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There are dark corners of this Earth where humankind is not welcome. Where the natural world and its gatekeepers are fighting back...
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Author’s Note

The human mind is as brittle as it is brilliant. Capable of soaring feats of imagination and, conversely, plummeting into depths of madness and melancholia. The negative manifestations of the subconscious mind often lead to destructive thoughts and emotions, depression, hallucination, doubt, anguish, pain. It can also lead to the mind disconnecting from reality altogether - bending it to new planes, creating its own narrative, pursuing its own agenda. Reaching out into the dark voids of our psyche, in search of answers beyond what is known. In search of things that, perhaps, are best left unfound. We are inquisitive to the point where logic pleads with us to return to the light. At least to what is known. Consequently, if we do not heed that logic, if we cross that Rubicon in search of what is on the other side, there is a chance it will become our undoing. Equally, there are times when we are no more in control of  our destiny than a storm-tossed leaf, when forces entirely outside of it conspire to change the course of it. They hijack the destination we thought we were heading in, only to divert us onto unknown and unforgiving paths.

In these eight twisted tales, Beyond the Edge of Reason, the boundary between those worlds becomes blurred. Confused. To the extent that the familiar takes second place to what lies in the darkness beyond. To an unknown and terrifying new reality. Whether we seek it out knowingly, or whether by chance. A place where we are not welcome. The place where demons stalk.

I sincerely hope you enjoy these tales, which, like Volume 1, are still rooted in the here and now, amongst real people. People, perhaps, just like you...

Remember, do not fret about your nightmares. True horror is manifested in daylight hours.
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“Eighteen hundred, plus commission,” Frank said, giving the young man a cold stare. It was obvious he was recent to the game. The pros knew the drill; he could tell this guy was a newbie. Ellis, the fledgling antiques trader, handed over the cash and, in return, was given a receipt and a bolt cropper, which he stared at, bewildered. He’d never won a self-storage auction before. This one was under-attended, much to Frank’s annoyance. He’d thought maybe twenty-five hundred. But the day was rank, and the skies opened to wash out any hope of a decent sale.

“Don’t forget to bring them back,” Frank grumbled.

Ellis looked blankly at the seller.

Frank pointed at the bolt croppers. “After you’ve cut the lock.”

The self-storage building had three floors and over eighty units. The one Ellis bid for and won was near the back, sandwiched in the middle. There was a lift, thankfully, to help take stuff up and down. At the steel door to Unit 23, Ellis locked the jaws of the bolt cropper around the padlock’s shackle. It needed all the strength he could muster, and he was glad no one was there to witness his physical inadequacy. Ellis removed the broken lock from its keep, dropping it. He jumped at the noise as it made contact with the steel floor. After a deep breath and a moment’s hesitation, he wrenched open the door. He was greeted by darkness and a cloying staleness that seeped past him, invading the metallic tang of the air in the corridor. Fumbling at the edge of the door frame, he found the switch. The aged, overhead fluorescent tube hummed, staccato, into life. It couldn’t muster illuminating the corners; it was too tired and had waited too long to be called on for use. The last fingers to operate that switch lay cold and bloodless under six feet of soil. And that demise, with no known relatives and no will, had brought about the necessity for the sale of the lock-up and the items within.

Ellis took another moment and another deep breath before finally entering the room. It was fifteen feet deep and ten feet wide, not big but crammed to the ceiling. Boxes mainly, some small items of furniture, and bin liners packed to bursting. Check the furniture first, Ellis thought, see if any can be sold. Then the bags, probably full of junky old clothing. Then the boxes – may find some antiques, treasure, comics, or even porn. Old stuff. Collectible. It was every car-booter’s dream, every antique emporium addict’s hope, that one day you would come across that piece of holy grail to buy you out of your hole. You didn’t need too many fingers to count the ones who’d managed it. It took Ellis less than an hour to extract the furniture and wheel it downstairs on a trolley. He handed the bolt croppers back to Frank before loading his van. There were a couple of sellable pieces. The rest was repro junk that nobody wanted anymore. Tip fodder. Ellis locked his van and went back inside the building.

“Did you bring a new padlock with you?” Frank asked as he entered.

“Er, what?”

“You know, to secure your lock-up when you leave.”

“Er, no. I didn’t think I’d be successful.”

“You have two days to clear it out. If it’s not locked during that window, I can’t be responsible if anything goes missing.”

Frank disappeared into his office and returned with a new padlock in a shrink-wrapped pack. “Twenty bucks, pal.”

“Twenty?” Ellis surprised himself with the inflection in his voice.

Frank grinned. “Cost you more in time and fuel to go out and buy one now.” He thrust the pack at Ellis.

It took the rest of that afternoon to dig through the bin liners. His earlier guess hadn’t been wrong. They were full of used clothing, bed linen, old curtains, and stuff destined for charity shops. Or the bin. By evening, Ellis’s stomach reminded him of the time. He secured the lock-up with his overpriced padlock and headed home. Tomorrow, he would start on the boxes. 

As it happened, those turned out to be more interesting, recouping his layout for sure, he guessed, maybe even making a decent profit. He catalogued the items carefully in his inventory. The good stuff, he would photograph at home. It took another day to get to the back of the unit, where he found the case. It was buried in the corner under a box of magazines. No vintage comics, unfortunately, but there were some vintage jizz mags. And some promising stuff from the fifties and sixties. They would need research time.

Ellis checked the suitcase over. It was a big old Antler with the leather edging and metal corners. The thing was worth money on its own. He slid the case out of the corner. It had weight. He prayed it wouldn’t be locked... unfortunately, it was. Damn it! Ellis stood up and retrieved his set of lock picks from the van. He’d bought the set online and practised, and it paid off: the locks popped open after five minutes’ work. Like Harrison Ford weighing up his bag of sand in Raiders of the Lost Arc, Ellis paused in anticipation of his treasure. Fingers flexing and breath held, should a jack-in-the-box leap out to scare him. Don’t be an idiot! He carefully lifted the lid, revealing that the contents had been covered with a blanket. Exhaling, Ellis moved the blanket aside and promptly leapt away. “Gah!” The noise came out weirdly strangled.

There was a body curled up inside.

Heart pounding, his flesh hot and prickly, Ellis crept back to the case. It didn’t smell. There were no flies. No maggots. He stood over it, braving the contents, daring a closer look. Finally, he summoned up the courage to kneel and examine it properly. It was some kind of mannequin or doll. Ha! Jeez, that scared the crap out of you, shit for brains. Gingerly, Ellis placed a hand on the thing, curled up foetal-like in its makeshift bed. It was cool to the touch. With care, he lifted it free of the case. Laying it gently on the floor, he wondered what it was made of and what it might have been used for. It was an exquisite thing, beautifully crafted. The face and the mounds on the chest more than hinted it was meant to be female. He guessed its height as just shy of five feet, figuring he could take proper measurements when he got home. It was slender and smooth with a pinky-beige flesh tone. Weighing perhaps one hundred pounds, again, he would weigh it later. It was unclothed, and the joints were supple and articulated, although how they worked, he couldn’t tell. He'd never seen anything like it before. Manufactured, possibly, in some kind of unique latex, the joints and the smooth crotch were highlighted in a deeper beige colour. Ellis rolled it over onto its front. The doll’s articulation made it feel uncannily human-like, as though he were rolling over someone who was sleeping, or drunk. There were no manufacturer’s marks or logos to be seen, no distinctive branding anywhere on its back.

Ellis knelt over the doll for another minute before lifting it up and carefully placing it back in the case. He had been as gentle with it as he would have been with someone sleeping – a real person. He smiled at the realisation. Need to do some research, he thought and shut the lid.

***

[image: ]


It took Ellis some weeks to shift the bulk of the auction items. The rest went to charity. He ended up with a decent profit, so he spent hours perusing any media for similar sales, thinking he could try to make a living this way. This new endeavour gave him little time to do the research on the doll, which he’d placed on his bedroom chair. He passed it every day. After the first week, he began wishing it a good morning. When he went to bed, a good night. One evening, after showering, he casually tossed his towel over the chair, forgetting about its occupant. It wasn’t until he donned his tracksuit bottoms and T-shirt that Ellis realised what he’d done. He removed the towel and noticed it had skewed the head sideways. Apologising, he carefully straightened it, stroked its head, then left the room. 

A comforting habit evolved over the following days. The one-way conversations increased in complexity. Ellis developed a certain affinity for the life-like figure that shared his space. At the end of the third week, around the time he’d managed to shift most of the contents of the lock-up, he decided to do a little research, making the rookie error of typing ‘latex dolls’ into the search bar of his browser. This took him to sites that weren’t entirely useful for his research. As the hours turned into days, he got sucked into a rabbit hole he’d never anticipated. A rabbit hole that necessitated occasional trips to the bathroom – he couldn’t bring himself to do that in front of his roommate. Occasionally, he would place the figure on the bed next to him while he browsed his laptop... just for company. One Saturday evening, after another frustrating round of research, he spoke out loud to himself. 

“It would help if I knew who made you. If you had a name of some kind.”

Alice

Ellis swivelled round and faced the doll, his vertebrae clicking, the breath catching in his throat. It looked on silently, its eyes fixed on the wall opposite the bed. “What?! Did you say something?” 

Alice looked on impassively. 

Staring at this screen is making me hallucinate, he thought. He put the laptop down, deciding to get a beer. After retrieving a cold one from the fridge, he sat at the kitchen table, massaging his temples and rubbing the back of his neck. The bed was visible through the open door, and a quick glance was enough to see that Alice remained where he had left her, staring at the blank wall. What had he expected, the impossibility that she had followed him in? Alice. Where had that come from? He was sure the voice had been audible outside of his head. But how could it have been? Ellis lifted his gaze to the clock on the wall over the sink. It was late, but not too late for another beer. The first felt rushed; the second he would savour. He sat quietly, taking occasional sips from the bottle. Not really concentrating his thoughts on any particular thing, he let his mind drift in search of its own ends. It returned naturally to the most pressing question, and Ellis ventured another look into the bedroom. What he saw caused him to knock over what remained in his bottle. 

He was certain Alice was looking in his direction. As certain as a man who had begun to question the threads of reality could be, that an eyeless, sightless doll was staring at him. It wasn’t the beer, he thought, he hadn’t consumed that much. It must be his imagination, a trick of the light. He took another swig from the bottle, then looked over at Alice again. She was looking straight ahead at the blank wall in his bedroom.

After mopping up the beer and retrieving a new one, Ellis switched on the television. The trash, mind-numbing TV of the small hours had begun, which eventually necessitated yet another beer. Tiredness and beer overcame him, and he succumbed to a stuporous sleep, waking up at two a.m. Dragging his uncooperative feet, he made his way to the bathroom from the couch, emptied his bladder, stripped, and then fell into bed. Half asleep, half drunk, he thought he heard the voice again.

Cold

In the darkness, Ellis looked at his companion with the eyes of the weary, the reliability of the inebriated. “You must be cold, I’m sorry,” he slurred. Somehow, he managed to move Alice under the duvet. Ellis had vivid dreams the remainder of that night – a tumult of images from the week that churned in random, kaleidoscopic drifts. He woke up later than usual to discover his arm draped around Alice in the bed; her face turned towards him. It gave him a shock, not remembering having embraced during the night. He rolled over, withdrawing his arm, to discover his morning glory greeting him in hard splendour. Confused and abashed, he apologised to Alice before plodding to the bathroom to relieve himself.

Thank you

The voice followed him in, but he paid it no heed. And as he did what came naturally, the X-rated content of the internet rabbit hole he’d fallen down played out in his mind in endless loops.

***
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Ellis began the habit of moving Alice from the bedroom to the table when he had breakfast. Then to the sofa when he watched television, which is where he left her sitting when he went to work, and finally back to the bedroom when he retired for the night. His one-way conversations with her increased from the occasional good morning or goodnight to recounting his entire day. He got comfortable with having her around. One morning, he was sitting at the table, in is bathrobe, scanning through the bulk sales, when he spied a deal that looked like a money spinner. He put down his coffee and read the auction details, quietly mouthing the words.

I’d like one of those

Ellis looked up at his table mate. “You’d like a robe?”

I’m naked

“Oh God, of course you are. I’m sorry, how thoughtless of me.” Ellis’s cheeks blushed a subtle pink, so absorbed had he been in the pursuit of his own goals. “Hang on,” he said, getting up from the table. Collecting his tape measure, Ellis placed Alice on the floor. “You feel like you’ve put on weight.”

How rude

“Sorry, I didn’t mean to be.”

Ellis ran the tape measure the length of his companion. More than once. Three times, he did it, with the same result. Incredibly, Alice was an inch and a half longer than when he’d brought her home. Perhaps all that time in the trunk had compressed her joints. But how would that make her heavier? Ellis pondered this as he crouched over the supine figure on the kitchen floor.

Are you going to leave me here all day

“Sorry, Alice, no, I need to get going.”

You need to get going

Ellis made his friend comfortable on the couch and, for the first time, placed a blanket over her.

“I’ll be back later with a surprise.” He left the house a little while later, feeling chipper. As he closed the front door behind him, he could have sworn he heard the television spark into life. Shrugging it off as his imagination, Ellis climbed into his van and headed off.

He returned later that evening to a quiet house, a neatly wrapped parcel in his hand. Ellis placed it on Alice’s lap. “Surprise!” he said excitedly. “Aren’t you going to open it?”

No, you do it for me

“Okay. I hope you like it.”

Ellis unwrapped the parcel he’d wrapped less than two hours before. From it, he pulled out a kimono-style robe. It was the colour of the summer sky, decorated with embroidered herons.

That’s beautiful

“I knew you’d like it. Would you like to try it on?

You dress me

Ellis managed to get the robe on Alice with only a modest degree of difficulty. It made her look even more human.

Thank you Ellis

“You deserve it, for your patience.”

And 

Ellis hesitated, feeling abashed. “And your beauty,” he said awkwardly, planting a kiss on the top of her head.

At dinner, with Alice sitting opposite, Ellis recounted his day. He would go back, he said, to the auction he’d read about, the one he had been to check out during the day, as there were possibilities to make a decent profit on some of the stock. Alice listened quietly, intently, staring fixedly at him. He chatted while clearing the dishes and washing up, and he did the same when he settled her on the sofa next to him. Then they watched some TV, and Ellis had a few beers. Around twelve, Ellis took the both of them to bed. He put Alice under the duvet, adjusting her new robe, and then went into the bathroom to wash and brush his teeth. It was late; he was tired, but it had been a good day, productive, and he was glad he’d made Alice happy.

It didn’t take long for Ellis to fall asleep. The dreams rose quickly from the deep trough of his subconscious. He woke up with a start at three in the morning. A film of sweat coated his skin, and, as he lowered his hand to his crotch, he felt himself hard under the sheets. As though it might burst. Ellis wrapped his fingers around it, pushing against the stiff muscle, lazily squeezing and stroking in his fully aroused, half-sleep state. The room was dark save for the dim borrowed light of the streetlamp. He turned, remembering he was not alone. Alice was visible in that soft glow, and her head was turned towards his.

You don’t need to stop

Ellis felt the heat pepper his face in shame, and he stopped what he was doing.

Not for my sake

Agitated and embarrassed, yet still aroused, the heat rising through his body, Ellis lowered the duvet enough to cool himself. It had the desired effect on his skin but not on his erection. It pulsed as though willing to starve his body of blood should it not be satisfied. He moved his hand again and continued in the glow of the streetlamp, the bedroom bathed in eerie luminescence. He came, clutching the warm, soft latex of Alice’s hand. After he’d cleaned himself up and pulled the duvet over them both, he turned and faced his companion. And in the dim light, as he drifted off to sleep, he was certain Alice was smiling.

***
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Ellis felt very sheepish in the morning. Hesitant to look Alice in the face, he went about his morning chores with unusual haste as though avoiding conversation with her. She watched him with unmoving eyes and her stillness of head. He thought Alice was allowing him the space to digest how he felt about last night. He was obviously embarrassed, but she said nothing. 

Ellis left it until he was almost out of the door before he opened his mouth for the first time. “I’m going to the auction today. Wish me luck!” He went back to the sofa and kissed the top of her head. “You’re not mad with me, are you?”

No, I could never be mad with you

“Thank you. I’ll see you later.”

As Ellis closed the front door behind him, he was sure he heard the television burst into life again. He looked back at the house, then his watch, then the van. Let’s get to it, Ellis. He left the sounds from inside consigned to his imagination and walked to his vehicle.

The auction was moderately successful. He got some, but not all of what he wanted. It would be enough to see him through to the end of the month. This would give him time to trawl the trade mags and papers and start getting ahead. He’d need more storage space, though; his garage was already full. It was time to think about investing in a storage unit. Maybe Frank’s place, out on the old railway siding estate. Maybe not. Ellis wouldn’t need to hold on to the merchandise he’d bought for long, though. They weren’t antiques this time, just branded sportswear and some high-end ladies’ garments. He knew just the place to unload most of it. As Ellis entered the house, he was sure he heard Alice and another voice that was not hers. Like a conversation had just ended abruptly, the tail end of an argument. He went into the lounge.

“Hello. Alice, were you talking to someone just now? I thought I heard another voice.”

There’s only me here

“I know, of course, it just sounded like you were arguing with someone.”

There was no other voice

You must be imagining it

Ellis poked his head into the kitchen area and the bedroom.

Don’t you believe me

Ellis turned to his companion. She looked a little peeved. “Sorry. Yes, of course I believe you.”

Then why did you just look around the house

“I don’t really know. Just checking everything is okay, I suppose.” Ellis walked over to Alice and stroked her head. “How was your day?”

Dull

Did you buy me anything

“As a matter of fact, I did. I’ll show you in a bit, after I’ve had something to eat.”

And a beer

“Yeah,” Ellis chuckled, “and a beer.” He made a ham and cheese toastie but went without the beer. After, he lifted Alice out of the chair and carried her to the bathroom, careful not to hit her head or feet on the doorframes. It was a gallant gesture. Sensitive. He laid her out on the bathmat and divested her of the satin robe. It wasn’t easy, undressing what was basically a human-sized dead weight. Like taking care of a quadriplegic. As he laid her back down, naked, Ellis sprang up, his head nearly smashing into the basin. He did a double take. Where her intimate parts had previously been smooth with just a different tint from the rest of her body, they had now changed. Her breasts were the same size but more formed. And they had rudimentary nipples. Between her legs, where the doll-like smoothness had been, was a definite cleft. What the fuck? This can’t be happening. He stood frozen in shock, his mind reeling.

Are you just going to leave me here on the floor

“Er... no, it’s just that, just that... you’ve changed.”

What did you bring me in here for

“I wanted to wash you.”

Am I dirty then

“Er, no, I thought it might be nice for you.”

Nice for me or for you

“For you.”

I’d like a bath

“You’d like a bath? Is it safe, I mean, it won’t damage you, will it?

I don’t know

Perhaps you can give me a sponge bath instead of putting me underwater

“That’s actually what I had in mind.”

Well don’t be shy, I’ll get cold lying here on the floor

So, Ellis obliged, filling the basin with warm water and flannelling Alice’s body, taking great care. Her latex flesh yielded almost like a human’s would. Afterwards, he wrapped her in a towel and carried her to the bed, laying her down gently. “I’ll be back in a minute,” he said, then left the room to return with a parcel wrapped in decorated paper. He held it out. “I got you a present.”

You’d better open it for me

“Of course.” Ellis sat on the edge of the bed and opened the package. Inside was a set of beetle green silk pyjamas, with black piping.

They’re beautiful thank you 

Will you help me on with them

Ellis obliged, carefully dressing her. He was getting the hang of manipulating her unresponsive body. Alice never complained.

***
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Another week had gone by when Ellis noticed his trousers seemed a bit looser. He hadn’t gone on a diet and wasn’t aware he was eating less than usual. Perhaps he was and simply hadn’t noticed. It was true he had been busier; the extra physical activity may have had some positive effect. He hadn’t noticed the extra space inside his shirts yet. Or the looser fit of his T-shirts. These changes were a little more difficult to detect. These he would notice in another week or so. Alice seemed to have put on a little more weight, and towards the end of the second month of what he now thought of as their relationship, he brought out his tape measure again. He checked it three times. A month ago, Alice was five feet one... now she was five feet two and a half. Ellis knelt at her side and looked along her body. It had definitely changed. It was subtle, certainly if you saw her clothed, but what had happened underneath those clothes was way less subtle. As Ellis contemplated what might be happening, Alice’s head turned sideways in his direction. It made him twitch a little. He looked at her face.

Do you think I’m pretty

“Yes, I do.”

Do you think I would look prettier with nice hair

“It’s funny you should say that. I’ve been thinking the same thing.”

Two days later, Ellis arrived home with a dark brown wig styled into a long bob. Alice was on the sofa when he tried it on her. It fit perfectly. As he stepped back a few feet to take in the full effect, he felt a strange euphoria. It seemed to complete her. Make her almost human.

Does it look good on me

“It looks fantastic. You look beautiful.”

I feel beautiful

Ellis stared unashamedly.

Sit with me

Ellis did as he was asked and sat next to Alice. There was a new intimacy he hadn’t felt before. A rush, as though he were sitting next to the prettiest girl at a party. One he had fantasised about meeting but had neither the courage nor the opportunity to do so before. Now he was here, and it was just the two of them.

Do you like me Ellis

Ellis felt the touch of Alice’s hand as it brushed his skin.

Do you have feelings for me

“I... I, yes, I do, Alice.”

Ellis slipped his hand into the upturned palm offered and felt the delicate pressure as it squeezed his.

Later, after dinner and a couple of beers with bourbon chasers, Ellis took his girlfriend to bed. He’d stuck the wig on with special adhesive so Alice wouldn’t suffer the ignominy of it sliding off. She was dressed in her beetle green pyjamas with her head and shoulders exposed above the duvet. She looked serene in the low light of the table lamps. Happy. The day had worn Ellis out, and after washing and settling in next to Alice, it didn’t take long for him to fall asleep.

Once again, in the early hours, he awoke twisting in a sweaty paroxysm. Breathing in short gasps, he reached across to where Alice lay. She was on her side, looking at him, her face half bathed in the light from the streetlamp. As though she had expected him to waken at that very moment. Her pyjama top was open, and he could just glimpse the curve of her breast and the shadow of her nipple.

You should take care of that

Ellis felt the hardness of his erection, felt the blood pounding through his body. Torn between shame and sexual mania, Ellis froze, unsure, until the ache became unbearable. Until the thing in his hands took control of his mind. It didn’t take long, and when he came, the heart in his chest threatening to tear itself out of its cavity, he felt the closeness of Alice and the gentle press of her lips on his cheek. 

***
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Ellis felt sapped in the morning, like he’d watched the sunrise after an all-night rave. He buttoned Alice’s pyjamas back up and sat with her at the kitchen table. She didn’t say much, just watched him with placid eyes. He didn’t press her for conversation. Some toast and two cups of coffee gave him the minimum amount of required energy to function. It would be a slow day, he imagined, and it was late morning before he decided to venture out. His favourite jacket had developed a tear in the seam under one of the arms. It aggravated him as it meant a trip to the dry cleaners for a repair. He took a different jacket off a coat peg in the hall. One he hadn’t worn for at least three months. It felt roomy. Not excessively, not like you’d borrowed your older brother’s jacket, just slacker. Ellis left the house to the sound of the TV being switched on.

By the end of the week, Ellis had secured a good deal on a unit at a U-Store out on the riverside business park. It wasn’t state of the art, but it had its own version of Frank in permanent residence, so security wasn’t an issue. Not that Ellis was storing the crown jewels. Most of his stuff had a pretty swift turnaround. He wasn’t a collector, he kept reminding himself, he wanted to shift the gear. The money was coming in at a respectable rate; business was okay. The next step would be to rent a stall at an antiques emporium or barn. There were some about – he just needed to come up with a good name for the stall – something catchy. Perhaps Alice could think of one.

“What should we call it?”

You’ll have to give me a moment

The pair of them were sitting on the sofa. Ellis, having explained his desire to expand, had asked his girlfriend what she thought about for a name. He was eager for her to be a part of it. She seemed pleased for him. For them. They sat holding hands while an episode of The Curiosity Roadshow aired on TV. A much-copied formula which had variants across many channels. When it finished, Alice spoke.

Alice’s Attic 

Ellis turned to her. “That’s brilliant,” he said, kissing her on the cheek. “That has a nice ring to it, and it will be high up in a search engine. Thank you. I’m going to make a special dinner to celebrate our new adventure.” He rose and went to start preparing food. The kitchen-diner was open plan, with an L-shaped lounge you could see most of from the dining table. Alice remained on the sofa while Ellis worked in the kitchen. He laid the table for two and opened a bottle of wine to celebrate.

Smells good

“It won’t be long.”

Presently, Ellis went to fetch Alice and bring her to the table. He positioned her so her arms rested on the tabletop.

You’ve never cooked for me before

“I know, but this is a special occasion.”

You know I can’t eat it

Ellis looked at her in bemusement, then realised what he’d done. “I’m sorry, I was so excited, I forgot.”

Alice paused before continuing.

But I could eat it

There is a way I could eat it

Ellis put his knife and fork down deliberately and carefully on the edge of his plate. He eyed his girlfriend with astonishment. “What do you mean?”

You know what I mean

It means us being together

As one

As Ellis just stared, a weird sensation began in his stomach. It wasn’t the food. Small palpitations started in his skin, causing the fine hairs to extend and stiffen. “What, you mean we can be together... in matrimony?”

Together

“Like husband and wife?”

Very slowly, Alice’s body leaned forward, her hand inching across the table, sliding and stuttering, sliding and catching on the table’s surface, until it touched his. The sensation of her fingers, resting gently on the back of his hand, sent ripples of pleasure down Ellis’s arm.

Together as husband and wife

Ellis had plans to make. It wouldn’t be easy; an understatement he came to realise when he started making inquiries. Alice couldn’t walk, for one thing. He would have to sort out the marriage certificate and find someone legal to carry out the ceremony. Someone flexible, possibly a bit shady, who was willing to marry a man and... a man and...

Someone with quadriplegia

Ellis, who was pacing the floor like someone possessed, stopped abruptly at Alice’s suggestion. He swivelled round and looked at her, the penny dropping like a coin in a slot machine. A grin lit up his face as he rushed across to her. “Of course, of course! Genius!” He was close to ecstasy as he knelt in front of the sofa and sank his head into Alice’s lap. The feeling was heightened by the touch of Alice’s stiff fingers in his hair.

In the afternoon, after discussing Alice’s wishes, Ellis went shopping. With his keen eye, he picked something out that was both beautiful and antique. He was trembling when he returned home. Alice was still on the sofa, the TV on low. Grabbing the remote, Ellis turned it off, demanding his girlfriend’s attention. He knelt in front of her, pulling a small box out of his jacket pocket – the item he’d found earlier that afternoon. With difficulty, his fingers shaking, he opened the lid and held the box up to Alice. She looked on expectantly. The trembling continued into his speech, but he didn’t hash it up.

“Alice, I love you. Would you do me the honour of becoming my wife?”

Yes

The answer is yes

“Oh, Alice, you make me so happy,” Ellis beamed, but then blushed, seemingly embarrassed as he slipped the ring onto her cold finger. “You know, I’ve never... I’ve never had a proper girlfriend before. I’ve never been in love before.”

***
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It took a few weeks to sort everything out. Ellis was in overdrive the whole time, he had so much to organise: the ceremony, Notary Public, marriage license, and, on top of all that, the lease on the small trading space in the antique barn he favoured. However stressful it became, he never lost focus, never forgot what he was doing it for. Who he was doing it for. 

The wedding dress proved to be easier than he’d imagined. Alice had informed him of the era and style she wanted. He found the perfect vintage dress after a week of searching. His suit, however, surprised him. At the wedding store, when he’d tried on a rental that he thought was his regular size, it was far too big. He had to drop down three inches in the jacket and two for the trousers. The most pressing thing, however, was figuring out how they would navigate the ceremony. Thankfully, it could be as brief as they wanted, and a wheelchair wasn’t difficult to hire. But how they would get over the paperwork and wedding vows might be.

***
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Owen Montague considered himself something of a maverick when it came to obscure and unusual wedding ceremonies. As a part-time Notary Public, he’d officiated at some kooky ones, not all of them entirely legal, which was why his fees were a little higher than most. He supplied witnesses if required and took care of the paperwork, just as smoothly as you liked. When he’d been approached about this one, he’d been asked about the possibilities of securing ID that had been ‘lost’. He’d had to pull Ellis up on it after they had their initial conversation. As long as his bride wasn’t under the age of consent for the state, or a pet, which, incidentally, he'd been asked about before, he knew ways to obtain whatever was necessary. For an extra fee, of course. When he arrived at the house in his black suit and bootlace tie, looking every inch an extra from Tombstone, and saw the couple, his immediate reaction was an uncomfortable kind of pity. The virgin groom and the crippled bride. He had been made aware Alice was confined to her wheelchair, but he was not prepared for her remarkable appearance. Her stillness and surreal, doll-like face. Presumption can be misleading, he’d come to realise over the years. Beauty was certainly in the eye of the beholder. 

They conducted the ceremony in the lounge, and when it came time for Alice’s responses, Owen heard her softly spoken replies, although her lips seemed not to move. It was something that she had assured Ellis beforehand was manageable. After all, he could hear her plainly enough, she contended. He had to take her word for it. The witnesses said nothing, but Ellis caught their occasional shifty glances. They looked like they could be Owen’s grown-up children. It all went better than he’d hoped for. The extra cash he’d had to cough up had been worth it.

With the house empty once more after the ceremony, Ellis felt wholly exhausted. The previous weeks and the euphoria of the day had taken their toll. He went for a lie down, but not before upholding the tradition of taking Alice across the threshold. As he carried her from the front door through to the bedroom and laid her on the bed, he thought she’d put on more weight. He decided not to mention it. Instead, he looked at her tenderly, stroking her face. “I love you,” he said, and kissed her. Then he lay on the bed next to her.

I love you too

Ellis rolled over, succumbing to exhaustion and drifted quickly into a deep sleep. His dreams were vivid, as they had been ever since Alice came into his life. This dream was soothingly different; this time he dreamt of their union and the joy of their future life together.

***
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It was the middle of the night when Ellis felt pressure on his abdomen. He woke to find Alice straddling him, still dressed in her wedding gown. She was silhouetted against the dim glow of the streetlamp outside. He was jacketless, and his shoes and trousers had been removed, although he couldn’t remember taking them off. Alice leaned forward so her face was close to his. He saw the beauty in it, the flawless, pale skin and the depth in her dark eyes.

I love you Ellis Foley

Make me happy

Alice pressed her face to his and kissed him on the mouth. He felt the pressure and the warmth of her on him. Pressure. Weight. Heat. Desire. Her hands found his and pushed them up each side of his head, pinning him down. Grinding, writhing hips pushed down onto his groin. He felt her nakedness beneath the wedding gown, on his flesh, and how that flesh had yearned for this moment. Oh! God. Yearned. His first. The expectation made Ellis shiver. Trembling in anticipation of what was to come, he felt Alice’s hand slide down between them. She guided him inside of her, and then he was lost to reason.

It didn’t take very long, such was the ecstasy of his abandonment to pleasure. And when he reached the point of no return, when he was on the brink, the rush terrified him. The rush. Oh God! From every microscopic element of his being. Every synapse and molecule convulsed and exploded out in a wave of energy that started at the very core of his body, threatening again to tear his heart out of his chest. And for a moment, for a split second, in between reality and the cosmic chaos of that orgasm, he felt himself leave his body and join with Alice’s. As if his essence, his spirit, had been drawn out of him like unfettered matter, leaving him a hollow vessel. And just as quickly, before he caught his breath, it came back like a tidal wave and filled him once more.

But this time it was different.

This time it felt heavy. And dark. 

Ellis snapped open his eyes to see his beloved gasping and arching her back, convulsing, shaking. Then she stopped, her noises turning low and guttural as she set her eyes on him. Those eyes he would never forget, for it seemed that all the cosmos reigned in them. For an instant, they glowed with a surreal energy and then flickered before turning dark once more.

Alice slumped forward and held him, soft rhythmic convulsions rippling through their bodies. Ellis embraced her, never wishing to let go. It was how they fell asleep.

***
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Around ten in the morning, Ellis woke, propped up against his pillows, feeling like the fluids had been drained from his body. He couldn’t remember doing it – sitting up like that. Alice was perched on the edge of the bed facing him, one foot resting on the floor. She looked different. He couldn’t quite put his finger on it. Her face wavered from joy to sadness, triumph to pity. Ellis reached out to touch her, concerned she was not happy, but found he could not move his arm. Boy, did that take it out of me last night, he thought, remembering what they had done. When he tried to look down at his recalcitrant limb, thinking it may have gone to sleep, he discovered he could not move his head.

Alice

Alice

What’s happening

“I’m so sorry, Ellis,” she said.

And then it dawned on him, the change in her face. It had lines. She looked... fleshier. Her features moved as she spoke. As she spoke. Out loud.

Alice looked away for a moment, composing herself, then turned back. She could not shake the conflicting emotions in her tortured face.

“I’m sorry. And I’m not sorry. I can’t really describe this feeling. It’s difficult, so difficult. I am empty of it, yet full again. It has a new host.” The words seemed to tumble out of her mouth, rather than her speaking them. She paused, inflating her lungs, as though drawing energy from some deep reserve. “I was alone with it for so long. So long, I can’t really remember. Couldn’t remember what time even was anymore.” Alice leaned forward, her voice coarse as she battled to keep it from breaking. It was edged with an undisguised bitterness. “You cannot, in your wildest fantasies, imagine what that felt like.”

Alice

What are you saying

Is there something wrong with me

“Wrong?”

Alice sighed and dropped her head for a moment before looking Ellis in the eyes again. “Wrong is too simplistic, it suggests an alternative, a way of correcting what happened. What I was, you will become. I wish it didn’t have to be like this, Ellis. I wish it didn’t have to be you.” Alice’s face was a map of tortured emotions: guilt, sympathy, relief. She reached up and stroked his face. “I’m sorry it was you who found me.” Ellis could sense the pain radiating from his wife. Her pain and his terror. These senses he was acutely aware of. These few senses and his mind were all that remained, and he was suddenly very afraid.

Have you drugged me Alice

Are you playing some kind of game

Alice eyed him, her mouth affected with a weird grimace. “Drugs? Game? Oh no, that would be simple. I take no pleasure in what I’ve done. The same thing done to me all those years ago. I don’t even remember how long that was now. That thing trapped me inside my own body... what used to be my body.” She looked down at her arm, stroking it with her other hand. “You can’t imagine what it’s like to feel again. To touch, smell, taste... breathe.”

What are you talking about Alice

What’s happening to me 

Ellis’s voice quavered on the edge of hysteria. He tried to move again, to reach out. It was useless. He thought Alice must have sensed his desperation, as she leant closer and stroked his face again with her palm. 

“I will tell you, Ellis, if you wish to know. But I don’t think you actually want to know. I can’t imagine the prospect of what’s to come is something you’d want to contemplate.” She turned away and got off the bed.

Where are you going

“I feel hollow inside. Ravenous.”

When Alice returned after an hour, she was wearing one of his T-shirts, a pair of his boxers and the gown he had bought her. He couldn’t smell the alcohol on her breath or the bacon and eggs she’d cooked in the meantime. Her tortured face from earlier had eased and softened. She sat again on the edge of the bed.

“Where did you find me?”

In a self-storage unit

In a suitcase

Ellis could hear himself speak but couldn’t feel his lips moving.

“That one in the lounge?”

Yes

“Do you know who owned the lock-up?”

No, the owner had died

It was an auction

Alice inhaled deeply and closed her eyes. Ellis saw the flash of rage come and go in her face. “I don’t remember him now. All that has gone, with so much else, disappeared into that never-ending darkness.” She opened her eyes again and looked at her husband. “Even revenge has been taken away from me.”

Alice

“What?”

I’m frightened

Please help me

What never-ending darkness 

I can’t move

Ellis’s wife leant closer and kissed him on the cheek. He felt the merest whisper of its touch. A few days later, even that sensation would be lost.

***
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Alice checked the mailbox daily, and after a week, the marriage certificate arrived. Regaining her original identity was improbable; her old life had withered away with the passing of time, so she needed to maximise the one she had recently obtained: Mrs Alice Foley. The thought of these past months, the terror of not knowing if it would happen, if she would be able to regain her body, her own self. The difficulty of it, the misery, the guilt, kept nagging away at her. What she hoped for the future might prove troublesome, but hopefully, not impossible. It would take some time. Maybe a year or two. She could run the business, Alice’s Attic; it had been a good idea of hers. Get her new life on track. Eventually, with some luck and no less shrewdness, she could move on, sell the house and close the business. All things were suddenly possible again.

After the first week incarcerated in his body, Ellis began to notice his eyesight diminishing. At first, it was hazy, then the edges of his peripheral vision reduced until it was like looking through toilet roll tubes. He no longer felt the need for food or bodily functions. Each day, he sensed himself shrinking that little bit more. Shrinking away from the world he used to inhabit. He called out often to Alice, but she did not always come. She seemed to lift him with ease when she transferred him from the bed to the chair. She kept him there, not returning him to their bed. The terror was constant, and he pleaded with his wife to help him. But she said there was nothing she could do. He started to sense a change in her voice, too, in the way she spoke to him. At times, it sounded like irritation. ‘I’m busy,’ she would say, ‘I have so many things to do.’ Some days, Ellis imagined he was not alone in his dark place. The vaguest whispers of footsteps drifted in the blackness around him. They were not his, nor those of his wife, for they resided inside his head. 
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