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            INTRODUCTION

          

          STEPHEN MARK RAINEY

        

      

    

    
      The year was 1986. Originally a denizen of Virginia’s dark, rural shadows, I had moved to Chicago and, by day, held the position of product manager at one of the world’s leading manufacturers of computer-based typesetting systems. By night, I wrote scary short stories, several of which I’d sold to some nice small-press publications. At the time, the late, great author, editor, and collector of all things horror, Mr. Bob Weinberg, sponsored Sunday morning “mini-cons” once a month at the Americana Congress Hotel in downtown Chicago, and I had become something of a regular. These mini-cons consisted only of a dealers’ room, but what a room it was! By way of Bob’s table, I discovered a trove of horror-themed small press periodicals, such as Crypt of Cthulhu, Dagon, Eldritch Tales, Etchings & Odysseys, Whispers, and many others.

      If the titles don’t immediately ring a bell, these publications were (and remain) gems of rare quality, and upon picking up bunches of them, I found myself bitten by a bug. I thought: how cool would it be if I were to try my hand at producing a magazine of my own, something new and hopefully different? I had some publishing experience by way of Japanese Giants, a long-running fanzine devoted to Godzilla, kith and kin, which I had created over a decade earlier. And, as you might have noted in the first paragraph, I worked for a company that manufactured typesetting systems. One of my daily tasks was to test the tolerances of these multi-million-dollar machines by typesetting and printing hundreds upon hundreds of dummy pages.

      So why not typeset and print real magazine pages?

      My magazine pages?

      In today’s world of digital publishing, some may not grasp the sheer novelty in the mid-1980s of being able to produce a fully typeset publication. Most semi-professional magazines consisted of pages of typewritten text and physically cut-and-pasted artwork or photographs, usually offset-printed (or photocopied, if the publisher was working on the cheap), and saddle-stitched (sometimes by hand). With the graphic resources at my disposal, including the excellent printing company I’d used for Japanese Giants, I felt confident that the physical attributes of this new, potential product would prove unique for its time.

      Still, however sweet a magazine’s appearance, it was the contents that would make or break it over the long haul. I already knew a couple of accomplished writers—Wilum H. Pugmire and Jessica Amanda Salmonson—from whom I immediately solicited work, and my friend, former roommate, and Japanese Giants co-editor, Bill Gudmundson, recommended I contact one of his friends, a certain Jeffrey Osier, who had written a horror story titled “The Encyclopedia for Boys.” I did so, received the story, and promptly exploded with joy, for Mr. Osier’s story was nothing short of brilliant.

      And so, Deathrealm magazine was born. The first issue appeared in early 1987, and it didn’t take long to grab a sizable audience. Once opened to submissions from the masses, the issues filled up quickly, and although I could only afford to pay a pittance, at least early on, the quality of the stories I received rivaled many of those in the field’s best professional publications. Mr. Osier’s work frequently highlighted Deathrealm’s pages, and I credit him as much as anyone for putting Deathrealm solidly on the map. (Sadly, Jeff has retired from writing, though he remains an active and accomplished artist.)

      Names such as Douglas Clegg, Richard Corben, Christopher Golden, Joe R. Lansdale, Elizabeth Massie, Billie Sue Mosiman, William F. Nolan, Tom Piccirilli, Wilum H. Pugmire, Jessica Amanda Salmonson, Jeff VanderMeer, Karl Edward Wagner, Manly Wade Wellman, and many others illuminated Deathrealm’s contents pages. Many tales from the magazine went on to appear in the various Year’s-Best anthologies of the day. In the early 1990s, Year’s Best Fantasy & Horror editor Ellen Datlow named Deathrealm and Richard Chizmar’s Cemetery Dance as the two most influential magazines in horror. And Deathrealm won several nice awards, including the International Horror Critics Guild Award for Excellence.

      While I edited Deathrealm for its entire decade-long run, in 1993, Tal Publications took over the publishing duties, which increased the magazine’s circulation ten-fold; in 1995, Malicious Press—a new partnership between author Lawrence Watt-Evans and screenwriter Terry Rossio—assumed the helm until the final issue (#31, Summer 1997).

      It was during those last couple of years that drastic changes began sweeping through the publishing business, with the ages-old traditional publishing model giving up critical ground to what would eventually become the digital and independent publishing landscape that today is commonplace. Myriad newsstand and comic distributors, who owed Malicious Press many thousands of dollars, went bankrupt, altered their payment practices (as in gave up on them), or simply disappeared.

      After its long and very successful run, the gentlemen of Malicious Press and I decided the time had come to retire Deathrealm. It went out on a high note, its final issue scheduled in advance, and all debts paid.

      

      That was damn near three decades ago.

      Still, even now, the epithet by which I was once commonly known—“Mr. Deathrealm”—lingers in the horror community. In 2004, I edited a limited-edition reprint anthology, titled Deathrealms, for Delirium Books, which included fifteen stories from the magazine’s pages. For many years after the magazine’s retirement, regular queries and submissions from anxious authors appeared in my mailbox, the most recent being in 2019. (My friend, please catch up with the times!) I can’t count how many writers and artists who have built illustrious careers have expressed to me how significantly Deathrealm contributed to their success. At various conventions over the years, the number one question asked of me was “Are you ever going to resurrect Deathrealm?”

      For a long time, pretty well burned out by the intensity of maintaining the magazine schedule, I always answered “Never.” (Never say never again, eh?) Over the years, I did occasionally float the idea of editing a new, standalone anthology bearing the Deathrealm title (hey, look what you’re holding!). A couple of times, the project appeared destined to fly but for various reasons did not (and with the benefit of hindsight, I’m glad of this, since it’s clear the timing would not have been good). Eventually, though, after long, hard consideration, I—and Alan at Shortwave Publishing—felt the stars had come right again.

      Some months ago, this particular monster began to take shape.

      

      It’s fair to say that today’s horror lit field wears a different face from the one that spawned Deathrealm, not to mention countless other publications of that time. The content creators’ names and faces have rightly changed (and far too many of my generation have passed to the Great Beyond). The remaining big publishing houses tend to be less open to new, experimental voices than in horror’s “Golden Days,” opting to support and promote only the tried-and-true; the once-prominent midlist, where so many working authors resided in those days, is a ghost of its former self. On-demand digital publishing more than rivals paper-and-ink books ensconced in brick-and-mortar bookstores, and self-publishing—once anathema to most accomplished professionals—has become not only accepted but commonplace.

      Mind you, I’m not complaining. This is all part of the creative world’s cycle—and evolution. “Different” is not synonymous with “worse,” though to hear the voices of what I might call stagnant mindsets, you might not know it. The greatest challenge I see is mitigating the sheer volume of voices struggling to be heard amid so many more who now have opportunities that never existed just a few decades ago. For creators, it’s always been hard, believe you me, and to my mind, it hasn’t and probably never will get easier.

      I’m not sure it should.

      

      In Deathrealm: Spirits, you will find voices old, new, traditional, experimental, quiet, and chaotic. For all the shifting features of the horror world’s façade, the heart beating beneath it, as it always has, sends the darkest blood through its pulsing arteries, some carrying dark shadows of the past, others blazing with new and very intense fire.

      Whether this volume proves to be some new beginning or a crown on a long legacy, I do hope the stories here appease your immediate cravings but leave you longing for more.

      

      As ever….

      
        
        —Stephen Mark Rainey, editor

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            GHOSTS IN THE CELLS

          

          JOE R. LANSDALE

        

      

    

    
      The night was clear, and the three men could hear the river roaring nearby. The air smelled damp, like rain was on the menu, but still the stars could clearly be seen. There was a slight wind. The trees rustled their needles and leaves.

      A large log campfire crackled and popped, and white smoke drifted into the night. Logs in the fire slowly shifted position, flaked ash, and fell apart. There was a pile of cut firewood lying nearby, along with an axe. The men had found deadwood and chopped it to suit.

      They had cooked and eaten fish they had caught and cleaned, and now they were full and relaxed, drinking weak coffee. Two of the men, Bill, and Harry, sat on a large flat rock, cups in hand, while Jim lay on the ground. He held his head up with his hand, elbow pressed into the dirt. From time to time, he would sit up and pick up his cup, sip from it, set the cup aside, relocate his elbow to its spot, and again rest his head in his palm.

      “It’s been a good day,” Bill said.

      “It has,” said Harry. He held his cup with two hands and blew on it to make the coffee cooler.

      Jim agreed.

      “You know,” Bill said, “I’m out here in this wilderness, I think about God. His incredible works.”

      “It’s nature,” Jim said. “Not God, Bill. One does not need the other. Nature doesn’t need God.”

      “I can’t say I can embrace that idea,” Bill said.

      “God or Nature,” Harry said. “We carry the past, even the distant creation of the universe inside of us, and that’s what intrigues me.”

      Jim said, “How do you mean?”

      “I am not a believer in God,” Harry said. “But I believe we are all part of the past and the future, and that nature is not merely what we observe, but it’s us as well.”

      “That’s because you’re a scientist,” Bill said. “You have been taught not to believe in God.”

      “Not at all. I know several scientists who are religious. But perhaps it is the sort of work I do that makes me see things differently.”

      “Genetics?” Jim asked.

      “My work in genetics is peripheral. I am a cog in the scientific wheel. There are far greater scientists than me who I have learned from. A couple of them being men of faith. Genetics looks back centuries, not just four thousand years, the age a lot of hardcore Christians assign to the age of the earth. That idea is not sustainable. The world is far older. I find it odd that most Christians I know believe in genetics when it convicts a person of a crime, but not if it disagrees with the age of humankind. That conflicts with their view of the Bible.”

      “How does it prove the age of humankind?” Bill asked. “I don’t get it. Come on, Harry, how?”

      Harry said, “Well, there were a lot of ancestors before modern humans, and at about the time we rose to prominence on Earth, there were other humans, different lines of humans, sharing space with us. We have discovered in the genetic line, in our DNA, not only Neanderthals, which are provable, but Denisovans, a less-known offshoot of humanity, also provable. Most curious to me is the discovery of an unknown ancestor that exists in most of us. A line of humans that ended up extinct. They lent their genes to us. But they are a strange group, these Unknowns. A less-identifiable distant ancestor. There is only a ghostly whiff of them left.”

      Jim said, “Ghosts?”

      “Ghostly. Loose term, meaning we know very little about them, but we know they have found their way into the depths of our DNA, our primitive brains, buried in our cells. My job is part of an experiment to get in touch with our ancestors. These ghostly ones seem the easiest for us to connect with, which is odd, considering the others are more obviously apparent.”

      “Connect with?” Jim said. “What’s that mean?”

      “It’s research,” Harry said. “I really shouldn’t talk about it.”

      “It’s me, Jim. I’ve known you since we were kids. We both have. Come on. When it comes down to it, me and Bill hardly know what you do, beyond research. I was thinking about this the other day. What the hell does Harry actually do? Talking in that formal way of his. What is that all about?”

      “It is called education, Jim.”

      “Kidding. Tell us about this ghost in our genetics,” Jim said.

      Harry leaned back and looked to the night sky. Like a warning shot, a shooting star streaked across the skies.

      “All right,” Harry said. “It is not like you plan to call me out for revealing the research. Besides, I am only discussing the tip of it. Best that way, so you can understand. And when I say that, I am not insulting your intelligence, just the fact that I am versed in this subject, this discipline, and you are not.”

      “Fair enough,” Bill said.

      “Yeah,” Jim said. “Let’s hear it.”

      “According to genetic studies, there was a lost ancestor, and the remnants of that ancestor’s genetics are in us, because numerous human species shared those genes.”

      “They had relations,” said Jim.

      “They had sex, yes,” Harry said. “We use a method of statistics labeled Bayesian Inference. It reveals a third introgression. Meaning that what we think of as modern humans interbred with this populace as they moved out of Africa.”

      “Statistics lie,” Bill said. “You can bend them anyway you want them.”

      “Sometimes that’s true,” Harry said. “But frequently, they tell the truth, and sometimes it is a hard truth to swallow. But there is something else, and in my view, it proves this third population.”

      “What’s that something else?” Bill said.

      “Neuroscience, and a bit of quantum physics. And what may sound like voodoo. Much of what I am doing is provable. We have made investigations into the depths of the mind. I have heard and seen things that have made me feel that we may be tapping into something best left untapped. The bottomless pit of who we are, and where we came from.”

      “Vague,” Bill said.

      “This ghost ancestor may be the one that left us with that part of our brain that is most destructive, if for no other reason than it is self-serving. Early humans, those more like us, may have killed that human line off, and if they did, they may have had good reason.”

      “Doesn’t that prove the killers who killed them off are destructive too?” Jim said.

      “I think it may have been done more as a means of survival, and because those darker genetics are inside of us to begin with. But this ghost ancestry I am referring to, that is all they are about. They were perhaps so self-destructive they did themselves in. Reptile thinking is all that mattered to them. Eat, have sex, kill. For them, whatever happens in that pursuit happens.”

      “You can’t know that,” Bill said.

      “Not with exactness, no,” Harry said. He picked up a stick and stirred it in the fire. Red embers popped and sparked. “But we damn sure know some things. We can use drugs and hypnosis to investigate those ghosts in our genes. There is a strong theory that ghosts, what people claim to have seen, are not being seen with the eye. Instead, the brain is transferring images to the eye.”

      “Seeing what it wants to see?” Bill said.

      “I am not sure we always choose it. These ghosts in our genes reveal themselves now and then, in some people more than others. It is like inheriting high blood pressure, heart disease, so on. Except this inheritance leads to darker problems. Mostly in men, I believe. Talking about the guys with dead kids buried in their basement. The ones who leave a trail of dead women, or men, across the country. This ghost ancestor is the Hyde part of our species. The raw reptilian factor in what we call the reptilian brain. The fellow next door who was babysitting your child beats the mailman to death with a garden rake, and everyone says, ‘but he was so quiet.’ The genes can lie quietly dormant for a long time before manifesting themselves, like heart disease, working away at clogging your arteries, and then one day, they are clogged.”

      “You said you have communicated with ancestors,” Jim said.

      “Through one particular clinical trial via one particular volunteer,” Harry said.

      “Hypnosis and drugs, you said,” Jim said.

      “That’s right,” Harry said.

      “Couldn’t someone tell you something under hypnosis they believe to be true, and it could be nothing more than their brains creating a story?” Bill asked.

      “When I started this research, that was my first thought. We had a very compliant research volunteer. He would go into a hypnotic trance effortlessly. Easier than anyone I have ever seen.”

      “You don’t know me, then,” Bill said. “I am highly susceptible. I was hypnotized to lose weight. Lost twenty pounds. Hypnotized to quit smoking. Stopped immediately. I was once hypnotized at a party and told I was a rooster. They said I strutted around and crowed. I don’t remember. I’m an easy subject, like your guy.”

      Harry stirred the fire with his stick again.

      “After a few sessions, he dropped out,” Harry said. “Found the hypnotic trips too disturbing. Said it got so he couldn’t sleep at night. Said he had strong and uncomfortable urges, like someone being possessed by a Wendigo. You know, that ravenous monster of Native American legend?”

      “The one that is always hungry and is constantly looking for someone to eat?” Jim said.

      “That is the one,” Harry said.

      “He was a Wendigo?” Bill said.

      “No. He used that as comparison to explain how it felt to connect with this prehistoric ancestor. I suspect our belief in monsters may come from deep primal memories of those lost and gone folk. Bottom line, it was too much for him, and he dropped out of the trials.”

      “Have you followed up?” Bill asked.

      “Yes. He was doing better. But I do not know if he will continue to do better. This ghost of an ancestor is buried deep in his brain, but it is there, and it is strong. I think it wanted to connect, this ghost. And it did, and I gave it the tools to do so. Hypnosis. Drugs.”

      “Rubbish,” Bill said. “He’s still the same person.”

      “That is my point,” Harry said. “Who knows how strong this thing is in him? This ancestor, in my view, has everything to do with the sociopath, or psychopath, that exists among us. But in varying degrees. Depends on how strongly we inherited those genes.”

      “Hypnotize me,” Bill said.

      “What?” Harry said.

      “Hypnotize me. Prove what you’re saying.”

      “That would be unethical.”

      “It would prove you are full of it,” Bill said.

      “Hardly. If you do not have those ancestors as strong in your genes as my former patient, then you may not connect with them. Probably would not. And that would be for the best.”

      “Hypnotize me once, just so I can see if I can get in touch with those ancestors that you say existed.”

      “Still exist, even if it is just your greedy relative at Thanksgiving that takes the best cut of turkey, the largest slice of pie. You could have it in you slightly, or to put it in unscientific terms, muchly.”

      “Come on, Harry,” Bill said. “Prove it.”

      “I do not feel compelled to prove it,” Harry said.

      “Because it’s unprovable,” Bill said. “I mean, hell, Harry. Call it a party trick. I see Alley Oop in my hypnotic journey to the past, I’ll tell you. I don’t intend to bring him back with me.”

      “But it, them, ghost or ghosts, want to come back with you,” Harry said.

      “If it were in me in any truly negative way, we would know by now. Right? I’m thirty-eight years old, a church goer, have kids. I haven’t gone off my nut and left a trail of bodies in the wilderness, so I’m unlikely to now. I guess I’ve had moments of anger and disappointment, but I haven’t killed anyone.”

      Harry contemplated the idea for a long moment.

      “Very well. A touch of it, and then out. And remember, you might encounter something you wish you had not. It is on you.”

      “Agreed,” Bill said.

      “I do not have any drugs, but you say you hypnotize easily, so that is all we have.”

      “I have a muscle relaxant in my bag,” Jim said. “I got them for my sciatica. Would that help?”

      “It just might,” Harry said. “Let’s have it.”

      Harry was into it now. Bill took the muscle relaxant with a slug of water from his canteen. It was not like the more powerful drugs Harry was used to administering, but if Bill was as compliant to hypnosis as he claimed, it might be enough.

      Bill stayed seated on the rock, as did Harry. After a few minutes, Harry turned and looked at Bill. In the firelight he could see the muscle relaxant was starting to kick in. He could tell by Bill’s eyes, the swollen pupils.

      “Ok,” Harry said. “We’ll give it a try.”

      Jim was no longer lying down. He was sitting on the ground, watching carefully.

      “Listen to me, Bill. I want you to relax. Think of nothing right now but the sound of the river. Can you do that?”

      “Yes.”

      “Now you are listening to the river. You are in a boat, and you are rolling gently with the river. You are in no danger whatsoever. You are friends with the river. It is carrying you along down the center of the river with the moonlight on your face. Now close your eyes. Listen intently to the river. There is only the sound of the river. It is carrying you back, back, back. Reach deep inside yourself. Think of the river as flowing back in time. Imagine that. Flowing backwards in time. All the way back. As far as you can remember, and then beyond what you personally remember. Can you do that?”

      “Yes.”

      “Good. Now, in all of us, Bill, there are ancestors, and they remain hidden behind the curtain of time, but you are going to remove that curtain. Imagine a curtain hanging down in front of you. Can you see the curtain? Behind that curtain are all your ancestors. Remove the curtain slowly. Gently push it aside.”

      Bill reached up, grasped an invisible veil, and moved it aside.

      “What do you see?”

      “The river.”

      “Yes. Anything else?”

      “I see people. They are naked. No clothes. It is night and the moon is bright and they have a fire and they are sitting there, talking. I can’t understand what they are saying. I can’t understand the language.”

      “You are no longer floating along the river?”

      “No. I’m walking alongside it.”

      “Keep walking farther into the past.”

      This went on for an hour or so, with Harry making suggestions, and then Bill started to sweat. The sweat on his face popped bright in the moonlight.

      “Okay,” Harry said. “Now relax, and just let yourself feel what is inside you. Go deep into that part of your brain where you keep little things that bother you. Any insecurity. Do you have those, Bill?”

      Bill, eyes still closed, said, “I suppose so.”

      “Now think of anyone that might have wronged you.”

      “My wife. She’s having an affair with one of my best friends.”

      “How long have you known this affair was taking place?” Harry asked.

      “For some time. Six months.”

      “Do you feel betrayed?”

      “Yes.”

      “But you haven’t said anything to either the betrayer or your wife?”

      “No.”

      “Why?”

      “I need them both. My wife. And Jim.”

      Harry put his fingers to his lips as he turned his attention to Jim. He gently shook his head to keep Jim from speaking.

      “Do you feel inadequate when you think of Jim and your wife, Blanche?”

      “Yes. I’ve never felt adequate sexually. I try. I just don’t have the drive. She says I don’t find her attractive, but I do. But she’s not living a Christian life.”

      “Let yourself think about that inadequacy. Her failure. Your friend’s betrayal. Let everything you feel negative about, let it all boil. It is okay to be mad. Get mad. Maybe you are inadequate. Maybe you are a failure in your marriage. Think of Blanche in bed with Jim. Think of what they might be doing to one another.”

      “Hey,” Jim said.

      “Bill,” said Harry. “You only hear my voice. No one else. Do you understand?”

      “Yes.”

      “What else makes you mad?”

      “My friend Harry.”

      Harry paused. “How is that?”

      “He thinks he’s so smart, so superior.”

      “Could it be he is?”

      “I don’t know, but if you could sell him for what he thinks he’s worth, you would be eternally rich.”

      “Okay,” Harry said. “Jim is a better lover, and Harry is smarter and superior to you. How does that make you feel?”

      Bill had begun to vibrate slightly, as if he were boiling inside, heating up to explode. He was gripping his fists so tightly a bit of blood ran from between his fingers where his nails stuck into his palms. His eyes remained closed.

      “Let yourself feel all those things that disappoint you about yourself, and understand, there are good reasons you feel that way. Bill, you are inferior.”

      “Yes. I am. And it makes me angry.”

      “Furious?”

      “Furious.”

      “You are not normally a man prone to anger, are you?”

      “I am, but I try not to show it. Sometimes I break things. On a Christian mission trip, I paid a woman to come to my room. I beat her after we had sex. She left and didn’t report it. The filthy whore.”

      Harry paused, surprised. He looked at Jim. Jim shrugged. Harry turned his attention back to Bill.

      “What is it that makes you feel this way? “Not your feelings, but the deep source inside your primitive brain. What is it?”

      “Guignal.”

      “What’s that?”

      “He is him, and he is them,” Bill said. “And he is hungry. I am hungry.”

      Bill’s body vibrated slightly.

      “Bill, you are now going to come forward in time, slowly, not too fast. Okay?”

      “Okay.”

      “Are you coming?”

      “Yes. And Guignal is coming with me.”

      Harry paused before saying, “I want Guignal to stay there.”

      “He doesn’t want to. He’s real mad. He wants to hurt something. He wants to eat.”

      “Bill. Leave Guignal there, where he lives in the deep recesses of the brain. And you Bill, you come slowly and gently back to us. Slowly, slowly.”

      “Okay.”

      “Is Guignal with you?”

      “No.”

      “That’s good. You are among friends here, so you want to come back to us.”

      “Do I?”

      “You do.”

      Bill took a deep breath, but he didn’t open his eyes.

      “The sound of the river, Bill. You can only hear the river. Come to us Bill. Listen to the river. The river.”

      Slowly Harry brought Bill’s consciousness forward, out of the past.

      When Bill was awakened, he was sweaty and weak. “Things I saw,” Bill said. “Killing and cannibalism. Guignal is a horror.”

      “Who is Guignal?”

      “He is him and them. Us.”

      “What does that mean?” Jim said.

      “I have to lie down,” Bill said. “Oh, Jesus, everything that’s wrong starts there. Must lie down. I think he may have come back with me.”

      “No, you are alone,” Harry said.

      “We are never alone, Harry. All those ancestors, they are there. Always there. Exhausted. So exhausted.”

      “You are safe now,” Harry said. “Forget all of that.”

      Harry and Jim helped Bill to roll out his bedroll, left him to sleep by the fire.

      “Exactly what happened?” Jim asked. “What is Guignal?”

      They had seated themselves on the large flat rock and were looking at the fire. Bill was sound asleep.

      “Harry?” Jim said. “Are you trembling?”

      “Guignal is the same thing the research patient said he met on his trip back in time. That solidifies it for me. Two people on mental time trips, and they both came back from those trips mentioning Guignal. Guignal may be a singular person, but I suspect that when someone opens the primitive brain and dismisses all else, Guignal becomes a representative, a ghost, of all that branch of humanity that is the worst in us. I thought my former patient could have been making it all up, not on purpose, but due to my suggestions as a hypnotist. But now I’ve lost my doubts. It explains people who hear voices that tell them to do atrocious things. Explains belief in demons. Ghosts. A lot of things.”

      “It creeps me out,” Jim said.

      “Bill wasn’t kidding when he said he was susceptible to being hypnotized. I let my ego run rampant. I connected Bill with Guignal. I used his anger, stirred it, provoked it. The thing that makes it easier to connect with Guignal. That was a mistake. I knew better. Bill is angrier than either of us suspected. Going to a prostitute, and then beating her, are two things I would never have suspected about Bill. Jim, are you having an affair with Bill’s wife?”

      “I’m ashamed of it, but yes. I had no idea Bill knew. I’m ending the affair. I’m going to ask Bill for forgiveness.”

      “And perhaps I can stop being such a pompous ass,” Harry said.

      “He’ll sleep and be okay, I bet,” Jim said. “The other guy, the research fellow. Was he okay later?”

      “As far as I know. But I only know so far.”

      Harry and Jim rolled out their bedrolls near the fire, and soon Jim was asleep. Harry found it impossible to sleep. He got up and wandered away from the fire and to the edge of the woods to pee.

      He stepped into the forest and let the limbs of a spruce drop dark shadows around him as he relieved himself. He was about to step out of the woods when he saw that Bill was on his feet. In the firelight and moonlight, he could see that Bill had the axe in his hands. Harry watched as Bill walked over to Jim, who was still sleeping, and swung it. The blade came down with a wet smack and black shadows jumped up in the air and settled down with a plop. Jim’s legs twitched and shook, and Bill screamed a satisfied scream, like a war cry. Bill kept swinging the axe. As he did, Harry could see the silver-white shape of something ghostly around him, like an aura.

      The axe was rising and going down rapidly now. The sound of the axe blade burying in clothes and flesh and dirt made Harry’s backbone throb. He stepped backwards, even deeper into the shadows.

      Bill paused to dip his free hand into an open stomach wound and jerk free loose strands of intestines. He paused to chomp at them like fat spaghetti. Bill’s face and mouth were coated in blood.

      After an especially vicious swing of the axe that sent Jim’s head rolling toward the river, Bill turned his head and looked in Harry’s direction. It was as if he could see through limbs and shadow and know Harry was there. Harry could sense this as firmly as if Bill had called out his name.

      “I see you in there,” Bill said, and the voice sounded as if it were coming through a pipe that went all the way back through time and into the source of Bill’s murderous rage. The voice of Guignal, and it sounded like thousands of voices in angry harmony.

      Harry ran into the woods, limbs hitting him in the face, thorns poking through his clothes. He tripped over a root, went down, scrambled to his feet, and kept running.

      Glancing back, he saw that Bill was pursuing him, waving the axe like a semaphore flag, his bounding shape outlined by that glowing silver-white aura.

      Harry broke out of the trees and onto an animal trail that led to where they had parked the car. The trail was too narrow and the woods too close for the car to reach their campsite, but it was not that far away. If he could just make it to the car.

      Behind him, Bill, spinning about as he ran and making a noise that was somewhere between a chuckle and a death rattle, was still coming.

      Harry was almost to the end of the trail. He patted his pants pockets for the keys. Yes. He could feel them. Good. He wouldn’t even have to take it out of his pocket. Just being near the car door would cause it to unlock.

      When he was at trail’s end, the last of it sloped down. He could see the car below. As he started down, he slipped on damp leaves and took a ride on his butt, down, down, down. He heard a strange noise as he slipped. Working himself to his feet, he looked back and saw at the top of the leafy slope, Bill. He was trying to pull the axe head out of a tree.

      That had been the sound. A swinging axe, and if not for him slipping, it would have implanted itself in his head instead of a tree.

      Harry touched the car door. It unlocked with a click. He hurried inside, pressed the button on the dash, and the car came alive. He threw it in gear, backed out onto the driving trail, put the car in Drive.

      Bill leapt onto the hood. He had the axe cocked, and his smile was so wrong, too wide, dripping saliva and showing a lot of teeth. The blue-white silver glow surrounding him stood out in the moonlight, quivered as if Bill were coated in transparent jelly. Bill’s eyes were penetrating, and for an instant, Harry could see deep into them. His very essence was falling into those two deep pits. Falling all the way down, and inside of Bill was the sensation of every despicable thing one could imagine, and those beyond imagination. Harry screamed. It was long and loud, and it brought him back to reality. It was as if he had somehow managed to leap out of a pit. He was exhausted.

      Harry pushed the gas pedal as if he were stepping on a poisonous bug.

      The surprise jolt sent Bill tumbling over the roof of the car and then down the back of it. As the car moved on, he could see Bill was on his feet, running after him, illuminated by the red rear lights and the silver-white aura.

      Bill caught up with Harry quickly, unnaturally. Bill slammed the axe into the back of the car. It hung in the skin of the trunk, and Bill was pulled along by it. His feet were practically flapping in the air.

      Harry jerked the car left and right, but nothing caused the axe to come loose, or caused Bill to let go. Harry decided to go off path, down another. He knew the path from former fishing trips. It was just wide enough for a car, with lots of low-hanging limbs jutting into the trail.

      A sharp turn, and Harry had the car bouncing along the nearly washed-out trail. Limbs slapped the car, took off a windshield wiper, scraped the roof like a can opener.

      Glancing back, Harry saw the silver-white glow. Bill was clawing his way across the back of the car. He had let go of the axe, but somehow, he was moving forward, clutching into the very construct of the car. He raised a fist, struck the back window. The rear windshield popped with stars of shattered glass but held.

      And then a limb scraped over the top of the car, caught Bill in the teeth, and knocked him off.

      Harry saw Bill in the rear-view mirror, in the fire-red glow of the taillights. He was rolling along the ground.

      Harry slammed the car into reverse, backed fast, hit Bill. There was a bump and a gushing sound. When Harry had passed over him, he saw Bill trying to rise from the ground. He drove forward, feeling Bill’s body thump beneath the tires. Back again. Forward again.

      And then it hit him. He was doing what the primitive brain wanted him to do. Survive. He too was in touch with Guignal.

      Harry drove on. The narrow trail looped off into a wider one. Harry followed it all the way to the highway. He hadn’t gone far when the car became hard to drive. Something had come loose.

      The car began to coast and rattle. Harry guided it onto the side of the highway. He opened the door and got out, leaving the motor running, the lights glowing. There were no other lights on the highway. He was alone.

      He stood there hoping for someone to come by. Hoping someone might stop. And then he saw a silver-white glow from under the car and Bill crawling out from beneath it. He had been hanging onto something under the car. Bones popped through Bill’s flesh. Blood made his clothes soggy. His hair was matted with it. His face stained with it. He stood up awkwardly, came toward Harry dragging one leg, paused, and changed course. He went to the back of the car and pulled out the axe that was still imbedded back there.

      Harry bolted toward a pasture next to the road. It was contained within a barbed wire fence. He ripped his pants scurrying over it. When he was in the pasture he started to run, looking back just in time to see Bill’s glowing form leap the fence like a track star, land on his good leg like a flamingo, then come quickly toward him. His dragging leg wasn’t slowing him down much.

      Harry was breathing heavily. His lungs burned. He began to fade. He was no longer able to run. Even walking fast was difficult. Then his body quit on him. He fell forward into the dirt, taking in a mouthful.

      With difficulty, Harry rolled on his back. There was Bill, or what was left of him. He was coming apart. The silver-white glow sputtered, like a bad bulb about to go out. He stood over Harry with the axe.

      One of Bill’s arms fell off. Now he was holding the axe with one hand. And then the bad leg gave out altogether, and Bill went to one knee. His guts poked out of a rent in his stomach. The shirt was gone, and there was a tire track across his lily-white belly.

      The glow moved off Bill. It settled on Harry. Bill’s body collapsed, and as it did, bones popped, and teeth fell out of his mouth.

      Harry took a deep breath. He found strength he didn’t know he had. He realized the drugs, the muscle relaxants Jim had given Bill, had not allowed the power of the ghosts in his cells to have full rein.

      He came to his feet, bent, and picked up the axe.

      What was it Bill had said about Harry thinking he was superior? I am superior, you idiot. Vastly superior. Harry began to chop wildly at Bill’s body, cutting off the head the way Bill / Guignal had chopped off Jim’s head.

      Harry picked up Bill’s head and drop-kicked it. It sailed a goodly distance, bounced, and lay still.

      Harry looked at his hands. They were bloody and glowed silver-white. The glow ran up his arms. It covered his entire body. He felt so angry. He had never felt this angry. It felt good. He bent, tugged out Bill’s intestines, and ate his fill.

      Harry started back to the highway, hoping someone might stop.

      He was so angry. So full of violence. So hungry again. He needed someone to stop. He was no longer Harry. He was legion.

      He was Guignal.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            AS BELOW, SO ABOVE
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        The endlessly repeating dream:

        brilliant sunlight caresses

        sweet air with each inhale,

        blanket of warmth dissolves tension,

        I smile at the possibility of new love.

      

        

      
        Alone, from here to the horizon rolling hills:

        saguaro stretch arms into blue sky,

        arms crowned with red-purple pods,

        all fruit pods split open at once,

        dark red oozes down to sandy earth.

      

        

      
        In a blink, endless red surges into the sky:

        chaotic pulsing covers the cactus,

        the ground, me with thick liquid,

        a blanket of warmth, I lick my fingers,

        salty, sweet blood, not fruit juice.

      

        

      
        Memories of an unlikely place returns:

        I open my mouth, inhale each drop,

        tension gone, I smile at the taste

        of my fear suckled from old desires,

        desires we foolish humans crave.

      

        

      
        I look down, a reflection floats in a dark puddle:

        an animal stares back, hungry, sad

        red rimmed eyes, it stops lapping,

        falling to my knees, reaching to it,

        my fear, my animal, my oblivion.

      

        

      
        No love will spring from earth:

        soaked in the blood of lost hope,

        lives shattered each time my heart

        twisted love in the direction

        of my desire, my awful desire.

      

        

      
        The dream ends & begins again, again:

        each time a different animal consumes

        dreadful beliefs I cannot release,

        the hunger, lies like a secret told

        again, again, whispered to no one.

      

        

      
        Waking aches more and more, oblivion:

        feels more intimate with each night,

        daylight becomes the dark dimension,

        a false land, mimicking actual life,

        night terrors uncover my foolish truth.

      

        

      
        The endlessly repeating dream:

        arms pump blood into blue sky,

        each inhale, each blink a memory,

        I am the animal staring, emptied

        of false belief, I am night terror.

      

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            TO FEAR AND TO RAGE

          

          TIMOTHY G. HUGUENIN

        

      

    

    
      Ain’t nobody knows where they came from. Some said they sprung from the trees like termites come out of a log when it’s set on the fire. Other folks said they done come right up out of the Augustus River at night, shed their scales and fish-slime and whatnot and there they were in the morning when the town woke up.

      I live up on the ridge overlooking the little town of Augustus Valley, West Virginia. I was asleep when they showed up, so I can’t say as to where they came from. But I seen ’em with my own eyes—good Lord a-mercy, with my eyes I seen ’em, and ain’t a night I shut my eyes and don’t, their faces so full of anger like the damned Devil hisself.

      I’d driven my pickup down to town to buy some steaks from Pop’s Market—my boy’s birthday, see, and what better way to celebrate but some nice charcoal-grilled ribeyes? I remember the sky was bluer than the cotton candy from the state fair in Lewisburg, and I remember thinking it was gonna be a good day.

      Rolled into town and there they were, all over the street, roaming back and forth like they was drunk. I didn’t know what to think—they all looked the same: long straight black hair, dark as an unlit mineshaft, heads bent down with one palm held up below their downturned faces. They wore long black dresses or robes or something—real spooky—and you could see that their bodies was slim and straight, like tall young boys’. And the way they walked—slow, aimless, not quite a stagger, more of an amble—to and fro all acrost the road, all over the sidewalks, everywhere and going nowhere. At first, I reckoned maybe they was all kids playing some practical joke. I honked and revved the engine, and then one just outside my window looked up at me.

      I say looked up, though it ain’t looking in no sense of the word. But what else can I call it?

      I scrambled back from the window, half off my seat. The truck lurched as my foot left the clutch and the engine stalled.

      Its mouth was open in a horrible silent scream of hatred, its nostrils flared—but there weren’t an eye to be seen on its twisted mug. It faced me like that, the not-looking, horrible hating mouth and nose and blank space where the eyes was missing, and I couldn’t look away. God knows I would if I could have, for a sight like that ain’t nothing a man wants to ponder. I’d trade my own soul to never have gotten the image of them eyeless wanderers branded onto my mind’s eye.

      I never did get them steaks from Pop’s. Just started my truck back up and reversed outta town, pulled a U on the county road, and sprayed mud all the way back up the hill.

      When my boy got home I was inside, rocking on my worn-out chair and looking through the wall, still seeing that eyeless rage where it weren’t.

      “Dad—what’s going on?” My boy’s voice was soft and like to breaking. He stood there in the open doorway, his hand still trembling on the rusty knob.

      “Come in and shut that door before the flies get in.”

      He did, and he set down on the couch acrost from me, looked down at the floor. He was breathing real heavy, and I could tell he was trying to hold it back.

      “It’s all right, son.”

      Then he cried, and I cried with him.
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        * * *

      

      A few days later, even more eyeless wanderers roamed the town. Some had even spread out into the woods. I could see ’em from the house, and from time to time I saw a few on my side of the river, where the valley starts to get steep.

      The mayor called a meeting. About everyone in town was packed into that tiny courthouse. It was a hot July evening, and though the sun was low, there weren’t no AC in that crummy place. It got to smelling something foul right quick.

      The mayor banged a gavel. “We’re here to discuss the uh, situation, with, the eh, interlopers we find present in our streets.”

      Yells from the mob came all at once, so nobody could hear what the other was saying, but I think it was all the same sentiment: anger, fear, desperation.

      The mayor again gaveled us all into order and continued. “Now, I think it is important to uh, be cognizant of the fact—er, to note, if you will—that while these um, visitors may be quite terrifying in appearance to some of you, not yet has one of them harmed or taken any sort of, um, offensive action toward anyone . .”

      More yells from the mob. More bangs from the gavel. I looked down at my boy. His eyes were fixed dead set on the mayor, though I couldn’t say if he was angry or just anxious to hear his next words.

      “Now, I’m quite aware, of course, that we are all quite perturbed, and I want you all to know that I myself am, uh, a bit unsettled, so I sympathize with your anxiety, and um, I also understand that many of you find yourselves quite, uh, irascible in our present, hum, predicament. But let us not, er,”—he held up his fingers in air quotes—“lose our cool, as it were.”

      This time the crowd’s response was a little quieter, but you could still feel the tension in the air ready to bust, like the time I tuned my grandpap’s banjo up too far until the catgut snapped.

      I looked around the room. Every here and there someone was looking down at their lap, like maybe they was either crying or hanging their head for a nap. I figured it was likely the first, but later I found I was wrong on either guess.

      Right then, though, all I knew was that something was starting to smell awful rotten in that room, and more’n just the sweat and summer stuffiness. I asked my boy if he thought the same.

      He nodded, but he didn’t take his eyes offa the mayor, who was looking down at his notes, now, like he was trying to figure out what he was supposed to say next but couldn’t read his chicken-scratch writing. An awkward quietness settled amongst the people. One or two coughed. A small, despairing whine leaked out from someone acrost the room.

      The mayor looked up, all squinty-eyed. “All who, um, decide to er . . leave their babies on the courthouse steps, and—yes, if you would, eschew your love of these morsels for a greater existence . .”

      I ran a finger through my ear. Surely I was confusing whatever he really said with some bizarre, unsettling talk that didn’t in no way make sense. Then I rubbed my hands over my eyes—for it looked like the mayor hadn’t any eyes left of his own!

      He was quiet for a moment. Then he looked down at his palm and slowly wandered off the stage.

      “We gotta go,” I said to my boy. He nodded and we hustled toward the door. All around us, others were either getting up to flee with a look of the sickest terror, or they was getting up with no look at all but a mouth of spite and no eyes to speak of.

      We shoved our way outside to the truck and hauled ass outta there. My boy and I slept in the same bed that night, held to each other tight like my dear wife and I did when we’d lost our little girl to a bad birth.
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        * * *

      

      We stayed up in the hills after that, and never went down. You might call us a couple cowards, but then I’d say you never known a fear like that, and you couldn’t unless you seen one a-them slow ones, face-to-hellacious-face. And what did we need from town, anyways? We had food. And like I said, it was summer, and my boy didn’t need to be at school.

      I reckon it weren’t more’n four days before we saw sign of their roams spread halfway up the hill. They had stopped coming in the daylight as much. But we could tell where they wore down flat dead paths in the woods that they still came out at night and had made it clear up to where the maples and tulip poplars thinned out and became pine and hemlock.

      As we noticed them coming closer and closer, we slept less and less. But we didn’t dare step outside—the sight of an eyeless wanderer sends your stomach to feeling like a block of ice, and you feel a scream choking your throat in such a way that you can’t release it to breathe. But then you find yourself in this terrible near-insanity until something in you wants to see more. Something perverse is born and starts living and breathing inside of you, and it turns your mind inside and out so that somehow you crave the fear. And once this starts, it’s the beginning of the end.

      How do I know all that? I seen it in my boy.

      We thought somehow the slowness spread to a man like a cold, by a touch or a sneeze. We thought we were safe, in these hills—but they weren’t yet a quarter mile from our house as the crow flies before my poor boy said he thought it was happening to him.

      “I don’t know, Dad,” he told me over beans and cornbread—my boy’s favorite, but this night he didn’t do nothing but push it around his plate. “I . . I . . this . . I don’t . .” He stuttered like this for a minute and then started to cry. I walked over behind him and put a hand on his back. He wiped his eyes with his sleeve and stared into his mushed food.

      “I don’t wanna stay locked up like this, always hiding,” he finally said. “I’m afraid, though. But it feels . . it feels . .”

      I rubbed his back. “It’s okay, boy. It’s okay, son.”

      He looked up at me, his eyes all swollen and squinty from the crying. “I want to be afraid,” he said in a thick voice. “There’s something comforting in being afraid.” He looked back down at his plate. Then he said something, just under his breath, that made my hand stop rubbing and my lungs stop breathing:

      “I wonder if we oughta just go back to town. With them. Maybe it ain’t so bad.”

      God no, I prayed. God, not my only son.
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        * * *

      

      We both decided it was best to keep him locked in his room for a while. I’d come in to bring him meals and sit and pray with him, but he didn’t pray much hisself. Didn’t talk much, either. Each day I brought back more and more untouched food. Each day I heard back less and less word from the Almighty. And each day them slow walkers wandered closer and closer to my property line.

      Sometimes at night I’d sit at his bedside, just watching him toss and fluster, his blanket twisted all around him in a sweaty knot. He’d mumble things I didn’t understand, some of it like to be in another language—some godawful, unholy tongue—other things in English but still with no lick of sense. He muttered strange things of firstborn babes, of righteousness and defilement, of cleansing, of being clothed in fear and wretchedness. Sounded like that ol’ Baptist preacher we used to go listen to when my wife was still dragging us along with her each Sunday, before the cancer ate her away. Except, with the preacher-man, there was always salvation in the light, an escape of the wrath to come. The things my boy was saying, there weren’t no salvation to be found lest ye embrace the shadow that draws nigh.

      The night came when my boy said nothing at all in his sleep. Didn’t turn, didn’t struggle. He slept there so still I thought maybe he’d died.

      Would to God he had.

      That morning he got up. His eyes, again, were swollen to narrow slits. He scrambled back from any sunlight shining through the windows. And he didn’t say nothing. I could see some times he would try to speak, he’d open his mouth to me—but it was like his throat was stuffed with cotton balls. Ain’t nothing but confused and terrified moans come out. I felt a cold lead ball weighing down deep in my stomach when I seen him and heard his groans, and I was forced to turn away my face from his.
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        * * *

      

      The woods all around the house are full of ’em now. In the day, they rest. But in the night, I hear ’em rustling all around. I keep the door locked, but I don’t know for how long I’ll go on. Now that it’s just me, I don’t know what’s the point.

      I wonder if these creatures will spread to other towns, or if they’ll settle for Augustus Valley as their home. So far it looks like they mean to spread their bounds. Slowly, but surely.
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