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The Consuming Abyss


“We’ve searched everywhere,” Thelson
Greer told Sergeant Sayors. “Whatever did this is not on the
station.”

Sayors examined the mess of a corpse
before her, the blue-gray entrails glistening in the LEDs, the rent
and torn flesh. Sayors knew the answer, but she had to ask it
anyway. “Maybe a weapon derived from an organic source? Meant to
look like an animal did it?”

Greer shook his head. “Fluids—clearly
not from the victim—track there.” Greer pointed down the corridor.
“We think it’s some kind of…” He swallowed. “Saliva. Or mucus.” He
held up a palm-sized light. Splatters glowed under the UV. “We
already traced it.”

Sayors detected doubt in the man’s
voice. “And?”

“Just…follow me.”

They headed down the corridor,
following the drips of saliva on the metal decking. Sayors skin
broke out in goose bumps, her body telling her something her mind
didn’t understand. She’d witnessed a lot of things in her time—some
more gruesome—but never anything this…inexplicable.

An alien. Everyone thought that. But
hadn’t humans scoured every corner of the galaxy? No one had
discovered more than a microbe on any of the planets. Humans lived
utterly alone out here in the cold dark.

The trail stopped. Sayors blinked. She
glanced up to the door of an airlock. So the perp had jumped ship.
She wondered who the victim had been. Security had not complete the
headcount on the station. Why would someone go to the trouble of
killing him like this? And to make the act resemble an animal
attack?

“What ship was docked here when the
attack occurred?”

Greer swallowed again. “The
instruments… Nothing was scheduled, but we can’t know for
sure.”

Sayors sighed. Something had been
screwing with the electronics for a while now. “Has anyone bothered
opening the airlock to check if the perp is still onboard?” Maybe
the perp had expected a ride, and no one had shown up.

“No,” Greer said, his voice quiet. “We
were…afraid it might still be in there.”

Sayors shook her head at
the it. Sure, her
hairs stood on end at the back of her neck, and the scrubbed air of
the station brushed against them, causing her to tremble. But she’d
discover a logical explanation for the attack. She had
to.

“Suit me up,” she told him. “I’ll go
in.”

 


Sayors turned on the transmitter, and
her breath sounded loud in her ears. In one hand, she gripped a
pulse pistol, just in case some space-sick, slobbering maniac with
bear’s claws crouched within the doorway, hidden from the available
line of sight the door’s small porthole offered. She inhaled,
exhaled, pursed her lips behind her face screen.

“Okay,” she said.

Greer, standing to the side, slapped the
button to open the airlock. The door slid aside. Sayors waited for
a moment, trying to detect any movement or presence. She stepped
forward, training her pistol into the corners of the chamber hidden
from view, first one, then the other. Nothing occupied the
room.

“Any evidence the exterior hatch
opened?”

Greer shrugged. “System was on the
fritz.”

Typical. Sayors took a deep breath. She’d have to go into the vacuum,
see if any evidence…

She turned around and reached her
empty hand out to Greer. “Give me the light,” she told him. He
handed it to her. She switched it on and directed it to the floor.
More drips of saliva or mucus glowed, creating a trail to the
exterior hatch.”Whatever it was left. Are you sure no ships
docked?”

“We’re sure of nothing right now.
Everything’s messed up.”

“Maybe it’s still out there.” But she
doubted it. That would be…ridiculous. Nothing survived out
there.

A ship had to have come. Had to have picked
up whoever had committed the murder in the other room. The saliva
went right up to the door. The exterior hatch even bisected one fat
drop.

“Close the airlock.”

She turned slightly; the hatch shut tightly
behind her. She swiveled back to the exterior door and steeled her
nerves. Logical explanation, she reassured herself. Completely
logical.

She looked out through the small porthole in
the doorway. On the other side, nothing but the black of space, not
even any stars. She clipped the light to one of the utility straps
on her spacesuit and readjusted her grip on her gun.

She reached out and punched the button to
open the hatch. Magnets on her boots would keep her solidly in
place when the pressure adjusted, but she still held fast to the
grab bar next to the door.

The seals hissed. The door slid aside.

Nothing happened. No suck of air into the
abyss. No harsh pull against her body. Despite the thorough
insulation of her suit, Sayors shivered.

“What the hell is this?” she asked.
She glanced back at the interior airlock door. The tiny sphere of
Greer’s head peered at her through the glass. She glanced back at
where space should be, saw black, but…

She stepped forward, reached out, and
touched…

Gelatinous, taut, greasy—even through her
gloves…

Organic.

She pulled back, stumbled toward the
exit.

Something detached from the mass
filling the doorway, large and black with sharp, claw-like
protuberances glowing a dim ivory in the lights of the airlock. A
pseudopodium pulled its rank weight across the decking toward
her.

Sayors screamed into her suit; the being
reached her, a trail of slime in its wake, but no one could hear
her. No one would help her. Before she blacked out, the sharp cut
of its claws breached her suit.


“Nothing
survives out there,” she told herself with her last
breath. Nothing.


 



​ The Curse of Son of
Fenrir


Peeber found a new stall at the
Jefferson Flea Market. Nothing had occupied the space in the
warehouse last week or ever, as far as Peeber could remember. The
new owner had erected black plywood walls, and a black beaded
curtain hung over the entrance. A chalkboard proclaimed
MEMORABILIA, VINYL, CEREMONIAL OBJECTS. The vinyl part caught
Peeber’s attention. He examined the contents of his paper sack and
decided to buy more.

Inside, neatly tiered displays showed off
the LPs. Glass-fronted cases contained the memorabilia and
ceremonial objects, mostly cheap blades with Tolkien-inspired
motifs, bundles of sage, pewter trinkets.

Behind one of the counters stood a
huge, bearded man. Peeber easily imagined a Viking helmet on the
dude’s head.

“Yah? Vat you vant?” the Viking
asked.

Peeber examined the LPs. Hall and
Oates. Air Supply. Duran Duran. “I was checking your
vinyl.”

“Vat kind you vant?”

“Old death metal maybe?” Peeber named
a couple of bands only an aficionado would recognize. The other
man’s eyes lit up.

“Yah, sure.” The Viking nodded and
leaned over behind his counter. He came up with a stack of albums.
He placed them on the counter reverently. Peeber stepped forward.
He sifted through the stack, and the titles impressed him:
Gorgoroth, Mayhem, Skepticism. He didn’t have these at his shop.
The last album he didn’t recognize. Flat black dominated the sleeve
with the writing and graphics, minimal as they were, in
gloss.

“Who’s this?” Peeber asked.

“Son of Fenrir,” the Viking said
quietly. “Hardcore shit.”

More hardcore than Mayhem? Doubtful.
“Is that the name of the band or the name of the album?”

The Viking nodded.

“So, like, self-titled?” Peeber took
the album out of its sleeve. Not a scratch on it. No warp. Fucking
mint. The record had no A-side, B-side list of tracks. Only a
cryptic set of runes etched where the label should be. Some crazy
engineer’s signature.

“Hardcore shit,” the Viking
repeated.

Peeber generally liked hardcore shit.
“I’ll take these.” Peeber motioned to the stack of other LPs. “But
what do you want for this one?” He touched the mystery
album.

“I give it to you. Vat you call it?”
The Viking paused. “Lagniappe, yes? You take it of your own free
will?”

Interesting choice of words. “Yeah.”
They agreed on a price for the other albums, and Peeber loaded them
into his paper sack. The Viking shook his hand, appearing happier
than the transaction warranted.

“You take care of
Son of Fenrir, yes?” The
Viking didn’t let go of his hand. “Be careful.”

Peeber raised his eyebrows. “All
right, dude.”

Peeber turned and left, torn between wanting
to listen to the album and quenching his thirst.

 


“PBR?” Jill asked. Like she had to in
the first place.

Peeber sat. He put his paper sack full of
records on the bar next to him.

She set the bottle down and leaned
toward him, her chin in her hands. “Successful day?”

“Check this shit out.”
Peeber took a sip of his beer and opened his bag. He pulled
out Son of Fenrir.
“Ever heard of them?”

Jill and Peeber often swapped vinyl
for beer and vice versa. If she actually paid for her records,
she’d be Peeber’s best customer. And vice versa. Jill glanced at
the front of the sleeve and wiped her hand off on a bar towel and
reached in. She pulled out enough of the LP to examine the
vinyl.

“Nice,” she said. “What is
it?”

“Norwegian death metal.” Peeber put
the album back in his paper bag and drank his beer, then another.
He added a Slim Jim and a bag of Cheetos to his tab. After a third
beer, Peeber glanced at the clock behind the bar.

“I gotta go,” he told Jill.

He picked up his albums and walked across
the street to his shop. Sweat broke out across his lower lip, and
one drop slithered down his back.

On Saturday afternoons, Nancy traded
her time watching the store for new wave records. A good deal for
Peeber but he had the sneaking suspicion Nancy had a crush on him.
He’d probably have to let her go soon. And she’d cry. Peeber’s gut
twisted at the thought of confrontation. One that hadn’t even
happened yet and might not even need to.

Nancy had to get home by six, or else her
mother would take away her work privileges; he strolled into the
shop at five fifty. He found her standing behind the counter, a
stack of records in front of her. She spent the last hour at work
picking out albums. Peeber glanced at the titles and nodded. She
put them in her backpack.

“What you find today?” Nancy
asked.

“Hang on for a minute.” He
came behind the counter and took the dust cover off his turntable.
He switched from his headphones to the store speakers,
pulled Son of Fenrir from the bag, took it out of its sleeve, and put it on the
turntable. He cleaned it, though he detected no dust or
fingerprints, and lowered the needle to the vinyl.

Peeber waited expectantly, hoping he’d
gotten his money’s worth. The record spun; the needle traveled
inward. Only the soft scratching sound of the needle issued from
the speakers. Peeber took the album off and replaced it with a junk
one nearby. Music filled the air.

Peeber traded albums again. He waited.

“Is that you?” Nancy asked.

“Is what me?”

“That heavy panting, like a
dog.”

“No.” He didn’t hear
anything.

“Hmm.”

Peeber watched Nancy. She stood, staring at
the record. Soon, she shook her head, as if clearing it, and
offered Peeber a big smile.

“I gotta go,” she said. “Sounds like
you got suckered.” Nancy grabbed her skateboard and
left.

Peeber turned the LP over and listened
to the B-side. Nothing there either. Was this some kind of ultimate
nihilist music project? Or had the Viking suckered him? He’d gotten
a good price on the other vinyl, and the Viking had thrown this in
as a freebee. What difference did it make? Peeber resleeved it and
thumbtacked it to the wall. The album would make a good
conversation piece, or maybe he’d use it for a practical
joke.

At six, Peeber closed the shop and headed
back across the street to the Hideaway.

 


Though not into country and
western, Peeber understood and sympathized with the lyrics of
“Sunday Morning Coming Down.” This morning—or early afternoon?—he
had an especially keen appreciation for the lyrics. When Jill’s
shift ended at midnight, he’d gone with her to the Dervish and
danced to bad dark wave, drank Czech absinthe, ate a double
cheeseburger at the Clover Grill around three, and finally made it
home. Now, the cheeseburger and the absinthe waged a war in his
stomach the likes of which would put Middle Earth to shame. The
orcs raised their spears. Oh
God.

After a shaky shower, a cup of coffee, and a
stint in front of the AC with his head between his knees, Peeber
felt ready to start the day. He headed down to the shop, crossed to
the door, flipped the CLOSED sign to OPEN, and unlocked the several
locks. He went back to the counter and decided to grade the titles
he bought Saturday. He pulled the first from the bag.

The album had warped sometime between
when he’d bought it and now. Not just a little wobble to the disk,
either, but full blisters. He put it down on the counter and
grabbed the next. It had the same problem. Every album in the bag
did. He had been careful to keep them cool on the trip from the
flea market, and the Hideaway always had the temperature around
sixty-eight. The temperature certainly wasn’t hot enough yesterday
to cause this kind of damage in his short walks from the car, to
the bar, and the shop.

He examined the junk album he’d used
yesterday to check the sound system. It, too, had developed
blisters. Had someone held a hair dryer to it? Peeber moved to the
nearest stacks. He pulled a random album out of the bin and looked
at it. Same problem.

Could it have gotten hot enough over night
to ruin his stock?

Peeber glanced up at the vent for the
forced air unit, right over his counter. He moved to his bins
farthest away from the vent and checked some LPs. They seemed fine.
The heating system had done it. Peeber sighed, pissed he’d have to
call in an AC guy. He pulled out the yellow pages and found a
company with Sunday service, and within an hour, a repairman came
through the front door.

Peeber explained the problem, showed
him the forced air unit, and hovered over the man while he worked.
The technician checked the unit and the thermostats and assured
Peeber nothing had malfunctioned or needed repairs. “We’ll bill
you,” he told Peeber. Peeber escorted the man out.

Well, what else could have happened? Some
random heat source melting vinyl left and right. Nothing burned or
charred…

Peeber spent the rest of the afternoon
cleaning out the warped albums. He’d lost nearly a thousand dollars
worth of stock. At five, he closed and went across the
street.

Jill stood behind the bar. “I ordered
you roast beef.” She handed him his usual Pabst in a
bottle.

“Huh?” Peeber asked.

“Po’boy? I ordered you roast beef. I
figured you’d be hungry.”

“Oh. Thanks.”

“That was some night last night.” Jill
took a sip of her own drink; the Hideaway had no policy regarding
employees imbibing on the job. “I’m starting reach
normalcy.”

“Something weird went down last night.
I lost about fifty albums to warping.”

“Place get too hot or
something?”

The delivery guy rang his bicycle bell at
the door of the bar, and Peeber went out to get the sandwiches.
Jill and he ate in silence.

 


Saturday, twelve thirty, and no sign of
Nancy. Peeber called her house, and her mother answered.

“Who is this?” the mother
asked.

“Peeb—uh, Gregory down at the record
store.”

“I don’t know what you did to her, but
my little baby ain’t been the same since, and she certainly ain’t
coming back. She ain’t left her room in a week, won’t eat anything.
What you do to her? You lucky I ain’t calling the cops.”
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