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Jeff Strand

“Now do you want the good news?” Dr. Milker asked, after informing the public that humankind was doomed.

“Ummm...sure?” the stunned press secretary replied.

“The way things are going, we’ll have driven humankind to extinction by then.”

Everybody at the press conference just stared at him.

“I’m trying to add a bit of levity to the worst news that has ever been delivered,” Dr. Milker said. “If you all want to wallow in doom and gloom, that’s your prerogative. I, on the other hand, will be embracing a life of pure hedonism, indulging my darkest and most depraved fantasies. If you have any further questions, please direct them to my ass.”

Dr. Milker flipped the audience the double bird, and then skipped away from the podium.

The press secretary took his place. “Okay, then. That was disturbing on all levels. Obviously, we’d like your takeaway to be that scientists are almost always wrong, and there’s no need to panic.”

A reporter up front raised his hand. The press secretary reluctantly pointed to him. “Yes?”

“It’s inevitable that with only six weeks to live, many citizens of Earth will, for lack of a better phrase, make the most of it. Will our laws remain in place, considering the circumstances?”

“Are you asking if we’re going to legalize rape?”

“Well, you didn’t have to go straight to rape,” the reporter said. “I was thinking more along the lines of looting. And, yes, perhaps some rape.”

“The laws of the United States of America will remain intact. If you want to go feral, move to Canada.”

Another reporter raised her hand. “I know we’re supposed to wait until you call on us, but I thought I’d get started on the anarchy early. What did Dr. Milker mean by us being extinct by then?”

“It was a climate change reference.”

“Ahh, okay. Frickin’ scientists always have to get in a depressing zinger, don’t they?”

“Yes. Anyway, this press conference is adjourned.”

“Hold on, hold on,” a third reporter said. “I’d like a little more detail about the form of our demise.”

“He already told you. It’s a giant mouth flying through space that’s most likely going to eat our planet in a couple of bites.”

“Right. What kind of mouth, exactly? A vampire mouth?”

“Who cares? It’s a cosmic mouth three times the size of Earth.”

“Does it have lips?”

“I don’t know. Why is that relevant?”

“I can’t decide if it’s scarier or less scary if it has lips.”

A fourth reporter raised his hand. “What about puppies and kittens?”

“What about them?” the press secretary asked.

“Will they be okay?”

“Are you asking me if puppies and kittens will be okay after the giant cosmic mouth devours the planet?”

“Yes. And I’m surprised it took this long for somebody to ask the question.”

“Sure,” the press secretary said. “They’ll all be fine.”

“Oh, good.”

“We’re done here. Go home to your families. And may God have mercy upon our souls.”

* * *
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I was that reporter. Not the rapey one. The one who asked if the mouth had lips.

Knowing that a cosmic mouth is rocketing toward your home planet, ready to bite it in half, changes you. Sometimes in a bad way. Like, maybe you’ve always fantasized about breaking into a nursing home and beating up all of the elderly residents, but you don’t because there would be negative consequences, yet now you’re all like, “To hell with criminal penalties! I’ll be dead long before this case goes to trial, beeyotches!” and so you break into the nursing home and you start beating the absolute living shit out of geriatrics, cackling with laughter the entire time. 

That’s a change for the worse.

But sometimes the upcoming extinction of all life on earth, including fake life like plants, changes you for the better. That’s what it did to me. I decided that no longer would I be an alcoholic reporter who cheated on his domestic partner and asked dumb-ass questions during press conferences. I would be...a hero.

I would devote the rest of my life to finding a way to defeat the cosmic mouth. Or die trying.

Well, no, I most likely wouldn’t die trying, but I’d die after my efforts failed, like everybody else. I could have phrased that better. What I’m saying is that I wasn’t a very good journalist.

I drove home. My domestic partner Suszie (her mother wanted to spell it “Susie,” and her father wanted to spell it “Suzie,” so they compromised) was in our driveway, holding a television set. She carried it into the house as I parked.

When I walked into the living room, there were a dozen television sets on the floor.

“Oh, hi,” she said. “You heard the apocalyptic news, right?”

“Yes. I was at the press conference, so I actually reported the news. Why is our living room filled with TVs?”

“Thought I’d do some looting before the mouth got here.”

“Okay. Why televisions?”

“If we’re all going to die in a few weeks, I’ll never be able to binge-watch all of the shows I want to see with just a single TV. Grey’s Anatomy alone has 435 episodes. I worked it out, and if I have thirty-two TVs running 24/7, I can get caught up before the cosmic mouth eats us.”

“Grey’s Anatomy has 435 episodes?”

“Yeah.”

“How do they keep coming up with new things for the characters to do?”

“I don’t know. I haven’t watched it. That’s the problem.”

“Okay,” I said. “Not to be judgmental, but that seems like a strange way to spend the time you have left.”

“I have an ulterior motive,” Suszie admitted. “All of this visual and aural stimulation all at once will quickly drive me mad. If I can get myself all nice and insane, I can face my doom without worry.”

I wanted to make an “oral stimulation” joke, but I knew what she meant, and I didn’t want to squander my limited remaining time with a blowjob joke. 

“I’m going to save the world,” I informed her.

“Huh?”

“The world. I’m going to save it.”

“You?”

“Yes.”

“How?”

“I haven’t figured that out yet.”

“Oh. Well, okay. Good luck.”

I knew I should break up with her. It was clear she didn’t believe in me. I didn’t expect her to grab a sword and vow to fight by my side, but some support would’ve been appreciated.

“We’re finished,” I told her.

“All right,” Suszie said. “So you’re moving out?”

Dammit! I hadn’t thought this through. This was Suszie’s home, and if I left her, I’d have to pack up all of my belongings and move them into a storage unit. That didn’t seem like a very good use of my time. 

“Can I take it back?” I asked.

“Sure.”

“Thanks.”

I helped her carry in the rest of the televisions. Then we spent a couple of hours getting them all connected to streaming services. After that, I left her to her self-induced insanity and went out in search of a solution to the apocalypse.

* * *
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“Another beer?” the bartender asked me.

I nodded. Before you get all judgy, you should know that I do my best thinking when I’m a little buzzed. 

Admittedly, I was drunk.

I got a little belligerent at last call, and the bouncers threw me out on my ass. I hadn’t come up with a solution to the “giant mouth coming to eat our planet” during my binge-drinking, but to be fair, I hadn’t made the problem worse.

* * *
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I guess I should acknowledge that you already know the world was not devoured by a giant cosmic mouth. I mean, there could be a twist ending where we’re all ghosts floating around space, or it could suddenly shift to the present tense where everybody is screaming as the mouth prepares to dine, but what actually happened is extremely well documented, and I’m not fooling anybody.

* * *

[image: ]


I wandered the streets, trying to figure out how I could defeat the mouth.

The best solution seemed to be to launch a nuclear missile at it. But, of course, I had no access to a nuclear missile, and certainly did not have the means to manufacture one.

Still, I could save the world by saying, “Hey, you should launch a nuclear missile at it!” I added that to my mental list.

Could the power of love defeat it? 

Most likely not.

The power of friendship...?

No. These were terrible ideas. Well, not the nuclear missile one, that one was actually quite good, but the others sucked. Perhaps I should postpone brainstorming world-saving ideas for when I wasn’t staggering around in a drunken stupor.

Could we reason with it?

Who was our planet’s most charming human? Tom Hanks? Didn’t Tom Hanks get nominated for an Academy Award for playing Mr. Rogers? Could Tom Hanks, in character as Mr. Rogers, convince the cosmic mouth that it was doing the wrong thing?

No! The government should bring in Samuel L. Jackson. If Samuel L. Jackson told the cosmic mouth to get the fuck away from Earth, motherfucker, it would most likely find another planet to eat. 

That idea was brilliant. Get NASA to build the world’s largest megaphone, and have Samuel L. Jackson ready to intimidate the mouth, with Tom Hanks waiting as backup.

I needed to remember this.

* * *
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When I woke up the next morning, I scraped the dried vomit off my face, got up out of the gutter, and tried to remember my plan to defeat the mouth.

Yell at it? Be kind to it? 

It was something along those lines, but I couldn’t remember any of the other details. 

Though my phone had been stolen during the night, it was light out, and so I should probably go into work. The vomit was also all over my shirt, but most of my fellow journalists had taken to alcoholism, so I wouldn’t be the only one wearing that fashion statement.

I burst into my boss’s office, where he was busy having sex with his secretary. Everybody knew he was banging his secretary, but previously he’d done it with the door closed.

“Should I come back later?” I asked.

“Nah, my mouth is free. What do you need?”

“I’ve figured out how to defeat the mouth.”

“How?”

“Nuclear missile.”

“Well, duh. There’s already one pointed at it. They’re waiting for it to come into range.”

“Oh. I thought I was thinking outside the box.”

“Nope. Totally in the box.” 

“Shit.”

“Would you mind shutting the door on your way out? Darlene and I are about to break some taboos.”

I left the office, feeling glum. I was starting to believe that I might not be the savior of our planet. But I still had a few weeks to figure something out...

* * *
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“Here’s my idea,” I told my boss a few weeks later. He’d eaten Darlene, and was now having sex with his new secretary, who he’d forced to get plastic surgery to make her look like Darlene. She didn’t look anything like her, but my boss had succumbed to madness, so it didn’t matter.

My boss grunted at me, which I took as an invitation to share my idea.

“Two nuclear missiles!”

He grunted at me and pointed, which I took as a demand to get the fuck out of his office.

I had failed.

* * *
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The mouth was now visible to the naked eye. Humans spent most of their day running around shrieking.

We shot nuclear missile after nuclear missile at that thing. The cosmic mouth kept eating them. Did it have a stomach? Did the missiles go into another dimension? Was its digestive system simply an empty void? Nobody knew. All we knew was that the mouth was still coming toward us.

“I love you,” I told Suszie.

“Yagga gloop wooble,” she said.
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* * *

[image: ]


Finally, the mouth was here.

It extended its massive cosmic tongue.

Touched it to the earth’s surface.

The mouth twisted into a grimace.

Then it reversed course, floating away from a planet whose flavor was not to its liking.

* * *
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There was a great deal of relief. Maybe not from the millions of people who were crushed by the mouth’s tongue, but everybody else was happy.

“Things are going to be incredibly awkward for a while,” the press secretary announced. “We’ve all done things we’re not proud of. If it’s difficult for you to look your friends and family in the eye, just know that we’re all in the same boat.”

It would take a long time for things to get back to normal. How could you pretend you hadn’t seen all of your professional colleagues masturbate in public? Would I ever forget about the underprivileged people I’d hunted for sport? How long would I be haunted by the memory of coming home one evening, after the world had been spared, to find that Suszie had cut off most of her own face?  

Eventually, we could almost pretend the whole cosmic mouth thing never happened. There would be permanent changes to our way of life, such as the legalization of rape, but there were days when I could gaze into the sky and believe that the danger had never existed.

And then I’d suddenly remember, and freak the hell out
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CAVITY CREEPS

Cody Goodfellow
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Storage space #369 was four feet deep and eight feet wide, with a narrow, two-by-six appendix of useless “bonus space” they couldn’t subdivide into another unit. It was just enough room to fit a modest human life and the body that had lived it. Filled to the ceiling with all of his records, books, sheet music and old instruments, the bonus space allowed Oscar Gurewich to sit in his favorite chair and listen to his phonograph. 

This is your home, now. Don’t cry, for God’s sake. At least you have one... and all your precious, heavy possessions.

He was taking an awful chance. The old hi-fi was plugged into an extension cord that ran out under his rolldown door and along the corridor to the service closet, which he’d propped open with a strip of duct tape. But he had paid for this space with the money he’d earned. He didn’t accept charity, but he’d be damned if he’d suffer in silence. And yet so long as no one tripped over his cable, he was outwardly as silent as the dead. He almost felt as if he was stealing something.

Oscar detested the headphones, but he couldn’t risk being discovered. He had never knowingly broken a law or even a rule, and he really had no other choice, nowhere else to go. The world had taken everything else from him, and if he sold his things, who would want them? He would still be penniless, homeless and too old to start over, and without his music and memories, he would be less than an animal. 

To dwell upon his circumstances, to honestly examine his fortunes and scheme upon any reversal, was pointless self-flagellation. The balm of Brahms’ 4th Symphony soothed his nerves like no empty words ever could. In its elegiac opening tones, he found serenity, the sense that it was all part of someone’s greater plan, but the flow soon turned stormy and defiant, making his heart race and his jaw clench. 

He was in an unhealthy romantic jag tonight, having worn a hole in the Moldau and his whole Mahler catalog. Berlioz, Grieg, Saint-Saens and Tchaikovsky lay out of their yellowed onionskin sleeves, the brittle, heavy disks more like pressed anthracite than flimsy postwar vinyl. His dithering fingers fumbled the Moonlight Sonata out of the milk crate at his knee but replaced it. He was not strong enough for that one tonight.

When had the world lost its taste for such beauty? One could plot the “progress” in all human endeavors over the last century against the decline of music, from insipid jazz standards to the fecal sturm and drang of modern pop music, and observe an unmistakable correlation... but which was the symptom, and which the cause? 

Perhaps, he reflected morosely, the end had begun with the recording of music itself. When playing music ceased to be a magical skill to conjure fleeting melodies out of tyrannical silence, and instead became a lot of common heat and noise that came out of a can, it lost its magic, its potent ability to speak to the soul; or perhaps men had sold or lost their souls first... 

When Brahms himself submitted to record one of his Hungarian dances for Thomas Edison in 1889, perhaps he had seen the terrible changes the invention would wreak. Almost buried beneath the surface noise like a swarm of vicious rats, the master’s muted piano work had the resigned air of a formal surrender.

As the 4th tossed and turned like a dreamer lost in troubled sleep, Oscar laid down the photo album he’d been leafing through and patted himself down for a tissue. The desiccated clippings swelled with the droplets of his tears. Discolored memories of his years with the San Diego Symphony and as a DJ at several short-lived classical FM stations, and his vacations in Vienna, with Elaine. They didn’t come to life with the infusion of fluid. They only got wet.

Suddenly, he jerked upright and snatched the headphones off his head. Though his hearing was not what it once was and the music was very loud, he’d heard a rough pounding that spoiled the perfect counterpoint of the music. The sound didn’t repeat itself, but he felt somehow guilty for retiring into the embrace of his headphones.

He knew he was not alone in trying to live in the storage spaces. He’d seen others who hopped the fence just before the office locked up, who snuck into their spaces and bolted themselves in with cut padlocks, and some vulgar idiots who left soda- and beer bottles refilled with urine in the outside lot. Such shameful circumstances did not make men eager to bond, but in the still of the night, you could hear men weeping, raging or ranting into imaginary telephones. The steel ducts that connected the four hundred spaces with the indifferent air conditioner distilled the chorus of raw emotions into a bland, murky tone poem of despair: Ligeti’s Lux Aeterna for condemned choir. The monotonous clicking of some loose vent or faulty thermostat regulator often sounded for hours on end when the heaters blew their rank breath of combusted dust throughout the storage complex, providing a sort of robotic rhythm section. Sometimes, he thought he heard babies crying. It was enough to drive a man to opera.

Oscar was grateful for the headphones, then. When he looked at the stacks of heavy, antiquated LPs in their crumbling folios alongside Elaine’s corny old rhumba records and Les Baxter and Dave Brubeck 45’s and the battered instrument cases, he felt like much more than a broken music teacher. He felt as he supposed those young people in their Brobdingnagian monster trucks and paramilitary SUV’s must feel, breezing along in implacable bubbles of creature comfort and blathering into cell phones with one half-lidded, heavily medicated eye on the ebb and flow of likewise disengaged traffic. More and more of them were marked with a bumper sticker from a local megachurch on the tinted rear window. NOTW, they defiantly proclaimed, with the T as a cross that looked more like a sword. Not Of This World. Back when someone had explained it to him, it’d seemed like the infantile height of modern stupidity, but now he wholeheartedly empathized. However high or low, hard or soft, the things of this world were an unbearable burden, and the longing to be free of them was not such a bad thing to feel.

He still had his possessions, his passions and his illusions. He had an air mattress, a gallon of fresh water to drink and clean himself, and a serviceable chamber pot. Eat your heart out, Sardanopolus. You can take it with you.

This was only temporary, to be sure. He still taught private lessons at Benoit Music on Ventura, though they paid barely enough to cover the storage space. He could try out again for the Los Angeles Symphony. Maybe this time, they’d deign to let him be an usher.

It had nearly killed him, lugging all this old junk into this tiny box of sheet metal, cinderblock and naked concrete, when the bank threw him out of the house on Vesper Street that he’d bought with Elaine eighteen years ago. He’d had to make his final trip with a stolen shopping cart, because they’d repossessed his camper. 

When he walked from the storage space on Sepulveda to the library on Moorpark every morning, he passed the old green GMC with the Roll-Along shell sitting in the repo yard, that they’d bought when she was laid off from teaching middle school. That was all she’d wanted, to be footloose and fancy-free for the rest of their days, but her heart wasn’t up to it and took her away before they could hit the road. Soon, the camper would be auctioned off, and someday, all this crap would fall to some scavenger who would no doubt groan at the dismal prospect of selling it on eBay. More and more spaces were turned out, of late, once the checks stopped coming. It was a wonder they hadn’t found more renters packed away with the junk they couldn’t pawn or part with, the best parts of them divided up long ago by the bank and the rats. 

Enough. He didn’t come here to wallow in self-pity. When he closed his eyes, he could almost dissolve into the music and rise above it all in a way that made him think death wouldn’t be so bad, if it was like this. If Elaine was there, and music...

The last bombastic stabs of the 4th subsided into the fireside crackle of needle on looping groove. Saint-Saens next. Carnival Of the Animals was a juvenile parade of frivolity, but one of her favorites. 

He dropped the record when he heard the sound again, damn it. Fists rapping on sheet metal. 

His heart turned a backflip in his chest. He’d been found out. Too late to make any difference, he switched off his battery-powered camp lantern and tamped out the ember in his meerschaum pipe. What the hell was he thinking, smoking in here? Maybe if he just played dead, they’d move on. He was hardly worth the trouble, and they had to know he had nowhere else to go.

A warbling tremolo of wordless fear came through the wall, and someone banged again with their open hand. The sound wasn’t coming from outside his door, but from the wall at his back. 

Someone in the next space.

He’d resided in the storage facility for almost two months, and he’d never seen his next-door neighbor, nor had he any reason to seek him out. Tugging the headphones off, Oscar struggled to sound courteous. “Yes, what can I do for you?”

“Help me, please... can you help me?” Through the wall, he couldn’t tell the man’s age or background. The voice sounded bleary from sleep or drink or both, but there was a sour chord of hysteria in his tone that shivered the corrugated tin between them. “My light’s gone out, it’s dark and they’re––I think they’re... eating me...”

Oh dear, this didn’t sound promising. Maybe the poor fellow was having night terrors or had committed the mortal sin of the modern age and gone off his meds. But no man is an island, Oscar reminded himself, not even here. 

Scooting his chair away from the wall, he knocked over a stack of records in the dark. They skidded and cracked under his stocking feet. He cursed under his breath, an old habit from the days of Elaine’s swear jar. He switched on the camp lamp and winced to survey the damage. The Mahler was a loss. Still, he tried to be civil. “Are you in distress? I don’t have a phone.”

“I need light! My batteries are dead, or... gone, I don’t know, but they come when it’s dark. I blocked my vent... you know about that, right? I can hear them, I think they’re already in here with me, please––“

Was he talking about rats? Oscar had never seen one on the premises, though there were poison bait stations everywhere. “I don’t have any extra batteries, and just the one lamp. Why don’t you open your door?” 

The lights in the corridors were on motion triggers and would switch on in fifty-yard stretches of the arterial corridor outside. A security guard was on duty in the front office and occasionally watched the video monitors, but he was studying for the LAPD exam––probably not for the first time––when he was awake at all. Surely a harsh blast of fluorescent light would wake him out of his nightmare, and Oscar Gurewich could mind his own business again. 

The man on the other side snapped, “What the fuck do you think I am, new? I can’t do that, I tried, but it’s locked! Creeps locked me in! Fucking creeps...”

Well, that tore it. Oscar turned away from the wall, gingerly replaced his chair and picked up his headphones. Big, clunky old full enclosure Technics studio cans; he wouldn’t have heard artillery or a Roman orgy in the next space, during his previous selections, Marche Slave and Holst’s The Planets. He wondered how long his neighbor had been making a drunken spectacle of himself. For surely that was all it was...

What would Elaine tell him, right now? He didn’t need to ask his memory to replay her catalog of lectures. He didn’t owe this stranger anything, but he owed it to himself not to have to look at a coward in the mirror every morning. 

He grabbed the nylon rope leash and tugged his door open. It rolled jerkily up into its housing but refused to budge beyond waist-height. Oscar ducked under it and stepped into the hall. The fluorescent lights flickered and came on, so cold he expected to see his breath, so bright that his shadow between his feet was a bottomless hole in the floor. 

He looked up and down the corridor, but of course there was nothing moving, nothing alive. His extension cord snaked past five doors to vanish into the service closet. As bright as they were, the lights cast discrete cones of sterile illumination on the floor. The dark crowded around it, ate it up. 

Oscar hesitated before he went to #368. He could be dangerous; he could be sleepwalking or on drugs...

Just you go and do nothing, then, and see what that gets you.

Thanks, Elaine. He went to the door and bent over the lock. The light in here was funny, his deep black shadow made the familiar door look like the dark side of the moon. He instantly regretted touching it. The lock was covered in some kind of rubbery slime, a septic blackish gunk like what grows inside a garbage disposal in a widower’s house. He clamped his lips tight to keep from vomiting, but he took hold of the lock and tugged. 

It was one of the cheap padlocks everybody bought from the front office, but it wasn’t cut with bolt cutters, like the ones everybody rigged over their unlatched doors to fool the security. It fooled no one, Oscar was sure, but it let the management deny that they were a cut-rate flophouse. If the night watch wasn’t practicing his sleeper hold on a CPR dummy in the office, Oscar might just get caught, before things got out of hand. 

Maybe it was security playing a game with them, or one of their faceless neighbors, because someone sure as Chopin put the filthy padlock on the door to seal him in.

Creeps, the man had said, with a particular whine of primal terror. Fucking creeps...

Oscar looked over his shoulder. Nothing moved. No one lay poised to pounce on him. Then he heard a sound that made him jump back and clutch his chest. That clicking he heard from the ductwork, that faint but persistent sound that he’d written off as a failing component in the climate control system... 

He heard it now, but it was not a faint, fading sound. It came from just the other side of the door, which shook, just a little, as he backed up against the opposite wall. It sounded like scissors opening and snapping shut.

“It’s okay, I’m sorry, I’m okay... just go away, okay?” The man who’d just begged him for light now sounded blissfully unconcerned, like he was counting backwards on the operating table. “Just... go...”

Nothing he could say could answer that dismissal, but nothing, now, could make him obey. Briskly, Oscar jogged down the hall to the closet. As the lights passed by overhead, his shadow grew long and stretched out behind him, then shrank until it puddled at his feet to seep out ahead of him, as if it took three days to reach the closet and throw open the door. 

Dark inside, but he found the switch. He’d inveigled the key from Mustafa, the daytime office manager, and he was pretty sure the grim Yemeni fellow knew what was really going on. But Oscar was no bumbling Watergate burglar. He taped up the strike plate so no one who didn’t pull on the door would know it wasn’t locked. 

Shelves stocked with Waxie floor cleanser, Goo Gone, and industrial strength graffiti remover, next to a bonfire pile of broken mops, push brooms, and a bucket on wheels. He almost despaired of finding them before his eyes picked the bulky yellow rubber grips out of the mess. The ungainly weight of the bolt-cutters almost tugged him off his feet. He slipped sideways in his sweaty Argyle socks but checked himself against the doorframe with one shoulder as he charged back out into the hall. 

Almost immediately, he sensed something behind him. The dim orange glow of his lamp was like the ember of a dying campfire in a coalmine. He kept running and all he could hear was his own labored breathing, like shovels full of wet sand hitting a brick wall. He ran harder, lurching and listing with the bolt-cutters in the crook of his left arm. He risked a fleeting glance over his shoulder as he ran and saw a flash of black and yellow teeth at his back, before the lights went out.

Still running, he whipped around and for a moment, the sixty-one-year-old music teacher galloped backwards like a first-string NFL receiver wielding Excalibur, lashing blindly out at the gurgling darkness.

Once he swung them, the bulky steel shears took over his momentum. It was like swinging two solid baseball bats one-handed. The carbon-steel teeth caught something that checked their wild trajectory and made the blackness shriek like dry ice on metal. 

Oscar stumbled. The runaway cutting head smashed into a rolldown door like a battering ram on a drawbridge. Shock ripped up Oscar’s hand as if the bolt-cutters had clipped a third rail. 

Loud. 

The sound was so loud, Oscar’s left ear just shrieked like a cheap alarm clock. The echoes rolled away down the infinite tube and came back mushy and mingled with shreds of his own blood-curdling falsetto scream.

And then, just as it occurred to him that he was still running backwards, he tripped on something stretched across the floor. His feet skipped out from under him, and he flew ass-first into the dark. His arms flapped up to shield his head just as the floor cracked his tailbone and compacted his lungs into the back of his throat.

Rolling into a broken ball like a drowned spider in a bathtub, he could not defend himself, let alone speculate upon what had attacked him. A burning breath like a draught of liquid oxygen made him cough and retch on the concrete. 

Someone in a nearby space shouted at him to shut the fuck up, they had to work in the morning. He gasped an apology before he remembered his own troubles. 

Something had attacked him in the dark. His mind told him it was a dog, emphatically pushing pictures of big black Rottweilers snarling and baring yellow teeth, and it would be easy to accept them. It was no less terrifying, but it added up. The storage place had bought some guard dogs, or strays had wandered in, or––

No. What he saw, however briefly, overwhelmed any reflexive rational explanation. It wasn’t a dog, or a man, or anything like anything he’d ever seen, before. It was something Not of This World, as the born-again Yuppies said. 

And it was still somewhere, very close to him.

Nothing was broken, thank God for small favors, but he wouldn’t be sitting in chairs for a week. He rolled onto his knees and dragged himself upright, clutching the wall and wheezing. By the murky lamplight, he saw that he’d tripped over his own extension cord. The bolt cutters lay splayed open on the floor about eight feet away. You old fool, he scolded himself, you’ve got yourself all wound up over nothing...

Something darker than darkness lay or squatted at the very edge of the lamp’s feeble corona. The light glinted off something. An eye... No, it had no eyes. Only teeth.

His knees shook. He was too terrified even to run, but when he finally took a step, it was towards the thing, and another, slowly, testing every inch for a sign of life. At last, he bent, head swimming, grabbing the bolt-cutters. The prone figure hissed at him and backed into the curtain of opaque shadow. Coward, he thought, but he crept backwards with the bolt-cutters brandished like a cross against vampires.

He went to his own storage space and picked up the lamp, switching on the blazing white, fluorescent lamp, and the blinking red emergency light at the other end. The lamp hurt his eyes. How long had he been in the dark?

It was harder to pry himself out of his own space again. His hand caught the leash and started to pull the door down. A man was in the next space, and he needed help. They were discarded and damned, but they were yet human beings, and to ignore another would only prove that he was not fit to save himself. 

Outside his space, the corridor felt hotter. He went to #368 and held the lamp up to the soiled padlock, then set it on the floor to apply the bolt-cutters. The serrated teeth nipped through the cheap aluminum lock like it was made of cheese. Something banged into the door just opposite his face. Oscar fumbled the bolt-cutters, then held them up like a club as he squatted to grab the handle and threw the door up as hard as he could. 

It jerked to a stop at chest-height. Oscar took a step back. A palpable flood of stench rolled over him, like mildew and carrion and raw sewage poured into a space heater. 

The dingy sheet-metal walls were plastered with clipped photos and maps from National Geographic, along with the pages of a Gaugin coffee table book. Everywhere, the sunny, honey-colored windows into another world gazed down in blind disgust upon this one. 

[image: A drawing of a monster

AI-generated content may be incorrect.]His neighbor lay on a Coleman air mattress with his head at Oscar’s feet. In a blue UCLA T-shirt and pajamas, he looked like someone sleeping in their own home, and for a moment, his beleaguered, lost stare was enough to make Oscar back away and apologize as he reached to close the door.

But then, no matter how much he wanted not to, he still saw the things that crouched over the art lover and brazenly continued with the business of eating him.

They were two or three feet tall, but hunchbacked and bent on all fours. Their skin a glossy, bubbling black like roofing tar; long, crooked limbs dragging bloated bellies and propping up wobbly, ponderous heads, which were nothing but bulging jaws and teeth.
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