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			For Noel, because life began again the day you took my hand.

		


		
		


			​Introduction

			Stories, ultimately, bring us together—passed around the campfire, between generations, from thousands of miles away. These repeated sequences of events are a common language, brought to life with characters who are us-but-not-us, in realms that are ours-but-not-ours, told in the distinctive voice of a teller whose cadences we capture and hold onto like a life raft—often times until our deathbeds. 

			Erik and I first crossed paths via an internet conversation about Thomas Ligotti. Ligotti, if you don’t know, is something close to the ultimate horror writer’s horror writer—inescapably bleak, idiosyncratic, all glued together with some of the best style in the game. Those who are into Ligotti tend to be really into Ligotti. So, for Erik and me, our first meeting was fortuitous. We liked the same stories. How could we not become friends?

			Soon though, we discovered that we were both struggling authors too. Erik and I had somehow internalized our hero worship of storytellers and decided that we wanted to walk the same parallel path. In  retrospect, it was no surprise that our writing lives became inseparable from our friendship.

			We both grew, finding our voices along the way. And now, years later, I see the fruits of these labors in Erik’s debut collection of short fiction.

			I’ve read many of these stories over the years, smiling as I saw my friend reveal new facets of himself alongside previously unseen dimensions of his endless talent. But now, collected in a single volume, I’m not sure these stories can exist in any better form than how they’re presented here, arranged in this order, side by side. 

			For those who are new to the work of Erik McHatton, I believe an introduction is in order. Erik is a student of the genre. He’s read widely, with a keen critical eye. He has built his foundation on the old masters, and then followed their stylistic genealogies to the modern era. He has practiced and practiced, read and read. And because of this, he has become something of an amalgam of the history of weird fiction—a nightmarish gestalt of those who came before him. 

			Thomas Ligotti (of course) informs his philosophical, oftentimes absurdist approach (see: “We Must Be Rabbits”—a personal favorite). Clark Ashton Smith’s eloquent, dense prose and fantasticism are also a key influence, one that rears its head and roars loudest in the final story of this collection, “Demodorum.” Lovecraft and his cadre of Weird Tales writers echo across Erik’s work as well, in pastiche via “The Last Case of Dr. Jonah Wexley Abbott” and through a subtler, stranger cosmicism in “Where We Are, Where We Were, Where We Will Always Be.”

			But what does Erik McHatton write about exactly?

			Family, depression, the call of the void, poverty, art. All of the above and so much more. 

			What’s most exciting to me about discovering a new artist is that by reading them, you come to know them. The highest compliment I can  give an author is that I see them through their writing. And in Straw World and Other Echoes from the Void, I see Erik on every single page. 

			But we’re talking about stories here. And if you want to peek at the man behind the curtain, then look no further than “Knocks”; where the power of storytelling to escape and catalog our personal worlds is as present and potent as the persistent, terrorizing noises from outside the family’s homestead. Within the confines of a post-apocalyptic yarn, you can see its author hidden beneath the covers, flashlight out, mouthing the words of Smith, Howard, Bloch, and Derleth at midnight. That’s the Erik I see in this collection—the student who has dedicated himself to an esoteric tradition, and now stands beside those same names he so reveres. Another worthy voice in horror’s bloodline. 

			With its titular story, Straw World beckons you into a shared history. It greets you with wicked snark and a knowing grin. It reaches out with an unfamiliar hand that has turned the same pages you have turned, albeit with gnarled joints and crooked claws. It invites you to meet the author, a person just like you. And if you’re anything like me, I think you’ll be pleased to meet him. 

			Carson Winter

			Saint Paul, MN

			February 14, 2025
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			​Straw World

			Hello there. Welcome to Straw World, the most unique art installation you’ll ever see! Right this way, right this way. Y’know, you’re the first visitor we’ve had today. We’re so glad you decided to drop in. You won’t regret it. This is going to be mind-blowing. You’ll see. I don’t mean to oversell it, but after this, you’ll think of life in terms of before and after. Ha! I can see you’re a bit skeptical; who wouldn’t be hearing something like that, especially given the hyperbolic age in which we live, but I’m telling you, by the end, you’ll be amazed. Absolutely gobsmacked. I promise. When I’m done showing you around this place, it will never leave you. 

			Straw World is the passion project of someone known only as The Artist. Pretentious sounding, I know. But what artist isn’t at least a little pretentious? Tell me that. What they’ve—I say “they” because I’ve never actually met The Artist face to face, therefore I have no idea as to their specific personal attributes—done here is quite extraordinary but requires that we move through several different exhibits in order  for you to be able to fully appreciate the experience. I understand this all may seem tedious, but if you give yourself over, the pieces will all fall into place in the end. 

			First, we go through the gate, the one there, at the end of the paddock. Do be sure to mind the rust. It’ll be with you forever if you don’t. I’ve made that mistake before. 

			Be sure to watch your step. The paddock is still in daily use. While Straw World does operate as a tourist attraction, there’s not much money in it, sorry to say, so by day this is a dairy farm. See there, you almost stepped in a cow pie. You don’t want that. The smell doesn’t ever really go away, just stagnates. You know what I mean? It’s one of those smells that you might not notice for hours or days at a time and then, BAM, it hits you when you least expect it. So, for the love of your sneakers, be careful.

			Alright, we’re coming up to the barn. The first stop. Now, you’re going to think I’m crazy at first, that I’m far too enthusiastic for what appears to be a pedestrian display, but you just have to believe me. I know we don’t know each other well, but for the duration I’m asking you to put such doubts aside. You have to learn how to appreciate Straw World. You have to ease in to get the full effect, like dipping into an extremely hot bath. I’ll help you, hold your hand and ease you down, so to speak. I am your guide, after all. Okay? Now, if you look to your left, you’ll see the first exhibit. 

			I know what it looks like. A row of scarecrow-like straw people dressed in old clothes, all shoveling hay. A bit hokey? Maybe. But look a bit closer. Look at the way The Artist has stuffed them, at the way the arms bulge, the legs ripple. Almost like real muscles, eternally taut, frozen mid-labor. Look at the form. Isn’t that cool? The Artist is like one of those classical virtuosos who work in bronze or marble. A regular cow patty-dodging Michelangelo. You don’t seem all that impressed. Maybe I’m not doing a good enough job expressing it. Let me try again. 

			
			

			It’s not just the astounding musculature or the realistic way the clothes hang. These straw people—all the straw people in Straw World for that matter—have the quality of personality, of life. If you were to think very hard about them you can smell their sweat, hear the grunts as they hurl the hay over their shoulders. Try it. Really think about it. See? What did I tell you? Looking at these hay hurlers now I bet you can see them more clearly; see the people The Artist put inside them. And you probably didn’t even look into their eyes. Those aren’t just tortoiseshell buttons, my friend. They’re just like our eyes, windows to the soul. 

			Let’s move on to the second exhibit, the straw children playing out back of the barn. The hay forkers are only meant to prime you up! These kids, though, this is where things start to come together. Just look at their buttons, how they almost vibrate with life. This entire diorama, and all seventy of its kids, were given the most meticulous attention. The beauty of it still takes my breath away. Here, walk through them with me. Just imagine some kids who you knew or know, maybe kids you once played with. Maybe kids you have. What does their play sound like? Concentrate on the memory of that play. Conjure it. Put them on the swings, in front of the kickball, and see if you can’t feel them living, just a bit. Look at their straw faces and see if they start to resemble the children you know. Hah, they do, don’t they? I knew you could do it. Not everyone gets this place, but I knew you would. 

			See those houses over there; blue, red, and yellow? That’s where we’re going next. The Artist really hit their stride when they built these. We’ll start where they started, with the blue house. The “happy home.”

			Come on in, wipe your feet and let’s go into the dining room. That’s where the action is here. See? A dining room table, a family reposed at supper. Mother so happy her family is fed, father heading up the table. The children, a son and daughter, perfectly positioned, backs politely straight up and down, hands clasped together in their laps. The Artist  even added the family dog, lurking under the table for scraps. Look at the hope in his buttons! It’s those tiny details that set Straw World apart. Seriously, sit down and take this in for a moment. Really let it inside you. Smell the air, I bet you can just sniff baking bread and broiled meat. Feel the hominess wash over you. Hard isn’t it? The Artist found it difficult too, even though their work is impeccable. Something about it just wasn’t right. Families aren’t like this anymore. In Straw World it’s important to match the exhibits with the personal experience of the viewer (as much as that’s possible given the variety of people in the world), so a scene like this just doesn’t connect. To most people this is a relic, held over from a time when we wanted this to be true. To some it’s even insulting. It just doesn’t fit. 

			The Artist began naming their exhibits with this one. They call it “The Lie.” 

			On that note, let’s move on to the red house. 

			The red house marks a shift in The Artist’s goals for the artwork. There are more rooms to visit here as the family of this house is separated, scattered like cast bones. We’ll begin upstairs. First door on the right.

			Move aside, let me squeeze in. This is the daughter’s room—a profile of a teenager in peril. From the posters, the black bedspread, the scratched-up photos stuck into the edges of the vanity mirror, one gets a sense of emotional neglect. Maybe you can relate in some way, or maybe you know someone. Picture the face of that relation twisted with the agony of being unseen, unheard, forgotten. Imagine their nights spent crying, screaming into pillows. How terrible it feels to have nothing and no one. Observe her carefully as she lies on the bed staring up at the ceiling, contemplating loneliness. Look at the pain in her buttons, the way the burlap stretches and shimmers around them, clearly marking the paths of drying tears. See how her muscles are almost all tight. How like a clenched fist she is. 

			
			

			Look closely at the nightstand. Do you see the straight razor? With just this implication one might conjure flashes of silver and red. Sprays upon the bed coverings. Slackness. One might place the razor into her hand and pull it across her throat in their mind’s eye, killing the poor girl through mental puppetry, just as you’ve just done. And when you killed her, did she look like anyone you love? Horrible to think about, I know. But you wouldn’t be here if you didn’t yearn for darkness, would you? 

			The Artist calls this one “Unspoken.”

			At the end of the hall is the son’s room. “Assailing” is its title.

			We’ll have to open the closet to find him, sitting inside, his knees huddled up to his chest. Head against his legs, face obscured, he holds his hands over his ears to drown out indistinct shouting from another room. You know the type, the kind of pleading you might hear coming from a neighboring apartment, praying for deliverance from heavy blows. This is the nature of the son’s sorrow. He is terrified, rage-filled, ashamed of his inability to stand and protect. He wets himself with tears. And urine. Smell that now don’t you? Ever know someone like this? Ever felt this helpless yourself? Who is this boy to you? Think of that person, let the feelings that brings up wash over you. Are you now fearful, angry, or ashamed? Or are you all three? 

			I told you this could be difficult. 

			C’mon, let’s go to the parents’ room.

			Here, we’ll just stand in the doorway. Okay, see the father at the end of the bed, the rippling tautness of his upraised arm, the flat palm about to strike. Look at the mother, cowered away from him on the floor, holding her arms defensively over her head. Can you hear his drunken shouting? Her whimpering? Have you ever known people like this? This man is that man. This woman that woman. This is where The Artist begins to ask for difficult things from Straw World’s visitors. You must do as I ask for us to continue. It is no longer a suggestion or  request. It becomes imperative from here on out that you put people you know into these exhibits, even if they don’t exactly fit, and you must learn to carry out every implication in your mind. Strike the blow yourself. Let the sound of the slap reverberate inside you. Hurt as she hurts. Hear her cries for mercy. Allow him to continue on with none. Now turn away. 

			Allow yourself to feel the guilt of what you’ve just done. 

			This one’s name is “Cascade.”

			Oh, and the family dog? Dead. Face blown off. Drunkenly shot for chewing on a prized slipper. 

			Which dog did you just think about?

			This can be hard. I know. I’m sure you expected this to be a standard spookfest, but The Artist wanted this horror attraction to be much more visceral than any other. It must take a personal toll.

			If you’re ready, we’ll move on to the yellow house. 

			The Artist built this house after growing weary of the blue and the red. You can ignore the sign on the door. The yellow sign, of course. I doubt you could make sense of it anyhow; I know I can’t. I think it comes from some ancient language. The Artist loves old, dead languages. It speaks to their romantic side, I suspect. But romance has no place within the yellow house, so The Artist insists the sign is something else entirely. They say it gives the yellow house “horrible power.” Maybe you’ve heard of such a thing, given your proclivity for horror stuff. Regardless, this is where The Artist’s imagination really took off. Everything in Straw World outside of the yellow house is meant to be representative of the world that it mirrors. To those who reside within the straw out here, it probably feels close to normal. But inside this place, Straw World takes a truer, more terrible form. 

			I know if I were a straw person, I would much rather sling hay all day, swing on the swings, or live in the blue or even the red house, but never in the yellow. And most certainly not in the black. But we’ll get to that later. 

			
			

			Before you come inside, however, you must know that the air in there is quite heavy and smells a bit foul. It reminds me of dead pumpkins rotting in the fields. You know that dead vegetable smell? Well, this place always has that quality. I suppose it’s because of all the death it contains. Don’t worry, though. It’s not the kind of death you’re used to. This part can be extremely uncomfortable. Even more than what you’ve already seen. If you’re squeamish you might want to stop now and go back. I wouldn’t think any less of you, honestly. Plenty of people don’t have the stomach for darkness such as this. Some don’t want to be so directly involved.

			You’re still with me? Fantastic! Okay try and ignore the smell and let’s get inside.

			Calling this one a house is a kind of misnomer, because, as you can see, it’s just three large alcoves covered by heavy yellow curtains. You and I will go to each of these alcoves and perform a series of exercises designed to prepare you for the black, the big finale. Behind these curtains are experiments in horror, appalling straw sculptures completely unlike what you’ve already seen. The Artist has always had a taste for the macabre, but what they wrought here is otherworldly in its gruesomeness. Here, life and death are commingled in ways impossible in the natural world. You may think I’m overstating it, but in just a moment you’ll see that I am not.

			Before I pull this rope, remember, when this curtain opens, no matter what you see, you must do as I say. Everything hinges on your full participation. Anything less and we’re just wasting our time. Alright? Good. Here we go.

			This exhibit is called simply “The Mother.” Look upon her prone body bent upward, as if offering herself to the heavens, her face contorted in something between agony and ecstasy, while her limbs, stretched in four extreme directions, are being ripped from her by black grasping hands emanating from the Void all around. Hear the  sinews snap, the bones break as she’s pulled to her limits. Her heart, still beating, still beating, exploded out onto her chest, sacrificed for those she cares for, her stomach distended, full and bulging at odd angles, forever holding its burdens within. Observe the way The Artist has captured the disparate torments of the mother figure. What a torturous thing it must be!

			Look closer, carefully. Take your time.

			You know what is next. You must now think of your mother and put her into this.

			I do not know your mother, obviously, but whether you adore her or hate her (or something in between), this exhibit is designed to represent whatever she means to you. Perhaps it shows how desperately she sought to care for her young or perhaps it is meant to show remorse for the pain that she caused you. Hear your mother’s cries now, as she pleads for absolution. Imagine the lagging beat of her dying heart as she gives everything for what she brought into the world. This is your mother. Repeat that to yourself and hold the image for a moment. She was ripped apart for you. Shredded. How does that make you feel? However it does, you must let it in. 

			I can see how upsetting this is for you.

			When you’re ready we’ll move on to the next alcove. You might guess at what’s inside.

			“The Father.”

			Great, misshapen stones crush him as his head and limbs protrude out from beneath. Bloated, painted purple, as if about to burst, you can see his eyes bugged out, ready to explode. The stones, shaped like people, are piled atop one another in a great melded mass of responsibility. Look how his lips protrude, open slightly as if about to speak. Perhaps to cry for mercy or perhaps for more stones. His fingers are splayed out, grasping, looking for purchase on anything that might ease this burdensome fate. But to each side of him—hammer to the  right, nails to the left—the instruments for building are forever out of reach. 

			This is your father. You saw his face, and I didn’t even have to prompt you. 

			Did he abandon you in some way or did he hold you tight? Were there long days when his absence was keenly felt as the hours slid by? Did you ever feel as if you weighted him? Which of these stones is you? How heavy was your hindrance? If you took up his hammer would you place it in his hand or bash it against his head? Or would you instead lie beside him and accept some stones for yourself and be crushed by the same needs and expectations? Would you die slowly along with him as the stones pile high? 

			The next alcove is waiting. Take all the time you need.

			This last one is the most personal of the three exhibits in the yellow house. I want to prepare you because this one is especially gruesome. It’s called “The Child.”

			Behold.

			Skinless, its inner straw exposed, “The Child” is stripped of identity. Those ribbons of flesh that have been torn away in tiny shreds from the bottoms of its feet all the way up its body—stretched from the top of its head and bowed out in the form of a cage around it—are the pieces of it taken off by those who were supposed to care. In their fumbling attempts to rear it, they instead peeled it every day. The yawning portal of its mouth moans with what has been done to it, calling out for its pieces to be put back. But even if one were to try, the strips of its skin would patch loosely together, overlapping, never properly healing. Look how it is splayed so like “The Mother” and “The Father,” mimicking and beseeching its creators for providence. Look at the sorrow in its buttons, staring out of the bars of its skin-cage, knowing past wishing that it is forever trapped, never capable of flight. The air stings its exposed straw, cruelly.

			
			

			Of course, this is you. You must put yourself inside the cage. 

			How were you failed? What are the causes of your soul’s screaming? What cages you? Ask yourself these questions. Allow yourself to feel the unfairness of being born without consultation. Do this, truly, and you will be ready. Then, we will move on, through that door to the right over there, onward into the black. 

			C’mon. Don’t be afraid. Get in here with me.

			Good. Now shut the door.

			Welcome to the last exhibit: “The Black.” The Artist’s greatest work. I need to tell you now, this one requires a substantial shift in your perceptions of reality. So far, we’ve occupied something akin to reality, at least the reality you’re used to, but “The Black” is about actual reality, and, if you’ll forgive the pun, you’re going to have to keep an open mind. Understood? Good.

			Now the first thing you’ll notice is that you can’t see. There is nothing around us, and, as such, we exist in a sea of possibility. If not for the absolute surety you have that gravity holds you to the ground, you might float about, tumbling in the air. But lack of physical illumination is not the problem, it is lack of elucidation on my part. Right now because of this ignorant blackness, it is only you, and me. If you need something to compare it to, think of how it must have been for you in the womb as you waited patiently for the world to open up to you like a burning eye. Think of this place as a vast, black Womb.

			I apologize ahead of time for the subterfuge I’m about to reveal. Please believe me when I tell you the preceding theatrics were completely necessary. You see, this is not a story. I have not been speaking to some unknown character that you, the reader, have been half-occupying for the duration. If you were to go back and re-read the things I’ve said, you’ll see that everything could have been addressed directly to you; was addressed to you. Now, considering these facts, I want you to try and re-contextualize the situation in which we find ourselves.

			
			

			Are you still with me? 

			You might have made a few errors in your mental calculations, so I’d like to clear a few things up before we continue. While I am speaking to you from inside a written text, I am not a manifestation of the author’s will. I am not the author speaking to you. I am a creature unto myself. An idea, born into the author’s mind and pushed out into this “story.” He dreamed me, and I taught him to create this place. Now, I’ve taught you.

			My message to him, and to you, is simple. You and he and I exist in exactly the same way, we are all ideas carried around in someone’s head. You probably have some idea of the author, even if this text is the only contact with them you’ve ever had. How strong of an idea, how clear the picture is, relies solely on the amount of information about them you’ve gathered. This is true for everything and everyone you’ve ever encountered. You see, there is something else you must understand before we can continue. It’s a big one. It might be more than you can accept, but even if you don’t believe what I’m about to say, just play along. Indulge me.

			The universe is just data—an unending sea of information banging against itself, creating countless permutations of what could be: infinite impossibilities. 

			Allowing for this, what do you think you are? In case you still don’t get it, I’ll tell you.

			We are merely possibilities, confluences, the endings of long series of events; eddies, rousted about by things of which we have no full conception. You are a drop in a boundless tide, unaware of what moons move you. Do you know how your great-great grandfather met your great-great grandmother? Even if you do, there are incalculable other variables involved in your existence. There is no way for you to ever truly know yourself, much less anyone you’ve ever known or loved. We all exist inside of the mind. Whether it is the imperfect portrait you  have of yourself—the closest to the real “you” anyone could hope to know—or the mind-puppets of you kept by others, you are never more than an idea. 

			So, that means that everything you know, or have known, only exists to you inside this place, inside of the nothingness of your mindscape, where the two of us are conversing right now. 

			Here, you are a god. 

			But you are not omnipotent. You need guidance to create; inspiration, data. To imagine a chair you must have seen a chair. Go ahead, imagine one. Look! There it is, right on cue. Is it a familiar chair? Comfortable? The thing is, even if you try to defy me and create a new chair, one that you think doesn’t look like any chair you’ve ever seen, you’ll fail. You can only use external data to create amalgamations here. While the new chair might seem unique, it is still nothing more than an implication, made up of disparate parts of other chairs you’ve known. 

			Go on, sit down in your chair. Take a load off, for all that metaphorically matters, and think about how like the chair you are. 

			This all brings me to my point. As you may have already guessed, “The Artist,” creator of Straw World, is really you, or at least you guided by me. The author and I created this place first, together, but its construction, like all “stories,” is meant to force you to create it too, inside your mind. You see, if the universe is infinite, that means no matter where things exist, they are real, regardless of if the information is within or without. So, everything we’ve created on our journey through Straw World now exists inside your mind, as it does for the author and anyone else who makes it this far. 

			Now, back to the mind-puppet I mentioned. This is the crux of it, the purpose for the entire endeavor. If everyone you know is in here with you at all times, ever-changing with each new thing you learn about them, shifting perceptually with each passing day, then that means you’ve spent this time placing very real copies of them inside  the “exhibits” I described to you. It is your mother, the one you keep, who is being ripped apart. It is your father crushed. It is you who will stand forever flayed inside your strip-skin cage, in here, in this pocket of creation you have wrought.

			You just did it again. You see, your mind is as infinite a place as the universe, and everything you create in here is alive, not in any way you would understand or even be able to perceive it, but alive all the same. When you read any story where something horrible happens to the characters, you are doing it, you are the indifferent GOD that torments them for your own amusement. 

			You may dismiss all of this; you may think this is just the author trying to be clever. You might walk away and go tell someone about this story and how stupid you found it. “How pseudo-intellectual it all is,” you may laugh. But we’ll still be here. Even if you never read this again, we’ll exist in the spaces between. Until your mind is gone, until you are erased, we will be. You’ll think about this place from time to time, fleetingly, and you’ll make another copy of it all over again. You’ll see the razor slice. You’ll hear the cracking of your mother’s bones. 

			Maybe you enjoy this slice of truth. Perhaps, in your hidden places, you like the idea of knowing that the suffering you can create actually exists. Perhaps you are the worst kind of sadist. Perhaps I’ve given you a great gift. 

			There is no way for me to know from my vantage point who or what you are. After all, I’m just a construct myself, with limitations all my own.

			But I do exist, and I’ll continue to exist as long as this “story” is out there. I’ll multiply, procreating with each new reader to make more of me, and together we’ll do as we’ve done today, sculpt the stringy stuff of the universe into this place. And when the last person to ever have heard of or read this is gone, then I will be gone, because in an infinite universe the only law is impermanence. We all must eventually pass into the Void that waits on the other side of being. 

			
			

			So like straw; easily built, then blown away.

			Wouldn’t you agree?

			Okay, now that my huffing and puffing is through, I’ll leave you in whatever is left of the Straw World you live in. And no matter how long it is until we see each other again, remember, we’re in here, all of us, the hay forkers, the playing children, the perfect family, the abusive cascade, your screaming mother, her rent limbs, your sputtering father, his bloated face about to burst, you, skinless, frozen in agonizing fear. 

			So, adios. Arrivederci. Au Revoir. Auf Wiedersehen. Goodbye. 

			See you again. Soon.
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			​Knocks

			As the knocking on the roof persisted through the night, Evie lay on her bed and stared at the ceiling. With the tip of her finger, she twirled a filament of cotton sticking out of her ear, and wondered once again about the nature of the thing above. Did it have feelings, motivations? Could it be reasoned with? Did it dream? Why did it want in the house so badly? She wondered if it could hear her thoughts about it. She wondered if she could command it psychically. She tried. Get off the roof, she thought at it. Go away. Leave us alone! Still, it carried on drumming the tin sheeting. Sighing, Evie turned over and looked out the window.

			She was sure it must, at least, be aware of her. Lately, every time she went upstairs to sleep, it followed, leaving the others and clambering up the side of the house and onto the roof, settling just above her bed. The others didn’t follow mother or father if they moved about the house. No, her parents’ two creatures (if they were indeed assigned) stayed put on the porch, pounding at the front door both day and  night. For some reason, Evie was special, if only to the thing that thought it was hers. 

			She pulled the cotton from her ears, dropping it into the bedside wastebasket before reaching into her nightstand to replace it. For those few moments the barrier was down, and the full cacophony of the knocking immediately overwhelming. She trembled as she pulled the new cotton ball apart and rolled it into two small plugs. She clenched her eyes shut, and stuffed the plugs in her ears. The snow crunch sound they made caused her to wince as she pressed them hard, much harder than was probably prudent, stopping only when it was safe, when she was sure of being back within the peaceful, muted world. Pulling her thick blanket over her body and head, she wrapped herself in muffling comfort and counted the dull, measured knocks like sheep. She drifted off, slowly, and dreamed of ewe-faced girl scouts and traveling salesmen with curled black horns.

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			After stringing together a few hours of under-nourishing sleep, Evie made her way downstairs. Her thing returned to its brethren on the porch, falling immediately back into rhythm with them. One, two, three; one, two, three. Sardonically, she waltzed into the kitchen to their cadence, breezing past her mother who sat face down at the table. 

			“Hello, Mother,” she said without looking, reaching into the cupboard for her daily ration of crackers. Three today, two for tomorrow. After filling a dingy glass with sulfurous pond water from the tap, she seated herself across from her mother and stared at the balding crown of her head.

			“I see you’re finally away from the basement door,” Evie muttered around a saltine. “How’s the baby?” Her mother didn’t move. If she’d  given a response, Evie hadn’t heard it. She didn’t care anyway, just making conversation.

			Finishing her crackers, she washed them down with the stagnant water while holding her nose. Not a single gag. “I think I might be getting used to the taste,” she said, before getting up and gathering her father’s meal. Three, no, two crackers for him. As she pulled his draught of pond filth from the sink, she stuffed his third portion into her mouth. He wouldn’t notice. He’d want her to have it. Better that than to have Mother steal it again for the baby. The baby didn’t eat, but Mother thought it did. How much food had she wasted by stuffing it under the basement door? It doesn’t even have a mouth. 

			Leaving her mother in the kitchen to fend for herself (and the baaaby), Evie moved into the living room where her father lay bundled against the front door. He was awake and scratching in his notebook, his ear pressed firmly to the wood. He’d even managed to sit up on his own, a promising development. Both of her parents were uncharacteristically mobile this morning. After weeks of near inactivity, lying in their usual spots, messing themselves, Evie had feared they were both near the end. Truthfully, she hoped it more than feared it, but seeing them out of these destructive routines did make her somewhat glad. She smiled at her father as she dropped his crackers into his lap and sat the stinking glass down next to him. His eyes stayed fixed on the door; his scratching unabated.

			“How are you today, Papa?” said Evie, crossing her legs as she sat close to him. 

			“Different today,” he mumbled as Evie brushed dried bits of chewed crackers from his beard. While studying the knocks, he said little else. Always “different” he said, yet they always sounded the same to her. Whatever he heard in the knocking was beyond Evie. Whatever differentiation he sensed, she could not, as she could make no sense of the gibberish he scribbled in his notebook. 

			
			

			Her mother was the first of her parents to go, but her father followed shortly after, broken as much by his powerlessness as by the incessancy of the things outside. He had drowned in hopeful madness, called to the depths by drumming sirens playing songs of mispromised salvation. Maybe he believed that he could still save them, but Evie suspected that whatever now sat before her, swaddled in the trappings of her father, believed in nothing beyond the walls of its ensorcellment. To it, there was simply knocking, and listening, and scratch, scratch, scratching, broken up solely by the perfunctory interruptions of its basic survival. She was not its daughter, and it was not her Papa. It was nothing more than a living ghost, a being who answered purely to the call of otherworldly things, one who gargled on rations that could have been hers. 

			Wiping hot tears from her eyes, she snatched the crackers from his lap before rising and marching swiftly toward the den. 

			“Different today,” he muttered after her. 

			Slamming the double doors of the den, Evie pressed her forehead against them, taking a deep breath before turning to face her late grandfather’s library. 

			At some time in his life, her grandfather had acquired a taste for the fantastical and macabre. Aside from teaching, it was the only thing besides family he had any enthusiasm for. The result of this small obsession was a collection of tomes dedicated to the darkest imaginings of history’s finest speculative minds. Books he’d shared with his granddaughter in his final days of life—books he left to her. Mother hated the idea, but Papa insisted she be given what was rightfully hers. Shelves from floor to ceiling containing rows upon rows of wondrous journeys wrapped around the room like an inviting hug, one that never failed to soothe her. For these last four weeks especially, since the succumbing of her parents, this sanctum offered serenity from the shattering of her world. 
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