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FOR WE ARE MANY by Gregory Owen
PartOne

As amanof science] amexpectedy my colleaguedo disregardny faith in the powersbeyond
scientificexplanation] amexpectedo only follow the gospelsof quantumphysics,orbital
mechanicsgeneticengineeringdeductivereasoning—thatis, theendeavoursf Man, not God.
In recordedpast,to believeoneor the othercompelledothersto deemyou anoutcastBelievers
in God,or anydeity for thatmatter,wereridiculedfor placingfaith in myths;believersn
scienceweretold thattheywould embracgudgmentuponarrival atthe end.

But thingshavechangedrerylittle sincethediscoveryof deepspacdravelandplanetary
colonization,andl do notcomplywith expectationsl cannot.l amafollower of bothbeliefs,a
manlingeringupontherazor s edgebetweerntwo sysemsbut neversubmittingto both,andl
havelongbeenanoutcastin the presencef peersyet muchmorethananywho committo
eitherpath.Oneor the other,neverboth—bothis blasphemyl neverenjoyeddevotingmyselfto
everycrowdasconformitywasnot a prerogativeanyway,despitenopingfor someform of
belonging—someform of communionl neededomethingo follow. | hadto rebelsomewhere,
| would tell myself.1 wasa scientistholdinga crucifix. An oxymoron.Evenasseniorbiologist
for Her Majesty s Ship Ozymandias| amtreatedwith someform of scepticismFor the sakeof
argumentthough,l canclaim scienceasthe sourcefrom which | extractmy communionmore
oftenthannot.

However,whenour shuttlés navigationsystemadetectedh hull breach,causedy tiny piecesof
impetuousdebrisoutsideof the planets thin atmospheréundetectedby our imperfect,non-pre-
emptivesensors—damnit all), | ignoredthe Lord of EquationsandReasoningWhenour orbit
beganto decayat a frighteningpace,l prayedfor somethingo saveus,somethingbeyond
scienceandfact, screamingny pleasaswe crashedl prayedfor DoctorNix andLieutenant
Galen,andfor myselt—for our very survival.

Now, floating in darknessmy testimonyis currentlybeingrecordedor atribunalrepresenting
the Coalitionfor Allied PlanetaryeExploration,and,morethanl canbear,| wish| hadnever
utteredanysuchprayeronthatdescentl praythatl neverhadandthatmaybe just maybe this
hasall beenhallucination but | know differently. Theanalyticalportionof my brainknows
differently, andwill notbedenied.Something did hearmy insignificantprayersandit had
nothingresemblingsalvationin mind.

“DoctorJacobs, saysCommandanEckers hervoicedroningin amechanicallyfirm tone.“We
needto know whathappenean the surfaceof TNG-982” Sheboomsthroughwherever am,
andthe noiseechoeghroughoutmy containmentasthoughl amwithin a soullessvomb,all
othersenseslulled by deprivation.

Of coursetheyneedto know. A reconnaissancendeavoufailed, aPEV-12 (Planetary
ExplorationVehicle)valuedat 6.2 million poundswasdestroyediwo crewmenaredead,andthe
only remnantf it all is me. Theyneedto know. | cannotclaimthatl know for sureanything
truly relevant—all thatl do knowis that TNG-982is dangerousgnoughto drive a stableman



like myselfmadandchangehim. Accordingto thegoodCommandantiponretrievalby the
Ozymandias| wasaravinglunatic coatedn blood, peeledout of my suit andclutchingmy
crucifix necklacehoping,but knowing, thatno comfortwould be providedeveragain.Not with
theknowledgegivento me,still embeddedplanteddeepwithin my cerebralcortex. Takenonto
theship (I amstill uncertainusthow | wasrescuedasthe momentsetweerthelossof my team
andmy arrival onthe Ozymandiasrefleetingimages soundsandsmellsnow, at best),| was
sedatedthoughl struggledviciously.

In the absencef sanity,ananimalsfirst instinctis to fight, andfight| did. Eckerstells methat
thefour menwho rescuedne hadto restrainme, sufferingmultiple contusionsa concussiona
fracturedclavicle,andtwo shattereclbows;which onesufferedwhichis unclear.Thestinging
acheof my own musclessuggesthat the crewmembersvith whom| did battlewerenottheonly
amongthewoundedTheyjust happerto bein theinfirmary while I’'m here wherevemereis.

“You did thesethingswhile screaminghatthe planetwasdangerousndwould kill usall,”
Eckerscontinues,”And you keptsayingthewords“communiofi andsomethinghatsounded
like “lesion’ Do yourecall?

“No,” I answemwith confidencefor I truly did nothavememoryof sayingor doingthosethings.
“Whatdid you mean? sheasksmethodically.

“l donrit know. I-"1 don't remembeutteringanysuchwords,nordo | remembemy returris
strugglesput | dorecognizehewords.l knowwhatl meant—my momentaryapseinto
madnesslid not erasefrom my mind the meaningonly the occasion! heardthosewordsoften
ontheplanets surface My memoriedlood my synapsesandtheyflow into my mouthlike bile,
spewingforth in words.“Legion,” | whisper.Thenarealizationrevealstself in anemptyzoneof
my cognition.It explodedike aroundfrom a CAPE-issuedpulserifle. “Did anyoneon-board
cometo the surface?

“Yes”

“My God.How-?" How did anyoneon thatteamsurvive?Whatif theyre nolongerwhothey
were?

“The PEV wasutterly destroyedTherewasno otherway to getto anyof you. Transmissions
hadfailed, soCaptainTyrell...violatedprotocol...tasaveyou.” Eckersinhalessoftly, thoughit
fails to subduehedisdainapparentn hertone.”He believedyou andthe restof yourteamwere
morevaluablethananyequipmenbwnedby the CAPE.| only authorizedyour teamto go
becausef its sizeandLieutenantGaleris combatexperienceseeingashow the Ozymandias
hasoperatedn a skeletoncrewdueto our dwindling budgetasit is, andthenhedecidego send
arescugeamto thelastknownpointof contactin anothePEV.” Her pregnanpauseonly
indicatesannoyance:But...luckily for you, you werenot far away,andtheybroughtyou back
immediately.Sol-we-needto understanavhattranspirecandassesshe situationto determine
exactlywhatoccuredon TNG-982”



ThegoodcaptainMalcolm Tyrell, valueshis crew—valuesus,valuesme.He hasbeenoneof
theonly peopleon this bothersomeresseko makemefeel asthoughl belongedo something
greater somethingabovemy outlooksandbeliefs. Theonly otheris Doctor AndreaNix. Was
Doctor AndreaNix.

“You mustexaminethe rescugeam,keepthemquarantinedike me!” GoodCaptainTyrell sent
morecrewmerto thesurfacethefool! My only fearis thathe hasmadea graveerrorin
judgment,onethatcarrieswith it implicationsof a mosthorrifying nature. Damnhis “leaveno
onebehind philosophy!Damnusall! Therearethingsthatexistin thevastnes®f time and
spacenot meantto be knownby Man, andamongthe celestialbodiesl’ ve touchedundermy
feet,thisis thefirst I’ ve determineds uninhabitableandwith goodreason.

“Why?’

“Justdoit! 1-” Christ! Theacheinsidebecomederrible pain,andit increasesleepin the sinew
of my musculatureallowing meto only gruntin discomfort.A horrid sparktricklesall through
me asthoughmy blood carrieswith it seethindire. My stomachchurnsandbubblesandnausea
manifests.

“DoctorJacobsareyou all right?’

| cannotsee butl grip my arm,whatseemdo bethe sourceof theagony,andfeel the lumpy
scar:awoundl knowthatl receivedon TNG-982. The onegivento meby EdwardGalen,CAPE
Lieutenant—only, it wasrit Galen.

A white-hot searchlightexplodegheroomandblindsme.“Yes, you werewoundedwhenwe
foundyou,” Eckersmutters seeingthatl’ m clutchingmy arm.“Aside from minor abrasions—
cuts,bruises—andbeyondthe blood, thatwoundis all thatwe found.Nasty,from thelooks of it.
Like ananimals scratch’

With herobservatiorcompoundean to my own, | formulateananswey the sameonethat|
hypothesizeavhenl receivecthewound:

Contagion.
Slow, but all-consumingjnfection.

Nix andGalenwereattackedoutright, murderedandaltered but me—I escapeavith ascratchlt
wasbutatiny door,onethroughwhichit enteedandestablishedesidencelt spoketo me.Why
canl not hearit now?It providedthe knowledgel will haveto useto convinceEckers,andsave
othersfrom whatmight come.Evenasanexpertin biology, bothhumanandextraterrestrial
(thoughmuchof thealienlife discoverechasbeenof themicroscopicsingle-celledvariety),| do
notknow nor comprehencverysingledetail,everyprocessinvolvedin what! witnessedBut |
know justenough.



“You seento be healingratherquickly,” Eckerscontinues”andthatshouldbe considerec
smallmiracle,too. But no matter.Now for thetaskat hand”

| attemptto seebeyondthelight, to seeafacelooking back,butthereisn’'t oneto befound.
Eckers/for all I know, is behindme,aboveme,underneatime; I’ m prayingthatshés behind
oneof thewalls, awayfrom me.| haveto remainin this isolationtankfor the safetyof the
Ozymandias:!I'll tell youwhathappenedCommandantBut you mustpromiseme somethingd.

“No promisespPoctor.But | will dowhatis necessargpncewe re finished’

| remainadamantn my negotiationdespiteknowingthatwithholdingmy testimonywill
inadvertentlyyield destructiveconsequencesSNo. You eitheragreeto whatl ask,or | say
nothing”

“You havenothingto negotiag, DoctorJacobs, shesaysstoically.“Thisis merelyto ascertain
whatoccurredon your missionandto determineyour stateof mind. CAPE needsyour
information,however,andwe would ratherobtainit willingly, especiallynowthatyou atleast
appeastable”

“Pleasé, | ask.

Thesearchlightlicks,andl amoncemoreenvelopedn thedark.A momentof silence andthen
Eckersspeaks:Verywell. Goon”

“Keeptherescugeamquarantined, | sayagain.

A brief silence until Eckersfinally replies,” It will taketime.| amto interviewthemoncethey
haveconcludedestsin theinfirmary, andoncewe re finishedwith your debriefing”

“Doit now,” | demand.

“Fine” No wordsfor themoment,asl amsuresheis debatingwith someonaearby,or over
comms,abouttherescuegeam.| just hopethatsheheedghatwarning,aswell astheones
coming.“Continu€e; shesays.

“Do notreturnto TNG-982.No onemustevergo there—tell Tyrell,” my bonesscorchand
cracklewith needles; tell him to destroyit if hecan.Oneof the War Freighterscandoit.
They re equippedwith surfacepiercingthermonucleamissiles,yes? Thescaronmy arm
beginsto itch andthe surroundingskin pricklesinto gooseflesh? And do not, underany
circumstanceggtrieveanythingelse from the surface”

“But DoctorJacobs’

“Listen,damnyou! Don't! No bodies,nowreckageno samplesnothing? | breathedeeplyin an
attemptto regainmyself.“ And lastly, oncel’ m finishedtelling you whathappened..| trail off,



finding thatl’m scratchingharderandharderuponthe scar,my nailsalreadypeelingawaythe
surfaceof thefreshskin.

“DoctorJ ac 0o"™b s ...

“Whenl’m finished..” Beneaththe skin,amongthe muscletissueof my forearm,something
stirs,sendinga pulsethroughmy mortalbeing.It reawakens®You mustkill me,andincinerate
theremains.

Sherelents After amoment,| beginmy accountandCommandanEckersbeginsrecording.

Consciousnes®turnedat nightfall, its only solacebeingthatit endedmy fiery nightmaref the
crashitself. | deducedhatmy prayersfor the survivalof my teamweresuccessfulvhenl saw
thatboth DoctorNix andLieutenantGalenwereup andabout,havingpulled me awayfrom the
PEV-12 sgnarledwreckagel noticedthatmy helmets HUD read“O2 LevelsOptimal;’ though
| neglectedo removeit regardles®f theatmosphere breathability We werestill unsureof any
potentialairbornepathogensandl sawthatboth Nix andGalenhadkepttheirson.| silently
thankedGod, feelingthatanythingelsewould haveallowedour deathsandl pushedmyselfup
to examinethe surroundings.

Foraseeminglydeadplanetin aseeminglydeadsolarsystem| wasamazedaysearlierwhen
the Ozymandiassensoracknowledgea largecarbonbasedoresencelmmedately, | askedthat
| beincludedin thesmallreconteamto be sentto explorethe planet,codenamed NG-982,and

| wasexcitedat the prospecbf observinganddiscoveringnewlife. | didn't evenmind thatl|
would only beaccompanietby one CAPE soldierto dealwith theveryideaof possibledanger—
| only caredaboutexploration.Yet in the aftermathof impacton the surface standingn the
opacityof thenightair, | foundthatthelandaroundmewasdevoidof life. Grippingsomeloose
soil in my handswaslike sifting throughcold ash.It hadall beenfor nothing.

“...All for nothing; | mumbled.

“Lieutenant!He' s conscious! It wasamomentbeforel realizedthatit wasNix speakingand
thatshewastalking aboutme.Her hurriedfootstepscrunchingtowardme snappedne out of my
trance.”Oh God, Trevor,areyou all right?” Theamountof gladnessn AndreaNix’s eyesgave
justthetiniestbit of comfort,but | detectedhe anxietytheretoo, andl sharedt with her.1
wantedto sharebetterthingswith her.

“Y-yes,I'm fine, Andrea.Are you okay?

“l am, Trevor? Her cheekdriefly flushed,andshehelpedmeto my feet.“ You were
unconsciougfterthecrash; shecontinued: | wasrit surewhetheror not you werein anyform
of acoma.lt’s notmy expertise,you know.” It wastrue—shewasa botanist,a studentof the
sisterscienceo my own, thoughshedeemederselfa*“xenobotanistdueto thefact thatin
termsof alienlife, plantshadbeendiscoveredn moreabundanceandstudiedwith muchmore



scrutiny.We hadalwaysheld somethingof a friendly rivalry duringourtime onthe
Ozymandiasandshewasmostcertainlyin theleadin the contestof discovery.l hadsomething
to prove,thoughthis planetwasprovingto beyet anotherdry spotfor me.“But you seenfine to
me; shefinishedreassuringlygentlytouchingmy shoulder.

“GoddamnCAPEequipment! | recognizedhe steely,dryly Americangrowl of Lieutenant
EdwardGalen,andfully understoodis frustration.Evenwhenhe spoke however hesiill
soundedabnormallycalm.

“Whatis it, Lieutenant? | asked.

“Payfor perfection,getsubpar,that s what. Fuckingbudgetcuts” He cameoverto us,seething
ashetosseda pieceof scrapinto apile litteredwith wiresandelectronic§rom theinside of the
PEV-12.“Gladto seeyou up andabout,DoctorJacobsYou wererit looking especiallywell
whenwe landed” He pausedo correcthimself.“ Crashed.

| withdrewasthe chaoticdesceris memoryfilled mewith flashingcrimsonlights andthe
claustrgphobicwheezesnducedby the belief thatdeathwasfastapproachingBeyondhis visor,
| sawtheconcernin Galeris eyesas| recalledthe momentdeadingto thecrash,andl did my
damnededo stifle thetrauma.However,in his eyes,dwelling behindtha facadeof strict,
calculatingmilitary training,| couldalsoseethe smallestint of fearembedded-concealed,
thoughnot quite hidden.” Are you all right, Doctor?

“Yes, | managed.

He clearedhis throat,likely trying to conceahis anxietiesn a similar fashionasto my own, and
wasbackto business: Okay,then.DoctorNix, seeif you canfind meanymaterialsto fashiona
radio,abeaconsomethingWe haveto alertthe Ozymandiasotheycansendarescugeam”

“They—theymayalreadyknow somehing swrong; | said.

Galenwasrit buyingmy idea.”Maybetheyhave,but I’'m nottakingthatchanceTheymaythink
we're dead! He beganwalking pastNix andl, hisfootstepscrunchingalongthe groundlike
hammeron shatteredyjlass.” Therés morewreckagenearby, hesaid,pointingatadimly lit
areaafew metersaway.“I’ll combthroughit. You two cando onelastsweephere.Putwhatever
youfind in thatpile.”

“Right,” Nix replied.“C mon, Trevor’
| noddedputfelt asuddentremorbelowme.We all felt it. Thegroundbeneath_ieutenantGalen
shiftedandmoved.He fell to his kneesJandingheavily,andtherumblingcausedneto dropas

well.

Nix maintainecherbalanceandreachedlownfor me.“Whatin hell is goingon?’



| hadnoidea,andl couldseein Galeris shockedacethathedidn't, either.”“ Galen!Galen,are
you all right?’

But hewasunableto reply beforewhatcamenext. Fromthe alienearthbelowhim, something
resemblinga spinytentacleeruptedupwardandloomedabove As he statedto cry outfor help,
thelimb whippedaroundGaleris headandclenchedgcrushingthereinforcedglassof his helmet
into his face.The brokenchunkssplinteredandfell apart,andthetentacledrilled its clicking
clawsinto his skull, shreddingandslicing awayin sticky strips.

Graspinga shardfrom his helmets remains Galenjabbedthe monstroughing desperatelyit
recoiledwith aninhumanshriek,surrenderingts grip onthe CAPE soldier,rising up asit
droppedhim clumsily to thedirt. Galenlumberedweakly, clutchinghis ruinedheadin his hands
like abushelof applesfearful thatjuicy pieceswould scattershouldherelinquishhis hold. Ruby
redpulp flowed from his earsonto his shouldersstainingthe charcoakuit adull, sticky maroon.

“Runnnn; Galengarbledthroughpulverizedlips. He crawledonly a few feetandcollapsed,
promptingNix in herwindow of adrenalinefueledclarity to wantto sprinttowardhim, thoughl
knewthathewould not survivetheinjury, regardles®f whethershe savedhim or not. It didn't
takea biologistto determinehat.

Thetentacle meanwhile becamearigid columnof slimy meatandpulsedviolently, erupting
into amassof multiple, uniqgueorganismsEachwasthe sizeof asmalldogbutall hadvarious
limbs, arachnoidandcrustaceaimn appearancesquallingmouthsandwaggingtongues—all of
the creaturesveredifferently shapedandmoving outwardlike anocearwave.l grabbedNix’s
legto preventherfrom runningheadlongnto the masstelling herthatit wasof no useandthat
we neededo avoiddetectionor elsewe suffer Galeris fate. Shedefiantlytried to pull me, but
uponhearingGaleris gurglingmoans sheresignederefforts—sheknew| wasright.

Within secondstheywereall uponhim, latching on andconsuminchis body. His dwindled
shapehrashedn agony,but while a greatnumberof the creaturescuttledbacktowardthe hole
from which theyappeare@spartof thetentacle someremainedoehindandbeganfusing
themselvesnto Galen.It seenedasthoughtheywereaddingbiomasdo his remainsaltering
him: Parasiteghanginghim ata cellularlevel, providing him with nutrients reconstitutinghis
shapanto somethinggnarled malformed...terrifying.

By God,| hadneverseenanythinglike it in nature noton Earthor anywhereelse.Whatkind of
organismsverethesethings?Whatweretheydoing?Weretheymakinghim predatoryZould
theyhavebeenweaponizinghim?

It washorribleto witnessasa God-fearingman,butfascinatingfrom the view of my biologist s
eyes—no, darel sayit, my xenobiologists eyes!To seea beastof suchterrible majesty,
somethingsohorrific andunlike anythingstudiedon Earth,on anyplanetwithin ourdominion
thusfar, left mein silentawe,afeelinginterrugedonly by the pleadingof my colleague.
“Trevor,we needto go! Comeon!” Shewasright, thoughmy judgmentlapsedn favourof more
study.



WhenGalenshiftedandstood,l did thesame slowly, andNix continueduggingmy arm.Only
whenthe creaturean amalganof assortectlawsandtendrilsfusedby slimy veinsof flesh,
turnedto facemedid | fully comprehendheimmediacyof thedangerandmy Godfearinghalf
wrestledcontrolfrom morbid curiosity. Still, it wastoo lateandl wasfrozen,lockedin placeby
nothingmorethanshiveringfright. “Damnit, Trevor,comeon!” Nix screamedreleasingneand
movingawaybehindme, expectingmeto follow suit. But | wasunable.

Themonstrositythatwore the malformedvisageof EdwardGalenshambledowardme like a
puppetheldby invisible strings,its motorfunctionsjumpstartedy jolts of someunknownpower
thatcausederking, irregularmotions.lt camefasterandfaster,reachingfor mewith squirming
appendageso longerappearingashumanhands put morelike bouquetf assortedbony
fingers.l couldfeeltheinstinctof flight returning,but| only managedo lift my armsbeforethe
grotesqudeasthadme by my wrists.

“Galen,no..” | managed.

Gaspingirom behindmy helmets visor, comprisedof reinforcedglassthatactedastheonly
protectionseparatingne from the creature) thentried to screanfor Nix. | gazedatits horrid
appearancasl struggledall of its featuresaglowin the orangdight of the PEV-12 s nearby
blazingwreck. The only quality remainingof Galenuponthe abhorrenform that,only moments
before,hadbeenhis headwashis stern,darkface.He staredat me, his dead pearlescentyes
glaringinto mineandbeyond—nothingrecognizablyjhumandwelledbehindthem—andsmall
growths,like boils, breachedis cheeksandforeheadHis mouthopenedandreleased roarthat
soundedothinglike the calmmodality of EdwardGalenis speechrising higherin pitch until it
wasa shriek,andmy breathscamequickerandquickerasl sawthe boils swell, forming fissures
thatbegarrippling andtearingapart.Like aflower, Galeris facespurtoutward,splitting openin
uneverpieces Eachpetalproducedeeththatsprayedranslucenbozeandcoatedmy visor.

“Nix, helpmer I tried helplesly to pull away,but its strengthwasunmatchedy my own. From
thething' s mawcameGaleris tongue swellinglike aballoonuntil it burst,metamorphosingto
aclusterof tiny, fork-like handsthatreachedut andclutchedmy helmet.“Nix!” | criedasmy
headwasenveloped.

Thegrip on my armssuddenlyreleaseddroppingmeto theground,andl openedny eyes.The
Galencreatureyelpedand,throughthe gooeysmearon my visor, | withesseda blurredNix
attackingit, beatingit senseleswith atitaniumrod coatedn fiery fuel from the PEV-12. It
screechedh anguisheachwail punctuatedy a mutedclangof metaluponflesh.ln moments,
theonly noised couldhearabovemy wheezingoreathsvereNix’s gruntingandthe cracklingof
flames—theattackhadsetthealienthing ablaze It attemptedo escapebut Nix pursued,
wantingto putanendto thethreat.

“Andrea! | shoutedpnly hearingthe primal shrieksof the creaturel wipedawaythe beasts
salivato seemoreclearly,andit wasthenthatl felt a sensatiorof growingdiscomfort.There
wassomethingn my arm,andl knewimmediately:a claw from the Galencreaturés malformed
handhadscratchedpenthe armof my suit, lodgingitself in the muscleof my forearm,andit
wasstill twitching.



Oh God! Contagion!'My insidesquiveredin panic,anddenialcould not quell my terror.Nothing
could.

| hadbornewitnessto whata life-form on this planetcoulddo to a perfectlyhealthyhuman
beingwhenattackedand| shudderedtthe prospecof whatcould happernto me—no, | wasrit
beingoverwhelmedy anarmyof creaturesbut just oneopenwoundcouldbring about
potentiallygruesomeesults All hopewasdashedscatterindike adeckof cardsin a blastof icy
air, for the biologistwithin knewthatthis wasit. Godwould notbeableto savemehere.

Therewasstill the matterof thethornydigit stickingfrom me, still affectedby thespasms
broughton by recent traumaticinjury, areactionstrangelyakinto homosapiensperhapsve
hadmuchmorein commonwith thesealienbeingsthatcomprehensiograntedlts damagevas
surelydone,andtherewasno telling whateffectit would haveon me,but| couldatleastbe
comfortablel reachedor it, butit movedaway.It sensedny action.It knew,andin abid for
selfpreservationthe parasiticthing toreitself deepeiinto my skin.

Themomentthatit carvedinto my muscletissue,my nervesscreameand| followed suit. | felt
it moveup my bicepandinto my shoulder andthoughthe agonizingsensatn lessenedmnuted
perhapdy the abundancef muscleandorganictissuesurroundingt asit moveddeepeinto my
body, | couldstill feelit. A dull, throbbingachemadeits way throughmy chest passingny
lungsandstomachandmovedtowardmy spine,continuingits passageipward.Upwardtoward
my—

CONCLUDESNEXT WEEK
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ASH HEAPby Paul Lubaczewski

Mason was almost to the top of the hill on his bike. Tim and Lucas were supposed to be waiting
for him at Lucashouse, so he was hurrying. Well, at least they had better be waiting for him.
They said they wen't going to take off without him today, so Mason was probably worrying
needlessly. They were most likely just watching Creature Feature, but stilfj thaye it once

before, after all. Once was all it took in the limited frame of reference that wasadd to

make you wonder if it was a possibility, nay, even a probability to recur. Twice, made you think
it was always going to happen.

Mason reached the crossroads and made sure to check both ways. Sometimes he could be a bit
lax about checking, but horossing Ridge Road. Any road that deserved a highway designation
also deserved caution. Not seeing, and just as importantly hearing, anyone he dug into the
Schwinn and made it fly across to the wooded dark on the other side’ haoas was on an

intersely shaded street, as was the road that jnst been peddling up. The crossing of Ridge

was like exiting a cave, only to return right back to its depths an instant later.

He was sweating heavily, but he ditnotice it or care very much. It was suntm@u sweated
everything up, and got dirtpo. ltwas what summer was for. Well, that and the pool, and
talking Mom in to making you Koehid. But, if you didrit get all hot and sweaty and dirty, how
would you convince Mom to take you to the pool and enadu Kool Aid? A summer without
those, now that would be the real tragedy.

He saw Tim and Lucabikes lying under the big tree in Lu¢dmont yard. Great! They were
still there! The last time they had taken off on him, they had gone the rest cdytdown in to
town, and there was no way he could have found thena leve been stuck all day looking for
them if he had even tried, so he had gone back home mad instead.

Mason dropped his bike next to the others and went to the front door. It wiak501s Gtyle

screen door, with little pock marks of corrosion all over it. Lueasire house looked like
everything had last been new twenty years ago, for seas®n. Theld-fashioned tile siding,

that all the shade from the enormous tree had caoseelrsouldto begin to grow on it, went

with the elderly screen door, which had the-stigle scrolling sticking out past the screen itself.
Mason had no idea why Lucgsarents liked old stuff so much that most of their things were old.
They didrit talk tothe kids enough to be asketiy. Lucas dad would be out back at his little
garage working on some car or another, his mom slept a lot on Saturdays.

Mason knocked hard. If they were watching Creature Feature, he had to knock loud, otherwise,
they would pst ignore it. Coming over here all the time had proven it to be true. Mason thought
the only reason Lucas was so quick to come to the door if knocked loud, was to make sure
Mason didnt knock any louder and disturb his mom.

Sure as sin, the door poppgeea, and Lucas was standing théMou're late, the movie is
almost over!



Mason looked at his thin friend with his freckles and crew cut, and tried to gauge how serious he
was, not very, he figuredMy Mom said | had to have lunch before | came dver.

“Well, come in and shut up, yte only lucky it was in commercials or | wouldimave opened
up, but its getting to the good part so hurry’upucas shrugged before turning to go in.

Mason sat down next to Tim on the living room fldancas seemednnoyed, Lucas often

seemed annoyed, and Mason knew to avoid it when he sensed his annoyance. Tim just brushed
his longish auburn hair away and waved a lanky arm quickly by way of hello, it seemed more
inviting next to him anyway. Lucas hadieen wronghough, when the movie came on, it was
getting right to the spot in the Hammer horror film when the orchestra had to work over time.
Dracula was on the run, with some buxom woman in tow, fleeing the righteous wrath of Peter
Cushing. Theyd seen enough oféise to know Cushing would kill Lee, but it ditistop the

three of them from devouring the films. Mason was kind of bummed. If he had known it was a
Dracula, he might have stayed at home until the movie was over, and if they went in to town
without him a@in, they werett his only friends.

As soon as the movie reached its crashing climax, Lucas was already up and heading for the
door. He stopped and grabbed and turned to look at the othéiGmaoon, lets go?”

“Where are we goingMason queried tryingp get some life in to his foot, which had fallen
asleep.

“This time, wére going in the house first.

Where they were peddling to, Mason had passed it on the way, they had gone there many times.
But never in to the house before. Theglways chickned out. There was an ancient junkyard
behind the abandoned farmhouse, which made for all kinds of play. They would each pick a car
and pretend to drive it, theyroll down the windows and call out to each other, like it was a real
car chase, and in thieninds, they were all really driving these rusting Detroit behemoths when
they had been in their prime. And they were behemoths, therétwaasar that was newer than a
1970 Chevy Nova in the place. It must have been the last car to even come inf Wigiglnad

thought about it, meant the house had only been abandoned for nine years at the most.

They hadit thought about it, they had built an entire mythos about the place and its bare wood
exterior and what it hid inside. Every bike ride back fronrmgcdaround in the fifties classics was

filled with tales of what the place was, and what had happened there to make it abandoned. All of
them outrageous lies that had much to do with whatever film had been on Creature Feature the
week before. But, all ohem completely believable to eigygarold boys. That it had only sat

empty for a few years entered in to none of the stories, but even if they had, that was still all their
lives, that was, forever.

Now Lucas was determined to go inside, Masdreartraced at the mere thought of it. Even
though the way to it was all downhill, he could feel the pounding in his toast rack of a chest. As
it was nearing, and they could see the old farm house coming in to view, Mason began to secretly



wish that they wouldlawhizz right by and just continue to Massrown road to play down
there by the creek instead.

He had almost convinced himself that that was indeed what they were doing when he heard
Lucas bike begin to skid as his friend stepped back on the pedabftge his brakes.
Automatically Mason and Tim did the same. Mason finally came to a stop and looked back to
where Lucas was standing astride his bike looking smug at his friends.

“C’'mon, we can put our bikes around the batkicas said tersely. Behirtde building was
where they always hid their bikes. Out front would attract too much attention, therétvadin
of houses overall on this road, so it wadike there was much else to look at for gasseiby.
Two shiny new Stingrays and a Huffy lefiit front was begging for a tongue lashing from an
adult.

Mason and Tim followed slowly, they had been daring each other for weeks to go in to the
house, but a dare is one thing, actually doing it was far different. The bikes were set up close
againsthe house, hidden by some weedy looking young saplings. They tolsdim but follow
Lucas as he led the way through the weeds to the front porch. Next would be the door they all
knew wasit locked, theid tried it before, but didhgo in.

The weatherebtare boards creaked as they stepped on to the porch where Lucas was waiting.
“So, what made you decide we had to do this tdday demanded. Mason couldrnelp the
slight note of pleading in his voice as he did.

Lucas shruggedWe' ve been talking foreer about what was in here, | got sick of being curious.
Only one way you find out wha in something is to go find out, lleall be dead of old age if
we wait around for our parents to tell us anytHing.

Mason was fairly sure that once you were aritaghu became privy to all those secrets but
couldrit fault Lucas overall logic. Parents never told you anything important, maybe it was stuff
you learned in school eventually. That might explain why High School kids would never talked
to them, they mudiave been sworn to secrecy and didvant to accidentally let anything slip.

“Any of you chickens want to go in first? Or do | gotta do everytHihg®as turned, with the
door knob in his hand, and a wicked smile on his face.

Part of Mason wanted jast plunge ahead and go in front of Lucas to wipe that grin off his face.
Part of him didit want to have to go in at all. The part that knew that Wwasnoption said,
“Well go on already, ydue standing right therk.

“Babies, Lucas muttered as hedleed in to the paint chips that covered the door and shoved.

The door stuck for a moment but then swung open so suddenly Lucas almost fell inside. Tim and
Mason both stared past him to get their first glimpse of this mysterious house. What greeted
them wasa dim, dirty hallway, dust was heavy on everything, even the peeling wallpaper.
Stepping inside, they could see a set of steps, plain and rickety leading upstairs, and that the
hallway led to what could clearly be seen to be the kitchen.



“Well, hurry theheck up, dott just stand there with the door open, someone will séd_ushs
barked at his playmates.

It shocked his two awestruck friends in to stepping in to the house. Mason absentmindedly shut
the door behind him, making the dim building everkdarand he didih want to admit, more
frightening. Theonly two bright areas they could see, was upstairs, where light came in to a
window above the steps, and thitchen. Theycould see rooms on one side of the door, but the
windows were all shutterednd it was almost impossible to see in to the gloom they held.

Mason didnt want Lucas to have a chance to humiliate him again, but he alsowlait to go
in to the rooms that were all dafi;ll check upstairs!

“I'm going to see if | can find tHeasement! Lucas called out, and Mason coulthelp noticing
he went for the other bright spot, the kitchen.

“Tim, you could stay here, in case the stairs’asafe; Mason smiled kindly at Tim.

A look of relief briefly flashed over Tihs face, his lmwn eyes practically gleamed with
gratitude,”Yeah, | better keep an eye out on you, tl&now how safe they are.

Mason took his first tentative step on to the stairs, it creaked a warning as he put pressure down,
causing his heart to leap in to hisdat! But it didrit feel weak, it had just sat for a while with
nobody to walk on it, and it was something you should expect. Old houses were supposed to
creak, Lucashouse creaked all the time, and nobody thought it was haunted, or going to fall
down ifyou so much as touched it. At least thathat Mason kept telling himself as he willed

his other foot to take the next step and remove himself from the comfort of the safe seeming
ground floor.

The next step did not creak, he almost gasped with rebgfc told him he was being silly, but

logic hadnt stayed up to watch all those horror films where the rotten old stairs gave out on the
hero or heroine and trapped them with the monster either! Two halves of his brain were arguing,
and both of them wengositive that they were right, but logic also had ego on its side, which

didn't want to be called a chicken. Its victory in hand logic with egos help kept propelling Mason
up the steps.

He had just made it to the landing and was about to make th® tgorthe rest of the way up the
steps when they heard Lucas yell from the kitcheloly crap! Guys get over here!

Relief flooded over Mason causing him to bound down the stairs making them groan
threateningly as he landed on them. He Haelven wantd to be in the house at all, going

upstairs was just a way to shut Lucas up. Reprieve! Who knew? Maybe Lucas had found
something cool that would keep them busy all day! All Mason knew was this was a sign that God
listened to the secret prayers of littleybb



They found Lucas standing in front of an open closet door grinning from ear t&eawhat
was so important you had to start yelling, letting everybody knowevie here? | doh wanna
get in trouble! Tim demanded hiding his own relief with anaoge.

Lucas turned his hands full, his eyes gleaming in the dim sunlight that made it through the dingy
windows.“Keys!" he enthused holding out hands full of rings of them.

Mason and Tim looked and each other and shrugged, then TiMiSaidhat? | man some of
the really old ones might be cool and all....

A look of annoyance flashed across Ludase,”Don't you dummies get it? When people break
down or wreck, a lot of times they left stuff in the cars! There could be all kinds of cool junk in
there, just sitting there for the taking. All we gotta do is figure out which key goes to which car
and grab it!

Both Mason and Tim looked uncertain at the plan. That left it to Tim to voice what they were
both thinking.”Umm isrit that a bit like stealing7he asked uncertainly.

The look on Lucdsface was incredulou$)n case you dummies haveémoticed, this place is
abandoned. Finders keepers! Now stop being wussies and grab a ring of keys. Last one to open a
trunk is a girl?

Cowed, they both lookegiast Lucas in to the closet to see ring after ring of them hanging on
hooks inside. Tim reluctantly reached in and grabbed a couple off their hooks stepping back out
for Mason to take a turn. Mason squinted in to the gloom to see what was availabhenane t
spotted it! Grinning he reached in and grabbed a ring full of keys, a ring containing the key to a
car his cousin had had just a couple of years ago, the distinctive key to a 1960s Mustang.

“Aren’t you grabbing more than thatRucas groused.

“Nah, it would only confuse me, | wanna concentrate on just a little group of kégson
shrugged.

“l don't know, it's a big lot, thers a lot of cars$, Tim said dubiously.
“You do it how you want,’ Il do it how | want; Mason sniffed.

“Stop fightng, girls, and lés go huntind, Lucas said happily before going over and unlocking
the back door. What stretched in front of them was acres of rusted cars in various states of
destruction, from the stripped down to the frame, to the vicious accident \ictthe

overheated and died on the side of the road. It had never been in operation inghiéehdyt it
must have been THE place to go for parts for the do it yourself mechanic at one time. Now
weeds had taken over the previously wedintained ows and paths, and silence ruled amid the
rusting ghosts of automotive adventures past. On a windy day there would be the occasional
creak as rusting metal rubbed against rusting metal, but today the air was still, and so was the
yard.



Mason remembereshe thing from previous trips to this place to play around the empty cars, the
rows were organized by make. That meant that all he needed to do was find the Ford section, the
newer cars would be towards the front, including the Mustang the key he hedchand went

to. Hed let those two struggle a bit before he went to the car he needed.

He watched his friends stumble off with no plan except to keep trying keys and hoping that one
of them opened something. Mason was about to be a hédaydé¢he onéo get a trunk open!

He just had to make sure he didgive them too much time, one of them might get lucky and
actually get a car open first.

He checked down the major manufacturers, the Chevy section was huge, so he was happy he
didn't have to go thiaway. He could see Tim heading over there lackadaisically. Mason
suspected that Tim was still having second thoughts about whether or not this was stealing and
was trying to stretch it out in hopes of not having to do anything. The way Mason saw it, Lucas
was right. As long as he been alive this place had been abandoned, if anybody wanted anything
in here, theyd have taken it by now. Snooze you lose.

Mason strolled over to the Fords calmly and started scanning the rows. Most of the cars were
massive hnks of forties and fifties steel, but far in the back, he could even see the remains of
some ModelTs. None of which he was what he was looking for. What he wanted meant he
wouldrt have to walk far at all, he could see all the Mustangs the lot hathsdlto the front as
newer arrivals.

There were only three of them that he could find, this would be a snap! The first one was a white
convertible, which was no go, but he mentally took a note of it to play in later. The interior

wasrit bad yet the top as still holding out water somehow. The next one was a blue car that
some previous owner had hatdded a bit, the side pipes it had been fitted with now packed in to
the dirt, the mag wheels it must have had, having been long since stripped off and sold.

The key fit perfectly. The lid opened.

Lucas and Tim came running when they heard Mason scream.

“What? What in the hell are you yelling abdulteicas demanded, cursing, which was a sure
sign he was mad about something.

Mason could only point @he open trunk lid. Tim looked over his shoulder and whirled away
with his hand over his mouth. Lucas finally got there to look himself, he just quietly breathed,
“Ho... leee.... sheep dip!

They all gaped at the body that lay in the trunk. As far eg tould tell from the mummified
remains, it had been a woman. Much of the dress she had been wearing had been torn loose,
exposing her withered breasts letting them know her sex. Her hair had matted and clumped,



wreathing her face. From appearances itldidse impossible to tell what she looked like in life

now that the flesh had become desiccated and shrunken. It would be ridiculous to consider a
cause of death that would have ended with her in a car trunk that could have been kind or natural,
but the masive gash at her throat, and the others on her chest assured them that hers had been far
from it!

“What are we gonna doTim whispered.
“Well we gotta tell an aduftMason came back to himself a bit hearing his friends.
“Are you kidding?! And telsomeone we were in the housé®Rcas spluttered.

“You dope, once they find out about the body, they aigimna care about any stupid keys we
found in an empty houseTim scoffed.

“Yeah Lucas, this girl could be missing, we could be heroes for fildifgMason agreed.

Lucas face went blank as he considered the thoudhth! Yeah, heroes, thakt be cool, |

hadrit even thought about it that way,ucas conceded rubbing his hand through the stubble he
had for hair, which he did while he was thinkitiyeah, yeah | guess we better just tell an

adult”

Just as they had agreed, but before they could fully turn to leave, in an instant the air had turned
frigid! It suddenly felt like a winter breeze on a hot summer day! All of them heard the voice
come wth the wind to bellow;NO!”

They all froze to the spot in terror, none of them saying anything until Mason managed to squeak
out,“Wha's there!

The female voice sounding quieter and more reasonable now impl¥mdcarit let anyone
know youve fourd me! fve got a good hiding place here, you’tdnow this for me now!

“Why? Why dofit you want anyone to find you7im whispered in fear. None of them doubted
for a second that there could be a ghost, especially with a body right there. Theyragere th
experts on horror films, and if you were going to start doubting horror films, you might as well
give up on Halloween and Santa Claus too while you were at it.

“If HE finds me.... | cart let him find me! If he finds me, hiédo terrible things, hdl hurt me,
and worsé€! the voice pleaded with them.

“1 got news for you, lady, if theg you down there in that car, @mobody going to hurt you no
worse’, Lucas sneered overcoming his own terror withdegenceof derision. Mason had a hard

time notchuckling at that himself, it broke the tension up, and none of them could have been any
tenser than they were at that moment.



“Please! You must promise! You must promise not to tell anyone thdtidling here out in the
yard.... because if he finds mehe just, he just canfind mer

“Could you give us a secoridvlason asked.

All three of them stepped a bit away from tiae. Timlooked back over his shoulder repeatedly
at the open trunk of the Mustang, as if at any moment the ravaged boltivitdudd come
leaping out at them to do some unspeakable horror to them!

“Can you believe this cruti2ucas whispered once they were a little bit away.

“Well it’s happening, aihit? Were all hearing her, right?Tim said wide eyed with fear.
“Whatare we gonna do? We gotta tell somebbddysisted Mason.

“Why?" asked Lucas.

“Whaddya mean why? Cause y@usupposed to tell an adult these thih@gason responded
shocked at the seemingly nonchalant attitude of his friend.

“Well, she doesmh want usto,” Lucas insisted flatly.

“Uhh, yeah, Mason, she seemed pretty sure sh& avdnt us saying anythirigTim sheepishly
agreed.

“l don't know, | think is one of those situations that once an adult finds out, your opinion on
what you want stops coung),” Mason persisted.

“But Mason, tmon, shés dead, you ddhget any more adult than thatlucas retorted hotly.

Mason had to concede that Lucas had him there. HE inasexpert on bodies, but you couldn
be any more adult than dead. Every fuhbeahad ever gone to, it had been an adult in the coffin
after all. But still, he had a nagging wortyhat if an adult finds her later, and finds out we
were here, and we ditirsay nuthifi?’ he said laying down his ace in the hole.

“Yeah we would bé Dutch for that Luca8,Tim said, setting up a reputation as a lifelong
waffler.

Lucas thought about it long and hard before sayimgll you what! If sh&8l promise not to tell
anyone we were here, we can lock the car back up, and put the keysldlac#ty could have
possibly seen us in the house.

It seemed logical, Mason still had nagging guilt over the whole thing, but what could he do?
Lucas had made an airtight caéé/ell,” he said dubiously,if she promises not to t€ll.



When they returnetb the car, the hopeful voice of the woman echoed in all their heRldsse,
tell me you wort tell where Im hiding?

“OK, but you gotta promise us somethinigucas took over the negotiations.
“Anything! Just dott tell him where | ani! she imploed.
“If someone else finds you, you gotta promise not to tell we found you fitstas demanded.

“Is that all? Well, we have a déathe womais voice enthused with relief. She seemed to think
for a moment before addintBut if sometimes, youl like to visit and talk, 'lll still be here’

“Yeah, we figured you weré&nup for stepping out on the town. Alrighti gonna shut the
trunk, and then we gotta gd,ucas concluded his negotiations abruptly.

“Thank you, see you again sometifrthe womahs voice faded.

“Yeah good luck with thdt,Lucas sneered already on his way for the house to put the keys back,
Tim close on his heels.

“Bye,” Mason whispered, before running to join them.

Just as he was about to open the door, Lucas whirled orhiiretwd.“ We' re gonna have to
promise each other not to tell tbde said, his eyes focusing on Mason.

“Yeah, its no good just promising her, we gotta have a’paat) agreed.

“Spit? asked Mason, not liking the look in Lutayes.

“Naw, spit is fo not narcing if you grab some candy at the 5&10 without payinggas said.

He reached in to his pocket and pulled out his trusty Barlow pocket k8ideething like this,
it’s got to be blood!

The junkyard was silent for the moment, the three Ibagsridden off, each of them trying to

steer their bikes with one hand. The vast car graveyard was how it always was again, still, except
for the occasional groan of the rusting metal, or tinkling as a piece fell off. Not even the wind
blew today.

If you were listening the right way, a voice could be heard wafting across thée feedhey
gone?

Another voice piped up, coming from the trunk of a 1960 Img&aah, they left.

“Good riddancé,grumbled the first voice, found to be emanating from 8&l5Air.



“1 like when they come,’i$ different; a female voice said, coming from the trunk of a 44 Ford
Deluxe.

“You would; groused the 55.
“So, what was the new girl blathering about this tinasked the Impala.

“Same stuff she says all thee; she isit dead shies just hiding; the Deluxe sniped|ike shés
too good for what happened to all of’us!

“Harrumph! Well, maybe’is trauma; that man was especially brutal to”heaid BetAir.

Soon other voices joined in, a multitude of theach coming from a different car that they had
been interred in. A whole chorus of voices, a whole yard full of cars. One day they might be
discovered by the wide world, and the horror that happened here would be known to all. But it
wouldrit be for an exeedingly long time, and for the meantime, the only one of the boys who
even came back to visit was Mason. Butdheever tell, hal made a pact in blood.

THE END
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BUZZ by Konstantine Paradias

We're two weeks out of exiting-@pace, halfway through slingshotting along the orbit of
Kepler186f when | finally hear the buzzing.

Bbbzzzzz77Zzzt

It flashes across my ear, the sound of it like the crack of a tiny bullwhip and from the corner of
my eye, | catch it: the tiny black shape, wobbling through the air, miniscule wings beating too
fast tosee.

It bobs in the dry, recycled air of the command module once, twice, then finally lands near a
dried patch of mayo, stuck among the blinking lights of panel #3.

“No. No freaking way, | whisper, as | watch the first fly to make it outside of the H@ystem
rub its front and hind legs in anticipation of the feast. Its tiny, compound eyes seem to almost
glisten in the offblue light of the simulated evening in the module.

Eyes glued to the fly, | reach out for something to swat it with: my handsth@ateard angles of
one of the command tablets, a sheaf of laminated protocol papers, an edible plastic mug.

Finally, my fingers get tangled into a length of supkastic hose that Tanaka had salvaged off
the old food processor, its ends weighed dowsdueezdoy silicone balls. Its lacking some
spread, but it should more than make up for it impase.

“Atta boy, you stay right theré..l whisper, almost too soft to hear, as | pull back the rubbery
length and line it up with the fly, pulling back &ar as it will go. | hold back my breath to steady
myself and let go, the stret¢by whipping through the air as quick as a bullet.

Splag

The weighed end slaps into Panel #3, just as the fly launches off the pphmediing letting
the switches swounding it take the bulk of the blow. Three of them flip at once and the lights in
the command module flip to a sepia yellow, letting out a shrill alarm.

Jettisoning biomdJ,the ships Al voice comes in and | flick the switches back into place all at
once, before our entire farming strip gets launched into the cold, outer dark.

BbbzzzZ7Z7Z777#zt

The buzzing comes again, as soon as the alarm has faded, the fly zipping past me to land on a
cryostasigegulating touchscreen, zipping off it just as skretchtoy slaps at the controls. All at
once, the Al begins the process of thawing Alvarez and the rest of th& Sheftv and | have to
scramble to get them back under before they go into cardiac arrest.



| whip the stretcHoy one last time, aiming &te fly, perched in a corner of the control module,
well away from any panels, dials and screens, only for the weighted end to bounce right back off
the smooth polymer walls and slap me right in the eye.

“Oh, your mothef! | shout just as whit@ot painlances into my brain and | whip the stretoly

around like a madman, hear it slapping against the ceiling uselessly, then slap at the door
controls and turn the air conditioning way up, until the artificial breeze shoos the fly out the door
and into thelsip proper, where it cahdo any more damage.

“How the hell did you even get hetdzall out to the fly, as | watch it meld into tekadows
lingering in the twists and turns of the slsipridge®thought the pencihecks back home
sterilized the foodput all our clothes through UV just to keep you out. Hell, they ffesbze the
seeds, you know th&t?

Creeping into my field of view, the fly crawls out of the dark and onto the crescent shaped
reinforced glass pane of the research lab. | whip thiekti@y at it, missing it by a hds
breadth, the end of it slapping the security lock. Thesldbor slides open, letting out a gust of
cold, dead air.

“Unless... | say, following the fly inside the room, watching it circle the gleaming counters, the
spotless surfaces of unbelievably expensive medical equipment, before finally settling near a row
of perfectly arranged beakers, connected by some inexplicably intricate series of tubes, a ruby
red liquid slowly dripping through thettyou overwintered. Clgd your little larva body up into

a ball and slowed down your metabolism so’ddkeep warm. 15 how your kind got around, in

the refrigerator days.

Again, the stretcltoy slaps at empty space were the fly used to be and one of the beakers gets
thrownout of balance, let loose from the contraption. It spins slowly into the diminished gravity
and | grab it out of the air but the rest of the ligsigtarted shooting out of the gap in the tubing
and is punching a hole through the counter and into tharflpbelow.

Warning. Containment compromised. Engaging emergency measures.

A stream of acrid blue smoke starts to pour out of the vents as the doors start to close and the fly
and | race for the gap, clearing the bridge just as the abhgnetically loked doors clamp shut

behind us. | go for a cheap shot, but the fly whips around me once, twice, then charges just as |
try to go for a rebound shot. The end slaps against a jutting bit of plastic, then smacks me right in
the liver.

It takes 20 secondsifthe pain to kick in, just as the fly makes a victory lap around me then
heads off toward the biomes. Pain washes over me like rolling flame and | crumple like a rag
doll onto the floor, trying to catch my breath.

How can | say this nicely, Wohgjvoiceechoes in my head as s&écking off boxes during the
last psych evaluation; you have trouble...letting things go?



But the company needed somebody that had handled 6 muaaitis of intransit isolation
before and they wanted them cheap and Wed@aosis helped me get the job even if they did
pay me a pittance and now here | was...

“Up against a shiksha /! roar and step into the biomes, snapping away at the water regulators
(letting a stream of lukewarm recycled water hit me in the face) amckkrg down the

tardigrade glass casing (the glass crunching painfully under my ship loafers) and popping off the
oxygen regulatds cap (which caused a brief fire as it brushed by a length of temporarily
exposed heating coils).

We pirouette, the fly ant twisting and turning like poltergeists in love until the Zipsright
beside my ear just as the stretoly smacks me in the chin. I bite down on my tongue hard but
keep myself from blacking out against the pain, as | watch the fly zip inside tred &najosure,
laid out against the airlock.

“Goh yoo, yoo widdle noodg€hl, managed against my swollen tongue, as | shut down the door
to the enclosure. The fly lands behind the glass, uselessly searching for a way out of the
maglocked door, even as Infilble for the big red lever that causes the entire enclosure to bathe in
red light and the ship Al to go:

Jettisoningbiome 32D; unauthorized activity detected, please...

And | slapmy thumb against the DNA lock, bypassing the dumb machine, watching esoth

hisses like a dying serpent and everything shudders then goes quiet right before the airlock opens
up into the great yawning cosmos and the entire enclosure goes hurtling of out into the nothing,
tumbling away into the cold and the dark.

In the s@ce between the blinks of an eye, | catch the fly looking up at me, its compound eyes
glistening with escaping moisture, as its legs are ripped away from the glass and it becomes just
a speck of black against the stars. | stick my face against the gthskeank, again and again,
keeping the airlock open well past the safety limit until | am sure the biome is nice and empty.

I’ve only just closed the airlock against thesAprotestations about possible critical pressure
loss, when the buzzing comes agdiom somewhere near the legume patch, louder than before:

BbbzzzzZ77Zzzt

THE END
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COMMUNAL TROUGH by Joseph J Patchen

Everynightthesky lights theearth exposingthe shadowf our innerdespairandpain.The
white noiseof the everydayandthe mundaneoncesilencedn slumberdemand®ur undivided
attentionfor our conscienceo payfor thesinsof our existence.

In jumbleddreamsour experierre magnificentlyflashesmemorablalisplayssortingour joy and
painfrom whatmustnaturallybe hiddenandwhatnaturallymustbe stated Deeperinto our
psychethesemoredramaticandlife changingnmomentsarelockedaway;arerepressedvith
triggersburied andburieduntil theyaredisarmedpurportedlyneverto seethelight of daysowe
canfunctionandsmile, performour societalobligationin therole written for usasasolid and
overoiled cogin theglobalmachine.

It is thelight wherewe find ourselvesalive to soakin thewarmthandthrive. It is thelight, the
light of thedaywhereour performancesndunderlyingstationarecreatedandcementednd
protectedEvenasour physicalform fails, it is thelight thatmustbe sought.Everyonewants us
to goto thelight.

But | amnolongerfooled.

Thelight is merelya sleight of hand,a misdirectionof whereour mind is supposedo dwell
awaitingthefalseprophecie®f thingsto come.Thelight hidesmorein shadowthanit exposes.

Thesurfae is shallowbut the shadowis deep.
| feel peacefulduringthe night. | alwayshavesoughtthe comfortof thedarksincel wasasmall
child. A smallchild whenl wasfirst approacheah my dreamsandthenin personwith that

proposal.

Theinterestspakedby thosewordsopenedhe gatesof knowledgeandbroughtmeto alarger
understandin@f my purposewith my companions.

“Do you know whatit is like to die, Joseph™?
13 NO.”
“Would you like to know?Would you wantto tastethe air of death?Theair thatis sothick each

andeveryday.Would you like haveaninsight,a hint soyou will be preparedvhenit comes
time for your choice?

“I ”
“Josephwouldn't you hopefor aninformedchoicefor your afterlife?”

“Wouldn't everybody?/es,of course.



| amfeelinga serenityandoverallliberationsincel havebeenshownwhatis to be;sincethe
normalaspect®f my normalandmundandife havebeenexorcisedrom my lazythoughtsl am
comforted.| amexcited.l amrelieved.

Thecool breezsas chilling andraisingpointsuponmy fleshandhairs. Thetemperaturell
aroundmebeginsits plunge.

Theyaregathering.
Whethertheysimply appeatby my sideor comeup from thefloor below,theyaregathering.

Theyaregatheringaroundmy bed;all therecentundeadTheyaregatheringn my chambeiof
slumber;with eyesalight with fire to wakeme andwelcomemeto my destiny.

Thereis a comfortandwarmthwithin thewavesof cold thatsweepacrosamy nakedfleshasl
reston my back,nude,artfully adornedonly by a simplewinding sheetThereis aneaseto my
mind asl embraceheir unblinkinggaze.

No longeram| thedisgustindittle roundmanthatwomentakeadvantagef andmenmock.
Bornagain,my breathis drawndeep.l amaninfantoncemore,butwiser.| amanewbornonce
again,butthis time with the promiseof infinite age,swaddlecandsoonto becaressedtby a
family thatwill notpretendto love mebecausef socialnorms.My life; my newlife is all before
me.

Pridewashesvermeasdoesthewarmestbath.My cheeksarerobustandbright redwith pride.
| haveneverfelt theemotionbefore,butl loveit. Welling upin my breastis animmenseglee
andanincreasingreeingpride of whatl canandwill dofor others.

Forthemany;for themany havewe spentsofar few.
My limbs; theyaremoreflexible; my heartis still without a beat.l worry notfor anybreathbut

only for thedirt to loosenat my feet. Finally | amdelivered.Finally | amformed.My allegiance
now s only for theblood | huntthroughthe night beforethe morn.

Bowingtheir headdogethertheyeaseanto prayer.Eyescloseasasolemnandsombremomentis
sharedl canhearthe mumbleof thosegiving thanksandthe happines®f thoseexperiencinghe

Joy.
| canfeel the spirit andthe powerof the superiorbeingaswe arejoined asone.

Eyescloseandbrowsbow asthe sanctityof the momentandthe meaningof the actwe areabout
to shares declarecholy.

Flashingtheir sharpcaninegheyawakefrom prayer.Flashingtheir sharpcaninesheylungeand
tearatmefleshwith eyeswide andred.



Thepainl feelis immensemy shoutsandscream&venmore.But thisis little for whatl was
calleduponto do.

Deepdown| understandhe meaningDeepdown| understanany role. | embracat. | embrace
it all. Ourenemieshallbe madeto bleedmore.

Forthemany;for themanyl feedbutafew. Forthemany,l wish| couldfeedmanymore.

THE END

DRINGING YOUR NIGHTMARES TO UFE
Tt Wy Jow Mynhandt & Fupere Jotveson

Available fromAmazon

Return to Contents



https://www.amazon.co.uk/Its-Alive-Bringing-Nightmares-Weaver/dp/1684545455?SubscriptionId=AKIAIZFXNR4LZ67B3UFQ&tag=authordatabase&linkCode=xm2&camp=2025&creative=165953&creativeASIN=1684545455
https://www.amazon.co.uk/Its-Alive-Bringing-Nightmares-Weaver/dp/1684545455?SubscriptionId=AKIAIZFXNR4LZ67B3UFQ&tag=authordatabase&linkCode=xm2&camp=2025&creative=165953&creativeASIN=1684545455

THE BLANK SCREENby Rob Bliss

A meteor blazed through the starry sky and crashed into latsthdNone of the people of

Happy Death Valley saw it. They slept peacefully in their beds. In the crater made by the meteor
sat a glowing orb of some unknown metal. The orb split open and from it slithered a thick purple
tentacle covered in suckers dimke flesh filaments that tasted the air. The alien had landed.

The tentacle emerged fully from the orb and curled into a spiral. Thick green gas hissed from
minute pores on its wet flesh and rose in a column that hung in the air. Once the column was
twenty feet tall and as wide as three Buicks parked end to end, the fog solidified.

Then cracked and fell of f i-d chunks to reveal

A hideous alien monster with tentacles extending out from its body at all angles, Grokwalt
undulated acrss the dirt and shrub, descending from the hill toward the tiny town below. Happy
Death Valley slept on.

Except for Skeeter Muldoon who was watching the Late Late Show, which showed a cheesy
horror flick with scantilyclad ceeds peering behind doorstriurning on lights, and running
through forests screaming their heads off as the killer and his chainsaw sped after them.

Skeeter sucked off a bottle of Jim Beam and picked at a plate of cold nacho chips congealed with
three kinds of cheese, salsa, klatives and jalapenos. He hatiohanged out of his sweatpants
and Merle Haggard concershirt in five days.

“This is a good movié he told the television.
Outside, crickets and frogs were instantly silenced.

Grokwalt left a thick dark stripe of stie leading down the hill onto Skeéteproperty. The dead
shells of cars and farm equipment began to rot and smoke from the corrosive slime. Chickens
had squawked in panic, but Skeeter was too drunk (and the movie, as he said, was too good) for
him to give a shit. Soon, the acidic steam rising off the slime choked the chickens dead.

Skeeter howled a laugh as a frizzy brunette with big hootefgui@gs as Skeeter preferred) got a
chainsaw in theentreof her forehead, which made her tube tank top sliprd blood washing
over her hard nipples.

“Bet the director fucked her before he killed h&keeter said before cracking a nacho between
his molars and lifting his left ass cheek off the elagted sofa.

He smiled up at an October 1970 Playlentrefdd creased and worn and pinned above the TV.
One of his favourites. Two, actually. The first identical twins to pose nude. Hot as shit. They had
always intrigued him. Were twins who got into porno incestu@k&2ter bet they did each other



all the time. Win sister lezzies were hot. On the television, a jock wearing a football jersey and
no pants was in bed doing a geeky chick who turned out to actually be hot (to 'Skaefaise).
Then a big opened bear trap fell from the ceiling and clamped on #ise juead. The geeky girl
screamed as blood spurted out of the' giigrehead onto her face and into her mouth.

“That s hot! Skeeter commented.

Grokwalt snaked a tentacle through a hole in the screen door. It slithered along the floor, up and
over furniure, along the back of the sofa, and around SKeateck. Nacho crumbs were stuck

on his protruding tongue as chewed fingernails clawed the pumping, squeezing tentacle muscle,
and Skeetes face turned blue.

Pretty girls screamed and a chainsaw waike&lkeeter ran quickly out of air.

“‘Skeeter Mul doon .. Meanatteredtile only$naruwatchin@ptbeonmvie...
which was playing on a small DVD device that sat on the dashboard of his antique, Starlight
black, 1976 Pontiac Trans Am. Hanley W. VWitcbe muttered through fat, buttery lips as he sat
with a popcorn box in his lap. Once in a while he gazed over the tiny digital screen to the larger
screen- a template of fallen and cracked white boards patched together to form a single canvas.
The car shin the last driven in a hundred miles that hadieen knocked down, the land grown
fallow if it was still located in a predominantly farming community, or which had had a
subdivision built on it if the rural area had progressively transformed intartla@ over the

decades.

Hanley dropped long fingers into the box and plucked out a single kernel of popcorn, stuck it to
his tongue, licked butter and salt off his fingertips.

“This is a good movié he said to the windshield which was accumulatingriafter layer of
fog with the windows rolled up.

Hanley wiped perspiration off his forehead and spread his nostrils wider to inhale.

He took the hand of the girl in the passenger seat and turned #upalPositioned her fingers
and their long nails sthey stuck upward, squeezing them together as he pushed the bottom of
the popcorn box over them.

The nails popped through the buttgeased bottom of the box, and Hanley thought of a hymen
being broken. He smiled a mouthful of braces and colowrfiberbands Dipping his hand into

the box, he felt the fingers, slippery. Stroked them as he stared intently at the fog gathering on
the inside of the windshield and at the vanishing blank movie screen. The alien and its tentacles
continued to wreak havoc one small screen just next to the hula girl who tidance when

the car didit move.

In his mind, Hanley became excited at the feel of foreign fingers in his box, but below his waist,



curled and lifeless in sheer pink panties, his body’tidact. It ouldnt. Something wrong in
his brain had killed the important pieces of his anatomy. So he had to construct a new kind of
pleasure, forge a libido that acted and reacted entirely within the mind.

He made movies and dreamed dreams and saw visions adlitall a life.

The freckled girl beside him tilted her head to one side, leaned it against theupppj@dsenger
window, and the split in her neck smiled wider.

Behind him, muted by leather and foam, came the cry and moan again, now from a twaoat gr
hoarse.

“She mustve woken up. Gag fell off againiHanley reasoned as he pulled tiny grains of salt off

of the slender fingers jutting up like flower stems in the popcorn soil. He tasted the salt from her
fingers, as he had a million times beforegothree decades of his body trying and failing and
making him angrier and angrier, he prayed to a demonic god to let him just feel sormétising

a tinge, even pain would feel nieelown below.

The cries came again from behind him, and then a brb&ehshoe began kicking once more at
the inside of the trunk lid.

Hanley beat his fist against the popcorn box, thésgivand falling away, her head sagging lower
down the misted glass as he yelled. The hula girl danced and the digitalcnei@n jolted

making the movie skip ahead so that Skeeter had become fully possessed and assimilated by the
alien.

“This car is a classic, bitciou keep kicking it and'itl be your turn. You want thatPour
sistets almost done up here, | got her hole already ¥og.wanna watch the movi€X ya?
Then shut the fuck up and go back to sleep!"W@et yours when’m good and ready to give it
to yarl

The kicking stopped and the moans were replaced by sobs. Hanley did the best he could in
returning the box to its maral shape, then began picking up popcorn kernel by kernel.

He took the girls wrist between slick fingers and was about to shape the fingers again how he
liked them, but stopped, eyes on tkarview mirror.

The back window was too fogged so he brbiserules and rolled his window all the way down.
Used the side mirror to look behind, across the vacant lot of theidrieehe country road.

Silent red and blue flashers had slowed and a white spotlight sliced through the darkness. It
roved over eithr side of the dirt road, then poked through the gaps of the fence where the boards
had long ago fallen off.

Hanley used two fingers slick with butter to lower the lid of the DVD device, to close the movie,
put it to sleep. The hula girl stopped swayireg hips.



Hanley watched the white beam spear across the overgranking spaces and rusted,
spe&erless poles. Breath held in his nostrils as he delicately squeezed'thevgat. The sobs
in the trunk continued. Luckily, the beam couldangle ovethe intact fence that was in direct
line with the only car in the lot. It speared up to the stars, but calddnd down again.

And the fools working the light were backwoods boys, true to their roots, no matter the uniforms
they wore or the technologlgey had enabling them to search and find those who wished to
remain invisible. They were lazy, sealed inside their cruiser, using gadgets to think for them,
their brains inbred. The old tradition of rural incest lived on, prevailed in all disciplesea#t ag

Man was an alien species; animals were more rational.

Protected by a ramshackle fence, thin membrane between pleasure and prison, Hanley was
happy. This was his night, his classic car, and his movie within a movie within his head projected
onto a blak screen for only the privileged to see.

The white knife of light cut off and the flashers moved down the road, picking up speed.

Hanley breathed again and rolled up his window. He opened the lid of the DVD player and the
movie resumed its action andspense. Hanley adjusted the cold fingers and poked them back
through the wet ragged hole in the bottom of the box.

On the screen, Skeeter was an alien zombie fully controlled by Grokwalt to do his bidding. He
pillaged the quaint town of Happy Death Vallegvaging the nubile and naive daughters of
hardworking farm folk, impregnating them all with the alien seed pumping up the length of the
tentacle between his legs.

“This is a good paitHanley whispered to his date.

THE END
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THE SEARCH FOR ASTRA PALACE by Gregory KH Bryant
PartForty-Four

Rat guided Mud, lllara and Hardy to the Derelict, which was the last place he had seen either
Lacey or Carter Ward. He waskeen on guiding them directly to Astra Palace, of course.
Guiding them to the Derelict would give him a bit of space, he hoped. Maybe even a chance to
get away from those three.

That move on R&s$ part proved very fortute The Derelict, little more than a prison ship, was
maintained in a very sloppy, even careless manner. Even those sent there from Astra Palace, to
serve as guards to the prisoners or as parts of thes sihgav, they were sent there as punishment

for some transgression or other. As a consequence, they did their work only grudgingly, and
with their opinions about their conditions writ clearly upon their faces. So when Mud merely
announced his intention to land théharori, giving it as his reason thae was‘...I o o’ ker an

friend,” the ships watch merely waved him on after asking how long he planned to be at it.

“Just till | find him, is all. 1 durit think it' Il take any longén that, he said.
“Yeah, okay. Sure. Judorit make enny trouble kle yer at it

Mud, lllara and Captain Hardy disembarked from“@&arori and began a search for any clue
of Carter Ward or of Lacey.

Rat, who had vainly hoped to slip away, saw those hopes dashed when Mud tied his ankles and
wrists together, leavingim locked inside a utility closet.

“We worit be long, Mud said, cheerily, as he slammed the door to the closet. Rat was thrown
into utter darkness.

Outside, Mud, lllara and Hardy stood on the landing deck of the Derelict. The landing deck was
shadowd and dim, with yellow lamps in the walls giving off a weak and tremulous light. Cages
of many sizes crowded the deck, along with a dozen or so ships of various kinds, all but
darkened silhouettes.

It did not take lllara long to recognize the functiolivaés of Wards boxlike ship, the O811A.

She had spent many long hours on that ship, with Carter Ward and Dimara. She recognized the
ship when her eyes first fell upon it.

“Ward? lllara called out, hoping, but yet fearful of disappointment.

“Ward?

No answer.

lllara walked up to the G&11A, to the rear bay door. She laid her hand upon the door.



“Nah, its never so easyshe told herself. Hardy and Mud came up behind lllara.

“Any sign of him? Hardy asked.

“Not so far; lllara answered.

Sheturned back to the door and tapped upon it with her knuckles.

“Dimara? she asked through the dodire you here?

The door rolled itself into the ceiling. There, behind it was Dimara. She wore a silver jumpsuit
that clung to her with silken folds drshined like a mirror. Her hair was blue, a deep and sharp
ultramarine. Her eyes were purple with flecks green and gold. Dimara smiled.

“Dimara’ lllara cried out.

Mud and Hardy were both astonished to see Dimara. Mud, of course, had met hebbefare,
had never seen her, except with Ward about somewhere. And Hardy had heard of Dimara, but
had never met her.

Dimara cocked her head to one side upon seeing lllara. She smiled. lllara smiled back.
“Dimara is most pleased to greet the lllara peage’”

“Wherés Carter? lllara asked.

“The Dimara is pleased to report that Dimara is currently tracking the Carter Ward. Oddly, the
subject ship of the tracking device appears unaware of its presence. Now that the friends of
Carter Ward have arrive@arter Ward may be retrieved from those who have removed his
person from the G811A”

“What happened, Dimar a? Did you..

“The Carter Ward was captured here aboard this ship. The Scroungers called Turhan Mot and
Mokem Bet came. The removed the Cavi&ard person, and anothr.

“Another? Mud asked.“Boy or girl?

“Most unambiguously a gitlDimara answered.

“D’ja get her naméMud asked.

“Sadly, not. The name of the girl was given no utterance that Dimara”heard.

“And you st dlraltkgahte ask. ...?



“In part, because without clear orders from the Carter Ward, Dimara is unable to act. In part,
also, because Dimara reasoned that the friends of the Carter Ward would search for him.

“Yuh called this ship a dereli¢ctMud asked.
“Yes, Dimara answered.
“Whats with the cages?

“Prisoners are kept in them. The Carter Ward and the girl were held in these before the Turhan
Mot and Mokem Bet removed them from the ship.

“Prison ship, huh?
“Yes. Functionally sbé.

“Uh-huh. Thanks forhtat; Mud said. “Well, now, boys and girls, since we got nuthin
hinderiri us, whynt we start after our friend, Cartér?

“I’'m agreeable to thatlllara agreed.

“Yeah, Il ditto that,;” Hardy said.

“Dimara shall take great pleasure in searching ®iCGarter Ward.
CONTINUES NEXT ISSUE
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ERIC BRIGHTEYESby H Rider Haggard
IV: How Eric Came Down Golden Falls

Now Ospakar rode up to Middalhof on the day before the-#adst. He was splendidly
apparelled, and with him came his two sons, Gizur the Lawman and Mord, young men of
promise, and many iared thralls and servants. Gudruda, watching at the wenaeor, saw his
face in the moonlight and loathed him.

“What thinkest thou of him who comes to seek thee in marriage,-fister? asked Swanhild,
watching at her side.

“1 think he is like arpbll, and that, seek as he will, he shall not find me. | had rather lie in the pool
beneath Golden Falls than in Ospakarall”

“That shall be provetisaid Swanhild: At the least he is rich and noble, and the greatest of men
in size. It would go hardith Eric were those arms about him.

“l am not so sure of thatsaid Gudruda;but it is not likely to be knowi.
“Comes Eric to the feast by the road of Golden Falls, Gudiuda?
“Nay, no man may try that path and live.

“Then he will die, for Bec will risk it.”

Now Gudruda thought, and a great fire burned in her heart and shone through Hef Eyies.
dies; she said;on thee be his blood, Swanh#en thee and that dark mother of thine, for ye
have plotted to bring this evil on us. How bawharmed thee that thou shouldst deal thus with
me?

Swanhild turned white and wickddoking, for passion mastered her, and she gazed into
Gudrudas face and answeretiHow hast thou harmed me? Surely | will tell thee. Thy beauty
has robbed me of Efig love”

“It would be better to prate of Ergclove when he had told it thee, SwanHild.

“Thou hast robbed me and therefore | hate thee, and therefore | will deliver thee to Ospakar,
whom thou dost loatk-ay and yet win Brighteyes to myself. Am | rad$o fair and can | not

also love, and shall | see thee snatch my joy? By the Gods, never! | will see thee dead, and Eric
with thee, ere it shall be so! but first | will see thee shafmed!

“Thy words are ilsuited to a maidén lips, Swanhild! But of tlsi be sure: | fear thee not, and

shall never fear thee. And one thing | know well that, whether thou or | prevalil, in the end thou
shalt harvest the greatest shame, and in times to come men shall speak of thee with hatred and
name thee by ill names. Moreayé&ric shall never love thee; from year to year he shall hate thee



with a deeper hate, though it may well be that thou wilt bring ruin on him. And now | thank thee
that thou hast told me all thy mind, showing me what indeed thdufart! Gudruda turned
scornfully upon her heel and walked away.

Now Asmund the Priest went out into the courtyard, and meeting Ospakar Blacktooth, greeted
him heartily, though he did not like his looks, and took him by the hand and led him to the hall,
that was bravely deckealith tapestries, and seated him by his side on the high seat. And
Ospakais thralls brought good gifts for Asmund, who thanked the giver well.

Now it was supper time, and Gudruda came in, and after her walked Swanhild. Ospakar gazed
hard at Gudruda andgreat desire entered into him to make her his wife. But she passed coldly
by, nor looked on him at all.

“This, then, is that maid of thine of whom | have heard tell, Asmund? | will say this: fairer was
never born of womah.

Then men ate and Ospakaaxk much ale, but all the while he stared at Gudruda and listened
for her voice. But as yet he said nothing of what he came to seek, though all knew his errand.
And his two sons, Gizur and Mord, stared also at Gudruda, for they thought her most
wonderfullyfair. But Gizur found Swanhild also fair.

And so the night wore on till it was time to sleep.

On this same day Eric rode up from his farm on Ran River and took his road along the brow of
Coldback till he came to Stonefell. Now all along Coldback aodeSell is a steep cliff facing

to the south, that grows ever higher till it comes to that point where Golden River falls over it
and, parting its waters below, runs east and-w#s branch to the east being called Ran River
and that to the west Laxafor these two streams girdle round the rich plain of Middalhof, till at
length they reach the sea. But in the midst of Golden River, on the edge of the cliff, a mass of
rock juts up called Sheegaddle, dividing the waters of the fall, and over this the dpesy and

in winter the ice gathers, but the river does not cover it. The great fall is thirty fathoms deep, and
shaped like a horseshoe, of which the points lie towards Middalhof. Yet if he could but gain the
Sheepsaddle rock that divides the midsttbé waters, a strong and hardy man might climb

down some fifteen fathoms of this depth aedrcely wehis feet.

Now here at the foot of Shegpaddle rock the double arches of waters meet, and fall in one
torrent into the bottomless pool below. But, sothree fathoms from this point of the meeting
waters, and beneath it, just where the curve is deepest, a single crag, as large as dabieking
and no larger, juts through the foam, and, if a man could reach it, he might leap from it some
twelve fathons, sheer into the sprdydden pit beneath, there to sink or swim as it might befall.
This crag is called Wal§ Fang.

Now Eric stood for a long while on the edge of the fall and looked, measwangthingwith
his eye. Then he went up above, whereriver swirls down to the precipice, and looked again,
for it is from this bank that the dividing islamdck Sheegsaddle must be reached.



“A man may hardly do this thing; yet | will try’ithe said to himself at lastMy honour shall be
great for thdeat, if | chance to live, and if | diewell, there is an end of troubling after maids
and all other things.

So he went home and sat silent that evening. Now, since Thorgrimufdexs death, his
housewife, Saevuna, Er&cmother, had grown dim ofggit, and, though she peered and peered
again from her seat in the ingle nook, she could not see the face of her son.

“What ails thee, Eric, that thou sittest so silent? Was not the meat, then, to thy mind at supper?
“Yes, mother, the meat was well eigh, though a little undersmokéd.

“Now | see that thou art not thyself, son, for thou hadst no meat, but onlyfisteeland | never
knew a man forget his supper on the night of its eating, except he was distraught or deep in
love”

“Was it so? saidBrighteyes.

“What troubles thee, Erie?that sweet lass yondér?

“Ay, somewhat, motheér.

“What more, theri?

“This, that 1 go down Golden Falls-toorrow, and | do not know how | may come from Sheep
saddle rock to Wolk Fang crag and keep my life @l in me; and now, | pray thee, weary me

not with words, for my brain is slow, and | must usk it.

When she heard this Saevuna screamed aloud, and threw herself before Eric, praying him to
forgo his mad venture. But he would not listen to her, for lesh@v to make up his mind, but,

that being made up, nothing could change it. Then, when she learned that it was to get sight of
Gudruda that he purposed thus to throw his life away, she was very angry and cursed her and all
her kith and kin.

“It is likely enough that thou wilt have cause to use such words before all this tale’isadudd,

Eric; “nevertheless, mother, forbear to curse Gudruda, who is in no way to blame for these

matters.

“Thou art a faithless sdnSaevuna saidwho wilt slay thysdlstriving to win speech with thy
May, and leave thy mother childlgss.

Eric said that it seemed so indeed, but he was plighted to it and the feat must be tried. Then he
kissed her, and she sought her bed, weeping.

Now it was the day of the Yulieast,and there was no sun till one hour before noon. But Eric,
having kissed his mother and bidden her farewell, called a thrall, Jon by name, and giving him a



sealskin bag full of his best apparel, bade him ride to Middalhof and tell Asmund the Priest that
Eric Brighteyes would come down Golden Falls an hour afterdaid to join his feast; and

thence go to the foot of the Golden Falls, to await him there. And the man went, wondering, for
he thought his master mad.

Then Eric took a good rope, and a stagfpd with iron, and, so soon as the light served,

mounted his horse, forded Ran River, and rode along Coldback till he came to the lip of Golden
Falls. Here he stayed a while till at length he saw many people streaming up the snow from
Middalhof far benedt, and, among them, two women who by their stature should be Gudruda
and Swanhild, and, near to them, a great man whom he did not know. Then he showed himself
for a space on the brink of the gulf and turned his horse up stream. The sun shone briglg upon th
edge of the sky, but the frost bit like a sword. Still, he must strip off his garments, so that nothing
remained on him except his sheepskin shoes, shirt and hose, and take the water. Now here the
river runs mightily, and he must cross full thirty fatreof the swirling water before he can

reach Sheepaddle, and woe to him if his foot slip on the boulders, for certainly he must be
swept over the brink.

Eric rested the staff against the stony bottom and, leaning his weight on it, took the stream, and
he was so strong that it could not prevail against him till at length he was rather more than half
way across and the water swept above his shoulders. Now he was lifted from his feet and, letting
the staff float, he swam for his life, and with such migltgles that he felt little of that icy

cold. Down he was sweptnow the lip of the fall was but three fathoms away on his left, and
already the green water boiled beneath him. A fathom from him was the corner ofs&tdkp

If he may grasp it, all is wellf not, he dies.

Three great strokes and he held it. His feet were swept out over the brink of the fall, but he clung
on grimly, and by the strength of his arms drew himself on to the rock and rested a while.
Presently he stood up, for the cold beganip him, and the people below became aware that he
had swum the river above the fall and raised a shout, for the deed was great. Now Eric must
begin to clamber down Shespddle, and this was no easy task, for the rock is almost sheer, and
slippery withice, and on either side the waters rushed and thundered, throwing their blinding
spray about him as they leapt to the depths beneath. He looked down, studying the rock; then,
feeling that he grew afraid, made an end of doubt and, grasping a point witrahds) swung

himself down his own length and more. Now for many minutes he climbed down-Siuiaip,

and the task was hard, for he was bewildered with the booming of the waters that bent out on
either side of him like the arc of a bow, and the rock veag steep and slippery. Still, he came

down all those fifteen fathoms and fell not, though twice he was near to falling, and the watchers
below marvelled greatly at his hardihood.

“He will be dashed to pieces where the waters heeig Ospakar,he camever gain Wolfs
Fang crag beneath; and, if so it be that he come there and leaps to the pool, the weight of water
will drive him down and drown hirh.

“It is certainly sd, quoth Asmund{and it grieves me much; for it was my jest that drove him to
this perilous adventure, and we cannot spare such a man as Eric Brighteyes.



Now Swanhild turned white as death; but Gudruda s#idreat heart and strength and skill
may avail at all, then Eric shall come safely down the wéters.

“Thou fool” whispere&l Swanhild in her eathow can these help him? No troll could live in
yonder cauldron. Dead is Eric, and thou art the bait that lured him to his"death!

“Spare thy word$,she answeredas the Norns have ordered so it shall be.

Now Eric stood at théoot of Sheegsaddle, and within an atsilength the mighty waters met,
tossing their yellow waves and seething furiously as they leapt to théichigtlf beneath. He

bent over and looked through the spray. Three fathoms under him the rock R&olg plit the

waters, and thence, if he can come thither, he may leap sheer into the pool below. Now he
unwound the rope that was about his middle, and made one end fast to a knob-@imd¢kis

was difficult, for his hands were stiff with celdand the otheend he passed through his

leathern girdle. Then Eric looked again, and his heart sank within him. How might he give
himself to this boiling flood and not be shattered? But as he looked, lo! a rainbow grew upon the
face of the water, and one end of it ltain him, and the other, like a glory from the Gods, fell

full upon Gudruda as she stood a little way apart, watching at the foot of Golden Falls.

“Seest thou thdtsaid Asmund to Groa, who was at his sidee Gods build their Bifrost bridge
between tese two. Who now shall keep them asuntler?

“Read the portent thtisshe answeredthey shall be united, but not here. Yon is a Spirit bridge,
and, see: the waters of Death foam and fall between them!

Eric, too, saw the omen and it seemed good to and,all fear left his heart. Round about him
the waters thundered, but amidst their roar he dreamed that he heard a voice calling:

“Be of good cheer, Eric Brighteyes; for thou shalt live to do mightier deeds than this, and in
guerdon thou shalt win Gudda’”

So he paused no longer, but, shortening up the rope, pulled on it with all his strength, and then
leapt out upon the arch of waters. They struck him and he was dashed out like a stone from a
sling; again he fell against them and again was dashay, @ that his girdle burst. Eric felt it

go and clung wildly to the rope and lo! with the inward swing, he fell on &/6king, where

never a man has stood before and never a man shall stand again. Eric lay a little while on the
rock till his breath camback to him, and he listened to the roar of the waters. Then, rising on his
hands and knees, he crept to its point, for he could scarcely stand because of the trembling of the
stone beneath the shock of the fall; and when the people below saw thatrice deed, they

raised a great shout, and the sound of their voices came to him through the noise of the waters.

Now, twelve fathoms beneath him was the surface of the pool; but he could not see it because of
the wreaths of spray. Nevertheless, he magi bnd that swiftly, for he grew cold. So of a

sudden Eric stood up to his full height, and, with a loud cry and a mighty spring, bounded out
from the point of Wolfs Fang far into the air, beyond the reach of the falling flood, and rushed
headlong towardthe gulf beneath. Now all men watching held their breath as his body travelled,



and so great is the place and so high the leap that through the mist Eric seemed but as a big white
stone hurled down the face of the arching waters.

He was gone, and the whers rushed down to the foot of the pool, for there, if he rose at all, he
must pass to the shallows. Swanhild could look no more, but sank upon the ground. The face of
Gudruda was set like a stone with doubt and anguish. Ospakar saw and read the, arechieg

said to himself*Now Odin grant that this youngling rise not again! for the maid loves him

dearly, and he is too much a man to be lightly swept &dside.

Eric struck the pool. Down he sank, and down and de¥an the water falling from so far must
almost reach the bottom of the pool before it can rise agamnd he with it. Now he touched the
bottom, but very gently, and slowly began to rise, and, as he rose, was carried along by the
stream. But it was long before he could breathe, and it seerhed that his lungs would burst.
Still, he struggled up, striking great strokes with his legs.

“Farewell to Eric, said Asmund‘he will rise no more now.

But just as he spoke Gudruda pointed to something that gleamed, white and golden, beneath the
suiface of the current, and lo! the bright hair of Eric rose from the water, and he drew a great
breath, shaking his head like a seal, and, though but feebly, struck out for the shallows that are at
the foot of the pool. Now he found footing, but was swept dy the fierce current, and cut his
forehead, and he carried that scar till his death. Again he rose, and with a rush gained the bank
unaided and fell upon the snow.

Now people gathered about him in silence and wondering, for none had known sodgesht a
And presently Eric opened his eyes and looked up, and found the eyes of Gudruda fixed on his,
and there was that in them which made him glad he had dared the path of Golden Falls.
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THE MOON POOLby A Merritt
ChapterxXXIV: The Crimson Sea

| was in the heart of a rose pearl, swinging, swinging; no, | was in a rosy dawn cloud, pendulous
in space. Consciousness flooded me, in reality | was in the arms of one of the man frogs,
carrying me as though | were a babe, and we were passing through some place suffused with
glow enough like heart of pearl or dawn cloud to justify my awakening vagaries.

Just ahead walked Lakla in earnest talk with Rador, and content enough was | for a tatuhto w
her. She had thrown off the metallic robes; her thick braids of golden brown hair with their flame
glints of bronze were twined in a high coronal meshed in silken net of green; little clustering
curls escaped from it, clinging to the nape of the pwhide neck, shyly kissing it. From her
shoulders fell a loose, sleeveless garment of shimmering green belted with a high golden girdle;
skirt folds dropping barely below the knees.

She had cast aside her buskins, too, and the slendearcigbd feet we sandaledBetween the
buckled edges of her kirtle | caught gleams of translucent ivory as exquisitely moulded, as
delectably rounded, as those revealed so naively beneath the hem.

Something was knocking at the doors of my consciousnsssie tragic thig. What was it?

Larry! Where was Larry? | remembered; raised my head abruptly; saw at my side another frog
man carrying Keefe, and behind him, Olaf, step instinct with grief, following like some
faithful, wistful dog who has lost a loved master. Uponmmoyement the monster bearing me
halted, looked down inquiringly, uttered a deep, booming note that held the quality of
interrogation.

Lakla turned; the clear, golden eyes were sorrowful, the sweet mouth drooping; but her
loveliness, her gentleness, thatlefinable synthesis of all her tender self that seemed always to
circle her with an atmosphere of lucid normality, lulled my panic.

“Drink this,” she commanded, holding a small vial to my lips.

Its contents were aromatic, unfamiliar but astonishindgotifze, for as soon as they passed my
lips | felt a surge of strength; consciousness was restored.

“Larry!” I cried.”ls he dead?

Lakla shook her head; her eyes were troubled.

“No,” she said;but he is like one deadand yet unlike—"
“Put me dowri,| demanded of my bearer.

He tightened his hold; round eyes upon the Golden Girl. She-sgolsonorous, reverberating
monosyllables-and | was set upon my feet; | leaped to the side of the Irishman. He lay limp,



with a disquieting, abnormal sequacity, asuph every muscle were utterly flaccid; the

antithesis of the rigor mortis, thank God, but terrifyingly toward the other end of its arc; a
syncope | had never known. The flesh was stone cold; the pulse barely perceptible, long
intervalled; the respirationndiscoverable; the pupils of the eyes were enormously dilated; it was
as though life had been drawn from every nerve.

“A light flashed from the road. It struck his face and seemed to sinksaid.

“l saw; answered Radofput what it was | know notnd | thought | knew all the weapons of
our rulers’ He glanced at me curiouskSome talk there has been that the stranger who came
with you, Double Tongue, was making new death tools for Ludner ended.

Marakinoffl The Russian at work already ingstlstorehouse of devastating energies, fashioning
the weapons for his plots! The Apocalyptic vision swept back uper me

“He is not dead.Lakla's voice was poignartHe is not dead; and the Three have wondrous
healing. They can restore him if they wilbnd they will, they will’ For a moment she was
silent.“Now their gods help Lugur and Yolatahe whispered;for come what may, whether

the Silent Ones be strong or weak, if he dies, surely shall | fall upon them and | will slay those
two—yea, though Itoo perish!

“Yolara and Lugur shall both dieOlaf s eyes were burningjBut Lugur is mine to slay.

That pity | had seen before in Laldaeyes when she looked upon the Norseman banished the
white wrath from them. She turned, half hurriedly, as thdogéscape his gaze.

“Walk with us; she said to méunless you are still wedk.

| shook my head, gave a last look aKk@efe; there was nothing | could do; | stepped beside her.
She thrust a white arm into mine protectingly, the wonderfully moulded Wwéh its long,
tapering fingers catching about my wrist; my heart glowed toward her.

“Your medicine is potent, handmaidehanswered:And the touch of your hand would give me
strength enough, even had | not drunkliadded in Larrys best manner.

Her eyes danced, trouble flying.

“Now, that was well spoken for such a man of wisdom as Rador tells me yosharéaughed;
and a little pang shot through me. Could not a lover of science present a compliment without it
always seeming to be as unusaslplucking a damask rose from a cabinet of fossils?

Mustering my philosophy, | smiled back at her. Again | noted that broad, classic brow, with the
little tendrils of shining bronze caressing it, the tilted, delicatebrnutn brows that gave a
curioustouch of innocent diablerie to the lovely faclowerlike, pure, higkbred, a touch of
roguishness, subtly alluring, sparkling over the maiden Madonnaness that lay ever like a delicate,
luminous suggestion beneath it; the long, black, curling lasties tender, rounded, bare left



breast—

“I have always liked yoti,she murmured naivelysince first | saw you in that place where the
Shining One goes forth into your world. And | am glad you like my medicine as well as that you
carry in the black box that ydeft behind; she added swiftly.

“How know you of that, Lakld? gasped.

“Oft and oft | came to him there, and to you, while you lay sleeping. How call you Bine?
paused.

“Larry!” | said.
“Larry!” she repeated it excellentyAnd you?
“Goodwin; said Rador.

| bowed quite as though | were being introduced to some charming young lady met in that old
life now seemingly aeons removed.

“Yes—Goodwin” she said*Oft and oft | came. Sometimes | thought you saw me. Arddid
he not dream of me someie—?" she asked wistfully.

“He did” | said,“and watched for yoll.Then amazement grew vocaBut how came you?l
asked.

“By a strange roaltlshe whispered o see that all was well with himand to look into his

heart; for | feared Yolara and her bea But | saw that she was not in his héattblush burned

over her, turning even the little bare breast rokys a strange roadshe went on hurriedly.

“Many times have | followed it and watched the Shining One bear back its prey to the blue pool;
seen the woman he seéksshe made a quick gesture toward 6faand a babe cast from her

arms in the last pang of her mother love; seen another woman throw herself into the Shining
Onés embrace to save a man she loved; and | could not hédplvoice grev deep, thrilled.

“The friend, it comes to me, who drew you here, Goodwin!

She was silent, walking as one who sees visions and listens to voices unheard by others, Rador
made a warning gesture; | crowded back my questions, glanced about me. We wegegvassi

a smooth strand, hard packed as some beach ofhomgtback ocean. It was like crushed

garnets, each grain stained deep red, faintly sparkling. On each side were distances, the floor
stretching away into them bare of vegetatiesiretching on andn into infinitudes of rosy mist,

even as did the space above.

Flanking and behind us marched the giant batrachians, fivescore of them at least, black scale and
crimson scale lustrous and gleaming in the rosaceous radiance; saucer eyes shining circles of
phosphorescence green, purple, red; spurs clicking as they crouched along with a gait at once
grotesque and formidable.



Ahead the mist deepened into a ruddier glow; through it a long, dark line began te-apgear
mouth | thought of the caverned spaa®tiyh which we were going; it was just before us; over
us—we stood bathed in a flood of rubescence!

A sea stretched before-us crimson sea, gleaming like that lost lacquer of royal coral and the
Flame Dragots blood which Fu ®ze set upon the bower heilb for his stolen sun maider

that going toward it she might think it the sun itself rising over the summer seas. Unmoved by
wave or ripple, it was placid as some deep woodland pool when night rushes up over the world.

It seemed molter-or as though someand great enough to rock earth had distilled here from
conflagrations of autumn sunsets their flaming essences.

A fish broke through, large as a shark, blbaaded, flashing bronze, ridged and mailed as
though with serrate plates of armour. It leapaeghhshaking from it a sparkling spray of rubies;
dropped and shot up a geyser of fiery gems.

Across my line of vision, moving stately over the sea, floated a half globe, luminous,

diaphanous, its iridescence melting into turquoise, thence to amethystnge, to scarlet shot

with rose, to vermilion, a translucent green, thence back into the iridescence; behind it four
others, and the least of them ten feet in diameter, and the largest no less than thirty. They drifted
past like bubbles blown from frothf rainbows by pipes in mouths of Titary®ung. Then from

the base of one arose a tangle of shimmering strands, long, slender whiplashes that played about
and sank slowly again beneath the crimson surface.

| gasped—for the fish had been a ganeidhat angent, armoured form that was perhaps the most
intelligent of all life on our planet during the Devonian era, but which for age upon age had
vanished, save for its fossils held in the embrace of the stone that once was their soft bottom
beds; and the halflobes were Medusae, jelfish—but of a size, luminosity, and colour

unheard of.

Now Lakla cupped her mouth with pink palms and sent a clarion note ringing out. The ledge on
which we stood continued a few hundred feet before us, falling abruptly, thamgmd great

height to the Crimson Sea; at right and left it extended in a long semicircle. Turning to the right
whence she had sent her call, | saw rising a mile or more away, veiled lightly by the haze, a
rainbow, a gigantic prismatic arch, flattenethdught, by some quality of the strange

atmosphere. It sprang from the ruddy strand, leaped the crimson tide, and dropped three miles
away upon a precipitous, jagged upthrust of rock frowning black from the lacquered depths.

And surmounting a higher led@peyond this upthrust a huge dome of dull gold, Cyclopean,
striking eyes and mind with something unhumanly alien, baffling; sending the mind groping, as
though across the deserts of space, from sorvf@ufag star, should fall upon us linked sounds,
coherat certainly, meaningful surely, vaguely famikayet never to be translated into any

symbol or thought of our own particular planet.

The sea of crimson lacquer, with its floating moons of luminous celthis bow of prismed



stone leaping to the weird éstrowned by the anomalous, aureate excreseetieehalf human
batrachianghe elfland through which we had passed, with all its hidden wonders and-€rrors

felt the foundations of my cherished knowledge shaking. Was this all a dream? Was this body of
mine lying somewhere, fighting a fevered death, and all these but images floating through the
breaking chambers of my brain? My knees shook; involuntarily | groaned.

Lakla turned, looked at me anxiously, slipped a soft arm behind me, held me till the vertigo
passed.

“Patience, she said. The bearers come. Soon you shall fest.

| looked; down toward us from the btsvend were leaping swiftly another score of the-frog
men. Some bore litters, high, handled, not unlike palangdins

“Asgard! Olaf stood besidene, eyes burning, pointing to the artBifrost Bridge, sharp as
sword edge, over which souls go to Valhalla. And-skke is a Valkya sword maiden, Ja!

| gripped the Norsemas hand. It was hot, and a pang of remorse shot through me. If this place
hadso shaken me, how must it have shaken Olaf? It was with relief that | watched him, at
Lakla's gentle command, drop into one of the litters and lie back, eyes closed, as two of the
monsters raised its yoke to their scaled shoulders. Nor was it withdwérfuetief that | myself

lay back on the soft velvety cushions of another.

The cavalcade began to move. Lakla had ordet&@€&e placed beside her, and she sat, knees
crossed Orient fashion, leaning over the pale head on her lap, the white, tapeersydiraying
fondly through his hair.

Presently | saw her reach up, slowly unwind the coronal of her tresses, shake them loose, and let
them fall like a veil over her and him.

Her head bent low; | heard a soft sobbiAgurned away my gaze, lorn enoughmy own heatrt,
God knew!
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