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notice blood drops
in front of you on table
stray bullet silent
By Denny E. Marshal
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Once Upon An Eyeball
By Kerry Kelly
Sadistic torture
Syringe steadily moving
Expecting stinging
Agonizing pain
Penetrating the iris
Lids ripped away
Dry biting the lens
Needle twisting viciously
Torn out abruptly
Drowned by her own screams
Tied hands furiously clench

Scalpel glints menacing
Sharp cuts throb tears fall
Crimson droplets hit her cheek
Salt thrashes the wounds
Searing pain thrust in
Dark fluid pours profusely
Eye gouged slowly
Released tormented
Once upon a lost eyeball
Torture lamented

Haunted House Heaven
By Wendy L. Schmidt

“Ahhhhh!” The woman is screaming her head off, quite literally. It pops onto the Italian marble floor and
rolls down the Oriental-carpeted grand staircase. All the while my roommate is hiding behind a couch
pillow, I’m thinking, I hope her brains don’t mar the woodwork.
The story may be scary, the ghost a horror movie lovers worst nightmare. But, the only thing I can
see, is the haunted house. I love a haunted house. In particular, I love a Victorian Mansion set on a
country estate complete with dense fog, grey gardens and roaming ghost.
Haunted houses are the main characters for me. They move inside light and shadow. They hide
horrible secrets behind locked doors. They patiently wait for that one stupid human to steal down those
treacherous basement stairs. Oh, dear, did that single bulb go out again? You’re welcome to search
through my other rooms for the source of such darkness. But, don’t go in there! Don’t open the door
dripping with a devil’s symbol written in ox blood! Don’t do it! Don’t do it! Well, now you’ve done it.
Nobody can save you, fool. You’ll disappear into this house just like all the others.
Haunted houses even have scripted lines: squeak. creak, moan, knock, knock, knock and a half
dozen disembodied footsteps plus fervent whispers.
“Come find us,” they say. “We’ve been lonely for so long. We need some fresh flesh. Umm …
what we meant to say was, fresh company.”
There is a house in my town that is nicely situated on a steep hill overlooking the river. It’s a
stone mansion complete with lions at the gate, brass door knocker and leaded glass windows. One
wouldn’t be surprised to find a moat in the back yard. Oh, please let there be a moat!
Did I mention it’s haunted? How do I know? Because it looks like every house I’ve ever loved in
any classic ghost story. And, I’m a sensitive. So, passing by I feel a deep foreboding, as if the very
foundation has been tainted with tragedy. There has got to be at least one female phantom in a wispy,
white dress floating through long, hellish hallways and standing at the foot of the antique gothic
Mahogany Half Tester bed. Did I mention I have a thing for vintage beds too?

Give me a Gothic mansion to match the bed. Location? Somewhere in the remotest part of New
England. Give me a manor house on the heathered moors of Yorkshire. Don’t spare the stone walls and
do include a country village nearby, perhaps with a sprinkle of locals nodding their heads, showing
knowing smiles.
“Oh she’ll find out soon enough,” they’ll say. “The house has a disturbing history.”
Maybe throw in one or two of those preternatural, precocious British kids. You know, like the ones
in, The Innocents or the original, Village of the Damned.
I am walking through the haunted halls of my cliff-dwelling, stone mansion. I hear whispers
behind walls waiting for me to answer their calls, arms reaching out from well-hidden rooms, clenched
hands knocking three times during the witching hour when the Grandfather clock strikes twelve.
“Ahhhhh! Is that a head rolling down the stairs? Quick get some cleaner before her brains start to
stain!”
Ends

Doll
By Alyson Faye
“She looks just like me Papa.” Emily clutched her new doll to her chest smiling widely. “She has my red
hair and my freckles. Oh how clever of you Papa. You've made her wear exactly my favourite crimson
velvet dress. I love her.”
Emily stroked the doll's hard glossy face. It shone greasily under the gaslights.
"Moulded from the finest molten wax my dear.” Papa beamed at his beloved only daughter. She
was his reason for living now, especially after the terrible loss of his Lucy to fever just a few months
prior. Until he had found his new all absorbing hobby John Brewster had thought his heart would never
mend. Men were not meant to feel such grief. He had thought that was women's domain. He knew better
now.
“John what have you done?” His wife's voice rose to a wail.
Nervous, glancing at her mother, Emily clutched her new companion close to her chest. She felt
something near her heart. Confused, she looked down. Had the doll's arm moved?
“Give her to me now!” Mama demanded. Her skin was stretched tight, as though it would split.
At the sound of her voice the doll's eyes opened. They were green. The glass looked almost real. It
had a light film on the surface. Just like a membrane.
“She has Lucy's eyes, my love.” Papa was laughing.
No, thought Emily, more it's as if he's crying. How can that be?
“You shall love her like you loved your sister."
The doll's eyes blinked, once, then again. A tear trickled slowly down the pink waxy cheek.
Emily lifted her finger to wipe it away. Her fingernail caught the waxy surface. Underneath white
bone glistened.
Emily opened her own rosebud lips to scream. Her beloved twin sister had been dead for several
months. Hadn't she? Emily dropped the doll, watched her fall face down, saw her father howl and throw
himself onto the floor.
Tenderly he picked up the figure, cradling her broken head, crooning, “Hush little baby...”

End

Tricked?
By DJ Tyrer

She hated this time of year. She hated the damp, the dark and the cold that began to set in. She hated the
fireworks that exploded with such terrifying noise overhead. But, most of all, she hated the trick-or-treaters
who seemed so intimidating in their masks with their demands for treats and who would dole out vandalism
to those who refused to treat them or to answer their doors to them. She had read in the ‘paper, a few years
before, of a house that had been firebombed when they’d failed to bribe them to leave them alone, and had
lived in fear of such an attack every year since. There was something about this time of year that seemed to
drive people mad; maybe those fundamentalists who'd been leafleting about the occult dangers of Hallowe'en
were on to something, after all?
Certainly, she'd be much happier if she could get away. The adverts for sunny getaways in foreign
climes seemed to taunt her. It was all very well for those with money. People like her just had to suffer. Then
again, if she'd any money, she wouldn't be stuck here. They said money couldn't buy you happiness, but it
sure could buy you a better class of misery, like those celebrities with their depression and mental problems
booking into luxury spas to recover. The chance would be a fine thing. If only her problems were so
glamorous. But, nobody ever said life was fair.
Unable to just lock her door and hide away, she’d invested in an extra-strong chain and a large box of
sweets with which to dissuade them from acts of aggression. She’d open the door and thrust some sweets at
them and, then, quickly shut it again. So far, this evening, her ploy seemed to be working and the few trickor-treaters that’d visited had been and gone without trouble. She supposed that was one good thing about
living near the top of a tower block with a perpetually-broken lift: relatively few such troublemakers took
the stairs so far. She was seldom bothered by Jehovah’s Witnesses or doorstep sellers, either, which suited
her fine. The only ones it didn’t seem to deter were the loan sharks, but she’d the sense to ignore their offers
of easy money.
There was another knock at the door, this more slow and methodical than those before. Warily, a
little wearily, she went to answer it, but, looking through the spy-hole, she couldn’t see anyone there.
Assuming it was kids playing what was doubtless, to them, an amusing prank, she ignored it and went back
to her television.
Again, the same odd knocking. Exasperated, she went to the door. Once again, there was nobody
there. But, this time, she noticed that the wall opposite her door had been defaced by a graffito in red and
black paint that declared, ominously, They want to come in. It was probably kids, alright, but she shuddered
to wonder exactly how they intended their prank to conclude...
A further knock. She didn’t want to go check, as if doing so was to validate the yobbish game that
they were playing. She had no desire, anyway, to actually open the door to them. Yet, to do nothing was to
invite retaliation – flour over the peephole, at best. Why did some people get off of bullying others? Why
couldn’t they just leave her alone?

Reluctantly, she went to the door, looked through the peephole. This time, she was a little surprised
to see people out there; two of them. Like so many of the local chavs, when it came to trick-or-treating,
their only concession to costume was hideous masks: not that she could see them clearly as their heads
were bowed and their faces were obscured by the hoods of the unpleasantly grey-beige tops that they wore
– the colour of washed-out blood. One was barely in view, but the other was stood right in her field of
vision and raised his head as if to gaze at her, although she knew that he couldn’t see her. As he raised his
head, she saw the freakish, lumpy face that she’d thought was a mask. Suddenly, she wasn’t so sure.
She retreated along the corridor and cowered against the wall. This wasn’t right. Not right at all. She
was shrieking, an inarticulate combination of cries to God for salvation and begging the two beings to leave
her alone. Not that she had anything to offer them to leave her alone as she was certain they had no interest
in the sweets she had to hand. She’d no idea what to do, with them standing out there, just waiting.
She remembered the graffito – the graffito she’d assumed they’d written on the wall – and the
message seemed to state their intention. They wanted to come in. But, why would they want to come in?
What terrible plan did they have for her? Shrieking, she prayed that the door would hold and keep them out.
It didn’t. They hammered loudly upon the door until it, suddenly, burst open. It was as if her worst
nightmares had taken form and this was a terrible trick being played upon her with no option of using a
treat to send them on their way: unless, of course, she was to imagine she was to be their treat.
From somewhere, she wasn’t sure where, as they slowly advanced on her, she heard a voice chant a
rap; the only words she could make out were not reassuring: “The joke’s on you!” the voice spat. “Death
awaits those who fall into the clutches of the Laughing God!”
They loomed over her and reached out with doughy hands, tearing at her. Blood splashed across
their hoodies and seemed to merge its colour into them. The pain was unbearable and she wailed with it,
hoping that it would soon end. It did; she didn’t live for long. The rapper had been right; death had, indeed,
come for her...
Ends

A version of this story was originally published in Awen 82 and appeared in Black & Red by DJ Tyrer (the ebook of
which is available for free by emailing atlanteanpublishing@hotmail.com ). This extended version originally
appeared in the Hallowe’en 2014 issue of Sirens Call ezine. More on the Black & Red Mythos can be found on the
Atlantean Publishing wiki.

Stranded And Hungry
By Denny E. Marshal
Flying saucer crashes
Into small private lake
Human hands and feet emerge
Attached to body like a snake

Creatures go to town to feed
Victims fall asleep never wake
Three small holes in back of neck
Make the investigators shake

Ebony
By Kerry Kelly
She was losing more hair, long black chunks seeped from her skull matted with
blood from an unknown skin condition. She no longer left her bedroom. She missed
her husband, they had tried desperately for a child. It was unsuccessful, depression
and arguments began.
He left without word, she fell ill. The beige brush bit through her hair again
tearing more strands from her bleeding head, soaking ebony soulless eyes.
Ghostly sounds filled the silence, banging, dragging.
Below a sturdy man loaded the deep freezer with a black haired woman's body
streaked by blood from a freshly bludgeoned head wound.
Ends

Wharton's Jelly
By Robert Beveridge
Blood pulses
through the cord
turns black
infects her child
who grows darker
each day

WONDERLAND'S WARDEN
By Frederick J. Mayer
Within her mouth was crimson boon
Alice became Red Queen
With blood upon her hands
and the white rabbit seen
Warden of Wonderland's
mad, he smiles with such sheen
Cheshire Cat picks his crescent moon

Just Out-of-Reach Dreams
By J. J. Steinfeld
A magic realist, you fear,
is devising your discomfort
playing with your just
out-of-reach dreams.
In antidote and fretfulness
you decide against sense
a mattress might be a metaphor
and the magic realist
laughs at you.
In retaliation and audacity
you name your clock radio
each of your bedroom walls
the locks on both your
front and back doors
not comforting names
neither old-fashioned nor modern
just names—like incantations
almost forgotten suddenly remembered.
You will fall asleep
by accident or chance
accuracy dissolved
but where will you awake—
closer to Heaven
or in the midst of Hell?
“Just Out-of-Reach Dreams” was first published in Zymbol (US).

Birthday Presents
By Jennifer Ruth Jackson
Do all things with love- Og Mandino
She cleaned the house until it shone
Like every inch was laminated
He would be able to see his face
In everything, everywhere
As was the idea
She ordered four dozen bright balloons
In his favorite hues
Beautiful when arranged just so
Prepared lemon chicken
Their first date meal to show
Just how much she loved him
As was the idea
And the cake, a monument to architecture
In icing sat, arrogant, waiting to be carved
Secret ingredient folded into flour
Masked by sugar, lurked
Antifreeze surprise a promise
Of just how much she had loved him

A Matapouri story my father told me
By Mercedes Webb-Pullman
A young boy on his way to school
along a bush track, distracted
by a huia, chased it ‘til he stopped,
lost in the farm backblocks,
the shape of the hills alien.
Climbing the highest, the child found
no sign of the sea that faced his home,
just dark green waves of trees,
furrows of shadowed gullies
stretching in all directions.
Clouds covered the sun,
no shadows fell; he couldn’t tell
time or directions now, moss grew
on all sides of the tree trunks.
He tried to follow a creek;
rotting wood almost choked it,
dark fern fronds overhung
treacherous footing.

He followed a ridge instead, came
down into a clearing covered in mist
that half hid the ruins of a building.
He’d been to every settlement
along the coast yet didn’t know this place.
A woman in old-fashioned clothes
came towards him, smiling,
drew him water from a well.
Thirsty, he drank, looked up —
she’d vanished. The ruins, the well,
all gone. He dropped the cup, ran, fell,
picked himself up to run again,
‘til he found himself somehow
on the track back home.
He came across her face once,
in the family photo album, identified as
his great-grandmother, the one
who died of sorrow, so they said
when her youngest son was lost in the bush
near here, and never found.

Keep the Stakeholders Happy
By R.W.W. Greene
Pat’s sour face came into my head at least ten steps before he walked through my office door. “Dorin did it again.”
Pat wasn’t usually a stress broadcaster. It took something special to make him leak like an intern. I hit
“save” on the spreadsheet I’d been poring over for the past two hours. “Who?”
“That little sitter we got him last month.” His mouth tightened. “Tanya. She came in late. Dorin
couldn’t watch his shows and took it out on her.”
“Fuck.” I swiveled my chair so I could look at the darkness outside my dirty window. Tanya was a cute
little thing. We’d gotten pretty friendly at the office Christmas party a month ago. Something had happened between
us later that night, but I couldn’t remember what. The day after the party she seemed to be forcing a smile any time
she looked at me, and I left it at that.
“What do you want to do?” Pat said.
I rubbed at my bottom lip with the side of my index finger and tried to work the numbers in my head.
Tanya had a good figure and an associate’s degree in ancient languages, but those weren’t rarities in this city. She
wasn’t going to add much to corporate holdings. If we spun it right maybe we could get a piece of her life-insurance
policy, but a few thousand dollars wouldn’t make a dent in the centuries’ worth of red ink ahead of her now.
“We could just stake her,” Pat said. “Write her off as a feral and lie like hell.”
He was reading my mind again and didn’t bother to deny it.
“We’ll do an eval,” I said. “Shuttle her back to her apartment and get a sitter. She’ll be okay until
tomorrow night.”
Pat went to make the calls.
I stared at the window, which held a dim reflection of my face and office in the cold glass. Tanya was
dead, and I had another mouth to feed -- all because the oldest vampire on the East Coast couldn’t turn on his goddamned television. I swiveled back to the spreadsheet. The day was officially fucked. It was all damage control from
here. That was the job at Renfields, part of an ancient trust. Balance the books and keep things quiet. Once a month,
send a pint of blood from each vamp to the principals. Officially, it was for research, but there were rumors that the
vamps weren’t the only thing out living the hell out of everyone.
Stoker outed most of our trade secrets in his damned novel. Fortunately, Renfields operatives got to
him before it went to press and convinced him to make some changes. The hack made some extra money and stayed
alive, and we got to keep a few of the bigger bullet points secret. The most important one being that vamps are
fucking stupid. Dorin had been around for the better part of two millennia, and the dumb shit was still mystified by
doorknobs.
Whatever it is that makes vamps “undead,” and the jury is still out, makes it so their bodies don’t
change. They’re nearly frozen in time: ageless. But since learning is all about change, creating new connections and
pathways in the brain, vamps can’t learn new skills or form new long-term memories. Dorin had been an illiterate
asshole since Christ was a carpenter, and he’d be exactly the same illiterate asshole if and when J.C. came back to
bring his people home.

After another hour’s work on the spreadsheet, the numbers started to stack again. Tanya wouldn’t be an
asset, but I could cover her upkeep costs without cutting too far into my targets. I rubbed my eyes and put a call in to
the deli across the street.
“Maude’s.” Bea Arthur had been a husky broad with a man’s voice, but she had nothing on Georgia,
Maude’s graveyard-shift waitress.
“It’s Mike. At Renfields.”
Georgia barked a laugh like a bad head cold. “How’s it hanging, big guy? You boys coming in
tonight?”
I shook my head even though I knew she couldn’t see me. “Not tonight, babe. Lot of work on my desk.
Can you send me over a BLT?” The image of another sandwich wiggled into my frontal lobe. “Pat wants something,
too. Looks like tuna on rye.” Another wiggle. “With a dill spear.”
“That it?”
“You selling hard drugs over there, yet?”
“Not yet.”
“That’ll do it.”
I buzzed Maude’s delivery boy up about fifteen minutes later and traded him a handful of bills for a
white paper sack with grease stains. I was reaching for the intercom button to call Pat to lunch when the bastard came
in and sat down like he owned the place.
“What do I owe you?” he said.
I tossed Pat his sandwich. “I got this one. You get the next.”
“Long as you don’t order steak.”
I tore the brown bits off the wilted lettuce in my sandwich and threw them in the trash. The bacon was
like tree bark between mushy tomatoes and parched bread. Maude’s made shitty sandwiches. We gave the place a lot
of business.
“Who’s on deck for the eval?” I said.
Pat took a bite of his sandwich and winced. “You are. I’m scheduled to go into sense-dep for the next
twenty-four. No one else has the seniority.”
“Shit.” It had been a while, thank God, since I’d had to evaluate a new vamp. They woke up hungry. I’d
have to decide whether Tanya was a feral, which meant I could stake her according to company policy, or if she’d
exist just fine on the dole.
“Problem?” Pat said.
“Not really.” I rubbed my hand over my chin, feeling my fingers scrape on stubble.
“The Christmas party.” Pat nodded, still chewing tuna. “Got it.”
“Get out of my head, ‘path.”
“I wasn’t peeking.” He shrugged. “You two weren’t exactly discrete.”
I didn’t remember much about the last half of that party. I knew Tanya and I had talked, danced a little,
and kissed under the mistletoe. After that ... I woke up in my own bed the next day, alone with a killer hangover and a
feeling like I’d screwed up.
“I could help you get it all back,” Pat said. “It’s all in there despite the booze.”

“Read my mind, and tell me where you can stick your help.”
“Your call.” Pat stood and made a three-point shot: sandwich wrapper into wastebasket. “You know
where I am.”
I’d prepared two sets of numbers, one I’d use if Tanya made it through her evaluation, another one I’d
use if she didn’t, by the time I logged off for the night. Seven a.m., shift over.
The security guy in the parking garage gave me a once over, ordering me to turn out my pockets and
show him the inside of my briefcase. Renfields managed the vamps’ assets and passed the profits along. The vamps
were a cash cow, but guys like me didn’t bring home much of the milk.
I rolled into my driveway around 8 a.m. and went upstairs to change into my workout clothes. I did
forty-five minutes on the road to nowhere, every step making the ice cubes clink in the highball glass resting in the
cup holder. Dinner was a bag of potato chips in front of the soft-core channel. I tried to masturbate, but every girl on
the screen reminded me of Tanya in some way. The scotch bottle and I went to bed, and I sucked it dry before I rolled
over and slept.
Despite my efforts, I woke up alive that evening, my head no more sore than it usually was. I dressed,
took a handful of aspirin, and dug into my closet for my evaluation kit.
Tanya’s apartment was in town. She probably picked it because it was an easy subway ride to work.
The sitter, a pimply kid who looked a lot like my district manager, met me at the door.
“You got the bag?” I said.
The kid handed me a Wendy’s to-go bag. I peeked inside to make sure the jar of blood was right-side
up. The bag smelled like French fries. I handed it back to him. “Hold this a second.”
I knelt on the floor and opened the evaluation kit. The silver cross was on top, and I looped its chain
around my neck.
The kid snorted. “That shit really work?”
“Depends on what the vamp believes. If she’s a feral atheist, we’re both screwed.”
The kid went a little pale, which made me feel better. Daddy had gotten the little fuck an entry-level
job. Scaring him might keep him alive long enough to get his first paycheck, or just make him piss himself. Whatever.
I pulled the modified revolver out of the kit and checked the loads. Six shots, six silvery packets of vampire pain. I
put the gun into my jacket pocket.
Then I pulled out the stake, eight inches long and blessed by the cardinal himself. I slipped it into a
specially made sheath at the small of my back. I took the take-out bag back from the kid. “Watch my case. If you hear
me dying, run like hell and call crisis management.”
The kid gulped and unlocked the door for me. I snapped on the lights myself.
Tanya’s apartment was a studio, most likely all she could afford on her sitter salary. A little entry hall
opened up to the big room. Nice living room/bedroom deal, kitchenette off to the side, a single door that probably led
to the bathroom. No windows.
Tanya’s body was on the futon. The janitors had done a nice job cleaning up whatever mess resulted
from Dorin’s attack. She looked younger without her makeup. I touched her arm. Her skin was the same temperature
as the room. If she ever wanted to bring herself up to ninety-eight degrees again, she’d need a long soak in a hot tub.

I checked my watch. Ten minutes to sunset, when all the good little vamps of Boston would wake up
and start looking for dinner. I pulled one of the kitchen chairs over to the futon and dimmed the lights. The container
of blood went into the microwave for fifty-three seconds to bring it up to body temperature. Keeping the typical vamp
happy required a human being’s worth of blood every week. You could cut the good stuff with pig or beef blood, but
thin it too much and you ended up with pissy vamps.
I put the blood on Tanya’s bedside stand and waited.
Vamps rise two ways: hard or soft. A hard riser will just bolt right up, fast and scary as hell. A soft riser
wakes up like a kitten, a lot of stretching and sloe-eyed muzziness, like they’re just getting up from a nap. Tanya was
a soft riser. She yawned and blinked until she found my face.
“What are you doing here?” she said.
Hard or soft, the first thing a vamp wants is food. I poured some of the blood into one of Tanya’s
“Simpsons” mugs and handed it to her. “Drink this. You’ve had a long day.”
Tanya took a sip of the warm blood, then chugged noisily. The slurping sounds made me a little queasy.
She wiped her mouth with her thumb, licked the thumb, and handed me the mug.
“More?” I said.
She nodded.
I poured the rest of the pint into the mug and gave it back to the new vamp. She sipped it more slowly
this time, holding the mug in both hands.
“How did it happen?” she said.
Definitely not a feral. “Dorin. You were late, and he couldn’t watch his soaps.”
“My car wouldn’t start. I had to get a neighbor to give me a ride.”
“You call it in?”
“Are you saying this is my fault?” She looked inside the mug, which was still about half full of the red
stuff. “By the time I was sure I was going to be late it was too late to call. At the most I was fifteen minutes behind.”
“That’s enough for some of the old ones. Especially the old royals. They’re not long on patience.”
She nodded. “Now what?”
I gestured to the apartment. “Now this. Until we have to move you and do something else.”
Tanya looked inside the mug again and hurled it like a major-league pitcher across the room. It
shattered against the wall in a red splatter, like a skull on concrete. She barely noticed, but I sure did. “This isn’t fair.’
I reached toward my jacket pocket, never taking my eyes off her. “Could be worse. Beats death.”
Her eyes darkened, and her voice took on a lisp that told me her fangs were out. “Doeth it, Mike? Being
trapped in thith thithole forever ith better than death?”
She was nearly in full vamp mode, her body absorbing the light to fuel and camouflage itself, filling the
apartment with dimness and shadows. That’s the real reason vamps burn in the sun. There’s nothing holy about it.
They just overload on light. I felt for the gun. It wouldn’t do much good if she went feral on me. I’d gotten too close
to get more than a couple of shots in, and the stake was pinned between me and the back of the chair. I took a chance.
“Tanya, you sound like a cartoon character.”
Tanya clapped a hand over her mouth and laughed. “Oh, God. I do, don’t I?” The lights returned to
normal like a fist unclenching. I relaxed but kept my hand in my pocket.

“So that’s what it’s like,” she said.
“That overwhelming impulse to rip someone’s throat out?” I nodded toward the blood-spattered wall.
“Lucky for me you already ate.”
She looked sick. “I drank blood.”
“Nearly a pint. Type O positive. You like it?”
“It was like really good hot chocolate with a shot of bourbon.”
“You’ll be getting it every day.”
“And that’s it. That’s my life. Television. Books I’ll never finish because I won’t remember starting
them. A warm pint of blood every time I wake up.” She looked around the apartment. “And no view.”
“Nothing to see anyway. We’re in the warehouse district.”
Her laugh sounded like a sob.
“You’ll live forever.”
“And I won’t remember a fucking thing.”
She stood up, not vamp fast but fast enough that she was halfway to the kitchenette before I’d gotten to
my feet.
“What do you need?” I said.
“Paper towel or a sponge.” She looked under the sink. “There’s nothing here.”
“The sitter will bring supplies. They’ll clean it up during the day.”
Tanya glared at me. “I can clean my own fucking apartment, thank you very much.”
She went into the bathroom and came out with a wad of toilet paper. The toilet paper was better at
smearing the blood splatter then cleaning it. I watched her work at it for a couple of minutes and went to the linen
closet for a hand towel. I soaked it in warm water and added a few drops of shampoo. “Try this.”
Tanya cleaned the wall. I picked up the shards of the mug and put them in the trash.
“Do you want coffee?” she said.
I nodded, and in a few minutes we were sitting on the edge of her futon with mugs in our hands.
“It doesn’t taste the same,” she said,
“It’s the same. You’re different.”
“Will I get a Box?”
The Boxes were why Renfields kept Pat and the other telepaths on the payroll. The Box techs had
figured out a way to record telepathic messages and play them back for the vamps. Most Boxes were set to a loop, a
constant message telling the vamps to relax, make some popcorn, throw in a movie, and enjoy an unscheduled day off
from work.
“Probably. It will make things easier.”
“What about my parents?”
“You won’t see much of them. Maybe not at all if we can work out the right cover story.”
“My friends, too.”
I didn’t have to answer. Tanya had become a rock in the stream of life. She knew it. She’d never go to
another party, never have kids, never play bridesmaid for her college roommate. We’d live out our entire lives, and
she’d live the same day over and over again.

She made a face. “The coffee is burnt.”
“Not too bad.”
“Maybe for you.” Tanya put the mug back on the table and covered her face with her hands. “Am I
your first?”
“First what?”
She looked at me. “First person that you knew before they got Turned.”
“No.” Working at Renfields was not as dangerous as, say, pulling graveyard at an inner-city
convenience store, but we’d had our problems. In the ten years that I’d worked there, we’d lost six sitters and a
telepath, the last because he got caught in a mindlock with a vamp that neither could break. The vamp woke up the
next morning, completely oblivious to what had happened, and we buried the ‘path in five boxes. “I’ve known some
others.”
“Never fooled around with any of them?”
Her grin felt like a blade in my gut. I shook my head.
“Have sex with me,” she said. “You wouldn’t after the party. You said it was a bad idea because we
worked together.”
“I can’t remember much after we left the office.”
“Seems fair. I won’t remember this.” Tanya put her hand on my thigh. “I can still do ... it. Right?”
“Yes.”
“Then let’s do it. I want to do things people do.”
She kissed my neck with cool lips. Her breasts pushed against my arm. Dead weight.
I pulled away and looked at her face. I was having a hard time reconciling the live Tanya I’d known
with the undead Tanya. My gut said she was still the same woman who loved outdoor concerts and took the subway
for fun. My head said she was a corpse whose mind hadn’t caught up with its reality, and never would. “I can’t.”
Her eyes got hard. “Not into the necro thing, huh? Too pure to be a corpse fucker? You’re probably the
only one around here who is.”
I knew a lot of the guys — women, too — who’d taken advantage of a pretty vamp’s boredom and
memory problems. Most of them got away with it. It was against company policy, but most managers turned a blind
eye toward it. Who was it hurting? Sure, a couple of the vamp bangers had ended up dead, but that was on them,
right?
I shook my head. “It’s not about that.”
She had to have heard me. Augmented senses were part of the vamp package, but she acted like she
hadn’t. She slid closer to me on the couch and put her face near my neck. “You liked me. Right, Mike? You thought I
was pretty.”
Her breath was cool against my skin but still close enough to life to have an effect. I cleared my throat.
“Yeah, I did. I liked you a lot.”
Tanya’s arms went around my waist. “I thought you did. All those ‘accidental’ meetings in the cafeteria.
You planned those.”
“Some of them. One or two of them were real accidents.”

I felt her nod against my chest. “And the night of the party. We were going to sleep together until I told
you I wanted to get into the training program. Work my way up to executive.”
“I told you I can’t remember much of that.” But I did. And more of it was starting to come back as she
rubbed my back and kissed the side of my face. In my boozy, woozy way I’d tried to talk her out of going corporate.
Renfields would have ruined what I liked about her, just like it had ruined me. She hadn’t applied for the training
program, but the fucking company got her anyway. I caught her hand. “Tanya, don’t.”
Vamps can cry, but Tanya was the first I’d seen that shed real tears. Maybe it was because she was still
so new. “I’m a monster, Mike. I should be dead.”
I put my arms around her shoulders, and she put her head on my chest. “You just had a really bad night.
Tomorrow will be better. A fresh start.”
“Will you come visit me? I’ll make you coffee.”
“I’d like that.”
“Maybe we could watch a movie.”
“Sure.”
The stake went in smoothly, sliding between her ribs the way it had been designed to do. Tanya gasped
and arched her back in response, and I got a glimpse of what she might have looked like if we’d made love. She went
limp and fell over my lap.
I sat there, looking down at the back of her head and stroking her hair.
I’d probably get a bonus.

Ends

HAINT BLUE
By Paul Stansbury

I am of the Restless, inexorably suspended between the temporal and spiritual worlds. I belong to neither.
Old Gullah women whisper our name at dusk when they warn the children not to be caught outside when
the witching hour comes. “Haints! Them that’s not moved on. Filled with evil and envy they is. It’s mischief
they desire and death they brings.” It spills off their lips like a curse. They are right. Haints, you see, are not
the wistful spirits longing for a last contact with loved ones still living. Nor are they wont to go about
creaking floors at night to remind the living they still linger. No, haints have a more sinister purpose. I
know, for I am a haint, and evil. It is my nature.
͠ ͠
Sungila, my husband Jacob’s Gullah nanny, told me to paint the porch ceiling blue. “Haint Blue,” she said
emphatically. “Gots to mix it up the old way. By hand in a pit, using milk, indigo dye and lime. An’ don’t
forget da winder and door frames neither. Yeah, dat’s what you gots to do to keep the haints away. They
won’t cross no water, an’ the blue fools ‘em. So they won’t come in and get ya’.” But I, in the insolence of
my youth, dismissed the admonition as merely the prattling of an old women. I would not paint my home
according to the prohibitions of Gullah voodoo. And so I sent Sungila away and had Jacob paint my porch
white.
͠ ͠
Not long thereafter the haint came for me. I did not see it, nor hear it. It just came, deep in the night, ripping
away my soul. It is like tearing an unborn child from the womb, yet there remains no visible wound to
evidence what has happened. As for my flesh, instead of blood, my will to live oozed out. As for my soul,
what good that had resided within evaporated like mist in the moonlight. Evil, the frozen rage of
unrelenting resentment of the living, replaced it, forever corrupting my spirit.
͠ ͠
As dusk descends, I see my home, long denied me by my own foolish actions. How I miss its comforts. It
was nestled among the waning rice plantations. Dearest Jacob bought it for me as a wedding gift. It was a
fine home, with a broad porch looking out over the Little Salkehatchie – not the tattered house it has
become. We had but a short time there. How I miss my husband. He died soon after me. Where his spirit is,
I do not know. I never will.
Jacob had awakened to my last dying throws. He held my lifeless body, weeping and cursing the
Gullah superstitions. He could not be consoled, wailing that my death was his fault. Daddy took Jacob at
his word and shot him dead at my funeral, without remorse, without regret.
After Jacob was buried and they took Daddy away, Sungila came. She dug a pit and mixed the milk,
indigo dye and lime until she had just the right shade of blue. Then, she had the field hands paint the porch
ceiling and the windows and doors. “Ain’t no haints gonna get in here no more,” she muttered, running her
fingers along the blue woodwork.

͠ ͠
That was long ago. The paint is now faded and peeling. I keep watch. Sinister intent makes a good sentinel.
A young couple now lives in the house that was once mine. They are not from around here, unfamiliar with
our history. She sits on the porch, studies her paint chart. “Banana Cream for the siding,” she says to her
husband, “and Extra White for the trim and porch ceiling.”
“The girl at the paint store said we ought to keep the blue trim,” he responds. “Said it is a Southern
tradition or something like that. Something about keeping the spooks away and that the bugs don’t like it.”
He takes the paint chart, looking through the colors. “Look here, they even got a name for it. The girl at
the paint store showed me. Haint Blue.”
“That’s nonsense,” she says tugging the paint chart out of his hands. “Who ever heard of such a stupid
thing?”
She will soon find out, for I am a haint, and evil. It is my nature.

End

The Breton Boat
By Aeronwy Dafies
I was strolling on the beach after a light dinner at the guesthouse where I was staying. The Breton coast is
beautiful, especially when bathed in moonlight.
Suddenly, a mist began to rapidly roll in from the sea. I felt a shiver run through me, fearful that, not
knowing the locale well, I should become lost.
I began slowly to retrace my steps.
Ahead of me, I could hear the sound of oars in the sea, a slow rhythmic splashing.
“Ho!” I called, shouting in French, not knowing Breton. “I’m lost. Can you help me?”
“You are indeed,” came back a heavy, cold voice out of the mist, in English, to my surprise.
“Ah, you speak English.”
“I speak all tongues,” came the reply. I let it pass.
I could, now, hear the sound of other people moving about on the beach not far from me and, yet, I could
see no-one for the mist.
“I’m lost,” I repeated. “Could you help me return to Ste Marc’h?”
“No,” came the reply. “I have a job to do.”
I could hear the people boarding the boat. For no apparent reason, unless it were the chill air, I shivered
again.
“What is your job? Ferryman? But, where can you be taking these people with just oars?”
“I am the Ferryman of the Dead. I carry the souls of the departed away, in this, my boat. Some call me
Death, others Charon. Whatever my name, I come for everyone in the end.”
Then, the oars began to splash again, slowly receding into the mist as I stood there, shivering upon the
shore. As quickly as it had come, the mist departed and, by the light of the moon, I could see that I wasn’t more
than a hundred yards from where I was staying. Had I dreamt I’d met Death? Had I really encountered the
departure of the deceased? I didn’t know.
With another shiver, I quickly made my way back to the guesthouse and a stiff drink!
Ends

The Breton Boat was first
published in Awen and appears in
the booklet The Haunted Tree:
Fiction by Aeronwy Dafies
(Atlantean Publishing, 2012).

DREAMSTALKER
By Lorraine Caputo
You haunt the depths of my dreams,
hiding in the shadows.
You will emerge from there,
to play a role in the action.
Most nights it is the same.
Even though I left you
finally
five years ago.
Even though our marriage was destroyed
nine years ago
by your slow rotting
of self
& Self,
by your neglect
by your drinking.
I awaken with the stench
of that rotting in my mouth,
with my teeth crying out
from your fetid presence.

Finally my room is secure. You pace around
outside, your heavy steps, heavy with ire,
impressing the soft earth. Your face distorts more
& more. Your silent swearing disturbs the stars.
You cut the light & phone lines.
I calmly pick up the phone. You sneer at my attempt,
so vain you believe. I call for protection.
Why do you say, miss, that you need us?
Outside you stand, arms & hands tense with your
failure. You open your pained mouth to the darkness,
the emptiness of the night ….
I awaken & flee,
losing the darkness,
the heaviness
of you who stalks me.

When will I ever be free from you?
I awaken, my muscles tight
along the right side of my neck,
tightening in a balled, fetal position,
to protect my solar plexus
from your continued attacks.
… I am in a deep sleep.
You are outside my room, outside
peering into windows at my body
warmed by the blankets.
I can feel you there.
A sense of urgency fills me:
Wake up—You’re in danger
He’s out there
Wake up—Did you lock the
windows & doors?
Wake up, damn it1
I battle my drowsiness, to find the
energy to leave my warm & deep, my
dreamless sleep. I can’t concentrate on
assuring each window, each door lock.
I don’t want to have to do this. I just want
to go back to the comfort of my bed
&
empty, dreamless sleep.
But I see your face through the dark, watching
me. The reality builds within me. Each of the
many locks I check & double-check, I repair,
replace the broken ones. I add new ones. I
can sense your anger building, attacking me.

But that word: stalk.
As I write come morning
about feeling your presence—
yes, stalking me in my dreams,
I remember
& see the reality.
I now KNOW
& I shall be free.

Arid Burial

Restless

By Jannifer Ruth Jackson

By Robert Beveridge

We ignore the bones of it
The swooshing, windswept drum the skull makes
Flossing with multitudinous sands
We snap eyes shut
Dry castanets framed by coy lashes
One salted drop from complete dissolve
We bow in homage to the sun
Viewing our feet with renewed interest
While rays pat our heads setting
Hair alight like angels' wrath
We leave the ground to swallow the body

A stranger in the woods
By Mercedes Webb-Pullman
Thoughtless, a child in meadows wild
(Mild is the sun, and dark the glade)
strays from the path. Enrapt, beguiled,
she bares her throat, no thought of blade.
Fearing no harm from stranger’s arm,
seduced by his smile, the wiles displayed,
seeking no more than friendship’s charm
she bares her throat. He bears a blade.
He picks black roses for her crown,
drowning her light in deepening shade,
plays with her long hair, lets it down.
He bares her throat, presents the blade.
Fading the light, with it her life,
wife now of darkness; undismayed
sails the moon, a sickle knife.
Her throat is bare but for the blade.

Eight legs
By Denny E. Marshal
Sure I like spiders
They have eight legs
Humans only two
Insects with six
Think what they would be like
If they had heads to match
Or tails

You know this world is black
you wrote the book
of the worm
bound it in your own
rotten flesh
now tanned
you leave it to burn
in that old cabin
in the woods
let it smoke
and hope someday
it is read aloud
you and I can raise demons
long-dead lovers
and starlets in chains
fiends beg for release
from those hideous contracts
they were so eager
to sign in blood
but now
you are softened, senile,
your words
ask only for peace
in your little cabin
so I find it is up to me
to send gullible youths
to find your book
open its fleshy cover
and pray to its pale pages
I will see you rise again

THE DEVIL IN THE SHAPE OF A LAWYER
By Bobbie Groth
If you didn't know he was the devil, you might have thought he was some kind of Santa Claus. His face was
kindly, with hair white as snow and a well-trimmed beard. Even his voice was deceiving: warm and full and
deep, with a laugh that carried the promise of Christmas.
He was in control of the system for over thirty years. He knew the ins and outs of privilege and
influence and used guilt, greed, and retribution with far more skill than Mephistopheles. Speak of the Devil, the
families who fell victim to his practices had accumulated among them enough nights spent damning his
existence to put him into the depths of hell for all eternity. He had represented over six-hundred children in his
career, and made the universe one silent Armageddon for every one of them. Single-handedly he might have
done more to perpetuate the existence of incest than any other social entity in the history of the County Court
System, the state, and maybe the whole country, or even the world.
And she was lucky enough to have him assigned as the legal guardian of her children when it became
apparent there would be a custody battle in the divorce. At the sly insistence of the attorney for the respondent,
he was appointed from the list of approved guardians by a judge who knew her husband, but did not recuse
himself.
She noticed at once that the Guardian had a modicum of timeworn psychology under his belt that he
passed off in his bombastic articulations as being the cutting edge of knowledge and wisdom on child
development. He always brought silver dollars in his pockets to ply the children who were his clients. He asked
what their grades were, and tossed them a silver coin, sometimes seven, if they'd gotten seven A's. Before the
ignorance and willful stupidity of the average judge, he probably appeared to be a godsend—something to
assuage the soul of their hesitant or unsure justice.
The Guardian invited the mother and her children to his office for an interview. She came willingly and
naively, assuming that herein would be the safety that her children needed. He seduced the children with his jar
of candy and his silver dollars, and talked to them condescendingly about mummies and daddies who couldn't
agree on things. Huge on the top of his bookshelf was a portrait of himself in the arms of a scantily clad young
woman in rabbit ears. The portrait was dedicated "To Wild Man Larry, Love, Kristianne."
The Guardian advised the mother on her discipline when she divulged her helplessness before her son’s
heinous behaviour, which drove her beyond the edge of sanity. The Guardian told her that children needed firm
“limits”, but she should not use a belt, as the buckle might rip her son’s skin and leave scars and marks, which
were illegal. The relish and the expertise with which he related this fact appalled her. She told him she didn't
ordinarily hit the children, never with a belt. Besides, now that she knew what had happened to her son, she was
firm in having a different way to deal with him than that.
The guardian blinked and frowned, insisting that nothing had happened to her son, and most certainly
not at the hands of his own father. He continued to divulge, in detail, the finer details of his preferred method.
Such an instrument as he suggested, he assured her, would prevent marks on the child.

She left the interview nauseated. She only wanted to come to the end of this nightmare. The boy cried
and wailed, saying only that something had been done to him, too. The baby said Daddy touched her. She had
kept the children from visiting their father since they began to tell their tales, but her ex-husband insisted it was
all lies, and beseeched the court to take the children from the mother and deliver them to him. It was the only
way, he said, that they would be able to develop a healthy relationship in the face of her destructive lies.
In the interim months, the boy related the use of ropes and belts, and being beaten with baseball bats.
He said his father had threatened him by holding a knife to his face. He screamed with nightmares, he quaked
about going to school by day. The little girl refused to bathe. She wet her pants rather than enter a bathroom
with a shower-curtain. Behind the curtain, she said, was Daddy, and that's where he would hurt her again.
The experts were called in. They interviewed the children, concurring that they told the truth. The state
was called in, the report was filed and founded. In front of the judge, the very devil in the shape of the guardian
lawyer prattled on about Freudian fantasies, the vendettas of frustrated divorcing women, and the psychoses of
women in general.
In private, he threatened the boy and told him not to talk to the judge. He told the woman that he would
take the children away from her altogether if she insisted on pursuing the abuse charges. The judge, based on
the Guardian’s expertise, ordered the children to visit their father.
The boy vomited, pooped his pants, and fell apart babbling nonsense all the way to and from the visits.
The girl wet her pants, wet her bed, drank from the toilet, and simply screamed. Before the court the Guardian
insisted there was nothing unusual about seven year-olds who shrieked bloody murder and climbed trees when
their father came near them. He pointed his fingers at the mother, blaming her for her children’s “irrational
fears.”
Finally, the Guardian asked the judge to dispense with the professionals who were supervising the visits,
saying it was the mother, indeed, who needed psychiatric care and supervision. He took the mother aside and
told her that if she did not stop causing trouble he would file an action to remove the children from her.
The mother went home to a little girl with nightmares who told stories of being stuck with needles and
being crushed under a heavy weight. Someone hurt her on the visits, she said, but she wouldn't name who.
"Ask Daddy if it was him, and if he says yes, tell him I told you, but if he says no, don't tell him I told."
The boy said that if he told anyone what happened when he was with his father he would be beaten, his
father would burn down their house with Mommy inside, and make him watch while his sister was thrown into
the fire. And so far, Daddy was winning.
There is a certain amount of good that a bad situation does for an individual, it gives them the catalyst to
grow spiritually. But beyond that, too much agony withers the soul, twisting, melting, and deforming it beyond
recognition. Sometimes even the most saintly of human beings cannot tell the difference between these two
things.
Many were the nights the mother lay in bed weeping with helplessness. She knew the truth of what her
children said however it was heavily shrouded in the camouflage flung by the guardian or her husband. She
prayed endlessly, asking if she was a good woman because she did not kill her children’s father, or a bad woman
because she did not kill her children’s father.

By day her little girl appeared more withdrawn, and seemed to split her little personality in two. One
was the sweet, quiet, shy, lovely child who had been born to her. The other was a small dervish unleashed from
a painful hell, disgorging demons with every hissing breath and every scratch of her flailing nails. The boy
became an angry murderous dibbuk towards her, towards his sister, towards the gods in heaven.
In the end, the boy took after his father with a stick and a broom and a heavy frying pan, chasing him
from the house, then running upstairs and shutting himself in his closet. It was then that the mother closed the
front door and locked it. She knew what had to be done. She had prayed long and hard, and it had come to her.
She opened her Bible and read the passage, assuring herself of the moral imperative in it.
She applied for a gun license. With her next paycheck, she purchased a gun and ammunition. The next
time the husband came for the children, they both ran sobbing and crawled under her bed.
"You'll have to come inside a minute," said the mother to the father. "They've gone upstairs." She shut
him in the foyer and went to her bedroom, took the gun from beneath her mattress, and loaded it.
She went down the stairs, and told her ex-husband that the children said they did not wish to visit him.
She raised the gun swiftly and shot him between the eyes. His face registered a vague surprise before dropping
like a dress that slips off a hanger and folds accordion style in a neat heap. She stared at him for a moment,
crumpled on the cold, stone-tiled floor.
Then she pulled a black plastic construction bag over his head to contain the mess. Peeking out the door,
she saw that his car sat unperturbed on the street. She locked the front door, pulled the shade, and then locked
the bag and its contents inside the foyer.
"Daddy's gone," she told the children, "Let's go to Grandma's house."
She took them out the back and helped them with their seatbelts, then carefully pulled her car out of the
garage into the lane, and then into the street. The trip to her mother's was glazed with her sparkling good humor
and patience.
When they arrived the children ran happily to Grandma’s stash of toys and comic books. Their
beleaguered mother drank a cup of tea, and said she must go to Bible study, so would her mother please mind
them for a while? Then, she reversed direction, went home and exchanged cars with her dead husband. She
thought maybe the fact that he always insisted on an automatic transmission might be the one thing he ever did
that was advantageous for her. She took the highway straight to the Guardian’s office.
It was located in a small brick home converted for business. There were only two cars in the small front
parking lot. She pulled her own around to the back and parked right next to the entrance there.
The Guardian spent Saturdays seeing new clients, she knew, and his secretary would be gone. It was a
misty morning. The mother wore her black raincoat and shoved her hands deep into the pockets. Clutched in
her right hand was the gun.
She seated herself in the waiting room, listening to the muffled rise and fall of voices behind the closed
office door, the ring of the phone, the click of the receiver. It seemed like hours before the Guardian ushered a
distraught-looking woman out, grasping the hand of a bucking, angry four-year-old.
She smiled sweetly up when the Guardian looked surprised to see her.
“I just wanted to come and express my appreciation for all you've done,” she said pleasantly. “I thought,
as the children's lawyer, you would like to know how they are faring with the new visitation plan.”

He tried to make light-hearted conversation while she pressed him back into the inner office, but he
seemed a little nervous. He had never seen this bright beaming, smile before.
“If you'll excuse me, I must make a call,” he said.
“You are certainly not excused,” she answered, and pulling the gun from her raincoat pocket, raised it to
eye-level.
She noticed that not many brains escaped the Guardian’s head once the bullet provided an exit for their
release. She wasn't surprised; he certainly had not shown himself to have any to spare.
She lowered the gun and put it back inside her coat pocket. From her purse she withdrew a couple of
plastic contractor bags, a jumbo packet of baby wipes, and some stout nylon cord. She trussed him up and then
wiped up every last bit of brains and blood.
Putting the used wipes into the bag with him, she tied it up. She made sure to lock the front door. He
proved far easier to drag through to the kitchen, out the back door and down the steps to her car than she ever
imagined he would be. Her exercise tapes were working, apparently. She struggled a bit to get him into the back
seat, but all in all she was glad for the breadth and strength of her Viking forebears and the strength-training that
kept her fit and sane.
She withdrew the gun once again from her pocket and placed it on the seat next to her. It went out the
car window and off a bridge spanning the river that cut their county in two. A raging, roaring torrent, it ran
deeper than thought, less than a mile from her house.
Her ex-husband was stiff by the time she got home. The bits of blood and brains were dried to a semipaste crust on the wall. She went to the basement and fetched the reciprocating saw her father had purchased for
her and taught her how to use when it was clear she would be taking care of a house on her own. She felt quite
pleased that the foyer was tiled in porcelain and newly grouted and sealed. It wouldn’t have absorbed much.
Piece by piece she diced the Guardian and her ex-husband and placed them in sealable freezer bags. It
really wasn't even as hard as dressing poultry, and she had done plenty of that in all the years she'd worked at the
chicken processing plant in the next town over.
The blood and brains came off quite easily with a soak of bathroom cleaner foam. She needed to repaint
the trim anyway, but that could wait a bit. She placed the freezer bags together in the contractor bags, stuffed
them into the trunk of her husband's car, and headed out again.
The houses gave way abruptly to trees, and the trees to fields and farmlands. The largest hog farm in the
county stretched out from the road on all sides. Its immortal stench caught in her throat as she turned down the
short dirt lane that lead to the gate.
Here, at twilight, she and the children used to come to observe the hogs at their evening feed. Colossal,
corpulent, snarling, snuffling creatures, they ate anything and everything they could get at. Those nights were
special. Once fed the animals wandered off to gather at the water trough, and as stars popped out all over the
sky she taught the children their constellations as they exclaimed in delight.
She unlocked the trunk of the car and withdrew the bags of meat one by one. Opening them, she sowed
bloody chunks of flesh like seeds across the fence and into the pen, throwing the plastic bags after them. The
hogs, as she figured, hadn’t been fed yet. The closest ones came running, drooling with demonic lust.

Trumpeting their desire they downed the meat, bones and all, chewing the plastic bags like crimson candy. The
din of the animals gathered at the fence attracted others.
From across the fields they came streaming steadily, trampling down the grasses as they careened
towards the smell of her bounty. As the first to arrive became blood-simple with the feast, the urgency of those
still coming reached such a level that the fence splintered under their massive weight. She quickened her pace,
casting the bags behind her without bothering to open them. The hogs devoured them, plastic and all, as they
surged towards her.
She ran for the car then, jumped in, and turned the key. The animals sluiced around it rapping sharply on
the sides with their hooves. They hacked at the back bumper with tusks and snouts until the trunk popped open,
igniting a new fury of lunging and snarling as they went for the last bags of meat. In her rearview mirror she
could see a mass of silhouettes still pouring through the fence, trotting and then galloping after the car as she
slipped it into gear and made for the river.
Dusk was settling on the farmland, the sun a cool orange as it sank behind cornflower blue clouds.
There was barely a light visible in all directions, the nearest farm house and outbuildings being some miles
away. She gained distance from the sounder of swine as she drove the car to the top of the embankment and
stopped. She had very little time, for the beating of a cloven tattoo on the macadam of the county road was
already audible.
Opening the car windows fully, she hopped out and bent to pick up as large a stone as she could hoist.
She leaned back in to place it on the gas pedal. The engine roaring; she smacked the car into Forward as she
leapt back and rolled free. With its initial lurch it plowed magnificently over the embankment, flipped once, and
sank into the black water.
She was up in an instant and running across the bridge towards home. Over her shoulder she saw the
first of the hogs catch up with the car and leap squealing into the river after it. She turned, ducked her head, and
sprinted on as splashes followed one after the other with increasing rapidity. She raced on until she could no
longer hear the frenzy behind her. Darkness fell and she dropped to a jog.
When she reached home, she phoned her mother.
“Ma,” she said, “I got such a headache. Would you mind if I lay down for a while before I pick them
up?” Of course, the answer was yes.
She made herself a cup of tea and tidied up the foyer, washed out the mop bucket with bleach, dried it
and put it away. She cleaned and oiled the saw and put it away too.
At last she went to pick up the children in her own car. The windows were wide open to a night that
seemed unexpectedly clean, clear, and fresh. The moon grinned down at her pleasantly. She winked at it.
Letting herself in through the back door, she found Grandma and the kids drifting off to sleep in front of
the television. She chatted quietly with her mother for some moments, and when the older woman asked her
what they had studied in the Bible that night, she pulled the little black-covered book from her purse, turned to
the verse, and read it aloud reverently:

For he had said to him, "Come out of the man, you unclean spirit!" And Jesus asked him, "What is your
name?" He replied, "My name is Legion; for we are many." And he begged Him eagerly not to send them out of
the country. Now a great herd of swine was feeding there on the hillside; and they begged Him, "Send us to the
swine, let us enter them." So He gave them leave. And the unclean spirits came out, and entered the swine; and
the herd, numbering about two thousand, rushed down the steep bank into the sea, and were drowned....
Ends

Morning Echoes and Gigantic Creatures
By J. J. Steinfeld

What’s the point in arguing
with morning echoes
especially echoes
that do not fight fair
using the trickery of sound waves
to throw you off stride
bouncing hard off your
flimsy shield of mortality?
What’s the point in screaming
at gigantic creatures
especially creatures
that know all your weaknesses
and whose prayers
are much more likely
to be answered
than your feeble entreaties?
What’s the point in confessing
these fears and inadequacies
on such a lovely morning
when the echoes
and gigantic creatures
are about to regroup
and finish you off?

“Morning Echoes and Gigantic Creatures” was first
published in Polluto (UK).

Banshee
(a Fibonacci)
By Jennifer Ruth Jackson
She
glides
slowly
by moor’s edge
wailing and keening
Fog obscuring her rumpled dress
mists her faded skin like her ghostly, shimmering tears
Mourning until sunlight, she passes through town, warning people of close, black-wearing days

ANTS
By Steve Carr
Max Thompson lay with his eyes closed on a large blue and white striped beach towel on a bed of mid-summer
bright green grass. The gentle ebb and flow of the currents generated by speedboats in the middle of the lake
pulling water skiers washed against the bank a few feet from his feet. The lids of his eyes were protected from the
bright afternoon sun by a pair of expensive, dark sunglasses. His body was oiled with coconut scented tanning
lotion. He was barely awake, enjoying the sleep-inducing buzz left by smoking a stick of powerful 420 before
leaving his bedroom. His only movement was his hand raised occasionally to run his fingers through his sun
bleached blond hair. Having the summer off between junior and senior year of college by spending it lounging by
the lake was exactly what the doctor ordered; not a real doctor of course, just the imaginary one that gave Max
the prescription to do whatever he wanted. Being what he and others considered a perfect specimen of the male
sex, the only actual quasi medicine he ever needed came in the form of whatever pot he could procure, or from
the rush of adrenaline he got when being adored by a soon-to-be-dumped babe. In the haze of the marijuana
coursing through his body, the only thing he had to be concerned about was perfecting his tan.
The first thing to disturb his sun bathing was the feeling of something crawling across his well defined
abs. It was like the tip of a feather being slowly drawn across his skin. With his eyes still closed he brushed it
away; nothing more than a bug he thought. Several minutes passed and he felt the same sensation on his thigh.
“Damn bugs,” he muttered reaching down and swatting at it. Within minutes the hairs on his legs felt as if they
were being tickled by a continuous breeze, then the pain began.
He opened his eyes, and sat up leaning on his elbows. Through the dark lenses in his glasses he saw the
masses of ants that covered his legs from his ankles to his thighs. “What the hell?” He said, starting to stand as
the ants began to expand in numbers and went into his boarder shorts. And then en masse they began to bite him.
He jumped to his feet and tried to brush them off, but millions of them flooded over his feet and up his body
from the broad circle they had formed around him on the ground.
Furiously slapping at them and stomping on them had little effect. As they rose up from under his shorts
onto his stomach their biting became more intense. He screamed out in pain as blood began to drip from his skin
from the bites. He tried to step forward toward the lake but this only seemed to agitate them and the circle of
them closed in on him, completely covering his feet and tearing into his flesh. He fell on his knees, his sunglasses
dropping into the clamoring piles of ants all around him. As they swarmed up his chest he beat at them, smashing
them against his body, only to have those that had been killed quickly replaced twofold by even more aggressive
ones who bore into his open wounds, dissolving his skin with their acid. He raised his arms to get the attention of
passing boats and opened his mouth to scream out, but they swarmed over his face and into his mouth. He fell
backward gagging on the horde of ants going into his throat and down into his lungs. As he suffocated, the ants
devoured his flesh. When all the soft tissue, muscle and organs was dissolved, the ants carried away the remains
into the nearby underbrush, leaving behind a bloody skeleton with sun bleached hair and wearing boarder shorts.
***

Janine loved to dance, but she wasn't good at it. No matter how hard she tried she just couldn't get her body to
move rhythmically to any beat she heard. When she went to the clubs with her girlfriends they refused to be
anywhere near her on the dance floor. “You move like you have no control of your body,” they told her. She was
considered a “9” by the guys she met until they saw her dance and then her number dropped to a “2.” But the
guys didn't really want her as a dancing partner anyway. If they had their way she would be spending all the time
in the back seat of their cars or in their dorm rooms on their bed and never going to the clubs, or anywhere for
that matter. She didn't mind that she was considered pretty, beautiful even, but she had done nothing to earn her
looks other than staying fit and knowing how to dress to accentuate her natural curves. It was simple genetics.
Guys assumed she was just a blond bimbo, an up-and-comer vapid sophomore in the sorority circuit simply
because she looked like she fit the part.
Doing her dancing alone in her bedroom at home she watched herself dance, trying to figure out why the
bottom part of her body seemed disjointed from the top. In some dances that worked for others, but even by her
own admission, it only made her look like she was having drug induced spasms. She tried not to dwell on her
lack of dancing skills, especially since she had more important things on her mind, but it irked her nevertheless.
She had been dumped recently by a guy who she had fallen for. If he had just accepted her for her genius IQ and
not dwelled on her body, on and off the dance floor, she was certain he wouldn't have wanted to, as he put it, “get
out of her clutches.”
Moving about her bedroom, waving her arms like tentacles and trying to sway her hips without bumping
into things, she whirled about catching glimpses of the numerous framed certificates and ribbons on the walls she
had gotten in science going back to middle school. She got accepted into college on a full four year scholarship
because of her science and math academic record going all the way back to middle school. Unlike dancing, she
understood science. But guys didn't want to talk about science while they were undressing her. In fact they
seldom ever wanted to talk about science at all, especially science as it related to insects.
“Janine you can't be a dud on the dance floor and a brain case in the bed,” her friend Lila told her. “The
two things add up to spending all your time not going out on dates.”
As she fell against her dresser and knocked a framed picture onto the floor, she really didn't mind that she
wasn't going out on many dates. Being dumped hurt a lot. She stopped dancing and picked up the picture and sat
it back on top of the dresser. Looking at the handsome face of the guy in the photo, the guy who dumped her,
brought the pain quickly to the surface. “If only it hadn't been Max Thompson who had dumped me,” she said
aloud as she ran her fingers over the glass covering the photo of his face.
***
Above her bed, Marcie had tacked several photographs of Max Thompson into the ceiling. She and her best
friend Lila laid on Marcie's bright pink comforter staring up at the photographs.
“How could such a gorgeous guy go out with such a nobody as Janine?” Marcie asked.
“You have seen Janine, right?” Lila said. “If I was a guy I'd definitely want to date her.”
“Taking a girl out to get in her pants isn't dating her,” Marcie said defensively.

“Well, it didn't last long with Max, whatever was going on,” Lila said. “It didn't surprise anyone that he
dumped her at the end of the semester.”
“I think it surprised Janine,” Marcie said with a laugh. “It would have ended anyway but I'm glad Max
listened to me.”
Lila turned and looked at her friend. “Listened to you? What did you tell him?”
“Just that she was always texting all of us to find out where he was and what he was doing,” she said
rolling over onto her stomach.
“I never got a text from Janine asking about him,” Lila said.
“None of us did,” Marcie said, “be he didn't know that. As you said, it wasn't going to last long anyway. I
just helped ending it along a little.”
“Marcie!” Lila exclaimed. “Janine was really upset about it. What did she ever do to you?”
Marcie looked at the bright red polish on her nails. “Nothing really, but I don't see why she had Max and I
didn't.” She bit off a loose piece of cuticle then spit it out. “She can't even dance.”
***
Sitting next to Janine Ramsey in the Introduction to Entomology lab during the entire semester had been almost
more than Neal Hallcamp could bear. For him it was love at first sight, but other than sharing their observations
of several bug species, nothing went beyond the classroom. The word around school was that she got around, and
had been passed around, from one of the “top tier” guys on campus to the next. Neal didn't fit into that category
at all. He was good looking in his own right, but nothing compared to Shiff Lawson, Trey Manfort or Max
Thompson. And while Janine's face and body were amazing, it was her intelligence and sensitivity to the lives of
insects that wowed him. She was the first girl he had ever met who had a real interest in insects, and in particular
the study of myrmecology, the study of ants. Like him she had been interested in them since grade school. He had
invited her to his house several times to see his ant farms and ant species pinned to cork board inside cases, but
she always declined saying she had a date or was going dancing or had to study. The closest he ever got to her
socially was that his friend Lila Green knew her and went to the same club to dance.
“She's only interested in a certain type,” Lila told him, “and don't get me wrong Neal, you're a sweet guy,
but you're just not her type.”
“How can a girl that smart be interested in the likes of that ego maniac Max Thompson?” He asked.
“I think it's because he is an ego maniac,” Lila said. “He's good breeding stock if you get my drift.”
As he had often done, at home watching the small colony of Black Garden Ants going through their
tunnels inside their case wasn't that interesting, so he amused himself by tapping lightly on the glass; the
vibrations increasing their scurrying.
“You guys must be lonely without a queen,” he said forlornly. “I know I am.”

***

Dr. Sears in the pathology lab stood by the metal exam table looking at the outstretched skeleton of the young
man believed to be that of Max Thompson. In his twenty-two years as a pathologist he had never encountered
anything quite like it; a bloody skeleton left wholly intact and absent of all body tissue found lying in a patch of
grass by the lake. There was really no doubt who it was, after all the DNA obtained from the skeleton's hair
follicles and dried blood found on the bones had cleared that up almost immediately. But it just wasn't the
pathologist's job to tell family members that it was their loved one who had been turned into a skeleton
apparently while just sun bathing. He was glad he didn't have to tell them one thing more. He was even reluctant
to write it in his findings. There was an incredible amount of formic acid on the bones. How do you tell grieving
parents or the police that the young man was eaten in a very short time period by an incredibly large number of
ants? Dr. Sears was still waiting from the lab in Burlington to confirm his findings.
***
“Ant infestation,” Ray said aloud as he read the pink service slip as he stepped out of his van. It had been a hot
day and the underarms of his blue uniform were ringed with sweat. He pushed the ball cap with the logo of a
dead ant on its back above the bill back on his head and looked up at the upscale two story brick house sitting in
the middle of a well manicured lawn. “Ants, I should be so lucky,” he muttered with annoyance. He went around
to the back of the van passing the huge dead ant logo on its side and opened the doors and pulled out a large
metal canister labeled boric acid. He slipped on a pair of gloves and carried the canister to the front door and rang
the bell several times, and after no one answered he walked around to the back and knocked on the door, but still
no answer. Behind him he heard what sounded like the squeaking of a door on rusty hinges and saw the door to a
large metal shed close.
“Hello,” he called out. “I'm the exterminator. You called for me to come out on account of some ants.”
When no one responded he sat the canister down on the stoop and walked back to the shed. An unlocked lock
with a chain was dangling from a handle. He put his ear to the door and listened carefully, hearing someone
moving around inside. He opened the door and peered into the dark, windowless shed.
“Come in,” someone said.
Ray stepped into the dark shed and saw an indistinguishable figure standing in a dark corner of the shed.
“I really don't have time for games,” he said. The figure pushed past him before he could see who it was and out
the shed door, closing it.
In the dark the first ants that crawled up his boots and into the legs of his uniform went unseen, but he felt
them traveling up his shins and calf muscles. “There's the varmints,” he said reaching down and slapping his
lower legs. “I've got a little treat for you outside,” he said, starting to turn to leave. The ants rained down on him
from beams that ran across the ceiling of the shed. He yelped in pain as they went into the back of his uniform
and began biting his back and shoulders. Turning about trying to kill the ants inside his clothes, he fell backwards
hitting his head on a large piece of plate glass. Stunned he started to stand and the swarm overtook him, covering
his body, coming from every direction. Unable to stand because of their collective weight, he rolled on the floor,
trying to smash the writhing mass of ants beneath his rotund body. Finally covered with them, he made it to the
door and unable to push it open fell back on the floor and was eaten alive.

Friday night at the Poorboy Club, Janine sat between Marcie and Lila at a table next to the dance floor and
sipped on a Diet Coke through a short red straw. The pounding music reverberated through the club's floors, walls
and ceiling. The dance floor was packed as usual.
“I feel like dancing,” Janine said.
“Go ahead,” Marci said taking a drink of beer from a bottle. “Max isn't here to be embarrassed by it.”
“Marci, shut up,” Lila said, putting her hand on Janine's arm and squeezing it reassuringly.
Janine took a long drink of the Diet Coke then pushed her chair back just as Neal came up behind her. “Hi
Janine, I saw you sitting here and wondered if you felt like dancing?”
“Good, another guy she can get her clutches on,” Marci said.
“What did you say?” Janine asked, remembering what Max had said. “About the clutches.”
“You're tiresome,” Marci said getting up from the table. “I'm going home. You coming Lila?”
Lila got up from her chair. “Yeah, I guess so.” She turned to Janine. “I'm sorry, but you do latch onto guys
and smother them, but Marci has a big mouth and never should have been telling Max lies.”
As Marci and Janine left the club, Neal said to Janine “what was that all about?”
“I'd rather not talk about it,” Janine said. “I came with them. Can you take me home?”
“Sure,” Neal said.
As they came out of the club they watched Marci and Lila leaving in Marci's car.
***
Neal entered his bedroom and pulled a chair up to the ant farm with the Black Garden ants and tapped on the
glass. Janine had hardly said anything during the ride to her house. He knew Marci since high school and from
the looks of what happened and what he heard at the club they hadn't changed. Marci had always been cruel and
Lila was her obedient sidekick. In the car with Janine he could feel her repressed rage and he could sympathize
with her, but just like in the entomology class, he didn't feel like he knew her well enough to say anything about
how he felt, or offer his support as a friend. Clearly he wasn't the kind of guy she was looking for he thought as
he watched the ants busily going from one tunnel to the next. That was the thing about ants, they never seemed to
rest.
***
Lila was soaking in a tub filled with bubble bath and swatting absent-mindedly at a mound of the suds and
thinking about the night before at the club. Maybe it was time to end her long friendship with Marci, she thought.
She felt sorry for Janine, but couldn't imagine why a girl as smart and beautiful as Janine was went after guys as
if she were hunting them, going from one kill to the next, but always feeling hurt when they dumped her. Marci
lying to Max about Janine was inexcusable, but she was right, Max saw Janine as a temporary lay and that was
about it. When her cell phone on the toilet seat and out of reach from the tub buzzed she considered not
answering it, but instead got out of the tub and covered in suds picked up the phone which stopped buzzing as
soon as she picked it up. She looked at the number of the person who had called. It was Neal.

The first bite on her foot caused her to let out a mild ouch. She looked down and saw an ant and raised her
foot and stomped on it. “I didn't know ants could bite?” She mumbled. She sat on the toilet seat and raised her
foot and was looking at the red spot where she had been bitten when she felt things crawling on her other foot
that was still on the floor. She looked down and saw ants coming from under the toilet and going straight for her
foot, already covered with them. She screamed, which she knew was a useless thing to do since no one else was
home, then rushed to the tub and stepped into the water. The ants that had been on her foot floated to the top,
holding on to each other making a floating raft among the suds from their own bodies clinging together.
Thousands of ants continued to come out from under the toilet and spread across the floor and up the walls. She
dialed 911 on her cell phone.
“Please hold, someone will be able to assist you momentarily,” a recorded voice said.
“What?” Lilia yelled at the phone “Are you kidding me?”
She looked up and saw the ceiling was completely covered with them. She squatted down in the tub.
“What is the nature of your emergency?” An EMS operator asked through the phone.
“Ants. There are ants everywhere,” Lila screamed.
“Are you outdoors?” The operator asked.
“No, I'm in my bathroom. They came from under the toilet,” Lila said frantically.
“Ma'am just leave the bathroom,” the operator said.
“They have me trapped,” Lila said. “There are so many of them.”
“What is your address, Ma'am?” The operator asked.
Lila opened her mouth to tell her when ants began to drop on her head. Reaching up to brush them off she
dropped the phone in the water. More and more ants dropped on her, covering her head and face, going into her
ears, nose and mouth, biting into the tender skin inside the orifices. Hysterically she tried to spit them out and
ducked into the water taking the ants with her as they clogged her air pipe. She gasped her last breath sending
bubbles of water filled with ants to the surface.
“Ma'am, are you there?” The operator asked.
***
Janine sat on her bed and looked at the report from the emergency room visit when she was twelve and had been
bitten by an ant while on vacation with her parents in a jungle region in Brazil. Her reaction to the bite had been
severe but acute. The lab report said there was a large amount of formic acid in her blood stream, which the
doctor couldn't explain because of it being a single bite with only minimal damage at site of the bite. Within
hours she felt fine, in fact she had never felt better. It was the last time she could remember being sick in any way,
and while she had been a good student before that, from that point on she excelled at everything. The only thing
she had trouble with was anything that required her to use all the parts of her body at the same time, like dancing.
It was as if her body was in sections, each moving independently of each other at times. The bite from the ant
also led her into an obsessive search of knowledge about them. When the doorbell rang she knew who it was.
***

“I really don't have a lot of time,” Marci said as Janine turned the key in the lock and the locking mechanism
clicked. She pulled the chain through the handle of the shed and slowly opened the door.
“It's dark in there,” Marci said peeking into the shed.
Jennifer went in and pulled on a string hanging from the ceiling and a red light came on, bathing the inside
of the shed in pale red. “Come on in,” she said.
Marci entered and immediately saw along the entirety of a wall a case made of glass. Inside the glass
millions of ants swarmed on top of each other in a mass of bubbling ant bodies. “What is that?” Marci asked,
horrified.
“Eciton burchelli, or Ecitoninae, or more commonly known as army ants,” Janine said calmly as she
reached into the case dipping her arm into the ants and they spread up her arm. She pulled her arm out and held it
up for Marci to see. “I am their queen. They do my bidding.”
“No one can talk to ants,” Marci said.
“I am part of them, they are part of me. I don't need to talk. I will it and it is done.” Jennifer said.
“You're sick,” Marci said starting to back out of the shed.
“No she's not,” Neal said from behind her and pulling the door closed.
Marci whirled about. “What are you doing here?” She asked him.
“I've come to mate with the queen,” Neal said.
“Not before we feed my army,” Jennifer said grabbing Marci from around her neck and letting the ants on
her arm crawl onto Marci's neck. Marci screamed as they bit into her flesh. Neal put his hand over Marci's mouth
and together with Jennifer they lifted a struggling Marci into the glass enclosure.
Standing next to Jennifer, Neal took her hand and held it tight in his and together they watched as the ants
devoured Marci.

THE END

INSANITY'S STEED
By Frederick J. Mayer
In the fair lady's chamber,
night's mares adorn the boney grotto,
brain's cranium hall,
with grotesqueries languorous
and caused her languid fall...
What did she see...
Before her fine looking glass
of cut crystal, vial of a perfumed liquid
drawn from flower seeds
those whose Drink-me freed Id.
Lascivious and sublimity
breasts engage carnival dark imp's demon mind,
insanity's steed with mystic orbs in its sockets
ponders the question, "Does she dream think me?"

The Innocent
By Charles Trimberger
I run from your bondage, as you ride
my back refusing to let go. I run faster
but you hold tighter, no matter where I run.
Thundering down the stairs with
you around my neck,
my heart beats to climax,
my mind flees terror until
I escape the noose, and you lie
motionless on the floor, skin
wrinkled like old butcher’s paper,
useless like yesterday’s trash.
Memories of my twin sister fill
my brain, her narrow escape like
litter, long forgotten. It’s quiet now
but dream-time predators prey.

The Chankiri Tree
By Mercedes Webb-Pullman
We walk around the tree
where soldiers swung babies
by their ankles, bashed out
their brains against
this trunk.
We walk around the tree
and listen for voices;
trying to imagine that smash
as our final human touch.
Bones grow from the ground
here in the killing fields
when it rains.

The Giblet Bird
By Neil K Henderson
Alvin wasn't taking any chances. The last time Doreen made a noise like that, her arse had collapsed in seconds. This
was definitely a case for immediate action. Leaping out of bed without pausing to switch on the light, he headed
straight for the hall cupboard where he kept the 'remedial equipment'. That's when a new noise became audible above
his grunts and the creaking floorboards... A distinctly scraping noise...
Not mice again, he thought. Not pest control operatives under the flooring, with their flashy torches and
buckets of blue poison pellets. All that upheaval and distress! All that suffering! Alvin hated having to kill the little
perishers, but if one of them chewed through an electric cable... he and Doreen could go up in smoke. Mice eat
anything... They might even eat Doreen and leave him on his own...
The noises started up again - coming from the front room. He put an ear to the half-opened door. As he
thought, the sound was behind the fireplace - in the back boiler cavity. A favourite hidey-hole for rodents... A loud
CROAK made the metal housing of the gas fire vibrate. Alvin's heart missed a beat, while his brain flashed the alarm:
NOT MOUSE - BIG THING! A sporadic throaty rasping then ensued, continuing a short while before stopping. Alvin
took his courage in one finger, and flipped the light switch.
Silence. Everything in its place. Not waiting to tempt fate, he put out the light and shut the door fast, closing
the bedroom door as well, once he'd got back inside. Out of earshot, out of mind - that was the idea. After all, in the
deep silence of the wee small hours, sounds can easily become distorted - especially in an echoing space like the one
behind the fire. Probably just a bird making a racket on the roof - the sounds magnifying as they carried down the
chimney... He'd leave it till the morning to check it out.
Of course, Doreen was as flat as a pancake when he got up next day. He'd need to re-inflate her after he'd
fixed the puncture... Ah well, a change of air would do her good... At first, all was quiet in the sitting room. It was
when he turned from opening the curtains that it caught him unawares. Scrape, scrape... pause. Scrape... SQUAWK...
scrape, scrape...
That SQUAWK didn't half give Alvin the willies - and he'd be the first to admit that one willy was enough for
any man. So would Doreen, given half a chance. Mice don't squawk, though. No denying it. Suddenly remembering
his train of thought from the night before, Alvin ran outside to look up at the roof. Nope. No birds on or near the
chimney. In fact, no chimney - just a dirty great hole where it had been. He heard the squawk again. This was
definitely a job for Pest Control. Quick.
*

*

*

Mid-afternoon had transformed Alvin's front room into Steptoe and Aladdin's Scrapyard. The fire and bits of flue
shield and boiler were lying in disarray atop spread sheets of tabloid outrage. Workmen's materials, debris and mud
were strewn over the carpet and seats. The official gas fitting dismantler had gone home for the day, and it was just
Alvin and the exterminator left in the room. A glistening purplish-pink triangle hung down from the chimney,
flapping weakly like a huge shiny kite. The squawk had deteriorated into a feeble cheep.
The man from Pest Control gazed up the flue in fascination.

"You know what you've got here, mate? What you've got is a giblet bird. They're very rare, them. This one
could bring you luck! (Or are they birds of ill omen? I never get these things right...)" He leaned sideways to shine his
torch up the cavity. "See? There's its head tucked up behind the wing. Must be bloody uncomfortable for the bugger...
Still, they say them dumb critters can't feel pain like us humans."
Alvin thought of Doreen. How must she be feeling, with all her air escaped? Did it hurt? Or did she just have
a... sucked-out... sensation? He risked a squeamish look up the hole. At first, all he could make out was a mass of
cerise wrinkles and bulges, with darker bits here and there. Whatever it was, it was bigger than his favourite armchair,
which had been shoved to one side. Then the unopened eyes could be detected through filmy lids. And a yellowish
gaping beak. It was like a gargantuan version of a newly-hatched nestling.
Then he realised why these creatures were called giblet birds. All its entrails and bodily organs were clearly
visible through the diaphanous purple-veined skin. There was a smell too, but not like flesh... or even giblets. More of
a 'chemical' smell... rubbery, like that bubble-blowing mixture he used to get in his Christmas stocking... or like the
rubber solution glue he used for patching things up with Doreen...
"Where do these... 'giblet birds'... come from?" he asked the pest man.
"Just fall from the sky... like them showers of frogs and fishes. Ever heard of Charles Fort?"
"The Fortean Times?"
"Same guy. He reckoned there's a big reservoir of things like that up in space, and whenever there's a
particular lack of something somewhere down here - SPLOOSH! - down it comes."
"So how come you know so much about all this?" asks Alvin.
"Brain-fondling," says the operative, and, putting a hand to his forehead, he began squashing the contours of
his upper face in and out like an orange - or a dog's squeaky toy. A good trick if you can do it, thought Alvin. Even
Doreen couldn't manage a stunt like that...

*

*

*

Well, you've heard about the Men In Black... In Alvin's neck of the woods, it's Men In Council Body-Warmers With
Black Plastic Bags, but the principle's the same. They clear up the mess, and you sign a government disclaimer form
(with voluntary Equal Opportunities monitor sheet). You could tell they'd dealt with giblet birds before, the way they
calmly dismembered it and shoved the bits in the bags. Alvin wasn't sure whether it had still been alive at that point,
but by the time everything had gone into the big Phoenix incinerator truck, there wasn't much story to tell. They left
the skin, though. Better than a tarpaulin, said the foreman, for the hole in the roof. Just till it was mended...
And the workmen did start on the repairs pretty quickly, to give them their due. No sooner was the Glasgow
Fair fortnight out of the way, than a squad of them descended on Alvin's home and started banging and crunching and
clanging and hammering. There was dust and rubble everywhere. Not only the roof, but the whole chimney passage
and back boiler area had to be rebuilt, and new heating appliances fitted. That giblet skin tarpaulin off the roof came
in quite handy as a dust sheet, and when they'd finally finished, the workmen left it for him to put out with the lighter
bits of rubbish, while they shovelled all the broken bricks and slates and so forth onto a skip.

The skin had survived remarkably well, and when Alvin was done with his own clearing up, he found himself
tipping the litter and dust from the rubbery integument into bin bags, and examining the last remains of the giblet bird
with some curiosity. Indeed, he even went so far as to rinse it out in the bathtub and hang it up on the pulley, so as to
get a better look at it. After all, its former occupant had caused him three weeks of total upheaval. He hadn't even
dared to re-inflate Doreen, in case some council employee should come across her and... be less than understanding...
That's when he started thinking. Those workmen had used special shears to cut through the skin. It must be
pretty tough. He examined an area of the membrane that was hanging below the pulley. Apart from the obvious edges
where it had been sheared, he couldn't find any holes or tears in the entire stretch he was scrutinising. He pulled it this
way and that... It was certainly yielding - but strong. He could tell that immediately. Very, very strong. Maybe this
giblet bird was going to bring him luck after all...
*

*

*

Alvin had toyed with the idea of simply giving Doreen a new backside. The rubbery skin of the giblet bird had
seemed ideal for the purpose. In fact, so perfect was this durable epidermis that, in the end, he'd opted for a total
cover-up - giving his newly re-expanded dolly bird an entire extra layer of protective resilience. Indeed, rather than
have to keep re-inflating his beloved, he'd even gone so far as to pump in some of the insulation foam the workmen
had left from the wall cavity round the fireplace. There may have been odd traces of giblets mixed in, but what would
that matter? It was all going to be hermetically sealed by the skin - and anyway, it was all from the same 'chemically
impregnated' source, so it probably had useful... preservative properties.
Of course, the added layer made Doreen slightly larger on the outside, and the new internal augmentation had
stretched her even further, but Alvin had to admit that as he'd got older, he'd come to prefer his ladies slightly on the
plump side. And perhaps Doreen, too, would prefer to look more... appropriately mature. She wasn't getting any
younger either - hence all the punctures. But as it was, what with all the new outfits he'd got her from the mail order
firms, she really looked quite the lady of the house now. (There was nothing worse than mutton dressed as lamb.)
And the new skin lived up to its promise. No more embarrassing noises in the night, when Alvin's passion
overwhelmed the tensile limitations of his adored one's fabric. All was hunky-dory in their little rented love-nest...
until the squawk, that is, about a month after Doreen had had her makeover. At first Alvin put it down to auricular
autosuggestion brought on by his... proximity... to the skin of the giblet bird. After the squawk happened a second
time, however, he'd sat up in bed and switched on the side lamp.
"Don't worry, sweetheart," he'd whispered reassuringly. "It's probably nothing."
Doreen's lips pouted voluptuously as usual. Then, to his amazement, the reinforced rubber seemed to part
slightly, as another squawk, followed by a softer cooing sound, emerged. There was no denying that the noises were
emanating from Doreen, but such was the soothing effect of the newer, dove-like quality, that Alvin quickly
succumbed to its charms and once more surrendered to the bosom of sleep.
It was only a few days after that that Doreen went missing for the first time, only to reappear coming up the
front path with a bag of groceries from the corner shop. Fruit, nuts, and birdseed were prominent among the
purchases. The unaccountably articulate oral aperture that had livened up Doreen's previously expressionless face

could apparently be used for eating as well as vocalising. And it wasn't long before Alvin began to notice other...
changes... in his 'companion's' physiology. Undressing her one night, he was shocked to see a marked deterioration in
the quality of the second skin which he had set such store by. Here and there around the midriff, ugly mottlings and
discolorations were spoiling the delicate rose-petal pink which Doreen's complexion had settled into. She was
beginning to expand at the front as well. All that fruit and birdseed was becoming a problem.
Night after night, Alvin apprehensively took stock of the situation, wondering if some sort of surgery was
going to have to be performed to relieve the pressure. It wasn't going to be easy... no quick fix with the puncture
repair kit for this. Doreen, meanwhile, had begun to develop a personality. She'd been getting out and about more,
and had even started speaking. Friends and neighbours suddenly took to congratulating him on his long overdue state
of matrimony.
But Alvin had been mortified one afternoon, when the happy couple were in the corner shop together. Doreen
picked up an onion and held it pressed to her ear for what seemed an inordinate length of time. Eventually, she turned
to the girl at the counter: "This onion's not very noisy. Have you got anything louder?"
The girl was impressed: "I didn't know you could hear vegetables!" she gasped. "How do you do that?"
"Brain-fondling," says Doreen, putting a hand to her forehead and squashing the top of her face in and out like
an inflatable doll. Well, at least she was doing something true to type, thought Alvin. The shopgirl had no business
fainting like that just when he wanted to pay and go.
Still, as mortifications go, that was nothing. There was the time in the pedestrian precinct. A policeman and
policewoman were questioning some dodgy-looking youngsters outside Superdrug, when the male cop suddenly
stopped in mid-sentence, let go of his suspect's jacket, and just stood there staring at Doreen. Alvin turned to look,
and there she was - strutting up and down the concourse, squawking and flapping her elbows about, every now and
then taking a little running jump off the ground.
"What do you think you're doing?" asks the officer.
"I'm learning to fly, of course!" says she.
The policewoman started to snigger, and in the end they had to let the youngsters off. Everyone was laughing
so much. All except Alvin, that is.
*

*

*

It wasn't long before Alvin realised the skin discolorations weren't mottling - or even stretch marks. The skin itself
was still unblemished, but what he was seeing was giblets developing underneath - like the original giblet bird.
Doreen still looked every inch a woman, albeit a now rather stoutly built one, with the exception of the abdominal
bulge - which was coming to resemble that of the unfortunate giant nestling more and more each day. Something was
going to have to give...
And give it did - on the top deck of the bus, when they were coming home from the garden centre with their
new tree-swing. That's when Doreen laid the egg. Alvin didn't know where to look, but Doreen herself seemed quite
relieved. Being a fairly provident sort of chap, Alvin always had a couple of large plastic bags in the pocket of his
anorak, in case of emergencies. They managed to cram the egg in, and might have got off the bus comparatively
unobtrusively, if Doreen hadn't kept up such a loud clucking during the period of the... laying.

Now, one thing Alvin hadn't planned on, when he'd first contemplated his 'relationship' with Doreen, was
offspring. He'd always suppressed his paternal instincts before this, not daring to hope that such an outcome could be
possible. However, now that he and Doreen had been blessed with issue, he was determined to be the perfect father even taking turns with Doreen to incubate the egg upon the armchair. It wasn't long hatching, and hardly surprised the
parents by looking precisely like the giblet bird that had come down the chimney. It didn't even surprise the
maintenance engineer who came to give the central heating its regular autumn service.
"What you've got there," he said patronisingly, "is a giblet bird. They're dead lucky, them. Storks drop 'em
down chimneys sometimes. Is that how you got this little fellow?"
"Something like that," said Alvin, shovelling another load of birdseed into the ever-open maw of the nestling,
whose pink enormity now engulfed the armchair and dominated the entire room. "He's certainly a gift from Above."
Doreen and the maintenance man just stood looking at each other, squashing their foreheads in and out in
mutual admiration, while the doting househusband slaved around the new centre of attention. The unseeing eyes of
the giblet bird flickered about mysteriously beneath their coating of skin. It wouldn't be long before they opened - and
then feathers would start appearing. As it was, those claws half-hidden below the bulky body were already looking
quite formidable.
"Oops! Careful, Gilbert!" said Alvin absent-mindedly, as the yellow beak made a stab at his head. "Mind me
ear-hole!"
Above the mantelpiece, the cuckoo clock sounded the hour.
Ends
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Underworld

By Frederick J. Mayer

By Charles Trimberger

Time sinks deeps into mind,
Moon-nourished garden,
holy putrescence
dark intimations
of their one essence,
Chime brinks sleep a find
pestilential seething,
Old is the brain - Sold this as insane
and dream so to reap,
unhallowed innocence,
metempsychosis,
snowy-plumed presence,
Rhymes begot of aged dead dove
whose wings are not angels' things.

There is a gremlin under
my yard. Born in muck, rising
to the stink of marsh gas and foul ink
in the kink of my sewer pipe.
Mercenaries’ gleaming blades cut
the march of snare hair and gummy
snoot. Invisible in retreat the swamp sucker
defends with guttural roars and reinforced
root rot. The mercenaries curse backfiring
splats into their faces, shooting more blades
roaring down the pipe fighting, fighting
for small margins until the gremlin blinks
at the brink of overkill and hoodwink,
withdrawing into the underworld, where
secret armies wait to drink to the darkest,
and attack
again.

Low and down now,
area of darkness,
strange ecstasies,
arcana primalness,
then brought forth
by farmer's plough
So to feed
pharmacopoeia
a seed from lying dead
to keep the dying fed.

Heart Attack
By Denny E. Marshall
Eric enters the old three-story Victorian house right before sunup. He quietly sneaks into the room. Eric takes a wood
stake and drives into the vampires’ heart.
From behind Eric hears someone say: “Are you looking for me?”
He turns around and sees a vampire.
His uninfected twin brother dies.
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