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				FOREWORD 
by Leeman Kessler

				


				Hello, I’m Howard Phillips Lovecraft. 

				


				That’s how I begin each of my “Ask Lovecraft” YouTube episodes, anyway. There are two good reasons for it. The first is that I don’t much look or sound like the Old Gentleman, so I need to alert people to just what they are watching. The second reason, however, is more nebulous, more sacramental. By invoking Lovecraft’s name in a ritual manner, I take on a piece of his numinous essence. If I called my program “Ask an Early 20th Century Gentleman” it would hardly resonate with people as it does. 

				For some time now, the names of Lovecraft and of his most infamous creation have been words of power. Their use is linked with a whole host of assumptions, emotions, and controversies. There are times when we risk diluting these words, and reducing them to well-worn memes or meaningless clichés.

				But not today. Not in this collection.

				In this anthology, you will find stories that are perfectly enjoyable tales of the dark and the uncomfortable. Yet, brought together to huddle around the tenebrous banner of the Lord of R’lyeh, they take on a new light and gain blasphemous powers denied to them on their own. In the sickly, phosphorescent glow of this new context, these stories not only share in the legacy of Lovecraft’s work, but also add to it. Lovecraft invited artists and writers to play with his themes, his creations, and his nightmares – and that invitation has opened a door to unimaginable realms of delight and terror for us all.

			

			
				So read on, and discover tales of dystopian despair, genealogical horror, aquatic apocalypses, and so much more. They will make you long for relief, yet drive you eagerly to read ever on. The book is called a tribute – another word that has been watered down in recent years, in the service of mawkish sentiment. In truth, it should evoke images of conquest and of spoils, of kneeling before cyclopean monuments in awe and trepidation. That is how these writers have knelt, and the world is all the more strange and better for it.

				As always, I’m Leeman Kessler.

				Thank you.


				


				




			

			
				


				


				


				


				


				UNIVERSAL CONSTANTS 
by Piers Beckley

				


				Glay was there, of course. Sitting in the middle of the front row, intent on the empty stage, curly hair atop emaciated body, thin face a collection of hard angles. He leaned towards the front of the lecture theatre, throbbing with excitement, like he could hardly wait to get to the microphone and make the announcement himself. She couldn’t see his eyes, but she knew they’d be sparkling.

				Paul leaned across to her from the adjacent chair. “When’s it going to start?”

				“Any moment. Just...” Rebecca put a finger to her lips. “Shh.”

				He leaned back again. “This, you drag me out of the office for. I had death gods. Death gods!”

				The banner on the wall was sky blue, with the new logo picked out in white. Super Large Collider. A simplified overhead view of the site, three letters on top. They’d made the C match up with the loop beneath the Earth, miles across. Rebecca wondered how much the marketroids had charged for that one. A few hundred Euros a day apiece, a few weeks of work. Plenty. 

				The director walked in, and a hush fell across the room as everyone waited to see what she was going to say.

				“Have they switched it on yet?” Paul, sotto. 

				Rebecca shhed him again.

				The director talked at them for a while. New, higher-powered beams. More tera-electron-volts than had ever been fired down an enormous vacuum-filled (or air-emptied, Rebecca thought) tube before. Power unlimited, more data, more particles, more glimpses into the mind of God.

			

			
				Rebecca let the words wash over her, watching Paul from the corner of her eye instead. He shifted in the uncomfortable chair. “What are you looking at?”

				“You. Silly.”

				She could see a few journalists scattered across the hall recording the speech. A couple on audio recorders, a few on iPhones. There weren’t that many other theorists there. The collider was old news, now. Switching it back on at higher power was food for science geeks only, and the we’ll-all-be-eaten-by-black-holes silly season stories barely rated a paragraph at the bottom of page eight.

				Then the director was done, and it was time for wine and canapés.

				


				♦

				


				In the centre of the collision chamber was a sphere twenty metres in diameter. The top half poked out above the gridded metal floor which divided the chamber in two. An inspection hatch, dogged shut, gave the only access to its interior. On either side, the magnet-lined pipes which fed the beams into the sphere snaked off into the darkness in a several-mile-long circular conduit through stone. A low hum permeated the room, building slowly.

				Boots clanged on metal stairs. Then a fumbling of keys in the lock, and a whispered instruction to hush followed by two sets of giggles. Then the door opened, and they fell in, kissing.

				“So this is where the magic happens?” asked Paul, after breaking for air. That set them both off for a while.

				“Kind of.” An enormous crack of sound filled the chamber, leaving it silent. “There. Magic.”

				“That’s all there is to it?”

			

			
				She gave him a gentle push. “What do you mean, all? That’s fifteen tera-electron-volts, that is. That, buddy, is science.” 

				He looked sceptical. 

				“Or it might just be a big crack of sound. I won’t know until I look at it.” She opened her handbag and pulled out the recorked bottle of wine she’d stashed at the reception. “Drink?”

				“Sure.”

				They sat down next to each other on the metal staircase, leaning against the riser, his arm warm around the small of her back. Rebecca pulled the cork from the bottle and took a long slug from it, passed it to Paul who did the same.

				“We’re not supposed to come down here,” she said. “But I like to, sometimes. When there’s no one around. To get away from it all, to just think. Up there, in the office, it’s just numbers. Down here, every ten minutes, the beams collide and this is where it hits. We’re looking back in time to the moments just after the big bang, when there’s nothing but particle soup. And somewhere in there is what I’m looking for. You can see it in the numbers, the numbers are what it all comes down to. But I like to get close to the heart of it. Coming down here every so often helps me to remember what’s really going on. Maybe that last one was a new Higgs boson. Coming into existence for the first time. Just for me.”

				He squeezed her tight. “I love it when you talk science.”

				“I know.”

				“How many do you need?”

				“All of them. A dozen. A hundred. More. A thousand Higgs, all for me and Glay, running into the future. A million more, just for me.”

				“That many?” he asked.

				“Who knows?” 

				He passed her the bottle and she took another chug. 

				“This is car crash physics. We throw things together and see what comes out. It could be anything. But whatever it is, whatever revelations come out of that chamber, every day we know a little more about why and how we are who we are. Every collision getting me just a little bit closer to the end.” She upended the bottle. Nothing. “All done.”

			

			
				He pulled her close, nibbled at her ear. It tickled, slightly. “Or we could get closer to each other?” he asked.

				And they did.

				


				♦

				


				Glay sat on his battered old office chair, while Rebecca looked at the screen over his shoulder.

				“Tell me you don’t see it,” he said.

				She could, though. “A hundred and sixty-three?”

				There it was, 38 GeV above where it should be. Above where anything had been before.

				“It’s not just miscalibrated...” 

				He swiped the trackpad, brought another graph into play. The Higgs sat there at 125, same as it ever was. Maybe a little low. Well within the bounds of experimental error.

				“All as it should be. I’ve crunched the data several times, and it keeps coming up with the same result. I want you to cross-check it for me. Then again. And again.”

				“Roger wilco.”

				“And if it is for real, it’s on our watch. Confirm it, and let’s throw it out there. Why are you even still here?”

				She went back to her own workstation and got back to work.

				


				♦

				


				Later that night, after the first round of fucking but before the second had got going in earnest, she talked about work.

				“A new kind of boson.”

				“Aye aye, cap’n. There he was, walking the Planck.” She waited for the laugh. “Oh, you’re rubbish. That would have killed in the office. Because...”

			

			
				He put a finger to her lips. “It’s all right. I don’t need the lols.” She nipped gently at the finger with her teeth, and he quickly withdrew it. “All right, all right! Be gentle with me. So it’s a big deal.”

				“It’s a big deal.”

				“So what’s next?”

				She rolled over onto her side, turfing him off her arm and facing him. “We try and find out more. Lock down the figures, make sure everything’s where it ought to be. If it’s real, and we haven’t screwed up the figures then, well.” She grinned. “It’s a write-your-own-ticket deal.”

				“Aren’t you the clever one?”

				“Yes. Yes, I am.”

				“So, go on then. What is it?”

				“Well, it looks like another quark,” she said. “But it’s enormous, way bigger than anything we’ve seen before. We thought it might be another state of the Higgs, but that doesn’t really make any sense either. And if it’s a graviton, that blows the Standard Model to pieces.” She stopped, trying to will the excitement into him. “This is genuinely going to change the world.”

				“Heigh-ho,” he said.

				“Heigh-ho?”

				“Everything changes. From one moment to the next, we’re breathing, living, eating, shitting. Dying. No such thing as a constant.”

				“Us. We’re a constant.”

				“Yeah, maybe us.”

				He started kissing her neck then, and the conversation stopped.

				


				♦

				


			

			
				The data kept coming in. Rebecca imagined the beams powering up high, the crack as they collided, showering new particles to shimmer and disappear within an instant.

				Glay looked at the board and scratched his head. “It doesn’t make any damn sense at all.”

				She sipped her black coffee, waited for the call to action.

				“Rebecca.”

				Regular as clockwork. She took her coffee with her to the corkboard. Glay had tacked a dozen graphs showing the collision data across it.

				“You rechecked the calibration?” he asked. 

				Rebecca nodded. “Today. And yesterday. And twice the day before.”

				He stared at the corkboard as if he was willing it to give up his secrets. “This one’s different too.”

				“One thirty-eight,” she said. “Point three. Solid, measurable. Fact.”

				“But it makes no sense.”

				“What about the Americans, have they...”

				“No. Our colleagues in Texas have yet to see even a single one of our new mystery particles. Let alone two dozen, and what’s more, that’s two dozen with completely different signatures.”

				She sipped her coffee. “So we can’t publish.”

				“No. We can’t publish. We can’t publish a damn thing.” He stood there, brooding. “Let’s get another board in. We’ll do it by energy levels, rearrange the graphs. See if we can pull out a pattern.” He looked at her. “What are you waiting for this time? Let’s look at this from a different angle.”

				


				♦

				


				She bought flowers from the garage on the way home. When she came through the door Paul looked at them and said, “Do you need forgiving for something?”

			

			
				Rebecca laughed. “Not this time. Come on, get your coat on, you’ve pulled.”

				“Let me put them in some water first.”

				They went to Giancarlo’s again. Chardonnay and a pizza with a touch too much garlic. Rebecca held up her glass for him to clink.

				“What’s the occasion? Did I miss an anniversary?” He sounded slightly cautious.

				“No, I just thought we could do with cheering up. It’s a bloody nightmare in the office at the moment.”

				Paul flashed that grin of his, the one she liked. “I knew there was something up.”

				“The particles we’re discovering – they’re not coming in at the same levels.”

				“So?”

				“So they should. They can’t just change. Which means there’s something wrong with the equipment. This place, this collider, all these billions of Euros have been wasted.”

				“At least it’s not our money,” he said.

				“Yes, but it’s my career. So it’s going to be our money. Hell, we don’t even know what’s changed. If we did, we could just take the damn thing apart and fix it.”

				“You’ll fix it,” he said. “I know you.”

				“Maybe.” She took a gloomy mouthful of buttery wine.

				“Could be worse. You might have to give a talk about the Peruvian gods of death and madness.”

				“What’s their opinion on marmalade?”

				He looked at her for a moment, confused.

				“Paddington Bear? Don’t tell me you don’t know about Paddington. Likes marmalade? Comes from Darkest Peru? What do they teach you people these days?”

				He looked down at that, studying the tablecloth for a moment before raising his gaze again. He drew on the cloth with his finger as he spoke.

			

			
				“There doesn’t seem to be much writing on them. And none about marmalade. Just an oral tradition. What there is, is basically: The gods are all over the world, and only human sacrifice will appease them.”

				She drank. “Come on, that’s just old nonsense. Anyway, aren’t you the one saying we have to judge a culture by their own standards? So they liked a bit of the old human sacrifice every now and then, like the Aztecs. Perfectly normal.”

				He frowned. “I don’t know... It’s different. Somehow. Most human sacrifice, there’s a point, you know? Make the sun rise, make the crops grow, make the gods smile down on you, turn their backs on your enemies. But these... nothing. When Eleanor asked them why their ancestors killed, she was told because that’s what you do for the gods. It’s just what they expect. No rhyme or reason to it. Just... because.”

				“What do you expect. They’re gods. Let’s eat.”

				“That’s what they said.”

				


				♦

				


				The office was filled with red string. Glay was in the middle of it, ducking and weaving through the web. “Come on then, don’t just stand there gawping. Work to do!”

				“What are you doing?”

				He grinned that mad grin at her. “This is an unusual phenomenon.”

				“I can see that.”

				“Requires an unusual methodology! Look, duck through here.” He gave her his hand and they threaded under the weave. “As the data comes in, it goes on the wall over there. The length of the wall here represents time, and recorded energy goes up against the vertical. On the opposite wall, the other fundamental particles. The thread shows the pattern.”

				She moved closer. “They’re showing the same data as they always did.”


			

			
				“But the figures for this one keep changing – look, see the way these threads cross?”

				Five threads, crossing each other randomly as far as Rebecca could tell. “I’m not seeing it.”

				“You just have to look harder! Grab yourself some drawing pins from the table, and we’ll add today’s data.” He stood up, framed by red. “The pattern’s there, I’m sure of it. We just need to clarify things. Make them stand out more.”

				“I need some coffee,” she said.

				“Go on, then! Charge us up! Let’s crack this thing.” He interlaced his fingers and pushed his palms towards her, and she heard the bones in his fingers click.

				


				♦

				


				Rebecca walked through a dark city. A few moments ago – when? – Paul had been with her. Now she was alone.

				The buildings were half-ruined, and the sky was black. It had to be daytime because the sun was out, she could see it (and why didn’t it burn out her eyes, she was looking straight at it, how could she do that?) and the sky was black.

				But even beyond the black sky, beyond the yellow sun, she could feel the stars looking down on her.

				“Paul?” She walked down the empty street. “Paul?”

				But there was no response.

				I’m dreaming, she thought. It’s just a nightmare. I’ll wake up in a moment.

				So that was fine. Just a nightmare. Not like you’ve not had nightmares before. That last time, the time that you swore you’d never eat so much brie before bed again? It’s just like that, only no robots this time. Just another boring old nightmare.

				She felt cold. Had she felt the cold in a nightmare before, or was this new? Maybe she’d just always dressed warm in dreams before, so she wouldn’t have even noticed if she’d been dreaming of the cold.

			

			
				She shivered.

				She was in bed with Paul, she knew that. They’d gone to bed, and she was dreaming. She was snuggled up next to him, bodies warming each other in the bed in the night, and there was nothing to be afraid of. Just another boring old nightmare.

				There was something, though. In the distance. She could feel it ahead of her in the dark, and she knew, suddenly, that she didn’t want to go there any more, didn’t want to keep taking step after step in this empty city with no people, didn’t want to keep heading towards (what?) to keep walking towards (what was it?) the thing that was ahead of her in the dark day which the sun didn’t light.

				Yet she carried on walking down the empty street in the darkest of days with the blazing yellow sun in a sky of purest black and she knew that she had to wake up (she was getting closer to it now) had to wake up really quickly, because she didn’t want to see what was there (it was big, she could feel it in the distance) and any moment now it would perceive her (how?) and then it would know where she was.

				She tried to call out Paul’s name, but she couldn’t. She whimpered. A low sound in the throat. 

				She couldn’t wake up. 

				She moaned again. 

				She needed to wake up because it could SEE her and she didn’t know how long (how fast could it travel?) before it was upon her and she NEEDED TO WAKE UP NOW and she made the noise again, moaning as loudly as she could through her closed mouth (why couldn’t she just open it and speak?) in the dark city with the yellow sun and the black sky and the empty stars and the ruined buildings and the thing that was moving towards her and it was larger than the buildings and god it KNEW WHERE SHE WAS and she moaned again, low sound in the throat, urgent, and it was almost upon her – 

			

			
				– and she was lying in her own bed, Paul shaking her awake and looking concerned in the half-light leaking through the closed curtains.

				“What was going on?” he asked. “You were making this horrible sound.”

				She grabbed him, and held him as tightly as she could, as if she could squeeze the life right out of him.

				“Hey. It’s all right. Nightmare?”

				“Yes.” 

				He held her in silence for a while before she spoke again. 

				“I needed to wake up, and I couldn’t. I couldn’t wake up. But I knew you were next to me, and all I needed to do was let you know, and you’d wake me up.” She squeezed again. 

				“That’s all right,” he said. But it came out muffled, because she was holding him so tight.

				


				♦

				


				The web had grown overnight. It seemed to have taken over most of the room now, and the furniture was gone.

				“Professor Glay?” she called into the office.

				“Over here!” The voice came from behind the door.

				Weaving gently through the web, Rebecca made her way to where Glay was sitting on the floor. He held half a dozen strings, and was busily tacking them into the carpet.

				“I’ve been tracking the frequency of the shifts. Look, they’re all converging here.”

				“Here?”

				“Mm? Oh, yes, I’m using the floor as a fourth dimension. Once we get down here, then we can start to see the primary. See? When the beams start to stutter, we can map the frequency here. And look!”

				Rebecca looked up at the tangle of thread over his head. From where she was it haloed him like a religious painting.

			

			
				She knelt beside him. “We’re not going to have much of an office left if you carry on like this.”

				“Hm? Yes, yes. Absolutely right. It’s just that there’s a larger cycle here, I’m sure of it. Something about the numbers is off. The rhythm is wrong.”

				“The rhythm.”

				“Yes, yes, the rhythm.” He tapped with his fingers on the floor. “The rhythm is wrong. The numbers are wrong.”

				“They can’t be wrong. There must be something wrong with the collider. It’s an engineering problem.”

				“But if it’s not, then the numbers are changing. But the numbers can’t be changing. So that must mean that we’re changing.”

				“That doesn’t make any sense,” she said.

				“Not yet. Not yet.”

				“Look, you’ve been thinking about this too much. How long have you been working on it?”

				“I don’t know. Last night. The night before. It’s almost there.”

				“Why don’t you take a rest? A day off.”

				“It won’t help. Everything is changing. We’re moving out of the human section now.”

				“What?”

				“We’re leaving the world behind. That’s what it is. Everything is going to change. Everything.”

				“Professor?”

				He said nothing, lost in thought, fingers thrum-thrum-thrumming on the carpeted floor.

				“I’ll go and get someone.” She stood, backed away. Glay made no move to follow her, sat there staring at his scarlet threads, looking lost in the corner of his web, connected to the walls of the office by lines of gossamer. Spider or fly? she thought. 

				“It won’t help,” he said.

				“What won’t help?”

			

			
				“We’re moving away. The planets are spinning and the stars are moving and we’re moving too, farther and farther away from what we were. The Earth moves around the sun, and the sun moves around the centre of the galaxy, and the galaxy moves within the centre of the universe, wheels within wheels within wheels, all moving and changing and altering as we’re altering. And it’s the universal constants, Rebecca. They’re changing.”

				She was at the door. “I’m going to the medical centre. I’ll be back in a bit.”

				He didn’t move. Sat there. Looking down at the carpet, the drawing pins pinning the red string to the floor. He muttered something.

				“What was that?” she said.

				Glay looked up at her. Rebecca had never seen his eyes so sad. “Everything will be different now.”

				She walked quickly to fetch the doctor, but Glay was gone when she returned.

				


				♦

				


				The day was warm. They sat on an old blue blanket and ate tuna and mayonnaise sandwiches on the grassy area outside the red brick walls of the admin building. 

				“D’you think they’ll lock him up?” asked Paul.

				“Until he gets better,” Rebecca said. “I mean, he was rambling about the universal constants changing.”

				“Pretend I’m management.”

				She laughed at that. “Universal constants. Things that are the same everywhere. If they were to change, the world would work differently. Like... Like the strong nuclear force. That’s the force that holds all of the protons and neutrons in the middle of an atom together. If it’s a bit higher, the stars burn out too fast. The elements fuse together too quickly, all the way to cold iron, and they never last long enough for us to evolve. A bit lower, and the stars never light in the first place. A dead universe, filled with nothing but hydrogen.”

			

			
				“Hold on. So you’re saying the universe was explicitly created for people then?”

				“Sort of. But you’re looking at it the wrong way,” she said. “It’s more that people were created by the universe. If the universal constants had different numbers, maybe nothing would’ve happened. Maybe nothing could evolve at all. But if nothing evolved in a universe, there’d be no one to look up at the stars and say: Wow. What a coincidence that the universe happens to be just right for people to live in.”

				“But if the numbers are changing, doesn’t that mean we’re all going to die?”

				“We’re all going to die. That, and pay taxes. Shouldn’t really come as a surprise. But no, I don’t think the numbers are changing.”

				“But your big machine says that they are.”

				“Then the big machine must be wrong.”

				“Tested that, have you?”

				


				♦

				


				She was in the dream again. This time, a basement. Above, there was no house, just the carved out area of the basement, as if the house had been sheared off the top. Wind played across the open gap of the shear, a harsh moaning sound.

				And the sky was black.

				She walked up the steps – stone, flagged – that led up to the city (was the city there? she was dreaming again, she knew that she was dreaming again) and looked out across it.

				This time, she wasn’t alone. Figures, a dozen of them. (Did she know one? The closest looked familiar...) They were staggered across the distance, across the ruined street (cracks a foot deep crazing the surface of the road) and facing towards (don’t look there, you mustn’t look there) where?

			

			
				No. She wouldn’t look that way.

				Rebecca turned the other way.

				And there it was, above her. Huge, impenetrable, indefinite, darkness against the darkness (were those eyes?) slipping in and out of her vision (a suggestion of blackness against the black, but worse, somehow) and then she felt it look at her, and it knew that she was there.

				This time, she woke him by screaming.

				


				♦

				


				She was unsticking the pins, removing the threads, taking down the remnants of Glay’s spiderweb of data, when Paul knocked on the door.

				“Busy?” he asked. “I thought we could get lunch.”

				“Just getting rid of – ” She gestured at the tangle of thread criss-crossing the room. “– well, this.” 

				He came carefully in. “What is it?”

				“Glay’s idiosyncratic way of analysing the data coming from the supercollider.”

				“Looks like a star.”

				“What?” She threaded herself to the door.

				“Look. There.”

				And it did. The red threads criss-crossed themselves into a seven-pointed star, off to one side of the room. She ducked her head; the jumble of threads shifted into noise again.

				“Is it supposed to do that?” Paul asked.

				“I don’t know. I think he kind of... lost it at the end. But he was talking about stars.”

				“So why’s it a star?”

				“I don’t know!” 

				He stopped dead, looked at her. 

				She sighed. “Sorry. It’s just – well, the dreams.”

				“It’s all right.” He opened his arms, an offering. 

			

			
				She went inside to be held for a moment. “Look, I didn’t mean to snap. Let’s do lunch.”

				He squeezed her. “Sure.”

				As they left the room, she asked, “What made you think of lunch today, anyway? I wasn’t expecting you.”

				“Ah, I talked to Eleanor on the satphone earlier. She said – can you believe this – she said the natives were restless. I think she thought she was being funny.”

				“Ha. So she’s out sleeping in the jungle and we’re the ones having scary dreams. Ironic.”

				“I asked her about the gods. She told me they weren’t really gods at all. They were the things that existed before the gods did. And that they’d return again.”

				“That’s... spooky.”

				She closed the door behind them as they left. It locked with a satisfying click.

				


				♦

				


				When she returned to the office the door was open. Just a crack. But open.

				“Professor?” said Rebecca. “Professor Glay?”

				It had to be him. He must have come back. Maybe he was feeling better.

				She pushed the door open the rest of the way. All of her undone work had been re-done. The threads she’d removed put back in place, and more added. Red string, crossing and re-crossing the office.

				There was a star in the centre of the room.

				She moved slowly across the threshold. As her point of view changed, a different star appeared. Five points. Three points. Six points. As she moved through the room and one parallaxed away, another would come into existence, formed by strings that had previously seemed to have no connection.

			

			
				The room was empty but for the stars, born of the connections between the data sheets pinned to the wall, the floor.

				There were stars everywhere.

				


				♦

				


				She knew where he’d be. As she entered the chamber, Glay was standing in front of the sphere, just as she knew that he would be. (And how did you know that? a small part of her mind needled. How could she possibly have known that?)

				She closed the door behind her. There it was. The low harmonics, starting to build as the loop began to charge.

				He turned towards her. Unshaven. Dirty. Unclean. “It won’t be long now,” he said.

				She didn’t move into the room, kept one hand on the door handle. “How long have you been down here?”

				Glay seemed confused for a moment. “I don’t remember.” He looked at her and seemed to focus. “Rebecca?”

				“Yes?”

				“You dreamed it too, didn’t you? The black sky, the dreadful winds. The truth. That the numbers are changing again.”

				She said nothing.

				“They were never constants. Not really. Just in that part of the galaxy that we’ve been swirling through for the last few thousand years. Only there. Myths, fairy stories, that’s what we thought they were. I’ve been dreaming too, Rebecca.”

				He stepped towards her, and she gripped the handle more tightly, ready to turn and run if she had to.

				“I don’t want to hurt you. I’ll save you if I can.” The hum grew louder, the power building. Glay cocked his head, listening. “I have to go.” He moved quickly to the sphere and started unfastening the clips on the access hatch.

				“Don’t do it,” she said. 

			

			
				He ignored her, continuing to open the clips holding the door shut. “It won’t be long now.” 

				“What won’t?”

				“Till it all changes.” He paused for a moment. “Did we bring it on? Did we change the constants ourselves, by seeking them? We’ve never been able to observe before, not that far down into the soup of quarks. Did we bring the change on ourselves, or did we just happen to measure it at the time of the change?”

				He turned his attention back to his work, quickly unsnapping the last of the clasps and swinging open the hatch. Then he turned back to her. “There’s still time to come in. We could go together.” 

				She made no move towards him. “You know what’ll happen if you’re in there when the beams fire.”

				“I think that we did. Change it, I mean. I think that concentrating on the numbers made it closer. But they were always there, always. Waiting for us. In the dark.”

				He stepped through the hatch and onto the internal walkway. The hum of the tubes intensified, building for a surge of power.

				“You’ll die,” she said. “The beams...”

				“Didn’t you feel it in your dreams, Rebecca? Soon the numbers will change forever. And then they’ll come back. But I’ll be gone. You can come too, if you like.”

				He pulled the door towards him, closing it against her. His voice was muffled now. “The numbers spoke to me. You can hear them too. In your dreams. It’s started here, but soon all the world will be dreaming with us. And every dream will bring them closer. High-energy particles, Rebecca. That’s the way. Blasted out of this world, out of the world beyond. They won’t have me. They won’t be able to get me then.”

				The door stopped. It didn’t close from inside. She could still see him through the gap between hatch and frame. “I can’t close it. I can’t close it. I can’t close it.”

			

			
				She released the door handle and took a step towards him. Another. He looked out through the gap between hatch and frame.

				“I can’t shut it from inside. Please. Shut me in. I don’t want to be around when they break through. I’ve seen it. In my dreams.”

				The hum was building to its crescendo now. Seconds to go. If the door was open, the safety interlocks would halt the firing and she could go to the doctor, get him some help.

				He whispered something. Too quiet to hear.

				“What?”

				This time louder. “Save me. Please.”

				Rebecca closed the door on his thankful face, and turned the clip to seal it shut.

				She closed her eyes and waited for the crack that would set him free.


				




			

			
				


				


				


				


				


				1884 
by Michael Grey


				


				It was all Tesla’s fault. Or his kindness perhaps, depending on your discretion. 

				Nikola Tesla was the most dangerous man on Earth, but only those very few who had read the most deeply of all could have guessed it. Desperate to prove the safety of his alternating current, he undertook increasingly drastic public demonstrations. The grandest of these was the floating battery-barge The Future. It was an unfortunately apt name.

				The world’s press and assorted dignitaries gathered at Liverpool docks to listen to the genius describe his latest creation. The new boat was to harvest an entire storm front, hold its captured electricity for a while, and then safely and harmlessly discharge all that unfathomable power into the ocean.

				The demonstration was an incredible success, according to an attending reporter who wired his editor from the boat. Just an hour later though, The Future was gone, sunk into the calm sea, cause unknown. With it went Tesla and fifty-six journalists, industrialists, and crewmen.

				In the aftermath, an odd spree of coastal abductions and impersonations barely caused a stir. A few days later, Her Imperial Majesty the Queen Victoria announced subtle amendments to her titles and honours – and, it was noted, to her voice and manner and preferences. The Future, such as it had been, was quietly forgotten.

				


				♦

				


			

			
				Martin Fisher was thinking about the girl again. The little match seller had worked at the junction of Dockins Row and Fletcher Street. She could not have been older than nine, and had done nothing more unlawful than stand on the wrong street on the wrong day.

				It had been his first arrest for Dissent, under one of a slew of new laws brought in since Her Most Ancient and Imperial Majesty had assumed that title. What was to have been a quiet affair turned into a brawl when the man he tried to arrest bolted into the streets. Fisher gave chase, finally tripping him on the corner of Dockins Row, just yards from the matchstick girl, and held him there until the wagon arrived.

				Those wagons were another new thing, painted matt black, windowless and devoid of ornamentation – bar the Queen’s new coiled seal, done in silver on the door. The Agency’s men, the Black Hoods, jumped wordlessly from their ride. They took custody of the dissenter, pulling him from Fisher’s embrace on the ground and forcing him towards the wagon. He fought them and screamed wild accusations the whole way to the carriage. What he shrieked, Fisher could not remember. His attention had been on the girl, drawn by the force of some cruel prescience.

				The Hoods waited until the man was by the wagon, already shivering from its cold miasma, before they opened the door. The sunlight couldn’t touch the utter darkness of its interior, yet the girl stared into it, fixated. The man was thrown in, and the door slammed. The carriage rocked in time with his muted shouts once, twice, then it fell still and silent.

				That was when the girl started screaming.

				Fisher had watched the colour seep from her face as she looked into the carriage. Her abject terror had kept her silent, denied her dread a voice. Why could she not have held on? 

				If she’d lasted thirty seconds more, the carriage, the Black Hoods, and their unfortunate passenger would all have been gone. But... she’d failed. The Hoods turned, first staring at the girl, then looking at each other. Body language gave away their uncertainty, and for a moment, Fisher thought he might be able to save her. Pick her up, and carry her away. Then the man climbed down from the driver’s bench.

			

			
				Fisher didn’t know his name. It was the first time he had seen him, but even so, on that first day, he knew one of Them when he saw one. The man moved oddly, walking as if unused to just two legs. While the others all wore those black hoods, he was undisguised, his face bare. It was all the more chilling that this fellow, so otherwise undistinguished, would allow everyone to see his face and know what he did, whom he served. What he was.

				He walked to the girl, still screaming, still staring, and reached down to take her hand.

				“What are you doing?” asked Fisher, somehow finding his voice.

				The man looked at him. His expression was enigmatic, but gave the faint impression of confusion – as if, at dinner, a bowl of stew had quietly asked not to be eaten.

				“The gi-rl saw.” His voice was like his gait, staggered and ungainly.

				“She has done nothing,” Fisher said. He forced himself to step between them and the wagon.

				“The gi-rl saw,” he said again. “She will come.”

				“No.” Fisher shook his head. The girl had fallen silent, but she still stared at the ominously still wagon.

				“She will come. Or you will come, Officer Fi-sher.”

				It was the way the bare-faced man had said his name, rather than the fact that he knew it at all. God help him, but he’d stepped aside and let the man go. Let her go.

				He’d visited that corner every week since, and every week he stood there alone for an hour before wandering home. The rest of his free time, he attempted to remain in drunken oblivion.

			

			
				“Officer Fi-sher.”

				Fisher flinched and looked up from the table. Silence had replaced the regular hubbub of the inn around him. The bare-faced man stood above him, towering over the table and its empty gin bottles. He didn’t know how the man had found him, and didn’t ask. They’d have found him wherever he was. “What?” He laid his head back down on his arms, to ease the painful thumping.

				“Officer Martin Fi-sher. You are wanted.”

				The memory was still too raw for him to summon much concern. “Yes? And what am I wanted for?”

				“You are wanted at the Pa-lace, Officer Fi-sher.”

				His eyes snapped open. “Why?”

				“You are wanted at the Pa-lace, Officer Fi-sher. Tomorrow. Nine o’clock.” The man turned and walked away.

				The noise of the inn returned by degrees, reassuring him that the man had gone.

				He’s not truly gone, Fisher thought. They never will be.

				


				♦

				


				France was mobilising, according to the Times. ‘The rest of Europe watches the second rise of the British Empire with jealousy,’ it declared. With fear seemed the more likely truth. Britain truly ruled the waves, and continental fleets had been sunk, or just gone missing. So France prepared to defend her shores with her old war machines. The tractor-pulled basilics with their flame throwing cannon, the repeating rifles of the Grande Armée, even the almost legendary Earthmovers.

				“My great-granddad fought against the Earthmovers,” Fisher overheard one old man say to another, as he walked by St James’s Park.

				“He never did. He’d be dead, and you’d not be here.”

				“He did too. He were at Waterloo. Said there were four of ’em, and had his Generalship not had his agents fix ’em proper before, the battle would’ve gone the other way. Like moving castles he said they were, with cannons the size of barges.”

			

			
				They won’t help, Fisher wanted to say. The biggest guns in the world can’t help you when it only takes one in an army, just a single one of them to reach one of your officers, and then it’s all over.


				He kept his mouth shut. Either one of them could have been an informer or a Black Hood. The Hoods were everywhere, with and without their black hoods, becoming the everyday people of the street. The man behind you at the pie stall, a woman in the crowd at the playhouse... or one of a pair of old men, leaning against a wall swapping tales, listening to what they heard around them and remembering every name and face.

				He found it hard to despise the Hoods. They were just people, like him, caught in times where you did what you had to do if you wanted to survive. But even if he couldn’t find hate for them, he still guarded his words and his actions. It was madness not to.

				So he went on his way, leaving the two old men to their stories.

				The frightening thing about Buckingham Palace, the most insidious arrogance, was how much it had not changed. The Scots Guard arrayed themselves around the gates, but it was otherwise the same. It told London that They were not frightened of the people – ‘We do not have to defend ourselves from you.’ 

				The only notable difference to the Palace was the state of the telegraph towers. Steepling wooden poles, they had connected the Queen to the airdock towers at Greenwich. The telegraphs had fallen into disrepair now, the wires dangling useless and the poles split with rot. The palace had no use for them, not since the continental governments cut communications. As for the airdocks themselves, They hated anything which took them further away from water.

			

			
				He presented himself to the gate. The guard there just snapped his heels and asked Fisher to follow, marching off to a side door. Fisher did so, and was led through ante-chambers and narrow halls, into a book-lined study and out, and finally to a gallery with high ceilings and windows, and an unlit hearth at its centre.

				The guard left, after instructing him to wait. And wait he did, standing in the spot he’d been left in. Fear that being discovered out of place would earn a punishment rooted him to the spot.

				But minutes passed, and then tens of minutes, until boredom more than bravery sent him over to look at the paintings along the wall. They were so many, and so large. The first was a seascape, featuring a battle of a hundred ships. He recognised HMS Victory in the fray, and surmised that the artist had depicted Trafalgar. He admired the bold strokes and fine detail. Everything was captured through the smoke and movement of battle. 

				He moved onto the next, and found himself at a loss. It showed a land battle, although he couldn’t identify the regiments, or even the armies. Two sides fought in a barren landscape, under a red sky. Not the red of sunset, either. Fisher got the impression of a sky deliberately and perpetually crimson, with black clouds sailing over the ruined scenery. The men who fought did so not with an appearance of determination or pride, but with the wild delight of zealots. Even those caught in the blasts of cannon or pierced with bayonets seemed to have no regrets, no sadness. It was as if they would gleefully die or kill for their cause, and welcomed either with equal relish.

				“Magnificent, are they not?”

				He caught himself, crushed the urge to spin, and managed to turn calmly. A man walked towards him, slim and unassuming, dressed well but sombrely. He was pale, too. What Fisher had first taken for a powdered wig of the old style was in fact a shock of grey hair, and the man’s cheeks weren’t rouged, but bore the redness found under the rimmed eyes of someone who had not slept well in a long time.

			

			
				“They are,” he said, keeping his voice pleasant and agreeable.

				“These,” the man pointed to the Trafalgar painting and its neighbours, “were originally hanging in the National Gallery.” He waved past the last painting Fisher had looked at. “These others were... Well, I’m not exactly sure where they came from, but her Majesty desired them hung.”

				Fisher’s glance followed the man’s gesture. He saw more of the paintings of the latter sort. The next in line was dominated by the livid greens of rainforest. Vines and grass crept up a statue which hurt his eyes when he tried to focus. He blinked, and looked back at the man. “Sorry, sir. I am at a disadvantage,” he said.

				“Of course, my apologies. My name is Benjamin Disraeli. I have the good fortune to be the Prime Minister for Her Most Ancient and Imperial Highness, may she live forever.”

				Fisher recognised the man then – what he had become, anyway. Disraeli had been Prime Minister before Tesla’s demonstration, and had remained so. There was never a question of elections being held. But the man bore little resemblance to the vital, energized pictures in newspapers and posters. It occurred to him that Disraeli’s portrayal in the newssheets had not altered with time. The fellow you could see in the papers today was years past his date, and bore little resemblance to the withered, hunted man before him.

				“May she live forever,” Fisher echoed.

				Disraeli smiled, as if he were pleased to hear him repeat the phrase. “And you would be Officer Martin Fisher. I am glad you could make it at such short notice. Your reputation precedes you. Not many individuals have worked to make the Empire safe as you have.”

				“I do my duty as best I can, sir.”

			

			
				“Quite, quite.” Disraeli turned and began to escort Fisher down the gallery. The Prime Minister’s arms were crossed behind his back, shoulders a little slumped. “I presume you were told nothing about why you were called?”

				Fisher shook his head, careful not to look at any of the paintings on either side.

				“Such are the ways of some of our, hm, people. We require a service of you, Mister Fisher. Something beyond your usual remit. Tell me, do you know much about your great-grandmother?”

				That gave him pause. “Do you mean Joanna Fisher?”

				“The very same.”

				“She caused some stir in her day. She hunted ghosts and spirits, sir, and advocated suffrage for women.”

				“She did that, yes. But I’m referring to her marriage.”

				“She was married?” Fisher was surprised enough to stop. 

				Disraeli paused. “Why, yes. It was very hush-hush. I believe she thought it would damage her public image as a strong, independent woman, or some such. That it was not common knowledge in your family surprises me, though.” He nodded that they should continue. “Your grandfather was born inside wedlock, Mister Fisher, and that is why we need you.”

				They reached the gallery’s end, and stood before an arched double door. Disraeli twisted the handle one half turn, then paused. “You have not been in the presence of royalty, have you, Mister Fisher? Please try and remain calm.” He twisted, pushed and stepped through.

				The room seemed cramped after the scale of the gallery. Tall windows on the right-hand wall allowed anaemic light to fall in, highlighting the shadows rather than illuminating the room. A hearth, set but unlit, dominated the far wall. A rug of complex patterns and hunting animals covered most of the floor, and in its centre, on a stick-thin chair, sat the Queen.

			

			
				She wore her customary black, and faced the windows, showing the door her profile. Her head tilted slightly back, mouth and eyes open and unmoving. Fisher wondered if she had heard their entrance. If she had, there was no sign, but even so Disraeli placed his palms together and gave a short bow.

				“Your Supreme Majesty, may I present Officer Martin Fisher?”

				There was no response. 

				Stuttering, Fisher said, “It is an honour, your Majesty.”

				“You are welcome here, Martin Fisher.” The words were cold and layered, and seemed to enter his head without touching his ears. 

				He blinked, but her Majesty had not moved, offering only the same still profile. “I... Thank you, Ma’am.”

				“You are confused. That is to be expected. Come stand before us, where we can see you in the light.”

				He looked at Disraeli, who nodded, so he edged around towards the windows.

				Halfway through his circuit he stopped, took a quick breath, and swallowed the scream clawing up his throat.

				He stood obliquely to her, enough to see that she sat as one would expect any other person to sit – straight-backed, hands crossed on her lap. But he could not take another step, save at his sanity’s risk. 

				Mottled grey tentacles fingered through the Queen’ hair. One tip protruded from her bun, waving as if it were a snake’s tongue tasting the air. Another was plastered across her forehead, curling around her face, framing it. The narrow end was feeling around inside her open mouth. Within that insane vision, he spotted a pallid inflation at the other side of her head, something slickly damp, which rose and fell like a breathing sack. Nothing on Earth could have compelled him to move even one inch further, but he forced himself to stand his ground.

			

			
				“Do not be alarmed, Martin Fisher. We are aware of how we appear, but we are in no discomfort.”

				“I am –” he glanced at Disraeli, who nodded “– gladdened to hear so, Ma’am.”

				“You are a good subject, Martin Fisher. You do much which promotes the stability of our Empire. We ask of you another task.”

				“Of course, your Majesty.”

				“Benjamin Disraeli?”

				“Your Majesty.” Disraeli walked over with another bow. “What Her Most Ancient and Imperial Majesty requires, Mister Fisher, is an envoy to France. Since the misunderstanding with our last ambassador, France has refused to meet with anyone of royal blood. Their reactions to our attempts at contact range from hostile to downright violent. However, we believe they would accept you as a messenger for the crown.”

				“Me?”

				“Indeed. You see, your great-grandfather was French, a gentleman by the name of Michele Doriole, the younger son of a landowner from Anjou. The marriage was performed and consummated in France. However, your great-grandmother returned to England pregnant with your grandfather while Monsieur Doriole, for reasons unknown to the crown, remained in France and slipped beyond reach of our records.”

				“This would allow me entry to the country?”

				“Yes. Your heritage gives you a favourable light in the eyes of the Directorate. We have already made enquiries in that regard.”

				Fisher’s eye’s flicked between Disraeli and the Queen. Did he dare entertain the thoughts threatening to creep into his mind? Would they be able to hear them? His gaze shifted to the thing attached to Victoria’s face. He could not think of it and her as a single being, the way Disraeli apparently could. He could almost feet it extending those tentacles towards him, invisible and knowing, reaching into his mind.

			

			
				He closed off the thought before it could take root. “I would be honoured, your Majesty.”

				“We are pleased to hear so, Martin Fisher.” The layered voice was all around him. He desperately fought an urge to look behind himself.

				“Excellent.” Disraeli clapped his hands together. “Travel arrangements are already in place, Mister Fisher. You will depart tonight. An airship has been refurbished for this purpose. The speed is beneficial, and it will show our neighbours that we are more willing to be adaptable than they give us credit for.”

				An airship! Fisher suppressed a smile. He would be out of the country in a day. He could run, vanish, never be heard of again.

				The door he’d entered through opened up. In came a servant in the royal livery, holding a silver tray. “We have a range of proposals we wish you to deliver to the French Directorate,” the Prime Minister said. The servant approached. The tray bore a bulging folder tied with a red ribbon, and a small, wooden box. “You won’t be negotiating, simply delivering the package to their hands. You will find a top sheet with a brief description of the salient points, so you can converse over the main topics if need be, but you are not to promise anything beyond what is laid out in the documents. And there is this.” Disraeli took the box, holding it at the corners by his fingertips, and, almost reverentially, lifted it up to the light.

				An inch and a half square, it resembled a thruppenny snuff box. It looked a little odd, however. The wood was dark brown, almost black, with a smoothness which suggested age rather than polish. There were no discernible grooves to hint at a lid.

				“What is it?”

				“You will be staying in the Paris Residence with Monsieur Eugène Spuller, the minister for foreign affairs. At some point in your stay, you must deposit this in his chamber.”

			

			
				Fisher looked closer at the box. “Why?”

				“That is something you do not need to know,” Disraeli said, and offered it to him.

				“And what do I do afterwards?” As he took it, he felt its weight shifting, as if it held liquid.

				“Nothing whatsoever. Just place it in the room, preferably somewhere unnoticeable. Mention it to no one, complete your task, and return home.”

				He lifted it to the light, holding it as the Prime Minister had. 

				“You need not be so delicate, Mister Fisher,” Disraeli said.

				“Martin Fisher is observing the reverence owed,” the Queen’s voice said, inside his head. “Complete this task, Martin Fisher, and you will be rewarded. We will not forget your service. We never forget.”

				


				♦

				


				It was the first time Fisher had been on an airship. It was more turbulent than he anticipated, and the gondola swung heavily below the balloon as the winds buffeted the ship across the Channel.

				At first, he had been disappointed to be travelling at night. It would have been nice to see England from the air. From up here, he could have pretended it was still the country he grew up in. Instead, he screwed his eyes closed and forced an image of the match seller into his mind. This was no longer his home, and he would be damned if he would have a part in its future. He kept his eyes closed, only opening them as the sun dawned, when the pilot finally announced their descent.

				Where London sprawled, Paris seemed to have grown organically out from a central point, like tree roots. Where London was smothered in perpetual fog, the air here was clear, showing every building and every person walking its streets in fine contrast. As his ship slipped towards the airdocks at Montmartre, the strength of the French army stood to attention, arranged in regimented blocks, ready to greet his delegation of one.

			

			
				The airship was directed to dock at the lowest port in the tower, and he felt sure this was to give him more time to gaze over France’s might. At the lift’s exit, he was met with a corridor of bayonets. Entire regiments bordered a red carpet at the dock’s entrance, leading him to his host. 

				The walk took several minutes, past row after row of stone-faced soldiers resplendent in sky blue. But he kept his gaze on the end of the carpet. At first, he thought they were two small fortresses, strangely rounded against the angular architecture of the city, lined with crenellations and spiked with long-barrelled rifles. It was not until he saw the immense cannons that he realised what he was looking at.

				“Earthmovers,” he whispered. The silent threat France had held against Britain for nearly a century, there for him to see. Two of them. He wished he had time to look more closely, to see how they had negotiated the winding streets of Paris, but he was at the carpet’s end, facing a smiling man with an outstretched hand.

				“Monsieur Fisher?”

				“I am, sir.” He took the hand, shaking firmly. “And you would be Monsieur Spuller.”

				“Just so. Welcome to France.” Spuller opened his arms – in essence a welcome, but with a sweep which took in the armed forces surrounding them. Fisher took heart at the power of the country he intended to call on for asylum.

				


				♦

				


				Fisher allowed the rest of the morning to unfold as it would, and Spuller seemed to take pleasure in acting the guide. The minister showed him each regiment on the airdock grounds, one after the other, and then took him on a walking tour of the streets.

			

			
				It was disconcerting at first, seeing so many people out and about, smiling and talking openly. He heard unrestrained laughter for the first time in an aeon, and struggled to keep the tears from his eyes.

				“Are you enjoying yourself, Monsieur?” It was not the first time Spuller had asked.

				“Very much so, sir. There is something I would like to know, however. Were those Earthmovers I saw before?”

				Spuller looked blank for a moment, then laughed. “Les Trembleterres? Indeed, you are quite correct. They have been brought out of retirement. There has been much advancement in weaponry since they were last used. You understand, Monsieur Fisher, your Empress has not shown the best of faith in her dealings with Europe, and we must move to defend ourselves.”

				“Very understandable, sir. However, I would suggest that perhaps attacks from the air would be more effective.” He stopped and looked into his host’s eyes. His words were treason. Aiding a foreign power, even through intelligence, was a capital crime. Spuller could not have missed his intent, and Fisher was elated to see a twinkle in the man’s eye.

				“We had thought so too. Have no fear in that regard. The privateers of the Alps have aligned themselves with our cause. Should it come to it, we will dominate the skies as we will the land.”

				The pirates of the Swiss Alps! Hope flared. If France had truly managed to unite the unruly air captains, they would be able to bomb England into submission. Up there, in the sky, They had no reach. Fisher felt a smile steal over him. 

				“Ah, but look at the time, Monsieur. You must be famished! Let us retire to my residence, where we can speak privately.”

				“I would like that very much, sir.”

			

			
				


				♦

				


				Dinner was luxury itself. Beef in a delicate sauce, served with vegetables cooked in way he’d never known was possible, washed down with a heady red wine. Fisher found himself in pleasant company. The group consisted of Monsieur Spuller and his charming wife, along with two Generals – introduced as Henri de Bonne and Laurent de Chaillou – and a Captain Johann Schneider, who did not wear the blue uniform of the Generals.

				They sat around the dinner table, behind empty plates and full glasses. Madame Spuller had retired to another room, and Fisher allowed himself to relax in an easy atmosphere he’d forgotten could exist. General de Bonne was finishing the tale of a smuggler band he had once chased, and had everyone belly-laughing at how his troops had marched past the same barn three times without realising the men they hunted were inside.

				Spuller seemed particularly taken by the tale, more than once begging the General to stop while he wiped a tear from his eye. “Please, General, you will make me cry!”

				Fisher noted that Captain Schneider, whilst smiling, had not joined in with the laughter. “You did not enjoy the General’s story, sir?”

				Schneider offered him a brief smirk. “I have heard it before, Monsieur.”

				“Yes, our General is a famous story teller,” said Spuller. He collected himself. “I am afraid we must speak of more sober things, Monsieurs.” He placed his hand on the file Fisher had presented earlier. “I have yet to read your proposals, Monsieur Fisher. However, I believe I can guess with some accuracy what they will be, and I am afraid we will not be able to accept them.”

				Fisher had come to the same realisation during the day, and welcomed it. He had made up his mind. All that was left was finding the correct way in which to make his request. “The Queen will be saddened to hear that, sir.”

			

			
				“And will it be you who delivers this sad news?” asked Captain Schneider.

				Fisher found himself disliking the way Schneider had leaned in as he spoke. The Captain had remained distant through the evening, up ’til now. “Perhaps,” he said. “What will your role be, Captain?”

				“Oh, nothing grand. I am a delegate for the other captains in Switzerland.”

				“Captain Schneider is here as spokesman for the allied Swiss air captains, Monsieur Fisher,” said Spuller.

				Fisher felt a sudden warmth towards the Swiss man. “Then I must express my honour at meeting you, sir. You head a formidable force. And perhaps this is an opportune time to ask you something, Monsieur Spuller. You see...”

				Without conscious awareness of reason, he turned back to Schneider, as all the other eyes around the table were on him. The Swiss Captain opened his mouth. There, in the darkness, he saw something move, too thin, too grey to be a tongue. It darted forward quickly, barely protruding from his lips, and flapped briefly in the air as if to taste it. Captain Schneider’s mouth closed, and it was gone – taking with it Fisher’s moment, his body heat, and all the hope he had left in the world.

				“Oui, monsieur?” said Spuller.

				“Er.” Fisher could not take his eyes from Schneider, who smiled in a way that made him shiver. “Er, where... Where is your toilet, sir?”

				


				♦

				


				Fisher rolled the box over in his hands, feeling the cold emanate from it in clammy waves. He still did not see what it could be, but he understood that it would tip the balance of history. He closed his eyes, and sighed. He had been a fool to think he could run. He knew now, with absolute certainty, that his kind were no longer masters of their own destiny. One man could not hope to stand in Their way. God help him – any god left – he dared not face them as an enemy.

			

			
				He realised that he’d been standing outside Spuller’s bed chamber for too long. The others would come and look for him soon. He twisted the handle, both relieved and revolted that it wasn’t locked, and walked in. He purposefully avoided looking at the hints of female occupancy – the scarves hanging from the hat stand, the tiny perfume bottles on the dresser, the elegant silver-backed hand mirror – and made his way over to the bed. As carefully as he dared, placed the box on the floor and pushed it beneath.

				Disgusted with himself, he turned and left, pausing at the door as he heard something hollow, something wooden, tip onto floorboards. He did not want to look. He wanted nothing more than to close the door, go home, and slip into a sleep from which, if there was any mercy left in the world, he would never wake up. But something beyond his control, some base human urge to know, turned him. Beneath the bed, the box lay in two halves. The hollow sides were open to the world. A viscous slick led away into the shadows beneath the bed. 

				


				♦

				


				The alliance with France was greeted with cheers across London. Street parties were allowed as France reopened its embassy in Knightsbridge. Whitehall took the opportunity to announce the joint Anglo-French war on Spain and Prussia, while Austria-Hungary ended its policy of neutrality to join the alliance, after a visit from a French delegation.

				Martin Fisher rested his head on the inn’s faithful table, gently rattling the empty bottles surrounding him. The Queen had been true to her word. She had offered him anything he wanted, and he had asked to be free. He walked from the Palace a free man, no longer an Officer of the Agency. He bore no delusions, though. His liberty was nothing more than a thinly-draped disguise. It was less than a day before he saw the bare-faced man in the street, standing within a flag-waving crowd, watching him with an awful patience. 

			

			
				They would come for him, and he found that he no longer cared.

				


				


				


				




			

			
				


				


				


				


				


				ELMWOOD 
by Tim Dedopulos


				


				Tuesday 4th

				


				I think the bus driver is one of them. He looks like a squashed frog – no forehead, no chin, hair like a bonfire, eyes almost on the sides of his head. He gave me a long, knowing glance as I got on board, and he watched me in the rear view mirror all the way down the aisle. He kept shooting me glances through the journey, too, when he thought I wasn’t looking. Maybe he was trying to figure out what I had in the bag. He’s seemed suspiciously interested in me before, but this is the first time he’s been so open about it. 

				It could be a sign that they’re getting ready to move against me. I’ve learned enough to pose a threat to their plans now. If they’ve decided that I’m too dangerous to leave alive, they’ll find a way to get to me. There’s no point running. No precautions can stop a careful and devoted assassin. The Internet is a two-edged sword. I must warn the others, tell them to be on their guard. I should start taking a different bus home, too. No point making it easy for them.

				


				Friday 7th

				


				Philip came to see me this evening. He had some extremely disturbing news. I’ll record the salient points of our conversation to the best of my memory:

				“People are vanishing from Elmwood, Robert.” He’d barely finished shaking my hand.

			

			
				I arched an eyebrow. “Suspiciously, you mean? It’s a depressed area. Transient population. Are you sure they’re not just trying to dodge debt collectors, or being swallowed up in some sort of turf war?”

				He shook his head. “I’m not talking about criminal types. These are good, hard-working people. Settled people. Not the sort to get drawn into gang crime, or to just up stakes in the night and vanish.”

				“How many?” I took his coat from him, and hung it beside the door. 

				Philip followed me into the study. “A dozen in the last six weeks. I’ve been down there digging around, and yeah, it really does look suspicious. They all left possessions behind, most abandoned good friends or loved ones without a word, and no bodies have turned up. The police aren’t interested – they’re too busy to spend time on some missing low-income Hispanics. Too many cases with real corpses to deal with. It’s a perfect hunting ground.”

				I nodded, reluctantly. “It doesn’t sound good. Do you think it might be the cult?”

				Philip sighed. “Possibly. Something about this is shrieking at my intuition. Elmwood isn’t far from Federal Hill.”

				“That church is long-gone, Philip. So is the stone it held.” I sat down, starting to feel some of his sense of alarm. “You of all people know that.”

				He pulled out a chair and sat across from me. “The church, yes. The trapezohedron... I’ve read my grandfather’s notes. It should be buried in the mud of Narragansett Bay – but who knows what allies that thing might have called for aid. It’s had sixty years.”

				“I don’t even want to think about it, but I suppose there is a possibility that you could be right. If you are, we’ll have to be especially careful. I think the cult are onto me, and this certainly might explain a few things. Be vigilant, Philip. Trust no one.”

			

			
				“Don’t worry, I’ll be cautious.” Some of the tension drained away, leaving him looking tired and unhappy. “This whole thing is hideous. I wish I’d never started poking into my grandfather’s work.”

				“We’ve done some good, my friend. That must count for something.” I turned to the cabinet, and poured us both a small Scotch.

				“I suppose so.” He had a sip of his drink and visibly pulled himself together. “What should we do next?”

				“We need more information. You’ve done really well in Elmwood. Why not concentrate there, see if you can find any patterns. I’ll look for any hint of unusual activity in the bay and Federal Hill, and check the usual sources for anything else that might shed light on these vanishings.”

				The discussion continued on for several hours, but at the end of it, we still didn’t have a clear theory or any stronger plan. We decided not to bring anyone else into it. Extra manpower wouldn’t have helped much, and you can never be too cautious. Loose lips sink ships!

				


				Sunday 9th

				


				There’s something happening off the Mexican coast. Unusual naval exercises, friendly fire accidents, rumors of some contagious agent. The situation is still unresolved. I fear the Mexicans may have bitten off more than they expected to have to chew. I’ll drop Etta an email, make sure she knows about it, see if she can do anything. Let’s hope it’s nothing like that thing under the Irish Sea last year.

				


				Tuesday 11th

				


				Philip believes he has struck gold. He pulled some strings in the police department that I didn’t know he had, and got a list of the missing people. Their last known locations form a shaky rectangular outline on the far side of Elmwood, and he believes that they have been taken to some place inside that area. He brought his notes over – impressively extensive – and we spent the evening going over all the possibilities. 

			

			
				He’s really jumpy, though. I think he’s cracking up a bit. He’s become suspicious of Cassie, thinks she might be one of the bad guys, not one of the good. I agreed to let him leave his notes in my safe, for now.

				There is one venue in his target area that he thinks might possibly be a suitable location for cult activity – Coldharbor Court, an aging care home that finally got shut down last year. I’ve promised him that I’ll go check it out.

				


				Thursday 13th

				


				As I’ve told Philip, Coldharbor Court is an unhappy sort of place. It looks like it was built in the ’30s, all creepy point-arched windows, steep gables and shadowy, wood-pillared porches. It was white once, but now it’s mostly graffiti. The place sits in the middle of a patch of scrappy ground, walled away from the rest of the neighborhood by chain link fences, and fierce warning signs that don’t actually mean a damn thing. It must be a tax write-off. The doors and windows are boarded up real tight. 

				Anything going on there would certainly be easy enough to hide. Get a security company van, and a replacement padlock, and you’d be able to drive right up. It would even keep the kids away.

				


				Friday 14th

				


				Once Philip had slept on my report, nothing would do but we had to go have a look. I offered to stake the place out during the afternoon, keep an eye on any possible comings and goings so that we didn’t blunder into something we couldn’t handle. Philip joined me once he got off work. We left our cell phones in the car – they leave a very dangerous trail in this high-tech age.

			

			
				We made our way into the grounds some time after 8:30. There’s a section of fence that the kids have opened up at the base, wide enough to squeeze through even at my age. There wasn’t much ambient light shining through, but we didn’t want to risk a flashlight, so we picked our way around in the darkness. Better safe than sorry. There was an alarm system, but nothing expensive. The owners really have been cheapskates with this property. Philip knew how to bypass the system. Then we poked around, rattling the boarded-up windows and doors.

				One of the windows was hinged, and swung open easily. 

				It was at the back of the building, near the parking spaces. Philip doesn’t carry a gun, but I pulled mine, and then we slipped in carefully and got out our flashlights. The room was empty, institutional walls and a nasty, thin brown carpet. No graffiti, so no kids. We went through into the hallway.

				Philip saw it first. “That graffiti looks... Robert! My god! Look!”

				I joined him, peering at the small, crabbed characters cut into the wall. Aklo. I said so. Philip paled even further. There were other phrases further down the wall, and we followed them along, glancing into the empty rooms we were passing as we went. Poor Philip was starting to shake quite noticeably, the flashlight emphasizing his jitters. I tried to encourage him, in a kindly yet firm manner.

				Eventually, we came to a closed door. It was painted black, with strangely luminous spirals spread over its surface. I think Philip would have bolted then, but I put a friendly hand on his shoulder. “We have to look, Philip. We have a duty.”

				He shot me an unhappy look – duty is easier for the older to bear, I suppose – but eventually he nodded. “All right, Robert. We look. But then we get out of here, and call the others. We should have told them what we were doing. They need to know, in case...” He couldn’t bring himself to finish.

			

			
				“Of course,” I agreed. “But we have to make absolutely sure first.”

				“All right. Let’s do it, then. Before I change my mind.”

				I pushed the door open slowly. A staircase led downwards, painted entirely black. Not even spirals decorated it. The paint seemed to swallow the flashlight beams. I had the gun, so I went first. Philip followed, reluctantly. The staircase was only short, but it seemed to go on for an eternity. As we descended, an unpleasant smell slowly started to build, acrid and sour, like a broken car battery. 

				Eventually, we came out into a large concrete root cellar. Various cupboards, shelves and partitions broke up some of the space, but there was a wide open area of floor. A strangely irregular, rune-carved stone pillar sat in the center of it, some four feet in height, with a trapdoor some distance behind it. A very strange yellow box sat on the pillar, even more asymmetric than the stone column. 

				Philip gave a strangled cry and dashed over to it in a flat panic, struggling to undo his jacket. I followed, and as he fought his arms from his sleeves, I smashed him across the base of the skull with the butt of my pistol.

				The rest of the cult had arrived by the time he came round, securely bound and gagged at the foot of the pillar. I knelt down in front of him and smiled at him pleasantly as his expression melted through pain and confusion into horrified betrayal. 

				I ruffled his hair fondly. “Your intuition is magnificent, Philip. The long wait is almost done. Very soon now, the stars will be right again. Great Cthulhu sent the stone back to us, borne from the mud by one of Dagon’s beasts. The Haunter knows so much... Far more than Al-Hazred or von Juntz ever dared to dream. Y’ha-nthlei is furious.”

			

			
				He grunted wildly and thrashed about, cracking his head painfully against the pillar in the process. 

				“Don’t worry. There is no more you can do. You will be its thirteenth. It’s only fitting – the sins of the grandfather... But my gods, man! The eternities you’ll experience within that creature. The midnight cities of black-lit Yuggoth. The bleeding of Atlantis. The infinite gulfs at the center of the universe. Almighty Azathoth itself! Honestly, I envy you, but I’ve been told in no uncertain terms that I’m required here.”

				I gestured to the others, and they started the chant, a low, guttural phrase in a language long-dead when mankind first escaped from its creators. As Philip started screaming into his gag, I took a good hold of the trapdoor and switched off the flashlight. The last earthly words he heard were my instructions to the creature: “The soul is yours, but leave the lower skull and jaw intact. I’ll need them later.”

				


				Saturday 22nd

				


				They held Philip’s funeral today, at a churchyard in Fox Point. Most of the investigators were there, and I shared stunned condolences with them. Cassie seemed particularly agitated, and stopped me after the service. We discussed our mutual loss, and she revealed that she had followed Philip into Elmwood in the week before his disappearance.

				I assured her that I didn’t know what he had been working on, and then recalled that he had, in fact, left some notes in my safe. She has agreed to come over to look at them tomorrow, to see if we can work out what he might have been investigating, and possibly pick up where he left off. 

				


				


				


				




			

			
				


				


				


				


				


				HOBSTONE 
by G. K. Lomax


				


				Only a student of architecture would have noticed it, and possibly only then on a clear crisp spring morning, after a night of revelry and inebriation.

				James Belmont leant heavily on the wall at the mouth of the alleyway. Opposite, across Harstow Road, stood the house that for the time being he called home. He smiled triumphantly, and steeled himself for the last stretch. It was shortly after dawn, and he’d partied all night – an important rite of passage for a young man living out of reach of parental disapproval for the first time. 

				The details of the party were already beginning to blur, but he was sure it had been good. He’d had a respectable amount to drink, he knew that. There had been a couple of drags on a joint that was being passed round too, a new experience, not that he’d admitted it. Then had come the dancing – energetic, uninhibited, exhilarating and prolonged – during which he had finally summoned up the nerve to make a move on Mel. To his astonishment and delight, Mel had proved equally energetic and uninhibited, only coming up for air to ask what had taken him so long. There were limits to what James was prepared to do in front of witnesses, but some clothing had been dispensed with. It seemed that Mel was every bit as interested as he was.

				Then they’d been roped into a drinking game involving tequila slammers, after which things were a bit of a blank. The one thing he was sure of was that Mel had given him her number, and had made her expectations perfectly clear. He fished his phone out of his pocket and grinned inanely at it. Yes, that was Mel’s number, right enough.

			

			
				The phone informed him that it was 5:49 am. He glanced at his watch, which seemed to agree. Wow. He couldn’t remember ever seeing 5:49 am before. All he had left to do was make it across the road, open the door, and crash for a few hours.

				He took a few deep breaths. The journey back from Paul’s place had been difficult. It was only a couple of miles, which he usually regarded as no distance at all. But the rules of the drinking game had been complex, and he’d fallen foul of them fairly regularly. Consequently, he’d consumed enough tequila to turn his walk home into a series of misadventures. London’s maze of small, twisting streets had taken their toll. He was pretty sure he’d have sore, bruised shins when he was sober enough to feel them. 

				The street was quiet and empty, as befitted a Saturday morning before six, but it was surprisingly bright. Normally, Harstow Road was dull and shadowy. Apparently, when the sun shone directly down the street, it made everything look, well, if not exactly cheerful, then at least less grim. The fact that this happened when most of the residents were oblivious to it was just one of life’s little ironies.

				James gazed at his house, interested to see it at its best. Its age was hard to determine. Probably Victorian, aimed at the new and prosperous middle-class that had emerged during the nineteenth century. It was a largish but otherwise undistinguished mid-terrace affair, in need of attention. He shared it with four other students. The paint was cracked and peeling, the window-frames pitted, the brickwork in need of re-pointing, and the guttering busy sprouting vegetation. Nevertheless, he looked at it fondly, and wondered how many people had called it home since it had first been built. 

				Home was a powerful word. It was why he wanted to be an architect, though he realised that this made him unusual. Most of his classmates dreamed of being the next Foster or Rogers or Le Corbusier, names associated with buildings people talked about. Vanity projects. He wanted to design for ordinary people, build houses that people lived in and turned into homes. There was satisfaction in that. Some architect had designed the house in which he now lived, had sat at his drawing-board and had placed the front door just here, the windows just there...

			

			
				The windows just there?

				He pulled himself away from the wall and stood upright. He looked again, and realised that he felt unpleasantly sober. His window was wrong. Well, not wrong, exactly. He struggled for a moment to decide what exactly he’d seen that bothered him.

				His room was on the ground floor, facing the street, to the right of the door as he was looking at it. That was his window, and that was the point where his house ended and the one next door began. But his room wasn’t that large. Which meant – he was sure of it – that his room was smaller on the inside that it ought to be when judged from the outside.

				James frowned. A reverse Tardis. A house could be made to seem smaller on the inside, he knew, through sloppy design, but to do it for real... Better make sure. Perhaps the hit of dope had slammed shut the doors of perception, rather than opening them. 

				He crossed the street and stood level with the window. Then, placing heel to toe, he paced out the distance from there to the boundary of the house. Eleven, twelve, thirteen of his size nines. He measured again, just to be sure. Definitely thirteen.


				Now for the inside. He let himself in, and collided with Ron’s bike. The guy insisted on bringing it inside, despite the marks it left on the threadbare carpet. James cursed, fought free of the infernal thing, and entered his own room. 

				It was long and thin – badly proportioned, to his architect’s eye. The landlord had left a bed, a table, a chair, a chest of drawers, and a small sink. To this, James had added a laptop, a printer, a guitar, two posters of impossible buildings by Escher (which tickled his sense of irony), a backpack, a pair of rollerblades, a collection of empty wine-bottles, a pile of textbooks, and a small Egyptian-style figurine of a cat, once his grandmother’s, that he’d formed an attachment to as a small boy.

			

			
				Brushing past everything, he walked over to the window. From there, he carefully measured paces to the wall – seven, eight, nine... and a half. No doubt about it. Either that wall was three feet too thick, or it was false, and concealed who knew what.

				He felt a rising tide of excitement, but with it came the exhaustion that his discovery had temporarily banished. Further exploration could wait. He aimed himself at his bed, and fell forward.

				


				♦

				


				James woke to a thick head and an insistent bladder. Taking care of the latter problem via the sink, he made his way groggily to the kitchen in search of a cup of tea.

				“Holy shit, look at you.” Ralph was sitting at the table, demolishing a bacon sandwich. 

				There were periods when Ralph seemed to subsist entirely on bacon sandwiches and Irn Bru – a combination which unnerved James at the best of times. Slightly to his surprise however, his stomach felt fine. His teeth seemed to have acquired a fur coat though, and the unshaded light-bulb hanging from the ceiling hurt his eyes. He put the kettle on.

				Ralph watched him. “Good party?”

				“Unh.”

				“I’ll take that as a yes. Score?”

				“Unh.”

				“I’ll take that as a no. What time did you get back?”

			

			
				“What time is it now?” James was not surprised by the croakiness of his voice.

				“It speaks! It’s twenty past six on a delightful Saturday afternoon. Arsenal won two-nil, and all’s right with the world.”

				“Fuck Arsenal.”

				“Well, we can’t all appreciate greatness. I take it you were mugged on the way home?”

				“Huh?”

				“Have you looked at your trousers recently?”

				James looked down. He had a moment of panic, fearing that he might have soiled himself or something embarrassing, but Ralph was referring to a tear in the left knee of his jeans, crusted with dried blood.

				“Oh yeah,” he said. “I think I walked into a bollard.” Now that he’d noticed it, his knee started to hurt quite badly. “Got any plasters?”

				“No.”

				The kettle boiled. James looked around for the least-dirty mug and made himself some tea. Two sugars. The finest restorative known to man. He took a sip.

				“Anyone else around?”

				“Ron’s in his room. With Dave. Call of Duty, I think. Sam’s away for the weekend, which you’d remember if your brain wasn’t so frazzled.”

				James drank some more tea. Twelve hours sleep and he still felt this awful? “Anyone call?”

				“What am I, your secretary? Check your phone. Though since you’ve got no life, I doubt it will be brimming with messages.”

				“Fuck you. And fuck Arsenal. Again.”

				“Ah, a wit. Or half of one, anyway.” Ralph finished his sandwich, licked his fingers, and stood up. “Right. I’m off out. That stuck-up cow from Surrey who thinks she can sing has somehow persuaded the powers that be to let her gig the Union. I want to grab a seat in the front row so I can make helpful suggestions. See ya. If you find yourself at a loose end this evening, might I suggest the washing-up?” He left without waiting for an answer. A moment later, the front door slammed.

			

			
				James went back to his room. He ran the taps into his sink for a while to restore a vestige of hygiene, then cleaned his teeth. It was surprising how much more human he felt afterwards. He finished his tea, then peeled off his jeans and checked his knee. Reckon I’ll live. He dabbed at it with a damp towel until he’d removed the dried blood. Then, feeling oddly resourceful, he improvised a bandage using an old sock and sellotape.

				After pulling on some fresh jeans, he turned his attention to his wall. He manhandled the chest of drawers away from it, and cleared a space on the sickly orange carpet. He started to tap the wall with his knuckles, listening intently. Working his way methodically from one side to the other, he detected no sign of hollow space. The wallpaper, old and peeling, called to him. He grabbed a loose corner and pulled. More paper underneath, which he picked at half-heartedly. It would come off easily enough if he soaked it and scraped it. The landlord probably wouldn’t be too delighted but, given the overall standard of décor, he’d probably never notice. And even if he did, it wouldn’t be the end of the world if he had to do a spot of papering. James rarely got the chance to work with his hands, but when he did he usually enjoyed it, and did a reasonable job. The only problem was that he didn’t have a scraper. There was a Homebase half an hour’s walk away. He was wondering whether it would still be open on a Saturday evening when his phone rang.

				It was Mel, wanting to know why he hadn’t responded to her messages.

				“Sorry,” he said. “I was unconscious.” It seemed the easiest answer.

				“Serves you right after all that tequila. What are you doing tonight?”

			

			
				James shrugged at his bedroom. “Haven’t decided yet.”

				“Are you playing hard to get?”

				“Sorry?”

				“Jesus, some people really do have to have it spelled out for them, don’t they? My place, half an hour. Night in. Pizza and DVD. Bring a bottle of wine. Chardonnay. Bring your toothbrush as well. Do I need to draw you a picture?”

				“God, no!”

				“Good.” Mel hung up.

				He looked at the intriguing wall, and then examined his priorities. He changed his socks, pulled on a cleanish shirt, pocketed his toothbrush, and set off for Mel’s.

				


				♦

				


				James returned to the question of the false wall on Sunday afternoon. After an incredible night at Mel’s, he’d somehow remembered to pick up a scraper and a plastic washing-up bowl at Homebase. Ralph was in the hallway when he came in.

				“Is that so you can do the washing-up?” 

				“No.” Without further explanation, he filled the bowl with water and took it to his room. Using a discarded tea-towel as a sponge, he set to work. Soak, scrape. Soak, scrape.

				There appeared to be four layers of paper. The bottom one was at least fifty years old. Possibly even antique. He scraped it off anyway. He wasn’t quite sure what he hoped to achieve, but he wanted to get to the bottom of the mystery, and this was a logical first step.

				He’d been working away for an hour or so when a large section of the paper peeled away at once. With it came a cascade of plaster which seemed to have decayed into powder. James froze. His first thought was that the landlord would have a fit. Then he noticed something else. Under the plaster was some sort of stone. Carved into this was a strange design, roughly elliptical, about eighteen inches across at its widest point. It was entirely geometrical, formed of a dozen or so lines, some straight and some curved, branching and intersecting without logic or symmetry. For no apparent reason, it looked oddly forbidding. 

			

			
				There was a knock at his door. James started, and was seized with a sudden desire to keep his discovery secret. Fortunately, his chest of drawers would screen it from anyone standing in his doorway.

				“Piss off if you support Arsenal,” he called.

				Ralph took this as an invitation, as intended, and stuck his head round the door. He stared. “You’re stripping wallpaper.”

				“I know.”

				“OK – why are you stripping wallpaper?” 

				“So I can paint this wall. Then, while I watch it dry, I’ll get an insight into what you feel when you watch Arsenal.”

				“Please yourself.” Ralph withdrew.

				A little later there was another knock.

				“Piss off if Ralph sent you.”

				The door opened. “Ralph said you were redecorating.” Dave’s voice. 

				James didn’t turn round. He used his body as an extra barrier between his visitors and his wall.

				“We were wondering if you needed psychiatric help.” That was Ron. 

				James turned his head. “Is Sam back yet?”

				“No. Why?”

				“Because if he is, invite him in for a gawp too. Get it over with.” He sighed, and relented. “If you must know, this wallpaper is driving me crazy. I never could stand this shade of green. Then the other day I spotted some mould, and decided that one of us would have to go.”

				“Wilde, James?” asked Dave. “I’m impressed.” He didn’t sound it.

				“You can re-decorate my room next, if you like,” said Ron. “I hate my wallpaper, too.”

			

			
				“I hate the fact that you leave your bike in the hall where I keep tripping over it,” James said. He returned to his stripping. Ron and Dave took the hint.

				


				♦

				


				Two hours later, he’d cleared the entire wall. The floor was ankle-deep in fragments of soggy wallpaper mixed with powdered plaster. Beneath the strange design, the stone held two short lines of what was presumably writing, though in no script he’d ever seen. Other than that, it and the rest of the wall was bare. The remaining sections of plaster were pitted and cracked. If he’d been interested in decoration, it would have taken a lot of attention to ready it for new wallpaper. In other circumstances the job would have appealed, but his attention was drawn to the strange stone set into the brickwork. It was a dull grey, and smooth, almost silky, to the touch. A fair size too, about three feet tall, two feet wide and, if his estimate of the wall had been accurate, two and a bit feet from front to back.

				James looked at the design and the inscription again. He traced some of the lines with his finger, and gasped. The incisions were deep, and their edges sharp – amazingly so, after so many years. He stared for a long time, wrapped up in the delicious mystery. There was no question of trying to forget about the stone.

				He rummaged through what he optimistically referred to as his desk, and found paper and biro. Once he got the ink flowing, he copied the engravings as accurately as he could. He paid particular attention to the writing, if that was what it was. He made notes of the number of different characters, and which ones occurred more than once. There were no gaps to suggest breaks between words – wasn’t that a trick cryptographers used to defend against unfriendly decipherment? Perhaps it was some sort of code.

			

			
				There was another knock on his door. He stood up, folded the paper and stuffed it in his back pocket, then opened the door.

				It was Ralph. “Still stripping wallpaper?”

				“Just about done. Nothing much to see.”

				“No shit. Dave’s done a spag bol. Want some?”

				It dawned on James that he was starving. Mel, though wonderful in many ways, watched her figure by pretending that breakfast was a myth. He’d been too busy with his wall to remember lunch. Dave liked to cook, and as long as his housemates slipped him a few quid for ingredients, was happy to rustle up something sustaining from time to time. His spaghetti bolognese was a favourite. It would have provoked a stream of obscenities from Gordon Ramsay, but it stuck to the ribs in a satisfying way.

				“Sure,” James said, and was soon stuffing his face. Feeling the need for distraction, he asked Ralph about the previous night’s gig.

				“Got thrown out,” Ralph said happily. He launched into a tale of ribald comments, thrown beermats, and a near-confrontation with the posh totty’s even posher boyfriend. “Who’s gay,” Ralph informed everyone.

				“If he’s her boyfriend, how can he be gay?” Dave objected.

				“They’re both from Surrey,” Ralph said, as if that explained everything. On Planet Ralph, it probably did.

				They heard the sound of the front door opening – Sam returning from his monthly visit to his parents. He wandered into the kitchen and said hello. “There’s some spaghetti, if you want it,” Dave told him. He didn’t offer the bolognese. Sam was finicky about meat preparation.

				“Thank you, no,” Sam said. “I have already eaten.”

				Sam was the quiet one. The one whose parents had been born in Bangladesh, and who had dedicated their lives to launching their son towards a bright future. A law student, he was studious and devout, but wore his faith with quiet dignity. He dressed like any other student, tolerated the booze and the bacon sandwiches, and winced whenever the television showed images of the more militant face of Islam. His actual name was long and complicated, and ‘Sam’ was the first syllable. Only his mother ever used the full version.

			

			
				“While you’re all here,” James said, so suddenly that he surprised himself, “can any of you make anything of this?” He fished the paper out of his pocket and smoothed it flat on the table. 

				The others stared at it.

				“What is it?” Ron asked.

				“That’s what I want to know,” James said.

				Ron sighed. “OK, then where did you get it?”

				“I found it carved into a wall out Limehouse way,” James improvised. “Hey, I’m an architect. I look at old buildings. And this is old.”

				“How old?” asked Dave.

				“Hard to say. Stones from old buildings often get re-used in newer ones. This could be medieval, or even older.” The lies came surprisingly easy. His housemates seemed to find them plausible.

				“Looks like a seal,” Ron said.

				“Or a device,” added Dave. The others looked at him. “You know, ‘A youth who bore, mid snow and ice, a banner with a strange device.’” There was a silence. “Longfellow,” Dave added. James and Ralph exchanged a look. Dave was studying English, and was given to peppering his conversation with quotations from an astonishingly wide-ranging selection of authors, most of whom they’d never heard of. “A device is a heraldic design,” he said, sounding slightly defeated.

				“Helpful,” said James. “And what about this underneath. Runes, maybe? C’mon, Ralph, you’re into that Tolkien stuff.”

			

			
				“It’s not runes,” Ralph said. “Not Tolkien’s, nor the Norse ones his were based on. Not Greek either, nor Arabic.”

				“Nor Hebrew,” Dave added. “I had a Jewish mate back home, and his parents made him study Hebrew for his bar-mitzvah. He taught me to write my name.”

				“What about you, Sam?” James asked. “Mean anything to you?” 

				Sam stared at the paper for a long time. “No, friend James,” he said at last. “I do not know what this script means, but I do not like it.”

				“Why not? It’s not Bengali or Punjabi or anything?”

				“No. I have never seen anything like it. But it troubles me. I do not know why, but it troubles me. It is haram. Not holy. I beg you, do not go back to the place where you found it. Please excuse me. I must go and pray.”

				Sam really did pray five times a day, but he did so quietly in his room, and the other boys granted him both space and respect.

				


				♦

				


				James escaped to his room, pleading tiredness and disrupted sleep patterns. Rest proved elusive however, and he found himself sitting on the end of his bed, staring at the stone. His phone rang, but he ignored it.

				How to approach the mystery? He could see two lines of attack. The first was the history of his house. As an architecture student with access to the University library, he felt that shouldn’t be too hard to uncover – in the morning, anyway. The other was the writing, if that was what it was. 

				He logged onto the net, and found a site that listed a surprising number of scripts, both historical and modern. Latin, Greek, Norse, Cyrillic, Arabic, Phoenician, Egyptian hieroglyphs, Babylonian cuneiform, various oriental characters, ideograms, pictograms, ancient inscriptions from Africa that defied interpretation. None of them matched the stone in his wall.

			

			
				“My wall,” he muttered, under his breath. “My stone.” He continued staring at it. He got the strangest feeling that it was staring back, mocking him, defying him to penetrate its mystery. Various solutions – each more fantastical than the last – presented themselves to his whirling imagination. By midnight, he was prepared to believe it was the work of Zillons from the planet Thark. 

				Desperate for sleep, he lay down on his bed. Each time he closed his eyes however, he felt compelled to open them and gaze at the stone again. That was when he noticed its strangest characteristic that he’d yet discovered. It glowed.

				James’s room never grew fully dark. He was not a big fan of curtains, and although Harstow Road was neglected, it did have street lights. So it took him a long time to notice the stone’s faint luminosity. It had been totally undetectable in daylight, and even past midnight, it took James a while to convince himself that he wasn’t imagining things. He closed his curtains, and laid his pillow against the bottom of his door to block any light from the hall. He even turned off his laptop. Then he sat cross-legged in front of the stone.

				There was no doubt about it. A very faint bluish glow emanated from the stone. James racked his brains – were there any naturally luminous rocks? He couldn’t remember hearing about any. Unless it was radioactive.

				The thought made him leap back in alarm, but he kept his eyes on the stone. Then he noticed the craziest thing of all. The glow, weak as it was, was strongest around the device and the inscription.

				“No,” he said aloud. “That’s just too weird. I’m tired and I’m seeing things. I need some sleep.”

				Still he sat and stared, however. He just couldn’t take his eyes off the glowing stone. Finally, deep into the small hours, oblivion finally overwhelmed him. With it came troubled dreams. He woke early, unable to remember any details, save that someone had been calling to him from a very long way away.

			

			
				


				♦

				


				The University’s head librarian seemed surprised to find James waiting outside when she arrived at eight forty-five the next morning. She looked at him doubtfully, which seemed fair enough, given that he was bleary-eyed and unshaven, and had slept in his clothes. 

				“Are you all right, young man?” she asked him.

				“Er, yes, sorry,” he mumbled. “Bad night. But there’s something I’ve just got to look up. Archives. Historical maps. London Borough of –” 

				The librarian held up her hand. She did not look unsympathetic. “That’s all very well,” she told him, “but we don’t open to students until half past nine, as you can see.” She gestured at the sign on the door, and James nodded in acknowledgement. Three or four other library staff arrived as she spoke, including the large security guard who’d once caught Ron trying to make an unauthorised withdrawal. “In the meantime,” the head librarian continued, “I suggest you get yourself a cup of coffee.” And a shower, her expression seemed to say. 

				James took her advice, and had a coffee. He also visited a washroom, where he splashed his face with water and regarded his reflection critically. He’d seen worse. He’d felt worse. Then he headed back to the library.

				The library was well-stocked with historical maps of London. Whilst they were reluctant to let just anyone get their dirty hands on them, the maps had all been scanned, and were available electronically. James worked backwards through time. Harstow Road had existed in its present form in 1936, which meant it had survived the Blitz. A map from 1912 showed each house individually, including his own, and another from 1880 agreed with it. The street had certainly existed in 1832, as Horstowe, though he couldn’t tell if his house had been built by then. The eighteenth century proved an elusive era, but a plan drawn up in 1667 to document the re-building of London after the Great Fire showed that his district had then been a rural area outside the city.

			

			
				On a whim, he tried looking further back, and got lucky with a fifteenth-century charter delineating the various farming interests in the area. Right where his house now stood was a forested area called Hobstone Wood.

				A frisson ran down his spine. “Stone” was a fairly common place name element in English. Hobstone might be a corruption of Hob’s Town. But what if it really meant Stone in this instance? Especially since the name was attached to a wood, and not a town. Then there was the other element: Hob. An old name for the Devil. Was he reading too much into things, or was he on the verge of something?

				He checked his watch, and was amazed to find that it was after three. He stood up, stretching to relieve the cramp in his back and legs. Then he finally noticed the message his stomach had been sending him for some time. Another skipped breakfast, another missed lunch. He recalled there being a cafeteria in the basement of the library, so he headed down there.

				


				♦

				


				James was standing with a loaded tray, looking for a free table, when a voice hailed him.

				“Jamie lad, over here.” Angus, flame-haired and bearded, was the rising star of the chess club. He’d once beaten James in sixteen moves despite starting the game without his queen. Prodigious drinker, too. James sat down opposite him.

				“Wild night, Friday, eh?”

			

			
				“What? Oh, yes,” James replied. Angus had been at Paul’s party. It might’ve been him who kicked off the nonsense with the tequila shots. James attacked his cottage pie.

				“Did ye get off wi’ Mel, then?”

				James stopped in mid-mouthful and grinned.

				“Oh aye,” said Angus, sceptically. He was from Bedfordshire, but claimed Scottish nationality on the basis of distant ancestry. His accent was a bit too forced – and had a tendency to vanish when he was excited.

				A thought struck James. “You’re doing physics, aren’t you?”

				“Aye, ye ken verra well.”

				“So could you do me a favour?”

				“Mebbe.”

				“I need to borrow a Geiger counter.” If that stone was radioactive, it would be good to know. Maybe he could sue his landlord for damages and never have to worry about his student loan ever again.

				Angus’s eyes were wide with astonishment. “What,” he asked slowly, “would ye be wantin’ wi’ a Geiger counter?”

				“Oh, the usual. Plus a five minute crash course on using it.” 

				“The usual, he says. D’ye think we hand them oot like sweets?”

				“No, but you’ve got one? In your department, I mean.”

				“Aye...”

				“And could you, er, borrow one? In theory?”

				“Ye can borrow anything in theory, if naebody sees ye stuff it in yer rucksack.”

				“Well, then?”

				“Well, what?”

				“Can I borrow a Geiger counter?”

				Angus had a well-developed sense of mischief. James waited for it to over-ride his good judgment.

				“Ach, OK,” Angus said at last, “but it’ll cost ye.”

			

			
				“How much?”

				“Bottle of tequila.” 

				It had been him. “Deal. This afternoon?”

				“Nae chance. Tomorrow, eleven o’clock, the green by St Michael’s. Jesus, I sound like I’m in a Le Carre novel. Come alone. Make sure ye’re no followed, and pay in advance. Got it?”

				“Got it.”

				“And return it in twenty-four hours or ye’re a dead man.”

				Angus left, shaking his head. James finished his meal and went back upstairs. This time he went after newspaper records. How often had his street been mentioned in the press? Rarely, it turned out, and mostly regarding matters of no great significance. After being lured down a few dead-ends however, he found something interesting from 1944. The headline read Germans Dropping Chemical Bombs?


				One night during the Little Blitz – the Luftwaffe’s attempt, late in the war, to complete what they’d started in 1940 – a disturbance had occurred in his street. A woman had become hysterical, telling anyone who would listen that a ghastly apparition had manifested itself and carried off her lodger. The reporter, in a condescending tone, had ridiculed her tale. However, he did deign to speculate that the Germans might be experimenting with an abhorrent new type of bomb. Perhaps something which released some form of phosphorescent vapour that might be imaginatively interpreted by the highly-strung. 

				No particular importance was attached to the disappearance of the lodger, who was described as an itinerant. The report noted that no structural damage was evident where the new bomb had supposedly fallen. This, it went on to say, was in keeping with the street’s reputation as a lucky one. During the Blitz proper of 1940, bombs had fallen north, south, east and west of it, leaving it an untroubled oasis of calm.

			

			
				James filed this piece of information away, and searched further. Nothing interesting. He tried a different tack, and found an article on place names. As he’d expected, Hobstone was presumed to have originally been Hob’s Town, but since the name predated any evidence of a settlement on the site, it was reckoned a mystery. So far, so laconic. There was a cross-reference to a piece of old folklore, though – a haunted forest. A young maiden had rashly wandered inside for a tryst with her beau, only to emerge alone and witless, babbling about “Phantoms from the Rock”. The source for this almost-forgotten tale, apparently, was Celtic. 

				Clues. Bits of a jigsaw. But if you put them together just so...

				“Finish up son, we close in ten minutes.”

				James gave a start. It was one of the assistant librarians. He hadn’t heard the man approach. Walking quietly in a library became a habit, apparently. Despite students’ preferred hours, the library still shut resolutely at ten. Blimey. He’d been there twelve hours, and had missed an important lecture.

				He gathered himself together and left the library. What else had he missed? He looked at his phone, which had been on silent since he’d first sat down. Four missed calls, one from his mother, three from Mel. Six texts – Ralph, Ralph, Mick from the chess club, his younger brother, Mel, Angus. He opened the last. “Got it. Dinna forget the tequila.” Christ, the man even texted in a Scottish accent. He made a detour to the Asian supermarket popular for selling the cheapest booze. Then he called Mel.

				“Hi. Yeah, sorry, I was in the library... Looking stuff up of course, what do you think?... No... no... Ah, I’m really sorry, I can’t. I’m totally knackered... Yeah, of course I’ll call you tomorrow... Yes, really... Yeah... Bye.” 

				He hung up, aware that the call hadn’t gone as well as it might have. He walked to the tube station, and made his way back to his digs.

			

			
				Alone with the stone, James sat and stared and wondered. It seemed that the stone was older than the house, which had been built around it. But how much older? Had it really been around in the fifteenth century? If so, did the Celtic legend suggest that it was older still? A thousand years old? Two thousand? Ten thousand? It had clearly been cut and shaped by the hand of man – or, at least, by an intelligent entity – but how and why had it remained so fresh and sharp through the centuries? And what caused it to glow?

				He drew his curtains and turned out the light. The glow was still there, as before. Faint, bluish, mesmerising. Once again he got the feeling that the stone was somehow aware of him, and was returning his gaze. He got up and moved experimentally round the room. The glow followed him, or seemed to. He forced a laugh. It was just an illusion, like those paintings whose eyes followed you round the gallery.

				Nevertheless, it was unnerving. He turned the light back on and willed himself not to look at the stone. He tried shutting his eyes, but couldn’t. He tried sitting with his back to the stone, but couldn’t keep it up for long. He tried to distract himself by reading, playing the guitar, rampaging through Twitter, but his attention kept being drawn irresistibly back to the stone.

				“OK, time out,” he said at last. “This is not happening. I admit that this is a puzzle, but you,” he pointed accusingly, “are just a stone with some forgotten writing on. I may be trying to find out about you, but I am not obsessing. Not.” He pronounced that last word with determined finality.

				“Mind you, I am talking to you,” he continued. “OK, that does it.” He heaved the chest of drawers in front of the stone, pulled on his headphones, and selected the loudest track his iPod had to offer. He would not stare at the stone. He would not stare at the stone. He would not...

				Somewhere past midnight, he moved his chest of drawers out of the way, sat on the end of his bed and stared at the stone. Eventually, he reasoned later, he must have fallen asleep, and whilst he was asleep he dreamed.

			

			
				This time the dream, or the memory of it, was more vivid. He heard again the voice calling to him from some huge distance – a distance in time as well as in space, he now perceived. The voice wanted James to come to him. It was insistent, and not unkindly. “Come,” it said. “Come...” There were other words, too. He did not understand them, but instinctively recognised them as the words carved on the stone.

				In the dream, he was surrounded by shapes and colours, nebulous forms that seethed and twisted and coiled round each other. They had no recognisable pattern, yet hinted at things just beyond his imagination. The colours had vivid and indescribable hues, impossible shades that belonged to no spectrum, visible or invisible. Colours that had no place in reality.

				“Come,” the voice said again.

				“Who?” he managed.

				“We are the Eternal. We are the Gate.”

				


				♦

				


				For a moment, when James awoke, he wasn’t sure where he was – mainly because he was lying on the floor. Christ, I didn’t even make it to bed this time. He’d also now slept in the same clothes for two nights running. Even for a first year student, this was going too far. He looked at his watch. Nine fifteen. Just under two hours before he had to meet Angus.

				He staggered to the bathroom and took a long shower. Afterwards, he shaved. It felt good to restore his chin to pristine smoothness. He got down on the floor of the bathroom and did some press-ups, just to prove that he still could.

				Wrapping a towel round his waist, he headed to the kitchen and put the kettle on. Sam looked up from his cereal and wished him good morning. Dave sketched a wave whilst examining the inside of the fridge. Shower, shave, tea. James felt reinvigorated, so much so that when Ralph – also wrapped in a towel – burst into the kitchen and indignantly asked who’d had all the hot water, James just smiled.

			

			
				“Five minutes,” Ralph yelled at him. “You know the rules. And when are you going to do the washing-up, I’d like to know?” James suggested Ralph do something biologically unlikely.

				He went back to his room and managed to dig out a clean pair of boxers and two socks that nearly matched. By the time he walked out of the front door, he felt ready for anything.

				Two minutes later, he returned for the bottle of tequila.

				


				♦

				


				Angus was waiting on the green. Even from a hundred yards away, he looked guilty. They made the exchange. The counter looked less impressive than James had expected. Angus briefly explained its use, so nervous that he forgot his Scottish accent. “If it reads up to here, that’s normal background. Ignore it. If it reads past here, run like hell. And if it reads here, then you’re in the core at Sellafield, and your troubles are over. OK?”

				“Piece of cake.”

				“Right. My arse is on the line, here. I might need this bottle just to steady my nerves. I don’t know why you want this, and I don’t want to know. If you’re building a bomb, I hope you die. But even if you do die, get this back here this time tomorrow, or I’ll kill you again.”

				James could tell that, underneath it all, Angus was desperate to know what he was up to. He decided to torture him by saying nothing. He took the counter back to his digs.

				


				♦

				


			

			
				Since he had the house to himself, James decided to familiarise himself with the counter by waving it around in the kitchen. It clicked the way it did in films – normal background stuff, seemingly. There was a slight spike when he pointed it at the fridge. Possibly CFCs, possibly Ralph’s Irn Bru. Feeling like a naughty schoolboy, he wandered round the house, pointing the counter at each of his housemates’ doors. Dave’s registered the highest by quite a distance, for some reason. 


				Eventually, James returned to the matter in hand, and went to his own room. He had no idea what he would do if the stone did turn out to be highly radioactive, but he had to know. He waved the counter round his room to check the background radiation. Normal. The he took a deep breath, and stepped up to the stone.

				His jaw dropped as the needle did. Zero. Zilch, nix, nada, niente – the counter had stopped clicking, and registered absolutely no radiation whatsoever. Nary an alpha particle nor a gamma ray to be found. At first, he feared that the counter had stopped working. He would catch hell if he returned it broken. But when he pointed it at other parts of his room, it resumed its sporadic clicking.

				The stone, however... He shook his head in disbelief. He was no great shakes when it came to science, but that was impossible, surely? That something – anything – could be completely non-radioactive?

				He switched the counter off and sat down. He stared at the stone. It stared back. No, it was doing more than just staring – it was mocking him. Mocking him...

				One minute later, he was sprinting up the street to-wards Homebase.

				


				♦

				


				James returned with a club hammer and a masonry chisel. Major wall work would take a lot more explaining away than stripped wallpaper, but he had to get to the bottom of things. First, he had to clear the brickwork surrounding the stone. The plaster was old, and came away easily in great chunks. Soon there was a pile of plaster on the floor to go with the wallpaper that he’d not yet cleared away. 

			

			
				Beneath it, the brick wall was flush with the stone. He hesitated. If he’d been wrong in his assumptions, then he was about to hammer his way through to the house next door. The neighbours were fairly tolerant, but they wouldn’t take too kindly to him demolishing part of their house. But he had to be right. He’d checked many times.

				A thought struck him. Directly above his room was Sam’s. He went up there and knocked, gently. No reply. Guiltily, he opened the door and looked inside. Sam’s room was prim, neat and ascetic, but that was beside the point. The window was the same size as his own, and exactly above it. 

				Carefully, he paced the distance from the window to the end of the room. Ten, eleven, twelve – and a bit. Allowing for the thickness of the wall, that matched the external measurement of thirteen. It was just his own room that was smaller than it should be. That meant that the false wall couldn’t be load-bearing. He smiled to himself. Studying architecture was good for something after all. 

				He went back downstairs, confident that there was a space behind the bricks. Still, he hesitated, uncomfortable with wanton destruction. After wrestling with his conscience, he decided to remove one brick so that he could see behind it. Selecting a likely candidate, he set the blade of the chisel against the mortar securing it, and gave it a tap with the hammer. A small chip of mortar fell away. He continued hammering.

				After some fifteen minutes, it became clear that removing a single brick from the wall was going to be easier said than done. Driven by frustration, his blows became stronger and less precise, until in frustration he lashed out with all his strength – and missed his mark. Instead of the end of the chisel, he struck the stone directly. He dropped the hammer, partly because of the numbing shock that ran up his arm, but mainly because he feared that he might have damaged the inscription.

			

			
				His fears proved unfounded. Though he examined the stone minutely, he could find no trace of his blow, not the least scuff-mark or indentation. Intrigued, he placed the blade of the chisel directly against the stone and struck it with the hammer. 

				Nothing. 

				He struck again, harder, and then again with all the strength he could muster. He was no Arnold Schwarzenegger, but neither was he a seven-stone weakling. Even if the stone had been forged from solid titanium, he ought to have been able to scratch it at least. But there was no mark to be seen.

				He ran his hand over the stone, trying to work out what it was made of. Since it didn’t look like metal, he had thought of it as a stone, but now that he examined it more closely, it didn’t seem like stone either. It was as smooth as silk. He could not detect the slightest blemish or rough patch anywhere on its surface. Some sort of miraculous new polymer, perhaps? But no. How could that be, given that it had been hidden for a century or more?

				


				♦

				


				After another hour of work, James had to stop, as the sound of the front door heralded the return of at least one housemate. The unwritten rule was that a closed bedroom door was to be treated with respect, but even so he could hardly expect to hammer away undisturbed. He checked his phone again. More missed calls. He’d been so distracted that he hadn’t even heard it ring. Out of duty, he returned the call from his mother. He assured her that he was alive, well, and just about solvent, but rather busy, sorry. The other calls he ignored, including one from Mel that promised to be too complicated to face. Instead, he brooded, and stared at the stone.

			

			
				Late that evening, he surfaced in the kitchen for some overdue sustenance. Had he really forgotten about lunch three days in row? He supposed he must’ve done. Judging by his shelf of the fridge, he’d forgotten about shopping too. Eggs and a couple of sausages that were only just past their sell-by date. He clattered away with the frying-pan.

				The noise attracted Ralph. “You OK, mate?” he asked James.

				“Yeah, sorry. Been a bit distracted lately.”

				“More DIY?”

				“No. Well, spraying a bit of anti-fungal stuff to discourage the mould. Nothing else.”

				“Better not be. I don’t want the landlord coming round and throwing a wobbly. I like it here.”

				“I promise not to demolish the place.” James smiled weakly.

				“If anyone’s going to demolish the place, it’ll be an architect,” Ralph said. “So what is on your mind. Not working too hard?”

				“Well –” James was momentarily at a loss, then gave the most convenient answer. “I’ve got this project I’m working on. It’s causing me grief.” It wasn’t technically a lie. He hadn’t said that the project was related to his course.

				“Is that so?” Ralph asked. “Well, hard work’s all very laudable and that, but you need an evening off from time to time. Come into the living room. Football’s on, and we’ve got some beer.”

				“Not Arsenal?” asked James, rallying. 

				“No. Chelsea against some German buggers. Come on, bring your dinner, if that’s what that is.”

				James relented, and actually enjoyed the evening. Football and beer and mates – an ancient formula, but still a winning one. Sam drank lemonade, but was as animated as the others when a disputed penalty called for earnest debate and abuse of the referee.

			

			
				The football was followed by a decent if familiar film. Dave kept up a running commentary on the plot holes, until the rest pelted him with cushions, followed by empty beer cans and a lemonade bottle. 

				Eventually, they broke up for the night. James was happy to have been distracted for a few hours, and slightly dreaded another night with the stone. He couldn’t avoid it, though. He felt its pull as soon as he was alone. Alone... For a wild moment, he thought about calling Mel, confessing everything, begging her for company, comfort, help. He pushed the idea away. Too embarrassing. She was probably furious with him, anyway. Instead, he undressed, and got straight into bed. His eyes were still drawn by the glow – was it slightly brighter? – but at least he wasn’t going to wake up on the floor. 

				Sleep came eventually. Dreams followed.

				The insistent voice was there again, along with the roiling shapes and unearthly colours. But there was something else, as well. He felt as though he was standing at the mouth of a long tunnel, impossibly long, leading through the aeons to, well, to the Gate. He had only to step into this tunnel to be transported to it. And the Gate led to...

				To what? Inside his dream, it seemed that he ought to know the answer, but though it felt tantalisingly close, still it eluded him. “Who?” he asked the endless void. “Where? Why?”

				“We are the Eternal,” came the reply. “We are the Gate. We are the journey and the destination, the cause and the effect, the within and the without, the question and the answer. We are waiting for you, James Belmont.” 

				The shapes and colours around him danced and flickered ever more dazzlingly. He saw, or thought he saw, snakelike tentacles writhing and questing for him, and amongst the tentacles, luminous orbs that darted this way and that. He saw an enormous void, filled with gigantic stars the size of grains of sand. He saw the past, the present and the future intermingled. He heard again the harsh syllables that represented the words carved on the stone, though their meaning still eluded him. He saw the device hanging in the air, limned in a colour somewhere between silver and infinity. He reached for it.

			

			
				


				♦

				


				He awoke shivering, yet drenched in sweat. His duvet and pillow were on the floor, as was his bedside light, which had been swept from its small table. He’d clearly spent a restless night.

				For a long time he lay still, thoughts whirling through his mind. It was time to admit that the stone was causing him problems. Messing with his head. But who did you go to with a problem of such a nature? A doctor? The landlord? The environmental health people? He rehearsed each consultation in his imagination. He could find no way of coming across as even slightly sane. Surely he hadn’t really lost his marbles. One more day, and he’d have enough bricks out of his wall to be able to see the stone in its entirety. Maybe that would answer his problems.

				What day was it? Wednesday. Never busy, Wednesdays. There was something he had to do, though. What was it? Oh yes, the Geiger counter. He checked the time. Jesus, he had to rush. He dressed quickly, and left the house. It was raining, but he ignored it. When he got to Angus, he looked very much like a drowned rat. He was also fifteen minutes late. Angus was soaked too, and highly anxious to boot, so the transaction was swift. By lunchtime he was home and, fortified by tea and toast, ready to face the wall again. 

				Eventually, after much cursing and a couple of skinned knuckles, he extracted the first brick. He peered intently behind it, but saw nothing but blackness. There was a tiny torch incorporated into his phone, but it was nowhere near up to the job. Then he remembered Ron’s bike, there in the hall. Ron took the tube when it rained. James borrowed the front lamp, and shone it into the hole.

			

			
				There was nothing but a gap, filled partially with rubble and partially with a musty smell. Although he couldn’t have said what exactly he had expected to find, James felt oddly disappointed. Still, he continued.

				Once the first brick was out, the next one was easier, and the next easier still. He freed one side of the stone, then the top. He kept an anxious eye out for signs of the false wall collapsing, but it had been built well. Brushing chips of mortar off the top of the stone, he shone the bicycle lamp on it. 

				The device from the front was repeated, carved into the top of the stone. It was identical, except that, slightly off-centre, some sort of gem had been set in it. There were no words inscribed, in any text.

				James looked at the gem, and smiled. He wasn’t inclined to greed, but he did wonder whether it was valuable – and whether, in the eyes of the law, it belonged to him as its finder, or to his landlord. Perhaps it counted as Treasure Trove, meaning that the British Museum would have to buy it or something. It seemed large. Even a finder’s fee could be substantial. He shook his head to banish the thoughts. It was probably just one step up from glass, and worth next to nothing. 

				Then the gem started to glow, not with the gentle luminosity that he had seen before, but brighter and brighter, until it achieved a blazing intensity. Blue, red, green, orange, violet – every colour that James could imagine, and every colour that he couldn’t imagine, all at once. It held his unblinking gaze, and burned through his retinas. He watched his hand reach out, of its own volition, to touch the gem. Energy tore down his arm until his veins were filled with liquid fire and his hair began to smoulder. Again, he heard the voice from his dreams, filling his ears – or his mind, he didn’t care which.

			

			
				“We are the Eternal, the All-in-One, the One-in-All. We are the Way, and the Gate, and the Keeper of the Gate. We are Yog-Sothoth. Yog-Sothoth is the Way and the Key and the Gate. Yog-Sothoth is the Was and the Now and the Will Be. Yog-Sothoth is the all-seeing and the all-knowing. Life eternal in the Tawil-at’Umr. Yog-Sothoth h’leth mn’gar rRhann y’law y’law. Yog-Sothoth calls. Yog-Sothoth calls – and you answer. You answer – and you shall know All.” 

				Colours and shapes filled the room, but he paid them no heed. He beheld the light of a thousand suns.

				


				♦

				


				Later, it would be known that the fire brigade had arrived first. They’d encountered confused and conflicting reports – a fire, an explosion, a gas leak. One neighbour claimed that she had seen clouds of incandescent green smoke through the window. Many mentioned screams and indescribable noises. The firemen donned breathing apparatus, and broke down the door. They found no fire, no burnt areas, in fact nothing untoward at all, save that the wall of one room seemed to have been partially demolished. There was no one in the house, alive or dead.

				One reporter had followed the fire engine. He was considering leaving when an old man approached him. The man claimed to have lived on the street all his life. He had been a boy in 1944, he said, when there had been a very similar incident, which had never been explained. The reporter listened politely, then – since there was little else to report – he phoned it in. The story went round a bored newsroom. It was discussed, mentioned on the phone, pushed aside. 

				But news never really dies in London. A casual mention here, an overheard snippet there – some hours later, a phone rang in a small office in a nondescript building off Whitehall.

			

			
				Five minutes after that, sirens descended on Harstow Road. Police stretched incident tape across the road. A small man in a severe suit arrived, showed something to the officers, and assumed command. He announced that the house was now a crime scene, and was not to be disturbed. The nature of the crime was never clearly established.

				Four of the students who lived there were questioned, detained overnight, then assigned generous new accommodations – spread over London – at surprisingly reasonable rents. Their former landlord was quietly bought out. The old man who’d remembered the events of 1944 suffered a sudden debilitating stroke, and was whisked away to a nursing home somewhere. The house itself was closed and locked. 

				The rest of the street discussed the matter amongst themselves for a week, but never got to the bottom of it. Some speculated about a drugs factory, while others suggested terrorists. There was a brief flurry of on-line activity when a self-appointed exposer of conspiracies – a wild young man with unkempt hair and an eye-patch – declared that it was all a government cover-up. Since, however, he could not say what the government was covering up, the fuss died down.

				All that was ever known for certain was that a fifth student – one James Belmont – had vanished. What had become of him, no one ever could say. 


				


				


				




			

			
				


				


				


				


				


				ON THE BANKS OF THE RIVER JORDAN 
by John Reppion


				


				To: Brian J. Showers (gothicdublin@gmail.com)
From: John Reppion (john@moorereppion.com) 
Sent: 21 Dec 2008 12:04 
Subject: (no subject) 


				Dear Brian,

				


				I hope this email finds you well. 

				My name is John Reppion. You may remember that we corresponded briefly last year regarding my article “Where Goes the Blackberry Man”, published in Ghostwriter: The Amateur Ghost-Hunter’s Journal (issue 62). 

				I am currently at a loose end whilst my wife, my day-to-day writing partner, is off visiting her sister prior to Christmas. In her absence, I have been working on some of my more esoteric research. Going through my notes this morning, I came across a mass of material concerning Princes Park – the Victorian park adjacent to my home – which I gathered whilst researching my book 800 Years of Haunted Liverpool. 

				There are many intriguing titbits associated with Toxteth, the area of Liverpool I live in. It was once part of the Royal Hunting Ground of Robin Hood’s archenemy, King John. It’s also home to an ancient chapel, where the famous poet and astronomer Jeremiah Horrocks was educated by Puritan Minister Richard Mather (and ultimately entombed). Princes Park itself is reputed to be the modest original on which so many subsequent Victorian parks the world over were based. Even though I managed to include several pages of Toxteth lore in my book, there was much more I couldn’t mention due to space restrictions. 

			

			
				Most of this remaining data is still “raw”: photocopied newspaper articles, printouts, poorly written notes, and the like. My thought was to work through the data and turn it into something resembling a history of the park, but I must admit that I am already struggling. I’m so used to being able to talk these things through with my wife that without her, I’m finding it hard to get the various pieces of information into a logical order. I’m sure there is an obvious angle, a path winding through these disparate elements that would draw the whole thing together, but I’m afraid I can’t see the wood for the trees at the moment. 

				All of which brings me, rather belatedly, to my reason for emailing. I was greatly impressed with the way you dealt with the history of the Rathmines area of Dublin in your recent work The Bleeding Horse and other Ghost Stories, and wondered if I might ask you the favour of providing your opinion of the material I have amassed thus far. If you are willing, I would like to “talk” through the disjointed data via email, and hopefully make sense of it all in the act of doing so. 

				Thanks in advance for your time. 

				


				Very best,

				John 

				


				+ + +

				


				To: John Reppion (john@moorereppion.com)
From: Brian J. Showers (gothicdublin@gmail.com)
Sent: 21 Dec 2008 13:51 
Subject: RE: (no subject) 


				Hi John,

			

			
				


				Good to hear from you. Of course I recall your article! I found our correspondence most helpful in my own work. Unfortunately, road works outside my home are threatening to sever my telephone and internet connections for a (supposedly) short period. My internet connection has already been intermittent today. It has also just begun to snow here – something that virtually never happens in Dublin – which might delay the workmen even more. 

				I would be happy to take a look at the information you have gathered, but I am unsure exactly when or for how long I might be offline. Worst case scenario: I’ll get back to you after the holidays. Apologies for my brevity. I am trying to keep my reply as short as possible so I might send this email before losing my signal again. 

				One thing I would add, especially given your primary matter of interest: delving into certain buried pasts must be done with a degree of delicacy. I’m sure you understand my meaning. 

				


				Compliments of the season to you, 

				Brian 

				


				+ + +

				


				To: Brian J. Showers (gothicdublin@gmail.com)
From: John Reppion (john@moorereppion.com) 
Sent: 21 Dec 2008 15:22 
Subject: The Nook 
Attachment: Mole of Edge Hill.doc (17 kb) 


				Brian, 

				


				Thanks very much for your quick response. I hope the imminent interruption to your communications doesn’t disrupt your work too much. 

			

			
				No sign of snow here, but it’s been really foggy all day, which seems to have baffled our cat. He’s a very vocal and querulous creature at best, demanding to be let in and out at the window of whatever room we’re sat in. He doesn’t seem able to stand being out in the fog for more than five minutes, however. Consequently, my day has been punctuated by his mewling to go out, shortly followed by him scratching at the window frame to be let back in. As if to prove that, he is now scrabbling on the sill... 

				Right, the cat has been fed, which will hopefully encourage him to have a doze and stop bothering me for a while. I have just brewed myself a fresh pot of tea and will now “talk” some of my data through with your good self. I appreciate that you might not be able to reply for a few days, and apologise in advance for clogging your inbox with my ramblings. I’m just so used to having my wife here to discuss my work with that it’s hard for me to think things through without going through that process (even though I might well, in reality, be talking to myself). Right then... 

				Many a Scouse storyteller will inform you that Toxteth was given its name during the Viking invasion of 793 A.D., when a Scandinavian warrior by the name of Toki arrived on the banks of the River Mersey. Some historians argue that there is little evidence supporting these claims, but there is enough for me to think it at least a distinct possibility. According to sources I have found, it was the privilege of a Viking chieftain to select a suitable location for his people to settle. When the decision was made, the Norseman would drive his spear, or staith, into the ground, much as a flag might be planted today. The area is recorded variously as “Tockseath”, “Stochestede”, and in ancient times “Tosteth” – all of which seem close enough to me. 

				At the heart of present day Toxteth stands Princes Park. It was opened to the public in 1842, having been designed by Joseph Paxton, head gardener to the sixth Duke of Devonshire. At its centre is a former boating lake, now greatly reduced in size. The lake was made by damming a nearby stream, Dickenson’s Dingle, which was briefly known as the River Jordan during the seventeenth century. 

			

			
				Toxteth is an area which bears an ill-deserved bad reputation. It is a candidate for the dreaded “regeneration” – code for “kick everyone out and knock everything down” – which has plagued our inner-city communities for many years. This cash-hungry spectre first menaced Princes Park when an area known as Park Nook came under threat of development. The Nook started as part of the estate of celebrated philosopher and Unitarian Minister James Martineau, who lived on the park’s boundary more than 150 years ago. 

				Martineau was posted to Liverpool in 1832, and on his arrival, he became a tenant of the infamous Joseph Williamson – the so-called “Mole of Edge Hill”. I’ve attached an article I wrote about Williamson for Strange Attractor Journal a few years back. He was a fascinating character, and is usually referred to as an eccentric philanthropist, though his exact motives remain a mystery. During his lifetime, Williamson employed a vast labour force to construct a maze of tunnels beneath the Edge Hill and what is now the city centre of Liverpool. The house which Martineau rented from Williamson came equipped with its own vaulted and brick-lined tunnels, and the Minister was, it seems, quite taken with the constructions. 

				Relocating in 1844 to a purpose-built villa on the edge of the newly opened Princes Park, Martineau decided to construct similar tunnels of his own. These catacombs (significantly less extensive than Williamson’s, but no less remarkable) were all but forgotten after Martineau’s death. The house was demolished and the land left, at either his or his family’s request, to grow wild. The city council at the time was happy to let the privately owned area return to its natural state, and it became Park Nook.

			

			
				The Nook was famed for its ancient trees, in which much of the park’s wildlife resided. Surrounded by thick, knotted brambles and nettle stalks the height of a man, it was an almost impenetrable fortress to even the most inquisitive visitors and their murderously toothed dogs. In May 1999, the area was suddenly fenced off, much to the bafflement of many park users. In an act of spontaneous community revulsion, a group of locals dismantled the barrier and began a campaign to protect the area from its would-be developers.

				In 2001, I was searching the internet for information about the Nook’s current plight and history. By this time, enraged locals had been joined by bona fide eco-warriors who had taken up permanent residence among the ancient trees, to ensure the wilderness-like centre was kept free of development and vandalism. I found a post on the message board of the Cold Spot Society relating to an “investigation” which had taken place there. 

				From what I remember – the site was, as you may know, deleted in 2002, in the wake of the Blackberry Fair tragedy – a small band of ghost hunters gained access to the Nook in the dead of night, intending to visit Martineau’s tunnels. Rumour said that a young mother and her child had taken refuge in one of the tunnels during a Second World War air-raid. An explosion caused a collapse, and the pair were buried beneath the rubble. Indeed, I have heard other stories of the tunnels being used as makeshift bomb shelters during the period, although I’ve found no official record of it. The Coldspotters’ explorations amounted to little more than the usual electromagnetic field and temperature readings. There may even have been a digital photo or two showing the ubiquitous “orbs” which seem so popular with amateur parapsychologists. 

				Needless to say, the ghost hunters spooked themselves, causing quite a bit of noise in the process. The resident environmental activists heard them crashing about in the undergrowth and “escorted” them out of the park, presumably believing them to be agents of the developers. One interesting detail about the event sticks with me, however. The Coldspotters had initially been startled by a strange sound issuing from one of the overgrown tunnel entrances. The noises were described as sounding like the desperate cries of a half-smothered infant. 

			

			
				The “Battle of the Nook” raged for years before eventually drawing to a close in 2004, with developer Cyril Webb emerging as the victor. A block of luxury apartments now occupies the site. High fences erected during construction prevented myself and others from ascertaining whether the historic tunnels were demolished entirely, or merely buried. The day the barriers went up, I recall seeing a large, lean dog fox trotting through our garden, adjoining the park. I assumed that it had been displaced by the works, and wondered if it had previously made its home in the tunnels. As for the somewhat drolly-named “Glade Park Court”, it is with a tinge of regret that I must report that no stories of phantom cries from beneath tenants’ floors have come to my attention. 

				The cat has awakened from his rest and is once again clawing at the window frame. I believe it is time for me to facilitate his escape into the fog (for however long he can stand it this time) and put the kettle on. 

				


				Best, 

				John 

				


				+ + +

				


				To: Brian J. Showers (gothicdublin@gmail.com)
From: John Reppion (john@moorereppion.com) 
Sent: 21 Dec 2008 20:20 
Subject: Mr. Magpie 

				


			

			
				Brian, 

				


				The fog has cleared a bit, and the Yule moon seems unusually bright and yellow. I suppose I don’t usually pay much attention to it. With the cat still insisting on entering and exiting at short, regular intervals however, I seem to be looking out of the window every fifteen minutes or so tonight. A huge tiding of magpies is chattering out there, and has been for at least half an hour now. Princes Park seems to be home to hundreds of the birds, and it is not uncommon for them to flock together in the trees and chakker-chakker in unison. I was quite unnerved the first time I observed this behaviour and while I’d like to say that I’ve got used to it, I still find something weird and malevolent about the sound. 

				There was a story that received heavy coverage in the local newspapers a couple of years ago, about an old man who lived over on the other side of the park. He had been catching magpies in his garden using Larsen Traps, large cage-type contraptions baited with smaller birds to lure the magpies in. The man had died in his home, but as he had lived alone, it was a good while before the authorities were notified. The more sensational reports called him “Mr. Magpie”. They found a couple of dozen traps in his back garden, all containing dead birds, but that was nothing to the amount of carcasses and bones they found piled on an old compost heap. The old man had devoted a lot of time and effort to eradicating the birds, and the papers claimed he must have killed close to a thousand magpies over the years. On nights like this I can almost sympathise with the sentiment! 

				The Mr. Magpie story led me to some research into the folklore surrounding these noisy birds, which I filed away with the rest of my Princes Park information. Maybe the cacophony outside my window is fuelling my imagination tonight, but some of the data is really quite eerie. 

				C. A. Swainson’s Folklore and Provincial Names of British Birds states that a magpie “which at that time had the gayest plumage of all the feathered race” perched on an arm of the cross and “insulted the Redeemer while suffering His last agony.” Jesus evidently took the creature’s taunts to heart, cursing the bird and all its kind forevermore: “No longer shall the brilliant tuft and bright feathers, of which thou art so proud and at the same time so unworthy, adorn thee; thy colour shall be sad and sombre, thy life a hard one; ever, too, shall thy nest be open to the storm.” 

			

			
				I’m sure I have read somewhere that magpies were once believed to be psychopomps, lying in wait for the souls of the dying. It was said that they timed their cries to cover the struggling breath of those at death’s door. According to myth-making.blogspot.com, magpies are known as “the devil’s bird” in Scottish folklore, and are supposed to carry a drop of Lucifer’s own blood beneath their tongues: “It was believed that the magpie could receive the gift of speech if its tongue was scratched and a drop of blood from a human tongue inserted into the wound.” 

				Old Toki, the district’s founding pagan father, would doubtless have considered the tiding a very ill omen indeed, as a magpie’s form was believed by the Norsemen to be a favourite disguise of witches. That being the case, they must be having their Sabbat tonight, as I have never heard the magpie chorus so loud or prolonged. Their numbers seem to be growing by the minute. The cat is sitting at the window listening intently, but seems reluctant to venture outdoors. For the time being anyway. 

				


				Best, 

				John 

				


				+ + +

				


				To: Brian J. Showers (gothicdublin@gmail.com)
From: John Reppion (john@moorereppion.com) 
Sent: 21 Dec 2008 21:09 
Subject: Jenny Greenteeth 


			

			
				Brian, 

				


				Almost as soon as I had sent my previous message mentioning witches, I came across my notes on Jenny Greenteeth. She was once Princes Park’s resident crone – in a manner of speaking anyway. In 1841, when the park was still under construction, an article appeared in the wonderfully named Liverpool Porcupine newspaper, stating that something quite unexpected had been found on the site:

				Labourers working under the supervision of Mr. Edward Milner upon land in the district of Toxteth made a most surprising discovery yesterday. The men were engaged in excavating a channel, which is to form the basis of an artificial lake, when they unearthed a great wooden figure. The statue is said to be some seven feet in height and was evidently carved from a substantial trunk many years ago. Despite its age, the figure was not in any great state of decay and could easily be discerned as that of a woman holding a twisted staff in one hand and clutching an infant to her breast with the other. The chisel work is said to be very intricate with knotted and curling hairs being wonderfully rendered upon both the child and the lady’s heads. Skilful though her maker may have been, she is nevertheless rather an unattractive woman and in such a state of undress that Mr. Milner is said to have already rejected the possibility of the figure being displayed publicly. 

				


			

			
				For whatever reason – perhaps the Porcupine article drew too much interest – Milner recanted. The statue went on public display when Princes Park was opened in 1842. Jenny Greenteeth, as the figure became known, stood beside the boat-house, looking out over the lake beneath which she had once lain. I remember seeing a very old photograph of the statue in some volume or other when I was researching 800 Years of Haunted Liverpool. The unseemly “state of undress” written of in the article had been dealt with by the application of a considerable amount of dark paint, giving Jenny a distinctly nun-like appearance. 

				The choice of name, while presumably unofficial, is interesting. Marc Alexander’s Companion to the Folklore Myths & Customs of Britain has the following entry for Jenny Greenteeth: 

				


				A particularly evil entity who dwelt in stagnant ponds and scum-covered pools. Jenny Greenteeth would seize unwary children with her fangs and pull them down to their death. She was obviously a creature of cautionary folklore perpetuated by parents to ensure their children kept away from dangerous places. 

				


				In addition, Harland & Wilkinson’s 1867 book Lancashire Folklore contains the following related passage: 

				


				We derive the familiar epithet of “Old Nick” from the Norwegian Nok, the Norse Nikr, or the Swedish Neck; and no further proof of their identity is required than a comparison between the attributes possessed in common by all these supernatural beings. The Nok is said to require a human sacrifice once a year, and someone is therefore annually missing in the vicinity of the pond or river where this sprite has taken up its abode. The males are said to be very partial to young maidens, whom they seize and drag under the water; whilst those of the opposite sex are quite as attractive and dangerous to the young fishermen who frequent the rivers. The German Nixes possess the same attributes. Both sexes have large green teeth; and the male wears a green hat, which is frequently mistaken by his victims for a tuft of beautiful vegetation. He is said to kill without mercy whenever he drags a person down; and a fountain of blood, which shoots up from the surface of the water, announces the completion of the deed. A perfect identification of this with our own popular belief is now easy. Nothing is more common at present than for children who reside in the country to be cautioned against venturing too near the water’s brink, lest “Green Teeth” or “Bloody Bones” should pull them in. 

			

			
				


				It seems safe to assume that the statue was christened “Jenny Greenteeth” in an effort to alert children to the dangers of the park’s own body of water. Admirable though such intentions may be, the scare tactics were not as effective as locals must have hoped. 

				The first child to die in the Princes Park lake did so in November of 1843 – only one year after the park was opened. The boy was an unnamed urchin who was presumed to have entered the park seeking shelter after hours. He was found the next morning, floating lifelessly in the icy water. The boy’s death was reported in the Liverpool Mercury and treated with typical Victorian sentimentality – indeed, a more Dickensian tragedy is hard to imagine. I cannot say precisely how many others suffered similar fates, but in October 1845, the following article appeared, again in the Liverpool Porcupine: 

				


			

			
				The fire brigade was called to a blaze at the Swiss boat-house of Prince’s Park in Toxteth in the early hours of yesterday morning. The fire burned through the night and caused considerable damage to the structure of the building. It is believed that a wooden carving which stood next to the boat-house was deliberately set alight by persons unknown during the hours of darkness. The act of vandalism is thought by some to have its root in a superstition which has become common amongst locals regarding the statue. Several persons have tragically been drowned in the waters of the boating-lake these past few years and a belief is said to have emerged that the carving, which depicted a bent old woman, was in some way to blame. 

				


				The piece goes on to state that the boat-house would be repaired, at the expense of Richard Vaughan Yates, the gentleman responsible for the park’s creation. Jenny’s burnt remains were to be removed from the site. 

				The cat seems at last to have overcome his dread of the magpies’ relentless chatter. I think I will interpret his appeal for release as a signal that I should take a bit of a screen break and cook myself something to eat. 

				


				Very best, 

				John 

				


				+ + +

				


				To: Brian J. Showers (gothicdublin@gmail.com)
From: John Reppion (john@moorereppion.com) 
Sent: 21 Dec 2008 23:47 
Subject: A Brief History of Princes Park 


			

			
				Brian, 

				


				Looking back over my preceding emails, I realise that I’ve basically been piecing together scraps of information which I have not worked through before now. On the one hand, I’m rather pleased with the results. This method of running through the data without attempting to create a fully formed article seems to be really helping me string points together. However, I have so far failed to examine the more general history of the area where Princes Park now stands. So, in this email, I will attempt to work through some ideas I have had regarding the region’s reputed origins, and possible evidence thereof. 

				Written evidence of Toxteth from back when old Toki first planted his fabled spear in the Mersey mud is, as you might expect, hard to come by. According to volume three of Farrer & Brownbill’s History of the County of Lancaster, prior to the Norman Conquest the district was divided equally into two manors held by the Saxon thanes Bernulf and Stainulf. They each possessed “a virgate and a half of a plough-land”, as well as a similar quantity of unfarmed, heavily forested land. The untilled portion of the territory is widely assumed to have been either unsuitable for farming, or else left wild for the purpose of hunting boar and other game. 

				After William the Conqueror had had his way with England, Toxteth passed into the ownership of Frenchman Roger de Poitou, along with other lands all over the country. The name “Stochestede”, attributed to the place in the Domesday Book of 1086, is translated by some scholars as “stake place” or “stick place” from the Anglo-Saxon words stocc and stede. A reference to the Viking founding ritual I mentioned earlier, seemingly.

				You may have come across the 12th century historian William of Newburgh. He was infamous for his accounts of “The Green Children of St. Martin’s Land”, revenants returning from the dead to terrorise medieval England, and of magicians who “through secret cooperation of evil angels, turn rods into serpents, and water into blood”. In book six of his Historia rerum anglicarum, William makes mention of Tosteth near the maeres ea (literally “boundary river”, and widely thought to be the origin of the name Mersey). There, “... deep within the woods exists a tiny and ancient village whose tenants still converse in the old tongue and shun the Sacrament of Baptism.” 

			

			
				I have long been tempted by the idea that this brief entry might suggest that the original Viking settlement and its customs had survived among those trees which Bernulf, Stainulf, and Roger de Poitou had left untouched. 

				In 1207, Liverpool officially came into being. King John had the manor of Toxteth and the nearby village of Smeedown (now Smithdown) destroyed, to make way for hunting land. This territory was named the Royal Park of Toxteth, though its boundaries extended far beyond those recognised as Toxteth today. 

				As the centuries went by, the Royal Park of Toxteth shrank, its boundaries forever being eaten away. It was inherited by various men of title before coming to Richard Molyneaux, 1st Baronet of Sefton, in 1604. Molyneaux decided to tame the land which had been given over to beasts half a millennium earlier, and the Royal Park was miraculously transformed into farmsteads. 

				The tenant farmers on the southern edge of the district – corresponding approximately to today’s districts of Toxteth and Dingle – were Puritans from the nearby town of Bolton. They built the historic chapel in whose graveyard Cromwell’s troops are said to have encamped during the Civil War. It still stands at the corner of Park Road and Dingle Lane, less than half a mile from my own front door.

				It is known officially as Toxteth Unitarian Chapel, but is more commonly called The Ancient Chapel of Toxteth. This is where the astronomer and poet Jeremiah Horrocks was schooled, and eventually laid to rest in 1641. A plaque dedicated to his memory still hangs on the wall, each of its four corners decorated with a five-pointed star. Horrocks’ schoolmaster was the clergyman Richard Mather who, though well respected locally, seems to have been at odds with his church superiors. He was suspended several times for “nonconformity in matters of ceremony”, on one occasion by the Archbishop of York himself. 

			

			
				In 1635, disillusioned with the Church of England, Mather and several of the Toxteth Puritan parishioners joined the Company of Pilgrims. They made the journey to Bristol, and from there set sail for America, arriving at Boston Harbor during one of the most catastrophic hurricanes of the era. This trip was recorded by one Isaac Whateley in “The Old Country. Memories of an Andover Old Gentleman.” published in The Andover News-letter of 1706(reprinted rather badly in Campbell’s Mersey Memories Volume Two). Whateley was a mere infant when his family left Toxteth for New England, but his article includes stories told by his older relatives of their lives on the Liverpool farmsteads. The most intriguing of these reminiscences reads as follows: 

				


				... short way from the Chapel [there was] a wood where lived a group of aged women whose huts stood before my people came [to Toxteth]. The place was as [large as?] a farmstead but much overgrown, with the River Jordan running though it... The Preacher said the women shouldn’t be allowed [to live there?] but the landholder held that they had the right, their mothers and their mother’s mothers having lived there. People were unhappy and after a time [the huts] were burned and the women driven away. 

				


				“River Jordan” was the nickname the pious Puritans gave the brook that once marked the southern boundary of the Royal Park, the stream which later became Dickinson’s Dingle. This suggests that the women mentioned in the piece lived within, or on, the boundary of the Royal Park. That their “huts stood before my people came” and that “their mothers and their mother’s mothers” had lived there would seem to indicate that theirs was a community of some age. The fact that only “aged women” lived in the settlement implies a society at the end of its life where men and the young have left and only mothers and grandmothers remain. Could Isaac Whateley’s testimony be evidence of the last remnants of the “tiny and ancient village” which William of Newburgh wrote of some 500 years earlier? The relevant passage in Historia rerum anglicarum mentions that those who lived in the wood refused to be baptised, presumably subscribing to some older religion. Could this be the reason that “the Preacher” (possibly Mather?) and others were not keen on having them live so close to their Puritan community? Could a fraction of Norse culture and society have survived for almost 1,000 years here on the banks of the River Mersey? 

			

			
				The bleariness of my eyes tells me that I have been reading and typing for a very long time. It may well be time to imbibe a glass or three of homebrew. Apologies once again for clogging up your inbox with my ramblings. 

				


				Good night. 

				John 

				


				+ + +

				


				To: Brian J. Showers (gothicdublin@gmail.com)
From: John Reppion (john@moorereppion.com) 
Sent: 22 Dec 2008 02:02 
Subject: (no subject) 


				Brian,

			

			
				


				I must choose my words very carefully here. I am writing to you because my earlier emails might somehow help to explain what has happened – what is still happening – although I 
admit I am not sure exactly how. I’m extremely tired, and have spent the last twenty-four hours immersed in the history of the land on which Princes Park now stands. Maybe the combination of these factors has triggered some sort of uncanny episode, the kind of phenomena reported by greater writers than myself where work intrudes on real life in some bizarre way. I’d think that it had all been some kind of fevered dream, but the black, foul-smelling mud tracked across the carpet is real enough. And the sound. The scratching at the window. I’m trying not to think about it. 

				I will start at the beginning. I will lay out the bare facts, as I have done in my earlier emails. Perhaps some sort of sense will emerge. 

				After I sent my previous message, I was true to my word and opened a bottle of homebrewed stout. Feeling rather alone in the living room – unaccustomed as I am to being on my own in the flat – I decided instead to watch a DVD here in the study. I found one of the copied discs my friend Shane sometimes sends me. These are generally obscure or low-budget horror of a kind ideally suited to watching whilst drinking. I don’t remember much of the film, but I was well into my second bottle of stout when I must have started to doze. I awoke in a fright, a horrible sound ringing in my ears. 

				Recovering from my initial shock, I knew that the noise must be part of the film’s soundtrack. Cursing my stupidity, I removed my headphones. It was with a sense of horribly creeping dread that I then realised the sound was now louder than before, and coming from outside. It was like the desperate, mewling cry of a stricken child or, more accurately, a chorus of cries. After a few moments of panic, I came to the conclusion that the sound must be cats fighting, and again cursed my fuzzy-headed irrationality. Opening the window, I was not hugely surprised when my own cat came leaping into the room. But the awful sound – half bark, half scream – still echoed horribly outside. Peering out into the darkness I saw a tangle of shapes moving in the park. They were too large for cats, their movements somehow less fluid, more primitive, and gradually I came to the conclusion that I was looking at a group of foxes. I couldn’t tell whether they were fighting, mating or something else, but their cries were relentless and somehow painful to hear. I shouted out of the window, but my yell was feeble by comparison and the foxes seemed not to hear it. It was late, past twelve already, and I was baffled by the fact that no one else seemed to have been drawn to their windows by the sounds. 

			

			
				Pulling on my shoes and picking up my keys, I went out to the garden. Standing at the fence, I could see the pack of creatures swirling and tumbling around a single spot, as if they were attacking something. There is a garden nearby where chickens are kept, and I thought it possible that the canids were fighting over an unlucky bird. It seemed that there were four or five animals, but it was impossible to count accurately because of the weird manner of their movements. I shouted again and this time banged on the metal railings which separate the garden from the park, but the foxes were unperturbed and continued their grisly, unnatural dance. 

				Sitting here now, I can’t really say why I did it – the sounds were crowding my thoughts, and I suppose I was desperate to silence them – but I ran out of the garden and round to the heavy iron gates which lead into the park. I stopped there, the tangle of beasts some four or five hundred feet ahead of me, and again I shouted. I shouted as loud and as long as I could, but I could hardly hear my own voice above the noise of the foxes. Desperate to break the group up, I ran toward it. I was within twenty feet of them when the pack finally disbanded. The lean, low shapes scattered into the surrounding undergrowth, and at last the sound stopped. 

			

			
				I stood for a while catching my breath and savouring the silence. The park was still and dark, a faint mist all that remained of the earlier thick fog. Looking around I spotted a pair of yellow luminescent eyes watching from beneath an overgrown hedge. I considered throwing something at it to drive the animal off farther. It was then that the sound started again. 

				A few hundred feet head of me, close to the red granite monolith dedicated to Richard Vaughan Yates which marks a fork in the path, I saw a lone, low black shape. A sound, just as loud and complex as before, seemed to be coming from the creature. It occurred to me that the foxes might somehow have caught a cat or small dog, and that this individual was now struggling to carry the poor creature off on its own. Again I ran. The crouched silhouette skittered ahead of me. I half expected the beast to drop whatever it was carrying, but it left no carcass or wounded thing in its wake. 

				I stopped at the monolith thinking that the creature should by now be sufficiently scared to keep running. However, the second I paused, the shadowed form did likewise. Its dreadful mewling began again and all at once the magpies seemed to come alive in the trees around me – their horrible chatter sounding like sinister mocking laughter. I was suddenly furious, angry almost to the point of blind rage, and once again I gave chase. The air seemed filled with birds fluttering and flapping, hideously packed together like a swarm of monstrous locusts driving themselves into a frenzy as they beat their wings against each other. 

				The thing which I thought was a fox lolloped ahead of me. As we rounded the path into the dip carved out centuries ago by the Puritan’s River Jordan, the creature splashed heavily though a puddle and seemed to slow down. I redoubled my efforts, now intent on catching the beast. I shudder now to think what would have happened if I had laid a hand on it. 

			

			
				My foot must have caught some unevenness in the path, and I stumbled, falling face first into the puddle. I struck my head hard on the tarmac. My vision flashed white. Sitting up dazedly, I wiped the muddy water from my face and found it mingled with blood from my own nose. Magpies covered every branch of every tree, their chakker-chakker laughter all the more uproarious after my fall. The fox-thing stood some twenty or so feet ahead of me at the edge of the boating lake. Despite the bright moonlight, it somehow still appeared as though a silhouette. Between it and myself was a trail of wet prints – prints that had not been made by the paw of any animal. 

				I know that what I am writing does not make sense. Maybe the blow to my head and the tiredness fuelled by my recent esoteric delving has caused some kind of delirium. I would love to believe that – I wish I could believe it – but the sound at my window is all too real. 

				The prints that lay between me and the fox-thing looked as though they had been left by the bare feet and hands of a child. I looked toward the creature – the thing that was not a fox – and it looked back at me. It turned its head and its face, its awful face, was that of an ancient and wizened woman. And she was laughing. 

				I tried to crawl away from the thing, to claw my way out of the miniature valley where the path lay, but it was as if the laws of time and space had become distorted. Each desperate, dream-like motion seemed to bring me closer to that horrendous creature until I couldn’t bear it any more. I closed my eyes. There was nothing else I could do. 

				When I opened them again, I was knee deep in stinking mud, amongst the dead reeds at the edge of the boating lake. A figure was reaching out toward me, a voice calling to me. I struggled to get away, but my legs were stuck firmly in the mud. I fell backwards, my head and shoulders dunking into the ice-cold water. 

				Hands closed firmly on my shoulders, and I was sure that I would be dragged to the bottom of the lake, drowned like the others before me. Instead I found myself yanked gasping from the water and hauled awkwardly onto the path. 

			

			
				It was a middle-aged couple – they must have been cutting through the park on their way home from some nearby pub lock-in. They thought I was drunk, or on drugs. The man, a burly workman type, smelt strongly of whiskey. He swore at me, asked me what I thought I was playing at. I couldn’t answer. I felt as though I was a child, and the only thing I could think to do was run away, back through the park, avoiding the path that winds around the lake. I ran until I reached the safety of my own flat, and bolted the door behind me. 

				I’d had time to  gulp down a fair bit of stout, my heart just beginning to slow a little, when the scratching began. Thinking it must be my cat, I moved towards the living room window and drew the curtain aside. But at that instant a sound came from behind me. I turned in surprise to see the cat, his fur standing straight up on his back, staring past me at the window. He produced that terrible warning wail cats make when they have been cornered. Behind me the scratching was more frantic than ever. I let the curtain fall, without so much as turning toward the window, and left the room. 

				The true horror of it is that the creature – that thing which is not a fox – seems somehow to know which room I am in. Wherever I go in the flat, that scrabbling and scratching at the sill follows. I can do nothing now but wait for dawn and hope that the sunlight somehow dispels this nightmare. 

				


				John 

				


				+ + +

				


				To: John Reppion (john@moorereppion.com)
From: Brian J. Showers (gothicdublin@gmail.com)
Sent: 22 Dec 2008 17:34 
Subject: RE: (no subject) 


			

			
				Hi John,

				


				Hope all is well with you. 

				Phone and internet are still down at home, but it’s turned out to be an unseasonably sunny day despite yesterday’s snow flurry, so I decided to walk into town. 

				I’m afraid I haven’t had time to read the other emails you sent, but something in your first message had my brain ticking over all of yesterday. You mentioned a minister called Richard Mather. The name rang a bell. After chewing it over all night I decided to call into the library. I’m sure you know all of this already, but I thought I’d share anyway: 

				Richard Mather (1596-1669) arrived at Boston from England on 15 August 1635. He was a pastor in Dorchester, Massachusetts up until his death. Richard was father of Increase Mather (21 June 1639 - 23 August 1723) and the grandfather of Cotton Mather (12 February 1663 - 13 February 1728). You are no doubt familiar with his Memorable Providences, Relating to Witchcrafts and Possessions (1689). Both Cotton and Increase were involved in the Salem Witch Trials of 1692-1693, hence my familiarity with the name. 

				Having established the connection I couldn’t resist searching for any evidence of the Mathers being involved in witch-finding prior to their emigration. I’m sure you will not be hugely surprised to learn that this morning’s all too brief investigations have yielded nothing of the kind. Something that might be of more interest to you is following passage from Margaret Alice Murray’s The Witch-cult in Western Europe (1921): 

				


				In 166? at Liverpool, “Margaret Loy, being arraigned for a witch, confessed she was one; and when she was asked how long she had so been, replied, Since the death of her mother, who died thirty years ago; and at her decease she had nothing to leave her, and this widow Bridge, that were sisters, but her two spirits; and named them, the eldest spirit to this widow, and the other spirit to her the said Margaret Loy.” This inheritance of a familiar may be compared with the Lapp custom: “The Laplanders bequeath their Demons as part of their inheritance, which is the reason that one family excels another in this magical art.” 

			

			
				


				I cross-referenced the names and (partial) date and found several similar records, one of which states that one of the familiars bequeathed to the sisters were supposed to take the form of a fox, the other a badger. Margaret’s surname is given as Lay or Ley – both of which are thought to be variants of an Old English word for a clearing in a forest or wood. Could this relate to the Royal Hunting Ground you mentioned in your email? 

				I admit that it seems a bit of a stretch. 

				


				Regards, 

				Brian 


				


				




			

			
				


				


				


				


				


				DARK WATERS 
by Adam Vidler


				


				The waterhole was deep and deliciously cool under the burning sun. Ray let himself float, eyes closed. His ears dipped beneath the water, plunging him into a world of silence, and he drifted in blank emptiness. Then a rock landed beside him, splashing water all over his face. He came up spluttering, wiping his eyes. 

				“What the hell?” he called, laughing. 

				Kat was sitting on her towel on the shore, grinning beneath her sunglasses. “I meant to hit you!” she said.

				Ray paddled towards her. The deeper water was stingingly cold on his feet. “You’re lucky you didn’t.”

				“Yeah? Says who? Maybe I could have got out of here and gone to a proper hotel or something.”

				He chuckled, treading water in front of her. “People would come looking for me. They’d find you out.”

				“Nuh-uh.” She threw another rock. It sailed over his head and landed with a splash behind him.

				He paddled closer. The smile faded from his face. “Look, I know camping outdoors isn’t what you probably had in mind for a holiday...”

				“God, you’re over-sensitive.”

				“...but this place isn’t bad. And it’s only for the night. We’ve got a tent, plenty of food, and–” 

				“Do shut up, Ray. It’s fine. I made one joke. I like it here. Nobody to bother us, and even the road went off on its own a mile or so back. If it weren’t for all the bloody rocks I’d ask you to come share my towel.”

				He grinned. “You could come in here.”

			

			
				She looked at him over the edge of her glasses. “Yeah? How deep is it down there?”

				“Dunno. I dived earlier, didn’t reach the bottom. Too cold.”

				“Well, then. I think I’ll stay where I am and finish my nice warm book.”

				“Scaredy-Kat.”

				“Now we’re back in school.”

				“I know you are, but what am I?” He raised one dripping arm out of the water. “What happens if I splash all over the book?”

				Her sunglasses slid up over her eyes again. “You don’t have the guts.”

				She was right. He kicked back and returned to floating atop the abyss with a contented smile. Until she threw a rock at him again.

				


				♦

				


				The campfire popped and snapped, a speck of light in the surrounding dark. Camp was away from the waterhole, in the long defile they’d climbed down that morning. Their car was on top of the ridge, and pitted stone cliffs rose around them like walls, darker shadows against the stars. The ground was sandy, and dotted with sprays of stunted scrub trees. Ray grinned at Kat as he waved the pan over the flames. 

				“See? Not just baked beans for us tonight. Primo sausages.”

				“Where the hell did you get those?”

				“Butcher’s in town, while you were at that book sale at the library. Kept them in the cooler all day.”

				Kat wrinkled her nose. “Are they okay to eat?”

				“Ice was barely melted, hon. They’re fine.”

				She drew her knees up to her chest and hugged them. “At the library sale, they had a book about this place.”

			

			
				Ray glanced up from his cooking. “What place? Here?”

				“This waterhole, yeah. It’s called Blackwell or something, right?”

				He frowned, trying to remember the map in his car. “Yeah... Think so.”

				“Right, well, they had this book. It was kept away from the others, so I asked why. Apparently they wanted like a hundred bucks for it.”

				“No shit? Don’t they try to offload all that stuff for fifty cents or whatever?”

				“This was a handwritten copy, an old diary, with a red leather cover. The woman there said it was the diary of the first guy to explore this part of the country.” Kat looked out into the night, towards the waterhole. Above them the stars prickled, a great carpet of white needles in the dark. The sausages popped in the pan and she flinched.

				“What’s wrong?” Ray asked.

				“Sorry. Nothing. It’s just that it’s only the two of us out here, and it’s night and all. The lady at the library said that diary was pretty out there. That this area had some horrible things happen in it. The explorer went mad, they reckon – they only found his diary, and it was just filled with gibberish, languages nobody had ever read, that kind of thing. Never saw him again.”

				He chuckled. “Oooh. Scary.”

				“Shut up. It wasn’t, then. When she was telling me about it. Now that I’ve just got your ugly face for company though...”

				“Yeah, yeah. I’ll protect you, don’t worry.” He poked the sausages with a knife, and grunted in approval. “Ready. Grab your plate. Want an egg?”

				“Nah.”

				They ate in silence. The world around them blanketed everything with stillness. Impossibly distant, the stars burned with cold fire.

			

			
				“God, it’s quiet out here,” Kat said.

				“Yeah.”

				“If we ever have kids they’d better like the quiet. No way I’d want to raise a child in the city.” 

				He stiffened, and she looked up from her plate as if she’d sensed it. 

				“Oh – no, Ray, I didn’t mean –”

				“Right. You never do.”

				“Oh, come on, don’t be a dick.”

				“Yeah, I’m a dick, got it.” He dropped his plate on the ground. “I’m going for a walk.”

				“Ray...”

				He dumped his plate on the dirt, jerked upright and stalked away.

				The scrub trees and the darkness swallowed him, and he walked without knowing where he was headed, wrapped in his own fury. Hands in pockets, he found himself at the edge of the waterhole. He frowned. He didn’t think he’d been walking for long enough. The glow of their fire was lost behind him. To either side, the pockmarked cliffs loomed over the waterhole. 

				“Kids,” he muttered. “Goddamn kids.” He stooped and picked up a handful of flat stones. “I don’t,” he skimmed one, “want”, another, “kids!”

				He watched his stones bounce across the flat water. Ripples spread in the starlight. He looked at the last stone in his hand – an odd one, not like the others. It was black and veined with quartz, and felt strangely cold in his hand. Anger bloomed deep inside him. He clenched his hand around the stone, hard, hissing as its sharp edges cut into his palm. Teeth bared in a snarl, Ray flung the stone out, not bothering to skim it. It splashed into the water. Dark ripples spread away from it and the stone sank, taking his anger with it. He blinked, and drew a shaky breath. Where did that come from? No – he knew. He knew where it came from. He rubbed his eyes. 

			

			
				“Stupid,” he muttered. He’d been stupid. Rude. Cruel. It was time to apologize. He drew a deep breath, released it, and turned back towards camp.

				Behind him, the stone continued to sink. 

				


				♦

				


				Kat wasn’t sure what woke her. A dream, or – no, it was gone. Ray was breathing deeply and evenly beside her. He’d come back to apologize a couple minutes after storming off. They’d hugged, and she had apologized too, even though they both knew she didn’t need to. She smiled down at him sleeping. If that’s the only fight we have on this trip, she thought, we’ll be lucky. It wasn’t really his fault, how sensitive he got about kids. Being raised by a monster like that...

				A low sound came from outside. She froze. It was hard to identify, but once she had, it clung to her ears. A low, mournful call, almost turning into a song at times. She nudged Ray. “Hey,” she whispered. “Ray. Wake up.”

				“Mm. S’it morning?”

				“No. Can you hear that?”

				He rolled over, already sinking back into sleep. Kat shook her head, and sat there hugging her knees until the sound drifted away. She needed to pee. 

				Outside the tent, the night was silent, save for some gurgling at the waterhole that echoed through the low scrubby trees. The night was moonless, but the stars gave the landscape a pale sheen that was enough to see by. She walked away from the camp and squatted unhappily behind a patch of twisted shrubs. Bloody outdoors. As she stood, the sound began again.

				She froze, half crouching, her shorts pulled to her knees. Out here, beyond the thin walls of the tent, it was louder. A bird, she told herself. A stupid bird. It came to her how ridiculous she had to look, and she stood more abruptly than she needed to, yanking her shorts up. 

			

			
				A twig cracked under her foot. The low, weird hum softened. There was something haunting about it, almost enchanting. And it was coming from... coming from everywhere. She relaxed, her eyes drifting.

				The waterhole shivered under the stars, a rippled black canvas. Kat stood on the shore. How she had come to be there? There was no breeze, but even so the water was rolling with little wavelets, as black and cold as the sky it mirrored. She shivered. The sound was still there, within her mind, throbbing and humming, a mournful and irresistible summons.

				This is crazy, she thought. This is a damned pond, not – 


				With a gentle splash, something broke the surface. She yelped, and sank to her knees. A stone. Impossibly, it was a stone, floating on the water’s surface. Drifting towards her. A weird stench came with it, ancient and decayed. Trembling, she crawled to the very edge of the water. Hollow noises filled her ears. She reached out, fingers shaking, and picked the stone up. A glimpse of dull, white quartz against black and – 

				A world exploded in her mind.

				She saw Ray for a moment, felt his fleeting bitterness. Then others, men and women, with white skin and black, on and on. The vision reeled back through thousands of years, millions, the supplicants no longer even vaguely human. And beneath the water...

				Whimpering, helpless, she felt her mind crumble. Her very self was bending, shattering. Somewhere, her body convulsed. Hunger assailed her, hunger to drive her into madness. Finally, she saw what awaited her.

				She screamed. There would be pain, and there would be no peace to follow it. As she tumbled into icy darkness, 
the depths cracked open beneath her, yawning wider and wider.

				


				♦

				


			

			
				Ray woke with the sun high in the sky, holding himself absolutely still. Just below his throat rested a black stone, veined with quartz. He’d known he would find it there. In his dreams, he’d seen a dead man come and place it on his chest. In his dreams, he’d seen Kat, shorn of her name and mind, swallowed first by the water and then by the thing that dwelt beneath it. In his dreams, he’d seen the smile on her empty face slowly eroding in the blackness.

				He could not think. Would not think. He got up, struck the tent, and drove toward the city. Alone. 

				After an hour on the road, under the sweltering sun, he reached the little town they’d passed through only yesterday. The book sale was still going, the banner wilted in the heat. He got out of the car and walked slowly up to the table, where a beaming middle-aged woman waited. 

				“You have an old book here,” he said. He could hear the dull flatness of his own voice.

				She regarded him ironically. “Yes?” 

				Of course they did. Hundreds of them. “A...” He felt as if his memory was leaking. “A red book. An old journal. I’d like to buy it.”

				“Oh, I see. Well, that one’s going to cost you quite a bit, young man.”

				“A hundred dollars, I know.” He pulled out his wallet and slid two fifties towards her. “Here you go.”

				She looked slightly startled, but the money decided her, and she turned around to dig through a box on a table behind her. “Ah. Here.” Turning back round, she handed him a carefully-wrapped package. “Be careful with it. It’s in pretty good condition but, well, it’s old. I’d recommend having somebody type it out for you instead of trying to read it.”

				“Thanks.” The word felt like lead. 

				Ray took the package back to the car, and moments later, he was rumbling through the quiet main street, heading towards home. He drove for as long as he could, before pulling over at the side of the road and winding his seat back. The instant he closed his eyes, silence swallowed him, pressing in. Impossibly, he slept.

			

			
				Kat’s face, faint and wavering, floated into his dreams. He saw it dissolving, fleck by fleck. A whispered call settled into the fabric of his mind and woke him, raw-eyed and sandy-mouthed. Defying the night, he turned the car on, put it into gear, and drove the rest of the way back to the city without pause. Before him, the red sun rose.

				Eventually, he reached the block where he and Kat lived. He parked the car in the cool dark of the garage, and rested his clammy forehead on the steering wheel. He’d hoped, faintly, that the humdrum chaos of the city would reassure him, drag his mind away from the wild places that lurked in his dreams. Instead, the very mundanity of it grated on him. The engines and voices and electronic hums blended together into a shrill urban scream. It was a desperate pretence. The city – humanity, life itself – was just a husk, a crust over an endless black well that went down, and down, and down. Ray cradled his face in his hands and cried softly.

				Up some unremembered number of stairs, he found himself facing the door of their – his – flat. His hands shook as he opened it, but only a little. Eyes dry, he walked inside and dropped his travel-bag to the floor. The furniture, the walls, the gleaming white fridge in the kitchen, it was all so mockingly normal. As if reality meant something. 

				Kat’s touch was everywhere. Her heels, discarded in a corner. Her handbag, stuffed with makeup and tissues and coins, slumped on the stupid wicker chair she’d bought at a garage sale because she thought it would add some rustic colour to their bland little home. Ray’s knees shook, and he collapsed onto the couch and cried, really cried. Sobs shuddered through him like earthquakes. Devastated, exhausted, and terrified in equal measure, he was powerless to stop sleep from claiming him. 

			

			
				Kat’s face hung there in his dreams, melting, degrading. He could see her meat, her bones, the emptiness left behind when she had gone. He felt the waiting hunger around her, the agony and fury of imprisonment. Despite all the miles, he was aware of its terrible regard, and he knew with awful certainly that Blackwell was waiting for him.

				He woke in the darkness, with resignation cold in his mind. Nothing he could do would alter his path. He was going back. Even so, he would not go unprepared. Ray sat up, flipped on a lamp, and grabbed his travel bag. Opening the old diary carefully, he began to read.

				When he was done, it was past noon. His eyes were red and gritty, and his hands shook like an old man’s. He put the diary down, and lay still on the couch for a long moment. Then his expression hardened. Snatching Kat’s old laptop from the coffee table, he flipped it open and began to type. Somewhere, he thought, there’s an answer. There has to be. Something like this could not be wholly secret. Somewhere, people knew the truth and they would be able to tell him what to do.

				That childlike faith sustained him only briefly. Oh, the knowledge was there. Over the hours and the days that followed, Ray pored over formless terabytes of madness, seeking the thin threads of truth. He found people who  genuinely believed the world was ruled by well-disguised lizards, people who believed Christ’s bloodline yet dwelt in the shadows, people who believed in aliens and ghosts and presidential vampires. Buried beneath it all, tiny shrieks in a chaotic maelstrom, were the desperate pleas of the few who had seen what he had seen.

				The days went on, and so did his search. His phone rang and beeped, and eventually stopped after he flung it against the wall. He slept only when exhaustion forced him to, and every time he did, he saw Kat, eroding cell by cell into the darkness. Nothing terrified him more than the moment when those visions ceased to make him weep.

			

			
				One day, there was a knock at the door. Ray started, blinking the world into focus. He shook his head, and bent back to the computer screen. The knock came again, louder. “Mr. Cooper? Are you in there?”

				It had been a long time since he’d heard a spoken word, and it hit him like icy water. He shook his head and stood. His stomach rumbled painfully, and he became aware that he stank. With his head feeling packed with prickly straw, he answered the door.

				A taller man wearing a suit stood on the other side. “Raymond Cooper?”

				“...” Ray’s throat was like sandpaper. He swallowed. “Yes?”

				“I’m Detective Windsor. Did I catch you at a bad time?”

				Ray shook his head. “No. Now’s fine.” His voice was rusted shut.

				“May I come in?”

				“Do you... do you have a warrant?”

				A pause. “No. This is fine. Mr. Cooper, I’m here regarding the whereabouts of Katherine Jermain. I understand she lives with you?”

				Ray swallowed. “Yeah. She w – is – she was my girlfriend.”

				“Is or was?”

				He looked down. “Was.”

				The detective nodded and jotted something in his notepad. “Is she here now?”

				“No.”

				“Because she was due back at work three days ago. She’s been reported missing.”

				Ray nodded. “Okay.”

				“When did you last see her?”

				“Um. About – what’s the date?”

				“The twenty-sixth.”

			

			
				“Oh. Uh, about two weeks ago.”

				“What was she doing?”

				Ray’s eyes teared up. “She–” He shook his head. I’m sorry, Kat. “She left me. I took her into Ralston. She got on a bus and left.”

				The detective’s pen flicked across his pad. “What time was that?”

				“Afternoon. I don’t know, about three.”

				“Why did she leave?”

				“We had a fight.”

				The detective looked up sharply. “What about?”

				“Is that really important?”

				“I wouldn’t have asked otherwise, Mr. Cooper.”

				Ray looked away. “She wanted – she wants kids. I don’t. Do the damn math.”

				“It’s all right, Mr. Cooper. I’m sorry I had to pry. And that was the last time you saw her?”

				He nodded.

				“All right. Thank you for your time.” Windsor put his pen in his shirt pocket and looked at him. “You know, most guys who go on a binge when their woman leaves them stink of booze. You on something else?”

				He met the detective’s eyes. “Is that any of your business?”

				The detective glanced at his notepad and smiled. “Well. Not yet, Mr. Cooper. But I wouldn’t leave town if I were you.”

				Ray swung the door shut and rested his head against the laminated wood. They’ll be back. It didn’t matter. He knew everything he needed to know, now. He grabbed his car-keys and his wallet, and left.

				


				♦

				


				The sun was sinking when Ray arrived at the waterhole again. It was still and quiet, the water as black as oblivion. He killed the engine, enjoying the honesty of the silence around him. Opening the car door, he stepped out onto the gritty sand. Below him, Blackwell waited, biding its time. He stumbled along the cliffs, down the steep rocky defile, exhaustion biting hard. He forced himself to ignore it. 

			

			
				When he got to the edge of the pool, he sat down heavily and dipped his feet in the water. It was blessedly cool. The quartz-banded stone was right there, beside him, as he’d known it would be. He picked it up, and clenched it in his fist. Sharp pain soaked into his hand and up his arm. He grinned, pouring his self-loathing into it. Then he held it out and released his grip, dropping the stone into the water.

				For a moment, on the far side of the pool, he thought he saw Kat standing there, beautiful in the dusk. A momentary flicker, and she vanished. He nodded to himself, tears pouring down his cheeks. Ignoring the rocks, he lay down on his side, looking out over the cold waters. As the sun vanished, he closed his eyes.

				


				


				


				




			

			
				


				


				


				


				


				INK 
by Iain Lowson


				


				Quiet words ripped into the silence. “I’m not done yet.”

				Francis Dupont actually flinched, startled at the intrusion. Hot shame flooded him, and he immediately rallied his defences. He realised that he’d been slumped slightly, mouth open in amazement. Snapping himself ramrod straight, he mustered his irritation, and pursed his lips in the disapproving sneer feared by the nation’s artists. 

				Moving slowly, deliberately, Francis gave Greg Porter’s comment a dismissive shrug. He kept his eyes on the huge piece in front of him, though. It wouldn’t do to... do to... He shook his head briskly. It wouldn’t do to let Porter see he’d been shocked. It was just a little, of course, but even so, it was unthinkable. 

				“No artist is ever finished with their work,” he said. “It’s a shame they bother starting, usually. Still, I can’t see what more you could possibly do to rescue... this.” He studied the piece carefully, despite the disinterested hand he flapped at it. Somewhere in there, as he looked through... looked to find... looked... He’d see the error, the mistake there always, inevitably was. That would be the thing he clung to later, the foundation of his acerbic deconstruction of Porter’s folly. It was in there. Somewhere.

				In his peripheral vision, he saw the artist walk past him, and took the opportunity to turn back to fully face the mammoth work. The paper was handmade, as was usual for Greg Porter, but on a scale many magnitudes greater than anything the man had attempted before. A single sheet ten metres long and six metres high, it curved along its length, and tipped in slightly at the top. It utterly dominated the main hall of the Tate Gallery, forcing the chairs and tables to jumble at the sidelines. 

			

			
				Rough and fibrous as it was, the paper stood alone, seemingly unsupported. Francis had meant to check round the back to see how the tawdry illusion was achieved, but he... wanted to... there was... he needed to look at it for longer. The piece was theatre – ridiculously amateur theatre – not art. When Francis had first walked in through the gallery doors, he’d guffawed at the over-dramatic spot-lit intensity of the off-white sheet. Then he’d stalked down the hall, peeling off his kidskin gloves, dropping them... away... they went away... he...

				Porter walked toward the paper, and Francis found his breath quickening. The man was watching him now, his face a neutral mask. Cheap Greg Porter, in his cheap supermarket jeans and his cheap supermarket shirt and his cheap supermarket shoes. He was no more the ‘new Escher’ than he was the new Pope, whatever that damned old fool Gunnell claimed. Just a scrawled copy of a tired old gimmick. Francis had said as much in last Sunday’s Seven, for the Telegraph. Even now, the artist was toying with a black biro pen – a cheap supermarket black biro pen. The only thing he ever used. 

				The top flipped off, and fell to the floor with a miniscule clatter. 

				Porter seemed to hang in the space between Francis and the paper. The sheet was completely filled, edge to tattered edge. It was an impossibly intricate dance of incomplete lines, truncated swirls, broken edges, implied angles, suggested marks, near-circles, almost-squares, aching triangles, exploded curves, all blasphemously separate in their continuous tangle. It was an insult! It offended the eyes. It... it...

				“It hurts,” he murmured. 

				Porter stared at him, eyes as cold as space, seeming to skewer him. The man reached out with his silly, cheap pen. Francis raised his hand slightly, as if commanding the artist to stop. He was appalled to see that he was trembling. The artist’s gaze stayed fixed on him, his face an immobile mask, as the pen made one last stroke.

			

			
				“I’m not done yet,” Porter repeated. “But this is finished.”

				Francis shrieked aloud. All the lines seemed to converge on that last pen stroke, the only fully straight, intact stroke in the whole piece. It rooted the work, gave it a reality. Gave it a bridge... a bridge to... the truth of the work rushed in. Porter’s mask dissolved, and the man deftly threaded off through the weave, returning to that which he spawned even as it spawned him, passing over and away as it coalesced through him.

				Lost, Francis fell, as he flew, as he turned, as he stood. He screamed and screamed, the sound sliced to little ribbons of sanity that fluttered around him. Eyes built for simple lies saw truth, witnessed colours beyond physical expression. In turn, he was observed, ignored, passed on. And on. And on. Elegant abysses of infinite chaos yawned before him.

				Elsewhere, in an empty hall, a huge, blank piece of paper collapsed in on itself. It swooshed to the ground, crumpling in familiar angles and comfortable shapes. There it lay, and lied anew.

				


				


				


				




			

			
				


				


				


				


				


				DEMON IN GLASS 
by E. Dane Anderson


				


				“It is the cleansing of the body that properly prepares the soul for its ultimate destination.” 
– Dr. Rachel Lamarche, ‘Healing the Body Through Carefully Managed Fasting,’ 1893.

				


				Spring-Summer, 1897

				


				No one seemed to know all that much about Dr. Rachel Lamarche before her arrival in Ludenberg. She had built her so-called “health sanitarium” out in the woods near Mansfield some three years earlier. Prior to that, she’d resided in New Orleans, where she had published a book both explaining and praising her unique fasting method as a cure-all for disease. There had been much speculation as to why the State had ever awarded her a license to practice any sort of medicine. It was a common assumption that substantial amounts of money had changed hands in order to help facilitate the paperwork.

				I had seen both her and her husband in Ludenberg on several occasions, in town on business purposes. She kept an office in the Terry Building over on Blanchard Street. At a distance, she was a strikingly attractive woman, not least because of the ostentation of her attire. No matter what the season, she was always dressed in bright colors and furs, and usually accompanied by a small dog, dyed to match her outfit. Close up, things were very different. The constantly stern expression on her face made her appear much older than her thirty-two years. Even when she attempted a smile, one could always see the scowl that she was trying to conceal behind it.

			

			
				Her husband Paul, on the other hand, made absolutely no attempt at visual pretense. He was a large, hulking Creole, and tended to the business side of her operations. His expression was always one of complete indifference, which many found quite disturbing. Even though I had only brief encounters with him, he left me with the impression that he was quite capable of killing a man as easily as shaking hands.

				As for her “clinic,” I was lucky enough to have had an intimate conversation with a journalist who had actually been to the property. Jerry Dugan, a young reporter with the Ludenberg City Examiner, described her sanitarium as not much more than a series of shabbily built cabins quietly nestled in the forest. Although everything he had seen appeared to be above board, he could not shake off the unnerving conviction that there was something quite wrong about the place. This impression was probably compounded by his never having actually seen any patients on the premises.

				I ran into Dr. Lamarche on the street, just days before the troubles began. She was walking up the hill from the train station. As per usual, her dress was quite lovely, a certain shade of yellow that set her above the shabbier denizens of the city. As we passed each other, she gave me one of her trademark emotionless smiles, and nodded to me as though she knew who I was, even though we had never formally met. 

				That brief encounter left a slight chill down my spine, but I quickly forgot about it, as I had more pressing matters to attend to. I was walking to my studio, to keep a late morning appointment. Mr. Rufus Wismer, the owner of a large shipbuilding firm, wanted me to photograph his new wife. If memory serves me correctly, she was the third Mrs. Wismer.

				Photographic portraiture was the bulk of my work, the so-called bread and butter that kept my business alive. On occasion, my subject happened to no longer be among the living. I did a considerable number of postmortem photographs for the Butterfield and Sons Mortuary. I found the work quite easy, as the subject was naturally adept at holding still. On most occasions, I even aided the chief embalmer, Mr. Clarence Weston, in preparing the subject for the photograph. This typically included posing the deceased, as well as using various tricks to achieve a more lifelike quality for the face.

			

			
				Then came a day when, for no adequate explanation, established procedure totally changed. The deceased in question was a Miss Gladys Beecham, a middle-aged English woman of considerable means. A portrait was to be made for her grieving relatives back home in the old country. Unlike any previous occasion, when I arrived I had found that the deceased had already been fully prepared and even posed by Mr. Franklin Butterfield, the second son of the firm’s founder. Mr. Weston had not even been permitted to participate in the embalming process. Everything had been done personally by the younger Mr. Butterfield.

				Although Mr. Butterfield was behaving quite normally, I sensed a nervous apprehension in the air. There was something definitely amiss. But as it was not my place to do so, I made no inquiries. The mortuary was one of the most reputable firms in the city. I continued with the job at hand, quickly exposing my customary three photographic plates, and then swiftly returned to my studio to process the negatives.

				After examining the processed plates, I determined that the first exposure was the best, being the sharpest of the three. The second plate had an unfortunate flaw in the emulsion that revealed itself as a series of irregular, dark patches in the center. Once again, I was glad that I had recently switched over to the relatively new silver bromide process. The materials were much less expensive, allowing me the luxury of exposing multiple glass plates on a single subject.

				After I had completed printing the chosen negative, I decided to print the flawed negative as well, in order to better understand whatever mistake I’d made in applying emulsion to glass. As I watched the silver image forming on the paper in the developing bath, I felt a cold shudder run down my spine, just as though I’d been touched by a piece of ice. I initially assumed that my imagination was getting the best of me. However, after examining the finished print with a magnifying glass and under proper lighting conditions, I wished that I’d just broken the negative and left well enough alone.

			

			
				What I saw on the image could not have been generated by an improper application of photographic emulsion. Nor could it have come from any sort of flaw in the chemicals themselves. What had appeared as a dark patch on the negative became what I could only describe as some sort of horrifying, luminous, semi-translucent creature. Its dozen or more tendrils were somehow enveloping the body of poor Miss Beecham from behind. Something that could have been a featureless head was peering from over her right shoulder with two menacingly black eyes.

				Without thinking, I foolishly moved the magnifying glass over the face of the poor dead woman. What I saw put me in a state of shock, but I found it nearly impossible to look away. Superimposed upon the dead woman was a second face. It was glowing, much like the devilish thing that stood with her. It was clearly the same woman, but instead of the serene calmness exhibited by the corpse, its expression was agonized terror, as though the woman was screaming in torment.

				The magnifying glass slipped from my hand and fell to the ground, scattering broken glass all over the floor. I just sat there, trying to comprehend what I had seen. All of my attempts at any sort of rationalization failed utterly. The only remotely reasonable explanation I could find was that I had somehow captured the condemned soul of Miss Beecham being dragged to hell by one of Satan’s demonic minions. I could not imagine what the poor woman might have done in life for her soul to deserve such a fate.

			

			
				I couldn’t tell anyone what I had found, of course. That would have put me in one of those newly-established wards for the insane over at Eastgrove. So I cleaned the glass plate to be used again, and burned the print. It took a few weeks, but I eventually convinced myself that what I had seen was merely a product of my imagination. My nerves had leant some sort of hellish life to what in the end was nothing more than a freak manifestation of chemistry. With work mounting up, I eventually put the whole incident out of my head. Nothing is more convincing than the lie we tell to ourselves.

				


				♦

				


				Unfortunately, my doubts came flooding back some time later, when the most extraordinary man walked in the front door of my studio. He introduced himself as Simon Homewood, a junior consul from the British Consulate in New York. Naturally, I assumed that he was presenting himself to me as a prospective client. I was terribly mistaken. I again felt that exact same ice-cold chill run down my spine when he told me that he was investigating the death of a Miss Gladys Beecham. 

				It took me a moment to react. By then, he was already inquiring whether or not I had been the photographer employed by Butterfield and Sons to make the postmortem photograph.

				“Indeed I was,” I answered, at first having difficulty forming a complete sentence. “But I’m afraid you would have to inquire at Butterfield and Sons. I am not at liberty to discuss any of the details.”

				“I’m afraid, sir, that you may be asked these exact same questions by officers of law,” he said, rather sternly.

				“And why is that exactly, if I may ask?”

				“Because it is my belief that the late Miss Beecham was murdered – deliberately starved to death at the Lamarche Clinic – and that Butterfield and Sons are complicit in a cover-up!”

			

			
				“Are you implying that I had something to do with this cover-up?” My voice was stronger this time, as I had partially regained my composure.

				“I only have one question to put to you, sir. Did you notice any irregularities with either the embalming procedure or the body of the late Miss Beecham?”

				“Mr. Homewood, I have a professional relationship with Butterfield and Sons. I’m not at liberty to discuss such details.”

				“Then it is my dear hope, sir, that this same question will not be put to you in a court of law!” With that, he abruptly left.

				I was quite perplexed on how to react to his assertion. I kept telling myself that whatever he was investigating could have nothing to do with that terrible image I thought I had seen, at least from his perspective. There was no way he could have known anything of it. Yet the connection was far too strong to be passed off as mere coincidence. It was well-known that Dr. Lamarche’s “cure” was based on a cycle of fasting, but it was difficult to believe that she was intentionally starving her clients to death.

				A few days later, Mr. Homewood made his assertions much more public in an editorial published in the Ludenberg City Examiner. It was his contention that Miss Beecham had, shortly before her death, transferred a considerable amount of her assets to Dr. Lamarche. Again, he alleged that the woman had been murdered, and that the motive was obvious.

				It did not take long before Dr. Lamarche’s response appeared in the Daily Star. Naturally, she denied all of Mr. Homewood’s charges. As she had done on many occasions, she proclaimed that her fasting “cure” would revolutionize medicine, and that any criticism was simply rooted in jealousy from the world’s medical establishment.

				


				♦

			

			
				


				Less than a fortnight later, I received a message asking me to come down to the Butterfield Mortuary to make a postmortem photographic portrait. I found nothing out of the ordinary with such a request, as I was typically called to the establishment weekly. But when I saw Dr. Lamarche leaving the mortuary with her hulk of a husband, I knew that something was definitely wrong.

				I was across the street when I spotted the two of them. I tried slowing my gait in a hapless attempt at avoidance. Even from that distance she saw me, lifting a hand to wave at me with that same devilish smile. I knew exactly what awaited me inside.

				The situation was much the same as when I photographed Miss Beecham. All the preparations had been made by Mr. Franklin Butterfield, including the posing of the deceased. Even from my customary four feet away, I could tell there was something quite wrong with the poor woman’s face. It appeared a bit puffy in places that seemed unnatural, and the color seemed a bit off, even for a corpse. As often happened, the deceased’s eyes had been sewn shut and false eyes painted on the eyelids for the purposes of the photograph. This time they seemed a little hastily drawn, as though someone had been in a bit of a hurry.

				 I concealed my concern over the apparent irregularities, and placed the focusing cloth over my head. As I began to make my adjustments, the image of the dead woman became crystal clear on the ground glass in front of me. I typically used a magnifying glass in order to create the best-focused image possible. Then, in the glass, I noticed something that could not have been seen from any other angle.

				Although she was completely dressed from head to toe, including a high collar that concealed most of her neck, I could see a small portion of her bare left wrist. Under the magnifying glass, the small patch of skin looked abnormally yellowish, and nearly paper thin. This was something that I had never seen before, not even in a partly decomposed corpse.

			

			
				I wanted to ask whether she had been a patient of Dr. Lamarche’s, but kept my silence, and made my three exposures. Perhaps Mr. Homewood’s assertions were true, and the good doctor was indeed starving her patients to death. I was beyond terrified as I contemplated what horrible vision I might have just captured. 

				It turned out that my fears were justified. Just as before, a series of dark patches appeared on the second of my three negatives. I made only a cursory examination of the image before concluding that it too contained a hellish apparition and an unfortunate tormented soul. I didn’t have the courage to print the negative. Instead, I immediately destroyed the glass plate.

				


				♦

				


				Over the following days, I alternated between brandy and laudanum in order to both sleep and keep the terrible nightmares at bay. It was on the fourth morning, I believe, that an aggressive pounding at my front door awakened me from my medicated slumbers. 

				Two visibly shaken sheriff’s deputies had come in need of my services. It seemed that a terrible crime had occurred just outside the village of Mansfield, and a photographer was required immediately. On the face of it, this was not an unusual situation. I had been hired to photograph several crime scenes for both the municipal and county authorities. It was the location that alarmed me, however. Knowing immediately where we were going, I only asked one question. “How many photographic plates do you think I will need?”

				“All of them,” the deputy replied.

				When I finally arrived at the Lamarche place, the situation was far more hellish than I ever could have imagined. Every building on the site had been burned to the ground. The smell of charred flesh permeated the air. At least a dozen sheriff’s deputies wandered the area looking for elusive answers. The late summer heat was only making things worse for everyone involved. In the basement of the main house, they found what was left of Paul Lamarche. Even with his corpse in the state that it was in, it was obvious that he had been shot in the face with a large-caliber weapon.

			

			
				Lying next to him was the partially burnt body of one of the two nurses who had worked at the compound. She was quickly identified as Margaret Huddleston, aged twenty. The poor girl had been shot several times in the head and chest. The other nurse, Linda Colman, was found several hours later, wandering down one of the lesser-known county roads in a trance-like state. Unfortunately, I was present when she was brought before the Sheriff for questioning.

				Miss Colman was in a terrible state, her crisp nurse’s uniform soaked in blood. When the Sheriff tried to ask her what had happened, she answered in a slow and chillingly deliberate manner, “We didn’t do this, we just prepared them, prepared them for the others.”

				“What others?” the Sheriff demanded.

				“The others, the others that came. They did this. We just prepared them.” She would say nothing else, except for a series of nonsense syllables that she repeated endlessly before being taken away.

				It was obvious to everyone present that the poor girl had gone completely insane. Whether a direct participant or only a witness, the incomprehensible things that had occurred at that place had shattered her mind beyond recovery. The prosecuting attorney had her quickly committed, on the advice of Dr. G.G. Helmsworth of Eastgrove State Hospital.

				In the burnt out remains of each of the four cabins, deputies found six barely recognizable bodies that had been Lamarche’s patients. Over the course of their “cure,” the two dozen unfortunates had been systematically starved to death. In an adjacent field, the deputies dug up the disassociated bones of at least thirty more individuals. They doubted that enough remained of them to ever make a single positive identification.

			

			
				I spent the next four days in that hellish place, photographing everything that the Sheriff deemed worth recording. Eastgrove Hospital even sent out a young pathologist, a Dr. R.L. Warren, to assist in determining the manner of each death. With every click of the shutter, my terror mounted as I imagined what might eventually reveal itself upon the glass negatives.

				It was late in the fourth day when one of the Sheriff’s deputies discovered that terrible thing in the still smoking remnants of the main house. He called Dr. Warren and myself to take a look. At first glance, it seemed nothing more ominous than a curiously-formed black statuette. It wasn’t until we took a second look that an overwhelming, soul-chilling dread swept over us.

				The statue was the distorted image of some blubbery bipedal creature with bat-like wings and extended digits. The figure was sitting on a throne, one that was covered in arcane symbols. Its head resembled that of a squid or octopus, being bulbous and altogether misshapen, and ending with a thick mass of disgusting tentacles. Somewhere deep inside, I recognized it as an abomination against nature itself. My mind recoiled frantically, and I closed my eyes, but the damage was done. 

				When the newspapers got wind of the statue, it was natural that they came to all sorts of conclusions surrounding devil worship and other forms of demonology. But those of us who actually saw the thing instinctively knew that its origins were much darker. 

				In that moment of revulsion, I understood that there was no God, not in any sense that the poor, deluded clergy had any notion about. Where was their God when these poor souls were being methodically murdered to feed impossible horrors? I had seen the photographs of the after-effects. Whatever hideous name this blasphemy might have possessed, it and its followers had far more command over this world than any mythological deity ignorantly invoked from the pulpit. 

			

			
				It took more than a fortnight for me to force myself to process and print the almost one hundred negatives that I had exposed. As they developed, looking at each one swiftly proved more agonizing than the last. As the images formed, I waited in abject terror to see what monstrous thing might expose itself next. I found myself consuming more and more laudanum in order to get through a single session in my darkroom.

				Out of the ninety-four photographs that I had made over the course of those four days, seventeen contained the most monstrous images. The charred, emaciated corpses from the burnt out cabins produced many terrible visions of the victims’ ethereal, agonized screams. Such images even appeared on more than one photograph of the disarticulated skulls recovered from that hellish field. Each one of those prints and glass negatives I immediately destroyed. It was during this process that my hands developed the significant tremor that I have become so resigned to.

				Franklin Butterfield was quickly implicated for assisting Dr. Lamarche, and covering up the deaths by starvation of at least four of her patients. Before the younger Mr. Butterfield could be arrested, the family spirited him over the border into Canada. They had him committed to a private sanitarium believed to be somewhere in the northern reaches of Saskatchewan. Over the months which followed, a series of unsubstantiated stories filtered south about Franklin Butterfield and his almost demonic behavior. The young man had obviously been driven completely insane by whatever he had participated in with the Lamarches.

			

			
				Not a single trace of Dr. Rachel Lamarche was ever found, neither on the grounds of her so-called “clinic,” nor anywhere else in the area. For years afterward, people have claimed to have seen her in various places throughout the region. Not one reported sighting was ever substantiated or confirmed. I was not surprised. 

				The final image that I processed offered some clue to her fate. It was one of my larger photographs, of the still-smoldering main house. In it, a woman was standing just off to the right of the frame. One final time, I let my curiosity get the best of me, as I was unable to remember ever seeing a woman at that hellish place. After I foolishly made the print, I took out a magnifying glass. There was the semi-translucent figure of Dr. Rachel Lamarche. The trees were partially visible through her bright yellow dress. She was unmistakably looking right at me, waving politely at me with that exact same chillingly evil smile.

				After all the images were finally done, I turned in all of my materials to the Sheriff’s Office, for the preservation of the historic record. I never took another photograph again.

				


				


				


				




			

			
				


				


				


				


				


				SCALES FROM BALOR’S EYE 
by Helmer Gorman


				


				Genealogy, that’s the thing. People like to know where they came from and who they’re related to, what their heritage is. What it means to be them. It’s nonsense, of course. The backgrounds we came from don’t make our destiny, don’t dictate what we do. Still, my mother’s always been kind of insistent about this sort of thing and about our roots, nostalgic for ‘merrie old England,’ and she always hit a brick wall when we got back as far as that. I wasn’t going to pass up a free trip to England and so, here I was.

				I wasted as much time as possible in London. Coming from a small New England town, life in the big city was fascinating to me. I’d never even been as far as New York before, let alone somewhere as exciting and foreign as London. They spoke English, at least, and that meant I wasn’t as completely out of my depth as I would have been in Paris or Berlin. It also meant I had a really good time out drinking and seeing the sights. Eventually though, I had to get off my ‘arse’ and set about what Mom wanted. Renting a car, I headed out, following the ancient map my mom had given me. It didn’t even show all the roads that were signposted. As I drove deeper and deeper into the countryside, and nearer and nearer the coast, I began to wonder if the village of Maundbury even existed.

				Out of season it was cheaper, that was one thing, but outside the city, England was not the land of rolling green hills I’d been led to expect. Britain has this peculiar quality sometimes where everything goes grey. The sky is a cool slate grey, the mist swirling around you is the same and, when you see the sea, it’s the same damn color. Top to bottom grey, to the point where it seems to stretch away into infinity, and you can’t tell where you are or even how blind you’ve become.

			

			
				I found the turn off, finally, that was supposed to lead to the village. Mom was on a mission to have me find old church records, so we could trace the family further back. Maundbury, my home town, took its name from this village. Early settlers just weren’t creative with the names when they first came to America. Ours were particularly lazy, not even bothering to put a ‘New’ in front when they founded the place.

				The road, such as it was, was more of a track. It didn’t bode well. The car bounced and shuddered along, wreathed in mist, and I was shaken nearly out of my seat. When the road dropped in front of me, vanishing into nothingness, it was all I could do to bring the bone-shaking car to a halt. The front wheels came to a stop mere inches from falling away into whatever the unknown darkness hid.

				With my heart in my mouth, I opened the door and stepped out into the swirling grey. The wind was blowing from behind me, weakly, out to sea. I could hear waves some distance below, washing against the shore. Everything sounded flat and muted in the fog. If I crouched, I could feel the very edge of the cliff, tufted with sickly grass, but there was no way to see the sea or know how high I was above the beach. It could have been twenty feet or two hundred. The only reference points were the misty glow of the car’s headlights, and further away, a distant, glowing porch light.

				Perhaps I’d taken a turn off too soon, and the one I’d wanted had been the next one. I didn’t dare try to move the car in this mist, though. I reached in and turned off the engine, cutting the lights, and left the car behind. I had no choice but to wait for it to clear. Hopefully, I’d be able to get some help to move it then.

				The ground was soft and crumbly like cheese under my feet as I trudged. Swirling mist clung to my hair and clothes and dampened them. The distant glowing light slowly resolved itself into a run-down Victorian house. It was weathered by the rain and the salt, with rotting window frames and mold-speckled glass. Simultaneously hopeful and worrying was a sun-faded sign in the window of the door, which said ‘rooms available.’

			

			
				A glance at my watch told me it was only eight in the evening. It felt much later. I’d hoped for a pub or an inn to stay at. There were no other lights around though, and this seemed to be the only place to go. I hammered my hand against the door and stepped back to wait, trying to put on my best all-American smile for whoever came.

				The door opened, and the rush of heat that issued forth felt almost stifling compared to the cold outside. I blinked and smiled, and smiled and blinked again, and gave my best and most cheerful “Hi!”

				The person who stood there in the light was a wizened little dwarf of a man. He was all hunch and hair, with occasional sparse clusters of red in the snow-white of his beard. Sea-green eyes peered up at me from the dark depths of his wrinkles. “Can I ’elp you?” He leaned against the door, seemingly pretty confident for an old man confronting a stranger on his doorstep.

				“My car’s stuck.” I shrugged apologetically. “I was hoping that maybe I might be able to get a room tonight until I can get it sorted out tomorrow?”

				“Course you can. Come on in, before you catch your death.” The old man’s face creaked into a smile, and he stepped aside.

				The air outside was a soaking blanket of cold, but inside it was steamy and hot. The moment I crossed the threshold, sweat began to pour down my back. The place was so cramped, it even looked like the walls were sweating. Ancient central heating rattled away as I stood there taking in the Bible verses on the walls and the peeling wallpaper.

			

			
				The old man led the way to the stairs, and the threadbare carpet that covered them. It took him an interminable amount of time to climb the steps. I followed behind, trying not to feel impatient. 

				“Got nothin’ with you, eh?” 

				“It’s back in the car. I won’t be able to find it until the morning. Not to worry, so long as I can have a shower it’ll be okay.” Moving shadows caught my eye as I replied – a pair of female shapes watching me from the hallway below.

				“Bath.”

				“What?”

				“No shower, just a bath.”

				“Oh, that’ll be okay.”

				The women’s faces appeared in the dim, shifting light, framed by red hair, one old, one young. They stared unsettlingly until they slid out of sight when we finally reached the landing. Floorboards bent under my weight as the old man shuffled up to one of the doors.

				“And ’ere we are, Mister...?”

				“Bremer, John Bremer.” I smiled at him again, and assured him I’d be okay, and that I’d take breakfast in the morning. In fact, I all but slammed the strange old gnome’s own door in his face in my haste to escape into the room.

				The bedroom stank of damp and rot, and even with the main light on, it was surprisingly dingy. The window frame was crumbling and stained black, and the single-pane windows rattled as draughts wended their way through the frame. The bed had the firmness of chronic disuse, and the wet smell to match. It groaned as I sat on it. Sympathizing, I flipped on the bedside lamp, which barely made any difference.

				Mark 1:17 peered down at me from one wall in a gilt frame, and an old, local map glared down from the other. It appeared to show the peninsula we were on, ‘the Tongue.’ The village looked to be a the part of the peninsula that didn’t seem to be there any longer. Was Maundbury even still there? Was this all that was left? This whole trip might be a bust. Mom was going to be pissed, but if the village wasn’t even there, there was nothing to be done.

			

			
				Looking out the window told me nothing more than it had before. Outside the glass, the whole world was a sea of grey. It felt as if the house was the only thing that existed. The only sounds were the distant wash of the tide and the constant, unpredictable rattle of the heating. I couldn’t hear anything else – no television, no radio. It seemed odd. I wondered if they were gathered below me, silent, listening for noises from the ceiling.

				Whatever the case, I wasn’t going anywhere until morning. So I slept, swathed in mist, surrounded by Bible passages and the ghost of a missing village – the very past I had no real interest in.

				


				♦

				


				Come morning, the mist had cleared. Wiping the condensation and black muck from the window, I felt my stomach drop through my body to see just how close I had come to death the night before. From my vantage on the upper floor, I could see my car, inches away from the edge of the cliff. The track I’d been following plunged straight over the precipice, to the surf and rocks below.

				I swallowed and gathered my wits, pulled on my still-damp clothes from the night before, and stumbled out onto the landing. In the cold daylight, the dank old house didn’t feel half so threatening or strange. It just seemed somehow sad, a bygone reminder of decades before. The 1950s seemed like a good candidate. The place had that impoverished feel of rationing and hard graft to it somehow. Make do and mend, threadbare but prideful, and don’t let anyone say otherwise.

				When I found it, the bathroom was – by comparison – strikingly modern. At least it had been in the 1970s, when avocado was all the rage. There’s not really such a thing as a quick bath. It’s a ritualistic affair – running the taps, testing the temperature, laying out the towel, and so on. The bath wasn’t very clean though, so I made it as fast as possible. I dipped myself into the tepid water, and washed my hair with soap – I had nothing with me.

			

			
				The stairs protested my modest weight as I clambered down in search of breakfast. It’s one of those meals that the British never do particularly well. Their much-vaunted ‘fry-up’ is strictly for people who hate their arteries. About the best you can hope for is a couple of slices of toast, or a bowl of soggy cereal in milk that tastes like water because the full-fat is ‘bad’ for you. 

				This humble little shit-hole was no different. While I could have torn through a trough of bacon, I had to make do with a bowl of limpid bran flakes, with a few blackberries sprinkled on top for color. They didn’t even have orange juice, just water.

				There was no sign of the old couple while I ate my breakfast. The girl of the house, presumably their daughter, was the one who served me. She was dressed plainly, but looking at her it was hard to believe she came from the same stock. Her hair was a tumbling mess of bright red curls, barely held in check with a hair band. Her figure was a delight, and almost made the breakfast palatable. It certainly stopped me from doing the whole indignant and demanding American guest act. Instead I smiled and nodded in that special British way, and assured her that everything was just fine.

				Somehow I managed to drag myself away from the table to look outside. Everything was damp with dew. Wisps of the mist still lingered, around the house and the few lonely looking trees that clung to the cliff. I retraced my steps back to the car, and gingerly climbed in, triple checking I was in reverse and ready to go. Finally I risked starting the engine, and backed away from the precipice.

			

			
				I didn’t want to spend any more time in the guest house just yet. Once I’d gotten the car back next to it, I left my suitcase in the trunk after hauling my coat out. When I pulled it on, I realized it was the first warm, dry thing I’d felt since I arrived.

				As the sun rose higher, I strolled along the edge of the cliff, looking for a way down. There was a path, though it looked a bit treacherous. Old plastic ‘danger’ signs were dotted along it, but someone had rigged up a rope you could hold onto as you went up or down. So, palms burning from clinging to the rope, I stumbled my way down to the beach.

				I jumped down the last couple of steps onto the sand, and wrinkled my nose. There was a lot of weed washed up. The tide mark was sticky with decomposing sea life, oil, tar and plastic, too. The mess was hopping with sand fleas. I trudged past it down towards the waterline.

				The sand was rough, and unpredictable underfoot, making me stumble and sway. In some ways it was more like mud than sand, and it wasn’t any color I’d been expecting. Where do you even get grey sand? Here and there, dotted along the beach, were pebbles. Some of them looked a little odd, bright red shining up from the muck. I bent down low and picked a piece up. It was rough like pumice and light in my hand. I tossed it up and down, catching it out of the air as I finally realised what it was – red brick, washed down to a smooth surface like the rest of the pebbles. Perhaps part of the lost village that was just out there, beneath the waves.

				The whole beach was dotted with these little red reminders, artifacts of the town that had sunk. Now I’d seen one, I spotted more and more, chunks of bright red standing out against the dull, grey sand. I wandered slowly down the beach, following the bands of the tide line, stopping every now and then to crouch and pick up one of the rounded pebbles. Brick wasn’t the only thing to have been worn smooth. Pieces of glass, worn opaque, were dotted across the grey. Green glass, blue glass, clear glass. Had they been bottles? Windows? Something else?

			

			
				It was just scraps, bits and pieces. Nothing earth-shaking here, nothing important, nothing to give me any sense of connection or of history. Nothing to link me to the people who were the ancestors and cousins of my own town, so far away. This place, these people, they were meaningless. I tossed a smooth lump of brick into the sluggish waves and sat down, immediately regretting it as the damp soaked into my ass.

				That’s when I saw it.

				Something glittering, shimmering in the lazy, foamy waves. It wasn’t the sun on the water. There wasn’t enough sunlight for that. It was something else. I hefted myself up, struggling back to my feet, soaking my shoes and socks as I stepped into the wetness. Something about the water seemed foul. I didn’t want to linger there. It wasn’t just the rotting weeds but something else, something more that I couldn’t quite put my finger on. Still, I steeled myself and thrust my hand into the froth, plucking out a single golden coin from the grey sand.

				I held it up in the wan light, and brushed the sand off it as I stepped back out of the water, shaking my feet. The coin was gold, for certain. It wasn’t round, though. It was more like a child’s drawing of ‘round’. Rough and ready, a crude image of something. Maybe a horse? Maybe a stag? The letters ‘C’, ‘V’, ‘N’ stamped into it. It didn’t make much sense to me. It looked like nothing I’d ever seen before, but I thought perhaps the strange family at the house could tell me more.

				I pocketed it with a frown, and looked back out over the sea. A larger wave washed the foul water up high enough to re-soak my shoes. For a moment, just a moment, the pointed tip of a church steeple broke the dull surface of the sea, like a broken tooth peeking from behind blackened lips. The only sign of our past, the history I’d come to find and, somehow, it made me shudder. 

			

			
				Damp and none the wiser, I stopped at the edge of the path that slid back up the cliff and raised my eyes to the guesthouse squatting at the top. It was an even toss which was least hospitable – the sloshing murk, or that slumped shit-hole and its lurking yokels.

				At least I might be able to get some food at the house.

				


				♦

				


				Butter melted over the potatoes, even though they were barely done. It formed a slick, oily puddle around the limp white fish that squatted on the plate, taunting me. The edge of the fork wouldn’t cut it. It was barely cooked at all. I had to tear at it with my knife to pull pale, translucent, rubbery mouthfuls from the fillet. Not that this seemed to bother my hosts, who chewed open-mouthed around me without any sense of shame or manners. For all the prayers on the walls, they hadn’t said grace. We sat, chewing at each other in uncomfortable silence while I forced my way through the meal.

				The whole time, the two women stared at me, one gaze milky-eyed and one clear. The possible daughter’s eyes were keen and green, and she stared at me with unalloyed fascination. It made her look demure, and her old fashioned clothing seemed somehow inappropriate. The man watched me too, but the gaze of the women was something you felt, almost physical. Like being pinched and prodded and judged. It was making me nauseous, as if the food wasn’t enough to do that all by itself.

				I finally managed to choke down the last rubbery bite. The watery taste of the fish lingered in my mouth, making me salivate – but not with hunger. I tried to break the silence. “I found a coin, down on the beach this morning.”

				“Oh, ah? A shilling or somethin’ from the town, reckon?” The old man picked his dentures.

				“No, older I think,” I said, low and quiet, unsettled by the staring women. I fished in my pocket and plucked out the old golden coin I’d found, set it on the stained tablecloth and pushed it over towards him.

			

			
				The old man plucked it from the table, holding it up close to his rheumy eye for inspection. “Ah, Celtic, yes. Very old, and gold too. We get detectorists down from time to time, looking for them sorts of things, but this place is ’ard to find, and the cliffs can be dangerous. Especially after a storm. We find some bits and pieces from time to time. I can show you after we eat, if’n you’re interested...” He let the last word hang, elongating the vowels strangely, and smiling to me with a peculiar twinkle in his eye.

				“Oh, aren’t we finished?” I shouldn’t have asked. 

				The old woman got up hurriedly and scurried out to the kitchen. She returned carrying a horrid-looking rice-pudding with a leathery black skin. I swallowed the nausea welling up in my mouth as best I could. “Lovely.”

				


				♦

				


				My stomach moaned as the strange old man led me up to his room. He paused every few steps on the creaking stair to turn back and make sure I was still following. He seemed excited somehow, licking his lips, his hands wringing together limply as he took me into his bedroom and turned on the light. It was so dim it only seemed to lengthen the shadows and frankly, I was glad I couldn’t see too well.

				The room had the same pervading smell of damp that plagued the whole house. The curtains were drawn and faded by the sun. Filthy cobwebs clung to them, festooning every corner. Beneath the damp were other smells, stale sweat and the hanging miasma of barely-cooked fish from the kitchen below. All that was forgotten though, as the wizened old boy dragged a case out from under the bed and flipped it open. Even in the light of that fly-speckled bulb it glittered. The reflected sparkle from the case lit the old man’s face up with a buttery glow. “We finds things time to time as well. A little retirement fund.” He winked.

			

			
				It was amazing, a trove of gold coins of all different sorts, golden torcs, clasps, brooches. I was no expert, but it all looked crude, old, ancient even.

				“Afore the Romans, an’ perhaps a little after, too,” he offered. I picked up a torc, a kind of golden collar. “A professor came some time back an’ told us all ’is theories.” He laughed, a sort of snorting cough. “Don’t know much about it all mesself, but ’e left some books if you want to read about it.”

				“I’d like that.” My voice sounded strange to me, almost reverential. To be holding something so old, so priceless. I set it back down, carefully, in the case. The old man rummaged around some more, dragging out another battered suitcase, turfing out old clothes and heaving out a couple of books.

				“Villagers used to find this stuff all the time. There were a little museum of the stuff in the church. Professor said they were offerin’s or somesuch. I weren’t payin’ too much attention. But ’ere you go.” He laid the thick, hard-backed books in my hands. “Best read them, if’n you want to know more. I s’pose you’re stayin’ another night?”

				I nodded, and he seemed pleased with that. He ushered me back to my room as he hobbled down the stairs to give the good news to his wife. I sat and cracked open the book, straining to see in the dim light of my room and poring over the absent professor’s materials.

				


				♦

				


				The books were old, musty, going back to the ’20s and the ’30s. They spoke of archaeological finds I had never heard of in a style of English as dusty as the books themselves. The print was small and hard to read in the room’s half-light. The content was likewise dry and academic and beyond my understanding. Even so, I strove to learn what I could, while it did its best to send me to sleep.

			

			
				The little I could take in seemed fascinating. The ancient Celts had a tradition, it seemed, of offering riches to their gods in bogs, rivers, lakes and pits. Exactly the sorts of things the old man had in his case, even if there were no weapons, no armor, no shields in his trove.

				Here though, these goods had to be offerings to the sea, and I saw little in these books about such a thing. Would such offerings ever be found, given the tides and storms? And what about the sheer size of the sea? If the water were an entrance to the underworld, as the books suggested some Celts had believed, what greater doorway could there be than the sea? This must have been why the professor had come here. He was seeking to understand why so much should be found here in this lost town, of all places.

				I read all afternoon, and into the evening. It grew dark, and my eyes watered with the strain. I was clutching at straws, but something inside me felt that the answers to my family and town’s pasts were here in these books. If I could just find them. When I next looked at my watch, the hands read after midnight. I stared at it. Had I left the room and eaten again? I couldn’t remember. My eyes were gritty with reading, but still I couldn’t put the books down.

				Then, some few minutes later, there came a soft knock upon my door.

				I wiped my watering eyes and set the book down a moment, then opened the door.

				The daughter – I assumed – stood there, wide green eyes looking up at me. Her feet were bare and she rocked on her heels, an unsettlingly false smile on her lips. “May I come in, sir?”

				Sir? The demure politeness seemed to go beyond her dress to something else and, unbidden, the thought came to me that her parents must be cruel to keep her so beaten down and silent. Even those words were barely a whisper. I nodded to her and turned back into the room. 

			

			
				“What did you want?” 

				She gave no voice to anything, but the door clicked shut and there was a flutter of fabric. My back stiffened as I turned, and I bit my lip as I looked at her.

				The old-fashioned dress was in a pile at her feet, and her loose-limbed, slender body was naked in the dim light. She was more shadow than flesh, and what could be seen was pale and lovely. 

				“I don’t think...” I began, but she stopped me in a moment. She stepped up to me, soft and lean and small against me. She was urgent and shameless, her mouth at my lips, silencing me as she pushed me back with surprising strength onto the creaking little bed.

				I didn’t even try to protest, even though I knew it was a bad idea. It had been a while since the willing girls of London town, and even the cynical fashionistas of Soho hadn’t been as forward, as demanding as this girl. She held me down, squirmed on top of me and stripped me bare, tearing buttons and scratching flesh with rough nails in her eagerness.

				“Everything.” She followed the single word with a sibilant hiss in the dark. The light caught her eyes, flaring them red, like an animal in headlights. Her sharp nails and long fingers twisted my watch from my wrist, and then it was just us. Skin and hair, nails and teeth, and nothing more.

				She was cool but wet, demanding and fierce, sharp little teeth biting into my shoulder as she writhed on me. There was nothing I could do, nothing I wanted to do. She took what she wanted with a fierce and consuming need. I didn’t even know her name. When she quivered against me, stifling the slight gasp she allowed herself, she took me over the edge so powerfully, so suddenly, that the borders of my vision dimmed.

				By the time my senses came back to me, she was slipping away again. She left me spent, exposed, the cold of the room freezing my damp flesh as sweat evaporated. A flash of milky leg, hip, breast. The whip of red hair tumbled from its pins. A brief flare of her dress, clutched in one hand. Then she was gone again, leaving me confused and thirsty, shivering as the wound from her teeth began to throb.

			

			
				


				♦

				


				I couldn’t sleep. The girl – I could hardly believe that I still didn’t know any of their names ‒ had unsettled me. Her scent lingered in the cramped bedroom, fighting with the smell of damp and my own sweat to dominate the room. It was cold now though, and I huddled deep under the covers. Not that it seemed to help. Every time I closed my eyes, I had the unsettling feeling that she was back in the room, standing over me. It kept jerking me back awake, heart pounding. She had bitten me, hard enough to draw blood, and it still ached, even though the bleeding had stopped.

				It was no good. I was too restless, strangely impatient. My head was swimming with unstructured thoughts, fears, wonderings. The professor’s books sat beside the bed, nearly incomprehensible, but the little that I’d deciphered had instilled in me the same curiosity that must have brought the professor here.

				I steeled myself, and swung off the bed into the cold night air, hurriedly pulling on my clothes. As quietly as possible, I crept out onto the landing. The boards creaked, every step sounding like the thundering tramp of a giant. I stopped, briefly, in the filthy little bathroom to soap the smell of sex from my body. Somehow that made me feel better, more human, more settled. I was up now though, awake, and I needed some air.

				The door of the house creaked in its warped frame as I tiptoed out. I closed it with exaggerated slowness, sucking my teeth with unease, hoping I hadn’t woken anyone. The girl seemed to be the only other one conscious, though. A shiver ran down my spine as I stepped from the porch light and looked up to see her watching me go, cat-like, nose pressed up against the clear glass.

			

			
				I put her behind me, thrusting my hands deep into my pockets to keep them warm as I picked my way back to the cliffs. There was hardly any light tonight, no moon or stars, just the distant gleam from the porch and the faintest glow on the horizon to guide my way. My hand groped in the dark for the guy-rope, and found it. At the time, it seemed the only choice. I carefully inched my way down the treacherous path, bit by bit. The shadow of the cliff made the path and the beach virtually invisible.

				A slip, a tumble, part of the path gave way and I fell, sliding down the slope. I had no way to tell how high up I still was, how far it was to the beach. I panicked, so scared by the dark that I couldn’t even voice a cry. I barely managed a strangled half-yelp as I tumbled into the void.

				The ground drove the breath from my body, and left me spitting sand from between my teeth. I was winded, and the bite in my shoulder flared, but I couldn’t have fallen that far. It just hurt. Nothing was broken, dignity more bruised than flesh, but still I just lay there in the damp, yielding sand for a little while, getting my breath back.

				After a time, the cool dampness of the sand stirred memories from the bedroom, and that made me shudder. I sat bolt upright and struggled to my feet, brushing the sand from me with desperate pushes of my hands.

				Then I saw it.

				The sea was radiating light, a faint green phosphorescence that glowed brighter with every wash of the waves, then faded as they stilled. Eyes wide, I stumbled forward. Through the frothed surface of the glowing water, I imagined I could see the faintest shadows of the lost town beneath. Was it my imagination, or was I really seeing it? The squarish outlines of houses, streets, a dark shadow where the body of the church had to reach up to its still-standing spire. It was impossible to tell if it was real or a trick of the light, but it took me to the very edge of the sea. 

			

			
				Water lapped at the toes of my shoes as I stared into the glow. My eyes adjusted slowly to the dark. Shapes moved in the sunken town, unless they were just shadows cast by the waves. I could see where the beach sloped forward and then dropped off suddenly, down to those hidden shapes so much further below.

				There was a glitter in the sand where the water slopped back again. I reached down, plucking another coin from the sand and brushing it with my thumb. Gold again. Then I saw another, further out. I peeled away shoes and socks and stepped into the chilly brine, plunging my hand down into it to pull the coin from the sullen sand.

				Something different caught my eye then. A shining red, further out in the water, that seemed to twinkle like a distant star. It drew me. Distorted by the sea, it always seemed out of reach, but I waded forward until the water slopped around my hips, glowing about me with every step.

				I reached out, over the precipice, towards the crimson mote. I was imagining a ruby or a garnet, perhaps set in some ancient Celtic gold. It grew big in my vision with appalling suddenness, and the water swelled. A wave swept me from my feet and something... something boneless and long-fingered, something rubbery and cold as ice, something taloned and clammy and glutinous grasped my leg and dragged me into the dark.

				I don’t remember much else. Blackness. Panic. A great red eye, and teeth like broken glass.

				I don’t remember how I got away.

				The next thing I knew I was sitting in my car on the road back to London. A policeman was tapping the window, and asking me if I was all right. I was drenched with salt water. The car was soaked in it. Green weed still clung to my body, and my shoes and socks were nowhere to be found. I couldn’t speak to him. Couldn’t describe what I’d seen. There were ambulances, concerned people, people from the embassy, and then I was taken home. Numb with shock, and as helpless as a baby.

			

			
				I still don’t know what really happened. My leg is curiously scarred, with a shape like some enormous hand. Every scar is a mass of smaller, circular impressions in the flesh, as though it had been stripped away. On my shoulder, a double crescent of sharp, women’s teethmarks has never healed.

				


				♦

				


				I see it everywhere now, that lost town. The past of those who settled here, and that which they must have brought with them along with smallpox, gunpowder, horses and Christianity. Something worse. From my mother’s house, where she looks after me, I can see the beach. I watch the beach-combers every morning at first light. I hardly sleep. I want to leap out of my chair and warn them, tell them to keep clear of the sea.

				I’ve seen the strangely ornate design of the lampposts on the boardwalk. The way the warning signs about the riptides go missing every few weeks. At night I see that phosphorescent glow where the water touches the shore, and imagine I can see red lights hidden its aura.

				I walk with my mother, hand in hand. She complains when my grip crushes her arthritic bones as we pass a redhead and I see, in her eyes, the recognition and bold appraisal of the girl who bit me.

				But where can I go? 

				This is home.


				


				




			

			
				


				


				


				


				


				OF THE FACELESS CROWD 
by Gábor Csigás


				


				It’s six in the morning and I have to get up. I would get up, but the floor will be cold and I don’t know where I left my slippers, so I just decide to stay in bed. After half an hour of rolling around in slow motion, I take another pill, without water because my glass is empty. As I said, I’m not going to get up this morning, not even to refill my glass. The pill does what it always does, what its name promises (I know you know its name.) It makes me slip out of reality. I dream of nothing, the blank, thoughtless grey of the wet sky, staring in on me as I lie there among the sheets. Dreaming of nothing. 

				It’s only eight, still in the morning, when the rain wakes me up. It’s monotonous, but somehow faster. It patters on the windowpanes, conjuring up images of colourless high-tech weapons in my head. I try to push them down, to banish them. It’s not me any more. They must go. I’ve got nothing to do with them now. I sit up, taking a look at the bent mirror in the corner of my room. My shape seems just a blur. I feel as if I should take a shower, or at least clean my eyes somehow, because clear vision and an odourless body can save your life. I push these thoughts down as well. I’m just the unemployed husband of an employed woman these days. I have no business having such thoughts, absolutely none at all. 


				After watching TV for an hour, I notice Polly’s slippers under the second-hand table beside the bed. Her feet are quite a few sizes smaller than mine, but I use them anyway, fumbling through our room, through the mess, towards the worn-down kitchen. I barely notice my feet coming to terms with their situation. I reach the coffee pot, and start pouring something black directly into my mouth. Minutes later I’m sick in the toilet, but it certainly wakes me up. While throwing up, I study a half-nude supermodel on the cover of a magazine. Our eldest son (serving his endless days in some distant country now) left it on the cold floor last week, when he visited us for a day. I don’t really feel moved by the brown-eyed girl’s ethereal beauty. I know that’s something I should feel worried about, but right now I feel nothing. Nothing at all.


			

			
				Cooking takes time – quite a lot of time, as I’m not really used to it. It’s a ritual I have yet to learn, a ritual whose components vary. They’re different every damn day, or at least they should be, but since I’ve been doing it, it’s always pizza and some kind of soup. I’ve got to the point where I can alter the taste of the soup with the things I buy at the local store. I don’t remember their names, only the shape and the colour of their containers, and their places on the shelves. I can find anything and everything, if I’m told what to look for. This too is something I think I really shouldn’t remember, but I don’t push this down. Even Polly is glad that I have this knack for finding things. She never forgets to tell me what to buy. I buy nothing but what she tells me to. Nothing else. Soup is almost ready by the time Millie, our daughter, comes home. 


				Millie, I’m told – by her former friends – is working for the government of our amazing country. That’s a role I’m familiar with, but I don’t think I’d like to go into details about that. Quite the contrary. I let these thoughts sink, and just look at Millie as she takes off her shoes at the door. She wears high-heeled, transparent sports models, as advertised by some major brand on TV. I don’t know how she can afford them. 

				Secretly, I hope that she just pulled them off some dead agent of the type she and her ‘sweeper’ team (damn, I’ve had a thought about her job again) have to dispose of from time to time. If she really works for the people she’s said to work for, a pair of used shoes could be granted to her as some kind of extra, a benefit under some superficial terms in her contract. (Oh, doesn’t that sound weird? Sure it does. But that’s life. Weird.) Millie looks good. Actually, she is damn pretty. It must be the pills I’m taking that hold me back from committing something very awful and psychotic on some colourless day like this one. Yes, it must be the pills, and the knowledge that her employers would get angry at me. Even for such thoughts. They know what I’m thinking. They must know. So I just stand there, watching her go up the stairs without even looking at me. She passes under the shadow of a slowly rotating ceiling fan (Where have I seen this image? I should forget this. It’s a bad pattern from a movie.) I try hard to think about nothing. And I manage to do it. I’m empty. I’m nothing. I’m good at being nothing.


			

			
				I’m trying to eat the pizza and the soup I cooked alone, the grey of the TV blazing out at me from the screen. There’s a live feed on – I mean, a leaked live recording – of some people shooting some other people again, in a distant country (or the next street, who knows these days.) Only maybe it’s not people but things that dress like commandos, things that don’t really want to accept that they’re being shot to death and just keep coming back. The third time they do the trick the channel switches to ads. I have to switch too, because I’m all for action now. (It’s the pill doing this to me, isn’t it? It must be the pill. Yes, we’re supposed to blame the pill. People love and believe that.) If I can’t know what the end of that programme would be, I just have to see the end of another programme, get involved. 

				A call breaks my focus about five minutes later. It’s Polly, and she’s a bit stressed out. Her voice is a bit sharper than I’m supposed to love. She tells me to turn the fucking TV off else she’ll do it from where she fucking is, with these words. Now, that wouldn’t be good, she’s right. I could hardly be luckier than this. That not-so-secret branch of government has a shitload of employees. 

			

			
				You never know who’s watching over you or how he or she will react (of course within legal boundaries only) to what you’re doing. Legal boundaries mean nothing sometimes though, especially if they’re binding someone like Polly. That’s why I’m so lucky to have gotten just Polly and just this warning, and not someone who’s only like Polly but is not, in fact, Polly. God knows what they could’ve done to me. Well, maybe nothing, but I could’ve been spoiling someone’s big-ass fun and I’m nothing to do that, even if I don’t really get punished this time.


				I spend the whole afternoon in bed, and I don’t have any bad feelings about this. I don’t have any feelings about this, or anything at all for that matter. Anything at all. (One more pill? One more pill. Just one more.) I’m watching TV again, only this time I’m watching myself in it. My head disappears in an unblinking three-hour stare. My vision blurs again, the window a dull white patch of weak light on the left. I wonder what it might feel like when it’s not raining, but that never happens here in this corner of my beloved country, does it? 

				After the fourth hour, my perception begins to clear, but I’m starting to see images that I don’t think are really there at all. I see people whom I know to be long dead, or at least stuffed away in a big tank that’s lit from the inside with a sickening bionic green, the light they so often overuse in cheap sci-fi flicks. They are people I used to know, some of them pushed over to the other side by me, myself. They’re turning up on the empty, unpowered screen in front of me. I see them as if they were my reflection, as if it were them sitting on my bed, and not me. But it’s me – that’s what I keep telling myself, carefully unmoved by the ghostly images on the screen. It’s just me, no one else, nothing else. Just memories coming up and trying desperately to reshape the world, to reshape me. They don’t get more than a few seconds, each of them a few seconds. Their show is well over by the time Polly returns home from work.


			

			
				Something is wrong with the way we’re making love, but neither of us knows what it could be. I’m lying under her, pulsing. I think I’m big because I can feel that I can fill her, and the moment I think that thought I burst out laughing. She stops, even her sweating stops, and she stares at me from above, and I tell her it’s nothing, really nothing, and that she should just keep doing what she’s doing with her muscles down there. And she is crying now, tears of forbidden bitterness running down her cheeks, and she is moving. 

				I rise up to her face to taste that angry sadness that we all share. And those words I push down, and her ass I push down onto my lap, her skin tightly pressed onto mine. And I’m wondering what we could become if we melded together for real, if we became one. If there was nothing to stop us, nothing at all. But there is something. 

				Millie’s standing in the open door, watching us. Her eyes are dull and distantly disinterested, and what she’s saying is that we’re doing it wrong, that we’re doing it without any sign of real joy. The moment she says it, we know that she’s right, but we come, together, anyway. We seem to come. Millie goes away and out.


				It’s eleven in the evening when suddenly Millie returns home, a gun in her hand. I’m waving at her to stay silent, as Polly is already sleeping. She’s had a very tiresome day. Millie raises the gun to her head, to her temple, standing in the door. She pulls the trigger, and even though it’s just a light firearm, a very light one, her head explodes in a way that scares the shit out of me at that moment. As she’s sliding down the bloodied wall, I’m checking whether Polly woke up, but she hasn’t. I’m happy for that, because this is just enough for me to deal with. I really don’t think there should be more, and if she woke up, there would definitely be more. 

				I slip out of the bed carefully, stealing up beside Millie’s apparently lifeless body. As I’m taking her up the steps to her room, a trail of blood coiling behind us, I’m thinking about the things I thought about Millie half a day before. What I think about them is that the world always has some surprises for you, but there’s nothing surprising in this, nothing, nothing, damn it, nothing.

			

			
				


				♦

				


				At midnight, the fax under the TV babbles out something on a piece of paper (oh, we have Smartphones and tablets and stuff too, but the fax, the fax is more reliable they said, don’t ask why.) I wake Polly, and we read the paper together. She asks me about the blood on the floor that I forgot to clean up, and I tell her what happened. She stays calm, since it’s midnight already, and we’ll have to shift soon. In the next shift it’ll be easier for her, and harder for me, and this much hardship she can bear for a few minutes more. That’s what she’s telling me while we’re walking up the steps to Millie’s room. 

				Millie is sitting like a dead doll in one of the big armchairs, where I left her. Naturally, she’s not moving at all. How could she? Nothing moves after being shot like that at such a close range. Well. Almost nothing. Only, there are no advertisements to switch to when she opens her slowly regenerating eyes, and looks at us with a smile that has nothing you could call human in it. I consider whether I should scream. Is that in the role? Are we supposed to still be in character, or not? I decide then, finally, after a moment of hesitation.

				


				♦

				


				Sliding into her shape, I reach up and caress her nipples that are my nipples now. I’m getting them perfect, and I love the thought that I’m one of the ones who could have sex with anyone in the world. Well, almost anyone. It’s just the shape of their bodies that we can steal. Or is it? Well... No. We can steal their lives, too, (yes, your lives), given enough time and enough rest to practice. Yes, to practice how to become, how to be nobodies, how to remain nothing in the crowd. A face you meet any day, every day. A grey face, a couple and their daughter whom you’ve always thought to be your slightly demented neighbours, a father, a mother, and their daughter. 

			

			
				We are nothing, if we must be nothing. We take shape in your mind, from your mind, out of your mind. Oh, humanity! We take shape, all kinds of shapes. (We are what they call top secret, remember? Remember, Mr. President? You’d better not. No need to know about bio-engineered doppelgangers built on tech ‘stolen’ from a certain alien race from Yuggoth.) 

				Even though I was the father yesterday, the fax says now that today it’s me who’s Millie. Yesterday’s Millie is the father today, and Polly has to remain Polly for another day, because of the angry call she gave me. That was a mistake, the mistake of breaking protocol and reminding us of our real identities. The mistake of disrupting the illusion that we, for this brief period of time that we spend here, are nothing. That we are nothing, oh, nothing at all. And I just love being Millie. Even the fact that I’ll have to shoot myself at the end of this new day, even that can do nothing to deter me from loving being Millie. 


				And with that thought, I kiss my new father and new mother good night, and go to sleep. And in my dreams, for a few hours, I really am nothing but an empty reflection of a distant and uncaring God.


				


				




			

			
				


				


				


				


				


				SCRITCH, SCRATCH 
by Lynne Hardy


				


				Nestled in its sleepy valley, Muscoby was largely invisible to the rest of the world. It was just a little too far from the nearest station to have become a commuter haven. Likewise, it was that bit too remote in winter for the trip to the nearest town. Somehow the village struggled on, in spite of its obvious disadvantages. As the old ones withered away and died, and their children departed in search of a more comfortable life, outsiders began to take an interest. The quaint little cottages were bought up one by one for ever-expanding property portfolios. 

				The local council, officially responsible for the village’s wellbeing, had studiously ignored its existence for untold years. That gave them, to all intents and purposes, the dubious status of being Muscoby’s very first absentee landlords. As word spread, they suddenly remembered that the village was there. People with gleaming teeth began to use ominous phrases such as “development plan” and “diversification of revenue streams”. Before long, the road into the valley had been improved. A marketing campaign appeared, making much of the area’s history and natural beauty.

				Muscoby’s tiny church was of historical interest, true. Its ancient carvings of mice and rats were far older than the church itself. The valley was beautiful when the sun warmed it, even if that warmth never extended to the woods that ran back into the high hills. A tea shop appeared in what had been the Post Office. Ambitiously, a field at the very edge of the village was converted into a car park, in readiness for the expected influx of tourists. Pleasant walks were planned and leafleted, linked up to the greater hiking routes that criss-crossed the region. The walks all steadfastly avoided the woods, however. Everyone in the nearby town laughed at the villagers’ uneasiness, but there was an undeniable something about the robust trees that discouraged closer inspection. The impressionable suggested that perhaps it was the way they rustled, even when there was no wind. 

			

			
				And then there was the rat catcher.

				No one knew how long there had been a rat catcher in Muscoby. Some claimed that there had never not been the small, neat cottage at the uppermost edge of the village. It was close to the woods, and the catch of the day was invariably strung up between the trees beyond like so much bedraggled, furry bunting. The village’s children used to run as close to the cottage’s door as they dared – back in the days when the village still had a school, and children enough to fill it – chanting their queer little rhyme: 

				


				Scritch, scratch, see the rat,

				Bright eyes and twitching tail,

				Scritch, scratch, chase the rat,

				’Cross hill, and stream, and dale.

				


				No adult of the village ever challenged the rat catcher’s presence or importance, no matter how bizarre his behaviour – not even the vicar. One of the past rat catchers, much to everyone’s embarrassment, had briefly entertained a dalliance with taxidermy. Several of his dioramas still existed, safely hidden from sight in the archives of the town’s museum. The public’s taste for costumed rodents engaging in popular social activities had long since waned. There had been some brief talk of mounting a new exhibition as part of the council’s promotional drive. Thankfully, common sense had prevailed.

				The current rat catcher was a quiet man. The last of a long, long line, he carried out his duties with little fuss or fanfare. Every morning, Old Gurteen would patrol the fields and byways. He’d check and reset his traps, the corpses of his vanquished foes vanishing swiftly and silently into the sack he always carried with him. Then he’d wander into the woods, singing softly to himself, to hang the vermin from his lines by their tails. There they stayed, until nature took its course. 

			

			
				Eventually, the remains would drop onto the tumuli of bones left by the countless fallen. Perhaps the disconcertingly crunchy noise of their footsteps kept the villagers out of the woods. Without a doubt, treading on the litter left by a million tiny corpses was an uncanny business. Whatever the reason for their aversion, the trees remained free of human interference. They grew strong on their diet of festering meat.

				It took longer than most had expected for newcomers to begin objecting to the rat-catcher’s charnel house wind-chimes. Specifically, it was the holiday-makers who rented the tastefully modernised investment cottages. These visitors took great offence at the stench of death and decay ruining their attempted picnics in the woods. They despised the baleful, rotting eyes gazing at them as they cautiously communed with nature. This was supposedly their time away from the stresses and strains of urban life. 

				The council realised that something had be done to protect their investment. The matter would need very careful handling. An unseemly, headline grabbing kerfuffle absolutely had to be avoided. Old Gurteen, as his name suggested, was no longer in the flower of his youth – and discrimination against the elderly never played well in the media.

				So it seemed, one inclement morning towards the close of summer, as if Providence herself had taken a hand. A trio of touring cyclists collided with the silent old man as he made his daily rounds. They claimed that he had appeared from nowhere out of the mist. He was in no fit state to contradict them, lying battered, bruised and broken in a ditch. The village’s cottage hospital had become a cosy gift shop some time before. It was great for lacy gingham cushions and earthenware door plaques emblazoned with trite homilies. Less use, perhaps, to anyone sick or injured. Old Gurteen was bundled off to the smart new infirmary in town. The council assured the concerned inhabitants that he would receive the very finest of care.

			

			
				With the rat catcher gone, the villagers became troubled. Not one of them quite knew why, but there it was. They had grumbled at the loss of the school, the cottage hospital, the Post Office. None of their prior losses had filled them with the growing sense of dread they now experienced. It only took a glance towards that small, neat cottage at the edge of the woods to evoke it. The locals had always considered it a terrible shame that Old Gurteen had no family of his own. Despite several attempted apprenticeships, none of the village’s youngsters had been interested. Ancient and venerable though the occupation was, it remained, admittedly, far from glamorous. Even the vicar – on his visits between parishes – found himself praying a little more fervently. Was the watchful gaze of his stony murine congregation a little more pointed? There had never not been a rat catcher in Muscoby. People talked in hushed, anxious tones about the end of the old ways.

				The council, on the other hand, were secretly delighted. Their problem appeared to have taken care of itself. They were always very careful not to show their pleasure, of course. All of those dead creatures had to be in breach of some sort of health and safety legislation anyway. The small, neat cottage certainly wasn’t going to be up to snuff when it came to Old Gurteen’s eventual rehabilitation, either. 

				A cleaning crew was duly dispatched to the woods, all decked out in pristine white protective suits and face masks. Slowly but surely, they removed the detritus of the Gurteen family’s bloody and determined past, one cadaveric sackful at a time. Workmen busied themselves all over the cottage. They updated the plumbing, spruced up the paintwork, and cleaned out the sheds. They also thoroughly trampled the vegetable patch. They were determined to make everything modern, clean and sparkling for the old man’s return.

			

			
				But things were not going well at the hospital, much to the council’s dismay. The longer Old Gurteen was away from the village, the more agitated he became. The once-quiet old man began to gabble constantly about needing to take care of the rats. The ward manager became increasingly irked. Every day, she fielded more and more queries from disgruntled patients and their families. There was much concern regarding the possibility of an infestation on the premises. 

				Moving Old Gurteen to a private room helped, initially. He became ever more mobile however, and took to wandering the wards and corridors at night. Invariably, a bright yellow plastic clinical waste bag was clutched tightly in his hands. The last straw came when an auxiliary nurse caught him stringing up a rat from the window latch with his pyjama cord. One of the sub-contracted pest control company’s traps lay discarded on the floor beside his bare, mud-spattered feet. 

				People were paid handsomely to be professionally concerned about Old Gurteen’s state of mind. They came to talk to him in their kindly yet earnest way. Their non-threatening, colourful ties and relentlessly cheery assurances did nothing to calm his disquiet or his babbling. A variety of board meetings were specially convened between the hospital and the council. Eventually, they decided that the poor old soul obviously had some form of obsessive compulsion coupled with worsening dementia. Clearly, he could not possibly be released back into the community. It was all for his own safety. Better by far to move him to the region’s special facility. He could be properly monitored. Also, he’d no longer be a nuisance to his long-suffering, council tax paying neighbours and their vacationing guests. 

				The “For Sale” sign appeared in the garden of the small, neat cottage at the end of the village just as the last bag of remains was removed. The long-standing denizens of Muscoby swore they heard the trees sighing. The holiday-makers had been tickled and repulsed in equal measure by the doom-laden mutterings of the locals. They packed up and went back to their real lives. Letting agents swooped down to carefully shut up all those second homes against the approaching winter. As they left, they each sneaked a surreptitious glance back towards the ancient grove, which seemed to glower back at them, and they shivered. The villagers started locking their doors. This greatly amused the few resident newcomers, who had always locked theirs anyway. Old Gurteen was firmly out of sight and out of mind. The local council slapped themselves on the back for a job well done, and went on about their civic duties with nary a second thought.

			

			
				The winter was hard – the hardest in living memory. Folk only ventured forth to fetch essentials from town, and then only when the expensively upgraded road was clear. No one said much when the occasional pet went missing. After all, the snow was deep, and the winds bitter enough to cut you in two. Anything caught out in conditions like that was most certainly at the mercy of the elements, which weren’t particularly renowned for their clemency. If the odd sheep was lost too, well that was no surprise. Sheep were particularly stupid creatures. The birds also appeared to have migrated out of the valley, to avoid the plummeting temperatures. Not exactly surprising, no, but perhaps just a little worrying nonetheless. Those who were rooted in the valley found themselves whispering the children’s rhyme to themselves with ever-increasing frequency, brandishing it like a charm against the dark thicket which lurked below the high hills: 

				


				Scritch, scratch, catch the rat,

				Hang him by his tail,

				Scritch, scratch, good old rat,

				Their appetites curtail.

			

			
				


				No one came to view the small, neat cottage over the winter. The estate agents hadn’t been expecting anyone to. Even so, they were relieved when tentative nibbles began to come in as the weather released its stranglehold on the valley. On their first visit of the year however, they were quite dismayed. The woodland had encroached quite seriously upon the cottage’s garden. In fact, it almost reached the back door. 

				New photographs of the plot were taken. These were carefully posed, to minimise the looming shadows cast by the curiously trembling branches. Discussion after discussion followed. Should they hire a tree surgeon to trim back the unruly foliage? At the very least, should they knock down the asking price? The property would undoubtedly now require significant extra work. Each new visit showed nature to have snatched back a little more of the cottage. 

				The villagers’ sombre mood began to dishearten holiday-makers, as did the fearful scurryings from the surrounding woods. The trees were completely clear of putrefying spectators, but the newcomers still felt as if they were being watched. They no longer wanted to walk beneath the woodland’s eaves, strewing sandwich wrappers, drinks cartons and gnawed apple cores in their wake. Workmen eventually came in from the council, with chainsaws and chippers. They made a half-hearted attempt to tame the unruly weald. But the trees, so long apparently unmanaged, resisted all their efforts to contain them. The dismembered trunks flung forth twisting offshoots, transforming ancient woodland into vibrant new coppice. The encroachment intensified.

				When the first hiker went missing, the news was greeted with a sense of inevitability. If anything, there was mild bemusement that it hadn’t happened sooner. The regional television news reporter carefully made sure never to turn her back on the trees throughout filming. She talked to the hiker’s friends on camera. They recalled how he had been sure there was a shortcut through the woods. In fact, he was convinced this would enable him to get speedily to the pub in the next valley over. He’d boasted that he’d be savouring a leisurely pint before they’d even got close to leaving the local. 

			

			
				The man’s remains were located quickly enough, which some said was a blessing for his family. There were murmurings of an undiagnosed heart condition, or some sort of fit. However, the inquest could draw no firm conclusions as to how he came by his untimely end. Nobody came to lay a wreath for him at the spot where he was found. Nobody could blame them.

				Bookings fell off rapidly after that. The gift shop closed, and even the old Post Office tea shop reduced its opening hours. Grass grew through the cracks in the car park, and rain filled up the pot-holes. No one came to fix them. One by one, gaudy placards began to appear in the picture-postcard gardens. The one in the rat catcher’s cottage had long since been swallowed up. The woods marched slowly but inexorably across his vegetable patch and herbaceous borders. Eventually, they breached the neglected hedge and creaking gate, spilling out into the lane that led to the village proper. 

				Meanwhile, people came and went – or vanished, allegedly. Stories of a curse began to appear in the local papers. Occasional academics came to Muscoby, from colleges with a certain reputation, to view the historic little church. Sadly, the vicar had finally abandoned it, its silent inhabitants, and the entire village. The researchers always ended up gossiping with the locals, and pressing them for lurid details. There were few such details to be had. Across the county, in the facility, Old Gurteen forewent sleep. He was always watching, whispering mournfully to himself. Some said he was just as caught in his sterile little room as any of the rats he himself had trapped. If any of the academics had thought to speak to him, they might have heard a different tale:

			

			
				


				Scritch, scratch, no more rats,

				The children all shall wail,

				Scritch, scratch, the wood’s come back,

				The falling of the veil...

				


				The days passed, then the weeks and months. Such stories as there were grew in the telling, and visitors stayed away in their droves. The council were unable to continue pretending that it was most definitely nothing to do with them. They sat for long hours in their chambers, debating and scheming. Finally, they declared there was to be a new plan for Muscoby. It would solve the region’s crippling summer water shortages, and put an end to the much-maligned hosepipe bans. The valley was perfect for a reservoir. No one was going to argue with the compulsory purchase of all those unloved, unwanted, overgrown little cottages. No one who actually counted, anyway.

				There had never not been a rat catcher in Muscoby. 

				Now Muscoby is no more, drowned beneath a dark, forbidding mere. It’s not even much of a place to go fishing. They just can’t seem to keep the stocks high enough, despite their best efforts. Few boats ply the trembling surface of the lake, which shifts and stirs even when there is no wind to drive it. And if there’s the occasional accident, well, everyone knows the dangers of deep water. It will drag you down into its cold embrace, wrap you in its weeds, and string you up between the branches of its sunken forest, to watch the world above with baleful, rotting eyes.

				


				


				


				




			

			
				


				


				


				


				


				ICKE 
by Greg Stolze


				


				Icke held his killing tool casually, tipping it up against a shoulder with his right hand. The box that accompanied it rested beside his foot. He looked out over the ocean and frowned. It was Friday, the eleventh.

				At seventeen, he had a lot on his mind. From where he stood, all he could see was the open water, cold gray foam fading to clear as it touched the bleak gray gravel of the beach. But if he turned around, he’d see Wellesport.

				The day smelled like dead mackerel.

				Francis Icke (or “Icky” as he was almost always called at school) had been born in Wellesport. He had gone to Wellesport North Elementary, Wellesport East Jr. High, and was now in Wellesport Central High School. He was poor, and pale, and his eyes were a little too close together under his shelving brow. If that wasn’t grief enough, Icke had been dadless since age ten, and was scrawny, with a high, reedy, dissonant voice. He didn’t say much to anyone, and no one said much to him, except in the language of sneers and cut-away glances and bumps that were almost, but not quite, contemptuous shoves.

				He sighed, looked down at his tackle box, and opened it. It unfolded smoothly into two ranked rows of small compartments, each one holding lures or hooks. It was like an amphitheater of tempting death, ocean-fishing tackle on one side, and lake and stream on the other. The sinkers and spare line and the fiberglass components of his lightweight stream rod were tidily stowed away. His gear was all top flight, either won in fishing competitions or bought with prize money.

			

			
				Icke wasn’t good at much, and he didn’t understand much, but he was the best damn fisherman Wellesport had seen in generations. As he started towards the bait shack, he thought about Wendy.

				


				♦

				


				Wendy was the only person who was nice to him. At some level, Icke realized that even she wasn’t that nice to him. She didn’t sit next to him at lunch or anything. But nine days earlier, on Wednesday, he’d been assigned to be her partner in Chem Lab. Everyone else laughed, but she didn’t laugh. Didn’t even roll her eyes. There was something unseen going on with that, between Wendy and Mrs. Frye, the always-frowning Chemistry teacher. Was there an understanding between them? Did Frye think Wendy would help him and then he wouldn’t fail? Was Frye punishing Wendy for something? Or did she just think Wendy would be the least disruptive to pair with him? He didn’t get it.

				But when he read the lab instructions and started to do it, she corrected his mistake without calling him stupid, and when she passed him a beaker her fingers touched the back of his hand. (As he checked over his excellent fish-killing tool, he looked down. He could remember the exact spot, on the little web by his thumb. Two fingertips, right there.) He said, “Thank you” when she handed him the beaker and she said, “You’re welcome”, just as polite as could be. When class ended he said, “Bye” and she said, “See you later.”

				She didn’t ignore him or say, “Yeah” or “Whatever” or “Bye,” but “See you later.” He didn’t want to read too much into that, but he watched her walk away down the hall. It wasn’t until he heard the laughter that he realized he was staring, and blushing.

				


				♦

			

			
				


				With his rod assembled and bait in a bucket, Icke walked out to the edge of the dock. He didn’t cast yet. Instead, he sat and closed his eyes. He slumped and let things go away. The chill wind that was mostly passing right through his nylon jacket... He let it go. The growth pains in his shoulder and elbow and hip joints which meant that he was probably going to get even taller and thinner now, and be even hungrier... He let it go. The sorrow at being him, and the anger that everyone else was everyone else... He let it all slide out of him, until he wasn’t a boy in a body any more. He was something else somewhere else.

				He’d been able to do it as long as he could remember. Mostly at night, when Mom and Dad were yelling. He’d slide away into bodiless silence, until he could relax into sleep. It wasn’t until a boring fishing trip on Stony Hill Lake that he’d realized where he was going when he left.

				


				♦

				


				Francis was eight years old, and his father rowed him out to the center of the lake to make a few attempts – asked how school was, if he wanted to try any sports. At one point, his dad said, “You know, your mother and I...” But then he couldn’t finish it, as if he couldn’t think of anything that applied to both of them.

				For his part, Francis tried to talk to his dad about things that mattered – who was picking on him at school, and the console video game system he’d seen at the store when they were getting his winter coat, and his favorite TV show, but Dad didn’t seem to understand any of it. So after some desultory fishing directions that ended with Dad impatiently baiting the hook and shoving the rod into Francis’s hands, they settled into silence, staring out over the water.

				“This is awright, is’nit?” Dad said, at one point. “Two men, out on the water, not needing to talk about anything.” 

			

			
				Francis had already been bored right out of his body when he felt a bright, quick presence. Then two more, and a deeper, slower one. He’d felt things like this before when he went Out, but this time he had his eyes open and was more awake than asleep. He felt forms floating in the space he occupied and in that moment realized that they corresponded, in one way, to what his eyes were seeing.

				It was like an optical illusion resolving itself, like one of those Magic Eye books suddenly surrendering its hidden picture. The edges of difference he felt matched up with the light and shadow falling on the water, which meant that... yes, that cool spot there must be the shadow of their boat!

				The delight of understanding made Francis sit up straight and blink, and then his father swore at him for rocking the boat, then apologized for swearing. “Guess I’m just cranky ’cause they ain’t biting,” he said. After a pause, he asked if Francis wanted a 7-Up, and Francis said no, and his dad got out a beer.

				Francis sank back into the mind of the water, and realized those bright moving shapes had to be fish. He oriented himself in the water with the boat’s shadow and put himself on, or in, or through the dark blue presence. His body up top slowly dangled the worm closer, and his mind down below worked the fish. He didn’t control it, not the way he controlled the RC car his uncle from Maine had given him, before it broke (and before Dad left and the uncle stopped coming around).

				It didn’t feel like that. It was more like he knew what the fish was going to do, or had decided to know, and the fish did exactly what he already knew it would. Or something.

				Anyhow, he brought hook and fish together and caught a decent-sized bass. His dad looked at him with genuine happiness, real pride, unforced joy for the first time Francis could remember.

				


			

			
				♦

				


				After that, it’d been simple to get better and better at it. With practice, you could do anything, and this was the first time Francis had tried to learn something that wasn’t hard (like reading and math) or tricky (like hitting a baseball or riding a bike). He found out he could go a lot bigger in salt water, and that while he could feel inside the fish, whales and dolphins and swimming people were just holes in space, like rocks and boats and pieces of trash. He wondered what that meant, but didn’t think he could ask anyone.

				He might have told his dad about it eventually, but Dad left. The fights had eased off after the Stony Hill trip, but when they started again they seemed louder, and worse. Francis caught more and more fish, started competing at the junior level, trying to keep Dad around, but he’d failed somehow. 

				That had been years ago, and people were no longer impressed. It wasn’t special anymore. Instead of being confused, the kids now just made it one more thing to tease him with. “Hey Icky, you smell like fish guts!” was a typical example. It was just accepted that he’d graduate high school to make his mom happy, or drop out, or flunk out, and become a professional fisherman. Maybe he’d compete at sport, maybe he’d go up to Alaska on the big boats, but those were details.

				Pushing himself into the sea, any future felt very far away.

				


				♦

				


				A week earlier, on Friday the fourth, his mom had said, “How come you ain’t got a girlfriend?”

				Icke never replied when his mom asked this, which was often. It was afternoon, after school, and he was mixing up batter. They had fish just about every night – fried fish, fish stew, fish fillets, whatever he caught. Icke could never pin down when it started, but as he’d gotten older he found himself doing more and more. After Dad left, Mom deputized him with the cleaning and cooking. She’d acted like it was a togetherness thing, the two of them against the world. 

			

			
				But the bigger he’d gotten, the less she’d done. She’d still put together a chowder now and then, if she had a yen for it, but by seventeen he was doing almost all the housework and cleaning and bill paying. Mom still shopped for groceries, since Icke was too young to buy Crème de Cacao (which Mom drank in coffee all winter) or gin (which she drank in 7-Up all summer) or beer (which she drank year round). He’d kind of hoped, at some level, that the money they saved with him filling the freezer with cod and haddock and speckled trout would come back as some good thing. He was getting old enough to realize that all he’d done was expand his mother’s booze budget.

				“I mean it Francis, it’s time you got yourself a girlfriend and stopped moping, got yourself some joy. You’re no prize pig, but water always finds its level. There’s someone out there, most everyone can wind up with someone.”

				“Yes, Mama.”

				“Don’t you ‘yes Mama’ me, always ‘yes Mama’ and no action! You’ve got a lot to offer. You’re a good, a good provider, you’ll make a very comfortable living some day. There’s many a girl who’d be happy to get herself someone so reliable.”

				“Okay, Mom.”

				“So go out there and look! Christ, you’re seventeen, you’re supposed to be a horny devil and I’m supposed to be, to be keeping you away from girls, not pushing you out the door! Y’ain’t one of those gays, are you?”

				Icke’s ears burned and he peered intently at the batter, making sure to whip out every lump. “No, ma’am.”

				“So what’s the problem?”

				“I don’t know?”

			

			
				“Too picky, I ’spect. Look, none of us gets exactly what we want in life. The trick is to take what you get and don’t fret. There’s nothing wrong with a poor girl. You find a girl who’s hungry and fill her up with food, she’ll find some love in her heart soon enough. Poor girls can be pretty too, you know, and grateful!”

				Icke didn’t answer, but he was thinking about Wendy. She wasn’t poor, and he didn’t think he could get her, and he didn’t think he’d accept anyone else.

				


				♦

				


				After about five minutes of sitting, Icke baited. He was in no hurry. Usually there would be a good number of casual fishermen out on a Friday afternoon, but today was just too cold. That was fine. More for him. There was a good school out by the shoal and he knew they were coming closer. It would be a minute or so before they were in reach. He whipped the line out and waited, letting the float get still. Less suspicious to them if they just came upon it.

				When the first fish struck, Icke felt its pain, the confusion of being bitten from inside. There was nothing in it prepared for this. When he pulled, he felt the stretching dark agony run from the mouth through its whole body. He knew that meant the hook was deep enough, so he yanked and then started reeling it in as the others scattered. He wasn’t worried. They wouldn’t go far.

				The smothering alien panic when the fish hit the air was familiar too, and the relief when he unhooked it into a wire enclosure dangling in the water. The normalcy of the water sedated the pain from its lip, somewhat. When Icke filled the cage up, he’d pull it out, carry it home with his catch flopping and suffocating, and then one by one he’d behead them with a heavy cleaver on a flat-top stump in the back yard. Some people bashed their fish with boards, but Icke preferred the knife and he kept it razor sharp. It was quicker that way.

			

			
				Other fishermen saw the sport as a gradual game, or a tranquil pastime, or just a way to get some good eats. To Icke, it was killing. It always had to be. It was too close when he felt it. He couldn’t think of it as anything else.

				


				♦

				


				“Oh, uh, hi,” Francis said.

				“Oh. Hi there!” Wendy replied, and Francis thought she might sound a little too cheerful, like she was faking it and didn’t want to hurt his feelings. But he wasn’t good at judging things like that.

				It was Monday the sixth, and they were coming out of school. Wendy stayed late for basketball practice. Francis knew she walked home by the back stairway, while the other girls mostly drove. He’d watched the last couple days, waiting for her, as casually as he was able. She’d gone somewhere else those days. But today she was here.

				“I was thinkin’,” Francis said. “Um. This Saturday I’ve got a weight-fishing thing, y’know, at Barnes’ Stream. Couple towns south. Anyway, I’ll probably win some money there, I usually do... eh, when I get back, would you... y’know... like to... um...”

				“Oh.” Wendy looked off to the left, though there was nothing to see there. “Oh, Francis, no.”

				“Yeah, okay.”

				“I mean, I don’t...”

				“Yeah, I know. It’s no big deal. It was just a thought.”

				“Okay then.” She gave him a small brave smile, heartbreakingly sweet and a little sad. Like maybe she wished things were different too.

				He watched her walk away, and when he turned around, Wesley was there. Wendy’s older brother.

			

			
				“Hey!” Wesley said. 

				Icke shied away, started to slink around him. 

				Wesley stepped into his path. He was breathing heavy, like he’d run to get there. “Where d’you think you’re going?” he demanded.

				“Home,” Icke muttered, turning to go down the steps. Wendy was already out of sight.

				Wesley grabbed his shoulder and turned Icke around. The boy wasn’t big, didn’t play sports. In fact, Icke knew that some of the guys laughed about beating Wesley, the same way they laughed about beating him. But Wesley was still stronger than Francis.

				“I heard you were bugging my sister. Is that right?”

				“No,” Icke mumbled, looking away, stepping back, trying to reclaim his sleeve from Wesley’s grasp. 

				“Don’t lie to me, you freak!” Now Wesley had both his shoulders, and Icke realized this wasn’t going to be the same as the other times. The boy wasn’t going to hit him for fun, or to make himself feel better, or to look tough. Wesley was going to do it because he was revolted, because Icke disgusted him and he needed to face it.

				“I’ll leave her alone,” Icke said, getting his hands up into a too-familiar cringe, “I won’t talk to her again.” He knew his assurances would do no good. Wesley had to do this. Icke could almost understand, even through his hatred. He hated the boy in that minute, and all the people who’d made Wesley hate him, all the people who’d made jokes and made fun until Wesley couldn’t stand the thought of Icky polluting his sister. For just a moment, his hate of them eclipsed his hate of himself. 

				Wesley hit him in the head.

				Icke hadn’t expected that. It usually started with punches to the belly, or the kidneys, or somewhere that wouldn’t leave a mark. It was an unspoken rule. The head was for slapping or spitting. You only punched the head with a closed fist against a worthy opponent, or at the end, as a final statement if you were really wound up. Wesley didn’t seem to know the rules. He pulled Icke in by his shoulder, reeling him right into the blow. Icke stumbled back a pace, and had time to see Wesley’s knuckle bleeding from a tooth-cut before he took a step into open air and crashed ass-down on the concrete stairs. His head whipped back against a painted-steel stair rail.

			

			
				


				♦

				


				The night of his beating, Icke put a trash bag on his bed and then put the ice bag on top of it, tucking the black plastic around it. He knew cold water would form on it, and he didn’t want his sheets to be wet at bedtime. He lowered the bump on the back of his head onto the ice, and tried to relax. It hurt a lot.

				He’d been unconscious for a while. He didn’t know how long. When he woke up and looked up the steps, he saw Woody Manderveigh at the top, staring down at him, motionless. When Icke glanced down, there was blood on his jacket and shirt, but not too much. He stumbled to his feet, and Woody didn’t help. By the time Icke was standing, the other boy had gone.

				Icke had walked home and showered, glumly grateful that it was his mom’s night for bar drinking, and put himself to bed without comment. It was hard to get sleep, though. He kept thinking about what he’d seen while he’d been knocked out.

				He’d gone out into the ocean again, sending his mind farther and deeper than ever before. He hadn’t been able to hold any clear thoughts or grasp a string of words, but at some level he’d been hoping that if he went far enough, he might not have to come back. Eventually he did return, but between waking and black-out he’d found something.

				Miles out and fathoms deep, he’d occupied a creature unlike any other. He could tell it was primitive, simple in thought and act, even compared to a swordfish or a salmon. It wasn’t exactly a fish either, though he felt fins and gills. Icke’s wandering talent had touched squids and octopi, and this had something in common with those as well. 

			

			
				He felt tentacles, but more than eight. There was something of the polyp to it, something crustacean in the way it was joined together, but it had no shell, and it was immense. Of that he was certain. Icke had felt around whales, on one rare day when no other human knew they were passing, and this was bigger. It was bigger than the whole pod.

				He couldn’t say how he knew it was old, older than men, any more than he could explain knowing its size and its slumber and the hunger that slept with it. But he knew that it was vast, and easily roused to frenzy. He knew it was too primitive to die.

				


				♦

				


				As Icke’s Friday catch filled his wet prison, he reached out farther, deeper, searching for that vast mind of stupid and alien dreams. It was still there. He had some vague sensation that the lump on his head was acting like an antenna. 

				He put himself through it and knew that it could come ashore. Its mere rising bulk would be enough to flood the cheap houses, like his, that were close to the beach where the fish got gutted. 

				He knew that whatever its limbs were – not tentacles or pseudopods or hands or claws exactly, but something long and numerous and powerful – they could reach the top of the hill, as far as Wellesport Central High School. Certainly they could reach Wendy and Wesley’s home, halfway up. It could rise and reach and crush and consume. It could.

				Icke thought about whether Wendy would be grateful if he saved her from it, or if that would only raise more questions. He wondered if he could escape its hunger, if he called it. He wondered if that mattered to him.

			

			
				 He couldn’t control these things, exactly. It was more like he knew what they’d do before they acted, and they always acted according to the knowledge he possessed.

				He stared out at the sea, and wondered what he should decide to know. 

				The cage was full. Francis Icke reached down into the water. Even though the water was icy, he paused, his hand halfway between the carrying handle and the latch that would set his captives free.

				


				


				


				




			

			
				


				


				


				


				


				CODING TIME 
by Marc Reichardt


				


				I heard someone approach. “You’re gonna go blind, hunched over the screen like that.” I looked up, my focus shifting from the Dylath program to the sallow white of Jean’s angular face. Everyone looked like that eventually in the perpetual darkness of Onyx division. I couldn’t tell whether her bright red hair made it better or worse. 

				I sighed. “Did your mom tell you that? You don’t look old enough to have been watching CRTs.” Maybe she had parents that cared.

				She smiled and brushed a stray lock of hair back from her face. “Eyestrain. You should be fourteen inches from the screen.”

				“Actually, that’s why we maintain the lighting at this level.” I jumped. Roger’s silky voice made it sound like he was right by my ear, but the clicking of his hard-soled shoes indicated that he was still down the hall. 

				I glanced back. His dark suit kept him part of the shadows. I still couldn’t tell what his true complexion was. Was he Arabic? Otherwise Asian? He didn’t sound black, as much as people can ‘sound’ anything. He rested his arms on the cubicle wall, blocking out the dim hallway behind him. The glare of my screen revealed none of his secrets.

				“Eyestrain is mostly caused by the presence of bright peripheral objects. Focusing on one light source in front of you isn’t supposed to be a problem.” He smirked – not that any amusement touched his almond-shaped eyes. “That’s what the government says.”

			

			
				Jean forced an obvious giggle, then nodded and slipped past him, purse over her shoulder. She’d told me once, 
during lunch, about how uncomfortable he made her. At a diner, maybe? I blinked hard, trying to remember. I’d been working way too long on this project.

				Roger turned to me. My monitor brought a bit of clarity to half of his face. One eyebrow arched, his eye pinning me to my chair. “Heading home, too?”

				I squinted back at my screen. I was suddenly tired, but I shook my head anyway. “No. I still have some work to do on Dylath. Kleiner said he wanted to start the compiler tomorrow, if he could.”

				His face fell to shadow again, but I could still see his smile. It seemed to be almost glowing in the darkness. “All right, then. You know we appreciate everything you do here, Stephen.”

				I half-smiled and nodded, caught in that awkward space where you feel compelled to thank someone for thanking you, setting up the infinite recursion loop. Roger was always so damn courteous, even if he did expect us to work like dogs. You couldn’t hate the guy. The best you could do was follow Jean’s lead, and try to avoid him. 

				He headed for the hallway, gliding more than walking. It wasn’t until he was some distance past our area that the clicking started up again. As I stared at my screen, gazing into the depths of Dylath, it occurred to me that the whole place was tiled. His steps should have been clicking the whole time...

				


				8:47

				


				... but the noise was actually the check wheel, hanging in the diner’s call window. The waitress had put another order in it, and the surly-looking cook had spun it around for a look. He hovered above the grill in stained whites, caught amid the hiss of grease and steam. I looked back to the oversized digital clock above the window. Still 8:47. I’d been watching it for a while. I couldn’t remember seeing a digital clock that big 
before, or one with numbers that faint bluish-green tone.

			

			
				I had coffee in front of me, black, half-full. The waitress swept into my vision, a mess of limp brown hair, her wide eyes staring disappointment and boredom at me. Her nametag said ‘Chelsea.’ She wore a dark button under it, with what looked like three cat’s pupils in a triangle pattern, but fat slits of orange rather than the normal black.

				“Still OK with just the coffee?”

				I nodded to the button, certain I’d seen it somewhere before. “Yes. Thank you.” 

				Her sigh was very audible as she moved down the counter. She probably thought I was some kind of shut-in. In a way, I was. My world had pretty much become work and sleep and more work. I rarely left the base to do anything, so I was kind of surprised to find myself here. The life of a US Cyber Command programmer. I twisted around in my seat. Was this where Jean and I had come for lunch?

				The walls were tiled in stark white, punctuated by the occasional black square. Apparently, they ran a no-frills operation, as there were no placemats or condiments at the tables. There was no one else in the place, except for a very large, black-haired woman in one of the green booths. She stopped playing on her phone, and looked up at me with baleful eyes that had seen too many phishing texts or Angry Birds or whatever. Hey, lady, I’m one of the people that keeps Iranian serpents from lunging through your screen and ripping your face off. Or something. She continued to stare until I looked away. There was something wrong with her eyes, like they were missing definition somehow. I couldn’t make it out, and didn’t want to keep looking – not because I was concerned about being rude, but because she was kind of creepy.

				The windows that made up most of the outer wall of the place were fogged by the steam and the rain. There were people moving outside, but they were smudges more than shadows. When I turned to look for the waitress, thinking I might actually eat something, she was nowhere to be found. I tried to catch the cook’s eye, but he was entranced by his grill. I turned around again.

			

			
				The woman was still staring. I could just make out the reflection of the clock in her eyes.

				


				12:21

				


				I was looking into the depths of Dylath, lines of code showing me the strange path to the land beyond the servers. I rubbed my eyes. The time was there, in the corner of my screen. I was pretty sure it meant p.m., as in ‘afternoon’, but the operating system we used didn’t bother with such niceties and, despite this being a military base, it wasn’t using military time either. I was tired, but not as much as if I’d come back here straight from the diner. I’d gone home to sleep, like a normal drone. Must have. I dimly recalled the large, staring woman, a distant memory that I grasped for. Had I dreamed her?

				I looked up. Hunched shoulders and indeterminate brows made up the rest of Onyx division. Their faces were hidden behind screens, faded smears of light in the shadow. I didn’t see Jean anywhere. I’d kind of been hoping to spot her red hair as a confirmation that it wasn’t all light and shadow and invisible faces.

				I stopped for a moment as it hit me that I didn’t really know my co-workers that well. There was Jean, of course, and Kleiner. His first name was some traditional German contraption (Reinhard?) but everyone just called him ‘Kleiner’, or ‘the compiler guy’, since that’s what he was responsible for. He wasn’t the only one – I had access to it as well – but he just happened to live and breathe putting everyone’s parts together. I was more about finding new parts to make the system work. Exploring, if you wanted to be romantic about it, even though there’s very little romantic about security programming.

			

			
				I looked down the hallway. The operating lights set in the ceiling and floor almost seemed friendlier where I was, as if I could escape something here. But there was nothing to threaten me. Just my veteran chair, my fellow (faceless?) programmers, and the susurrus of keyboards, building Dylath in the interest of all Americans and even humanity itself. 

				That was what I remembered Roger saying, anyway. I wasn’t sure if I believed it. We were trying to protect the people in Onyx, but there were other programs in Cyber Command that were more aggressive. I wondered if anyone else on the team puzzled over our orders, and whether they just came from Roger. How did we define ‘security,’ anyway? Was it beating the enemy to the punch because we knew what was coming, or building protection from the unknown? Both?

				I had multiple windows open to various segments of the program as they were being written. Somehow, they had arranged themselves in a pattern like bricks in a wall – or in a pyramid. The imaginary picture came through so starkly that I knew I’d seen it somewhere before, like the cat’s eye button. A magenta sky, behind stepped pyramids with gargoyles mounted on their levels. The pyramids seemed Aztec or something else Mesoamerican, but the gargoyles screamed Western Europe. Or they would have, if they could have screamed. They were faceless, however, lacking features entirely. They were black and bat-winged, and they were moving. The sky pulsed with a presence that hung just beyond it.

				I closed my eyes tightly, getting after-images of white code against the ebony screen, and willed away the dream image of... wherever that was. I was definitely working too much. I turned to look down the hallway again, and Roger was standing there, watching me and smiling. His grin stretched wider as he saw me notice him. I nodded to him and turned back to my monitor, not wanting to think about how long he might have been there, or why. The huge stone blocks were still on the screen, suffused with the crawling script of technology.

			

			
				


				7:56

				


				“Uhhhhh! Oh, Godddd!”

				Jean moaned in my ear as I gripped her hair and thrust into her. I’d invited her back to my Spartan little domicile, where we’d made the best human connection that either of us had experienced in quite some time. I was pretty sure that’s how it had gone, anyway. I felt her writhing beneath me as we received the input/output that all programmers want and sometimes even experience – slimy and hot and wet and desperate. The alarm clock flashed its stoic, blue-green numbers, unimpressed by our activity.

				I saw a flicker of movement past the window, and imagined someone watching us. My mind really should have been focused on other things, but the hair on my neck was standing up at the thought that someone might have been observing our little tryst. It was both unnerving and mildly exciting.

				“Uh! Uh! Stephen!”

				I closed my eyes, and saw the face of the large woman in the diner, her expression accusing and questioning at the same time. Her eyes were tinged with yellow, the pupils and irises just solid black spots. An image formed in them of the pyramids and towers of Dylath – blocks of immaculate granite, covered in the code that was the true language of the world. We were building it for him, and his father. I felt utterly removed. I had no idea who he or his father really were, or why it should matter.

				I opened my eyes as Jean howled and clung to me. It sounded like she was speaking in tongues, but the words seemed to have meaning, rather than being gibberish. She was telling me something – or at least it felt that way. My body shuddered. Excitement, fear, or simply finishing? It was hard to tell, but I was spent, regardless. I rolled off of her, both of us heaving in release.

			

			
				She sighed. “Mmmm. Been waiting for that.”

				“Have you?”

				“I don’t get out much more than you do, and let’s just say that there aren’t that many guys on base that I’d like to show my code to.” She was a programmer, taking my concepts and implementing them as Onyx demanded. “Besides, you always send me the interesting stuff.”

				I got up on one elbow and looked down at her. She was flushed, but somehow still pale, her hair arrayed in a frenzy of still motion. “How do you figure that one? I didn’t think I was actually being that original with my designs.”

				Her eyes narrowed a little, and the corners of her mouth turned up. “Really? I thought they were transformative. Real ‘reaching into other dimensions’ kinda stuff. Which is the point, right?”

				I frowned, remembering the vision of the pyramids. I was about to ask if she’d ever seen anything like that when something else occurred to me. “Do you know any other languages?”

				She raised her eyebrows. “You mean, like other than Haskell and the Cs...?”

				“No. Real human languages.” I half-grinned. “When you were going off there, you were talking in a language that I didn’t recognize. Hebrew, maybe?” Stereotypes were sometimes instinctive, and not always wrong. I already knew that she was a natural redhead.

				Her eyes narrowed again, and she cocked her head forward a little to look at me intently. “No. I don’t speak Hebrew. Just English. I’m not sure what I might have been saying. I, uh, lose my head a little sometimes, when things are really good.” She returned my grin. Then something clearly dawned on her. “Although... since I’ve been thinking about it so much lately, it might have been your language. Your code.”

				


				7:57

			

			
				


				I sat at the counter with my coffee. The diner had become my retreat, in a way. It was the one place where I felt that that no one could bother me. Why that didn’t include my own apartment was hard to fathom. Ever since the moment when I’d felt that Jean and I were being watched, the sense of vulnerability had persisted. It just no longer felt safe. ‘They’ could find me there, whoever ‘they’ happened to be.

				Of course, I’d also spent a fair amount of time trying to process Jean’s odd comment about ‘my language.’ She seemed to think it was obvious, and said that it probably wasn’t safe to discuss outside of the base. Since then, she’d apparently been avoiding me at work, in meetings or what-have-you. 

				I swirled the black sludge in my cup, hoping that my reflection might give me some answers. What language had I invented to convey my programming visions to the rest of Onyx, precisely? I couldn’t remember taking any great leap forward. There were certainly moments where it seemed like the frameworks were basically writing themselves, but that hadn’t required any great flashes of insight. I could have been channeling someone else, for all I knew.

				I swallowed. The thought stuck with me. A pair of very dark eyes stared back at me from the cup. A glimpse of motion pulled my attention to the windows, where a small crowd shifted in the darkness. I didn’t remember there being a bus station near this place... and then I saw her.

				The large, dark-haired woman was in her booth again. She was staring intently at her phone, stubby fingers fluttering over it. I could see her murmuring occasionally, although her face gave no sign as to whether she was reacting to something on the phone – no one seemed to use them to actually talk to other people any more – or simply commentating to herself. In this place, the chances were even.

				She looked up at me, and held my gaze again. There was a familiarity in her expression, and it wasn’t just that we’d had this test of wills before. She continued to murmur, even as we stared at each other. It was almost like a chant, and I could nearly make out the words...

			

			
				


				2:24

				


				My face stared out of the bathroom mirror at me. I didn’t know whether Jean was still in the bedroom or not. Sometimes she skipped out before I could return, something about not wanting our relationship to get too cozy given that we were still sharing office space. With the water running as loudly as it was, I couldn’t hear anything either way. Why had I started the shower? I was completely dressed. I also wasn’t sure how I knew what the time was. Perhaps it just seemed like 2 am. Why would I be at home otherwise? It’s not like we ever had days off at the Command. I couldn’t remember taking one, at least. The steam from the shower was beginning to coat the mirror, my face slowly melting into a blank smudge. 

				I shook my head and looked to the doorway. The door to my bedroom was just across the hall, and I heard a soft moan from inside. Had I looked because of the sound, or had it happened because I looked? I went toward the bedroom, leaving the water running.

				The room was dark, and there was a quivering lump on the bed. I felt a burst of relief that this was, in fact, Jean still sleeping off an earlier encounter. The lump moaned again. She must have been dreaming. I reached out and patted what I thought was her shoulder. As I did so, I noticed that the lump was bigger than I remembered. It shifted under my hand with a noise like gelatin squishing into a bowl. I pulled the blanket back.

				The large woman was there, phone in hand, its glow suffusing her face and making the black hollows of her eyes even more prominent. She was naked and drenched in sweat, but she took no notice of me. Instead, she was intently focused on her screen, and occasionally moaning softly in a language that I couldn’t make out. I stood there, blinking, gears churning in my head. Why was she here? Had I imagined Jean while inviting this woman home from the diner? I looked down at her slabs of skin. Varicose veins made blue circuitry across the fishbelly-white peaks and crevasses that shivered in time with her soft exclamations. 

			

			
				Her vast thighs became a mass of tentacles somewhere around what should have been her knees. They were writhing against themselves in a bath of mucus, pulsing with each of her breaths. They appeared to be tattooed with code, which scrolled across them in the same way as when the compiler was rolling – as if she were assembling Dylath in her very being. Not tattoos, then. Her skin was the screen. I recoiled, not just at the sight, but because the feeling growing inside my chest, knifing through the shock and confusion, was inexplicable lust. 

				One of her tentacles separated from the pack and slithered across the sheets. It slipped over my hand and pinned it to the bed. The code continued to roll, and suddenly her mutterings were much louder. She was chanting, in the same language that Jean had shouted in my ear as she came. Fighting my inclinations, I tugged back, trying to pull my hand free. The tentacle gripped me. I threw myself back with a shout.

				The sheets released my hand. I lay there alone, in my bed, most of the covers halfway to the floor. Dreaming. I’d been dreaming... Except that I was fully clothed. I could still hear the water running in the bathroom, and steam drifted through the light across the hall.

				


				10:13

				


				Roger was standing in the center of the room. He seemed taller, as if absorbing the darkness to cast a longer shadow. I still couldn’t see his face well, but I could see his watch quite clearly from where I was. Considering the size of its face, I was surprised that the blue-green numerals were so visible. I hadn’t expected someone of his stature to wear a digital watch, either. Once a tech geek... He didn’t speak to any of the programmers around him, buried in their keyboards, but he did seem to lean in appreciatively over some of them. Maybe I was just trying to humanize him. I felt the need for some human contact after the moment in my bedroom. I needed to reassure myself that it had just been a bad dream, no matter how real it’d seemed. I didn’t see Jean anywhere.

			

			
				“Have you – have you always been in the intel game, Roger?” I was surprised to hear my own voice.

				He turned his head, and looked down at me, as if surprised that I’d shown enough initiative to speak without prompting. “I’ve been in this game for a very long time, yes. ‘Always’ is probably a good way of putting it.”

				I had no idea what that meant, so I kept at it. “Ever do any field work, or have you always been stuck behind an office door like me?” I tried to smile as I said it, but it was difficult while being stared at like a dog that wouldn’t heel. His manner relaxed a bit, though.

				“Field work. Yes. I spent a lot of time in Egypt. It was long ago.” His eyes looked deep enough to contain the memory of fifty lifetimes. “Much of it isn’t relevant any more.”

				 I nodded. “Guess that happens. The game changes.”

				His gaze finally softened. “Ah, but some things stay very much the same.” He spun on his heel and clicked away towards the hallway. With a jolt, I noticed that the sound wasn’t in time to the movement of his feet.

				“He’s lying.” Jean spoke softly, behind me. She was crouched down by the opening to my cubicle. She’d gone from pale to outright ashen. Her hair didn’t shine any more. I got out of my chair and knelt down beside her.

				“Hey. What’s going on with you? What do you mean? Lying about what?”

			

			
				She looked at me, halfway between irritation and panic. “About everything. About what we do. About who he is. It’s all lies.”

				I took her hand. She was clammy. “OK, look. Don’t panic. If there’s really a problem, we’re not military. Cyber Command or not, we’re contractors. We can go outside the chain of command and talk to a superior. Now, tell me, what did you find out?”

				Her mouth set in a line. “It’s right in front of you, Stephen. It’s in the program. It’s in Dylath.” She laughed unhappily. “You’d have to go a very long way to speak to his superior, and you probably wouldn’t have much luck.”

				She pulled her hand away, and headed to her desk. I could see Dylath on her screen. The windows on her monitor opened out onto that magenta sky, and I caught snippets of something coming from her speakers. I couldn’t tell whether it was feedback or a badly played flute. Her whole screen conveyed menace, as if something was watching me through it.

				I turned back to mine. The compiler was still running. The kill switch, F9, would shut it off, bring everything to a null state. It was dangerous to do, without some preparation. Besides, if I brought the compiler down, Kleiner would have a fit. Wherever he was. I probably needed to find him first, and see if he knew more about what we were actually doing. Why didn’t I know? What was happening here?

				


				4:58

				


				I’d been lying there for some time. I didn’t remember getting any sleep, but how would you remember that? I lay spread-eagled on the cool bed, the sheets twisted around my hands like they’d been trying to prevent me from escaping. My alarm clock blinked to 4:59, the bluish-green numerals firm and accusatory. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d heard the alarm actually sound. A parade of images of the past however many days sauntered through my mind as I lay there. The one consistent aspect was that of the waitress’s strange, three-pupiled symbol as it moved from cotton shirt to computer monitor to the magenta-limned clouds of another world. It hit me that the burning, steady gaze was not three eyes, but one. Its hideous gaze bore into my brain as I writhed again upon the bed.

			

			
				 I sat up, determined to resist my imagination. I looked around for something that would reassure me of the real world, and my presence in it, but nothing came. Yellowing moonlight coming through the window was a seeming assurance of normalcy... until the moonlight flickered, and I knew what had happened.

				They had soared in front of it as they descended. 

				The creatures from the pyramids. They were out there. Waiting. I could hear their claws shuffling on the roof. Once, I’d believed it was just that the trees were too close to the building, but now I knew differently. The shadows were too obvious and regular to be branches. I could picture their blank faces, shrouded by their segmented, black wings. I’d seen them. I knew I had.

				We had to be making progress. They were closing in because Dylath was starting to threaten their link to this world. Whatever they were. I had no idea how I’d stumbled to that conclusion, but it felt right. They’d been coming after me – the large woman, the creatures – because we were doing our jobs. We were building the wall between their home and ours. That had to be what the image of blocks on my screen had signified. That’s what Roger had meant. As the compiler ran, we were cutting them off, so they’d begun to threaten us. Threaten me! Trying to confuse me, and keep me from doing my job! I gripped the sheets.

				But Jean seemed to think that Roger was doing something wrong. Was there something I didn’t understand? But if we were protecting the world from... well, from them, what could be wrong by comparison? I looked back to the clock. 

			

			
				


				6:47

				


				The familiar, overlarge clock. I turned my attention to my usual black coffee, resting on the countertop. Identical, my mind whispered snidely. The same damn coffee. I ignored it. I figured that I had to gaze into my coffee quite a bit, which was why the waitress was so especially disinterested in me as a customer. She was leaning over the counter, reading a magazine, her back to me. I slowly looked the other way, toward the booths. They were empty. I let go the breath I’d been holding. She wasn’t here.

				At the service window, the cook had his head down over his hissing grill. But the hissing was different, a series of sibilant words. I couldn’t hear them well, and wouldn’t have been able to pronounce them anyway, but they were there. His spatula’s scrapes on the metal surface became rhythmic and high-pitched. The sound stretched out, as if the tool was being forced to resonate, keeping time with the hissed chant like a musical accompaniment. Like a flute.

				I wanted the man to raise his head. I wanted him to acknowledge what he was doing. He was interfering in government business, possibly threatening all of our efforts. I darted looks from side to side, searching for someone who might help me. The waitress was still completely oblivious to anything that wouldn’t increase her tip.

				People moved outside, past the broad bay windows, but the brightness and condensation made them into phantoms, a crowd of shadows at a concert. The chanting and music continued, growing louder. I couldn’t believe the waitress wasn’t reacting. I turned back to the windows as one of the figures stepped forward, body flailing. Rage? Terror? I couldn’t tell. The movement was reminiscent of seizures. The face pressed to the glass and rolling from side to side was utterly blank, flesh melted like candle wax. His head shuddered, and his arms battered the window either side of him.

			

			
				“Hey!” I shouted. “Hey! He– I think he needs help!” My voice sounded distant. I couldn’t even imagine what kind of help the figure might need most urgently. Airways?

				The cook had finally raised his head. His face was a sheet of flesh, just like the man outside – except that a crude star had been etched into it with the corner of his spatula. The wounds seeped blood and bacon grease in equal measure. The middle of the pentagram held three slashes, alight with flame.

				I pushed back from the counter with a gasp. My coffee toppled over the edge to shatter on the floor, right in time with a high note from the flute-spatula. The waitress finally turned around. Her face was also a pulsating slab of flesh. Her button was pinned to the middle of it, simulating the cook’s wound. The three-lobed eye. Her limp hair radiated away from her face, whipping in seeming rage. Mouthless, she screamed directly into my mind at a volume that threatened to shatter me, but even that still couldn’t drown out the chant and its flautist.

				I ran for the door, and pushed outside, desperate to escape. The man was still there, shuddering against the window. The whole crowd was like him – faceless, drone-like, swaying and shivering in time to music all their own. They seemed oblivious to the rain, and to the horrible chant and flute, which blasted out from the diner without any drop in volume. I froze in my tracks, aghast. I recognized the foreheads of some of these people. I’d seen them time and again, in shadow, over the edge of my own monitor. My colleagues.

				A fluttering of wings pulled my attention to the roof of the building. One of the creatures was there, faceless and rubbery and vile. Rage boiled up inside me. I spotted a rock, snatched it up, and hurled it at the hideous creature. It did not react, and my throw went wide.

				“You can’t stop us!” I shouted. “We’ll keep moving forward and you’ll be banned from here forever! We’ll –”

			

			
				Someone grabbed my arm. I turned to look into a blank disk of pale skin surrounded by bright red hair. Jean. She shook her head violently from side to side, trying to speak, tugging furiously on my arm. Finally, she released me. She brought her hands up to where her mouth would have been, and dug her nails in. Her face ripped apart in a shower of gore that blended with the rain on the sidewalk.

				“... uhhhauughhhh! Stephennn! The gaunts!” She pointed at the creature on the roof. “They’re not the enemy! We are! The gaunts are trying to warn us! Warn you!”

				She fell to her knees, whimpering. I grabbed her shoulders, crouching on the rain-slicked concrete. Blood streamed from her chin. “They’re a warning.” Her voice was weakening. “Of the chaos. We’re opening the doorway. For Roger. For...” She coughed some impossible tangle of syllables that slid off my mind and vanished in the rain. The chant intensified, and she gagged, and began howling in time with it. The figures all around us stiffened in unison and started writhing, their faceless bodies joining a chorus of which they were incapable. The flute’s frenzied piping climbed higher and higher, to an impossible crescendo. The diner’s windows shattered. Glass ripped through the crowd. Many of the figures dropped, as if shot. I leapt to my feet and ran. Glancing fearfully back at the diner, I caught sight of the large digital clock.

				


				11:57

				


				The time was a stark banner across my monitor, rather than its usual gentle corner reminder. I could see Dylath still compiling behind it, and the magenta sky, riven with bolts of energy and roiling clouds, in the background. I felt a presence, beyond. The screen’s borders seemed to bend as it neared. No one else was in the office. Had I fallen asleep at my desk? I couldn’t remember ever being alone here before, but there seemed to be a lot I couldn’t remember these days. Just islands of memory in seas of dumb fog. A clicking noise echoed down the hallway.

			

			
				“It’s almost finished, Stephen. You’ve done good work.” Roger stood in the entryway. The service lights were out, and behind him was yawning blackness. But there was something in the shadows. Something huge. I could hear it slithering across the floor.

				I stared at him. “You lied to me.”

				He smiled, a bit more of a sneer this time. “Lied about what? You acted as you willed.” He stepped into the room. The shape behind him hovered there.

				“I certainly have lied to people. I lied about my name. It’s not Roger.” He sniffed. “In Egypt, they called me ‘Lord and Master’, in a language that no living man still speaks, but outside my presence, they had another name for me. The modern equivalent would be ragil. Sawda ragil. ‘Black Man.’” He came into range of my monitor’s light. The glow reflected off his impossible, carbon-black skin. He looked like an ancient, haughty statue come to life.

				“As I said, you have done good work, no matter how our little rivals –” He paused to smile, broadly this time, “– or your own mind might try to tell you otherwise.”

				The loathsome chant began again, from my own computer this time. It sounded different now. More strident, desperate almost. The compiler was nearing completion. I looked back at him. “Jean... She called you a name I can’t really recall.”

				He nodded. “Yes, well, some are more aware than others. It’s just one of many.” The thing in the hallway began swaying to the rhythm of the chant. Its tentacles were twisting out into our space. The air was throbbing. 

				Roger smiled again, and his eyes cleared. They were black, and matched the large woman’s somehow. Her face was soft and muted where his was hard and precise, white and pale where his was black and shining. It fit his like a mask, the eyes hooking it to whatever reality was at this moment.

			

			
				I closed my own eyes, willing everything away. It was a dream. It had to be. Events were long past possibility. How did you normally wake up from a dream? By making things... stop? I turned to my machine.

				“That won’t help you.” It was probably the darkest tone I’d ever heard him use. My hands dropped to my keyboard as I cocked my head at him. The tentacles were reaching all around the room now.

				“It doesn’t have to help me It’s supposed to help us, right?” My finger rested on the F9 key. “And it has been us. Kleiner and I have been running the compiler. Kleiner and I have been executing the vision of all of these others. Of course, I haven’t seen Kleiner in a long time. Now that I think of it, I don’t even remember what he looks like. So maybe it’s always just been me. Maybe it is just my vision.”

				Roger – the Black Man – glared at me. It was the most emotion I’d ever seen him show. “That won’t help you, Stephen. My father has already awoken.” He gestured backwards to the thing. It still hid in the shadows, but it was now splayed around the chamber, a forest of tendrils, trembling throughout. “The fact that there’s a flautist here, waiting to guide him, is evidence of that.” The chanting soared, and a flute burbled from the hallway, a tantalizing music that fell down through the ages, and seemed to dance along the edge of a power that I would never understand.

				I looked down and smiled. “Even guides need a path.” I pressed the key. The compiler’s failsafe activated. The scrolling data stopped dead, and then blanked. A moment later, my monitor did the same.

				The chanting dissolved into an anguished howl. Vast winds ripped through the room, scattering papers, desks, machines, me. There was a thundering presence overhead – a huge, pulsating force that spoke of ancient evils I could feel in the depths of my being. It hungered, as I did. It lusted, as I did. It yearned in a manner way beyond my tiny human perspective. When it howled, its voice filled the universe with dreams that defied thought.

			

			
				Then it vanished, leaving me in darkness.

				


				


				“Hey, man.” An uncertain grip shook my shoulder. “Dude. You OK?”

				I opened one eye, and looked into the face of a probable college student. He had a little bit of acne, and a thatch of blond hair. I had to peel my face off the trash bag that it was bonded to before I could open the other eye. I was cold and wet, and the alley that I was lying in was a perfect funnel for the fall wind.

				He smiled a little as he saw me registering my surroundings. “You OK? I saw you over here when I stopped to text somebody. You were shivering, man. You want me to call the cops? Did you get mugged? Or just an office bender?” His smile grew broader at that thought.

				I shook my head and grunted. “No. No police. I’m... I’m fine.” I wasn’t about to ask him which city I was in.

				He raised his eyebrows in obvious disbelief. “All right, man. You should get out of the cold, though. Gonna catch pneumonia or something.”

				I nodded. “Or something.” It must have been late in the day, from the color of the sunlight in the alley mouth. “At least the sun’s out.”

				He stood up and shifted his backpack. “Yeah, but it’s a bitchin’ weird sunset! Must be global warming. Take care, OK?” He walked off into the slight mist. I thought I could see other figures in the distance. Smudges.

				I stood up, still shivering, and stepped into the street. The sun was setting to my left. I turned and looked into the deep magenta sky. There were scattered flashes of light from the sun as fast-moving clouds streaked across its face. Clouds with black shapes darting through them, too fast to see clearly. I shuddered, and far off, I distinctly heard the piping of a flute.


				



			
			

			
				


				


				


				


				


				THE THING IN THE PRINTER 
by Peter Tupper


				


				Are we recording? Good. Thanks for letting me give my statement verbally. Believe me, this is a lot better than having me write it. 

				What organization did you say you were with?

				Never heard of that one. 

				In answer to your first question, I don’t know where Conrad Delkirk is. I couldn’t even begin to guess what he’s doing now. But if you find him, don’t judge him too harshly. I don’t, even after what happened to me. 

				Anyway, I first met Conrad in a corridor in the basement of the Engineering Faculty building. I was in the hackspace set up for Engineering students, across the hall from the ceramics workshop, which had the pottery wheels and kilns and so on. 

				The door was open, and I heard breaking pottery, which wasn’t unusual, and a woman yelling, which was. Curious, I looked out into the hallway. 

				Millicent, the woman who ran the workshop, was shoving a guy out the workshop door. He clutched a cardboard box, and as she thumped him, he stumbled and lost his grip on the box. Curved ceramic shapes tumbled out and hit the floor, shattering. Millicent slammed the door shut behind him.

				I got up to help. “You all right?” I asked. We exchanged names as I helped him pick up the broken stuff on the floor. 

				Conrad was an odd-looking guy. When we met, he was, wearing a T-shirt that read, ‘Why? Because the hamster told me to’. I could never quite decide whether he was an older man with an incongruous baby face, or a young man with an early receding hairline. He had a twitchy, distracted way about him. It always took him a fraction of a second longer than it should to answer a question, as if he was constantly thinking of something else. 

			

			
				He looked past me into the hackspace, specifically at the long table in the middle of the room. “What’s that?”

				We’d only finished assembling the new printer a few days before, and I was still in the “mechanical bride” phase of my relationship with it, eager to show it off. “Come on in, I’ll show you.”

				The Skulptomatic 400 3-D printer sat on the central table, with my laptop connected to the data port and a coil of blue ABS plastic 1.75mm filament feeding into the plastruder. The platform zigzagged back and forth, just finishing a print of the Stanford Bunny. It was a tricky shape, with a lot of fine details and overhangs, particularly the ears. This was my third attempt at it and I’d managed to tweak the printer right, so it looked like a bunny instead of a blue melted thing. 

				When I finished, Conrad said, “So you just give it the math, and it does the rest. Any possible shape.” 

				“With some limitations, but pretty close.” 

				Conrad looked at it like it was the most beautiful thing in the world. “Show me how.”

				I let him sit in front of my laptop and brought up the design window. “Think of it like a–”

				“Don’t use metaphors,” he snapped at me. Then he deliberately calmed himself. “They distort thinking. Mathematics isn’t a metaphor for anything. It is the thing itself.”

				“Okay, you define solids like this...”

				He figured it out a lot faster than I had. Within half an hour, he’d got his laptop out of his messenger bag, installed the design software and started designing shapes, abstract assemblies of curves and angles that didn’t make any sense to me.

			

			
				“What are you trying to make?” I was shoulder-surfing. His laptop showed a screen full of MATLAB functions that were way beyond anything I could understand. The graphics window showed a surface plot of these blobs moving around each other and intersecting, like they were mating or eating or infecting each other.

				“I will create something that has never existed in our universe before,” he explained, never taking his eyes off his work. “Woodworking and ceramics were unsatisfactory because of the limitations of the materials and the manual processes. This looks much more promising.”

				I’d once spent a summer making a life-size statue of Yoda in Lego, so I decided this was some kind of artistic project. Sometimes you just need to do something, if only to see if it is possible. 

				I left to get a drink from the machine in the hallway, and on the way back I ran across Millicent as she locked up the ceramics workshop. She looked into the hackspace, saw Conrad working at the laptop connected to the printer, and frowned. “You really don’t want him in there.”

				“Him? Seems harmless enough,” I said.

				“If you saw what he was trying to make, you’d keep him out too,” she told me. “He got kicked out of a woodworking class for the same reason.”

				“What was he making?”

				She grimaced. “I’d rather not say.”

				“Come on, what?”

				“Not sure, really,” she said at length. “They were... sex toys, maybe. Anyway, they looked nasty.” She huffed her disapproval, and left the building. 

				I didn’t think too much of her assessment, honestly. If you hang around an engineering or math department long enough, you’ll see people with far worse social deficits than Conrad. I felt a bit sorry for him, so I let him stay late and use the printer.

			

			
				“You’ll lock up, right?” I asked him. The Skulptomatic was working away, drawing a new shape in plastic on the heated stage, something that looked a little like a diseased kidney.

				“Sure,” he said, eyes fixed on the equations on his laptop. 

				


				♦

				


				Conrad hung around the hackspace a lot over the next few days. He was a math undergrad, not an engineer, but I let it slide. He ignored all the other gear and focused on the Skulptomatic exclusively, designing complex mathematical shapes and printing them. There were curved ones, angled ones, ones that seemed like three-dimensional optical illusions. Some of them I wouldn’t have thought it was possible to make with the printer. He knew how to adjust the design file to compensate for that individual printer’s quirks. Based on his work, we actually fine-tuned some of our own designs and got them to print better. For lack of a better word, he had a knack for it. 

				I dated this girl once who had severe dyslexia. When she was a kid, all her teachers tried to force her to write longhand or on a typewriter. She hated it, and got shunted off to remedial classes. Then somebody showed her an early word processor, and she grasped it immediately. She could just type in thoughts as they occured to her, non-linearly, and edit them into shape later. Now she’s writing stories and getting published in literary journals, even winning awards. 

				My point is, she just couldn’t adjust her thinking to write prose in a linear way on a typewriter or longhand. Her talent as a writer never would have been expressed without access to word processing software. 

				I think it was like that with Conrad – a combination of mental qualities that made him a savant with this particular medium without any formal training, like an outsider artist. He had shapes in his mind that he could express mathematically but not physically, not until he encountered the 3-D printer. 

			

			
				The better Conrad got with it, the more obsessed he became. He was always the first in when we opened the hackspace and the last out when we closed. Not big on people skills. If you asked him to let somebody else use the printer, he’d ignore you, or snap at you, or call you an idiot because you wanted to make a model of your Warcraft character instead of doing something important with it. 

				After I broke up another argument over the printer, I took him out into the hallway for a chat. I think he only went along with me because the printer was in the process of doing his job. 

				“Conrad, I understand that you’re really into the printer, but you’ve got to learn to share your toys, okay?” 

				“It’s not a toy,” he said, looking at me like I was an idiot.

				“It’s not yours. It belongs to the hackspace and there are other people who have a right to use it. You’ll have to wait for your turn like everybody else.”

				He glared at me, then went to collect his print job, another abstract, vaguely insectile shape. Then he unplugged his laptop and stepped outside. I tidied up a few things in the hackspace and locked up. I found Conrad sitting right there in the hallway, his laptop plugged into a wall socket, still doing math.

				“Jesus, Conrad,” I said. “Can’t you give it a rest?”

				He looked up at me, and instead of his usual arrogance, he just looked tired and sad. “No. It never stops.” He made a spiral motion next to his head. “The math. It’s always there, always changing, always demanding. When I close my eyes. Even when I sleep.”

				I crouched down so I could talk with him. “Can’t you see a doctor or something?”

				“I’ve tried, since I was five years old. Seventeen different diagnoses. Ritalin, fluoxetine, Quaaludes, Haldol, risperidone, marijuana, hashish, hypnosis, cognitive therapy, LSD, peyote, mescaline, psilocybin, biofeedback... Either it has no effect, or the side effects are unacceptable.”

			

			
				Conrad reached into his messenger bag and pulled out one of his abstract printed forms, like a peapod with thorns. “The printer helps. If I make some of the numbers into shapes, and create three-dimensional objects of those shapes, something that can be touched, they become less intrusive. For a while.” He rolled it between his fingers, the spikes digging into his skin.

				“Sorry.” It was all I could say. That and, “But you can’t stay here.”

				“I know.” He closed his laptop and put it in his messenger bag. “I... don’t like being this way.” That’s when I realized he was in pain, not just from how he was obsessed, but from knowing how he treated other people. 

				As Conrad walked down the corridor, I felt sorry for him, whatever had him in its grip. 

				


				♦

				


				The next morning, I dropped by the hackspace and found the door crowbarred open. I’ll give you one guess which single device was missing. I tried to track down Conrad, hoping that he’d return the Skulptomatic and the ABS filament if confronted. He hadn’t attended lectures for weeks though, and he’d abandoned his room in student housing the same night the hackspace was robbed. Nobody had seen him since.

				A few days later, the things started to appear around campus. When I say “things”, that’s because I really don’t know what else to call them. All they had in common was that they had the drawn-out-of-string-and-hardened texture of the Skulptomatic. But even aside from the distinctive texture of the printer, those shapes were unmistakable. 

				The first one I saw was sitting on the floor in the library stacks. It was the size of a golf ball, shaped like a model of a virus, and positioned right in the centre of an intersection. You might have mistaken it for some random piece of plastic from a junked machine, but I could tell by sight that it was the work of Conrad and the stolen printer. I kept it, puzzled by this one clue as to what had become of him. 

			

			
				The next few I found around campus were abstract shapes, of unknown purpose and insane geometry. Over time they started to look more representational, though it was hard to say what they represented. The closest comparison was to insects or deep-ocean marine life, or even the fossils of whole orders of extinct life that had thrived and died out millions of years before the dinosaurs, completely divorced from the vertebrate life we’re familiar with. One egg-sized piece was right in the centre of campus, a little statue that looked like the love child of a squid and a gargoyle, maybe.

				The printed shapes became more varied over time. Some of them seemed to be actual tools, created for some purpose, though I can’t say what. Imagine trying to figure out what a corkscrew was for if you had never seen a wine bottle. Others looked incomplete, like they were components of something larger that had to be made in pieces because of the printer’s size limitations. Again, I couldn’t begin to guess how they fit together.

				During this time, I read in a local news story that somebody had broken into the toy store in town. Didn’t touch the money, but took every Lego brick in the place. The bricks are made of ABS plastic, the same stuff that feeds the Skulptomatic. Various theories circulated around campus, claiming that this was some kind of fraternity scavenger hunt or publicity stunt for a movie, but nobody took credit for it. People wrote it off as a harmless prank. Until things got weird.

				One freshman took a nap on the padded benches in the library and woke up with this bracelet locked around his wrist. It was a twisting, Möbius-strip meets Ouroboros worm kind of thing, epoxied together. He had to cut it off with a hacksaw. Similar things happened to other people. The printed objects kept turning up too. I actually started patrolling the campus, looking for Conrad’s creations. I was hoping to catch sight of him, and persuade him to get some help. I assumed that he was holed up somewhere with his laptop and the printer and a supply of ABS plastic, printing out these things again and again. If you knew where to look, there were lots of places you could tap into power, and the wi-fi network covered the entire campus. 

			

			
				I called in a favor from a guy I know in campus IT, and asked him to look for network packets going to MathSciNet, math society sites and the like. Ones that originated outside of the usual places, like the student dorms or the math faculty building. Normally I’m opposed to surveillance, but I made an exception because Conrad might hurt somebody, or himself.

				A day later, I got a report. Somebody was downloading math journal articles through a router near one of the old agricultural buildings. That suggested Conrad was hiding out somewhere in a city-block-sized area full of nooks and crannies. 

				It was later than I expected when I got out to the building, expecting a long search in the autumn evening. Instead, there he was, walking down the road towards me, wearing an oversized raincoat. I was so surprised, I didn’t rush over. Instead, I watched as he walked up to the bus stop between us, took something the size of a baseball out of his coat pocket, put it on the bus stop bench, turned around and hurried back the way he came. 

				I jogged after him, and spared a glance at the printed plastic thing he left on the bench. A ball of vulvas or something. Just as he ducked behind a hedge, I caught up with him. “Conrad, what the hell are you doing?”

				He noticed I was there, shushed me and motioned for me to join him. Reluctantly, I crouched behind the bush, next to him. 

			

			
				Conrad looked even twitchier than usual. His glasses were cracked, and the smell said he hadn’t bathed in a while. The thighs of his khakis were covered in scrawled equations. He peered over the hedge. “Look, look!” I followed his gaze. 

				An older man, probably a professor, walked over to the bus stop bench and sat down, looking at his phone. He happened to glance down at the ball, and jumped up like he’d sat down next to a live sewer rat with rabies. After backing several steps away, he warily circled it, examining it. With a shudder, he turned away. 

				Conrad watched closely as the guy stepped away from the bench and pulled a loose stick from under a nearby tree. The man used the stick to knock the printed ball off the bench and under another hedge, out of sight, then threw the stick as far as he could away. After taking a moment to compose himself, he stood next to the bus stop pole, far from the bench. 

				“Interesting,” Conrad muttered to himself, ducking below the hedge. “The consciousness attempts to visualize the object in three dimensions, and that’s when the instinctive revulsion occurs. But is it universal?” He turned to me. “Do you know anybody illiterate?”

				“No. Conrad, you need to give the printer back.” I didn’t give much thought to why the professor had reacted so strongly to the thing Conrad had made; I assumed the guy had a phobia or something that Conrad’s little art project had set off. 

				“But there’s so much more to do.”

				I stood up. “You also need to stop freaking out people all over campus with your... whatever those things are. It’s not healthy.” Just then, the bus pulled up and the professor got on. When I looked back down, I just saw Conrad’s feet vanishing under a hedge. I looked around the area for a while, but I couldn’t find any trace of him. He definitely didn’t want to be found.

			

			
				When I called his parents, they were totally unconcerned. They told me that ever since he was a kid he’d been wandering off by himself and coming back days or even weeks later, unharmed. I got the distinct impression they barely knew their own son. 

				About a week after I’d seen Conrad, campus security visited the hackspace. They had found the remains of a pregnant alley cat near the football field. They asked us because the cat’s womb had been cut open, vivisection apparently, and held open with a kind of clamp. They showed us a picture of the device, shaped like a giant head louse or tick, and it was undeniably printed by a Skulptomatic. The cat’s fetuses had been removed and placed in individual bowls, also printed. 

				That’s when I got really worried. Ted Kaczynski, the Unabomber, had avoided capture for so long in part because he included hand-crafted wooden components in his bombs. Who knew what Conrad might do if he got his hands on some fertilizer, diesel fuel and a few electronic components?

				A few days after that, there was a fire in the attic of one of the old agricultural buildings. After the firefighters put it out, campus security investigated and found the burnt remains of a squat: a sleeping bag, a lot of empty soup cans and a metal bucket on a camp stove, with a residue of melted ABS inside. 

				Most likely Conrad had been melting down the ABS for the printer and got it too hot, igniting the fumes. There was no sign of the man himself. 

				After a while, I gave up looking for him and tried to catch up on my master’s thesis. Thankfully, the university’s insurance covered the theft of the printer, and the hackspace used that money and some member contributions to buy a new Skulptomatic 650, which could fabricate objects up to twenty centimeters on a side. Life went back to normal, and I completely stopped thinking about Conrad. 

				


			

			
				♦

				


				One night, I dropped by the hackspace to futz around with the new printer, and found that the door had been pried open again. Prepared for the worst, I stepped inside. The new printer was working away, creating a shape on the stage. Next to that was a man in a dirty raincoat, facing away, bent over a laptop. He was completely absorbed.

				“Conrad,” I said, though I wasn’t positive it was him. “You okay?” Whoever this was, he reeked, way beyond ordinary unwashed human. 

				He turned around to face me. I took a step back when I saw what covered his face – a mask, made of printed plastic. Most masks are distortions of a recognizable human face: symmetrical, horizontal mouth, bilateral eyes. This wasn’t anything like that, more like what you’d see on the underside of a mollusk. 

				Trying to keep control of the situation, I said, “Conrad, I’m worried about you, and I really think you need to get help.” That’s when I noticed that his laptop was covered with printed parts epoxied over the keyboard keys, with shapes and symbols I didn’t recognize.

				He moved to one side, and for the first time I could see that there was this... thing on the table. The color and texture were clearly printed plastic from the Skulptomatic. It was much larger than anything he had made before, obviously fabricated in pieces and assembled. Just looking at it made me feel queasy and like I was on the verge of a migraine, the way lights flashing at certain frequencies can trigger headaches in most people. I rubbed my eyes and tried to look only at Conrad. 

				He raised his hands, which had printed, clawed brass knuckles fitted over his fingers. I wasn’t sure ABS was strong enough to be used as a weapon, but I didn’t want to test it. Fortunately, he just took off the mask. It had clamped onto printed plastic rings and rods in his temples, earlobes, septum and lips. The holes in his skin were red and infected, and wept pus. I could only guess that he’d pierced himself, and inserted the printed objects directly into his own body. After all that, I barely noticed the burn marks on one side of his face.

			

			
				Whatever Conrad had been doing for the past few weeks, it hadn’t been good for him. His face was pale and sweaty, like he was running a high fever, and his skinny neck and wrists poked out of his baggy shirt. Hard spiky shapes on his chest poked against the cloth. “It’s almost finished,” he said. His eyes were bloodshot, and surrounded by dark bags.

				“What is?” I tried to humor him.

				“Couldn’t get it to render properly with the smaller printer,” he said, almost casually. “The new device is performing splendidly.”

				“How about you pause the printer and we can talk for a minute.” I stepped towards the printer. 

				“Let it finish!” he screamed at me. 

				Terrified of what he might do, I stepped back and left him alone, hoping that when the printer stopped, he would calm down and I could persuade him to get help. He rambled on for a while, something about how “the many-angled ones” had shown him “the shape” that would be “a blade” to “perform a Caesarian on the world.” Then he started cursing me, saying I had made him use metaphors. 

				The printer stopped moving, and the laptop beeped. From where he had positioned the laptop’s screen, I couldn’t see what it had made. 

				“It has to cool,” he said. 

				“Why are you doing this?” I asked. 

				He looked apologetic for a moment. “They promised me it would stop hurting.” He reached into the printer and gently, reverently took out what it had made.

				When I saw the object Conrad held, I made a noise of reflexive fear and disgust. I could visualize where the object would fit into the thing on the table, and having that shape in my head made me...

			

			
				Ever hear of Stendhal Syndrome? Supposedly, some people see works of great art and go into trance states, their minds overwhelmed by the beauty. Now, imagine the opposite of that, your mind overwhelmed with a sight of something that it just can’t handle, that it didn’t evolve to handle. Imagine the sensation of vomiting while having a cluster headache and an epileptic seizure, all at once. 

				Before he could bring the final component any closer to the thing on the table, I grabbed it and tried to pull it out of his hands. For a scrawny, undernourished guy, he was surprisingly strong. I got one foot into his stomach – I felt something hard and jagged between his clothes and his skin – and pushed him away. He stumbled backwards and landed on his butt. 

				I took one quick glance at that thing in my hands, threw it to the floor and jumped on it, my full weight on one boot heel. It shattered. 

				Conrad stared at me for a moment, made this God-awful howl of pain and frustration, and lunged at my throat with those clawed hands. He caught me off balance and I fell, bashing my head on a metal cabinet. 

				That’s when I blacked out.

				Coming out of that was one of the worst experiences of my life, like trying to keep from drowning in a pool of hot tar. I was only sure of two things: Conrad had left the room, with his mask and his laptop, and I had to finish what I’d started. 

				I grabbed a ball peen hammer and smashed the thing on the table to pieces. I gathered up all the little bits of multicolored ABS and melted them into one smooth blob with a blowtorch. Even though I knew it would probably be wanted for evidence.

				And that’s the last I saw of him. No, I have no idea where he went, couldn’t begin to guess. I don’t think Conrad thinks like the rest of humanity any more. I think there’s something using him, forcing him to do something in this world. Maybe it’s some intelligence, somewhere else in the universe, communicating with him in a way we don’t understand. Maybe it’s just something from deep inside his own mind. But I know he has to be stopped. 

			

			
				You know, I used to hang out with my engineering buddies and talk about ethics and philosophy, like, whether you would work on something that might help make nuclear bombs or nerve gas or things like that. I always said, engineers and scientists shouldn’t morally judge the theoretical outcomes of their work. You can’t make something that is bad in itself. It’s just how people apply it. 

				I destroyed that thing Conrad made because I know it was bad for human beings. 

				I’m giving this to you in a spoken interview, because I can’t read or write any more. I can recognize things just fine, I just can’t assign meaning to abstract symbols. That sign over the door over there is just random lines to me. The doctors say this is because of my head injury, when Conrad knocked me out. 

				Most likely you agree with them, that this is just a case of some guy going off his meds, making some outsider art and attacking me, giving me brain damage. Occam’s razor: the simplest explanation is probably the correct one, right?

				If you’ve got it all figured out, you explain something to me. 

				Why did I lose my ability to read any of the text in the hackspace before Conrad hit my head, but after I’d looked at the thing he made?

				


				


				


				




			

			
				


				


				


				


				


				THE OLD ONES 
by Jeremy Clymer


				


				The nurse refused to look at me, staring fixedly at the clipboard on the desk in front of her. “Name?” She sounded thoroughly impatient.

				“Al Mitchell,” I said. She bore a startling similarity to Nurse Ratched from One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest, a pleasant motherly type with the soul of a serial killer.

				“Guest’s name?” 

				I found it charming that they referred to them as “guests” here instead of “patients.” It made the place seem less clinical—or at least it would have, if it wasn’t so very clinical-looking.

				“Paul Hastur,” I told her. 

				Professor Hastur had taught several of my philosophy classes in college. He’d lectured on philosophy for the sole purpose of spewing great amounts of vitriol at any philosopher of historical prominence, as far as I could tell. He professed a deep and unrelenting hatred for everyone from Plato to Kant to Heidegger to Sartre. This included a host of lesser-known contemporary philosophers I could only assume had taught him at some point in his own college years. The only philosopher he had ever grudgingly shown respect for was a Russian nihilist by the name of Bazarov. Despite my best efforts though, I’d never been able to locate any of the Russian’s works.

				Nurse Ratched’s doppelganger directed me to room 312 and I went on my way, having never actually made eye contact with the woman. As I walked down the hallway to the elevator, the lights flickered and an ominous moan seemed to emanate from the walls. Anywhere else this would have stricken me as a little bit spooky, but here it seemed like a nice change of pace from the maddeningly harsh fluorescent lighting and the constant buzzing sound it produced. 

			

			
				As I reached the elevator, its door opened and three elderly women smiled at me from its interior. They looked like identical triplets, except for their varying levels of decrepitude. I thought it odd that they didn’t exit the elevator, seeing as how we were on the ground floor, but I figured maybe they were just riding it up and down for something to do. It was probably either that or another game of Canasta. I nodded at the women as I stepped into the elevator and pressed the button for the third floor.

				“How do you do, young man?” One of the sisters removed a glass eye from its socket, rolled it around in her hand like she was about to do a magic trick with it, and then put it back into place.

				I tried not to cringe, but was unsuccessful. “I’m quite fine, thank you.”

				The women smiled sweetly at me, and then began raving at me in eerie unison. “All shall weep when a dark sun rises on the forty-second parallel in the place where two waters converge, for on that day he who has been dead but dreaming will rise from the abyss and bring chaos and destruction in his wake. Unspeakable terrors shall be unleashed upon the Earth. The Old Ones shall spread over the land, leading mankind to a frenzied demise in an amoral revelry of unmitigated terror and destruction.”

				“I... uh... I think we’ve just about reached my floor.” I pressed myself against the wall, trying to put as much distance between them and myself as possible. The elevator stopped on the third floor and the door opened.

				 “It’s been nice talking to you ladies.” I quickly made my way out while keeping my eyes on the three weird sisters. “I hope this doesn’t come off as rude, but you may want to consider having the nurse adjust your meds.”

			

			
				The three women waved cheerfully as the elevator door slid shut. I stared blankly at the closed doors for a minute or so before shaking my head and heading down the corridor to room 312.

				As I reached the room, I could hear the sound of daytime courtroom television coming through the open door. A sassy female judge told someone to “drop the zero and find yourself a hero, honey,” and the audience roared in approval. I peeked my head in the door and saw the Professor sitting in a brown, faux leather recliner. He was dressed in a bathrobe and sneakers (no socks), and watching the televised proceedings with rapt attention.

				“Professor Hastur?” I peeked my head round the door and into the room.

				Startled, he shot out of his chair and adjusted his robe. He then looked over at me and squinted. “What? Who? Who’s that?”

				“Al Mitchell,” I said. “I was in some philosophy classes of yours.”

				Professor Hastur scowled as if he didn’t quite believe me, but then he waved me in and motioned to a folding chair that had been set up opposite his recliner. I sat down and he resumed his position in his chair, after turning the television off.

				“First off,” he said, “it’s been years since I’ve been a professor, so just call me Paul.”

				I smiled, happy to be able to speak to him on a more intimate basis. “Okay, Paul.”

				“Secondly,” he continued, “Why is it so trendy these days for people to visit their old teachers in retirement homes? You’re the third this month. Makes me kind of paranoid. Poor Walt next door gets so many former student visitors, he’s practically still teaching.”

			

			
				“Well in my case,” I explained, “I was thinking of writing—”

				Paul groaned loudly. “Let me guess. You learned that I was in the old folks’ home, diagnosed with terminal cancer, and you decided to write an inspirational memoir about how I, as your teacher, touched your life with my words, and influenced your development not only as a writer, but as a human being and blah, blah, blah, predictable, unimaginative nonsense. Maybe you would even get to witness my gradual decline and play it off for maudlin sentimental value. How base. How cliché.”

				That stung a little. I consoled myself by focusing on a single, comically-long hair descending from one of his ancient nostrils. I may be sentimental, I thought to myself spitefully, but at least Rapunzel won’t be climbing up into my nose.

				Paul sighed. “Look, Albert—”

				“Just Al,” I interrupted.

				“Look, Albert,” he continued, wagging a bony finger in my direction, “I didn’t get into the whole teaching thing to impart invaluable life lessons to my students that would ready them for adulthood and yada, yada, yada. I did it to sow the seeds of discord, to pave the way for an era when a disillusioned, apathetic mankind would allow itself to be led to the mouth of a hellish abyss, and would then jump willingly into that abyss because it would seem preferable to continued existence.”

				“Oh. I see.” Not knowing how to respond to this, I instead doodled a penis in my notebook. I could feel Paul’s eyes sizing me up.

				“I suppose I didn’t do that good a job, considering how many ex-students have come forth to taunt me with their exuberance over how clever I made them feel.”

				I looked up from my penis doodle. “Forgive me for asking, Paul, but how exactly did you intend to...”

				“Sow the seeds of chaos and discord?”

			

			
				“Yes, that bit.”

				He looked a bit thrown off. “Well, I taught you Nietzsche, didn’t I? I mean, what more do you want from me?”

				“And why do you want to lead the collected ranks of mankind—”

				“That includes women, too, to be fair,” he interjected. “I’m no sexist.”

				“Why do you want to lead... humanity... into the gaping maw of a dark, hellish abyss?” I felt like I was finally getting into my groove as interviewer, despite the jarring absurdity of my former teacher’s ramblings.

				“Well, to be frank with you, I’m part of a millennia-old race that ascended from the depths of the sea and assimilated with humanity for the purpose of ushering in an era when our ancient, forgotten gods would once again walk the Earth, bringing terror in their wake and causing humanity’s doom.”

				“That seems a bit rude.”

				“It’s nothing against humanity in particular. That’s just kind of how our gods go about their business.”

				“I see,” I said. Then, trying a tactic I picked up from my Intro to Psychology class back in college, I asked, “And how does that make you feel?”

				Paul shrugged. “Whatever works for them, I guess. Who am I to question the will of those for whom death is merely a cat-nap? They have existed for an eternity and will continue to exist long after you and I have shuffled off this mortal coil.”

				“Seems a bit essentialist to me,” I said.

				“Pardon?”

				“You just always seemed to me to lean more toward the existentialist perspective, even though you pulled no punches in criticizing Sartre and Camus.” I was particularly proud of my correct pronunciation of “Sartre.” It had taken me years to get that down.

			

			
				“Couple of pricks.” Paul scowled. “You try confronting an unimaginable and undying horror and let’s see you cling to existentialism. In fact... I have some in my closet if you’d like to give it a try.”

				“You have some...” I glanced over at the closet door behind him. It looked perfectly ordinary from the outside. “I’m sorry, some what now?”

				“Come, come, let me show you.” Paul stood up slowly from his chair and straightened out his back with a few loud cracks, the first real sign of old age I had seen in him other than his severe dementia. Then he meandered over to a closet door on the other side of the room. I got up and followed him.

				As he opened the closet door, I heard the same ominous moaning sound I had heard in the hallway downstairs. I walked over to the closet, and as I approached it the moan seemed to morph into a piercing shriek. By the time I reached the closet, the sound was maddeningly loud and high-pitched. There was also a nasty quality to it that made me want to shit myself – possibly from fear, but somehow I wasn’t entirely certain. 

				I looked into the closet. The insides looked like a planetarium thought up by a psychotic marine biologist. Swirling masses of stars were visible in a vast expanse, but in the space in between these celestial bodies were a countless array of pulsating, amorphous creatures with writhing tentacles and a sickly-looking pallor to their flesh. It was these creatures that were emitting the terrifying noise, both ear-splitting and ground-shaking at the same time.

				The presence of these creatures elicited terror in me that I had never felt before. It was the terror of knowing that life is utterly meaningless in the face of unmitigated destructive power. I wanted to tear my own skin off to stop it from crawling. I wanted to howl at the heavens in protest of the unfairness of it all. Most of all, I wanted it all to end. I wanted these creatures to get on with the inevitable and snuff out my inconsequential existence.

			

			
				Then Paul shut the closet door. I returned to my senses, but my mind still reeled at what I had just seen.

				“Impressive, isn’t it?” He grinned mischievously. “I don’t have much of a wardrobe, so I figured I’d put my walk-in closet to good use by making it a portal to another dimension. It took a few tries to get the incantation right, but it was well worth the effort, I think.”

				I walked back over to the folding chair and sat down in a daze, trying to collect my thoughts. My whole understanding of the universe had just been changed. It all seemed like a cruel joke. I wanted to pounce at Paul and snap his leathery old neck. He resumed his position in the recliner and looked at me with some concern.

				“Hey now, Albert,” he said, “don’t get all sullen on me. You seem like a decent-enough guy despite a certain amount of natural dull-wittedness. Look, no one really knows when the Old Ones will return to overrun the Earth. It might be tomorrow or it might not be until a thousand years from now. Did you happen to catch the prophecy, from those gals that hang around in the elevator? They’re friends of mine. We go way back.”

				I nodded.

				“Well, that prophecy is at least five millennia old. On top of that, it’s so damn vague you’d think that fool Nostradamus had written it. And look at me, riddled with cancer but still hopping about like a lad of forty-three. What I’m trying to say, I guess, is that we’re all here on Earth to die terrible, often agonizing deaths, so you might as well do what you love. Me, I love breaking people’s spirits and softening them up for the apocalypse. You seem to enjoy hackneyed, overly sentimental writing. Whatever.”

				I thought for a moment. “Maybe not,” I said. “Maybe I can still write my book about you, but really write it about you instead of my sentimentalized version of you. You can teach me one more lesson, and I can teach the world that monsters like you exist. What do you say?”

			

			
				Paul smiled. “Now you’re talking like you have some sense in you. What the hell? I’m dying anyway, I might as well try to get my point across one last time. Maybe I can still crush a few more souls yet. Okay, let’s really get started.”

				I tore out the page I’d been doodling on.

				“Before the universe even existed,” Paul began, “there were the Old Ones...”

				


				


				


				




			

			
				


				


				


				


				


				VISITING RIGHTS 
by Joff Brown


				


				“I’m eleven,” I say to Dad. “I can walk back across the park on my own.”

				Dad waves me off, but I know he’s still watching anxiously.

				This is the place me and Dad meet, in the park. Pretty much in view of our house, because Mum won’t let me go any further. I’m allowed to see Dad for three hours every weekend. It’s not long enough to go anywhere, so we just have to hang around the play-park or feed the ducks in the round pond. Sometimes we go to McDonalds, but not this time.

				It’s getting dark, which is why Dad is worried. I trudge back across the park towards where my house is eyeing me up with its long windows. It’s a big, tall house on the edge of the park. I used to love our house, before You Know. That’s how it is in my head, You Know. After they split up, that’s the only way Mum would mention it. They think I was too little to remember, but I know what it was like when Dad was around. Before they split and everything curdled and turned sour and grey and wrong. Before the house started frowning and the weather went bad forever.

				Before stinking Bernard showed up.

				I look up, and sure enough, there he is, a thin silhouette, staring out of the window. You can tell it’s him because of his rubbish, white-person dreadlocks stacked up above his head, making him look like a dead tree or something.

				


				♦

			

			
				


				Mum opens the door anxiously. Mum does everything anxiously. She looks me up and down. “Everything okay? You have a nice time?”

				I grunt and give her a hug.

				Mum’s always been sort of... grey. You know when someone’s in the background of a photo, and you don’t recognise them because there’s something big and interesting going on in the main bit? That’s what Mum’s like all the time. She’s got long, straight, brown hair and a thin, sad face that always makes people think something terrible has just happened to her. (Maybe it has. Maybe it was me.)

				I don’t say hi to Bernard as I walk in and slam my rucksack down by the chest of drawers in the hall.

				What kind of a name is Bernard, anyway? It’s like a stupid old-fashioned fat major-general name. You should wear a top hat if you’re called Bernard, I reckon. But Bernard isn’t like that at all. He’s younger than Mum, and he’s skinny and pale and his eyes are too far apart from each other and all wide and popping-out, like a chameleon’s or something. He never seems to blink. What’s that all about?

				Plus he has a disgusting, wispy beard. You can see nasty, individual, thick, light-brown hairs in it, twining round like snakes. I’d pull it off if I could bear to touch it. I’m grossing myself out just thinking about it. 

				“Look, Nate!” says Mum. “Bernard brought us some new flowers!”

				The whole place smells sickly with the flowers. They’re all tropical ones, orchids, and they look like brightly coloured snot in my not-so-humble opinion. 

				“Cheer this old place up,” says Bernard with a too-wide smile. I can feel his eyes on me as I slump upstairs.

				“Not too much TV, Nate,” Bernard calls up. “It’ll rot your brains!”

				I wish something would rot YOUR brains, I think as I slam my door. Probably did already – hah!

			

			
				


				♦

				


				I watch ‘Wizards Versus Aliens’ in my high-ceilinged room, and then it’s teatime. I’m starving, like always. I rattle down to the dusky kitchen at the back of the house.

				Bernard watches me as I shove endless mouthfuls of fish fingers into my mouth. “Quite an appetite.” He never seems to eat much.

				“I’m a growing lad,” I say, which is what everyone says to me. Not really rude, but I say it in a bit of a rude voice. He has to smile weakly and pretend it’s a joke.

				


				♦

				


				On Wednesday night, Bernard comes over. (He’s got his own key, which is triple rubbish with sprinkles on.) He looks very pleased with himself. He’s carrying a big, heavy parcel. He calls to Mum and she comes running, like always. They don’t see me sitting at the top of the stairs. 

				“This is it?” says Mum.

				Bernard opens the package and Mum gasps. 

				“Oh yes,” says Bernard. “Yes indeed! The things I had to do to get this book. Don’t–” He slaps Mum’s hand away as she tries to open it.

				She looks at him all hurt and wide-eyed, but of course he doesn’t notice. He never does.

				“Don’t touch it,” he says, in a voice that makes me want to punch him. “It’s extremely potent.”

				“This will help? It really will?”

				“I guarantee it,” says Bernard. “It’s our last and only chance to –”

				He looks up and sees me and he rushes off while Mum goes up to me and tells me off for listening. (It’s a free country isn’t it? I can sit on my own stairs, can’t I?) They don’t know that I hear a click as Bernard bustles in the dining room. He’s hidden the book in the tall cabinet in the corner. Nice try, fungus-face, I think.

			

			
				


				♦

				


				That night, I wait until everyone’s asleep. It takes ages. Bernard always stays up really late in the garden shed, pruning his weirdo plants with his great, sharp secateurs.

				It’s 2 a.m. by the time they’re tucked up, but I’m not even slightly tired. I creep out of the room, ninja style. No sound at all. (Dad taught me that. He’s great with outdoor stuff, unlike old Bug-Eyed Bernie.) As I go past his stinking orchids, I swear they turn their heads to follow me.

				Downstairs, I creak open the cabinet doors. All that’s inside is Mum’s porcelain doll collection, eyeing me up like they know I’ve done something wrong. I get a chair and pull it over to the cabinet, then click open the top cupboard. It swings open slowly. I can’t see up into it – it’s too high.

				I reach my hand up and feel inside. Nothing... then something leathery and almost warm. I pull out the book slowly. It’s really heavy. There’s something on the cover, some words or symbols that seem to flow away from my gaze in the darkness.

				I try and open it, but as I reach for the cover, I can feel my skin suddenly crackle, like I’ve put my hand too close to a fire. There’s a feeling in my head like someone tapped all my teeth with metal, all at once. I shoot my arm back and stuff the thing back into the cabinet, closing it quickly.

				In the moonlight through the curtains, I look down at my shaking arm. There is a tiny line of blackness on it. I rub at the blackness, but it’s like a tiny slit in my skin, almost invisible. Doesn’t hurt – itches a bit.

				


			

			
				♦

				


				The next Sunday, I run down to where Dad’s waiting, just within sight of the house. “Are they giving you enough food?” Dad asks anxiously. “Because you’re a growing lad.”

				“That’s what I tell them!” I say, trying to look extra hungry (although I had a massive bowl of Frosties about an hour ago.)

				“Come on,” says Dad, “Let’s go and get you a proper feed.” 

				Later, I tell him about the book. “If he does anything more, you let me know, and I’ll tell the Authorities,” says Dad. “Anything, you understand?”

				“Can’t the Authorities come round and take me away now, so I can live with you forever?”

				He sighs. “That’s not how it works. There are procedures you have to follow, or you get in big trouble. You don’t want your dad to get in trouble, do you?” 

				I shake my head but really I’m thinking, yes, all sorts of trouble, anything to get me out of there.

				


				♦

				


				All that week, the line of blackness still itches. I check for the book a few days later, but it’s gone. I bet Bernard’s got it in the shed. It’s where he stashes all his stupid stuff, along with his useless plants.

				I go to the garden door, but Bernard’s already out there, nattering away on that stupid ancient mobile brick he calls a phone. 

				“Yes. The Leshek Concordance. No, the genuine thing. Poland, 1280, but originally from –” He lowers his voice “– Leng. A ritual of severance.”

				He peeps all around him with those buggy, far-apart eyes and keeps his voice down. As he’s talking, he sees me, smiles with all his teeth, and takes his conversation down the other end of the garden.

			

			
				I go back into the kitchen where Mum’s making tea. “Mum,” I ask, “what does severance mean?”

				She jumps like I’d just pricked her with a pin. “Where did you learn that word?”

				Think fast, Nate! “Vocabulary test,” I say.

				“It means splitting up,” Mum says.

				“Like you and Dad?”

				“Um. Sometimes. But sometimes more like – well, if there’s someone who’s got two sides to him, and you want to get rid of the bad side, you have to cut it out. Do you see?” She looks terrified.

				I shake my head and she grins weakly.

				“Don’t worry,” she says vaguely, and gets up, pretending to tidy up.

				Worry about what?

				


				♦

				


				Thursday night, after I get in from school, Mum and Bernard sit me down. Nothing good ever comes out of getting sat down. Not ever.

				“What’s this about?” I say suspiciously. “School’s fine. I’ve not done anything wrong.”

				They both laugh – aHAHhahahahhahh! – in that way that means “We’re going to pretend that was a surprise to us, even though we both thought you’d say that.”

				Bernard goes to pull something from behind the sofa. I flinch, but it’s a large present. 

				“Go on, open it!” says Mum, looking doubtful.

				It’s a plasticky-looking Bontempi organ. Pretty much the worst bribe I’ve ever seen.

				“You can learn to play,” grins Bernard. “Give you something to do while you’re moping around in your room.”

			

			
				“I don’t like music,” I say.

				“Everyone likes music,” says Bernard hopefully.

				“Not me,” I say.

				“Told you,” says Mum, who is rewarded with a baleful stare.

				I’m wearing long sleeves, because the black mark on my arm has curled itself round into a nasty little shape. At night, it’s started to tingle, as if it’s moving.

				


				♦

				


				The next night, me and Bernard have a manly heart-to-heart talk, at the kitchen table. Mum’s nowhere to be seen. She’s obviously scarpered so he can go on at me.

				“Here’s the thing, little guy,” says Bernard, flipping away his dreadlocks like an idiot. “Do you know what a co-dependent relationship is?” He doesn’t wait for me to reply. “Sometimes, you think you need somebody else, but actually they’re no good for you. Do you see?”

				I see, all right.

				“Like...” He pretends to think about his example. “ Like – you and your dad. Now I know you’re close, but he’s not a good sort, is he? You know he’s done some things. And maybe he’s trying to get you to do things, too. Criminal stuff. Stuff you could get arrested for, even.”

				I make an exasperated sound. “Are you done?”

				“What did we agree we have to try and practice, little guy?” Bernard says. “Positivity? Isn’t it? Seeing the good in everything?” His horrible, thick chin-hair wags when he talks. He’s saying ‘positivity’, but he means, ‘Filthy little bastard.’

				I look him straight in his bulgy little eyes. “What if everything’s not good?”

				His face turns ugly. “Well maybe you’re seeing it wrong.”

				“Is that what a Ritual of Severance is for?”

			

			
				His face freezes and for a second his lip curls in rage. He stands up abruptly, shaking the big wooden table. “It’s this kind of sneaky thing – listening in on other people’s private conversations – that’s got to stop,” he says, trying to sound concerned instead of furious. “Your dad’s a bad influence. And we’re going to have to put a stop to that.”

				


				♦

				


				There’s a big argument on Sunday morning about whether I should see Dad or not. Makes no difference to me, since I’ll just run out and see him anyway. Bernard is against it but I hear Mum say ‘One last time.”

				I’m not crying when I run down to Dad. I’m not.

				We’re barely out of sight of the house when I tell him about the Ritual of Severance. He goes cold and hard all of a sudden. We go over to the round pond, where it’s quiet. He kneels down and holds my arms, looking straight at me.

				“Nate,” he says, “I think if they do what they’re planning to do, you’ll die.”

				A cold shock goes right through me. I can’t believe he said it.

				He must have seen my expression, but he nods gravely. “Not right after, I mean, not if they do it right. But one day. When you’re eighty years old, or so.”

				“You mean, like normal people.”

				He nods. “All those idiots out there. All the humans.” When you look straight at Dad you can tell he’s not like them. His eyes don’t work like theirs. Most people never look, though.

				I sit and think about it. “Mmm. I mean – eighty years seems a long time, though.”

				Dad holds my gaze. “You know you’re special, don’t you? When you come with me, you won’t get old and wither away like the rest of them. Like Bernard’s flowers you told me about. That’s all humans are, really. They’re just pretty flowers. They wilt and they rot and they have such a short time in the sun. But us, we never die.” He looks up to the sky as he says it. “Your Mum and Bernard – they want to take everything from my side of the family out of you. Make you all human.”

			

			
				“Can they do it?”

				“No,” he says. “I don’t think so.” He doesn’t sound sure though. “Come on,” he tells me, his eyes glinting silver. “Let’s get you fed.” 

				I have the Bontempi organ in my backpack, so we put it in the trees in the dark end of the park behind McDonalds, where nobody ever comes. We have to wait ages and ages but eventually some skinny guy in a beanie cap comes along, smoking a fag. He spots the organ sticking out of its box and looks around sneakily, but he doesn’t see me and Dad behind the tree.

				As the bloke bends over to pick it up, Dad slips out silently and pulls back his face like a fleshy mask. What’s underneath slashes the man’s face and slits his throat in three easy flicks.

				We drag the body further into the woods and feed.

				“We never used to have to do this,” says Dad, mouth full. “All this hiding. So demeaning. In the good old days, humans worshipped us, you know. They were our cattle, too. We’d stride around, high as the stars, and when we got hungry, we’d reach down and pluck off a head. Just a head!”

				“And one day soon, our time will come again,” I say, before he can.

				He looks at me appreciatively. “Not long now.”

				“Mmph,” I say. “Can I have the eyes this time?”

				“Oh, go on then,” says Dad, blood all down his chin. “After all, you’re a growing lad.”

				Dad makes me go back because he says if I don’t, it’ll look really suspicious. I’ve eaten properly, so I don’t feel so bad. Eating with Dad is the only time I feel full, to be honest. When I get back, Bernard’s nowhere to be seen for once. Mum cleans the blood off my face, then we watch Countryfile on the sofa together.

			

			
				


				♦


				


				It happens on Wednesday.

				“No school for you today,” says Mum. “Put on some loose clothes. We’re going to go out today. Special treat.”

				Loose clothes? Mum can’t look me in the eye.

				We go downstairs, but instead of getting ready to go out, we march out into the garden. Everything is very big today, as if the spaces between things have all increased. The garden seems stark, chilly, too empty somehow.

				“Bernard says it’s for the best,” she says. She leads me into the big shed. The bare bulb in the ceiling is switched off and there are candles stuck messily to every surface. It’s full of plants and they’re writhing slowly, as if they’re underwater.

				“Mum? What’s going on?”

				“We need to do a... ceremony.” Her face is turned away.

				“A ritual,” says Bernard. He’s wearing black clothes I’ve never seen before, and he’s holding the book open. The pages are buzzing with tiny black lines, writhing like the plants, searching for something. For me. On the workbench, he has several different workman’s tools laid out. A retractable Stanley knife, garden cutters, even a thick steak knife. They look very sharp.

				The mark on my arm blazes in pain, as if it’s trying to get out. Dad, I think. Oh, Dad. I’m too scared to move.

				Mum cups my face in her hands. She looks so old, suddenly.

				“I made a big mistake with your father,” she says, and it’s not like she’s really talking to me at all. She’s talking to herself. “I was young – I thought it was cool, all the sacrifices, and the dancing, and the secrets. I knew what he was – I knew what he was – I didn’t go into it blind – but I never – I never –”

			

			
				“Mum,” I cry. “Let me go, this is all wrong.” 

				She falters, then summons up all her courage. “You don’t have to grow up like him.”

				“I WANT to be like him!” I yell. “I don’t want to be like YOU!”

				I wrench myself out of her grasp. The words start spilling out of me, words that have been building up in me since Mum and Dad parted. “What’s so great about being a stupid human anyway?”

				She looks at me, eyes wide with shock as I spit out the words. “What’s so great about having to love and hate and miss people and watch people split up and hurt each other and you can’t do anything about it? Dad doesn’t do that! Dad doesn’t have to care!”

				As I shout, I see a thousand strands of black snaking out of the book towards me, searching blindly. Where they touch, they sting like needles. I cry out at the sudden agony. Bernard leans forward, his eyes blazing.

				“You said it wouldn’t hurt him!” Mum cries.

				Bernard ignores her, and thrusts the book towards me. The strands are pulling me back towards him. I try to crawl, but even the slightest movement away is more pain than I can stand.

				“We’ll cut out the part that belongs to the Old Ones,” pants Bernard. “We’ll give you a brand new soul – a nice clean one – and you’ll be free!”

				I’m crawling helplessly on the floor, the strands pulling me over to where Bernard stands with bare feet on the musty shed floor. I reach up, open up my true face, and bite Bernard’s left hand clean off.

				Everything is a blur. Bernard roars in pain, and the threads instantly recede. I fumble at the shed door while Mum wails behind me. Stumbling, falling, I run inside the house. Bernard is scrambling behind me, screaming at me incoherently in rage.

			

			
				I make it to the hallway, but all my strength is sapped. I hear Bernard mutter a few strange syllables, and then the threads are drilling into my back again.

				I grab at the front door, pull it, but it’s too late. I can’t move forward for the pain.

				The door swings open slowly, and I see that there’s someone there.

				It’s Dad. He’s come to take me home. Not just Dad, either. Behind him, draped tall and monstrous across the sky, are the Authorities. 

				I think I see Grandad. It’s hard to tell, because it hurts a bit to look. 

				Bernard runs screaming to the door, and then halts, skidding on the carpet runner. Dad has shrugged off his skin like a robe, and is reaching out his thin arms to Bernard.

				Bernard starts to run back down the hall, away from Dad. So I trip him up.

				As the Authorities flow themselves into the house, their shadows fall over the hallway. It’s a grey you can’t get in this world, and I notice that wherever they fall, all the orchids are wilting to mush.
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				The telegram brought some small measure of relief, though until my son was safe in the care of my brother, Cormack, I could not help a lingering sense of unease. For all our differences, my brother was a good man, and I knew he would do his best for Dougal. My son had suffered long from both a sickly constitution and, in more recent years, increasing mental ill health. Despite his frailty, Dougal had always been a contrary lad, full of argument and question, and I worried often that if his health did not take him from me, his wont to question society’s beliefs would get him into trouble of a sort from which I could not save him.

				From the earliest age he displayed an intelligence beyond his years, and I held high hopes that he would elevate himself above his station. That is not to say that we were of a lowly birth, nor that our emigration to the antipodes had not provided us with fortune. Indeed, quite the contrary. Being of no small wit myself, the colonies of Australia proved to be a most opportune place in which, with hard work and ingenuity, one could grow wealthy.

			

			
				It is, however, to a standing of respect, even honour, beyond that afforded by wealth alone that I hoped Dougal might rise, perhaps as a surgeon, or member of the judiciary. But it was not to be. 

				Even in his early schooling, he surpassed his tutors. He was placed with children older and, I think unfortunately for Dougal, duller of wit than he, and while he quickly became as much an aid to his teachers as a student, it was to his social detriment. He was oft derided, even bullied by his peers, and being of a slight stature unmatched to his fiery temperament, he retreated from the company of other children, and took to spending his every moment indoors. 

				He was always reading, as though he might learn enough to question the very nature of the universe. Which, I suppose, in his way, he did. 

				I enrolled him in The King’s School, with no small amount of convincing, a full two years before he was of an age. I thought that the guidance and discipline provided by boarding at the school would prove to be a boon for Dougal’s delicate health, believing that what he needed was a firm hand and some physical exertion.

				Under the school’s supervision and tutelage, however, he seemed to suffer more than prosper. He took no interest, much to his Housemaster’s grievance, in those pursuits, sportsmanship and military training and so on, to which young men, I was oft informed, ought to take rather keenly. He was at odds, also, with the school’s religious instruction, against which he railed constantly. On more than one occasion, I was called into the school to account for his ungodly ideas.

				On this count, I cannot blame the boy, for the escape from my own staunchly Calvinist upbringing formed no small part of my decision to leave Scotland. It was also the chief reason that in the years since I came to New South Wales, at least until I sent Dougal to his care, I had exchanged not two words with my brother.

			

			
				It was only a few months before he was due to graduate from King’s that I was called back from business in the Western Plains to find that Dougal had been expelled from the school. He would have been well placed, according to his examination results, to have entered university in whichever faculty he desired, and I thought to argue for the school to rescind their expulsion.

				I was met, however, by a resolute refusal to discuss the matter. I left with the distinct impression that the Headmaster, Reverend George Fairfowl Macarthur, was, more than anything else, afraid.

				Dougal himself refused to speak of what had occurred, and eventually I was left with no choice but to cease my inquiries. 

				In the two years following, Dougal’s health deteriorated. He got about everywhere with the aid of a cane and, wrapped in a thick shawl, he was wracked by bouts of shivering, even in the hottest months.

				He took work in the Sydney Free Public Library. There he worked closely with the young principal librarian, Robert Cooper Walker, with whom I became well acquainted, and was instrumental in helping to expand the library’s collection. Dougal found himself lodging close by the Library, and though I saw less and less of him, I became great friends with Mr Walker, though he was much closer to my son’s age than mine. He told me Dougal was fascinated, almost obsessed, with the Library’s rare books collection, and spent long nights closeted in the archives, poring over its contents. He confessed that he had rather received the impression that Dougal was searching for something, though what that might be, neither he nor I had any clue. 

			

			
				Dougal worked for Robert Walker for over three years. Eventually, and quite suddenly, he announced that he was going to seek his fortune in the goldfields of Victoria. I made no effort to conceal my surprise, and concern, for both his health and his prospects of success. I questioned him repeatedly, not understanding at all where this sudden, and quite odd, desire had come from. I was in no way short of funds. The fact that Dougal could live out his days comfortably in good health and pursuit of his interests, on my moderate wealth, fell on deaf ears. Despite my efforts, Dougal remained firm in his resolve. 

				I did not hear word of him for the better part of three years. When I did, it was most alarming.

				


				♦
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				By the time I arrived in Glenrowan, Dougal was barely clinging to life. He was laid up in the Glenrowan Hotel, under the care of the now infamous Joe Byrne. For all the violence for which Mr Byrne was later responsible, and all that has been said of him, I found him to be both an exceedingly courteous and considerate young man. His concern for my son was immediately apparent, and he tended Dougal, who lay pallid and sweating on his cot, with a surprisingly gentle hand.

			

			
				Dougal had become horrendously thin, his face skeletal and his eyes sunken in black pits. To his chest, in one thin hand, he clutched a worn, leather-bound journal, a strange symbol scratched on its cover. It echoed the Celtic triskelion design, and yet it had some indefinable, almost squid-like quality in its form. I felt an immediate revulsion towards the thing, and I made to remove it from Dougal’s grip. But Joe quickly stayed my hand, and handed me the cool cloth with which he had been mopping my son’s sodden brow.

				Joe left me then for a time, and I sat by the bedside for a long while, deeply concerned. In all his childhood bouts of illness I had never seen Dougal in such a wretched condition.

				I do not in truth know how long it was that I sat there, but night had fallen by the time Joe returned. He had a bottle of whisky and two glasses, and he motioned me from the room, taking me to his own, where he related the events, or at least what he knew of them, that had led my son to this dark place.

				Dougal had fallen to the devil of opium, which was a common affliction, I was told, amongst the Chinese encampments of the goldfields. Joe admitted, with much candour, that he himself partook of that drug on occasion, and he feared that it had been his friendship and influence that had introduced my boy to it.

				“I feel much responsibility to my friends, Mr Crowther,” he said. “But I’ve not been the friend to your boy I should have.”

				I said nothing, sensing in the young man the need to make a confession of sorts.

				“He is a remarkable intellect,” he went on. “And perhaps I didn’t realise how little experience of the world he has. I should not have left him alone. I’m no saint, but I’ve been much maligned by the law, and I didn’t think my disappearance would leave Dougal... I didn’t think he would have been so indulgent with the opium.”

			

			
				He was obviously much pained by what he was telling me, his eyes on the floor and an anguished cast to his features. Despite my anxiousness over Dougal’s condition, I found myself unable to be overly angry with him. Still, I remained quiet, and allowed him to continue in his own time.

				“I was gone for months, avoiding the coppers, and too much concerned with my own welfare. When I came back, he was in a terrible way. The Chinese had put him in a little tent, or he had crawled there. It was not much more than a lean-to, a pitiful shelter, but no one would go near him.”

				He fell silent then, his eyes far off, as though reliving the experience. There was a long silence.

				“Mr Byrne?” I said eventually, prompting his from his reverie. He shook his head, and looked up. After a moment, he went on.

				“I could make neither head nor tail of it, Mr Crowther. I have seen men in the grip of opium before, but not like this.” Another silence. “Do you know what, or who, The Old Ones are?” he asked suddenly.

				I shook my head.

				“Dougal raved about them. He was in some state of delirium, and I could barely understand what he said, but he said it over and over. He was always holding that little book, and would go mad if I tried to put it aside, screaming and thrashing about. He seemed near dying, but the strength he held that book with was beyond me to break.”

				I looked away, as though I might stop seeing that image of Dougal in my mind. When I turned back, Joe was quietly holding out the bottle of whisky. He waited while I poured, and took a long swallow.

				“Even in his moments of clarity, I could get nothing from him. All he would say is ‘Time, Joe, I have no time’, as though he knew he was dying. There was an old man, a Chinaman, who didn’t seem to share his compatriot’s fear, and had been giving Dougal water, and what food he’d eat. He told me that I needed to take the lad elsewhere, before someone did away with him.” 

			

			
				Joe had sent for his friends the Kelly brothers, and together they had brought Dougal here to Glenrowan. 

				I had consumed more whisky in the telling of that story than I was used to and, tired and worried, I excused myself to return to my son’s side. Joe, who was to take his leave again the next morning, warned me of what to expect in the aftermath of Dougal’s dependence on the opium, and that I would see him in worse condition yet before he recovered.

				He was not wrong, and I remained several weeks with Dougal in Glenrowan before he was well enough to make a slow trip back to Sydney. I say well enough, but in truth it was only that he was able to be moved at all. I was afraid he might not make the trip, but was determined to get him to where he might receive the best care.

				Though he was past his desperate need of the drug, Dougal’s body was ravaged, and his dreams fevered. He slept the bulk of the journey north, and he rambled much in his sleep, mumbling strange, indecipherable phrases, and occasionally raving and crying out as if in pain.

				I could make little sense of it, but that he seemed to think he was very close to something, and repeated often “no time left”. 

				At home once more, and under professional care, Dougal made a very gradual recovery, at least to a state where he could tend to himself. He was much frustrated by his slow healing, and would become angry and even violent when he proved incapable of performing anything beyond the simplest tasks. On more than one occasion I was forced to clean up a shattered cup and saucer where Dougal had flung it from the table, unable to lift the teapot to pour himself a cup.

				I had extricated myself as much as possible from the parts of my business that required my attention outside Sydney, so that I could tend to my son in whatever capacity I was able. During his long convalescence I saw no sign of his little journal, and remembering Joe Byrne’s description of Dougal’s reticence and violence when asked of it, I let the subject be and soon forgot all about it.

			

			
				Eventually he began to talk of going back to work at the Public Library. I could not see what he could manage in the way of work, his frailty being what it was, but I arranged for Robert Walker to visit him and discuss the matter.

				They spent over an hour closeted together in the parlour. I was alerted to Robert’s departure by the slamming of the front door, which was strange. He and I had remained great friends after Dougal’s departure for Victoria, and I had expected him to join me for an evening drink, as we often took together. 

				“I was expecting Robert to stay for a drink,” I said, stepping into the parlour. 

				Gazing out the window, Dougal said nothing. 

				“Dougal?” 

				He continued to ignore me.

				“Look at me when I’m talking to you boy,” I said. 

				He pulled his gaze sulkily from the window. 

				“What has happened?” I asked.

				“I shan’t be returning to my work at the Library,” he said, and turned back to the window. I left him alone.

				He fell thereafter into a deep ennui, spending his days in bed and staring blankly out the window, and talking to himself. I stood quietly outside his door at times trying to make sense of his mutterings. I could understand little, but he seemed bitter and angry, and I heard him repeat on several occasions, as though an echo of his past delirium, “no time left”. 

				There was nothing I could do to rouse him, and he would take little in the way of food or drink. The height of summer was upon us then, which had always ill suited Dougal’s constitution, and coupled with his paltry appetite, he began to lose the small measure of vitality that he had regained. 

			

			
				Thinking that perhaps Robert Walker could shed some light on this new malady of Dougal’s spirit, I called upon him at the Library. But he would not see me. I could not begin to guess what had occurred betwixt him and Dougal to so sour him to our friendship, or to have such a dire influence upon my son’s psyche. I returned home, if anything more confused than when I had ventured out.

				In a state of near desperation, I resolved soon after to send Dougal to my brother, Cormack, in the hills of Pitlochry in Scotland. It would not be an easy voyage in his condition, but neither was the oppressive heat of this southern summer doing him any good. I hoped the good highland air would prove more suited to his blood, and that my brother, a stout, pragmatic man, hard yet not unkind, would be able to work Dougal into a state of health, of both the body and the spirit. 

				To my surprise, Dougal was not immediately opposed to the idea, and though he turned a sceptical eye on me at the suggestion, he seemed content to entertain at least the possibility whilst I awaited word of approval from my brother.

				It was several weeks before arrangements were finalised and passage booked aboard the clipper Samuel Plimsoll for London. Dougal emerged from whatever malaise had kept him bedridden. He was still far from well, but he managed to drag himself downstairs to sit in the parlour and look out into the street. With no argument coming from Dougal, I worked with the assumption that he was going willingly to Scotland.

				The day before he was to set sail, I returned from my morning’s work to see a great hulk of a man coming down our front steps. He crossed the road and passed me by on the other side without so much as a glance in my direction.

				I asked Dougal about him, and he waved absently at a parcel of paper and a small range of pens and brushes. For the voyage, he said. Something to keep him occupied.

				The following morning, Dougal seemed tense, almost agitated as I helped him into the hansom to take us to Circular Quay. He clutched a small leather satchel, and would not loosen his grip upon it even to climb into the cab. I put it all down to a case of nerves regarding the impending voyage.

			

			
				I watched Dougal closely on the ride to the harbour, at first to monitor his condition, in case at the last minute I decided he was not capable of the voyage, but then I looked at him simply out of curiosity. He seemed in better health than I had seen him in some time. Though by no means hale, there was a flush in his cheeks that I had not seen since the days he first began work in the Public Library.

				He did not notice my surveillance, though I took no measures to hide it, but stared avidly out the window of the cab, as we made our way through the city. As we passed the north end of Hyde Park, we came upon a great commotion, and the hansom slowed to a crawl. 

				Looking out the window, I saw a crowd gathered at the top of Macleay Street, where a haze of smoke hung thick in the air. I was surprised that I had neither seen nor smelled it before now, but put it down to being too much concerned with watching Dougal.

				I looked over at him. To my surprise he had slumped back in his seat and showed no interest in what was going on outside the cab. I put my head outside to see what was happening. A policeman, directing the onlookers into Hyde Park to clear the roads, told me that someone had burned down the Free Public Library during the night. I was saddened to learn that by the time the authorities had arrived, the building was nothing more than a smouldering heap.

				I pulled my head inside the cab, and looked at Dougal. For the briefest moment I thought I caught the hint of smile on his lips, but it was gone in an instant, and he seemed genuinely overcome by emotion. Whatever falling out he had had with Robert Walker, the Library had been an important part of his life, and he sat the rest of the ride to the Quay in silence.

			

			
				By the time we arrived, and Dougal’s cases were loaded aboard the Samuel Plimsoll, the captain, Richard Boaden, was impatient to be away with the tide. I did not have as much time for my farewells as I would have liked, and gave Dougal a hasty embrace as he was helped up the gangway by one of the crew. As he stepped onto the deck, something fell from his satchel, and the sailor stooped to pick it up. The man shuddered as he handed it back, and I was sure it was the little leather journal with the strange, disquieting sigil on its cover.

				Whatever it was, it, along with Dougal, was quickly lost in the bustle of the final loading and settling. I caught sight of Dougal again as the Samuel Plimsoll pulled away from the dock, and waved. He did not seem to see me, and I was about to turn away when I saw a hulking figure step up beside him. It was, without a doubt, the same man I had seen exiting my own front door only the afternoon before. 

				The two shook hands, and the larger man passed Dougal something, who visibly struggled with its weight. I could not be sure at such a distance, but it looked like a thick, heavy book.

				The Plimsoll turned around the point of Fort Macquarie, and I lost sight of my son. I was left with a heavy, fearful weight in my gut. The next several days were ones of near madness as I went over the events of the last few days, my deep doubts refusing to be put to rest. 

				Was that fire in his eyes, that colour in his cheeks as we sat in the cab, a marker of the same obsession that had burned in Dougal during those long nights searching through the Library? Who was that enormous man who was now aboard ship with my son for three months? What was that book he handed over? I could not help but entertain the dreadful possibility of Dougal’s involvement with the burning of the Library.

				Following this grim prospect, I went once more to try to see Robert Walker. To no avail. There was no sign of him amongst the salvagers at the ruin of the Library, and no answer when I called at his home. The dark questions I had about my son remained.

			

			
				There was nothing I could do in the end, and I threw myself into work to distract myself, once more travelling away from Sydney. Gradually the fear for Dougal dissipated, and by the time I received his telegram telling me that he had arrived safely and was waiting for his uncle, I had dismissed my concerns as nonsense. 

				I waited eagerly for the next news of Dougal and, despite myself, my brother and the family I had long since left behind. 

				It did not come.

				


				♦
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				No parent can believe they will lose a child, even one as sickly as Dougal. I maintained my composure long enough to telegraph arrangements for Dougal’s body to be preserved and returned to me in Sydney. I paid no mind to the considerable expense, and indeed, soon paid a much greater price, to both my business and my health, meted out in whisky.

			

			
				It was the longest period of my life, those eighty-seven days I waited for the return of my son. No further information came from the Edinburgh Police concerning his death, and I sent telegram after telegram to my brother, seeking some explanation. I did not receive a word in reply.

				I met by chance with Robert Walker again, though I was much the worse for drink at the time and have no reasonable recollection of it. Evidently the death of Dougal, which I must have blurted out in my stupor, had considerable impact upon him. Perhaps it was merely guilt, but our friendship was rekindled, though it took on more an aspect of nurse and patient. He would join me for a drink, as had been our habit, in the early evening, though he kept a careful eye on me, and took responsibility for pouring the whisky himself, putting it away when he judged I’d had enough.

				He seemed genuinely distressed by my condition, and took great pains to help me keep my spirits up. He was a great boon in that dark time. When notice came that Dougal’s body had finally arrived, it was Robert who took charge of arrangements, and accompanied the casket to the house.

				I had to see my son one last time. Against Robert’s advice, for he was concerned about the state of the body, I opened the coffin. 

				I had to steady myself against its edge to keep from falling. What I saw within made me weak at the knees. I managed to hold on for only a moment before I turned away and vomited. Then Robert was at my elbow, helping me straighten. Steeling myself, I turned back to the casket, and together we looked at the body.

				The face was shrunken, the lips pulled back in a rictus scream, and the skin blue-grey and translucent, showing a black web of capillaries stretched tight over the skull beneath. It looked as though all fluid had been drained from the body, and the eyes were stuck wide open, an expression of abject terror frozen upon its gruesome visage.

			

			
				But perhaps most disquieting of all was the fact that the body I looked upon was not Dougal’s.

				


				♦
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				My only concern now was to go myself to Scotland and find the truth of what had become of Dougal. But I could not simply board ship. Preparation took much longer than I would have liked. With the testimony of Robert Walker that it was not, in fact, my son, I was able to give over the disturbing, unidentified corpse to the authorities for disposal. 

				With Robert bereft of his work at the Library and not knowing quite what else to do with himself, I had little trouble convincing him to look after my business dealings in my absence. There was a rather painstaking process of making the necessary introductions, etcetera, but eventually I found myself free to travel without concern for my welfare.

				A fortnight or thereabouts after the removal of the hideous body from my home, I was aboard the Cutty Sark, the fastest ship then sailing between Sydney and London.

			

			
				For all its speed however, I had considerable time to mull over events. I tried to convince myself that Dougal had been the victim, taken in by some foul play or other. But however hard I tried, my mind remained a maelstrom of suspicion, filled with things I could not quite put together: the burning library, the great brute coming out of my door and then standing with Dougal aboard the Plimsoll, and most of all the little journal with that horrid symbol on its cover. I could not shake the feeling that whatever was going on was part of some dark design. I needed to find the Samuel Plimsoll and question her crew. 

				We put into the Port of London, and I wasted no time disembarking and calling at the Port Authority Building, seeking the whereabouts of the Plimsoll. She was due in this very port only a few days hence, and I spent a restless time waiting for her, unable to stop myself trawling the docks with a photograph of Dougal and asking anyone who would listen if they had seen him. They had not. My efforts with the crew of the Samuel Plimsoll yielded no more recognition than I got along the docks. Fully half of the crew who had been aboard with Dougal had gone, succumbing to the perils of the open sea or signing-on with other vessels. Of those that remained, all but a few were tight lipped and ill disposed. 

				I was free enough with my coin, but it did me little good, until I spoke of that enormous companion of Dougal’s. Several sailors made gestures as if to ward off evil at his mention, and I rapidly found myself alone save for one grey and gruff old salt.

				“There be no good come of you looking for that malefic individual,” he growled as he gripped me hard by the arm and propelled me toward the gangway. 

				I opened my mouth to speak, but he cut me off sharply. “And no good neither of you saying more where it might get heard,” he hissed, looking about. He stopped at the edge of the deck, and slipped a card into my palm. “There’s some what would do you harm to see that,” he said, and then, “The pull of blood, be as great as that of the sea.” And he thrust me from the ship. 

			

			
				I wandered into the crowd a few steps, a little confused about what had just occurred. I glanced at the card in my hand, and was caught by a sudden chill. I looked back then and saw the old sailor watching me, a cold, satisfied smile on his face. He turned away quickly and was gone.

				With a shudder I moved hurriedly out of sight of the Plimsoll, and when I found an uninhabited lane, I stepped out of the bustle and examined the card.

				


				♦

				


				MR MILLIGAN

				SAMUEL PLIMSOLL

				CARE/LONDON PORT AUTHORITY

				


				FLESHMARKET CLOSE STOP YELLOW SIGN STOP TIME NOW CLOSE STOP

				


				I had no idea what it meant, but I remembered well the reek of Fleshmarket Close. Edinburgh. From whence came the body that was not my son. I took the next train.

				The haar lay thick on the city, the buildings floating ghostly out of the fog as we pulled into Waverley. Impatient, I made no time for finding a porter, and carried my case myself up the steep slope of Cockburn Street to the Star Hotel, right on the corner of Fleshmarket Close. The stench of the place, the fish and meat and the urinary scent of the public house, had not changed in all the years I’d been away. I took a room at the Star, and having arranged my small belongings, made my way up through Fleshmarket Close toward the Royal Mile, where I intended to break my fast before anything else. I did not make it that far.

			

			
				I was barely half way along the Close when I was overcome by the most acute sense of disquiet. I reeled, and leant against the wall a moment to steady myself. Across from me was a narrow door, and above it a small, shuttered window. On the shutters, painted in a sickly, choleric yellow was the same symbol I had seen scratched into the cover of Dougal’s journal.

				That same revulsion I had felt upon first seeing it, though immeasurably stronger, rose from my gut. I leant over and vomited. It was some time before I could gather myself, but eventually I approached the door beneath that dread sign. I did not know who, or what, I expected within, but I found in myself a strange resolve and, without so much as a knock, I forced the door open and went inside.

				It was a narrow staircase, squeezed between the Star Hotel and the public house behind, and at the top a small, dim room, full of thick and foetid air, and the tiniest crack of light showing between the closed shutters. As much as I was loath to touch the bearers of that horrendous sign, I could see nothing without light. I stepped over and swung them back, taking a gulp of the only slightly fresher air from Fleshmarket Close.

				The sign on the shutters was as nothing compared to the terror that greeted me in that little room. Laid out naked upon the floor was the very man I was looking for. Like the body in Sydney, his mouth was stuck in a horrid scream. It was stuffed with a scrap of cloth, perhaps tweed, and the eyes were wide and vacant. Despite his great frame he looked small, shrivelled, as though every last bit of life and soul had been sucked from him.

				In danger of emptying my stomach again, I staggered down the stairs and into the close. I found a police box on the high street, and by the time they had examined and removed the body, some hours later, a great crowd had gathered. I was standing to one side, talking to Constable Birmingham who had arrived late on the scene.

			

			
				“There is no doubt, Constable,” I said. “This is the same man I saw aboard the Samuel Plimsoll with my son upon Sydney Harbour.”

				I said nothing, yet, of having seen him exiting my own home, thinking it best for Dougal, should he be found, not to be too closely associated with this desecrated corpse. The Constable turned a questioning gaze on me, and for a moment I wondered if he suspected I was keeping some information from him.

				“You must have a canny memory, Mr Crowther,” he said. “Having seen him only the once, and all that time ago. I didnae recognise him myself, and he spent a night in one of my cells no more than a month ago. I suppose it’s the state of him, but he made quite the impression last time, so I should’ve remembered.”

				“Quite the impression?”

				“Oh, aye. Caused a great stramash in the Grass Market, staggering about like he couldnae control himself and screaming bloody murder. Injured near a dozen folk before we got him under control. Or semblance of control. He ceased his violence, but his raving went on most of the night. Drove the night watchman half mad, muttering and arguing with himself. Ah, he was meek as a mouse come the morning however...”

				Constable Birmingham went on, but I stopped listening, taken with a sudden feeling of being watched. I looked past the Constable at the massed crowd in the high street, and saw my brother. 

				He looked older than I would have thought, his hair greyer than mine despite being my junior, but it was unmistakably Cormack. He was watching me avidly, and I felt unclothed and exposed beneath that stare. His eyes locked on mine for the briefest moment, and I felt a great anger rise in me, an eruption of all the fear and frustration of the last several months. I shoved past the Constable and ran at him. But he was gone. He simply disappeared into the crowd. 

			

			
				I searched in vain, forcing my way madly through the press, this way and that. Eventually, as the people thinned and wandered away, and still I could find no sign of him, I gave up and returned to the police. I spoke again with Constable Birmingham, answering his questions and providing what details I could. As before, I said nothing of my fears about Dougal, and in fact now that I had laid eyes on my brother, I began to wonder if I had perhaps been entirely wrong.

				The constable assured me that the very best officers of Edinburgh’s police force would be investigating the case, and if my son was to be found, they would do so. I was unconvinced, however, of either the efficacy of the police, or indeed of the likelihood that Dougal was there to be found at all. Until now, I had considered the possibility that Dougal had never made landfall, having been robbed and done away with at sea. But how, and why, would Cormack have had any involvement in such a crime? And here he was, the very afternoon I arrived in Scotland. 

				I was deeply suspicious, and the following morning I made all haste north to Pitlochry. The day was getting on by the time I arrived, a sullen afternoon, heavy with the promise of rain. I left my case in the cloakroom at the railway station and, ignoring the hour and the threatening weather, I made my way up the path through Black Spout Wood to my family’s ancestral farm, overlooking the Distillery.

				As I emerged from the ancient line of trees I saw, across the field, a stout, grey-haired figure disappear into the door of the farmhouse. Cormack. I quickened my pace, and reached the house almost at a run.

				The door was ajar, and from the dim interior spewed such a wave of dismay that I was stopped in my tracks and brought to my knees upon the threshold. I fell onto my side and lay unmoving, struck down with such a bleakness I felt I might die of hopelessness right there. I lost track of how long I lay there before I was able to push myself upright, but the afternoon had waned to evening, and inky blue twilight gathered close about the house. An echo of that dire hopelessness remained, but I forced myself to my feet and opened the door.

			

			
				As I stepped inside panic gripped me. My heart thundered in my ears, getting louder the further I went. I knew with certainty that I would find that abysmal symbol somewhere within.

				I was not wrong. There was, of course, no sign of Cormack, or of Dougal, and there was a thick layer of dust on everything. In the kitchen I found yet another defiled and desiccated corpse. Steeling myself against the urge to retreat, I pushed into the room. 

				The body, bearing the same agonised scream and staring eyes, was lain upon a much larger rendition of the abhorrent sign. Unlike the scene in the Fleshmarket, it was clothed from the waist down, the upper body and face painted in thick, flyblown blood. The limbs of the corpse were stretched out unevenly to match the symbol’s tentacular arms. It had clearly lain in place for some time, and had been chewed here and there, I can only assume by rats.

				It was too much. I disgorged the contents of my stomach right there, disturbing the flies in a black cloud that buzzed sickeningly around my head. Fighting my way out of the house, flies in my nose and mouth and an altogether ungodly panic in my heart, I ran blindly back down the hill toward town. It began to rain. The woods clawed at me as I went, and I stumbled and fell many times on paths I’d once known like the lines of my palm. I emerged into the road soaked, muddy and half out of my senses.

				The flies were gone, the nausea and blackness of spirit behind me, and yet it was not until I had stumbled into the taproom of the Old Mill Inn, and swallowed several measures of whisky, that I could slow the frantic beating of my heart. 

				I wanted nothing more than to get away, and had there been an available horse I might well have forgone waiting for the morning train. As it was, I had no choice. I informed the local constable, who would go nowhere before morning, and waited out the night in the taproom of the Old Mill. 

			

			
				I brooded on the ghastly error I had made in coming here, and began to think that, for my own sanity, even my life, I might best soon make my escape.

				Though the constable informed me in the morning that officers would be coming up from Edinburgh, I knew whatever evil was in this place was beyond the power of these earthly men. I returned to Edinburgh, and whilst I lodged in the New Town, and kept well away from Fleshmarket Close, even after several weeks I could not shake a lingering fear, an uneasiness that went everywhere with me. The police found no trace of my brother, and I despaired of ever knowing the fate of my son. 

				


				♦

				


				MR ROBERT WALKER

				GLENVIEW STREET

				PADDINGTON, NEW SOUTH WALES

				


				RETURNING TO SYDNEY STOP NO HOPE HERE STOP EXPECT TO ARRIVE END APRIL STOP

				


				AONGHAS CROWTHER

				


				I wandered into the train station by the Waverley Bridge, a great weight pressing on me. I could not grieve again for my son, but I had been so certain I would find resolution here. The combination of loss and failure is a bitter draught for any man, and I had drunk more than my share. 

				I paused atop the stairs, looking down into the station below. The platforms were crowded, its bustle a contrast to the emptiness I felt, a yawning hopelessness in the face of the unnatural malice to which I had been witness.

			

			
				I made my plodding way down the stairs. As I stepped into the main station, I felt again a sensation of being watched. I felt a sharp pang in my chest, and I looked around nervously. I felt as though the world had slowed around me as I looked this way and that, searching faces in the crowd. Nothing. No one I recognised. And then I looked back up the stairs I had just stepped from. 

				There, in the very place I had paused and looked down but a few moments before, stood Cormack, watching with a dark, crooked smile.

				The slumbering fear that I carried awoke with a start into terror, and I shook uncontrollably. I was stuck in place. The hammer of my pulse in my ears drowned out all other sound, and I was lost in my own little purgatory. 

				Until Cormack took a slow, almost nonchalant step down. The spell seemed broken, and in a desperate hysteria I fled through the crowd. I ducked and darted, knocking people aside, jumping behind doors and waiting for a moment, before dashing off in a new direction. I must have looked like a madman, and I cannot, thinking back on it, understand how I did not make myself that much more conspicuous in my panic.

				Eventually I found a narrow space, a little recess into which I squeezed myself, beside the door to the guard’s room on my platform. I watched, as best I could, the other passengers boarding the train for London, and waited until the last moment, when the guard blew the whistle, before I leapt out of my hiding place and onto the train, as it pulled away.

				I stood inside the door, peering surreptitiously out of the window at the station. I did not see Cormack, and neither had I seen him board the train. But I could not be sure, and when I found my seat, I was still in a state of great anxiety. I slumped low in my seat, trying to make myself as invisible to the rest of the train as possible.

			

			
				I did not notice how far south I had gone by the time my heartbeat relaxed, but the fear stayed with me the entire journey, and I was beset by a frequent palsy, shaking so that I could barely put a cup to my lips. I was in such a state when I arrived in London that I left the train without my belongings. 

				My fear it seemed, was entirely justified, for in the crowds at Waterloo Station, I saw Cormack again. I reeled away, terrified, shoving people from my path as I fled. And then he was there again, and again, seemingly in every crowd, always ahead of me. Eventually I stumbled into quieter streets, and he did not find me again. 

				I found a cab, and instructed the cabbie merely to drive. I was in London early, and had thought to hide in my berth aboard ship until departure two days later. But now, I had no desire to bring attention to my plans, were I to be seen at the port. Instead I took the cab across the river to the Westminster Palace Hotel, where I paid a fortune by most measures to hide myself away. It was no small luxury, and despite myself, I was much recovered by the time I made my way to the port on the morning of departure. 

				To my alarm, however, I discovered that my ship, the Rosebud, had sailed. Consulting the Port Authority, I was informed that the Rosebud had departing according to schedule – at dawn that morning, and with its full complement of passengers, on which list I was included.

				Though I produced the telegram confirming my date of passage and the noon time of the Rosebud’s departure, there was, as the clerk informed, little point in argument. The ship was simply not there for me to take. When I questioned the fact that, despite the ledger, I had quite clearly not sailed upon the Rosebud that morning, the clerk became very much less than affable.

				“Are you suggesting, sir, that I am telling an untruth? Or that the Port Authority does not keep factual records?” He shot up from his chair, face twisting savagely.

			

			
				I was quite taken aback by his violent reaction, and somewhat in shock, simply left. In the end I sailed upon the Samuel Plimsoll itself, from Plymouth. I did not relish a voyage upon that ship, but neither would I remain in Britain any longer than necessary. Thankfully, for the sake of my sanity I believe, the old sailor who had sent me to Fleshmarket Close was not aboard, and no one else seemed to know me.

				Upon the open ocean, with fresh air and time to reflect, I became convinced that I had been suffering some sort of delusion. Even had I seen my brother as I left Edinburgh, though in the end I doubted even this, there was simply no reasonable explanation for him to be following me about and terrorising me. If he had been so intent on causing me distress, why had he not done so upon the train? And if he was not on the train, as I came to believe, it simply wasn’t possible that he could have made it to London for me to see him there.

				This realisation, that I was not in my right mind, was, I believed, the turning point, and I wondered what else had been the product of my clearly fevered mind. I sought the counsel of the ship’s surgeon, and even the chaplain. So it was that I arrived in Sydney, hale and whole, on a bright, cold winter’s morning toward the end of July.

				Without my baggage, I had spent the voyage with a little spare clothing given to me by the chaplain. Not having anything now to encumber me, I eschewed a cab, and walked the miles home from the harbour.

				When I turned the key in my front door, I was assaulted by the dust and musty air of a home closed up and uninhabited for the best part of a year. The shutters and curtains were all closed, and the house dim and gloomy. I went about the house, opening windows and letting in the fresh air. The door to the parlour was shut, which was unusual, and as I reached out to open it, I was struck by a sudden echo of that old fear. Shrugging it off, I opened the door and stepped into the darkened room.

			

			
				Even without much light, I could see it. 

				The terror and sickness rose in me again. Upon the far wall, utterly drained, mouth open in a silent, lifeless scream, was nailed the corpse of Cormack. His limbs were twisted grotesquely to form a human version of that nightmare sigil, and behind him on the wall, like a shadow upon a shadow, was the image of some monstrous, esoteric creature of writhing tentacles tipped with talons.

				My vision swam, and as I reached out to steady myself, a strong hand gripped my elbow. I looked up to see Robert Walker standing by my side. In a voice wholly not his, but horribly familiar, he said, “Hello, father.”

				


				


				




			

			
				


				


				


				


				


				AFTERWORD


				


				When H. P. Lovecraft died on March 15, 1937, no book of his stories had been published, and only a single, poorly printed edition of one story (The Shadow over Innsmouth, 1936) had come out. All his other stories were consigned to the pages of already crumbling pulp magazines like Weird Tales and Astounding Stories, and Lovecraft was probably already envisioning the ultimate oblivion that would overtake his work as he himself lay dying.

				That oblivion was averted only by the help of his friends and colleagues, who rescued his work and preserved it in hardcover and, later, paperback editions. For decades Lovecraft was a writer known only to the select few; but his tales unexpectedly gained a wide following beginning in the later 1960s, and ever since then his fame and popularity have continued to grow exponentially. Now his work has been translated into more than thirty languages, and he has been officially canonised as a major writer in world literature.

				Much of that popularity has been the result of an unprecedented array of writers of weird fiction, science fiction, and even mainstream fiction who have chosen to adapt or expand upon the provocative ideas found in his work. This is an almost unparalleled phenomenon, and its only possible parallel is the wide-ranging imitations of the Sherlock Holmes stories. Over the decades, writers as eminent as Arthur C. Clarke, Joyce Carol Oates, Stephen King, and Jorge Luis Borges have written pastiches of or homages to Lovecraft, and there seems to be no end in sight.

			

			
				What has led writers of such differing literary bent to pay their respects to Lovecraft in novels and stories? Part of the answer is the remarkable timelessness of Lovecraft’s visions. He deliberately eschewed writing about mundane or transient political or social phenomena of the 1920s and 1930s, when most of his fiction was written; instead, he focused on “big” issues that affected all humanity. What is our place in the universe? What can we do in the face of alien incursion? How do we define the self? It is these “cosmic” issues that constitute the essence of Lovecraft’s fictional world.

				Lovecraft was also a pioneer in the development of weird fiction. A devotee of science from early childhood, he realised that the standard motifs of supernatural writing—the vampire, the werewolf, the witch, the haunted house, and so on—had become played out through overuse, and, more significantly, had become implausible through the advance of science. Accordingly, Lovecraft believed that the only means to keep weird fiction aesthetically viable was to reinterpret weird conceptions by means of cutting-edge science. “The time has come,” he wrote in a 1931 letter, “when the normal revolt against time, space, & matter must assume a form not overtly incompatible with what is known of reality—when it must be gratified by images forming supplements rather than contradictions of the visible & mensurable universe. And what, if not a form of non-supernatural cosmic art, is to pacify this sense of revolt—as well as gratify the cognate sense of curiosity?” And so we have such great weird/science fiction hybrids as the Antarctic novella At the Mountains of Madness or that intriguing examination of mind-exchange over time, “The Shadow out of Time.”

				At the same time, Lovecraft’s intense devotion to landscape—especially the landscape of his native New England—made him something of a regional writer, with a meticulously recreated topography (even though it included such invented towns as Arkham, Dunwich, and Innsmouth) that became the springboards of incredible cosmic imaginings. It is this  intimate fusion of the real and the imaginary that makes Lovecraft’s work so distinctive.

			

			
				The writers who have contributed to this book have seized upon these and other aspects of Lovecraft’s vision in their own imaginative ventures. A fair number of them make only the most tangential allusions to themes, motifs, and conceptions in Lovecraft’s work, but that is their great virtue. There was a time, some decades ago, when would-be pastichists of Lovecraft were content to mention one of the “gods” or “forbidden books” of his pseudomythology, or to create new ones of their own; but time has passed, and writers today realise that a much more searching and allusive approach is needed. The contributors to Cthulhu Lives! have found intriguing elements in Lovecraft’s stories—whether it be the documentary style of The Case of Charles Dexter Ward, the threat of hybrid monsters in “The Shadow over Innsmouth,” or supernatural rats in “The Rats in the Walls”—and infused them with their own imaginations. The result is a series of sincere and well-crafted tributes to H. P. Lovecraft that rise far above mechanical pastiche.

				Lovecraft once wrote: “The imaginative writer devotes himself to art in its most essential sense ... He is a painter of moods and mind-pictures—a capturer and amplifier of elusive dreams and fancies—a voyager into those unheard-of realms which are glimpsed through the veil of actuality but rarely, and only by the most sensitive.” By this standard, the writers included in Cthulhu Lives! are indeed imaginative writers in the truest sense.

				—S. T. Joshi

				


				


				




			

			
				SPECIAL BONUS STORY
from Red Phone Box: a Darkly Magical Story Cycle, available now from Ghostwoods Books


				


				


				


				THE BOXED GOD by Kate Harrad

				


				How red the box was. Redder than the sun, redder than splashes of rust on the ground, redder than Ravi’s blood. How beautiful it was. They worshipped its beauty. They chanted from sunrise to sunset, surrounding it in a circle of praise, raising their hands towards it, committing every feature to memory: the clouded glass, the dusty handle, the mysterious word sprawled across the top, TELEPHONE. They had never seen anything like it.

				It was new, but it had always been there. Ravi knew both things were true, though she did not know how. She only knew that it blazed in the sunlight like a flower, and they, the children, were the bees drawn to its vital, vivid energy. How they loved it, how they loved it.

				And how they loved the god who lived inside the box. For the box was not merely a box; it was a container, a glass cabinet designed to display the god in all her pale glory. How beautiful she was. They worshipped her for all they were worth. The god in the box represented the living spirit in the body, the soul inside the flesh. She was life itself, and everything she did was symbolic of the divine.

				Ravi liked it especially when she slept, her body hunched in the corner of her narrow red cell like a broken insect caught in a jar. She could watch the god for hours like that, even when everyone else had left. She was the god’s most fervent devotee, she knew. Her biggest fan. The god called her that sometimes, when it was the middle of the night and she woke up to find Ravi still watching her. “You’re my biggest fan,” she would say. And usually she would add, “Please let me out. Please. Do you understand?” And Ravi would bow down to her. But she would not approach the box. Neither she nor any of the children would dare touch the box or reply to the god. That wasn’t what they were for. 

			

			
				The best thing of all was when the god sang to them. That happened more in the early days, before she grew weak. She made other noises too, early on – loud noises, sometimes, but they didn’t like those much. They had heard screaming before. What they liked was the singing. Sing to us, they begged, and the god sometimes obliged. Ravi suspected, secretly, that the god’s singing voice was not that good, but she wanted her to sing as much as the others did. More. The songs were like the sound of love. Although the words meant almost nothing to her, she committed them all to memory.

				Once, the god stopped after the first line of the song, and began to shout instead of singing. This is not where I belong! Where am I? Please, please let me out! The children recognised this as the eternal cry of the god. They knew that eventually the cries would stop, so they merely kneeled and praised the god’s suffering, enduring spirit. After a while, she began to sing again.

				But that was in the early days, when the god was still going strong. Now she was near the end of her span, and Ravi knew it, for this was not their first sacrifice. She mourned, but she was grateful too, to have experienced such a transforming, glorious thing as the boxed god.

				No more sounds came from inside, now. As the god began to die, the children gathered in their dozens, waiting at a respectful distance for the miracle of death to occur, to thrill them with the profound, necessary knowledge that they were still alive.

				Ravi was the closest to the red box. And after the miracle occurred, and the god’s eyes finally closed, and gradually everyone drifted away, she stepped through the invisible circle around the box and finally she opened it. She lifted the thin body and took it out to the air and held her close, and they watched the sun go down together, and she sang her goodbyes. 
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				But she was happy as well as sad – soon, the box would create another god for them to love, and the singing would begin again.


				



			
				RED PHONE BOX 
A darkly magical story cycle


				


				Shatter a mirror, and rearrange the pieces. What shapes will you find in the splintered glass? 

				


				Sinister forces roam London’s streets, skulking through the neon-lit rain. They are not alone. Haunted by memories of the man who abandoned her, Amber goes walking in the deep night. The phone box she enters takes her on a journey she could never have imagined, one in which the past and the future will be rewritten. Others follow in her footsteps, their lives intertwining, and the fate of the world hanging on their dance. Safran, pawn of unfathomable powers. Jon, who has lived and died and lived again. Gloria, who only intended to annoy her daddy. Cory, from a different world, on a desperate quest for allies. They and others will find themselves swept up as the playthings of gods who have managed to get along peacefully for millennia — until now. 

				


				Red Phone Box is a darkly magical story cycle, a network of interweaving tales by a dazzling range of masterful authors, including Gun Machine’s Warren Ellis. Let them take you to a very different London — one that hides on the other side of the fractured glass. 

				


				Red Phone Box is waiting for you…

				


				Written by: Warren Ellis, Robert Bal, Chris Bissette, Joff Brown, 
Francesca Burgon, David Church Rodríguez, Gábor Csigás, Peter Dawes, Tim Dedopulos, James ‘Grim’ Desborough, Hollis Dorian, erisreg, 
Lacie Grayson, Kate Harrad, Salome Jones, Tamsyn Kennedy, Sezin 
Koehler, Uri Kurlianchik, J.F. Lawrence, Gethin A. Lynes, Remittance Girl, Steven Sautter, Matthew Scoppetta, Joe Silber, Thadeus E. Suggs, 
Chuck Walker, Dan Wickline, Cvetomir Yonchev. 

				Interior Illustrations by: Kara Y. Frame.

				Cover by: Gábor Csigás.

				


				Available now from all good

				book sites, and direct from us at
 http://gwdbooks.com.
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				MAILING LIST


				


				For advance notice of upcoming Ghostwoods releases, and special member-only offers, please sign up to our occasional mailing list at:

				


				http://www.gwdbooks.com/mailing-list-sign-up.html

				


				We have a very strict policy of not being annoying email jerks. We’ll never spam you, sell your details to anyone else, or broadcast any third-party offers. 

				


				If you enjoyed Cthulhu Lives!, please consider spreading the word a little. You’d be surprised what an immense difference it makes.
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				Seattle-based writer E. Dane Anderson grew up in Spokane, Washington.  He attended Eastern Washington University and University College London, and holds masters degrees in both History and Archaeology. He is currently employed as an archaeologist for an Environmental consulting firm. He is also a photographer and musician. Demon in Glass is his first fiction publication.

				


				Piers Beckley came into this world naked, screaming, and covered in blood, and feels that this has coloured his outlook ever since. He lives in London, south of the river. Most of the monsters and fey there are gone now. Most of them.

				


				Joff Brown is a magazine editor, fiction writer, and writer-for-hire. Kids’ storybooks, Doctor Who short stories, fairy tales, that kind of thing. He’s @JoffB on Twitter. Last one to follow him’s a shoggoth.
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				Leeman Kessler has been depicting HP Lovecraft on stage and screen since 2010. Originally from Nigeria, he now lives in Canada with his wife and daughter where he hosts his comedic advice program, Ask Lovecraft, as well as acts, produces live theatre, podcasts, and generally strives to keep out of trouble. This is his first collaboration with Ghostwoods Books. Find him on Twitter as @asklovecraft.
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