness the scene of many panicked parents who were desperately seeking – or already mourning – their dead children. Soldiers were also running through the area, demanding that the scene be secured and yelling into their radios about sending in medics. 
 
    Youseff walked through the chaos in a daze, questioning himself whether he was in a dream. For some unknown reason, he was drawn toward the wall of the Green Zone where the puppet booth once stood. Was it candy he was still seeking? He asked himself that question, even though he did not feel like eating anything at that particular moment. 
 
    Then he saw it. It was lying in the grass against the wall, peeking out from under some wooden remnants of the puppet booth. It was the Jesus puppet. Certainly no one would care if he picked up this curiosity and snuck it back to his room, he thought. 
 
    Youseff leaned down and tried to pick up the hand puppet, but soon realized it was stuck under the wood plank. He then glanced around to make sure he hadn’t attracted any attention before leaning back down and tugging on the puppet with more strength. The puppet broke loose from under the wood, but Youseff quickly dropped it when he saw that there was still a human arm attached to the toy. 
 
    Youseff gasped at the gruesome find and watched as the heavy-laden hand puppet hit the ground with a disturbing thud. The impact with the ground actually caused the puppet to separate from the dismembered arm, while Youseff just stood by and stared at the gory spectacle. Did he still want the puppet or should he just run home and forget about it? 
 
    Without thinking it through, he reached down and snatched the puppet. He then began running from the scene and quickly picked up speed when he heard a soldier yell, “Hey, kid, did you just take something?!” 
 
    Grasping the puppet by its plastic head, he desperately raced through the streets toward his home, afraid to turn around to see if he was being pursued. He climbed through his window so quickly that he fell onto the floor of his bedroom, and then just laid there trying to catch his breath. 
 
    Eventually, he got up from the floor, took a quick look outside for soldiers, and then made his way over to his bed. Sitting on the corner of the bed, he carefully put the puppet over his right hand, slipping his thumb and little finger into the arm sleeves of the toy. He joylessly played with the puppet, almost thinking he was obligated to do so after having taken the risk of running off with it. 
 
    He looked at the ragged puppet and mumbled to himself, “That was stupid, Youseff, why did you do that? Why did you take something you don’t even need? What if father finds out? What if mother finds it hidden in your room? You are stupid, Youseff, stupid, stupid, stupid.” 
 
    “Calm down, Youseff,” called a mysterious voice from within the room. 
 
    Startled by the voice, Youseff quickly hid his puppet hand behind his back. With a shaky tone, Youseff asked, “Who was that? Is there someone in my room?” 
 
    “It’s me, Youseff, bring your hand back around.” 
 
    Scared and trembling, Youseff brought his right hand back in front of him and looked down at the puppet. 
 
    “There’s no need to be frightened, Youseff.” 
 
    Youseff was looking directly at the puppet when he heard those words. Was he imagining it all, perhaps hallucinating from the trauma of the explosion, or was the puppet actually communicating with him in his native language? Not caring about the answer to those questions, Youseff tried tearing the puppet off his hand so that he could dispose of it. But it wouldn’t come off. 
 
    Youseff tried again and again to pull the puppet from his hand, but it felt as if it had become molded to his flesh. “Come off, come off, please come off…” Youseff cried as he continued to tug on the toy. 
 
    “Youseff, if your right hand offends you, cut it off,” the voice said. 
 
    “What?” asked Youseff, speaking directly to the puppet. 
 
    “If your right hand offends you, cut it off,” the voice repeated. 
 
    “No,” answered Youseff. “I am not going to cut my hand off.” 
 
    “Then you are my disciple from now on,” explained the puppet. 
 
    “I cannot be the disciple of a puppet!” responded Youseff raising his voice. “Do you know what my father will do if he catches me with you?” 
 
    “But yet you cannot deny me either, Youseff.” 
 
    A sudden knock at the door made Youseff jump to his feet and twist his right arm behind his back. His older brother cracked the door open and poked his head inside. “Who are you talking to in here, Youseff? Have you invited company to our home without consulting father?” 
 
    “No,” answered Youseff, “I was just practicing my verses. No one is here as you can see.” 
 
    “Fine,” his brother said with a quizzical look, “Mother has made us a meal of rice and eggplant, so please join us at the table.” 
 
    “I will be there shortly,” pleaded Youseff. 
 
    As soon as the door was closed, Youseff brought the puppet back around to face him. “What do I do now? I cannot go to the table with you attached to my hand.” 
 
    “Then we must leave here,” the puppet answered. “We have much to prepare for.” 
 
    Seeing no other choice, Youseff climbed back out his window and solemnly walked away from his home with his right hand tucked under his shirt. 
 
      
 
    In the central mosque, Youseff’s father was speaking with a cleric about the tragedy near the Green Zone and the rumor that the Americans had orchestrated the attack in order to blame terrorists. The mosque was quite busy at that time with people walking back and forth throughout the building. The cleric scanned the crowd of people and then interrupted a comment being made by Youseff’s father. “Is that not your youngest son?” asked the cleric. 
 
    Youseff’s father turned to see young Youseff walking through the prayer room toward the elevated minbar platform. The cleric commented, “It looks as though he is holding something underneath his shirt.” 
 
    “Youseff!” his father yelled, trying to overcome the collective conversations taking place inside the building. “Youseff, what are you doing here?!” 
 
    Youseff ignored his father’s voice, if he even heard it at all. Youseff just continued to march through the prayer room, directly toward the platform, purposely not looking at anyone to his left or right, but keeping his puppet-covered hand hidden under his shirt. 
 
    When he reached the speakers’ minbar, Youseff turned to face everyone gathered in the room. He caught a glimpse of his father approaching the platform, but quickly looked away to avoid eye contact. “May I have your attention?!” Youseff announced as loudly as he could. 
 
    “Please may I have your attention?!” he repeated, but this time he brought his right hand out from under his shirt and raised it in the air. “I am here to proclaim the second coming of the Lord Jesus Christ!” 
 
    Youseff’s father came to a dead halt in his approach and his face took on a shocked expression of disbelief that the young man at the minbar was his son. The man dropped to his knees and covered his face in shame. 
 
    Youseff expected an angry response from the men within the mosque, but was surprised by their stunned silence. Youseff looked up at the puppet in order to draw everyone’s attention to it. 
 
    “Consider me the White War Horse who bears the burden of the Faithful and True,” Youseff proclaimed, manipulating his fingers to make the puppet’s arms move feverishly. “In righteousness he will judge and make war!” 
 
    Seconds later, Youseff reached under his shirt with his left hand in order to pull a metal wire, which instantly detonated explosives within the backpack that he was wearing. The entire mosque was violently rocked and collapsed in on itself. Debris rained down upon the city as stunned crowds watched the demolition in horror. One child noticed a plastic and cloth object fall at his feet... 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Jumpers 
 
    By Michael Bracken 
 
      
 
    A lesson in not jumping to conclusions. 
 
      
 
    Even though he is the author of several books—including the young adult romance Just in Time for Love and the hardboiled private eye novel All White Girls—Michael Bracken is better known as the author of almost 900 short stories published in Ellery Queen’s Mystery Magazine, Espionage, Fantastic, Flesh & Blood: Guilty as Sin, Hot Blood: Strange Bedfellows, Midnight, Mike Shayne Mystery Magazine, Out of the Gutter, Specters in Coal Dust, Weirdbook, and many other anthologies and magazines.  
 
      
 
    Additionally, Bracken has edited five crime fiction anthologies, including the three-volume Fedora series.  
 
      
 
    Learn more at www.CrimeFictionWriter.com and CrimeFictionWriter.blogspot.com. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Three weeks after moving into the corner office, Milton Williams saw his first jumper. Milton was contemplating revisions to a memo he had drafted that morning and was staring out at the city when the jumper flashed past. He leapt from his chair, knocking it over in his haste, and rushed to the window. By pressing his cheek against the glass he could see the sidewalk below. 
 
    He saw nothing but the usual mid-afternoon hustle and bustle of people going about their day. No gawking crowd gathered around a body because there was no body. 
 
    Milton blinked, shook his head, and stepped away from the window, thinking that he had, perhaps, mistaken a bird for a man—a dark-haired bird wearing a two-piece blue pinstripe suit, red tie, and black wingtips. 
 
    He returned his chair to an upright position and settled into it. 
 
    His administrative assistant—ten years younger than Milton, blonde and slender—rapped twice on the open door and stepped into his office. “Everything okay?” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “I heard an unusual sound, like something had fallen.” 
 
    “My chair,” he explained. “I knocked it over.” 
 
    She examined him for a moment. “Can I get you anything? Coffee? Tea? A soft drink?” 
 
    “No, thank you.” 
 
    Emily crossed the room. The far edge of his desk indented her thighs as she leaned forward and touched her fingertips to his forehead. “You’re pale as a ghost, Mr. Williams, and you’re shaking. Are you certain there’s nothing I can do for you?” 
 
    He ignored the breech of office etiquette and thanked his assistant for her concern. Employees did not touch one another for fear of yet another sexual harassment suit. “It’s nothing. I’ll be fine in a moment.” 
 
    Emily slowly withdrew her hand. “If you don’t mind, I’ll check back with you in a few minutes.” 
 
    “That would be fine.” 
 
    Milton’s assistant turned and he watched her exit. Then he returned his attention to the three-page memo spread across his desk. 
 
      
 
    By the end of the week he had forgotten all about the jumper. Friday evening he met Andrea for dinner and took her back to his apartment for a nightcap. The statuesque brunette left before dawn, as was her habit, and Milton found himself sitting on the balcony in nothing but his boxers, a scotch rocks in one hand and a cigar in the other, watching the sun rise over the city. Their relationship was one of convenience, born of mutual need after his divorce and her husband’s debilitating coronary. Love did not enter the equation, nor did lust, and they both realized that one day they would move on to other, more fulfilling relationships. 
 
    Until then, they had their weekly assignations, and he had his corner office, something he had pursued so single-mindedly that his first and only wife had left him for a plumber, taking with her their home in the country, a new BMW, and much of their combined savings. Milton took a long drag on his cigar, followed it with a slug of scotch, and waited until the sun finally crested the horizon before stepping inside to shower and prepare for his early morning round of golf with three co-workers. 
 
      
 
    Milton saw the second jumper five weeks after the first. He was on the telephone with a buyer in Mombai, working a deal that would net his employer several hundred thousand dollars at the low end and as much as a quarter of a million at the high end, when a sandy-haired man in a charcoal gray suit, gray tie, and blood red oxfords sailed past his window. Startled, but not as much as he had been the first time, Milton continued his conversation after only a slight hesitation while he switched the phone to his other ear and pressed his cheek against the window. 
 
    As before, the people on the street below went about their business, unconcerned or unaware that a man had leapt to certain death from a floor above Milton’s yet had never reached the pavement several dozen floors below. 
 
    He completed his conversation with the buyer in Mombai and replaced the handset in its cradle on the desk. Then he called his assistant into his office. 
 
    “Are any of the companies located on the upper floors experiencing economic problems?” 
 
    “We’re in a recession, Mr. Williams,” Emily said. “They all are.” 
 
    “Any of them worse off than any others?” 
 
    “I suppose,” she said. 
 
    “Ask around, especially about companies with offices directly above mine.” 
 
    “Is there something specific you want to know?” 
 
    “Layoffs, terminations, that sort of thing.” 
 
    “I’ll see what I can find out.” 
 
      
 
    Over dinner that Friday he told Andrea about the two jumpers he’d seen sail past his office window. She listened but seemed unconcerned that the men had never reached the ground. She suggested that perhaps Milton had been under a bit of stress, and then she commented on something he’d said earlier that evening about his conversation with the buyer in Mombai, comparing negotiations with foreigners to successfully grasping a greased pig. 
 
    After dinner, he suggested a nightcap at his apartment, a formality that had become a ritual in the two years they’d been seeing one another, but Andrea demurred, saying that she didn’t feel well. 
 
    When Milton phoned her Wednesday to arrange dinner the following Friday, she claimed a prior engagement prevented her from dining with him that week. He didn’t bother asking about the coming weeks because he knew from the sound of her voice that their tenuous relationship had ended. 
 
      
 
    He saw the third jumper the following afternoon. Dark blue suit, blue tie, black brogues and closer to his fifty years than the first two. This one looked at Milton as he sailed past Milton’s window. He looked at Milton and he smiled. 
 
    Startled, Milton knocked his coffee from his desk. Hot liquid splashed across his thigh, and he swore. Loudly. 
 
    Emily rushed into his office, saw the mess, and promptly beelined herself to the break room. She returned moments later, handed Milton three paper towels to soak up the coffee he’d spilled on himself while she used other paper towels to dry his desk and absorb the coffee puddle on the floor at his feet. When she finished, Emily retrieved his coffee mug and asked if he wanted it washed and refilled. 
 
    “In a moment,” he said. Then he asked the status of her inquires about the companies on the upper floors. 
 
    “Nothing to report,” she said. “Things are tight for most of them, but no layoffs or terminations—at least, none the other admin assistants are gossiping about.” 
 
    He thought about that, wondering what had caused the men to jump, if they had jumped. 
 
    “Are you okay, Mr. Williams?” his assistant asked. She stood on his side of the desk, only inches from him, and he felt the heat radiating from her body. She touched him as she had the first time he had seen a jumper, only this time she covered his forehead with her palm as she might to check a child’s temperature. “You’re a bit pasty,” she said, “and you feel warm. You certain you haven’t caught the flu or something else that’s going around?” 
 
    Milton gently removed his assistant’s hand but hesitated before releasing her slender wrist from his grasp. “I don’t think it’s the flu.” 
 
      
 
    Scotch rocks and an illegally procured Cuban cigar smoked on his balcony that evening helped Milton dismiss the three jumpers as little more than stress-induced hallucinations—and he’d certainly experienced stress since moving into the corner office. Although his wife had divorced him two years prior, news of his promotion had prompted her attorney to seek an upward adjustment in alimony payments. He’d been living on carryout since the divorce and carried an extra twenty pounds around his waist, weight that caused him so much difficulty on the golf course that he had begun using a cart. The sinking economy had depressed the value of his apartment below the balance remaining due on the mortgage, achieving his sales goals had proven elusive, and his only relationship, tenuous though it had been, had ended with a whimper and not a bang. 
 
      
 
    The buyer in Mombai became obstinate, insisting on changes to a contract Milton had thought complete, and Monday morning he had to explain to the vice president of his division why he had not sealed the deal. That afternoon Milton saw his fourth jumper, another dark-haired man in a pinstriped suit, a whimsical tie covered with tiny cartoon characters, and black wingtips. 
 
    The jumper didn’t sail past. He floated, giving Milton time to examine the man. He saw the mustard stain on the jumper’s tie, the scuffmark on the toe of his left shoe, the rough stubble of early five-o’clock shadow. The jumper’s pale blue eyes twinkled and, like the third jumper, he smiled. 
 
    Milton slapped the window with the flat of his hand and cried out, “What do you want?” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Emily said. 
 
    Milton spun around at the sound of his assistant’s voice. She had quietly stepped into his office while he stared at the fourth jumper. 
 
    Flustered, Emily said, “I didn’t mean to disturbed you, Mr. Williams, I just—” 
 
    “Do you see that?” he demanded. He pointed at the window. 
 
    “See what?” 
 
    He glanced back. The jumper was gone. He pressed his cheek to the window and looked down. As before, the people on the street were oblivious to what was happening several dozen floors above them. 
 
    Milton returned his attention to his assistant. “There was a man,” he said, “outside my window.” 
 
    “That’s impossible,” Emily said. 
 
    Milton described the man. “Do you know him? Have you seen him before?” 
 
    She crossed the room, took his hand, and urged Milton back into his seat. 
 
    “He wasn’t the first.” He described the three previous jumpers. 
 
    Emily stood with her back to the window and patted Milton’s hand, treating her boss like a doddering uncle. 
 
    “You’ve been working too hard,” she suggested. 
 
    The fifth jumper appeared behind Emily. He didn’t sail past or float past. He just appeared. 
 
    “There’s another one,” Milton said. 
 
    His assistant didn’t look, didn’t even turn her head. 
 
    The jumper outside the window was better dressed than the others, with a crisply pressed, tailored black suit over a white button-down shirt and red silk tie. His black patent leather shoes reflected the mid-afternoon sun. Milton’s age, smooth shaven, and with only a hint of gray at his temples, he smiled and beckoned, urging Milton to join him. 
 
    Emily still had his hand, was still patting it, but Milton barely felt her ministrations. 
 
    He stood and stepped toward the window. 
 
    “Mr. Williams!” Emily shouted. “Mr. Williams, come back!” 
 
    Milton stepped through the glass and turned. His body slumped forward and slid from his office chair. Emily screamed and people rushed into his office. 
 
    When the jumper floating next to Milton disappeared, he fell several stories, passing the windows of other men in corner offices just like his, seen by some but not by others. 
 
    Milton never reached the pavement. 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Nude Sushi with a Twist 
 
    By Keith Dugger 
 
      
 
    Ask not what your country can do for you. 
 
      
 
    Only lightly tethered to what others call reality, author Keith Dugger creates popular works of bizarro, dark, and sublime fiction that range from mildly creepy to twist-your-brain intense. Though one of his fictitious multiple personalities suffers multiple personality disorder, Keith remains intently devoted to his craft and frequently enjoys writing to the anti-melodic baying of his invisible dog. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
  

 My name is Jimmy Tickles and I broke the world. It's not quite dead yet, but when it goes, I can say that I killed it. I killed Earth.  
 
    Law: Humans exist for consumption. 
 
    Survivors call me <Censored under directive of the Regulatory Control of Information, Title 42, Part 7, Chapter 11, Subpart B of the Amalgamated Rules for Public Disposition of Truth, amended by The Department of Censorship and Monitoring, Government of Earth>, the helpless bastards. I'm not kidding and today I ate my fill at the body buffet on the corner. The service is rarely wholesome and the food is mostly out of date, but they often serve delicacies other restaurants lack. The fried scalp is divine. I ate too much, and though there is nothing wrong with eating too much—it is advertised as all-you-can-eat—bits of skin, rubbery and marred by ink, get stuck between my teeth. Ink from regulator's tattoos. 
 
    I ate my fill and I'm not hungry any more. I tucked away a pinch of skin bits in my jowl for later.  
 
    “Have a hateful day,” I snickered to the doorman. A tall thin man with a humped shoulder and a hairy wart on his left eyelid. 
 
    Holding the door he pointed randomly, “Hit the road, peckerhead.” 
 
    My name is Jimmy Tickles, peckerhead, and I crave human flesh. The government mandated human trafficking to meet the demands for food and to cater to the passion of those like me. I eat people, we all do. But I prefer fresh meat.  
 
    Of course we all eat people now. There's an industry dedicated to the growth of human samples just for food. Virile males can get jobs at stud farms to keep the flow of fresh meat coming. Little pale animals fed chemical growth concoctions locked in cages never to see the gaslight. Milk-fed is the best if you can afford it. And I especially like rump steak. Rare.  
 
    My name is Jimmy Tickles, I crave human flesh and I'm a man-meat snob. 
 
    Law: Public displays of morality are punishable by death. 
 
    On the sidewalk outside the bistro, a businessman brushed against me by mistake. 
 
    “Good day, asshole,” I said. As he walked away, I drew my government-issued pistol and I shot him not quite on center in the back of his head. “Fucker.” A cleanup crew scuttled in behind me and scooped up the dead businessman. Tonight he'd provide food for seventy people; citizens who can't afford their own organic meat. Industrialized animals are expensive. 
 
    The planet is dead because of me. A lowly research physicist at university lazily working toward a useless degree. That was when I cobbled a truth. And that truth did not set us free.  
 
    Two naked teenagers fucked on the bench at the bus stop waiting for a fictitious bus that would never come. They were so intertwined it wasn't clear if they were male or female. 
 
    Darwin smoked crack. 
 
    No, that's not the truth, but it may as well be. When I published my truth, The Irreverence of Human Existence: Life is Not Among Us, the world was already rife with social inaction striking a disharmonious chord of social chaos. Destruction, war, pestilence, disease, death, murder, rape, politics, still an occasional pillage, and damn good drugs made sure to divide differing peoples and cultures into segments of what was supposed to be one world.  
 
    I published that paper over 30 years ago and it only took a decade for the meek to absorb and spread my truth like an information STD seeking to drive the world insane with crotch itch. 
 
    The world and its oppressive governments needed a truth. I discarded reality and invented a truth so vivid that just reading it caused the sky to fall, its weight squashing a thousand years of hope and belief.  
 
    Law: No living thing shall utter the truth. 
 
    The ash snow from the constant fires burning society around the world blocked the heat of the sun. It was dark and nothing of much use would grow. My nose was raw from the oxygen mask I wore to live. We all wore masks to live. 
 
    An explosion, the fifth or tenth or fiftieth today, rocked what was left of shattered windows of storefronts. Rows and rows of suicide shops, corpse vendors and cash-for-limb stores lined every road. Roads that were hardened arteries of times past, just more sidewalks for potential food now.  No automotives had rumbled these streets in forever. Explosions were a more common scene. 
 
    My favorite restaurant was an invitation-only place on the north side. The chefs expertly carved a live animal tied neatly to a table. Nude sushi with a twist.  Standing room only, guests gorged themselves on a still-warm body, heart still beating; the screams of eater and eaten mixed with the tribal beats of street drums just outside. Drum beats and heart beats. Med-techs tended the food, pumping the meal with fresh blood, monitoring vital signs. Warm to the last bite.  
 
    I still remember my last meal there, her soft eyes looking at me, silently prodding me to hurry. To get the invitation I had to donate a live sample to the restaurant. It was the price of exclusivity and I gave my family's only daughter. If I could have faked a tear, the salty liquid would have seasoned the warm meat as I swallowed it whole. She respected the process, she refused to beg for mercy, yet she looked up at me with a quiet protest against a governing rule meant to save a planet. She might have pleaded with me to hurry, but her tongue was the first to go. It was the best meal I'd ever squandered.  
 
    I sucked the gooey juice from a skin bit and imagined the satisfying tug of struggling livestock. 
 
    We all lived under the three-law system, laws that kept the hungry fed. The weak, the stupid and the ugly died, sometimes violently, to ensure the survival of the race. I helped write the first of the three laws. "No living thing shall utter the truth." I didn't really write it, but my ideas, truths and lies, were its catalyst. The details and summary, theorems and formulae, facts and fiction of my publication were used by governing bodies around the world to vet the first law. It was my truth they bastardized justifiably to protect the public. It was my truth that made truth illegal. 
 
    The truth is I made <Censored>. And for that I'm sorry. Or would be were it not illegal. Survivors call me <Censored>, the bastards, and the government censors my thoughts. 
 
    As I crossed the street, I grabbed an ugly woman's ass. Her mate, in a sharp motion, shoved a blade into my heart. The pain felt excruciatingly beautiful and I fell to the ground, mask twisted around my neck. I drew my government-issued pistol intending to kill him, and while I stared down that well-used barrel, I realized that death isn't the punishment. After twenty long years, in that single moment, I realized living is harder. My gun arm fell limp to the lonely echoes of drumbeats.  
 
    A cleanup crew scuttled in behind me and scooped me up. Tonight I would provide food for seventy people; citizens that can't afford their own organic meat. We are not sadistic animals, we just are. And industrialized humans are expensive. 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Talking Heads 
 
    By Nicole E. Peffer 
 
      
 
    A lonely bartender learns the many facets of castration. 
 
      
 
    Nicole E. Peffer spent almost two decades being kicked from one newspaper to another before serving time at a metropolitan daily. It was not nearly as glamorous as she might have hoped. She left the newsroom for good in 2009, working for the U.S. Census Bureau and UPS while searching for a “regular” job. During this time, she returned to writing pure fiction (something newspapers print every day of the week, according to some people). She shares a small house in western Pennsylvania with her husband and an assortment of pets. This is her first foray into the bizarro fiction genre. She is currently writing a science-fiction/horror novel and collaborating with an artist for a web comic. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
  

 The Log Cabin used to be a tiny dump of a watering hole along Route 19 until a restaurant chain bought it and cleaned it up. 
 
    After extensive remodeling, it cleaned up mighty pretty. So did its clientele. No more scruffy patrons nursing whatever beer is on draught or liquor that burns its way down into the belly of all but the most hardened drinkers. The Cabin now caters to the upwardly mobile classes. 
 
    This became plainly apparent when driving past on Friday and Saturday nights. Instead of the usual row of pickup trucks with more primer than paint and a few beat up old muscle cars, rows of shiny luxury sedans and sport utility vehicles overflow the parking lot. You know, the ones you can fit an entire compact car in the back seat and still have room for a full-grown thoroughbred racehorse. Don’t even bother trying to get a table on the weekend, when the antique hunters come out en force to sup at the “oh-so-quaint” rustic establishment. 
 
    The formerly sparse menu (strictly for those on a liquid diet of beer and hard liquor) has been replaced with high-end beers and fine wines. The Spartan décor has been embellished with rustic prints and rural mementos. Three mounted heads serve as the sentinels of the main dining room; a caribou (or reindeer, depending on which part of the world you hail from, although I prefer the former – the latter makes my inner child curl up into a fetal position to think one of Santa’s sleigh team might be mounted on a wall in some Pennsylvania restaurant), a surly bison and a regal elk. 
 
    Al, the barkeeper, had been dating one of the waitresses, Sue, for eight years. Sue had been nagging him for seven of those years to marry her. He played deaf until one night she decided enough was enough. When he pulled up to their duplex, his clothes, his guns and his video collection of pirated porn were piled on the front lawn. At work, she refused to speak to him unless it was to fill a drink order. In the meantime, he had moved back in with his folks. He was beginning to think that hell might be a more pleasant place to call home. Sue was an amateur nag when compared to his mother. 
 
    Saturday was busier than usual. It was the weekend after Thanksgiving, when the cup of suburban sprawl runs over into Butler County. Everyone wanted Ye Olde Time experience of trekking out into the wilderness and hacking down their own Christmas tree. The next best thing was driving a half hour across the county line to one of the tree farms that do a brisk business this time of year, hopping on a tractor-drawn wagon, going out among the rows of blue spruce and Fraser fir and sawing one off its stump. And then O Tannenbaum was corded and tied to the SUV’s luggage rack. Sometimes, more than one: one for the living room, one for the family room, and one for the mudroom. Pity the poor kid who has a tree allergy.  
 
    The Cabin’s parking lot was filled with SUVs sporting pine toupees, and the dining room was filled with surly teens texting their friends under the table (“OMG ths iz so lame IM SO BORD”), overtired toddlers hopped up on cola and running around the dining room with demonic glee, and parents who had every intention of ordering a second glass of wine. Maybe even a third.  
 
    Al bumped into Sue when she was out back having a smoke. She shot him a baleful look as he lit one up to indulge his own nicotine fix. It was the wrong time to ask Sue if they could patch things up. She’d had her fill of snobby teenagers, pretentious, rude adults and lousy tips. These assholes could afford fancy cars, obscenely expensive houses and three effing Christmas trees, but they couldn’t leave her a decent tip? And she knew why Al really wanted to reconcile. She had met his mother. Part of her felt a perverse sense of satisfaction that he had moved back home.  
 
    Sue didn’t let him finish his fumbling apology. She stubbed her butt out against the side of a dumpster and flicked it into a butt-can. Then, she turned and walked away. Her silence was more eloquent than if she had stood there screaming at him, and left no room for discussion, debate or reprieve.  
 
    Al knew he was well and truly screwed. 
 
    After the last patron had left, the sleek surface of their carefully polished Mercedes-Benz reflecting the light of the full moon as it slunk off into the night, the tables were cleared, the dishes washed and put away and the floor swept. In pairs or by threes, the waitresses, hostess and busboys made their way out into the parking lot, shouting out their goodnights and see-you-tomorrows.  
 
    Paul, the manager closed out the drawer, smiling with satisfaction as he left for the night. 
 
    Al was too miserable to be impressed by the evening’s business. All he knew is that his head ached from the boisterous Saturday night crowd, and he didn’t look forward to going home. If he and Sue were still together, right about now he’d be rubbing her feet after a long night hauling trays back and forth between the kitchen and the dining room. Maybe she’d return the favor by rubbing something else for him. All he had to look forward to now was tiptoeing in without disturbing his mother, who was almost guaranteed to wake up, get out of bed in her curlers and fuzzy pink bathrobe and shout at him for waking her up and asking him when he was moving into his own place. 
 
    He sighed wistfully. Very quietly, he heard his sentiment echoed high in the rafters. 
 
    Slowly, Al stepped away from the register and peered into the main dining room. The three mounted heads stared back with sightless glass eyes. The docile-looking caribou appropriately hung at the north wall, his impressive rack spanning almost to the ceiling. To the east was his Midwestern cousin, a bison who must have been as surly in life as rendered by the taxidermist. The elk, which also boasted some impressive headgear, occupied the south wall. 
 
    Not for the first time, Al wondered if the Cabin was a host to spirit activity, like in the reality TV shows Sue liked to watch. He’d doze off, bored out of his mind, and she’d wake him up with an violent jab of her elbow into the side of his head because one of the ghost hunters had captured voices from beyond on their digital recorder. Those freaked her out every time. So much, in fact, that she would pop him one on the shoulder whenever he imitated the raspy, supernatural voices. Invariably, “Get out!” would turn into “Get ou—ch!” Sue could be a real buzz kill sometimes. 
 
    There had been claims before from staff that closed for the night. Mostly, they heard the sound of someone sneezing. During the holidays, no matter how much tape they used to keep jolly red, white-trimmed Santa caps on the mounted heads, they always ended up on the floor. Until Joanie, the one in charge of the decorating this year, had the brilliant idea of using a staple gun to keep them in place. Occasionally, a patron would exclaim that he or she swore they saw the buffalo wink at them. Al figured they had imbibed a little too enthusiastically. 
 
    After a quick look around, Al found that the dining room was quiet, and the three mounted heads weren’t sneezing or winking. He was sure they were all quite dead, just skins molded over wooden forms. He decided that they looked a little dusty, and noticed strands of spider silk spanning the elk’s antlers. With a sigh, Al turned down the lights and locked up for the night.  
 
    And then Al sat himself down at the bar and proceeded to get mind-numbingly drunk. He didn’t bother with beer or wine; he went straight for the tequila. No lime. No salt. Just shot after shot until his head began to float and thoughts of Sue and his mother, both of them scowling at him with accusation and disappointment, began to fade. At some point, he lay down his head on the smooth surface of the bar, closed his eyes, and succumbed to the alcohol dulling his senses. 
 
    When the voices started, he thought maybe he had forgotten to turn off the TV that hung behind the bar. He tried to ignore them, keeping his eyes closed. 
 
    “Hey! Where’s my ass?” Although the voice seemed muffed, the panic was unmistakable. 
 
    “Oh, shut up about your ass,” came the brusque reply. “No one cares about your ass.” 
 
    “It was attached before.” The voice held the confusion expected from someone who had lost their wallet or their cell phone and was trying to remember where they last saw it, and then it became an angry shriek. “I want to know what those bastards did with my ass!” 
 
    “Really, must you go on about this every night?” a third voice, this one indignant, chimed in. “In case you hadn’t noticed, neither of us have our asses, either.” 
 
    Al lifted his head, eyes fuzzily focusing in on the main dining room, more or less fifteen feet away from him, and gaped stupidly. 
 
    From where he was mounted sixteen feet above the floor, the caribou tossed his head and snorted through dusty nostrils. He was staring, cross-eyed, up between his antlers at the Santa hat stapled to his skull. “But you don’t understand: I had a great ass! And those bastards took it! I want to know where it is and what they intend to do with it!” 
 
    “Oh, would you please just shut up?” the elk pleaded in clipped tones, eyes visibly rolling toward the ceiling. 
 
    The caribou was grunting, jerking his head back and forth, trying to dislodge the cheap dollar-store hat from his head. His barrage of insults was punctuated with snorts of effort. “You probably had a nasty, flea-bitten ass while you still had it. They did you a favor when they lopped your head from the rest of you. You probably would have frightened customers with your big-ass hindquarters!” 
 
    “Y’wanna know what they did with your ass?” the buffalo rumbled, looking from the elk to the caribou with narrowed eyes. “A family of Eskimos probably ate it. Yup. Roasted it on a spit. What remains of your precious tuchus is probably still around...as frozen little Eskimo turds. Not that you’re in any position to trot your ass – oh, pardon me – back up to Alaska to get them. Should I tell you what they probably did to your hide? Or how about your testic...” 
 
    The caribou’s jaw snapped shut, the white tuft of the Santa cap swinging between his eyes widening with astonishment, and then narrowing with outrage. “Only you could be so vulgar, stupid mid-westerner that you are! Your butt was probably turd-encrusted from the time you could slip in coyote shit!” 
 
    “Enough!” bellowed the elk. “I don’t want to hear another word about anyone else’s ass tonight, is that understood?” 
 
    The buffalo wiggled his small ears and blew a cloud of dust and dead mosquitoes from his snout. “Come over here and make me, Steroid Boy.” 
 
    The caribou began to giggle as the elk’s jaw gaped. “What exactly is that supposed to mean?” 
 
    “All you are is an overgrown white tail,” the buffalo snorted. 
 
    The elk arched a brow, taking a condescending tone. “I’m much bigger than a white-tailed deer, or a mule deer, for that matter.”  
 
    “Oh, sorry.” The buffalo sounded anything but apologetic. “You probably had nuts the size of a prairie dog.” 
 
    The caribou was laughing so hard now that no sound came out of his mouth; his eyes squeezed shut as he wheezed in a fit of amusement. 
 
    “Why don’t you come over here and say that!” the elk snarled, cobwebs swinging from his rack as he tossed his head. 
 
    “Wish that I could,” the buffalo drawled. “But, if I did have my ass, and everything else still attached, I would love to get out of here just to get away from you two. Between Rudolph over there whining about his missing ass and your snotty attitude...” 
 
    “And what about your preoccupation with balls?” the elk taunted. 
 
    Buffalo tried to shrug, realizing he couldn’t; a stingy taxidermist had deprived him of his shoulders. “Don’t you know what they do with buffalo testicles?” 
 
    The elk and the caribou shook their heads, mouths gaping like a kid’s when they see their first road kill up close, amazed and yet repulsed and too fascinated to look away, eyes bright with morbid curiosity. 
 
    “They make the scrotum into drawstring purses to sell at those highway Indian trading posts. Then they fry the testicles in butter with onions and serve ’em up on a platter as Rocky Mountain Oysters. Bon appetite.” 
 
    The caribou was incredulous. “You’ve got to be joking! They actually...they actually eat...ugh!” he spat, and eyes squeezed shut as he shuddered with revulsion. 
 
    The elk, on the other hand, chuckled. 
 
    “And what is so funny about some drunken asshole eating my nuts with cayenne pepper sauce?” the buffalo growled. 
 
    The elk began to half-heartedly try to work the Santa cap between his antlers free, making the tufted end flip over with a gust of breath. “I was thinking how lucky we are.” 
 
    “What?” the caribou snorted, incredulous. 
 
    “Ever hear of tiger penis soup?” the elk drawled. 
 
    After a moment of stunned silence, their chuckling became uproarious laughter. 
 
    It was at this point that Al stood up abruptly, knocking his barstool over with a crash.  
 
    The laughing ceased, and the talking heads slowly turned to look at him, wide eyed and gaping. 
 
    “Holy shit,” the caribou said, as though he’d been the one to see a ghost or something else just as implausible.  
 
    “Am I losing my mind?” Al wondered aloud, standing on unsteady feet.  
 
    “Possibly,” the elk answered, sarcastic. “It’s more than likely you’re just inebriated.” 
 
    The buffalo chuckled. “Dumb shit. Go home. Sleep it off. You probably won’t remember a damn thing.” 
 
    “I’ve been drunk before,” Al muttered, blinking and shaking his head, trying to clear the fuzziness. “On tequila. Never seen anything like this before.” 
 
    “Well, I guess there’s always a first time, isn’t there?” the buffalo said, giving him an exaggerated wink. 
 
      
 
    The sound of laughter followed Al as he lit out of there like rabid raccoons were at his heels. 
 
    It was the last time Al ever drank. He’s sure he hallucinated the whole thing. Pretty sure, anyway.  
 
    But even after he made up with Sue, whom he married a year later and who effectively emasculated him in every way, barring a sharp instrument and his most valued appendage (which, after six months of wedded bliss, became his right hand), he would never close the restaurant alone. And when he was in the main dining room, he felt like the eyes of three mounted heads followed him wherever he went. 
 
    Sometimes, he swore he heard chuckling. And there were times when he could have sworn he saw the buffalo wink at him. 
 
    But he always considered himself lucky. 
 
    At least, he surmised, he wasn’t a tiger. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    BOOM CLICK CLICK 
 
    By William Pauley III 
 
      
 
    When Russian Roulette and Nintendo accessories are involved, the outcome can’t be good. 
 
      
 
    William Pauley III writes because he's too poor to make films. He is the author of Doom Magnetic!, The Brothers Crunk, and Demolition Ya-Ya - all of which are weirder than pickles on an ice cream sundae. He honestly believes that the ‘80s were the most important thing that's ever happened to the world and he anxiously awaits its return. He's the editor of The New Flesh magazine and BizarroCentral.com  
 
      
 
    For all things III, visit www.breaksaidsilence.com where he mostly babbles on about David Bowie and how underrated the Super Mario Bros movie is. It really is a great movie. Give it a second chance. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Divey Crunk wriggles his fingers through a spaghetti mess of wires, examining each of them closely before tossing them back into the chaos. His goggles are dark and fogged from the perspiration pouring down his forehead. He wipes the backhand of his glove along his hairline and again digs into the knot-ball of wires. 
 
    “Damnit, Divey, this is taking too long! I’m out, man! I’m facking out!” says a tall man with a thick Cockney accent. 
 
    “Shut your goddamn mouth, Reynold, and watch the door! I’m telling you, it won’t take but a minute to solder. I just have to find the right facking wire first. If I have to…” His words trail off into undecipherable mumbles. 
 
    Reynold walks to the back door of the van, peeks out the window, and anxiously bobs up and down, as if he’s holding back a river of piss. 
 
    “Do you mind? You’re breaking my facking concentration!” 
 
    “I can’t help it. This sneaking around business always gets me heart a thumping.” Reynold tries to calm his nerves. He holds his breath. Unconsciously, he begins to swing his hips, doing his piss dance again. Divey slams his toolbox against the metal floor of the van and clutches his skull with both hands. The vein in the middle of his forehead is throbbing in anger. 
 
    “You know, I think I’m going to get a bit of fresh air.  Yeah, that’s what I need. It’s getting a tad bit stuffy in ‘ere.” Divey doesn’t move. “Yeah… so, ah, well… I guess I’ll just beat on the side of the van if I see him coming, yeah?”  Divey grumbles. Reynold nods and hops out of the van. 
 
    The concrete is wet and glistening like a blanket of diamonds underneath the ginger glow of the streetlamp. The van is sitting in an otherwise empty parking lot, outside of a minor league baseball stadium. The air is clean, fresh, as it always is after a good rain. He takes a deep breath and wipes his finger along the edge of the side glass window. The yellow paint of the van is beginning to chip away, revealing the original egg shell white color underneath. The words, ‘BRACKFAS BURRITOS ¥99” are written in giant red lettering across the side panels and doors. 
 
    A flitter of light reflecting off of a small metal object lying on the ground catches the corner of his eye. He walks over to it and picks it up. It is a small round coin with Japanese lettering on either side. 
 
    “Ha, fancy that… a 500 yen piece! I guess it’s me lucky day.”  Reynold bites the coin and buries it in his front pocket. 
 
    “Whatchu got there?” a man’s voice asks from the darkness, deep and gravelly. Pete’s voice. Reynold’s nerves jump. 
 
    “Ah, heya there, Pete… I just found me a bloody 500 yen piece, just lying ‘ere on the pavement. Imagine that, huh?” There is a nervous quiver in his voice. He slowly backs towards the van. Pete steps out of the shadows, revealing three hundred and forty-nine pounds of pure American meat tightly tucked into a pair of black sweatpants and a red Members Only jacket, no shirt. 
 
    “Heh, yeah, imagine that…” Pete lights up a fag. “Go get your brother, we’ll have one last smoke together.” Reynold nods his head and jumps in the back of the van. 
 
    “Christ, Divey, put that shit away! Pete’s outside!” 
 
    “Just in time, too…” Divey tosses a screwdriver in his toolbox. He turns around quickly and aims an orange plastic gun directly at a remote sensor installed in Reynold’s right eye socket. The gun he is holding is a 1984 model Nintendo Zapper. 
 
    “Have you lost your facking mind?!” Reynold says, cupping his hands over the sensor. 
 
    “Relax, the gun is rigged to go off on the third pull of the trigger. All we have to do is get Pete to go last.”   
 
    “And you’re sure you fixed the generator too, right?” 
 
    “Of course I fixed the generator, what kind of dumb-arse bloke do you take me for?” Divey takes off his gloves, pulls a wooden pipe out of his front shirt pocket, and smiles. “Let’s smoke, brother.” 
 
    Divey stuffs the plastic gun into the waistband of his jeans and hops out onto the pavement. 
 
    “Hey there, Pete… no luck I see,” Divey says as he lights his pipe 
 
    “No… no luck.” Pete takes a long draw from his fag and exhales for what seems like an entire minute. Reynold hops out of the van, his cigarette already lit. 
 
    “Well, you know what that means…” Divey removes the light gun from his beltline, “We zap for it.” 
 
    “You know, I was thinking, we could always wait until the next town to do this. I mean, shit, we still have a couple days worth of rations. We may not have to do this at all.” 
 
    “That’s what you said in the last town. And the town before that. Things gotta change ‘ere, Petey boy. We’ve gotta stay ahead of the game. Right now, we’re eating up all of our profit - literally. We’re supposed to sell our burritos, not eat them.  And now with the shortage of meat, well… one of us just has to go.” Divey pulls a long black chord out from the bottom of the gun and plugs it into an electric generator sitting on the pavement behind the van. “This is the only fair way to choose which one of us has to make that sacrifice.” 
 
    “Okay, boss. You’re right.” Pete bites his upper lip.  “But, if it’s all the same to you, I’d like to go first.” He takes one final draw from his cigarette before stomping it out with his boot. Reynold’s mouth drops open. His cigarette burns a hole in his shirt as it falls to the ground. 
 
    “Wait, why should he get to be the one who chooses?” says Reynold, batting the ashes off of his shirt. “Yeah, you know, I think I want to be the one who goes first.” He smiles smugly at Pete and puts another cigarette up to his lips, lighting the wrong end by mistake and inhaling a lungful of torched filter.  He hunches over and begins to cough. “Shit, that was me last ciggy.” 
 
    “Well, I’ll tell ya what, princess,” Pete says with a smirk, “Why don’t you take out that shiny lil’ 500 yen piece you got in your pocket and let’s have us a good old-fashioned coin toss. Winner goes first, loser last, and boss here will go second. How’s about it?” 
 
    Reynold looks over at Divey, but Divey shies his eyes away.  “Sounds like a plan, Pete.” Divey says. “But Reynold gets to call it. Fair?” 
 
    “Fair,” Pete replies. 
 
    “Rey, coin please?” 
 
    Reynold digs into his pocket and hands the coin over to Divey. “You sure about this?” he whispers. 
 
    “It doesn’t matter what I think, brother, it’s up to fate.  All of this is by chance, isn’t it? Whether or not you win this facking coin toss, it doesn’t necessarily mean you’ve lost the game. The gun could still go off on any of us at any moment.”  Divey winks. Reynold takes a deep breath and nods, trusting that his brother knows what he is doing. Divey places the coin on top of his fist. “Call it in the air.” 
 
    He flips the coin. 
 
    “Heads.” 
 
    The coin flickers under the streetlight and lands in Divey’s palm. He balls his fist around it. An unpleasant stench fills the air - it smells like burnt tire rubber. 
 
    “For fack’s sake, tell us what it is!” yells Reynold.   
 
    “Wait a second, what the hell is that smell?” says Divey. 
 
    The generator begins to crackle and smoke.   
 
    “Shit, Rey, you set the generator down in a facking rain puddle!” yells Divey. 
 
    “Well, where else was I supposed to have put it? Everywhere is a facking rain puddle!” 
 
    “Well now the generator isn’t going to work properly, you dolt!” 
 
    Pete’s eyes narrow like two coin-slots. “Are you both fucking putting me on? That generator has been broken for ages.  You know that. That’s the whole reason why we are using the fucking thing, because it’s impossible to know when it will fire!” Pete yells. 
 
    Reynold and Divey exchange ‘oh shit’ glances. Pete is getting suspicious. Oh shit, indeed. 
 
    “Wait a second, you two fucks are trying to set me up! The zapper has been rigged and that’s why you don’t want me to go first, right?!”   
 
    Reynold and Divey stare ahead blankly and slowly shake their heads ‘no.’ 
 
    “Right.” Pete says. “Give me the gun.” Divey hands the gun over to Pete, butt first. 
 
    “Fuck it. We’re still doing this. But I’m going to go first.” Pete holds the gun up to the remote sensor installed in his head – his is in his left temple. “You guys have t’wake up pretty early in the morning to outsm--” Pete pulls the trigger. His skull explodes and brain sludge erupts from the crater, spraying along the side wall of the van. His body falls limply to the ground. 
 
    “Holy shit! I thought you said the gun wouldn’t go off until the third pull of the trigger!” Reynold yells. 
 
    “Fack, but yeah, that was when I thought the generator was working right! Shit! I wasn’t expecting that!” 
 
    Reynold holds his hands over his mouth and takes a deep breath, both of them shaking.   
 
    After a moment of silence, Reynold speaks, “Shit. Why did it have to be Pete, Divey? Why not either of us?” 
 
    “I told you before, he is bigger than the two of us put together. The business could run nearly three times as long from the meat off of his bones than it would from either of ours.” 
 
    “You know what I mean…” 
 
    “Oh shit, you’re not going to get emotional on me, are you, Rey?” 
 
    “I just want to know. Why Pete? I mean, fack, we rigged the zapper to go off on him, it didn’t work out the way we planned, but the bloody thing still went off on him. It’s not just that the odds were stacked against him, no, he really had no facking chance.” 
 
    “Fate.” 
 
    Reynold wipes the sweat from his upper lip. “You know, I never believed any of that shit before today, but I think you’re right, brother. Fate. Damn.”  Reynold bends down and removes a pack of fags from Pete’s jacket pocket. He puts one up to his lips and lights it. “Do you think we have the power to change our fate?” 
 
    Divey unfolds his palm. The coin is facing heads up. “No, brother, we don’t.” He places the coin in Reynold’s hands. 
 
    “But what if this is just some sort of lucky coin? What if it has nothing to do with fate… only luck?” 
 
    “You’re asking questions that I can’t answer, Rey,” Divey says as he puts on a pair of canary yellow kitchen gloves. 
 
    Reynold holds the coin up to the light. The Japanese writing shimmers in a way that he hadn’t noticed before – as if it possessed some sort of magic. He presses the coin up to his lips. 
 
    “Hey, once you’re done snogging with that coin, you think you could give me a hand ‘ere?” Divey begins hacking Pete’s limbs off with an axe and tosses the bloody hunks of meat in the back of the van. 
 
    Reynold stuffs the coin in his pocket and ties a surgical mask around the bottom half of his face.  
 
    “I’ll get the trash bags.” 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    She Who Cleans: A Dung Sticker’s Shitty Tale 
 
    By A.D. Spencer 
 
      
 
    Here is the church and here is the steeple – 
open the door and see all the people. 
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 Some years back, before a third of the country’s population had been chewed up and shat out by a flesh-craving, forty-foot mutant with digestive problems, Paulette wouldn’t have been caught dead cleaning someone else’s toilet. She’d been the pretty girl in high school, a walking stereo-type with natural waves of brunette hair and a smooth manicure a dozen Korean parlors would have a hard time replicating. Obtaining a husband, preferably from a good family, had been her life goal.  She’d even picked him out by her sixteenth birthday. ‘Course, things did have a way of changing. 
 
    Life was funny like that: twenty years older and standing six yards from a steaming pile of fecal matter taller than her partner’s Pentecostal poof, Paulette was simply happy to have a paying job. Times were hard, after all, and they weren’t getting any better so long as there was a killing machine stomping across the land. 
 
    The community known as Littleville consisted of a few fill-ups, a few churches, and a few tacky saloons. But it was atop the crumbled remains of the police station that Runt had chosen to relieve himself. Paulette parked the truck far from the crushed blacktop that had once been a parking lot and pulled the trash-sticker from the bed. It was modified and of her own design, a larger version of what roadside cleanup crews used to use back when they still existed. The sticker’s sharp, metal shaft tapped the barrel of neutralizing agent with a loud ring.  
 
    Ginger whistled at the flattened trees in the distance.   
 
    “Looks like old Runt took a nap over there,” Ginger said, straightening her long denim skirt.  The hem brushed her once white sneakers. “Probably left behind more than one pile if he stayed the night.”   
 
    “Want me to radio in for a second team?” Paulette asked, a smirk on her face.   
 
    Ginger raised a brow. They were paid by the cleanup, not the time it took to do the job. And Ginger’s Timmy was laid up in bed after losing both arms during Runt’s pissing contest with the Coast Guard last year, so she needed every penny she could scrape together. As far as who signed the check, both women assumed it came down from Uncle Sam, but their job wasn’t what one considered “on the books,” and no one was going to call HR about too many hours on the field.  
 
    “Didn’t think so,” Paulette said.   
 
    “What you think we’ll be doing after he reaches Florida, Paulie? Once the army gets him trapped.”  
 
    Paulette shot the other woman a glance. “Draw unemployment?”   
 
    Ginger chuckled. “I’m gonna miss Disney World.” 
 
    “I’m gonna miss my paycheck.”   
 
    Common knowledge: Runt left behind his own fair share of messes, but not even the media acknowledged the role of the Dung Stickers. The news preferred to focus on the men in uniform, the scientists, the politicians--people with a  plan, the current incarnation of which included trapping the beast on the Peninsula. And promptly slaughtering him, if that was actually possible.  
 
    Paulette didn’t particularly look forward to putting together a new résumé. 
 
    “Looks like the leftovers are stirring.” Ginger nodded at the excrement, tapping the cross against her chest. She picked up her own stick, holding the pointed end out in front of her.  “Let’s get this over with.”  
 
    Something in the pile was twitching. The movement sent black-green muck sliding down to the pavement with a splat. Fingers, more bone than flesh, poked free, grabbing air as if they were trying to catch fireflies floating just out of grasp. Another wiggle, another wet splatter, and a face broke free. Its skin was ruddy from the stomach fluids, but there was enough of the corpse left to make out a bubble nose and black hair caught in its gaping mouth. Its jaw was hanging to one side, crushed, even as the muscle tried to lift it in a chewing motion. Paulette couldn’t say for sure whether the break was made before or after the unfortunate had been swallowed whole. Defecation had a way of bending a body out of shape.   
 
    The dung doll, as the clean-up crews affectionately called the moving remains, cocked its head, as if it could hear the woman’s thoughts. And found them rude. Paulette snorted, shook her head, and raised her sticker a few inches off the ground. 
 
    The broken jaw was a good thing. Meant this one wouldn’t be much of a biter. There weren’t enough antibiotics in the world to fix-up a dung doll bite. 
 
     A cheery gurgling sound spilled up over the corpse’s loose, flapping tongue. Hello there! The corpse lifted its torso free from the pile with surprising strength and an air bubble popped. A spray of brown matter hit Paulette across the shins. The dung doll wiggled down the pile, leaving her lower half behind, strips of shredded intestines still stuck in the hot glob and slowing down her crab-like elbow walk.  
 
    “Shit,” Paulette muttered. She reached up, dabbing vapor rub into her nostrils before she pulled up the cloth mask.   
 
    “Paulie, hun, you got a talent for stating the obvious,” Ginger replied.   
 
    Ginger made no move to cover her nose. Anosmia, Paulette was pretty sure that was what it was called, whatever Ginger had wrong with her. She’d been in a car accident on her twenty-first birthday. Her head hit the pavement and she lost her sense of smell and gained religion with the Holiness bunch. Paulette spent most her working day jealous of Ginger’s nose. Not so much of the church part, though--Paulette was too attached to her blue jeans and salon-owning dreams.   
 
    So, Ginger, with God’s gift of a lacking nose, didn’t smell the second dung doll approaching.   
 
    “One at your six,” Paulette noted. It was slow moving, tired, and stumbled out from behind the only standing wall of the station, but the slap of its feet and the stench of its shit bath was announcement enough.   
 
    “I’ll let you have that one, Paulie,” Ginger said, not giving it a glance.  
 
    Paulette raised her stick and moved to the brick divider. The dung doll waiting for her was male and posed like an old school monster, arms raised, mouth agape. She gave it a good look-over. Paulette wasn’t sure why, but the folks who sent her on new gigs required a report with each cleanup. Wanted to know what Runt’s feces were lookin’ like.  As if his health somehow mattered.   
 
    Paulette couldn’t tell if this doll had ever had a six-pack or a beer belly. He was missing his middle, only his intact spine keeping him moving. Paulette wasn’t sure if he’d dug his way out of the pile they’d found or if Runt had defecated again nearby. The crap clinging to his wounds was bile yellow and slimy. Runt’s meal hadn’t agreed with him.   
 
    The corpse groaned, proud of the speed he was gaining.  
 
    The dung doll had one foot tangled up in an uprooted  briar bush, and he was dragging a wooden cross and cell phone charger behind him. As pathetic as he appeared, Paulette thought he made up for it in effort alone. When he saw the woman was closer than ever, he tried to double his speed and tripped over his prizes.   
 
    Paulette kicked him across the forehead and took a step back, scanning the area. Clean-up usually involved multiple dung dolls, though, for the most part, the corpses were in bits and pieces, twitching and snapping but unable to do any real damage.   
 
    Littleville’s first church was the only remaining structure, just across the roadway. Runt must have given it a side brush because its steeple leaned forward, held up by the caved rooftop. Must have been where the cross came from, God slowin’ down the sinners. Paulette smirked, knowing her partner would get a chuckle out of the comment.   
 
    No more movement across the land though. No more dung dolls.   
 
    Paulette shrugged and pushed down on her stick. There was a slick pop when its thick needle slipped into the dung doll’s brain stem. He went still, his fingertips curled against her ankle.  Another yank, the metal tip pulled free.   
 
    A crack sounded and brought Paulette’s gaze back to the church. She stared up at the towering steeple, her body stiff, waiting for it to fall. Because that sound had surely been the splintering of wood.   
 
    But the steeple was still, fixed and secure against the beams inside.   
 
    It took Paulette another second to feel the tremble beneath her feet. Not splintering wood then.  Not a falling structure at all. The ground beneath her shook again. She recognized the rhythm of the movement. Footsteps. Big ones.  
 
    “Ginger!”  
 
    The other woman slid out from behind the wall, her skirt flapping against cotton legs. “I know,” she said, “I know, dangnabit. I know!”  
 
    Paulette grabbed Ginger by the arm, making sure she didn’t slip on over the doll’s cross. “I thought they said this area was clear?”  
 
    “Runt must have backtracked,” Ginger reasoned, pulling the other woman along with her. The truck was a good twenty feet away, and her eyes were trained on the fat barrels laying across the bed. “We got time to neutralize this one.”  
 
    “The hell we do.” Paulette sucked in the words, her breath short. She let go of the other woman’s elbow, slamming herself against the driver’s side door. Slick fingers fumbled with the handle. “Get in the damned truck, Ginger.”    
 
    “Gotta finish this job first, Paulie. We won‘t get paid unless we neutralize.” Ginger’s voice was focused. She was unrolling the hoses in the back, holding the double-ended nozzle against her arm pit. “It won’t take a second. Will go faster if you help out.”  
 
    Paulette’s slipped behind the wheel. Half-turned to watch the other woman. “Get. In. The. Truck!” Paulette slapped her palm against the back window with each word.   
 
    Ginger’s lips were set in a thin line, her brow low. She appeared at the side window, the red and green hoses wrapped over one shoulder like a coil of rope. “I’m getting Timmy’s meds with this check. And I need a big one, Paulie. This might be the last for a while.”   
 
    Paulette watched the woman lead the taped-together hoses around the side of the wall, kicking bricks in her hurry. It didn’t take long, not at all. One spray from the red, followed by one spray from the green. Mixed together, they activated, becoming acidic and slowly eating the organic material.  Including the corpse and the shit pile to which it was attached.   
 
    Paulette slammed her palms against steering wheel.  
 
    “Fuck.”  
 
    She was out the door before the oath had time to leave her mouth. Circling the truck, she twisted the knob on the first barrel, counted to seven, and moved to the second. She’d just hit “six” when the ground nearly pitched her skyward. Paulette gripped the side of the truck in a vice and turned to look over her shoulder. She didn’t like what she saw.   
 
    Runt’s forty feet consisted mostly of legs, and if he’d been born into the shape of a woman instead of a slimy freak of nature, he’d never have spent another night alone. His knees went backward, letting his body hang low against the remaining tree-line, and the massive limbs connected where his ass cheeks should have been. His anus was hidden by the tumor at his groin, a lumpy wart where his junk wasn’t, but the most disturbing part of him, at least for Paulette, was the wet mouth at the center of his face. It was toothless but the jaw was strong as a gator’s, so muscular that there didn’t appear to be a neck on the beast at all. An assortment of arms spread out from his sides, some of them boneless, flaccid abortions, others strong and clawed, too many fingers to count.   
 
    “I hate scientists,” Paulette whispered, because it was the first thing that ever came to mind when she saw the mutant.  This was one foul-up she wasn’t going to blame on God, that much she and Ginger agreed upon.  Mankind made this monster, all in search of a solution for death.   
 
    And, the sad part was, they’d succeeded in what they set out to do, prove that a creature could have regenerative cells that could be harvested.  Unfortunately, that kinda broke down to meaning the folks he munched on got shat out as mindless zombies. 
 
    By all rights, his makers hadn’t planned for him to quadruple in size and escape. Maybe it made her a bad person, but Paulette hoped the incident put a damper on their research funds.   
 
    She nearly tripped over the dung doll’s rugged cross running back to the station’s ruins. As far away as Runt was, his giant legs could cross an acre in an instant, and he had his eyes set on live meat.   
 
    Ginger was still dragging the hoses with her in some last ditch effort to save the equipment. Her eyes were wide, more white to them than color. Her legs flapped against her skirt, running in air as she was lifted up by a single finger around her chest. The hoses dropped, and she waved for help, hands grasping nothingness like the dung doll she’d put down moments earlier. Paulette skidded to a stop, falling backward onto her elbows as she watched her partner flail far above. There wasn’t time for a scream when Runt popped Ginger into his oversized sucker headfirst. A single white tennis shoe fell back to Earth, hitting Paulette across the leg.   
 
    It was enough to wake the woman from her stunned state. 
 
    Paulette scrambled up, her feet getting caught in the tangle of hoses. Without a second thought, she aimed and fired both chemicals at the closest of Runt’s toes. It wasn’t the recommended method, and she realized why when white-hot pain shot through the tips of her index and ring fingers.   
 
    So much for owning a nail salon.  
 
    Paulette didn’t have time to let that sink in.  Instead, she held the hoses steady until they’d unleashed their full seven seconds of load.   
 
    Runt howled, a thick choking sound that broke free around his latest meal. His foot lifted, away from the source, but he didn’t step forward onto the little human who’d attacked him. The mutant stumbled back, flaccid arms waving at the sudden jerk. His legs hit the church and he collapsed onto it, falling onto his ass.   
 
    Paulette was tense, ready to make an ill-fated run for it when he regained himself. What she didn’t expect was the widening of his gaze, such a mocking interpretation of Ginger’s last moments. He howled again, a sob finishing the desperate whine as he lifted himself off the flattened house of worship. The sound turned into a whimper, and he limped sideways, the angle of his backwards legs strange, his upper body hunched forward in agony.   
 
    It didn’t make a blame lick of sense. Paulette had seen the creature pile-drive through banks and stomp on school buildings. One tiny church shouldn’t have made a difference.   
 
    The mutant didn’t look at her, didn’t seem to see anything but huge tears collecting in his own vicious gaze. And then, without another roar, his stumble became a gait toward the tree-line.   
 
    Paulette stared after him, her brow crawling up to meet her scalp when she saw Runt’s behind. The tip of wood was fat and squared off, but she realized what it was immediately. The mutant had just put in his first steeple-shaped butt plug.   
 
    It send a smile to the woman’s face. She huffed a breath of relief, knowing the mutant was headed south once again, as far as his damaged feet could take him. And, unfortunately for her career, old Runt wouldn’t be able to make another corpse-filled deposit before reaching snow bird country.   
 
    “Guess you’ll get to see Disney World again, Ginger,” Paulette said, and began reloading the truck.   
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Tiffany's!!  It's Get Even Time!! 
 
    By George Kosana 
 
      
 
    A pistol is a guy’s best friend. 
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 The first time I robbed Tiffany's it was raining. I was fifteen. So were my buddies. Joe Farzilli, Walt Panlewski, Willy O'Shea, and me. I'm George Stalovich. Some crew.  One Italian, one Polish, one Irish, and a Serbian. We grew up together, were in the same grade, the same school, and in the same boat. We were broke, and full of rage. 
 
    Our neighborhood, rundown and poor, offered us no way out. The only way we'd get anything was to take it. We all shared that sentiment, and were destined to self-destruct, only we didn't know it. We had our act together. We were ultra-hip and no one better get in our way. We hated school, cut classes at every opportunity, never did school work, failed most classes, and took care of those who complained.  
 
    When teachers brought us to the attention of the Principal, or Superintendent, we'd put a brick through their car windows, slash their tires, or use a flat file and destroy the paint job. The school never could prove it was us. 
 
    One instructor wouldn't back off. Mr. Smith, our English teacher, intended to catch us, and prove we were the vandals. He got a little too close once, so I set his car on fire, then joined the crowd that had gathered to watch it burn. A sick look swept over his face when the gas tank exploded. I thought that would discourage him. I was wrong.  
 
    More determined than ever, Mr. Smith documented our every move. He compiled written records, photographed us when we hung out, and was beginning to cramp our style. I told the crew to relax, I'd take care of it. I found out where he lived, studied him, and the area. Everyone put their trash out Tuesday evenings for the Wednesday pick-up.  
 
    Mr. Smith put his trash out after supper, usually around 7:00pm. I watched the weather reports and picked a Tuesday when there was no moonlight. I hid in the shadows and watched him approach. His back was to me as he opened his trashcan. I left him lying on the street in a pool of his own blood with a chimney brick nearby.  
 
    When Mr. Smith was well enough to return to the classroom he took his “evidence” to the School Board, and with the Superintendent, presented his case. All four of us were called before the board and suspended for thirty days. I really didn't care. Hanging out became routine, and pinochle a ritual. Walt and Joe came up with wild ideas about how to make money. Willy wants to rob neighborhood bookies, but that's argued against when reminded mob guys don't appreciate being held up, and they hit back big time. 
 
    After three idle days, and many get rich quick schemes that could never work, it hit me. “If you're gonna steal, steal once, steal big, and steal enough so you never have to steal again. Who has that kind of money?” 
 
    The four of us rack our brains searching for an answer to that question. Joe offers, “A business. It has to be a real money making business.” Suddenly it was crystal clear. I spout out, “Tiffany's. It has to be Tiffany's.” 
 
    All of us agree they are big money. We also agree to hit it. We take turns studying the store. We notice armed uniformed security guards show up first. They turn off store alarms and open the vault.  
 
    Ten minutes later employees arrive. They busy themselves by removing dust covers and cleaning glass counters. They disappear inside the vault, re-appear carrying trays of valuable gems, and arrange those in the display cases. Nine a.m. on the dot the doors open and the day's business begins. Armored cars make special deliveries at irregular hours several times a day.  
 
    We need a weapon so we visit the library and study how to make one. Across town in a hardware store, I take a twenty two caliber bullet out of my pocket, find a pipe it fits, and the store cuts four five inch pieces. They then thread one end of each piece and fit a reducing nut on each one.  
 
    A piece of wood is wired to the pipe and a nail with the point hammered flat makes the firing pin. The crude, but effective, single shot, homemade weapon works. We're ready. 
 
    Near closing time we cross the street, assemble at the entrance, pull ski masks over our faces, and as the leader, I am the first one through the door. “This is a stickup,” echoes throughout the store before I realize I stand alone. My crew chickened out. My buddies never entered Tiffany's. Shocked and surprised I stop.  
 
    Security Guards, guns drawn, immediately surround me.  
 
    During the trial none of “the boys” are in the courtroom. The Judge sentences me to juvenile detention until I reach twenty-one. Since I carried a “gun” during the attempted robbery, there was no reduction of the sentence, and no possibility of parole.  
 
    Inside the facility I am labeled “fresh meat,” beaten routinely, and sexually assaulted. With each episode my desire for revenge against my crew grows. It festers, until it blossoms into a full-blown rage. Suddenly the key to surviving my sentence becomes clear. Turn that rage. Use it against all inmates, regardless if they attack me or not, and bring that hatred against anyone in my way.  
 
    A shank, deeply imbedded into the kidney of my main offender, puts him in the cemetery and his two followers meet with similar fates. Authorities never prove it was me. A by-product of my attacks elevate me to the status of someone who holds his own. No one in the facility bothers me. In fact, they give me a very wide berth.  
 
    The sentence served, and released, my obsession for revenge against the former crew intensifies. The only one in the old neighborhood is Walt Panlewski. After some persuasion, he shows me where the other two live. Then he is “accidentally electrocuted” while attempting repairs to a circuit breaker. 
 
    Joe Farzilli spots me coming down the sidewalk. I notice him as he panics. He fumbles frantically with a jacket pocket. He attempts to pull out a loaded pistol. Panicked, he darts out into the street and runs head first into a large delivery truck. The force of the impact tears his hand and weapon free. It sails through the air and lands at my feet. People rush to help Joe. I pick up the gun. Witnesses cry, “He's dead!” I laugh. 
 
    “I didn't touch him. No way can they connect me to this one.” That leaves Willy O'Shea, and the big one.  
 
    Willy has morning coffee and a jelly donut at the same coffee shop every morning before work. He cuts through the same alley to save time, and he is jittery. When he's in the alley he hurries his pace, and constantly looks over his shoulder to see if anyone follows.  
 
    I wait at the far end of that alley, a loaded, cocked, pistol, rests in my hand. Willy approaches. He turns his head for one last look behind him. A bullet tears the back of his head apart, and I make a quick getaway. That leaves the big one.  
 
    I stand across the street from my destination and check the pistol – it’s fully loaded. A light rain begins to fall. At the entrance, I pull the weapon out of my belt, cock it, throw open the door, and shout, “TIFFANY'S!! IT'S GET EVEN TIME!!” 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Cotton Mouth 
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    Never put anything larger than your elbow in your ear. 
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 Harry Kovair shoved the tip of his little finger into his ear as far as it would go. He rooted around for a good ten seconds, only succeeding in making his outer ear sore. 
 
    When he had stopped digging, Harry examined his fingertip. He found only a few flakes of dried white wax – or a few loose skin cells – not the cotton ball that felt like it was jammed into his ear canal. 
 
    His head felt fuzzy. Harry tilted it to one side and tapped his fist against the side of his skull, the way he had seen swimmers do it when they had gotten water trapped in their ears, but that only made his head hurt. 
 
    Harry rolled out of bed, steadying himself against his bedroom wall. He was feeling dizzy.  
 
    “I must have stood up too fast,” he thought as he made his way toward the bathroom.  
 
    Harry found himself leaning over the sink and staring into the bathroom mirror, trying to see into his own ear. He pulled the lobe forward and rolled his eyes all the way to one side to get a better look at the cotton ball, or skein of yarn, or whatever it was that was scratching against the inside of his head.  
 
    He was distracted by the sight of his own crooked smile, reflected back from the bathroom wall. Harry found himself wondering if he had gingivitis, like they mentioned in all the mouthwash commercials, or if he should be using a “whitening” brand of toothpaste. 
 
    “Teeth should be white,” Harry thought; white, like the pet hair mashed and trodden into the burnt-orange carpet of the hallway outside his apartment unit. The maintenance staff vacuumed every Tuesday and Saturday, he knew, but they always missed something. There were always those hairs that were too small to see, or too woven into the carpet to pick up, and so they were left behind, to accumulate. 
 
    The maintenance staff wasn’t the problem, though. Harry knew that, even if they were a bit careless and lacked a passion for detail. The culprit - as Harry would have told the world and the cops, if they would listen - was that toothy young woman in 38D, the neighbor girl with the boyish hair cut and the ever-present can of pepper spray clipped to the belt loop of her jeans.           
 
    More specifically, the real problem was her damned dog – a long-haired Afghan hound that shed like a… (What sheds too much?) A long-haired Afghan hound. 
 
    The toothy pet-lover, whom Harry liked to call Julia Roberts, although he had never actually spoken to her – neither the neighbor, nor the actress (although he had liked her work in the movie Flatliners) – liked to walk her dog in the park below his living room window. Harry knew this because he had seen the woman and her dog crossing the parking lot of his apartment complex, moving away with their backs toward his living room window above them, crossing the street, and climbing the small hill at the edge of the park.  
 
    At the top of the rise, “Julia” usually disregarded the city’s leash law, unhooking the cord from her hairy Afghan, setting it free to run in manic circles then disappear over the crest of the hill and into the park. 
 
    God only knows what the shaggy mutt would do out there, running around, out of sight; probably picking up dirt, and bugs – and growing more hair. All of which would get deposited right outside of Harry’s doorway in the usual manner. 
 
    After every walk in the park, the Afghan hound and its owner would return home, walking past Harry’s door, from the elevators at the far end of the hall. Harry would never see them, but he would hear the jingle of the Afghan’s dog tags as it walked. The noise would get louder as they got closer and closer to his apartment; usually climaxing with a furious rattle as the damned dog shook itself, like many dogs do to shake off water after they have taken a bath.  
 
    With Harry’s luck, this dog probably had not had a bath in a long time. It was probably just shedding the dirt, and bugs – and hair – that it had collected during its illegal romp in the park; depositing them all in a neat little pile, right in front of Harry’s door.  
 
    “It’s probably a wad of that damned dog’s fur stuck inside my head,” Harry thought as he absent-mindedly jammed the tip of his index finger into his head, searching. His attention was focused on the small gap between the bottom of the front door to his apartment and the press-on tiles of his kitchen floor. The door opened directly out to the hallway.  
 
    “That’s probably how they get in,” Harry guessed. 
 
    Without thinking, he reached for the doorknob. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Harry had had the strangest dream. He had been falling through a long dark tunnel, a worm-hole that was lined with an ungodly pattern of acrylic orange carpet. His head had hit something hard. 
 
    In his dream, he had seen a sideways version of a bank of elevators, just like the ones at the end of his apartment building hallway. He had heard the distant jingle of metal on metal.  
 
    Eventually, a too-tall version of Julia Roberts had been looking down on him with an expression of genuine concern on her face. She had been pulling something out of her pocket in a hurry. 
 
    Harry had closed his eyes, sure that she had been reaching for the pepper spray. He had braced himself for the cold wet sting. Pressing his eyelids shut, he had waited.  
 
    No wet pepper juice had hit his face. Nothing had burned him. All he had felt was the dry sprinkle of something sandy as a too-big dog had shaken itself over him, depositing its payload of hair, and dirt (and bugs, he had been sure, even in his dream) onto the side of Harry’s head. 
 
    In the distance, someone had been calling for help. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    When Harry opened his eyes again, he had been in a hospital bed. He had tried to sit up, but his head had still hurt. 
 
    “A dream inside a dream,” he thought, and decided to ride it out. 
 
    The old familiar itching had returned. Harry had instinctively jabbed his finger at it, only to find that someone had covered the tip of his finger with a clipped-on medical device that was too big to fit inside his ear (a pulse-ox-something-or-other, one of the dream nurses would later call it).  
 
    The scratchy irritation in his ear had been just as maddening as when he had felt it in his real-life apartment. He still couldn’t reach it.  
 
    In the dream within a dream, Harry had looked around for help. He had noticed an uninterested-looking orderly sitting next to the side of his bed. The too-pale too-pudgy redhead had been balancing himself on a chair, rocking himself on the back two legs. The kid had been absent-mindedly turning the air-conditioning unit off and on as he drummed the fingers of his balancing hand against the window-side unit. 
 
    Harry had tried to get the orderly’s attention, but the kid had seemed mesmerized by a television mounted to the wall, near the ceiling. He had been watching one of those Somebody Somewhere Has Got Some Kind of Talent (Or Something) shows. It had reminded Harry of The Gong Show – and of watching people in the park. 
 
    The act of the day on the dream-within-a-dream show had been an amateur magician who had pulled a string of colorful handkerchiefs from his “empty” shirtsleeve, like a string of Tibetan prayer flags. Although probably not a fan of Tantric iconography, or the enlightened mind, the redhead had loved the charade. 
 
    For a big finale, the magician had performed a color-changing handkerchief trick. The illusionist had waived a dark blue handkerchief in the air, holding it by one corner. His other hand had been open, to show that it was empty. He had clenched his empty hand into a ball, stuffing the blue cloth into the top of his fist, slowly pulling it back out of the bottom of his hand, and – prest-o change-o – the cloth was orange. The orderly had squealed. 
 
    Harry knew this trick. It was simple. He had seen it on some Spoil The Magic exposé. The cloth wasn’t just a cloth; it was a square bag, blue on the outside, orange on the inside. There was a hole in one corner that allowed the magician turn the bag inside-out. 
 
    “Ta-Da,” Harry had said, out loud. 
 
    The television-watching orderly who had thought that the patient was in some kind of a coma or something, and had never expected him to speak, had tried to stand up too fast, rocking the last two legs of his chair right off the floor. The pudgy dream kid and his seat had tumbled backward, knocking a plug out of the wall. 
 
    On The Gong Show substitute, a circus of wannabe pop stars had continued to belt out a clashing mixture of children’s songs and Christian spirituals: 
 
      
 
    THE NECK BONE’S CONNECTED 
 
    TO THE SHOULDER BONE… 
 
    …WAY UP IN THE MIDDLE OF THE AIR 
 
      
 
    Harry had hoped that a hook was making its way onto the stage from behind a curtain. 
 
    Somewhere in the distance, an alarm was ringing. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Hello, my name is Doctor Heart,” the physician in charge had introduced himself. Harry had been sitting on the edge of a cold plastic examination table, which was covered by a too-thin sheet of paper that crinkled too-loudly whenever he moved, no matter how slightly. The paper was stretched across the table from a roll that looked as if it belonged on a kindergarten art easel. 
 
    “Doctor Heart,” the man in the lab coat had been saying. 
 
    “Does this mean that I’ve had a heart attack,” Harry had asked. He remembered hearing a rumor that “Paging Dr. Heart” was a sort of hospital code for “All hands on deck, someone is having a cardiac arrest.” 
 
    The doctor had laughed. 
 
    He was a fairly tall man, sitting on a wheeled stool that had looked far too short to be comfortable for him. His knees had been folded at an awkward angle. 
 
    Dr. Heart had pushed his foot against Harry’s table, rolling toward an ominous row of medical instruments that were lined up on a metal desk. He had reached for a lighted tube, pressing a plastic cover onto one end. 
 
    Dr. Heart had crab-walked his stool back toward Harry, waiving his magic wand as he went. He had roughly pressed one end of the tube against Harry’s ear, and had squinted into the other. 
 
    “Um-hmm,” the doctor had said. “Just as I thought.” 
 
    Dr. Heart had calmly explained that a bundle of long white hairs had become lodged in Harry’s inner ear, irritating his external auditory canal. The doctor had further explained that this blockage could be the source of Harry’s recent problems with his balance, “and that nasty spill you took.” 
 
    “Well, take it out then,” Harry had said. The doctor had wrinkled his eyebrows and frowned. 
 
    “I’m afraid it’s not that simple,” he had said. Doctor Heart had explained that, after remaining untreated for so long, the bundle of hair had become “impacted,” firmly anchored deep in Harry’s inner ear, clogging the labyrinth of semicircular canals behind his eardrum. Harry had shrugged, wishing that he had a Q-Tip. 
 
    “Furthermore,” the doctor had continued with his expert opinion, a colony of tiny parasites (damned dirty bugs, Harry had thought) were living in Harry’s ear; attracted by the oil and dander attached to the foreign hair. 
 
    “Oh, Dear God,” Harry had thought. “Get them out,” he had shouted, a little too loudly for the doctor’s liking. 
 
    “I’m afraid that it isn’t that easy,” Doctor Heart continued. “There is more.” The colony of parasites had grown, unchecked, for some time. Maybe a month ago a Q-Tip would have worked, but now?  
 
    The tiny bastards had multiplied. They had filled Harry’s middle ear, cramming against the ossicles, the tiny bones that let Harry hear the world around him. They were filling his Eustachian tube, which connected to his nasal passage. The bugs were pressing against his auditory nerve. They had taken over all of the empty nooks and crannies, and had been forced to look for new places to live. 
 
    Harry’s eyes had been wide and unmoving as Doctor Heart had explained how the newest generations of parasites were already moving into Harry’s brain, swimming in his cerebrospinal fluid and heading toward the cortex. In the same practiced tone with which he had introduced himself, Doctor Heart explained to Harry how this would lead to vivid hallucinations, lucid dreams and, finally, to a complete break with reality. 
 
    The doctor had smiled as he carefully removed the used plastic cover from the tip of his scope, and had thrown it toward a “hazardous waste” container, which had been lined with an ominous-looking red plastic bag. 
 
    Harry had felt sick. He could feel something scratchy inside his ear as he had begun to slide forward. 
 
    “I’m not a fainter,” he had thought as he had clumsily reached out, grasping for the edge of the exam table that had raced up past his head. Lying on the cold linoleum floor, next to Doctor Heart’s too-big feet, with the walls of the doctor’s office fading to black, Harry had pinched himself to wake up from this nightmare. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Harry was dizzy; from sitting up too fast, he guessed. His alarm clock had been ringing for God knows how long. 
 
    “Where’s the fire?” he slurred. “It’s not like someone’s dying.” He swatted at the snooze button, noticing that the mismatched sheets and pillowcases in his familiar apartment bedroom were soaked with sweat.  
 
    Harry rolled out of bed and noticed that he was sleeping in his boxers (of course), not a flimsy hospital gown.  
 
    “Back again,” he thought as he walked to the bathroom. Splashing water on his face, he stared into the mirror, looking for evidence of a bump or a bruise. Not finding any, he smiled. He wondered if he had gingivitis or if, maybe, he should start using a “whitening” brand of toothpaste. 
 
    Harry’s head felt fuzzy. As he made his way into the living room, he was surprised to see sunlight pouring through the windows. It was the middle of the day (lazy bones). 
 
    Harry stood next to his living room window, staring at the light coming through the blinds and, for the first time in (how long?), pushed it open. Sunshine and the muffled sounds of people playing in the park below flooded into his apartment. 
 
    Harry leaned out the window, feeling the wind on his face. He saw the Mister Happy ice-cream truck cruising outside of the park across the street. He saw a kite in the distance being tossed around by the breeze. 
 
    Harry saw Julia Roberts and her damned Afghan hound crossing the parking lot of his apartment complex, moving away with their backs toward him in the living room window above them; crossing the street, and climbing the small hill at the edge of the park. He was still leaning out of the window. 
 
    Something about that sight of his toothy neighbor caused Harry to unconsciously reach for his ear, like he had so many times before. Only, this time, he felt something. 
 
    Just the smallest piece of something was hooked under the tip of his fingernail.  
 
    “That damned lump of dog hair,” he hoped. 
 
    Harry pulled, slowly, and felt something move. He pulled harder, as hard as he could. 
 
    Out of the corner of one eye, Harry saw a yellow square of cloth flapping in the breeze beside his head. The wind picked up, and the yellow square of cloth drifted farther away.  
 
    Now, Harry could see that the yellow square of cloth was attached to an orange one, which had not been there a moment ago. Harry could also see that his left foot was collapsing up into his shin. 
 
    In fact, as the yellow and orange squares floated still farther away – joined by a growing chain of green ones, and blue ones, and red ones – Harry’s shin was drawn up into his knee. Then his whole left leg disappeared up into his hip. The toes of his right foot began to fold inward. 
 
    Harry’s legless torso hovered in front of his living room window, enjoying the view. Children were playing in the park, and a colorful train of little cloth squares had sprouted from the side of his head, riding the breeze like semaphore flags on an old wooden battleship – or the “circus flag” pennants that were too-often strung up by too many used car salesmen, to advertise their lots. 
 
    A green one emerged. A purple one passed by, followed by another orange one. Harry’s arms disappeared. His chest was slowly drawn into his strangely floating head. Someone was humming gospel music. 
 
      
 
    …WAY UP IN THE MIDDLE OF THE AIR 
 
      
 
    With a final pop, the last of the little cloth squares turned inside-out as the wind pulled it out of the window. It was a white one.  
 
    The strand of colorful flags was set free, floating above the world. 
 
    Down below, on the hill near the park, Julia Roberts shaded her eyes with the palm of her hand, squinting up into the sky, wondering which of the children had lost a kite. 
 
    Beside her, the long-haired Afghan hound didn’t bother to look up. Jingling away, the damned dog dropped its haunches onto the dirty ground, dipped its head, and scratched its ear.      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    InBox 
 
    By Brennon ThompSon 
 
      
 
    The future of affordable health care. 
 
      
 
    Brennon ThompSon lives in the Midwest United States, with his wife and cat. Here he spends most of his time thinking up new stories, some of which, he actually writes down. In addition to his many short stories, Brennon is currently working on two novels: One a Bizarro story, of alien invasion set against the backdrop of Reality TV, titled: Brain Goo. The other is titled: Touched, it is a horror tale about an orderly who has a special touch when it comes to his patients. But in a matter of life and death he makes a mistake and all Hell breaks loose! 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
  

 “What the hell do you think you're doing with my arm?!” 
 
    “We're removing it sir.” He said matter-of-factly. 
 
    “What the fuck for?!” Feeling it was my right to know. 
 
    “Have to sir.” 
 
    “Have to?” I repeated, strangely calm. 
 
    “Yes sir. You see, we need to get all of you in that box over there.” 
 
     “See?  No!” It was then that I realized that I couldn't see. Well I could, but somehow my vision was all wrong. I didn't see any fucking box!  And I said as such: “I don't see any fucking box!” Now less calm. 
 
    “Of course not sir. Your eyes have already been wrapped for shipment.”   I felt him reach across me. 
 
    I brought my hand up to my face, probing around like a gorilla with a new butt-plug.  Feeling my fingers against the gauze wrappings, I knew that I was in the right place. Straining, I managed to push through the cheese cloth into what felt like the wet asshole of that same gorilla after the “not-now-new” butt-plug had been used in earnest. It was strange, yet somehow arousing, and I felt a heating in my loin, that was not last night's pork. I could feel the pressure.  Then the release! Followed by a brief warm wetness, running down my skin. My hand was now moving down, down, down. It seemed to float away.   
 
    Stainless steel cold shocked all my scenes! “Fuck! Cold!” I protested. 
 
    “Yes. Yes. Sorry about that sir. We really should warm the trays.” 
 
    “Trays? What trays?” 
 
    “The tray where your arm is sir.” 
 
    “My arm? My fucking arm is right here!” I informed him. Lifting my arm, I extended my finger to show him my favorite one. “This is what I think of you!” 
 
    “I'm sorry sir. What? What are you trying to do?” 
 
    “I'm flipping you off motherfucker! Flying the bird, exposing the monkey, shining the torch, displaying the flag, hoisting the sail, picking you a parsnip!” I could tell from his voice that he was looking right at me, but I could only see black fuzziness. Then his head turned and I was face to face with his fuzzy face, facing me. I stared back feeling like I was gawking through a longishly long, deep, drawn out, elongated tunnel and he was at the other end of it.  I couldn’t make out any details, and his eyes never met mine. -Wait! I didn't have eyes. Or did I?- Instead, his eyes trailed to the left.   
 
    “Ah yes of course. Phantom Motor Manipulation and such a nice use of it.” 
 
    “What in Christ's shit are you talking about?” 
 
    “Separation anxiety. It is a side effect of parts removal. The brain does not handle the cleavage or defection well and tries desperately to reconnect. No cause for alarm sir, it will soon fade.” 
 
    “No cause for alarm?!”  Just then everything faded to black. 
 
    “None sir.” 
 
    “And why the hidey-hole-hell-fuck are you doing this?!” I was getting pissed! 
 
    “We have to fill the order sir.” 
 
    “Order?  What order?!” 
 
    “The order placed by...” He paused. “I am not at liberty to say sir. That information is confidential. Now if you will just be still while I remove your tongue.”  
 
    “Not bloody likely!  You're not gonaahh...”   
 
    “That's it sir.”  I felt the cold pinch of metal on my tongue. “We wouldn't want you to bite your tongue off during shipment, now would we? This will all be over soon.” 
 
    The pulling on my tongue and the snip, to remove it from my mouth was painless. Then I tasted something like warm oatmeal, with a hint of cinnamon, that was less painless. I hate cinnamon! 
 
    “I hope that you like the taste of cinnamon sir. I love it myself. I find it helps to have a pleasing taste on your tongue.” I could hear the smile in his tone, and it fucking annoyed me. He was pleased with himself! “Almost done sir. Only one last thing left to do.” 
 
    The sudden high-pitched whine of the motor startled me, and  made my ears hurt, but the biting of the rotating teeth into my skull did not. It was a strange and unnerving sensation, feeling my whole skull vibrate from the inside, while this thing chewed at me like a hungry rat from the outside, and not experiencing a bit of pain.  
 
    Worse still, was the long, slow, cut being made by the saw, all the way around my head and the shock of the cool antiseptic air creeping in, floating around the inside of my skull, before settling on my pink, confused, panic stricken brain. 
 
    With a loud crack, the top of my skull was peeled back like a lid, and I could feel the weight of it hanging there, hinged from a bit of tissue. A white light devoured the darkness, sending fiery, hot knives into my brain.  The white quickly dulled to a blur, the blur to a shape, the shape to a face... the face of shock. A loud gasp followed, and when the face finally spoke I knew that voice in an instant!  
 
    “Oh my!” Waving his hand. “Quick everyone, you must see this.” He was grinning now.   
 
    Many more heads appeared above me, each grinning and seeming more excited than the last. Taking turns, they all gawked at me. They mumbled and laughed, slapping each other on the back. I listened, but was finding it more and more difficult to concentrate. Everything was starting to feel hollow and slip away. The voices, sounding like whispers under water. I only managed to catch  a word here or a phrase there of what they were saying. And what I did manage to decipher, wasn't making any sense. 
 
    “Incredible!”   
 
    “Fascinating.” 
 
    “One in a Million.” 
 
    “I don't believe it!” 
 
    “The third Eye.” 
 
    A man in a black suit peered down at me and grinned.  Standing up, he shook the hand of the dark haired man in the white coat, before walking away.  The man smiled. 
 
    A pair of hands took hold of me (whatever me was left) and lifted me up.   I could see his smiling face better now, it was broad and toothy.  A face I will always remember.  “You are very special sir.  And because of you, I got a promotion.” He nodded his head slightly. “Thank you sir.” 
 
    Then I felt something like plastic being wrapped tightly around me.   
 
     “All finished. All we have to do now sir, is get you organized and you will be ready to go.”  His voice was distant and muffled, the warbling sounds from it, fighting to find my ears, the last sense left to me.  But it too was fading, and in time, I knew it would be gone as well.  I listened to the shuffle, thuds, buzzes, and pops, as things were moved and shifted this way and that. 
 
    Minutes passed and the sounds stopped. Either that, or I was now deaf.  In a flash, the room spun around.  In a daze, I could see it all. The room was white with tables of stainless steel gray, lined neatly in rows. On each table was a naked body. And each naked body had a person in a white coat (some of whom I recognized from earlier), attending to him or her. They were dissecting them and removing parts, like kids in science class! 
 
    The same smiling face eclipsed my view and then my vision was blocked out by an enormous hand. Next thing I knew, I was looking upwards and the smiling face was gone.   
 
    Above me, a large white sheet appeared. It grew larger as it got closer, until the oversized sheet was right against my eye. It was a piece of paper and I had no problem making out the gigantic words with my third eye. They read: 
 
      
 
    “HAVE A HEART? NEED A HAND? OTTO WILL KEEP AN EYE OUT FOR YOU.” 
 
      
 
    OTTO'S PARTS STORE 
 
    37 WINDY CITY BLVD. 
 
    CHICAGO, IL  60603 
 
      
 
    ATTENION RECIEPENT: Special item enclosed.  Additional charges will apply. 
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 Lightning sparked across the sky, echoing thunder heralding the start of a spring thunderstorm. The sky opened up, sheets of rain washing over the pavement, turning the normally reliable surface slick and treacherous. Sarah slowed the car as she strained to see the road through the downpour. 
 
    She was already late. Her boss was sending her to a corporate retreat in the Florida Keys, but there had been another problem at work and she hadn’t been able to leave Miami until almost midnight. 
 
    A flash of brilliance speared down, blinding her as it struck the small island that anchored the highway. The crash of thunder rocked her Mercedes as she blinked furiously to clear her vision. The noise pummeled her, a deep roar like a lion rudely woken from a nap.  
 
    She yelled back, yanking the wheel as a large blur appeared on the highway in front of her. The car spun off the highway and crashed down on the assaulted island. The nose of the car slammed into the wet sand, and the airbag exploded into Sarah. 
 
    She woke up slumped over the spent airbag, feeling like she had just been punched in the face. She fumbled at her seatbelt, numb fingers stabbing at the release button several times before it let her go. The door handle was just as uncooperative, but she eventually rolled out of the dead car and into the pouring rain. 
 
    She was drenched immediately, her expensive silk blouse and pencil skirt ruined. She crawled across the sand, vague fears about the car blowing up pushing her to get as far away from it as possible. She made it about twenty feet before collapsing, her body betraying her as tremors drained the strength from her bones. 
 
    The storm passed as quickly as it had arrived, and the roll of thunder faded as it moved to the north. She rolled over onto her back as the rain stopped. 
 
    The lightning was still burned into her retinas, and the last thought her addled brain managed before darkness claimed her was that the golden flash resembled a beautiful, bat-winged dragon. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Sarah woke to a soft caress on her forehead. She opened her eyes. A large man was kneeling in the sand next to her, humming a soft tune as he brushed her blonde hair off her face. He was handsome, with short, blond hair, a strong chin, and hypnotic blue eyes. His golden skin glowed with health, muscles rippling with controlled power as his caress moved down to stroke her cheek. His body shone in the moonlight, as if he was covered in glitter, or tiny scales. Sarah blushed when she realized he wasn’t wearing any pants. 
 
    I must be dreaming, she thought, closing her eyes as his hands slid down her neck. His touch sent sparks of sensual excitement down to her stomach, making her moan with arousal. I must have passed out from the accident. This can’t be real. 
 
    No man had ever made her feel like this before. The last guy she had slept with was so bad she wanted to give him an instruction manual. She had kicked him out and ended the night with the vibrator she used when she couldn’t be bothered to find a man to satisfy her needs. 
 
    His fingers moved to the buttons on her soaked blouse. Her hands flew up, and her eyes opened wide. “What do you think you’re doing?” Her attempt at sitting up was quickly aborted when her head threatened to explode. She lay back down and closed her eyes, her arms crossed over her chest. 
 
    He didn’t say a word. He just went back to stroking her neck and humming his hypnotic song. 
 
    His attention was flattering, but there were lines you shouldn’t cross with someone you just met. He had no right to take advantage of her, even if he was the hottest guy she had ever seen, and the brush of his fingers on her neck had the power to make her forget the world. 
 
    His hands massaged her neck, relaxing her body despite the fire growing in her belly. She was used to setting the rules and getting what she needed, and the more he touched her, the fewer reasons she had to stop him. 
 
    Screw it, she thought. His hands slipped under her collar across the top of her shoulders, and her own fingers started working on the buttons of her blouse, opening her body to the cool night air. 
 
    His tune grew louder, capturing her mind in a musical cage. Despite her implied invitation he didn’t stray from the safe zone, and Sarah was going crazy with desire. She wanted to grab his hands and put them on her chest. She wanted him to cross the line, even if she had to drag him over it. 
 
    She rubbed her breasts, squeezing them until they ached. Her nipples hardened painfully and she arched her back, offering herself to him. His hands moved across the top of her chest, but stopped short, leaving her wanting. She popped the catch on the front of her lacy bra, opening herself to him, and his caress slowly circled in a maddening spiral over her skin. When he finally touched her swollen nubs it was like an electric shock through her body. 
 
    Damn, he’s good. She slipped her hand down to the catch on the side of her skirt and raised her hips as she pushed the wet material down her legs, taking her panties along with it. The cool air on her damp skin sent a shiver up her spine even as she melted in anticipation. He stopped his maddening touch to help her, and soon her skirt landed with a splat on the damp sand and his hands returned to their work, starting with her toes and moving up her legs.  
 
    His touch on her thighs set her core on fire as he sang his strange tune. He was casting a spell over her. She was snared in a musical noose as she let him touch her intimately, possessively. She was trapped in this dream, or fantasy, or whatever it was. She had given him control, and could only wait for him to give her what she needed. 
 
    She parted her legs as his head lowered between them, his tongue zeroing in on her sweet spot. She squirmed in willing captivity and pinched her nipple, welcoming the distraction of the pain as she twined the fingers of her other hand through his hair. 
 
    She moaned, a wordless testimony of desire. I can’t take it any more. She pulled him up by his hair, moaning again as the sweet torture stopped. But it was only for a moment. With a quick thrust he was inside her and her brain shut down. 
 
    The simple mechanics of the act didn’t do justice to the feeling of his hard cock as he stroked in and out, in and out. Each thrust rocked her back into the wet sand, abrading her sensitive skin. But she didn’t care. She was lost in sensation, trapped in a world of pleasure, captured by sex. 
 
    He pumped faster, driving her to heights of passion, until she couldn’t take it any more. She cried out, an animal scream as the world exploded in ecstasy. Her body shook with her climax, and she barely noticed as he shuddered along with her. She wrapped her arms around his neck as his seed pumped deep into her womb. 
 
    And then it was over. Without warning, her mysterious lover vanished from her arms, dissolving away like fog over the sea. His brilliant blue eyes were the last to go, gazing deep into her own as he disappeared. 
 
    Her eyes closed. It wasn’t real. A concussion-induced fantasy. She fell asleep, the hallucinatory tune dancing through her dreams. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    She woke with a shiver. The moon still lit up the night, and the ocean breeze had chilled her wet clothes. Her head was still sore, but there were none of the pleasant aches of sex, no other footprints in the sand. Only her and the deserted highway. It was just a dream. 
 
    Three hours later she pulled up to the retreat in a rental car as the sun rose over the Gulf. She told everyone that she went off the road in the storm and tried to forget the rest. But she couldn’t relax, and kept dreaming of her golden man and waking up on the verge of orgasm. By the end of the week she was ready to go back to work, just to distract her from the memories of her fantasy encounter. 
 
    She threw herself into her job, working late and driving her staff crazy. She had hand-picked her employees, and they had always done well, but now nothing they did satisfied her. 
 
    By the end of the month she felt bloated. She ate less and pushed her daily workouts until she dripped with sweat, but she couldn’t shake the feeling. Her tailored clothes still fit, but she was convinced she was gaining weight, despite what the scale said. She bought a pregnancy test and it turned out negative, but she still wondered about her island fantasy. 
 
    Then she lost feeling in her toes. She ignored it, but it spread to her ankles, and then started on her hands. It took three tries to dial her doctor’s number because she couldn’t feel her fingers. 
 
    Her doctor scheduled an MRI, a CAT scan, even a spinal tap. They ran dozens of tests over the next couple of weeks. By the time they finished Sarah had lost most of the feeling in her arms and legs, but the doctors couldn't find anything wrong. 
 
    Her reflexes were fine. She could still move her limbs, but she couldn't feel them. It was like she was wearing a heavy coat, cutting her off from the outside world. And the pregnant feeling was worse. She felt confined in her own body, as if it was a size too small. 
 
    She had to take a medical leave of absence, but the enforced isolation was driving her crazy. She worried about losing her job, and kept calling her office trying to stay connected. 
 
    She also spent a lot of time on the Internet, searching for something that might tell her what was happening. Since the doctors didn’t have an answer for her she was determined to find one on her own. But she couldn't find anything. There were a lot of things that could cause numbness, but none of them quite matched her symptoms. 
 
    The loss of feeling grew worse, spreading to her torso. Her hands and legs began to twitch spasmodically, until she wanted to tie them down. She started waking up in a different room from where she had gone to sleep, feeling like she had just interrupted something. 
 
    It was maddening. She was losing control. Her life had always been in order, and now it had turned to chaos. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    One day she woke up in the kitchen, with an empty plate in front of her and the taste of peanut butter in her mouth. Maybe I should call a psychiatrist, she thought. If there isn’t anything wrong with my body then there must be something wrong with my head, right? 
 
    “Wrong.” 
 
    She was shocked. The voice was hers. The word came from her mouth. But she hadn't said it. 
 
    “No, you didn't. It was me.” 
 
    I’ve had a psychotic break, she thought. I have a split personality and I’m going insane. 
 
    “You’re not insane.” The voice mocked her with its comforting familiarity even as it tore her world apart. 
 
    Her mouth was talking without any contribution from her. Sarah felt like she was teetering on the edge of a razor thin line, about to fall into the abyss. What the hell is going on here? She wanted to speak, but her rebellious mouth wouldn’t respond. At least, not for her. 
 
    “You are about to be a mother.” Her voice was excited, like someone going to a party. 
 
    Sarah strained to speak, but nothing came out. She tried to cover her mouth with her hand, but nothing worked. She couldn’t move a muscle. 
 
    But something else could. Her body walked to stand in front of the bathroom mirror. Sarah was faced with her own familiar image, but now it was alien. It had been stolen away from her. 
 
    Who are you? What do you want? Sarah was losing it, frantic as she struggled against whatever had hijacked her body. 
 
    “I am your daughter.” Her face smiled, but the gentle expression looked like the grin of a psychopath to Sarah. 
 
    I don’t understand. I haven’t had sex with anyone! 
 
    “No one?” A memory came, unbidden, of a stormy night, with the waves pounding against the small island with the same rhythm as the radiant man thrusting into her. 
 
    “It wasn’t a dream. My father’s spirit left his seed inside you, and soon I will be born.” 
 
    Sarah wanted to shut out the words. To put her hands over her ears to keep from hearing them. To scream at the top of her lungs to drown them out. But she couldn’t do anything. She had lost control of her life, her body, her voice, even her mind. She couldn’t even cry. 
 
    Sarah watched helplessly as her body calmly picked up her keys and climbed into the car. They drove south, taking the same route that Sarah had driven that fateful night. There was almost no traffic this late in the season, and they arrived at the tiny islet shortly after dark. 
 
    Sarah would never have been able to tell which of the little islands had been the one, but her daughter knew, and pulled off the road without hesitation. They got out of the car and walked down to the shore, stripping off their dress as they went. 
 
    They stood naked on the edge of the tiny beach. Sarah could no longer feel anything. She could only imagine the soft give of the sand under her feet, the stifling warmth of the moisture in the air, the tangy scent of the salt in the ocean breeze. She just felt dead. 
 
    No matter how hard she tried, she couldn’t move a muscle. Her prison was her own body, and her jailer was no longer speaking to her. She was forced to stand there, helpless and alone, waiting in the dark. 
 
    Sarah tried desperately to regain control, mentally yelling useless threats, then reasoning with her captor, finally pleading desperately, promising anything in her power if it would release her. But her daughter ignored her, standing in silence and gazing out over the waves. 
 
    As the moon rose to a point directly overhead, the moment they had been waiting for arrived. 
 
    “It is time.” 
 
    A wave of pain washed over Sarah. More intense than anything she had ever felt, it wracked her entire being with agony. It went beyond physical pain, excruciating torment that rivaled the tortures of hell, agonizing to her very soul. 
 
    Another blast of anguish smashed into her, and another, and another. She was being squeezed, crushed within her own body. Her world went black as she felt her mind being forced out of her own head, smashing her soul down into her chest. The pain pounded at her spirit, compressing her into a tight ball. The contractions came faster and faster, until she could take no more and cried soundlessly at heaven to make it stop. 
 
    And it did. 
 
    The pain was gone. Sarah was free. 
 
    She stumbled forward, as if she had been leaning against a door that had opened without warning. She cried out, exalting in the sound of her voice once again under her own control. 
 
    Her joy stopped short at a sound behind her. A cacophony of disturbing pops, like someone cracking their knuckles. She turned around, terrified. She didn’t want to know what was happening, but was too afraid not to look. 
 
    A nude woman was standing on the edge of the shore, waves lapping at her feet. She was giving off a soft golden glow, and undergoing a terrifying metamorphosis. 
 
    Her arms stretched out, hands curving into talons, tips ending in razor-sharp claws. Her legs thickened and bent, the graceful limbs twisting into something powerful and feral. Her shoulders shrugged, a set of bat-like wings peeling free from her back with a wet tearing sound, shining as they stretched across the moonlit sky. Her face elongated, chin and nose jutting forward, teeth extending into fangs. Thick horns sprouted just above her ears, curving forward over her skull and ending in wicked points. And finally, gleaming golden scales sprouted all over her body, replacing the supple skin with cold, metallic armor. 
 
    Sarah screamed, but it was drowned out by the carnal roar from the beast the woman had become. The transformation was complete. The golden dragon looked down at her, fangs gleaming in a grotesque smile. 
 
    “Thank you mother,” it said, in a voice reminiscent of Sarah's own. “This body will serve me well.” 
 
    The manners her own mother had taught her came by reflex. “You’re welcome,” she said, voice trembling. Could her nightmare be over? “Can I go home now?” she asked with a glimmer of hope. 
 
    The dragon chuckled, a low sound punctuated by wisps of smoke leaking from its scaly lips. “I’m sorry. Don’t you realize what has happened?” 
 
    The tender words were crushing. She looked down, wondering if she would have a chance if she tried to run. At first she didn’t understand what she was looking at, then everything crashed into place as Sarah knew that there was no hope of going back to her old life. 
 
    Sarah’s disembodied spirit was standing on the water. 
 
    “I need energy to stay in this world. The last thing you must give me, dear mother, is your soul.” 
 
    Nobody heard Sarah’s last scream as the dragon’s teeth came down. 
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