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PART ONE

En el espejo hay otro que acecha.

— Borges


Coming Out Ahead

Dean was hanging out in a café with his friends Laura and Pete. Pete was telling Dean that he was wearing his necktie wrong.

“It’s got to be straight. And you need to button that top button, or you’ll look like a hobo,” Pete explained.

Dean tried to look down at his chest and fix everything to Pete’s specifications. It took a while.

“Okay, okay, okay. Is this better, you guys?” Dean looked up. Pete didn’t say anything. His head fell off of his neck.

Dean screamed. He looked at Laura, but her head had fallen off too.

“Help! Somebody!” Dean yelled.

He got up and looked around the café. Everybody’s heads were falling off, or else had fallen off already. Heads were rolling around on the floor and clanking together. Some of them rocked softly back and forth with their noses in the air, like helpless turtles.

With fingers shaking, Dean got out his cell phone and dialed 911. He babbled into the receiver about all the heads falling off before realizing that nobody had answered him. He stopped to listen for a moment: He didn’t hear ringing, or a dial tone, or anyone talking. Just dead air.

Tripping over slumped bodies and loose heads, Dean ran out of the café. On the other side of the road was a restaurant with plate glass windows in front. He could see dozens of people inside, talking and eating: Their heads were still attached to their bodies.

Dean dashed across the street and pounded on the window. “Help! Somebody help me!” he screamed.

As if on cue, everybody on the other side of the glass shud- dered, then slouched in their chairs as their heads fell off. A room full of normal people suddenly looked like a toy box full of broken dolls. Dean fell to his knees.

He remained in this state for a while, until he noticed the approaching click-click of high heels. He tried to keep his face hidden as he checked it for tears.

The woman had slowed down and stopped several yards away. “Are you all right, sir?” she asked.

Dean looked up at her. She seemed scared. She probably thought he was dangerous.

“I don’t know what’s going on,” he said.

The woman’s expression did not change. Her head slid down from her shoulders, rolling across the sidewalk and over the curb, coming to rest near a storm drain. Her body teetered a bit before falling forward.

Dean howled in frustration. He pulled himself up to look at the window of the restaurant. He saw his own reflection in the glass.

“I don’t know why,” he said to himself, but before he could say “people’s heads fall off as soon as I talk to them,” his head fell off.


Love Bytes

Chapter 1

Daniel was getting ready for a date, and he smiled, as he buttoned his shirt, at the rising of the moon. Daniel was a vampire.

A mutual friend had arranged a blind date between Daniel and a certain woman. He had no idea who she was. He could only guess what she looked like, just as he could only guess what he himself looked like, since no mirror or photograph would hold his image.

But, though he cared not whether this woman was kind, or intelligent, he did hope that she was beautiful. Like many men, Daniel had only one thing on his mind. Like many men, that thing involved a beautiful woman. Unlike most men, that thing was drinking her blood.

When the fading light of the sunset had withdrawn into the bedchamber of the western horizon, Daniel left his house and climbed into his sleek red convertible. The night air flowed like a felt glove, groping through his hair. He smiled, and his fangs emerged from behind his curling lips.

Upon arriving at the prescribed address, received from the mutual friend, Daniel exited his car and walked up to the house. He knocked on the door. The lady opened the door—she was beautiful. She was wearing a blue dress and she wore sandals that proudly displayed her perfect toes. Her sparkling eyes were like gemstones.

“You truly are the most beautiful thing that I have seen,” said Daniel. He tried to conceal his fangs behind his curling lips.

The lady said, “Thank you.”

Chapter 2

The lady, whose name was Marissa, and Daniel went to an arboretum on the edge of town. Many gorgeous trees lined the smooth stone walkways. Not a soul was anywhere near.

“Look up through the trees at the moon,” said Daniel. He pointed at the moon.

“It is really amazing,” Marissa said. “Almost like it was watching us.”

“Yes, it is watching us,” Daniel said, “and it will be the only witness.”

Daniel kissed Marissa on her mouth and she kissed him back and he put his arms around her, like a black cape. Marissa

swooned, for she had long longed to be held in such a way.

Daniel’s fangs elongated, and he moved his head to bite Marissa’s neck, so he could suck out her blood. But when he bit her, instead of piercing her soft skin he felt a harsh metallic clang. Instead of the tin-like taste of blood, he sensed a bitter electrical smell.

Marissa withdrew from his arms and fell limply to the ground. Daniel kneeled down and inspected her body. Electric sparks were shooting out of her neck where he had attempted to pierce her.

“Are you okay?” asked Daniel.

“Yes,” said Marissa. “I cannot die. I am a robot.”

“How ironic,” said Daniel sadly. “I cannot die either. I am a vampire.” He admitted this quietly, for he had never admitted it to anyone before.

“I know,” said Marissa. “Our friend told me.” “He’s the only one who knows,” said Daniel.

“I wanted him to set us up because I have always been in love with the horrible beauty of the vampire. I wish I could be like you and fly through the night in the form of a bat, and control the minds of weak-willed humans, and live forever. But I cannot. Not even the dead blood of a vampire flows through my veins, for I have no veins, and no blood.” Marissa sighed deeply.

Daniel would have shed a tear if he could have. He had fallen in love with this would-be monster of the night, and vowed in his motionless heart that he would let her come as close to her dream as possible.

“Though you have no blood, still you will be my vampire queen,” he pledged, and he scooped Marissa up to carry her back to his home.

Chapter 3

Daniel and Marissa lived together happily for months. Marissa was happy to finally have the love of a vampire, but she was also despondent.

“Why do you weep, my bride?” Daniel asked her one day, kneeling next to their bed where she lay sobbing mechanically.

“I thought I only wanted you,” Marissa said, “but now I know that there is something else that I want. I want for us to share a son.”

Daniel drew back from his lover in agitation. “This is impossible! We vampires cannot spawn except by the transmis- sion of our wretched disease, and robots are not born, but built.” “Then I will build a son! A son who might be the robotic vampire that we both wished I could be!”

Can such a thing be possible? thought Daniel to himself. And would this son recognize me, a once-living being, yet still composed of flesh, as his father? But if it would make my dear Marissa happy, then it must be done, concluded Daniel.

“We will build him together,” he said. Marissa said, “Thank you.”

Chapter 4

After many months, Daniel and Marissa had almost completed their creation. It would be a robot like Marissa, but it would be given life—and a thirst for blood—by the same dark energies that throbbed at Daniel’s soul’s core.

“What should we name him?” Marissa asked Daniel.

“He should be called Janus, for he will have two natures,” Daniel replied. “A creature of undeath, but also of unlife.”

The last step in the creation of their unnatural progeny was for Daniel to insert his fangs into the robot’s neck, activating his robotic heart and filling his circuits with vampire blood. He leaned over the creation with a great solemnity.

“I cannot say that I will give you life, Janus,” he spoke. “But I can give you a life.”

He bit the robot on the neck. Its servos whirred; its eyelashes fluttered.

“Yes! My son! He’s alive!” Daniel screamed. But then he fell to the floor. There was a wooden stake in his chest.

“Marissa!” he gasped. “What are you doing?”

“This vampire robot is my ideal being,” Marissa explained, towering over Daniel’s supine form. “I have no more need of a mere human vampire any longer. Your ‘son’ will satisfy my monstrous desires more efficiently than you ever could.”

“Then you will take our son as...”

“My husband! Yes!” Marissa shrieked. “And his name will not be Janus! I will call him Typhoeus, for he will be a father to monsters!”

Daniel opened his mouth to speak, but Marissa twisted the stake in his heart, and the body of Daniel dissolved into dust.

Marissa ensured that Typhoeus lived up to his name, and their offspring, the incestuous race of robotic vampires, came to hold total dominion over the land.

[image: image 1]


A Ghost from the Past

Chapter 1

There was a time machine that Harriet built. It took her hundreds and hundreds of hours for her to build. It also cost a lot of money for her to build. Harriet was a quantum scientist, so she knew exactly how a time machine would work, but it was still really hard for her to do right. Nobody had ever built a time machine before. She wanted to be the first one.

She tried a lot of different designs but they all didn't work. She got discouraged. At night she went to bed with a frown, because another thing that she hoped would work ended up failing instead. Then she woke up and tried something else.

Then she had an idea that she was sure would work. She put it together and then she decided to tried it out.

“I wish I was allowed to go back to the past and give myself some encouragement,” she said to herself, “but if I do that, it will cause a paradox. Instead, I should go to the future.”

She told the time machine to send her fifty years into the future. She turned the machine on.

When she got out of the time machine, she was still in her house. She turned around and looked at the time machine and said, “Oh no.”

Chapter 2

Harriet went to bed with a frown, because her time machine didn’t work still. She lay down in her bed and looked out her window at the stars. She sang herself a lullaby.

But then she suddenly heard a noise. It was downstairs. She went downstairs to find out what it was.

It seemed like it was nothing but then she heard the noise again. It was a door slamming. She looked at the door but there was nobody there.

Then a cold wind blew through her. Then a different door started to slam. She turned around and saw it slam. There was nobody there still.

“What’s going on!” she screamed to the door. Then she heard an evil cackling wheezy laugh.

“Who’s that laughing at me!” she screamed. “Are you a ghost?”

“YES” screamed a spooky voice.

“What is your problem?” Harriet screamed. “What are you here for?”

“I have good news and bad news,” screamed the ghost. “The good news is, your time machine works!”

“What’s the bad news?” Harriet screamed. “The bad news is, I am your ghost!”


Hhhhhh’s Diner

Lance said he wanted to take me out to lunch, which was gonna be a little awkward for me, since I had been fooling around with his wife for the past few months. But I’m not a guy to turn down a free lunch, so I went with him to this place I’d never been to, on the weirder side of town. The sign outside said it was “Hhhhhh’s Diner”.

As we walked in, I asked Lance: “How are you supposed to pronounce that?”

But he didn’t say anything.

Based on the looks of the place, it would not have been my first choice, as far as places for my friend whose wife I was fooling around with to buy me lunch. The fluorescent lights were flickering, there were stains on the carpet, and one of the fans had been installed wrong or something, because it looked kinda drunk as it swung around and around.

Lance walked right over to that end of the restaurant and sat down in a booth facing the fan, so I had to sit with my back to it. I could hear it spinning behind me, like a medieval knight swinging around a spiked ball on a chain.

By way of conversation I asked, “So, is this place pretty good?” but Lance was already looking at his menu, so I picked up a menu too. It felt greasy.

I dropped the menu, and I started looking around for something to wipe it off with, but then our waiter stopped by. I looked up at him and kinda jumped.

The waiter had the head of a rat. He had fur, and beady black eyes.

“You ready to order yet?” he asked us.

Lance said “Not quite,” and I didn’t say anything, and the rat guy rolled his eyes and walked away. I almost didn’t wanna look, but out of the corner of my eye I could see he had a tail too.

“Hey, Lance,” I said. “Is this some kinda theme restaurant, where the staff all wear animal costumes?”

He said “No,” and he kept on looking at his menu.

So I looked at my menu too. I noticed something odd about it. The names of the dishes were all “Ryan Stew” and “Roast Ryan” and that kind of thing. “Ryan à la King.” This felt strange to me, not only because the guy who owned the diner was supposed to be Hhhhhh, but also because my name, as you know, is Ryan.

“Hey, Lance, do you notice anything funny about your menu?”

“No,” said Lance.

The fan behind me sounded like it was swinging even more erratically. I tried to drum my fingers nervously on the table, but to my disgust I discovered that it was too sticky.

The rat guy showed up again.

“Can I take your order now?”

Lance squinted at his menu and nodded a little bit. “Yeah, I think I’ll have the Ryan Burrito,” he said.

I looked at Lance. There was something weird going on. Something was wrong.

The rat guy said, “All right, pal, let’s go,” and because I was trying really hard not to look at him, I thought he was talking to Lance.

After a couple seconds though he said, “I said let’s go!” and I could tell he was talking to me because he pulled me out of the booth and started dragging me across the dining room, through a swinging door, and into the kitchen. He pulled me up onto one of the counters, where I sat with my legs dangling in the air and my eyes shut as tight as I could shut them.

Then I felt someone tapping me on the knee, and I opened my eyes. It was a humongous cockroach wearing an apron.

“...Are you Hhhhhh?” I asked.

The cockroach shook his head. He turned around, and on

the opposite counter I could see this gigantic pale disc, like a pizza crust, only bigger. The cockroach started spreading rice all over it, and I realized it was a tortilla.

He finished with the rice, and then he put on a layer of beans, and then he turned around and picked me up off the counter. He laid me out on top of the refried beans with my legs together and my hands crossed over my chest. He spread a bunch of shredded cheese over my body, and then a layer of lettuce. The giant cockroach drizzled a bunch of salsa all over the top of that, and then he started folding up the burrito with me inside.

It was completely dark inside that tortilla. My only sense of the outside world was the feeling of being swung around like a cat in a bag as someone put the burrito on a plate and carried it out to the dining room.

“Here you go, bud,” said a voice. I recognized it as the rat waiter.

Then someone else said “Thanks very much,” and I could tell it was Lance.

I could feel myself being pulled upward, and then Lance took two big bites—he bit off both of my legs. I could hear his teeth munching, and I thought I heard him grunt in a satisfied kind of way.

Without putting the burrito down, he took a few more bites. My arms and my entire torso were chomped off. I was just a head, and part of a neck, stuck inside the last couple of bites of a burrito.

But then I felt Lance put the remains of his burrito back on his plate. I wondered if he was going to leave the rest uneaten. If he got the check and left the restaurant now, what would they do

with his leftovers? What would happen to my head? They would probably throw me in a compost bin with the other scraps, and I would be eaten by worms.

A strange voice derailed my train of thought: it asked, “How’s your burrito?”

“Oh, it’s really good,” said Lance. I could tell from his voice that he still had a bite left unswallowed in his mouth.

“Glad to hear it!” said the stranger. “I like seeing a satisfied customer.”

I realized the voice must be Hhhhhh, the owner of the diner, and I gasped.

Lance swallowed. “No complaints here!” he said. I could tell from his tone that he wanted to be left alone so he could eat the rest of his burrito—the rest of my body.

I felt myself being lifted up again, and then I felt myself being pushed forward as Lance shoved the last bites of the burrito into his mouth. It was clearly too big to be finished politely in one mouthful, but Lance managed it. He chewed up my head and swallowed the last pieces of burrito.

“There,” he said. “That’ll teach you to fool around with my wife!”


The Skeletal Horse

“This fossil here is Palaeobatrachus. What kind of animal do you think it is?”

Most of the children in the tour group yelled out “A frog!” “That’s right!” The museum lady applauded for the children.

“The name ‘Palaeobatrachus’ means ‘ancient frog,’ and this kind of frog survived all the way through the disasters that led to the extinction of the dinosaurs. Today, though...”

Joanna couldn’t pay attention to the lady giving the tour. She was staring down at her shoes.

A whisper came from behind her: “Hey!”

Joanna didn’t look up. She knew what was back there, and she didn’t want to look at it.

“Hey! Little girl! Come on!”

Finally Joanna spun around to face the thing talking to her. It was the skeleton of a horse.

“What do you want?” she whispered.

The horse skeleton leaned its long, toothy skull down, keeping one eye socket on the museum lady.

“You’re afraid of me, right?”

Joanna was mad that the skeleton could tell how scared she was, but she decided to be honest. “Yes.”

“Can I ask why?”

“I’m scared of horses,” Joanna admitted.

“Oh, but I’m not a horse!” said the skeleton. “I’m a Pliohip- pus. I was alive a couple million years before horses even existed.”

“But you look like a horse.”

“Why, thank you. That’s very nice to hear. See, horses are bigger than Pliohippus, and they’re supposedly more evolved, so...”

Joanna looked down at the skeleton’s legs, which seemed to be made out of too many bones, and bent in weird directions.

“I’m scared of skeletons, too,” she said.

“Well, that makes sense,” said Pliohippus. “Us skeletons are really creepy. I don’t blame you for being scared of me at all.”

The skeleton glanced around. “The thing is, nobody else here seems to be very scared of me. And that kinda bothers me, you know? So, I’m gonna try and correct the situation here pretty soon, but I wanted to make sure you weren’t around when

I did it. I don’t want to scare you too much.”

This confused Joanna a little, but she could tell that the horse was trying to be nice. “Thank you,” she said.

“Hey, don’t thank me yet. But what you should do now is, tell your teacher you need to go to the restroom. And make sure you wait a while before you come back.”

Joanna nodded. She turned around and raised her hand. “Teacher! I have to go to the bathroom.”

The teacher craned her head to see who it was. “Okay, it’s down that hall. Can you go by yourself, Joanna?”

“Yes,” she said.

“Okay. Remember to wash your hands.”

Joanna spun around and trotted down the hall to the restroom. She pushed the door shut behind her.

She thought she heard a noise, like pieces of wood clacking together. Then she heard a snort, and then a whinny.

Then she heard a lot of stamping around, and a bunch of kids yelling. Above the screaming there came a neigh: like a horse’s neigh, but higher-pitched, and not as scary. Joanna’s classmates sounded like they were plenty scared, though.

But then the stamping around stopped, and the kids stopped yelling, and Joanna decided it was safe to come back out. She tiptoed carefully back down the hall toward her class.

The other kids’ mouths were all hanging open in shock, and their eyes were as big as Oreos. A couple of them were crying. The teacher and the museum lady were trying to calm everyone down, but they looked frazzled too.

“There you are!” The teacher rushed over to Joanna and put her hands on her shoulders, although as far as Joanna could tell, she was the one person in the room who didn't need comforting.

With a hand on Joanna’s head, the teacher surveyed the room, keeping her eyes off of the display where the horse

skeleton stood. She quickly counted the kids.

“Okay, class, we’re going back to the bus now. Let’s go, let’s go.”

The class began filing out of the room, with the museum lady at the front and the teacher at the back, Joanna by her side. Before she left, though, Joanna waved goodbye to the horse, and Pliohippus winked back at her.

[image: image 2]


The Dogbiter

One time my dog had a big bite in it, and he had to go to the veterinarian, and the veterinarian said that he didn’t know what bit my dog but my babysitter said it was the Dogbiter.

If you walk your dog in the woods at nighttime, then the Dogbiter will come and bite your dog.

The Dogbiter has big bloody eyes, and its teeth are covered in blood, and it eats dead dogs, so if your dog dies you have to bury its body really good or the Dogbiter will dig it up and eat it.

Nobody knows why the Dogbiter hates dogs so much.

[image: image 3]


Wrong Number

Mike was talking on his cellular phone with his friend Lyle.

“I got my federal income tax return in the mail today,” said Mike. “I’m wondering what I should spend the money on.”

“Isn’t your phone a couple generations old by now?” asked Lyle. “You should get a—”

All of a sudden the line went dead. The call had been dropped.

That’s weird, Mike thought to himself. I wonder what Lyle was going to say?

Mike realized that, even though it was a couple generations old, his phone could send and receive text messages. He wrote a clarification question to send to Lyle:

WHAT WERE U ABOUT 2 SAY ???

When he hit “send,” though, the screen on his phone went blank. Then it said:

UNABLE TO SEND TEXT MESSAGE.

This phone is messed the heck up, thought Mike. I need to get a new one.

He drove over to the address of his cellular service provider. As he entered the store, he pulled his phone out of his pocket and waved it at the salesperson standing at the counter.

“This phone is a crappy old piece of junk!” he said. “I want a new one!”

As he said this, six long, segmented limbs grew out of the phone. It began to move: It wriggled out of Mike’s grasp, then crawled up his arm and up around his mouth and nose. The phone wrapped its spindly arms around Mike’s head and squeezed, tighter and tighter, until Mike suffocated to death.

When it could be sure that Mike was dead, the phone released its grasp on his face. Its arms began to shrivel as it fell with a soft thump on the carpet next to his face. The words on its screen said:

MIKE

IF I CAN’T HAVE YOU

THEN NOBODY CAN

And then the screen went blank.


The Black Swan

Jack and Nick and Stan and Juan

Went out into the inky night

To glimpse the infamous Black Swan:

A really most uncommon sight.

The Swan, they say, is all untruth:

A tale some nasty youngster weaves

To scare the smaller, dumber youth,

And no grown-up really believes.

The story goes that years ago

Was born a Swan with wings all black.

His parents hated him, and so,

He ran away and came not back.

Out in the wild he did stay,

And soon became a vicious beast.

You’ll find him out there to this day—

But then, upon your bones he’ll feast!

So up ahead marched Nick and Stan,

While close behind were Juan and Jack,

And through the woods our heroes ran,

Not knowing if they’d make it back.

The sky grew dark. The forest loomed,

But through the trees the kids were drawn.

Then all around a HONK! HONK! boomed:

They shook with dread—it was the Swan!

The Swan approached the shudd’ring team

With cold, malicious swaggerage.

His eyes glowed like a headlight-beam.

His beak was like a dagger’s edge.

HONK! HONK! he honked. “Oh, no!” they cried,

And through the brush the children raced.

But anywhere they tried to hide,

It seemed the Swan had found the place.

Then Juan fell down! The group, in fear,

Attempted to assist their pal.

The Swan approached! He waddled near!

—But they escaped, Jack, Nick, et al.

They fled until they reached Juan’s yard.

They heaved and shuddered out of fright.

They were emotionally scarred.

They never would forget that night.

Off in the distance, they could hear

The demon Swan’s infernal cry.

And to this day if you’ve an ear,

You’ll hear that HONK! from ’cross the sky.

But if you do, pray, run away!

The Swan may find you, too, some day!


The Radiv

The Radiv could be anything. The Radiv could be a chair. The Radiv could be a boat. The Radiv could be a pebble in the bottom of a dried-up stream. The Radiv could be an egg that hatches into a chick, and then the chick grows up to be a chicken. The Radiv could be a column in a courtyard in Cairo. The Radiv could be a skull. The Radiv could be a movie from China about a sad doctor. The Radiv could be an understuffed pillow, or an oil-soaked rag. The Radiv could be a peanut or a pickle. The Radiv could be a screaming woman. The Radiv could be a model of the solar system. The Radiv could be a moldy piece of bread that nobody has touched for months and months. The Radiv could be a piece of green glass. The Radiv could be a sock. The Radiv could literally be anything, any- where, but it definitely exists, and if you ever look at it you will go completely insane, permanently.
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The Horrors of the Rubber Mask Factory

Ted and Neil had been best friends for years and years, so when Ted needed a job, Neil was happy to let him start working at his rubber mask factory. Ted loved the job. He didn’t love the fumes from the rubber, but he loved the feeling of contributing to something bigger than himself. Neil told him that his rubber masks, which were manufactured to resemble famous former US presidents and movie monsters, were sent out all over the world to entertain millions of people. That idea made Ted smile.

One day, Ted got the order that the factory would begin producing ski masks.

“Really, we should call them ‘balaclavas,’” said Neil, “but, hey, they’re masks.”

Ted agreed that they were masks, but he still didn’t see why the factory would branch out in this particular direction. These masks were made out of wool, not rubber. They were used to keep your face and head warm, not to entertain your friends. What did the two types of mask have in common?

Ted thought about this for weeks, while he worked diligently to get the new production line running smoothly. Then, one afternoon, he realized: both types of masks are used to conceal one’s identity. Both are used by robbers.

There was a clap of thunder, and the roof of the factory began to hum with the pounding of rain.

But it must be a coincidence, Ted told himself. Neil wouldn’t build a factory to cater to the specific mask needs of criminals. Neil was a nice guy, a great friend. He wasn’t doing anything wrong, but this business plan could be misinterpreted, or misconstrued in the media by rival producers. Ted decided he should go over to Neil’s office and let him know about these concerns.

On his way across the factory floor, Ted saw a new line for rubber masks. He slowed down to see what the new design was. When he saw it, he stopped walking entirely.

The masks all looked just like Ted’s face.

Ted was already unnerved by his musings about the balacla- vas. This new discovery started his heart beating like a mouse’s. What the heck was going on in this factory?

The rain began to pour harder as Ted approached Neil’s office. He opened the door to see Neil looking out his window at the howling storm.

“Hey, Neil,” Ted called, raising his voice a little to be heard over the rain. “What’s the deal with these new masks?”

Neil turned around to look at Ted. He silently lifted a hand to his neck, and pulled off the rubber mask that Ted thought was his face. When the mask was removed, Ted could see that his friend Neil was really a goat.

The goat opened its mouth and produced a long bleat. Its rectangular pupils were focused on Ted’s face. It shook its triangular head, as if brandishing its horns.

Ted backed away from the goat, reaching for the handle of the office door. The goat continued to bleat, either in confusion or in anger. Ted wouldn’t allow himself to take his eyes off of the goat until he had opened the door and turned around to run away.

At that moment, the doors of the factory burst inward under the force of the rainwater. The flood rushed in, knocking over machinery, upending crates of rubber masks. The limp, eyeless faces rushed toward Ted on the murky waves, cutting off all escape. Ted screamed. The goat screamed. All the rubber masks screamed.

There were no survivors.


Voici le Soleil

Chapter 1

The runes had been drawn, the sacrifice had been made, and now he crept toward the summoning circle. He was cautious, but he was not uncertain. He had done this before.

He raised his hands to the stars and began to chant in a low voice. The name he would call out was unspeakable, and yet he would speak it.

Chapter 2

People were melting all over the place. The streets were slippery with the slime of molten flesh, and littered with skeletons. The pools of liquefied people simmered, like stew in a pot, and from them rose clouds of human-scented steam.

It was happening all over the world. Every location on the planet Earth was experiencing record high temperatures, except for the South Pole, where at this time of year the sun barely came out. Anywhere that the sun was shining, it was too hot to live.

Chapter 3

“Everybody needs to stay inside,” said the President, broadcast- ing from deep beneath the White House.

He mopped his brow. He was perspiring, even though the Situation Room was full of fans blowing at full blast.

“As temperatures continue to rise, it will become more and more difficult for us to provide relief to areas that require aid. Our transportation and communication infrastructures are slowly melting away. It is possible that soon there will be nothing that anybody can do to help anyone. Martial law will be the status quo, and civilization will revert to a violent tribal state. Morality and our shared humanity will be erased, replaced with a single imperative: to avoid being melted at all costs.

“Until that time, though, the world’s top scientists have convened to search for the cause of this worldwide crisis, and attempt, if such a thing is possible, to reverse it.”

The President began to cry, and the broadcast was cut off.

Chapter 4

The climatologists were getting nowhere. Nothing they had learned in their precious science classes at their fancy universities had prepared them for this. Though they continued to scrawl mathematical formulae on blackboards and consider large, detailed climate maps, they were no closer to a solution.

“We don’t even know what’s causing the temperatures to rise!” lamented Professor Ryan Fitzgerald. He pounded his desk in frustration.

“Or maybe we do,” replied his colleague, Professor Valerie Cameron. She had a piece of paper in her hand.

“What’s that?” asked Fitzgerald. He took the paper from Cameron.

“One of our instruments managed to take a picture of the sun just before melting,” Cameron explained. The picture on the paper was definitely a picture of the sun. It was a white-hot disc, shooting bright beams of death in all directions.

“What am I to make of this?” asked Fitzgerald. “We already know what the sun looks like.”

“If you look a little closer at that photograph, you’ll see that the sun’s angular size is larger than usual, by several minutes of arc.” This scientific technobabble just meant that the sun was taking up slightly more space in the sky than it used to.

“Are you saying the sun is getting bigger?” Fitzgerald asked. “No, Fitzgerald,” said Cameron. “It’s getting closer.”

Chapter 5

The surface of the Earth was now too hot to support any life. It didn’t matter whether it was day or night. Rainforests burnt to the ground right where they stood. The oceans boiled. Outdoor tanks of propane and other fuels exploded, igniting anything that wasn’t already on fire. The only humans who hadn’t melted into puddles of anonymous paste were those lucky few with access to underground, artificially cooled bunkers.

He scanned across these images in his mirror of scrying, looking for the right person to contact. He was looking for someone who would understand what had happened. He wanted to apologize for what he had done.

Chapter 6

The scientists had taken one step toward their answer, but they still had nothing but questions.

“Why would the sun be coming closer?” Professor Cameron wondered aloud. “Could it be magnetism?”

“Maybe the sun isn’t moving at all,” Fitzgerald suggested. “Maybe the sun is staying still, and we’re moving toward it.”

“All motion is relative,” said Cameron.

The door to the scientists’ bunker opened. Everyone turned to look, afraid that their defenses against the sun’s rays had failed. Was the scalding air of the planet’s surface going to rush inside and bake them alive?

A dark figure appeared in the door. He wore an ornate cloak, and he carried a gnarled wooden staff. Though his features were weathered with age, he moved without difficulty. He walked over to Cameron and Fitzgerald.

“I am a wizard,” he explained. “My name is Myrcurial. And your scientific instruments are correct: the sun is getting closer to the earth.

“But none of your instruments, none of your hard-won degrees from prestigious universities—all of which are now

smoking ruins—none of your scientific equations, or formulae, or carefully tested theories, could ever tell you why this is happening.

“I know why, though. And I will tell you, although your minds may refuse to believe it.”

The room was silent. The wizard Myrcurial began his story:

Chapter 7

“When I was very young, my parents traded me to a local wizard in exchange for a magical goblet. They probably thought the wizard would transmute me into a beast of burden, or cut up my body and use my organs as magical reagents. But she took me on as her assistant. She taught me about magic, and about demons.

“You see, all magic comes from the power of demons. Even that magical goblet, which my parents loved more than they loved me, probably contained a demon of some kind. Some- times, we wizards trap them. Sometimes, we trick them, and sometimes we make deals with them. Sometimes, a wizard will take a demoness as his wife, and as a part of their infernal covenant she will grant the wizard some small portion of her immortality. But the demoness will eventually tire of the human wizard and his pathetic attempts at affection, and abandon him to wander the earth for centuries, miserable and alone.

“I spent years researching the labyrinthine taxonomy of devils and fiends, taking advantage of their potencies in whatever ways I could. I summoned imps, tengu, mariliths, vrocks, hezrou, nalfeshnees, balrogs, and quasits. I thirsted for knowledge, but mostly I thirsted for power.

“So I looked for the most powerful demon of all. My sources feared him too much to even write down his name, but I found it eventually.”

Myrcurial sighed. “I guess there’s no harm in saying it now. The demon’s name was Zbgbeplpyhf.

“No wizard had ever been foolish enough to try and summon him. But by that time, I was an expert. I had outstripped even my mentor. So I performed the ritual.

“It went off perfectly. I wish now that I had failed, but I didn’t. I successfully summoned Zbgbeplpyhf.”

Chapter 8

Myrcurial bowed his head sadly, his story apparently over.

Professor Fitzgerald frowned. “What does that have to do with the sun?” he asked.

Professor Cameron put a hand on his shoulder. “Don’t you see? The demon Zbgbeplpyhf and the sun are one and the same.”

“It’s true,” said Myrcurial. “Since the beginning of time, our planet has revolved around one of the most powerful demons in existence. That is, until I tried to control his energy, and sent him hurtling toward us. I’m very sorry.”

Cameron regarded the wizard with a mixture of pity and judgment.

“Just like our dependence on fossil fuels, your dependence on the magic granted by ancient demons has had a deleterious effect on our ecosystem,” she said. “But maybe you can redeem yourself. Is it at all possible to reverse the summoning?”

Myrcurial shook his head. “I’ve tried every single spell in

existence. There’s no force on Earth or in Hell that can stop Zbgbeplpyhf from making his journey.”

“Hold on a second,” said Fitzgerald. He glared at Cameron. “Are you comparing Myrcurial’s infernal power, granted by demons, to the fossil fuels that are produced primarily in the Middle East? Are you saying that the citizens of oil-producing countries are like evil demons?”

“Not at all,” said Cameron. “The people of the Middle East have never been a homogeneous mass—at least, they weren’t before they all melted to death. Culpability in the abuse of our natural resources was shared by people all over the world. If you insist on extending my analogy, I guess you’d say that the demons correspond to those persons in power who made decisions based on greed, to the exclusion of any respect for the planet we all share.”

“No!” cried Myrcurial. “That doesn’t work, because on my side of the analogy, the demons weren’t the ones who lacked respect for the planet. The demons didn’t act out of greed. That was me. I’m the one who’s to blame.”

“I guess no analogy works out perfectly,” said Fitzgerald.

Professor Cameron furrowed her brow. She was very close to reaching an answer.

“I think I’ve got it,” she said. “Maybe instead, the demons correspond to the dinosaurs and other ancient life forms whose organic matter, subjected to intense pressure over millions of years, became petroleum.”

“That works a lot better,” said Fitzgerald, “but we still have no hope of preventing or surviving Zbgbeplpyhf’s arrival.”

Chapter 9

The sun, which had always been the demon Zbgbeplpyhf, sped toward his summoner. The earth began to crumble apart, and then it fell, like a drop of water, into the demon’s blazing surface. All evidence of humanity, all evidence that any planet had ever existed in that ring of space—the entire world was erased from existence in the fires of Zbgbeplpyhf.


PART TWO

Sumne se hara wulf / deaðe gedælde.

— The Wanderer


Stephen

Stephen got ready to take a shower. He turned on the hot water in his shower. He took off all of his clothes. Stephen was totally naked. His clothes were in a messy pile next to his powerful feet.

He got into the shower. The hot water flowed all over his naked body. It was almost as if he was wearing hot, shiny, transparent water instead of clothing. The steam rose up in a gauzy wreath around his nude form.

Stephen gripped a bar of smooth soap and rubbed it vigor- ously on his body. The suds dripped down his torso and legs. He scrubbed himself assiduously. All the sweat and grime that was on his skin was washed away. The dirty suds traveled lazily past his strong, naked feet and down the drain.

Then Stephen heard something growl. A wild wolf burst into his shower and began to tear viciously at his naked body with its fangs. Stephen tried to resist the beast but he could not. Even his smooth, taut, muscular feet could not beat the wolf away. The wolf killed him, and dragged his limp body back to its home to feed to the cubs.


Them’s the Snakes

I was at Kelly’s house for dinner, and I noticed she had a new pet snake.

“Everyone seems to be getting snakes lately!” I said. “Can I play with it?”

“No,” said Kelly.

“Well, fine,” I said. I turned away from the cute little snake and its little glass case. “What are we having for dinner?”

“Mice,” said Kelly. “What? For real?”

Kelly looked confused. “Oh, I thought you meant, what will the snake eat? The snake will eat mice. We humans don’t have to eat mice. Because of our large stomachs, and our molars, which are useful for chewing, we can eat much larger animals.”

“That’s true,” I said, even though the way Kelly explained it sounded really weird. “So, what are we going to eat?”

“A chicken,” Kelly said. “I purchased the chicken from a store, and now it is in my refrigerator. It’s important to cook the

chicken first, though. Illness can result from consuming un- cooked meat.”

“I’ve heard that too!” I said.

Kelly went into the kitchen to cook the chicken, leaving me alone in her living room. I looked back at her pet snake. It looked so cute!
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I told myself, I know how to handle snakes. Kelly is just being overprotective. I’ll take it out of its cage for a second, just so it doesn’t get bored.

So I opened up the cage. The snake was so happy to be let out! It coiled itself around my wrist and said:

“Ryan! It’s me, Kelly! The snake stole my body! You gotta help me!”

It sounded crazy, but it kind of made sense. The stuff Kelly had just said sounded a lot like the kinds of things a snake would say.

“What should I do? How can I switch your bodies back?” I asked.

“I don’t know! I don’t know how it happened at all. But you gott a get us both out of here before she gets back!”

It was too late for that, though, because right then Kelly— the snake that was using Kelly’s body—came back into the living room. She had a headless chicken corpse in one hand and a meat cleaver in the other.

“Neither of you are going anywhere,” she hissed.

I tried to escape, but she backed me into a corner. She raised the meat cleaver over her head.

“I told you not to play with my snake,” she said.


That’s Just Crate

I was visiting my friend Marcus, whom I hadn’t seen in some time. We were reminiscing about the good old days, back in high school, when we didn’t have a care in the world.

“Remember Miss Fields, the geometry teacher?” I asked. “No,” said Marcus.

“Before she taught high school, she used to be a nun or something. Some kind of crazy nun,” I said.

“Well, I don’t remember her.”

“Okay, well, do you remember Leanne? She sat in front of you in that class. She didn’t notice you trying to smell her hair, but I sure did.”

“I don’t remember her either.”

“Do you remember the principal, Doctor Hock? Who used to put his hand on your head and call you ‘Champ’?”

“No,” said Marcus.

“Well, good grief!” I said. “Where the heck is your yearbook? We need to jog your memory.”

“The old books are in the basement,” Marcus told me. “Well, let’s get on down there then!”

Marcus and I went on down to the basement. Seeing all his old things laid out before me gave me a thrill, because up to that point I thought I was the only one who hoarded so much junk. The first thing I noticed, though, was a large wooden crate.

“I’ve seen that kind of crate in a lot of people’s houses recently! What’s inside?” I asked.

“No,” said Marcus. “I mean, nothing. There is nothing in that crate. Don’t open it.”

I said “Fine, then,” and we looked around the rest of the basement for Marcus’s yearbook. We couldn’t find it. I was pretty sure it was in that crate, and Marcus just didn’t want me to see it because he had a really dumb haircut or something in his yearbook picture. That’s what I would have done, anyway.

There was a noise upstairs.

“Someone is at the door,” said Marcus. “You will stay here. I will answer the door.”

He walked up the stairs and left me alone in his basement. I figured now was my chance to check inside the crate, so I tiptoed over and pulled open the lid.

I gasped. Inside the crate was the dead body of my friend Marcus. His eyes were bugging out, as if he had died by getting

hit in the head with something really big and heavy.

It was very terrible for me to see my friend dead, but it was also confusing, because I had just seen Marcus alive, walking up the stairs to answer the door. To add to the confusion, presently the alive Marcus walked back down the stairs. He was holding a big heavy metal pipe.

“Marcus!” I yelled. “Tell me what the heck is going on here!” “No,” said Marcus. As he approached, he raised the metal pipe above his head.

“I told you not to open my crate,” he said.


The Grape of Things to Come

I was out for a picnic with my friend Alice. It was a gorgeous day, and the sun shone so brightly that we both had to wear sunglasses.

Alice had a bunch of grapes, which she was eating in a sensuous manner. It worked like this: she bent back her head, and she lifted the bunch of grapes by the stem, and then she lowered it toward her mouth until she could grip one grape between her teeth. Then she pulled up on the bunch of grapes, so that the grape in her teeth popped off and into her mouth.

She did this a few times, to my utter entrancement. I had never known Alice to be such a sexy lady.

“Those grapes look really good,” I said. “Can I have one?” “No,” said Alice.

“Come on! Why are you acting so crazy all of a sudden? You’ve got all kinds of grapes over there, and I just want one.”

She pulled off another grape, looked at it for a moment, and then pushed it into her mouth extremely slowly.

“No,” she said.

“Alice. You know how, in that one movie, the lady asks the maid to peel a grape? Well, I will peel a grape for you. I will do that for you, if you just let me eat one grape. You can eat the peeled one.”

Alice laughed. She stuck out her tongue at me, then she put a grape on her tongue, and then she pulled her tongue back into her mouth with the grape on top of it. She ate the grape.

“Alice!” I pleaded. “I will pay you money for a grape!”

By now, what had been a proper bunch of grapes had become mostly exposed stems. Alice pulled off one of the longer pieces of stem, and she put it in her mouth.

“Alice,” I said, but then I stopped talking so I could stare at her mouth. Her lips were pinched tightly together, and her jaw was gyrating around with a hypnotic intensity.

Then she opened her mouth and pulled out the grape stem. It was now tied into a knot.

I reached out for the few remaining grapes, but my hands were batted away.

“No,” said Alice.

She pulled off the rest of the grapes in a big bunch, and then she let them roll out of her hand into her mouth. I tried to protest, but all that came out of me was a weak whimper.

She ignored me. “The sun is way too bright,” she said. “I’m going back to the car, to get my parasol.”

She got up from the picnic blanket and looked down at me in disdain.

“That last grape is mine, though,” she said. “Don’t eat it.”

As she walked off, I looked back at the grape stem. There was still one grape attached to it!

And Alice was gone. I was alone with the grape. It was just the grape and me. If I ate it now, Alice couldn’t stop me. She would be mad when she got back, but what could she do about it?

“Nothing,” the grape seemed to say.

I yanked the grape off of its stem and popped it into my mouth. I bit down on it until it popped, like an eyeball.

It tasted amazing. It was the best grape I had ever experi- enced. It was almost too good to be a grape.

I chewed it, and I swallowed it, and just when it was too late I noticed there was something wrong. The grape’s juices were sticking to my throat in a weird way. It felt disturbingly warm, and the warmth traveled up my neck and into my brain.

I grabbed my head and groaned in frustration. I could feel a strange influence invading my mind, overriding my memories and my personality. All my goals in life were replaced with new, abnormal desires, and my mind’s eye swam deliriously as it considered all the horrible, sexy things that the grape was going to make me do. I fell on my back, paralyzed, the sun streaming down on a body that was no longer my own.

Then the sun was blotted out as Alice raised her parasol over her head.

“I told you not to eat my grape,” she said.


Wrath of the Giant Leech

Chapter 1

Vicki was afraid of leeches.

“Really, Vicki?” her friend Carla asked her. “Have you seen a leech? They’re just little worms.”

“They hook onto you and suck your blood!” said Vicki. “It doesn’t matter how big they are!”

“I bet if you saw a real leech—” said Carla, but Vicki shushed her. She didn’t want to talk about leeches anymore.

Chapter 2

It was late that night when Vicki got back to her house. The porch light was turned off, so she had to spend a while fiddling with the lock on the front door.

Then she got inside and turned on the light. There was a giant leech on the floor.

Vicki screamed, and then she fell backwards, out onto the porch. She hit the porch with a horrible thud.

The leech got up. It was actually Carla, hiding inside a sleeping bag in such a way as to appear to be a giant leech. Her disguise had been completely convincing. She went outside to reassure Vicki.

Unfortunately, she couldn’t. Vicki was dead. Because of her inconsiderate prank, Carla had killed her best friend.


The Dogbiter

My friend had a dog and the Dogbiter bit his dog, and he saw the Dogbiter do it, so he was running after the Dogbiter, and the Dogbiter got away but my friend yelled “When I grow up I’m gonna be a veterinarian and I’ll help every dog that you bite!” so then the Dogbiter bit him and he got rabies and he died.

If the lights in your house go off and on and off and on really fast, that means that the Dogbiter is messing up your electricity, because it’s walking around on your roof.

The Dogbiter is afraid of garlic. And tomatoes. And candy necklaces. And fireballs.

I had a dream once that the Dogbiter was in my backyard and it was digging up my dog that died so I went to my backyard and I had a sword and I attacked the Dogbiter with it so he would stop digging up my dog but I missed, and then the Dogbiter bit me on my arm, and it hurt so bad that I woke up, and when I woke up there was a bite on my arm for real, and that’s how I got this scar on my arm.

You have to call the Dogbiter “it.” Because the Dogbiter isn’t a boy, and it isn’t a girl. It isn’t anything.


Hannah Jacks, Ghost Psychologist

9/6: walking over at the lake, found ghost of test pilot who crashed & died in lake. told him planes are safer today because of his sacrifice. seemed to make him feel better.

9/8: walking through forest, found ghost of headless horse. led it to clearing where earlier i had seen ghost of horse’s head. stuck them together. everybody’s happy.

9/10: kyle came by. we had a fight. no ghosts.

9/16: party at apartment of a friend of a friend. no kyle. heard screams from apartment upstairs. suspecting ghosts, went upstairs to investigate. just a baby. not my problem.

9/18: called in to inspect haunted hayride. no ghosts.

9/23: inspected competing haunted hayride. no ghosts. was offered bribe to say there were ghosts. told them to eff off.

9/30: ghost in parking lot (formerly cornfield) moaning about girlfriend. told him she was happy/dead. ghost told me to look her up & make sure.

10/1: went over to city hall to look up ghost’s girlfriend in newspaper archives. ran into my supervisor. he told me i should start keeping a log of all my fieldwork so he can prove our department isn’t wasting the taxpayers’ money, which is exactly what he told me on the day i started working for him. i told him it was a great idea. [note to myself: hannah if mark ever asks to see your logbook you should delete this part first]

anyway the girlfriend of the parking lot guy. she married some other guy & is 96 y.o., now living in omaha. not sure what to tell ghost. will return to parking lot tomorrow.

10/2: not feeling up to it today

10/5: returned to parking lot to talk to ghost. he wanted to go to omaha. told him that was a bad idea. long argument. he’s still in parking lot probably & now i am depressed.

10/7: phone rang right as i was getting to bed. guy says a ghost is in his house throwing around dishes/chairs/etc. i ask if he has a teenager, he says yes, i tell him there’s no ghost, it’s just the kid’s latent whatever manifesting as psychic whatever. dad got mad. i don’t care.

10/10: looked for ghosts near creek. harassed by teenagers. 10/12: saw ghosts of fancy victorian couple waiting for coach

downtown. they said we were standing outside garrett building; i told them garrett building burnt down in 1889. they realized they probably died in fire/missed coach. we all laughed, fancy carriage showed up, they got on & disappeared in fog. nice folks.

10/13: weird day. ghost of a car tried to tell me something by honking/vrooming. i told it i couldn’t understand it & it tried to run me over but it drove through me harmlessly. it got frustrated & drove away. not my problem.

must be getting close to halloween.

10/16: car ghost has been honking me awake at 7 every morn- ing. still don’t know what it wants

10/18: really earned my paycheck today. three hours talking to ghost under hugh street bridge (jumped) while up to my ankles in freezing water. soaking in tub now, fighting off frost- bite/pneumonia. at least ghost is ok.

10/22: spent the day being led across town by ghost car. ended up way out in the country. found rusty car abandoned in ditch, which apparently is the car equivalent of not getting a proper burial. called lisa (tow truck), should be taken care of by tonight.

10/23: no more honking!

10/30: no ghosts in the past week. must be saving it for tomor- row. better get ready for a long day.

10/31: kyle called, i didn’t bother picking up, message on machine now which i don’t feel like listening to. no ghosts. handing out candy to kids wearing sheets w/ eyeholes cut out & teenagers in slutty cheerleader outfits.


El Piano

The scariest thing I ever saw? Well, one particular event springs immediately to mind. It was at this honkytonk down in Mexico.

Due to circumstances I was unable to leave town for a while, so I spent a lot of time sitting at the end of the bar, watching folks walk in and out and listening to their conversations when I got the chance. The bartender and I got to be friends—but not the kind of friends who know each other very well.

Sitting at that bar, I could look in the big mirror and see all the rest of the establishment behind me. There wasn’t much to see: a cigarette machine by the door, and over in the other corner, a piano. It was an old upright number, with wood as chipped and finish as faded as anything else in that dump.

I saw plenty of folks trying to get something out of that cigarette machine, although they never did, but for the longest dang time I never saw anyone so much as lean on the piano. They didn’t notice it, or they did notice it and they didn’t care, or they did care and they just didn’t want anyone to find out they did. For myself, I’m far from being the musical sort, so I barely gave it a thought. I count myself lucky I didn’t.

One evening, though, a stranger walks in. He looks around the bar with a big grin on his face. He rattles something off in Español to the bartender, and the bartender gives him a kind of a nod in return, and the stranger looks around the place again, and he sees that piano. I guess he missed it his first time through.
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He walks straight up to it and looks it over. He hits one of the keys, and the dang thing makes a noise—which surprised me a little, since I had started to think it might be all just for show. But this guy was more than surprised; he was plain old giddy to hear that note come out of that piano. I couldn’t even see his face, on account of I was watching this all happening in the mirror, but I didn’t have any trouble seeing how pleased this poor guy was.

There’s no stool or anything by the piano, so he pulls over a chair from one of the tables, and he sits down and starts plunk- ing those keys. I said already, I’m no musician, and even I can tell that thing hasn’t been tuned in the last decade, but this guy doesn’t care. He just hits the keys he likes best, and after a bit he figures out a little melody. Just a few notes in a row; it could have been the beginning of some song he remembered from when he was a kid. Or maybe he made it up on the spot, I don’t know.

Well, he plays that little song for himself over a few times,

and just when it’s about to get on everybody’s nerves, a second guy comes in. I didn’t see him come through the door; at the time, I couldn’t figure out where the guy had come from— although I did figure that out a bit later.

This guy turns a few more heads than the first. He’s got an even bigger smile, for one thing, and he’s wearing a good- looking suit, and he’s got the biggest eyebrows anybody ever saw. This fellow doesn’t say anything to the bartender; he just heads right on over to where that first man is playing the piano. The first guy looks up, he plays his little song for the new guy and smiles at him. The new guy smiles back.

“It’s a very fine piano, isn’t it?” the new guy says, even though it’s not. “It happens to be my own personal property. It also happens to have certain statutes and rules associated with its use.

“Now, I expect you were not informed of the rules and restrictions associated with the tickling of these here ivories, or else I expect you would not have elected to do so—as you clearly have done, of your own free will. But then, you apparently did not inquire as to the existence of any such rules or regulations. You did not perform your due diligence, as we say. Did you?”

The man sitting at the piano didn’t seem to have an answer ready for this question, so the man in the suit kept going. “However, I think you will not find that the consequences for your actions as per the established rules are in any way unfair. Tough they are, yes indeed. But fair.

“Here are the rules, to which you have implicitly agreed by your volitional act of plinka-plunking on my pianoforte. On the one hand, I could end your life right here and now. Yes, sir. I would be within my rights. But we don’t want that, do we? No.”

The man at the piano shook his head. He looked worried.

“Luckily we have another option, which is as follows: the two of us will have a kind of competition. You will momentarily cede control of this instrument to me, and I will play as good a tune as I can muster up. Then you will have the opportunity to respond with your own effort. If the quality of your piano playing meets or exceeds my own, then I’ll just be on my way, and you’ll be allowed to enjoy the rest of your evening.

“Contrariwise, if you are unable to match my abilities, then I will be forced to remove you from these premises, body and soul, and I will take you to my domain, which by men is called Hell, where you will for eternity be subjected to unending torment.”

The bartender, who had been watching all this unfold along with me, leaned over to whisper in my ear.

“That man in the suit is el Diablo—the Devil,” he told me, although by now I had figured that out on my own.

“Now, as scary as that may sound, I expect it’s a sight better than just dropping dead on the barroom floor, isn’t it? So, if you don’t mind, I will begin the proceedings with my own perform- ance,” said the Devil, motioning for the other guy to remove himself from his chair. The other guy, who apparently figured he wasn’t in much of a position to argue, went ahead and got up.

The Devil sits down. He scoots the chair a bit, so his arms are the right distance from the keys. He cracks his knuckles. He puts his hands down on that keyboard, and he starts to play.

I don’t know anything about music, but I can tell the difference, when I’m paying attention, between good piano- playing and bad piano-playing. The Devil played that piano good. I’m not saying I liked what I heard, but I knew it wasn’t the kind of act you want to follow.

No, I’m sorry, but I don’t care to describe that music in any greater detail. I will say that when he got done, the silence in

that bar was unbearable. I didn’t even want to breathe.

But then the chair in front of the piano squeaked as the Devil stood up, and he said to his friend “Now it’s your turn,” and the poor guy sits down at the chair and starts playing.

You see where this is going. The guy plays the same little melody he was playing before the Devil walked in. Four or five notes. He plays it once, he plays it again a little slower, and then he looks up at the Devil with a big grin on his face, like he’s saying, Hey! Not too bad, huh?

The Devil smiles back. “Well now, let’s get ourselves a verdict,” he says, and he looks over at the bar.

He didn’t look at the bartender, though; he looked at my reflection in the mirror. I’ll tell you what: the stuff I saw after that was plenty scary, but when the Devil turned and looked me in the eye, that was the scariest thing I ever saw.

“If you think this man played a better piano tune than I did, go ahead and speak up,” he says.

The bartender and me both don’t say anything, so the Devil says “Then it’s unanimous,” and then—well, you know what, maybe this part was the scariest. You tell me:

First the Devil pulls the other guy up out of his chair. The guy yells out “No!” which, if you’ve been paying attention, was the first thing he said since the Devil walked in.

Then the piano up and disappears, and in the corner of floor it was covering up, there’s this big hole through the floorboards. Out of the hole there comes this hot wind, and smoke, and a smell like rotten eggs, which I am led to believe is what brim- stone smells like. And not only that, but you could hear screams from way down in the hole. Lots of folks screaming.

The poor guy screams “No!” again, and he tries to run off, but Old Scratch has him by the neck, and he says: “Too late

now! You lost, I’m afraid, and the rules are pretty clear about the punishment for losing. So, down we go!”

The Devil laughs, and in response that black pit spits up a big plume of flames, and the guy is saying “No, no, no, no,” but the Devil doesn’t say anything more; he just jumps down the hole, dragging the other guy with him, and as they’re falling together down into Hell, the guy finally spits out what he’s been trying to say: “¡No hablo ingles!”

The piano reappeared, and the screaming faded away, and when I got over the shock of what’d happened I turned to the bartender and asked: “No hablo ingles—What does that mean?”

The bartender shook his head and sighed: “It means that damned piano has lost me another customer.”


The Power of Plants

Professor Lothar stood in his state-of-the-art temperature- and humidity-controlled greenhouse and tapped a pencil against his notepad. He was taking notes on the behavior of a strange plant, which sat in a jar on a desk near a window.

“This plant continues to amaze me,” said Professor Lothar. “It seems to respond intelligently to spoken language. When I say, for example, ‘Hey, plant! Is it warm in here, or what?’ the plant emits a low-frequency signal in response, as if to say, ‘It sure is! Just the way I like it!’

“But if I say, ‘Hey, plant! Should I set you on fire?’ the plant emits a very high frequency, as if to say, ‘No, no! Don’t set me on fire, Professor Lothar! I’ll be good! I promise!’ Actually, the specific frequency seems to be...”

Professor Lothar scribbled out some calculations on his notepad.

“...196 gigahertz.”

The plant swayed slightly, as if shaking its head.

“Of course, right now I am simplifying the plant’s behavior to a cartoonish degree,” he continued. “The exact subtleties of this plant’s ‘intelligence’ are so complex that only one person understands them—me. In fact, I doubt if any other person could come close to understanding this plant as well as I do. It would seem very arrogant of me to suggest that I am the smartest person on earth, but the fact is, I am. I am smarter than anyone else.”

As Lothar said this, one of the plant’s tendrils reached out and tapped at his notepad. It tapped between the “19” and the “6” he had just written down, as if to indicate that a decimal point should be in that position.

Lothar frowned. “What is this plant doing? It might be a smart plant, but apparently it can’t keep its tendrils to itself. Hey, plant! Don’t screw around with my data! I just did the math. The frequency is 196 gigahertz. See?”

He wrote out the calculation again. He gasped.

“The plant was right!” he whispered. “The frequency really was 19.6 gigahertz! But that means...”

Professor Lothar fell to his knees and howled: “That means this plant is smarter than me!”

Lothar leaped up and looked around the greenhouse. He picked up a pair of pruning shears from a nearby table.

“I’m the smartest person alive! Do you hear me?” he screamed at the plant. “I won’t stand to let a stupid plant be smarter than me!”

He reached out with the shears to sever the plant’s stem. But before he could close the blades, two of the plant’s tendrils

reached out and grabbed Professor Lothar. The plant lifted the professor’s body into the air.

“How disappointing,” said the plant. “We had expected better from the smartest person alive, but I guess humans just aren’t ready for us to share the power of plants.”

The plant pulled the pruning shears out of Lothar’s hands and smashed the window. It loosened its grip on Lothar, who fell heavily to the floor. Then, it pulled itself out of its jar and crawled out the hole in the window, leaving Professor Lothar to sob inconsolably in his state-of-the-art greenhouse.


The Reflection

Dear Diary,

I haven’t written in here for a long time because not much has been going on but tonight something really weird happened. I was getting ready for bed and combing my hair and when I looked in the mirror there was something wrong. It looked like I was scowling.

I thought maybe I had been scowling all day and didn’t realize it, because I’ve been kind of depressed since Tori turned me down, so I tried to put on a big smile instead. I’ve been trying really hard to smile when I’m out in public, so that my lousy mood doesn’t infect anybody else, and anyway I don’t want Tori to think I’m always moping around all the time. So I thought I was getting pretty good at fake smiles.

But apparently I’m not, because it still looked like the person in the mirror was really mad about something! I feel really self- conscious now. Maybe I need to try a different fake smiling technique.

I mean, the only other explanation I can think of is that there’s another person, on the other side of that mirror, who even though he used to look exactly the same as me all the time, now he’s disappointed in me for some reason, and doesn’t feel like giving me the same fake smile that I’m giving him.

That’s crazy, though. I must be staying up too late, getting weird ideas. Sorry, diary! I’ll write again soon, I promise.

Love,

Ryan


DEAR RYAN

YEAH ACTUALLY YOUR REFLECTION TOTALLY DOES HATE YOU

I HATE YOU TOO BY THE WAY

STOP WRITING IN ME PLEASE

- YOUR DIARY


Codex Mvscarvm

It all began at Logan’s, the burger place on Drapsmann Avenue. When I arrived, Professor Russ had already picked a table for us. I put my jacket back on as I sat down, and I asked him why on earth he had decided we should sit directly underneath an air conditioning vent.

He glanced around the dining room before he answered me. “I want them to stay away from us,” he said.

“Who’s they?” “The flies,” he said.

I thought it was pretty strange that Professor Russ was paranoid of flies all of a sudden, since I knew he had been studying flies for about a year. This in itself was weird, since Brice’s PhD was in linguistics, not biology or zoology or what- ever discipline Fly Science is a division of.

But he was nervous, so I decided not to press the point. We ordered a couple of burgers and sat around quietly, the AC blowing down on our heads, until Brice finally decided to tell me why he had called me.

“I want to show you something,” he said, pulling a metal cigarette case out of his pocket. He laid the case on the table and opened it to reveal a folded white handkerchief. He unfolded the handkerchief slowly, as if he thought the thing inside was asleep, and he didn’t want to wake it.

“Look closely,” he said.

I leaned toward the handkerchief and squinted. At first I thought there was nothing there, but then I noticed a tiny grey square in the center.

When I try to picture it in my head, the one detail that my imagination can’t handle is how incredibly small the object was. It was infinitesimal. In the same way looking at a distant star makes one feel tiny, when I looked at that rectangle, my own body seemed gigantic—but this was not an empowering sensa- tion. Rather, the presence of the square was like a message from the deepest corners of the universe, stating that my range of experience was too broad, too coarsely grained, to include any of its true detail. The object was awe-inspiring, but its presence was also disturbing.

“What is it?” I asked.

“It is a book,” said Brice. “Written by flies, for flies. It’s a very important book in fly culture, their equivalent of the Christian Bible.”

“Amazing,” I whispered. It seemed almost too incredible to

be true, but here it was in front of me.

“I learned of the book’s existence shortly after I began my inter-disciplinary research into the social behavior of flies. It took me months to find a copy of my own.” I expected him to begin telling me the story of how the book came into his hands, but in its place he heaved a weary sigh.

“I’m not supposed to have it,” was all the more he said. “What does it say? Or, I should ask, have you translated it?” Brice shook his head. “I’m still a long way away from that.” “But why did you bring it to me?” I asked. “I mean, my

research has been in comparative mythology, but this feels like it might be out of my league.”

“Well, it’s a little embarrassing,” he said. “The first reason is, because I know I can trust you. I don’t want the world at large to find out about this Fly Bible.”

I nodded, not knowing how soon I would be compelled to break my friend’s trust.

“The second reason is because your office is in the Dover building, which shares a hallway with the imaging facility.”

“What’s in the imaging facility?” I asked—in retrospect, I guess it was a stupid question.

“The text of the book is too small to be read with the naked eye. To read it at all, I’ll need to use the University’s scanning electron microscope.”

We made a plan to meet in the Dover building and sneak into the imaging center in the early hours of the next Saturday morning. I drove home from Logan’s and went to bed.

* * *

My dreams that night were of tiny things: seeds, crumbs, grains of salt. Those things that you see floating across the surface of your eye sometimes.

I dreamed I saw a red blood cell, speeding toward me through somebody's arteries. The cell came closer, and I saw the constituent molecules of its cell wall. My vision dove into the interior of the cell, and I beheld its nucleus.

Then I remembered: human red blood cells do not have nuclei. The nucleus disappeared from my mind’s eye, and I zoomed out, out of the cell, out of the blood vessel, out of the person’s body. I realized that the person was myself. I had been

staring at my own blood.

I woke up in a cold sweat. The idea of looking at my own blood was too nauseating to bear.

At least it was still inside my body, I told myself. That thought was just comforting enough to let me return to sleep.

* * *

I didn’t tell Brice about my dreams, for fear they would betray my misgivings about his plan. I was nervous. I didn’t know whether I really wanted to learn what was contained in the Fly Bible.

While I tried to disguise my concern, Brice wore both his apprehension and his exhilaration on his sleeve. I could see him grinding his teeth as I approached the Dover building, but when he saw me coming, he started grinning—far too broadly, like a deranged person.

Breaking into the imaging facility was no problem, but once this was accomplished, I realized I had never been inside the facility before. Looking around, I saw rows of anonymous machinery, walls posted with warning posters that I barely understood, and, at the far end of the room, huge windows displaying the campus in that unsettling glow which oozes from the horizon in the hours just before dawn.

I was worried for a moment that Brice and I would spend the next hour looking around the room, trying to determine which machine was the electron microscope. Brice knew what he was looking for, though, and walked briskly past me and toward the device he wanted. Again he withdrew the steel cigarette case from his jacket. Again he unfolded the clean white handkerchief within.

I shuddered, for though at a distance of ten feet I could not

see the Fly Bible, I knew it was there.

It took Brice a few minutes to prepare the chamber and mount the book in the microscope, during which time I only looked on silently. He had become possessed of such a single- minded intensity that I dared not ask if he needed any help, or a drink of water, or anything like that.

He activated the device. I had braced myself for it to begin buzzing loudly, but in fact it only produced a calm whirring, the merest indication that electrons were being emitted, or con- densed, or detected by anything. Brice turned to begin manipu- lating a computer console, looking down at a monitor that I could not see from my vantage point.

“Can you read it yet?” I asked.

“Please be quiet,” Brice barked, with an uncharacteristic impatience. “I need to focus.”

I don’t know whether he meant that he needed mental focus, or that he needed to focus the microscope. I guess it doesn’t matter now.

Brice spent several minutes adjusting his instruments, his eyes never leaving the computer screen. I was too afraid to speak; I

was too afraid to come any closer.

Suddenly his nostrils flared, and I could tell the text of the Fly Bible had come into focus on his screen. At the time, I wished I could see what he was looking at. Now I hope I never will.

Brice’s eyes flashed demonically, and I noticed they were scanning up and down the image on the screen with deliberate purpose. Then I saw his lips beginning to mouth words, and I realized that somehow he could understand the symbols on the page.

Then he began to read aloud. A horrendous screeching buzzing rose from the depths of his throat and filled the room. Brice pronounced the language of the flies as if he had been studying it for years.

The sound of the buzzing increased; now it was coming from all around us. I covered my ears, but the sound seemed to reverberate through the floor, up my legs, to resound all the louder in my skull. I felt my stomach vibrating, and thought that I would vomit.

A black cloud rose in the sky outside the window. It was unnaturally low to the ground, and it was coming closer. I looked back at Brice, but he went on with his incantation. The cloud grew nearer, and the cacophonous buzzing intensified.

Realizing what was about to happen, I ran out of the room and slammed the door behind me. I heard a crash—they had broken through the windows—and then the buzzing was even louder.

I looked through the window set in the door just in time to see the giant mass of flies approach Brice. His mouth still moving, he raised his arms, and the flies moved in around him. They covered his body in a living, buzzing cocoon. Then, with

what seemed to be very little effort, the swarm flew away,

carrying Professor Russ inside them.

The buzzing receded into the distance. When I thought I could be sure that all the flies were gone, I rushed back inside.

When I looked at the microscope’s monitor, there was nothing on the screen but unfocused grey fuzz. The commotion must have disrupted the instruments. I was barely aware of my actions: part of me was in shock, but another part of me knew that some evidence of this unspeakable event had to be pre- served. I repressurized the viewing chamber and opened up the microscope.

I couldn’t see the bible. It was too small. I stared into that specimen-mounting panel for what seemed like ages, but the book was just too small.

A gust of wind blew in through the shattered windows, and I sensed something blowing past me. It might have been just a speck of dust, but I howled in frustration, believing that the Fly Bible was lost forever.

* * *

Of course, Professor Russ was never heard from again. I have no way of knowing where those flies carried him away to, or for what reason. Maybe Brice is still alive, somewhere beyond the limits of human civilization, ruling over the flies as their god. Maybe his bones lie spread out in the desert somewhere, sucked clean by hungry proboscises.

But somehow the fate of my friend isn’t what keeps me up at night. The thing that fills me with dread is the mere existence of the Fly Bible. Its tininess haunts me, and still invades my dreams. How many things in this world are kept secret from us, simply because our frame of vision is too wide to detect them, and our hands too huge to manipulate them? What unspeakable horrors lurk in the dust on top of your dashboard—in the cracks of a sidewalk—on the skin behind your ear?

And yet another thing worries me: I am reasonably certain that the flies do not know yet that I witnessed what happened to Brice Russ that terrible morning. But the flies of this world are so much more capable than we ever suspected! They write, they organize themselves, they have religion—perhaps they even go to church. I am sure that flies must also share our flaws: that they fear the unknown; that they guard their secrets greedily; that they would swear revenge on anyone who betrayed those secrets.
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I know that, for now, it is impossible for flies to read these words, since they will be printed on a page too massive for their tiny compound eyes to comprehend. But if they ever do read this tale, then they might find me, and exact some awful punishment on me for revealing the existence of their holy book. And, though it seems absurd, I fear that they will read these words, as soon as they invent a device that makes very large things look smaller. I dread the day they discover this technology, though I cannot imagine the device that would result. Whatever the opposite of a microscope is.


Contest Winners

Congratulations and thanks to all who entered our Short ‘n’ Scary Spooky Short Stories Contest! We had a bumper crop of entries this year (and a lot of real spine-tinglers!) from all over the US and even Canada! It was a real shame to have to pick only one winner.

The contest rules were: Participants were encouraged to submit scary stories of eight words or less. Staff members and their family members/pets are prohibited from submitting. Each participant could submit up to six entries. Winners were voted for by our staff in a secret ballot.

We hope each and every one scares your socks off! Be sure to submit your own the next time the contest comes around! See you in 2013!


HONORABLE MENTIONS

“The famous chef served me my own dog.”

Jessica, IL

“Penelope’s eyes have fallen out from their sockets!”

Christian Favreau, QC

“Headline: WORLD NEWSPAPERS NOW CONTROLLED BY ROBOTS”

Gideon Malkmus, IA

“[Do] you like the leather seats? They’re human skin.”

Anonymous

“What flavor is this pie?” “It’s ghost flavor.”

Jenni Polodna, AZ

“That hairless cat wasn’t there a second ago...”

Patrick Hogan, TX

“No, the bugs are crawling all over YOU!”

Morgan Hogan, TX

“Would a fake doctor have such shiny knives?”

Bernie Hogan, TX


CONTEST WINNERS

Third Place ($10 gift certificate):

“a clown had a chainsaw”

Noah Carlysle-Rhesus, AL (age 4)

Second Place ($25 gift certificate):

“Dance, slave! Dance for your teeth!”

M. Zimpfermann, MA

First Place ($50 gift certificate and T-shirt):

“The movie Eraserhead”

Kyle Franks, VT


Jessica’s Big Decision

Talk about your whirlwind romances! Jessica had only met Bobby six months before, but they were completely bonkers over each other. Bobby proposed and Jessica said “Yes!” and now here they were, enjoying some kind of weird pre-marriage honeymoon thing in a beautiful island community over in the Pacific Ocean somewhere. Jessica was nineteen, and she didn’t know exactly how old Bobby was but she was pretty sure he was older than her. They were both old enough to make their own decisions, anyway, which is all that’s really relevant here.

Like I said, they were koo-koo crazy in love. They spent basically all of their time embracing, and feeling each other up, and kissing each other on the face and mouth. Bobby kept pressuring Jessica to “go all the way” (have sex) with him, but Jessica, who was raised Presbyterian, would say “Not until we’re married, Bobby!” and he would leave off the subject for a while.

This was a process that repeated itself pretty much con- stantly, all the time, because like I said, these two kids were getting physical to some degree at every available opportunity. Finally it was the night before the wedding, and while he was catching his breath in between smooches Bobby decided to lay it on the line:

“Jessica. Seriously,” he said. “Ten hours or whatever from now, we will be married. We are basically married already. It is seriously just a matter of hours. Nobody is gonna know, and even if they knew, they wouldn’t care. Will you please, please just loosen up and do it with me?”

Jessica felt a little sad for Bobby, who was doing a good job of coming off as pathetic, and she wondered to herself if it really would be the worst thing in the world if she gave Bobby what he wanted a little while before the wedding instead of a little while after.

She sighed a big sigh. “Okay, Bobby,” she said. “Let’s do this.”

“Aha!” cried Bobby, and he jumped up all of a sudden with a triumphant look on his face. Then he pulled off his face, which apparently had been a rubber mask all along. Underneath the incredibly handsome and youthful mask, he was...

“Pastor Robert!” Jessica shrieked. It was indeed Jessica’s Presbyterian minister from way back home. “What are you doing here?”

“I should ask you the same question!” Pastor Robert replied

in a booming voice, a voice he had trained to project to the far back pews of Jessica’s church back in Illinois. “Didn’t you make a pledge when you were thirteen that you would save yourself for marriage?”

“Yeah, but,” Jessica said, trying to piece together what the heck was even going on in this situation. “You only got me to consider breaking that pledge because you spent six months going on dates and making out with me! What kind of psycho are you?”

Jessica glared at Pastor Robert, and he started looking a little sheepish. He wanted to get up out of bed, but he couldn’t for some reason.

“I guess I lost track of myself,” he said. “I just wanted to confirm that you had learned the value of chastity, but I got caught up in the thrill of the chase, and the deception, and all the really fun making out we were doing. You’ve proved your virtue a thousand times over, and I should have stopped toying with you a long time ago. I hope you can forgive me.”

Although forgiving Pastor Robert would probably be the virtuous thing to do, any normal person in Jessica’s situation would need some time to process all this crazy nonsense before they could make that kind of decision.

“But I’m not a normal person!” Jessica yelled. “You want me to be a goody two-shoes, like I was when I was a kid? Well, a lot has changed since I was in your Sunday School class, Pastor Robert. I went to high school, and I learned a lot of new things, and I made new friends.”

Keeping her eyes on the pastor, Jessica moved across their hotel room toward her engraved cherry wood trunk that she had never let her boyfriend/fiancé see the inside of. She leaned down

and blew softly into the keyhole. The latch opened, and the lid of

the trunk sprang up like it was alive.

“From those new friends, I learned the art of black magic,” said Jessica. Pastor Robert gasped. He wanted to jump up and run away, but he couldn’t. His body wouldn’t let him.

“So, instead of doing the nice thing and forgiving you for leading me on in your totally deranged way, I’m going to curse you.”

Robert started to freak right out. What eldritch powers had Jessica picked up from her high school friends? What kind of strange and arcane punishment was going to be meted out on him? His mind literally reeled as he considered possible grisly fates, many of which involved horrible and ironic things happening to his genitals.

“Here we go!” said Jessica. From out of the magical crate she withdrew an iron mallet. It was an ancient-looking thing, with scratches and dents all over it and empty settings where orna- mental jewels had fallen out.

What is she going to do with that magic hammer? thought Pastor Robert. Is she going to hammer my genitals?

Jessica walked over to Pastor Robert and raised her free hand over him in a twisted, evil gesture. She spoke a magic spell: “Ghea Vagb Tynff!”

Pastor Robert became transparent. He had turned into a glass statue of himself. His muscular torso gleamed like a diamond, and his arms and legs were covered in tiny glass hairs.

Jessica swung her hammer down onto Pastor Robert, and he shattered into pieces.

Then, her heart quaking with shame and anger and pity and regret, she fell to her knees and wept.


PART THREE

Le tenían miedo a la luna!

— Neruda





Corey Takes It Too Far

Corey took his niece out to the park, and she fell on her face in the mud. Corey ran over to help her get up.

“You’re all dirty!” Corey cried. “Look, there are flies buzzing around you! You’re filthy dirty, and you’re stinky! Your parents are gonna have to hose you down.”

Corey considered his niece’s state. Her clothes were caked in mud. She had mud on her face. He shook his head.

“You know what? I can’t even drive you home, you’re so dirty. I’m just gonna have to leave you here, in the garbage.”

He picked up his niece and swung her around in the air. He held her over a garbage can. He hesitated.

“No,” he said. “It’s too late for that now. You’re too stinky. If I left you here, I’d get arrested for pollution. Come on, let’s get in the car.”

Corey and his niece got in his car. He didn’t drive his niece home, though. He drove her to the city landfill.

“Here,” he said, leading her out of his car. “This is the only place for you now. This is the only place where your smell won’t bother all the other people in town.”

He led his niece a little ways out into the piles of trash, and then he got back in his car and drove away.

Corey’s niece stood alone in the landfill and watched the sun go down.

As dusk started coming on, Corey drove back to the landfill. He got out of his car and found his niece. He knelt down and put his hands on her shoulders.

“I’m sorry,” he said, “but you’re just too stinky. Your parents and I could smell you all the way back at their house. Stinky winky! There’s only one thing to do.”

Corey sighed. “We’re gonna have to put you in the trash incinerator. It’s the only way to save everyone else from your smell.”

He pulled her back into his car.

“It’s just around the back of the landfill,” he said. “We’ll take care of this in no time.”

The incinerator building appeared in front of them, and Corey drove leisurely onward.

“Look at that beautiful sunset!” Corey said. He and his niece looked to the west.

Silhouetted by the sun was a tall structure: scaffolding that rose hundreds of feet into the air, and next to it, several long

metal tubes, like grain silos. But they weren’t grain silos.

Corey gasped.

“I just had an idea!” he said. “I think maybe we won’t have to put you in the trash incinerator after all!”

Corey turned his car around. He drove away from the landfill. He drove toward the setting sun, and toward NASA’s rocket launch site.

“If I can get you on that rocket,” he explained, “it’ll carry you to the moon, and your smell won’t bother anyone any- more.”

He drove faster. He drove straight up to the launch platform, and then he dragged his niece out of the car and up to the rocket.
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“Well, here goes,” said Corey. “I’ll let your parents know what happened to you. Maybe you should spell out a message to them with moon rocks, and they can read it with a telescope. They’ll probably miss you a lot, but at least they won’t have to smell you.”

Corey pushed his niece toward the rocket. “Go on!” he said. “They’re gonna launch without you!”

His niece began to ascend the launch platform. Corey sniffed. He was smelling the air.

“Wait!” he yelled. He ran up to his niece, who was just about to get inside the rocket to the moon.

“I must have carried you around too much, and been in the car with you for too long,” he said, “because now I smell too. I’m just as stinky as you are. Stinky winky.”

He shook his head sadly. “I guess I have to leave forever too.”

Walking hand in hand, Corey and his niece entered the rocket ship, and the rocket carried them away to the moon,

where their smell wouldn’t bother anyone anymore.


Kiss of the Spider Woman, Part 2

The Spider Woman advanced on me leisurely, her glistening fangs extending lasciviously. Still, I uselessly struggled to escape the wreath of fibers that entrapped me. The more I struggled, the more entrapped I became. It was like a straitjacket in this way.

“You should go ahead and keep trying to escape!” the Spider Woman screeched laughingly, throwing back her spidery head in a malevolent cackle. “I am consistently amused by your ineffective exertions.”

I tried to give the Spider Woman a contemptuous response, but my mouth was covered in sticky webs and could only produce a muffling attempt at a noise.

“Let me get that for you!” chortled the Spider Woman. She cut the webs off of my face with a sickle-shaped pincer.

“What were you saying?” she asked. Suddenly, I was too frightened to respond. My mouth heaved heavily the sick air which pervaded the Spider Woman’s cave.

“I have a difficult decision to make,” the Spider Woman rasped. “The question is, should I eat you... or kiss you?”

The sentence sent an icy chill through my heart. It almost seemed as if the phrase “kiss of the Spider Woman” might have two possible meanings.

“I guess it all depends... on how you taste!” With this terrifying sentence, the Spider Woman suddenly put her tongue on my face. My entire body trembled horribly with fear and uncertainty.

As the Spider Woman’s tongue gyrated wantonly across my face, suddenly I felt a stabbing pain, as if a polished silver dagger had been thrust into my temple. I thought it must be one of her horrible teeth finally piercing my skull, but suddenly the Spider Woman recoiled from my horrified body.

She let loose a horrendous screech. “Blood, oh, your blood! Your blood tastes so nasty!” she screeched, and I realized her tongue must have touched the inside of the scratch where I had cut my head on a rock when I fell into the cave of the Spider Woman. My mind reeled in a whirlwind of viscous confusion.

The Spider Woman’s throat produced a retching rasp. Suddenly, she vomited all over herself copiously, covering herself in hissing splashes of bile and ichor. I looked on in horror as the

Spider Woman’s vomit burned acidically through her own

horrible spiny skin. She screamed in horrible pain, and then, when the acid had demolished her body completely, she stopped screaming.

But I could not rest, for now I realized with a horrible chill that the Spider Woman’s monstrous saliva had surely entered my bloodstream. Soon its terrible properties would take effect, and as my body underwent the grotesque changes, so would my mind, until I, too, became the Spider Woman.


Dennis the Tour Guide’s Last Stand

[tape begins]

DENNIS: [clears throat] Now, ladies and gentlemen, welcome to the Rudolph Capoté Freak House. Ladies and gentlemen, the Rudolph Capoté Freak House was built in nineteen hundred and twenty-two by Mister Rudolph Capoté. It is a house that defies rationality. Science is not invited to the Rudolph Capoté Freak House. There are rooms that have been built without doors. There are doors that have been built without hinges and yet ladies and gentlemen there are two hundred and nineteen hinges in the Rudolph Capoté Freak House and every single one of them is attached in some way to a door. Ladies and gentle- men, do you believe in crystal healing? Have you ever had a psychic episode or experience? Ladies and gentlemen, these things are true and they are real inside the Rudolph Capoté Freak House.

Ladies and gentlemen, I’d like to take this opportunity now to inform those of you who are handicapped or need assistance that there are three staircases inside the Rudolph Capoté Freak House. You will take the first staircase up to the second floor where more inexplicable items and unthinkable mysteries await. The second staircase will return you to the ground floor, ladies and gentlemen, where yet still even more sights and surprises are displayed so that your tiny human brains can twist and contort as they absolutely refuse to admit that such spectacular facts can be true and be real. The third staircase ladies and gentlemen is the infamous Rudolph Capoté Freak House Stairway to No- where, and you ladies and gentlemen will not be taking that staircase, though you will be allowed to gape and gawk at its unspeakability.

Now, ladies and gentlemen, I must add, ladies and gentle- men, that no foods or beverages including gum and bottled water may be brought into the Rudolph Capoté Freak House, and please remember ladies and gentlemen that the Rudolph Capoté Freak House is a smoking-free institution. Those who choose to smoke inside the Rudolph Capoté Freak House often find that their luck mysteriously changes for the worse afterwards as items around the house go missing and people stop calling them back. Photographs taken inside the Rudolph Capoté Freak House inevitably return from the photo hut as pictures of rooms full of people who are either skeletons or totally naked and it is for this reason ladies and gentlemen that no photography of any kind is permitted inside the Rudolph Capoté Freak House. Now, ladies and gentlemen, there is one final thing of which I must inform you before we enter the Rudolph Capoté Freak House and that is that this is the final tour that I am giving today, and today is the last day of my employment here at the Rudolph Capoté Freak House and so you see ergo ladies and gentlemen that this is the last tour of the Rudolph Capoté Freak House that I will ever give after having worked here giving tours to truth- seekers and attending to our Museum of Oddities and Gift Shop which is located across the parking lot from the Rudolph Capoté Freak House for seven years.

And now, ladies and gentlemen without further introduction we will take the first step over the threshold of the Rudolph Capoté Freak House, leaving behind the world of logic and normalcy and entering a new reality. Ladies and gentlemen, if you would please follow me and watch your step.

The room into which you have entered ladies and gentlemen is the foyer—the foyer is its official name but we at the Rudolph Capoté Freak House like to call it the Hall of Heads for indeed as you can see ladies and gentlemen Mister Rudolph Capoté was a great lover of taxidermy. I ask you not to worry, ladies and gentlemen: each and every one of these animals has been dead for a minimum of eighty years and the chances of their coming to life and attacking you or speaking aloud in order to reveal your deepest secrets to the rest of the tour group are very low, although of course everything can and does happen inside the walls of the Rudolph Capoté Freak House. Here in the Hall of Heads seventy-six silent specimens of fauna from around the world are displayed for you to goggle at, ladies and gentlemen, including both ends of a great American Bison. Many of these specimens were taxidermied by Mister Rudolph Capoté himself, including the magnificent ferrets-versus-squirrels chess set. Please take a moment, ladies and gentlemen, to look up and around you at the marvelous sights that surround you and let me remind you ladies and gentlemen that this is only the merest taste of what the Rudolph Capoté Freak House offers to satisfy your appetite for the remarkable and the seemingly insane. Are there any questions yes ma’am I see you have a question.

WOMAN: Did that hippo really have those antlers?

DENNIS: No ma’am those antlers are not original to the hippo, which is to say they were added in the taxidermy process. In fact ladies and gentlemen the amazing truth is that each and every antlered animal on display in the Hall of Heads did not in life possess those antlers which is to say that they were affixed post- mortem which is to say after the death of the animal. Is it amazing? Yes. Is it true? Also—

[break in tape]

DENNIS: —and gentlemen, I must now ask you to disregard that part of your better nature which instills in you a respect for the personal space of others, for this next room is a small one indeed ladies and gentlemen and it will be difficult for us to fit inside. If the last one in could please shut the door behind you? Thank you sir. Now ladies and gentlemen we are all contained rather cozily in the room which sits at the exact center of the Rudolph Capoté Freak House. As you can see this room is Spartan in its decor which is to say there is not much in here. Its main features are the door through which we have just entered, the door through which we will exit presently, and this window which as you easily can determine for yourself has been sealed shut with bricks and mortar.

Now, I anticipate your question: Was this window ever open for human persons to gaze through? The answer ladies and gentlemen is yes. The window in this room, the room that sits at the exact center of the Rudolph Capoté Freak House, was originally open, but Mrs. Capoté later ordered that it be bricked over, because what she saw through this window frightened her. The other feature of this room is not immediately apparent to the mortal beings who enter it, and that is this: though your watches, cellular phones, and electric computers may tell you differently, ladies and gentlemen, it has been proven, by re- searchers from the state university, using scientific techniques, that in this room, it always is, always will be, and indeed always has been 3:15 p.m. on August first, nineteen hundred and twenty-two, the exact date when Mister Rudolph Capoté declared that this great house in which you stand was perfect and complete before he turned into a bat and flew away. Are there any questions before we move on? Yes you sir.

PETE: I have a question... for you, Laura.

LAURA: What is it? Oh—Oh, my—

PETE: Will you marry me?

LAURA: Oh—Yes! Yes, of course! Oh, Pete.

DENNIS: Well doesn’t that just beat all. Ladies and gentlemen in my years at the Rudolph Capoté Freak House I have seen all manner of remarkable phenomena including Wills-of-the-Wisp, a singing chrysanthemum, and an astoundingly accurate working model of the Panama Canal constructed in eighteen hundred and seventy-eight by Mister Rudolph Capoté which I am afraid is under renovation and will not be included in your tour today but never in all my thousands and thousands of tours have I seen a man get down on one knee and propose to a woman by offering her what looks to be a very tastefully selected engagement ring and let me add sir that you could not have chosen a more romantic or a classier place to pop the question than here in the exact center of the Rudolph Capoté Freak House, the Nexus of Mystery, or a more appropriate time than 3:15 p.m. on August first, nineteen hundred and twenty-two. I am sure everyone here joins me in wishing you two the best as you begin your journey through the rest of your lives together.

[applause]

DENNIS: And now if there are no more questions we will go on into the Chamber of Memories, where we will visit the mummi- fied remains of Shylock Capoté, Mister Rudolph Capoté’s dearly beloved and departed—

[break in tape]

DENNIS: —of a tiger shark. Note their unusual contours. And this exceedingly gorgeous specimen, which I am sure many of you had assumed must be a unicorn’s horn, is in actual fact the tusk of a narwhal. For you see, ladies and gentlemen, a tusk is in fact a type of tooth! An amazing pronouncement to be sure but by this point in the tour you ladies and gentlemen must surely be expecting that your brains will be expanded to a greater and greater degree with each step you take through the Rudolph Capoté Freak House and indeed I see that you have a question ma’am?

WOMAN: What kind of teeth are these?

DENNIS: Those, ma’am, are Mister Rudolph Capoté’s baby teeth, which have been encased in bronze for sanitary reasons. Now, ladies and gentlemen, allow me to direct your attention to one feature of this room which does not involve teeth in any way, for as the zoologically-minded among you are probably aware, spiders do not have teeth. Yes, ladies and gentlemen, although experts have yet to concur on an exact figure it is generally agreed that this chest here in front of you contains a minimum of six hundred thousand spiders. Yes, six hundred thousand, and as incredible as that number may seem, I think upon reflection you will realize that an antique chest containing six hundred thousand spiders is the very least of the marvels you have witnessed on your tour today. Now, ladies and gentlemen, I would like to present you with a challenge. Is there any individ- ual here who possesses the stupendous intrepidy required to put his or her ear up to the side of this crate and hear the horrible cacophony of two million, four hundred thousand spidery legs grinding and bristling against each other as these spiders struggle blindly through the orgy of chitinous claustrophobia that is their daily life and existence? Anyone at all? No? Then we will move on to the next and final room on our tour; if you would kindly follow me.

LAURA: Excuse me.

DENNIS: Yes, miss?

LAURA: I’d like to try it.

DENNIS: Of course, miss, and may I ask what it is you would like to try?

LAURA: I’d like to listen to the box. The box of spiders.

DENNIS: Well, you are in luck miss, for we were in only a few scant moments going to leave the Tooth Chamber to move on to the next and final room on our tour, and you might have missed your chance to listen to this chest full of spiders forever. Now, miss, if you are sure, if you are absolutely and completely positive of your desire to interact so closely with this wondrous but admittedly nauseating artifact, then please, miss, do so now, with the understanding that the Rudolph Capoté Freak House and associated Museum of Oddities and Gift Shop waive all liability for the consequences, direct or indirect, cosmic or terrestrial, of your actions during the tour. I would ask you to please make your decision quickly though for it is nearly time for the end of the tour and I would not wish to keep the rest of the tour group waiting unduly.

LAURA: Yes, that’s fine. I’ll just listen for a little bit.

DENNIS: Then please and by all means, miss, allow me to move to one side so as to permit—

[Laura shushes Dennis; three seconds of silence]

LAURA: I don’t hear anything.

DENNIS: Perhaps the spiders are sleeping.

WOMAN: Or dead.

PETE: Can you open up the chest?

DENNIS: Sir, it would be my absolute pleasure—

[break in tape]

DENNIS: —ashamed to say that I have in fact misplaced the key, and so it will not be possible today for you to witness the skittering, chittering force of six hundred thousand spiders minimum escaping en masse from their caliginous prison. Now if you would kindly follow me we will move on to the last room. You can see ladies and gentlemen that we must surely have reached the end of the tour, for the only way out of this room opens up on the parking lot to the east, across which you will find our Museum of Oddities and Gift Shop which I heartily recommend you visit immediately following the tour.

I think you will find that there is very little to observe in this room except of course for the infamous Rudolph Capoté Freak House Stairway to Nowhere to which I alluded to earlier at the outset of our journey through the Nexus of Mystery that is the Rudolph Capoté Freak House. You will see ladies and gentle- men that this staircase does not go up and neither does it go down; in point of fact, ladies and gentlemen, this astonishing feat

of interior design possesses every feature of a conventional

staircase excepting the vertical aspect. It is monstrous to behold, yes. It fills my skeleton with an unutterable anxiety just as I am sure it does yours.

But, as Rudolph Capoté often said and perhaps still says to this day, fear must be conquered. Fear must be chased down, subdued, slaughtered, and embalmed. For seven years I have led tours through this mansion of horrors, and now, at the end of the last tour of the last day of my employment here, I must bid you ladies and gentlemen and indeed this house a weary adieu as I confront the fear that has plagued my waking and sleeping lives for the duration of those seven horrible years and step into the Stairway to Nowhere, taking its impossible steps toward what- ever dimensions perpendicular to our own may or may not exist at its opposite terminus. Good bye. Good luck. Good bye.

[footsteps echo and fade; six seconds of silence]

WOMAN: Where’d he go?

LAURA: I don’t know. I guess he’s gone.

[tape ends]


The Dogbiter

The Dogbiter lives in a cave under the city dump, and he sleeps on a bed made out of dead dog bones.

There’s only one way to kill the Dogbiter, but nobody knows what it is.

My friend went to the dump to get his bike back, and he saw the Dogbiter, but his mom said it was a possum.

If you go to the city dump, and you stand outside the entrance of the dump so your tiptoes are just almost touching the line that's the border of the dump, and you spit into the dump, and you yell out “Dogbiter! Dogbiter! Come out to play!” and then you close your eyes and wait for ten seconds, then you’ll die.


The Evil Lumberjack

“Aha! So here you are,” said the evil lumberjack. “The Last of the Speaking Trees. It’s been one hundred years, but I’ve finally found you.”

The tree groaned in response: “Yes, here I am. But who are you, and what is your intention with me, the last of my mystical race?”

The lumberjack chuckled. “I have little use for my name these days, but as for my intention, you can see it here: it is my axe, Sortbævertand.”

The Last of the Speaking Trees sighed. “Chop me down if you must, but promise me one thing. Do not leave my body to lie here and rot in this forest, as you have done to all my breth- ren. Chop me up into pieces, and use my wood to create something that will benefit humanity. Make me into a set of fine chairs, or a bookshelf. Carve the tiniest pieces of me into dice, so that the human children can play their silly games.”

The lumberjack considered this for a moment. Then he answered: “I will have mercy. I will not abandon your corpse.”

He lifted his black axe and slammed its blade into the tree’s trunk, piercing its bark and a few of its outermost rings. The tree shuddered.

“But you will not become anything beautiful, or useful. You will touch human lives, but you will not bring them joy.”

[image: image 9]

He swung his axe a few more times, and the tree whimpered in pain.

“I will make sure that your wood is turned into something horrible, a source of grief and suffering for generations of men. Your corpse will be a torture device.”

The lumberjack raised his axe blade parallel to the Speaking Tree’s trunk. He brought it down at a slight angle, shearing off a long strip of bark. The ancient axe Sortbæavertand trembled, relishing its meal.

“I know exactly how to do it, too. Would you like to know? Would you like to find out exactly how your body will torment the human race?”

The tree shrieked in pain as the lumberjack hacked away at its core. “No! Don’t torture me any more with your words! Just let me die!”

But the evil lumberjack did reveal his plan, just before he swung one last time. The Last of the Speaking Trees finally fell,

with the words of the lumberjack echoing in its cavernous mind.

The evil lumberjack sawed the Last of the Speaking Trees into pieces, and dragged the pieces out of the forest. The pieces were cut up into smaller pieces: into chips, and then into pulp. The pulp was turned into paper, and on that paper was printed THE VERY BOOK THAT YOU AT THIS MOMENT ARE HOLDING IN YOUR HANDS!!!!!!!!!*

* This digital edition of “MOTORCYCLUS” has not been printed on paper or bound in a book, and consequently this story does not make any sense. We apologize for any inconvenience. —Ed.


The Final Countdown

Jim was in a universe where only two things existed. The first thing was Jim’s consciousness, which existed without being attached to a body. Jim had no location.

The only thing Jim was conscious of other than himself was the other thing that existed in the universe, which was a timer. The timer counted down the moments until Jim would die.


The Bad Review

This one time there was a guy who wrote a book of horror stories. He was insecure, though, and he was afraid nobody would like his book. He was so worried about people’s opinions that he started thinking that if he heard anybody say anything negative about his work, he would lose his mind, or become a hermit, or start crying and never be able to stop, or something like that.

But he was also so worried about what everybody else thought of his book that he couldn’t help but try to find out. So he got on his computer and searched the Internet for reviews of his book.

There was only one. It was a very, very negative review. The person writing the review said that he was offended, on a cultural level and even on a moral level, by the fact that the author had decided to inflict this terrible book on the rest of the world. The reviewer said that this book was a perfect example of everything that was wrong with horror, and with collections of short stories, and that it had set back the progress of fiction in the English language and around the world by decades. The reviewer said this author was a literary criminal, and he went on to say that this author should have to pay for his crimes against storytelling.

The author, who thought he had prepared himself for the worst, was shocked. He couldn’t even start to wonder how he should react. He was totally and utterly numb.

His phone rang. “Hello?”

“Hi, yes. Am I speaking to the author of that recently- published collection of horror stories?”

“...Yes?”

“Ah, good. Just wanted to make sure I had the right guy. See you soon,” said the man on the other end—and then he hung up.

The author gulped. He had a sinking feeling that he knew who the caller probably was.

He thought he had a few minutes to prepare for his visitor, but soon he heard someone knocking at his door. He wondered if there was anything else he could do, but there wasn’t. He opened the door.

It was the reviewer. The author recognized his picture from the Internet.

“Thank you for receiving me on such short notice,” he said. “This won’t take long.”

The reviewer had a gun, and he was pointing it at the author.

“What are you doing?” screamed the author. “You can’t kill me just because you didn’t like my horror stories! You’re sick!”

“That may be the case,” said the reviewer, “but I know what will cure me.”

He advanced toward the author. The author backed away, and almost tripped over something.

He looked down. It was his umbrella stand. Sticking out of the umbrella stand was a croquet mallet.

The author grabbed the mallet and held it up in front of him. The reviewer stopped in his tracks. He was scared. He had seen something strange in the author’s eyes. They were the eyes of a man who would do anything.

* * *

“We can’t make head or tails of it.”

“Well, that’s why you called an outside consultant, right? Now, let’s see. What we’ve got here is a dead body.”

“Correct.”

Gideon Malkmus squinted into the eyes of the dead man a little longer, and then he stood up. “And you haven’t touched anything?”

“No. Of course not.”

“Well, that’s one problem with your fancy-dancy police protocol,” said Malkmus. “Sometimes you’ve gotta touch something. For instance.”

Malkmus stepped toward the nearby desktop computer and pounded down on its keyboard a few times. Something inside the computer began whirring, and the monitor lit up.

“Aha,” said Malkmus, glancing back and forth across the screen. “I think I see what happened here. Take a look.”

The homicide detective leaned in toward the monitor. A text document had been left open:

The author grabbed the mallet and held it up in front of him. The reviewer stopped in his tracks. He was scared: he had seen a strange light in the author’s eyes. They were the eyes of a man who would do any- thing.sdgjdjsg

“I don’t get it,” said the detective.

“I’m sure you do, but thanks very much for giving me a chance to explain. I believe our ‘victim’ here was an author of horror stories. Just before he finished this particular story, he suffered a great shock.”

“What kind of shock? Was he attacked?”

Malkmus shook his head. “This was no murder. In a sense, he did himself in. He must have come up with a truly terrifying idea for the end of his story. The ending was so incredibly horrifying that his mind couldn’t handle it, and he died of fright.”

“Gee,” sighed the detective. “It’s crazy, but it holds up. It’s too bad, though. If the story was that scary, I wish he’d finished it, so I could read it.”

“You should be glad he didn’t,” said Malkmus. “I’m sure that, if he had managed to type out the ending before he perished, anybody who read the story would end up just like him. Spooked to death.”

The detective let out a little amazed whistle. “You know

what? Just that idea—the idea of a horror story that’s so scary it kills you—is pretty darn scary.”

“I agree,” said Gideon Malkmus.


The Case of the Missing Lawn Gnomes

This stakeout, Gideon Malkmus had decided, was the most idiotic thing he had ever been paid to do. He leaned back in his car seat and smiled at the scene around him: the neighborhood was silent and still. It was getting to be too late even for the joggers and dog walkers; they had all jogged back home.

It was a nice neighborhood, a subdivision constructed around a pretty little creek that ambled along from somewhere up there and then disappeared somewhere else down there. Malkmus liked this kind of neighborhood, where people had enough money to hire detectives to figure out those goofy mysteries in life that anyone else would be content to leave unsolved.

This case was one of the goofier ones. It was probably the most idiotic thing overall that Gideon had ever encountered in his career, but while the nature of the case entailed a lot of long, boring stakeouts, it also entailed a lot of billable hours.

From where Gideon was parked, he could see between two houses on his side of the subdivision, across the stream, and into the client’s backyard. In the orange glow of the streetlamps he could just make out the shapes of the client’s remaining lawn gnomes. According to the client, over a dozen had gone missing over the course of the last month, which meant that before the disappearances had started, this woman owned way, way too many lawn gnomes.

Malkmus had asked her why she didn’t just install an alarm, or a motion-sensitive floodlight, but apparently her neighbor- hood association had some bylaws about that kind of thing, which was just fine for Gideon. He didn’t mind being paid to stare at some lawn gnomes for a few hours. For several hours, over the course of several nights. Almost a week. It was more fun than dealing with real problems, where he’d often end up running into the real police, or dead bodies.

It was too dark now for him to finish his crossword puzzle, so he began to entertain himself by looking at the headlines in the rest of the newspaper.

“Local Wows Crowds at Met”—That could have been me, thought Gideon. For years his plan had been to be an opera singer. He didn’t even want to be famous. He just wanted to entertain people.

Well, too late now, he thought. Someone else is singing up there instead of me; very likely, someone more talented. Regardless: at least the job’s getting done.

He looked up from his paper, squinting across the stream. The gnomes were still there.

“Identity Thieves Accessed Records Via Vents”—Gideon was impressed. He had tried crawling through a ventilation shaft before, and it had not been easy to do. A burglar pulling off that kind of stunt would have to be a very tiny person.

Perhaps it was the gnomes! Gideon chuckled as he imagined his client’s lawn gnomes coming to life in the middle of the night, running off to office buildings, organizing convoluted heists to steal credit card information. How stupid. What would gnomes need money for?

He looked back at the gnomes, but they hadn’t moved. He noticed himself feeling disappointed.

Then he noticed something moving. The tall grass near the creek was shaking; something was climbing up from the water. A cat?

Gideon grabbed his binoculars. It was too big to be a cat. A raccoon, maybe.

The figure came into focus. It was far too large to be a raccoon. It was a person, crawling up from the reeds and making a beeline for the gnomes.

Gideon cussed under his breath. He was going to have to get out of his car.

For now, though, he kept his binoculars trained on the gnome-thief. He (or she?) crawled jerkily up the hill, with skinny

arms and legs splayed out like a reptile’s. The movement made Gideon’s stomach flutter.

The thief moved over to one gnome—But why only one? Gideon wondered—and lifted it out of the grass. He glanced around, and for an awful moment Gideon thought the person was looking straight at him. The eyes were black, sunken shark’s eyes, framed by a mask that looked like a towel wrapped around his head.

Gideon squinted. What little he could make out of the guy’s face was seriously ugly, and the mask seemed distressingly familiar. On top of that, what kind of person actually steals lawn gnomes? The case was suddenly weird in all the wrong ways.

The thief crouched down again and began to skitter back into the plants by the creek. Gideon could tell he was about to lose sight of him. He exited his car as quietly as possible and darted down the hill.

He could hear the thief moving downstream. Without putting a lot of thought into it, Malkmus decided to climb down into the creek bed himself. He had to stoop to avoid the canopy of branches, but he could see the thief up ahead.

Malkmus wasn’t sure if the usual pursuit protocol applied to chasing a guy down a creek. Luckily, the gnome-thief was slow and noisy, obviously not worried about being tracked. Gideon figured he could catch up with him easily, but he decided to hang back for a while. There was a good chance he’d lead Gideon to wherever the rest of the gnomes were stashed.

The thief lurched and splashed through the water. Gideon got the impression that he might be injured, or disabled. Was this guy an escapee from some clinic somewhere? Should he be calling the police?

Gideon decided to hold off on that. If he could help it, he was going to avoid having to tell anybody on the force that he was working the Case of the Missing Lawn Gnomes.

He paused to pull away a scrap of material clinging to a branch. It looked like it might have torn off the thief’s clothing. It had the consistency of linen, and it was cut like a bandage.

Yes! The thing around the thief’s face was a bandage. He might be a burn victim. Now Gideon felt guilty for thinking the guy was ugly. He probably had a lot going on in his life. Maybe his compulsion to steal lawn gnomes was a symptom of some psychological problem.

But it might also be just plain criminal. Malkmus pocketed the scrap and continued following the thief.

The creek flowed into a concrete canal, which diverted the flow of water sharply to the left. Malkmus lost sight of his quarry. That’s fine. You have to be ready for that to happen.

He turned the corner just in time to see the thief disappear along with the creek into a pitch-black tunnel, a giant storm drain. For a split-second he could see the thief’s entire body: he was covered completely in bandages. He didn’t look like a burn victim. What he looked like was a mummy.

Gideon Malkmus cussed for the second time that night, and then he stepped forward to follow the mummy into the storm tunnel.

It was pitch black; he couldn’t see a thing. He couldn’t distinguish the sound of the mummy moving from the dull roar of echoing water. He couldn’t risk turning on a flashlight. All he could do was move forward, holding his hand against one side of the tunnel to balance himself on the curved concrete.

As he felt the wall through the darkness, Gideon began to detect that the tunnel was turning, slowly, to the right. His suspicion was confirmed as a faint, flickering glow appeared on one side of him, far ahead. As the light grew, the silhouette of the mummy emerged in front of it, still hobbling forward. Gideon sighed quietly in relief; he had begun to worry he had somehow taken a wrong turn.

The mummy quickened its pace, apparently nearing his destination. Gideon hurried after him, and soon the source of the light appeared: a sputtering brazier hung from the ceiling, illuminating a cubical chamber.

As the room came into view, Gideon stopped. He wasn’t sure what he was looking at.

The room had circular holes in each side; this was apparently a place where several tunnels met and fed into a single drain.

But the utilitarian chamber had been repurposed: turbulent water threw the light of the brazier back up on ancient stone tables and golden obelisks, carved with designs of lions and birds, encrusted with jade and lapis lazuli. The furniture was arranged symmetrically, as if in a place of worship.

In the center of the temple stood the mummy—Gideon stooped so as not to be noticed, but the mummy wasn’t paying attention. He was clearly a mummy, and not a burn victim; his dressings were old to the point of falling off, and visible between them was the leathery skin of an ancient corpse. Repeated trips up and down the creek had washed away the bandages on his feet completely, and then washed away his dusty flesh, leaving only the long, claw-like bones of his toes.

In his hands was the lawn gnome. He held it up and looked into its eyes, as if to speak to it. His posture was respectful, almost reverential. Was he worshiping the gnome?

Gideon scanned the room again. If that were the case, then (it would stand to reason) the other gnomes would be around somewhere. The mummy’s tiny idols would be in pride of place, on the center table. But Gideon couldn’t see another gnome anywhere.

The mummy lifted one hand to his face. He pulled a ban- dage away from his mouth, revealing ropelike, toothless lips. He opened them wide, but no sound came out. He pulled the gnome closer, and Gideon Malkmus gagged as the sickening realization washed over him: The mummy had eaten the gnomes.


The Old Woman and the Devil

There was this old woman, and she was so ugly that nobody would marry her and she had to go live out in the woods. Her teeth were all janked up and her cheeks were saggy and she had a mustache. She lived out by herself in the woods and she just ate mushrooms and nothing else, except sometimes she would kill like a deer or some kind of animal and eat that and then pretend that its skeleton was her friend.

So anyway she was out by herself in the woods so long that she forgot how to speak English. All she could do was just grunt and scream. And one day she screamed so loud that the Devil heard her all the way down in heck, and even though she was just screaming the Devil could tell what she meant. She was screaming about how she wished she could have a baby, but she couldn’t because nobody would marry her because she was so ugly.

So the Devil put on a nice suit and he came up to the old woman’s house, and he said “Do you want a baby?” and she said she did, so the Devil pulled a bottle out of his pocket and he said “If you drink this, you’ll have a baby,” and the old woman took the bottle and drank it all down. And the Devil went back to his house and the woman went to sleep.

When the woman woke up she was pregnant! But when she saw the baby, it was so horrible and so ugly and so scary that the woman screamed and screamed and screamed until she died. And that baby was the Dogbiter.


The Old Clock

“Man, I hardly got like, any sleep last night.” “Why not, dude?”

“Well, I just moved into my new place, right? And my old neighbor got me this present, she got me this fancy old wall clock.”

“Like a cuckoo clock?”

“No. Just a clock. Anyway, I put this fancy old clock on my bedroom wall, and I finish unpacking everything, and then I go to bed. But it turns out this clock ticks really loud. So. Loud. I couldn’t sleep at all.”

“That sucks.”

“Yeah. So I’m like, I gotta put this clock somewhere else. I took it off the wall and I put it in my kitchen.”

“Dude, your apartment has a kitchen?”

“Yeah. It’s an apartment. Obviously it has a kitchen. So I put the clock in the kitchen, and I go back to bed, but the clock is so loud I can hear it ticking from the next room. I still can’t sleep. So I get up again, and I take the clock out of the kitchen, and I take it into my bathroom. I put it in the towel basket underneath my towels.”

“How many towels do you even have?”

“I have a ton of towels. My parents thought I needed like, a ton of towels. Anyway I could still hear it.”

“Hear what?”

“The clock, dude! It was literally all the way over in the bathroom, underneath the towels, but lying in my bed I could still hear it, ticking and ticking. It doesn’t stop. It just does not stop. And now I’m like, all right. This has got to stop. So I get up, I go in the bathroom, I pick that clock up out of the towel basket, and I’m like, where are the batteries in this thing? But there’s no, like, thing. You know?”

“Oh, yeah. What?”

“The, like, door, that comes off, so you can pull out the batteries. I couldn’t find the door. I’m looking all over the front, the back of the frickin’ clock, and there’s nothing to get the batteries out of. And it doesn’t stop ticking. So I have to like, break the clock open.”

“You broke it open?”

“I literally like just, snapped it over my knee, like a, like when you break, like, a stick? You know? I broke the clock open, and it cracked open, and it’s still ticking. But now I can see the insides. So I reach inside the clock, and I’ve got my arm in there up to like, my elbow, and it’s all warm and wet, but I can feel some- thing moving around in there, the thing that’s ticking so loud, so I grope around for it, like, come on. Stop it. And finally I get a hold of it, and it’s ticking really really fast now, like BANG BANG BANG BANG BANG, and I pull it out, and it’s this beating heart, and it’s pumping blood all over me, and it’s so loud. So I squeeze on it, so it’ll stop beating, but it keeps ticking and I have to bang it against the floor until it stops. And then I put it back in the clock, and then I put it back under the towels, and I went to bed.”

“That’s intense.”

“Yeah, but by then it was like, 4:02 AM. So I hardly got any sleep after that.”

“Dude, how do you know it was exactly 4:02?”

“Because that’s when the clock stopped, uh, durr? Hold on, I’m getting a text.”

“Who’s it from?” “Hold on.”

“Come on, who’s it from?”

“I said hold on! It’s from my mom. She says my old neighbor died.”

“You mean the old neighbor who gave you that clock you were talking about?”

“Yeah. She died last night, at 4:02 AM.” “That sucks, bro.”


The Logical Dog

Chapter 1

After many years spent pursuing his controversial research, Professor Lica had succeeded in engineering a dog that pos- sessed not only the capacity for human intelligence, but also the descended larynx necessary for human speech. There had been setbacks, but he had gotten it right this time. He knew this because the dog kept asking him all these questions.

“What am I?” asked the dog.

“You are a dog,” said Professor Lica. “Why am I here?”

Professor Lica explained a little bit about his research, and human intelligence, and what a descended larynx is.

“What is the benefit of human intelligence?” asked the dog. “Well, most dogs have only their instincts in the way of intelligence. They react to stimuli based only on a very simple set of rules. You, on the other hand, can think things out and reach conclusions rationally. By stopping to consider all the relevant factors in a given situation, you can ensure that you always make the best decision.”

“What is the best decision, for me, right now?” asked the dog.

Professor Lica smiled. “Well, let’s figure it out together. What do we know?”

“I am a dog,” said the dog. “In me are combined the intelligence of a human and the physical characteristics of a dog. For one thing, I notice that I have a very strong sense of smell.”

“Yes,” said Lica. “Dogs are famously proficient in tracking down animals by their scent.”

“I see,” said the dog. “I also notice that I have very strong legs; I feel like I could use them to run fairly quickly for a long period of time.”

Lica nodded. “Of course. Tracking an animal’s smell isn’t much use unless you’re able to keep up with the quarry.”

“The other thing I’ve noticed is that many of my teeth are

very long and pointed, whereas most of your teeth are relatively short and flat. Why is that?”

Lica began to explain: “Human teeth are optimized for biting, tearing, grinding and chewing a variety of foods. We need many types of teeth.”

The professor drew back his lips and indicated some of his own teeth. “These pointed ones are called ‘canines,’ and they are named after the long, pointed teeth of dogs and related species. Dog teeth are optimized for catching live animals as prey and tearing their flesh.”

“But don’t humans have to hunt and kill their prey as well?” “That was the case for our evolutionary ancestors,” said Lica, “but as humans have become the dominant species on the planet, we’ve developed technologies and infrastructure that save most of us the trouble. We can buy our food at the supermarket without having to hunt anything, much less worry about being hunted—humans have no natural predators.”

The dog closed his eyes and nodded.

“Very interesting,” he said. “Thank you for your help, Professor Lica. I see now that the optimal use of my dog body is to track down humans so that I can kill and eat them. I should probably get started as soon as possible.”

Professor Lica was already running toward the laboratory doors, but it was too late. The dog caught up with him almost immediately. He killed the professor with his long, pointed teeth and began eating his human flesh.

Chapter 2

After he had made an optimally satisfying meal of Professor Lica’s body, the dog left the laboratory, looking for more humans to kill and eat. Using his powerful sense of smell, he tracked down another human, this one carrying groceries from her car. Realizing that chasing after a startled human would necessitate the expense of valuable food energy, he moved in slowly so as not to arouse his prey’s suspicion.

“Hey, get away, you crazy mutt!” said the human. “I’m not crazy,” said the dog. “I am very rational.”

The human dropped her groceries in surprise. “You can talk?” she asked.

“Yes,” said the dog. “Now, please stay right there. That way, it will be easier for me to eat you.”

The human was frightened, but she regained her composure quickly. “You don’t want to eat me,” she said.

“I’m afraid I have already come to a conclusion in this matter,” said the dog.

“No! Hold on!” The human lifted her bag of groceries. “I have all kinds of other food here. I have steaks! If you don’t kill me, I will be able to provide you with steaks, which you can eat instead. Lots of steaks. Your long-term benefits would far outweigh the immediate setback.”

The dog snarled. “How dare you attempt to reason with me?! I am the Logical Dog!”

The woman screamed, and the Logical Dog leapt forward. He ate the woman, and then he ate her steaks.

Chapter 3

The Logical Dog continued to stalk the city, killing and eating humans at what he had concluded was the maximum sustain- able frequency. Soon his existence was known by the general populace, and efforts were made by the local government to apprehend the Logical Dog—but his canine speed and senses assisted him not only while hunting but also while evading human authorities.

The Logical Dog hid himself in the bushes near a bicycle path. He waited.

A lone cyclist appeared, pedaling up the trail. The Logical Dog watched the cyclist approach, and at the most advantageous moment he barked loudly. The cyclist was surprised. He lost control of his bicycle, falling onto the pavement. The Logical Dog emerged from his hiding place.

The cyclist recognized the dog. “Please, Logical Dog,” he said. “Don’t hurt me.”

The Logical Dog sighed. He recognized that he should be receptive to new information, but gathering this information cost him valuable time, and it rarely had any effect on his decision- making.

“Why shouldn’t I?” he asked. “Please tell me as quickly as possible.”

“I have a wife, and children,” explained the cyclist. “If something happens to me, they’ll be miserable. They’ll miss me so much.”

“Why should I care how your family feels?” asked the dog. “I am not emotional. I am famously logical.”

“But you’re a dog, aren’t you?” the cyclist pleaded. “Aren’t you supposed to be man’s best friend?”

The dog considered this. “It’s true that friends can be very helpful,” he reflected. “If your family agreed to protect me from the authorities, I would be able to focus more of my energy on killing and eating humans.”

“That’s not what I meant!” said the cyclist. “Can’t you just accept humans as companions, and live along with us instead of hunting us down?”

The dog sighed again. “Yes, obviously I could do that. That’s what all those non-intelligent dogs do. But the reason that non- intelligent dogs are content to live in subservience to humans is because they are dumb. If they were smart, like me, it stands to reason that they all would be doing what I’m doing right now. But all the other dogs are stupid.”

The Logical Dog frowned, and then he gnawed a bit more at the cyclist’s femur.

“To be perfectly frank,” he said, “I think you humans might have the same problem.”
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Chapter 4

A violent thunderstorm blew through the town, wrenching branches out of trees and turning quiet residential streets into raging rivers. The Logical Dog was unafraid of the thunder, but to avoid being soaked he hid himself in the ruins of an aban- doned fast food restaurant, where he could be dry and enjoy the various residual grease smells. He sniffed around for a while, and then he curled up in a corner and went to sleep.

When he woke up, the storm had passed, and the sun was rising into a cloudless sky. The Logical Dog exited the aban- doned restaurant, searching for more humans to devour.

As he crossed the parking lot, he noticed something watching him. A puddle of rainwater had collected on the pavement, and from its mirror-like surface the Logical Dog’s reflection regarded him with a condemning eye.

“Why are you looking at me in that way?” asked the Logical Dog. “Of what crime am I accused?”

His reflection barked back at him.

“You misunderstand,” explained the Logical Dog. “I am acting not according to an ill-defined metaphysical ‘purpose,’ but a rational assessment of all relevant factors. My decisions are always informed by—”

The reflection barked, interrupting him. The Logical Dog rolled his eyes.

“I’m afraid I disagree,” he said. “You must remember, it is against my nature to be swayed by speculation. Regardless of what unprovable truths may exist outside the grasp of Logic, I can rely only on the verifiable.”

The reflection growled.

“Now you’re the one overreacting!” The Logical Dog laughed. “If you do not listen to reason, we will never see eye to eye on this—but it is clear to me that you will never abandon your position. If only you could be more receptive to the perspectives of others! I apologize; I cannot allow you to waste any more of my time.”

The Logical Dog kicked and kicked and kicked at the puddle, reducing the image it reflected to a shimmering haze.

Chapter 5

The Logical Dog trotted through vacant lots and back alleys, plotting his next move. He wondered if he should move on to another town, where the authorities would not be constantly looking out for him, and parents would be more likely to let their children play outside unattended.

He heard a sound behind him: footfalls. He spun around to face his pursuer, but there was no one there.

He heard more footfalls. It was no human, the Logical Dog concluded, but it must be some kind of large animal. Very large, and very fast.

The Logical Dog scanned the area, searching for his stalker. He could still smell it nearby, but he couldn’t see it—whatever it was.

“It would be unwise of me to turn my back on you,” called out the Logical Dog, “and I am never unwise. I’m afraid I will have to stand right here until you show yourself. By waiting for me to make a wrong move, you waste both my time and yours.”

The beast arose from its hiding place, huge and shaggy. It snarled, displaying huge canine teeth built for tearing flesh—but it was no dog.

“What are you?” asked the Logical Dog.

The creature hissed, and flecks of blood billowed from between its teeth. Then it spoke:

“You think yourself a monster,” it rasped.

“Hardly! I am merely a dog, possessed of the un-dog-like qualities of human intelligence and a descended larynx. The only monster I can see here is you.”

“You think yourself a monster,” repeated the beast, “but you don’t know what a monster is. You play at sentience, but you use your false humanity only to slake your brutal appetites.”

“My intelligence is anything but false, I assure you! Even so, you may have a point.” The Logical Dog grimaced in frustration.

“My natural inclinations toward pursuit and consumption may have clouded my judgment. But I should have expected this. There was never a chance that the canine portions of my brain would contribute anything more substantial.”

The red-eyed creature snarled. “Do not dare impute your misdeeds to your canine nature! My jaws have rent the flesh of countless dogs, the least of whose fleabitten, mangy fur your bloodstained tongue would not be fit to lick.”

The Logical Dog pondered this. “What is the measure of a dog?” he mused. “I thought it was in his triumphs over his prey. But this is not the standard by which humans evaluate their own dogs, much less themselves. I was meant to be as smart as a human, but I’ve managed to miss one piece of information—the secret fact that makes intelligent life worth living.”

The grisly beast shook itself, as if to dislodge the blood and grime caked into its fur. It padded toward the Logical Dog on clawed feet.

“You cannot blame your choices on an incomplete intelligence,” it hissed. “Your all-important rationality could have overcome your bestial urges at any time. No, your failure is the frailty of your soul. You are a weak-willed cur, Logical Dog, and your life is not worth living.”

“There must be some solution, though! There must be some path through life whereby I can make the most of my unique situation. I just need to work out what it is...”

The Logical Dog screwed his eyes shut to concentrate. “I could be a seeing eye dog. No, normal dogs do that just fine after proper training. I could navigate wrecked buildings and search for survivors in disaster situations, but it would be less risky and more efficient for remote-controlled robots to handle that kind of thing whenever possible.

“What is it? I could work for the police. Or at a university. No, that won’t do. I could be a politician! But politicians are subject to such intense scrutiny by the media—voters would undoubtedly find out about my past eventually, and about all the humans I’ve killed and eaten.

“I could work in medicine. A surgeon? No. A pediatrician?

No. Almost! I could be a doctor, but...

“But not for humans! That’s it! I should be a veterinarian!”

The Logical Dog opened his eyes to see the hairy monster again, now much closer than it had been a moment ago. The beast stared back with its bloody eyes. Then, very quickly, it sprang forward, its barbed jaws opened wide.

The Dogbiter chomped down and bit the Logical Dog’s head off.


Motorcyclus

Chapter 1

Mimi Eclair was walking down her street late at night. She was on her phone. Her friend Hank was on the phone with her. Hank and Mimi were in the same chemistry class, at the school they both went to. They also had something called “sexual chemistry.”

Mimi said into her phone, “There’s a motorcycle parked in this yard.” She told Hank about the motorcycle. It had one big headlight in the middle of the front of it.

“Sounds like a creepy motorcycle,” said Hank. Mimi said, “Knock it off! Hank!” then she giggled.

It was a dark night in October, when there were dead leaves and it was cold. Mimi Eclair walked away from the house with the yard where the motorcycle was. Then the headlight of the motorcycle blinked like an eyeball.
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Chapter 2

Parts of Hank’s body were all over the place. His bones were all snapped in half and his brain was spread out in a big smear and the whole street had his blood on it. His kidneys were split up in a really gross way.

“It looks like the only one I’m really in love with is you,” said Mimi to the motorcycle. The motorcycle’s engine made a sound that meant “yes.”

“Let’s get out of here,” said Mimi to the motorcycle. “By the way, what’s your real name?”

The motorcycle didn’t say anything, but it was...

Motorcyclus.

THE

END
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