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For my dear wife, Helen, 

who keeps my strangeness well-grounded.

“Strangeness is a necessary ingredient in beauty.” 

― Charles Baudelaire
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Introduction
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This is the fourth volume of my Passing Strange series of science-fiction and weird short stories. It may be the last, since I think I’ve run out of titles that are variants of ‘Passing Strange.’ Well, I can always start another series. 

As with the stories in the other books of this series, I’ve kept these tales short and plot-based. Each story, tho strange and improbable, is based, in part, on hard science. In order to explicate the scientific aspect, I’ve appended author’s notes to several of the stories that were heavily based on recent scientific findings. 

You will note from the previous paragraph that I am continuing to use the words ‘tho’ for ‘though’ and ‘thru’ for ‘through,’ as I have thruout the previous volumes. I hope other writers will adopt this convention, which I believe eliminates some of the confusion and distraction brought about by the similarity of those Anglo Saxon verbal/visual delinquencies: ‘though,’ ‘thought,’ ‘through,’ and ‘thorough.’

Several of these stories carry personal associations of some kind. Abomination was inspired when my writer friend Bret and I exhibited our books at a local paranormal cosplay fair where I observed many people in weird costumes. It caused me to think this might be the perfect place for a real alien to appear without being noticed. The mouth of the Abomination is pictured at the end of that story.

The writing of Beastly Bar was a challenge from a friend who sent me a beastly birthday card to base a story on. The card image appears at the end of the story.

Catch and Release was inspired by my son-in-law, Jesse, after he returned from a fly-fishing trip in which only catch-and-release was allowed. The fishing fly mentioned in the story is pictured at its end. 

Mind-Locked was partially the product of witnessing my father’s locked-in mind condition for several months before he died. 

The Paper Knife draws on my career as a librarian. Early on I was tasked with inventorying a group of rare books in a spooky basement of the Fort Worth Public Library.

Almost reflects my long-standing interest in both neuroscience and Neanderthals. I have written a thriller with a half-Neanderthal boy as the protagonist and I am currently writing a book on the neuroscience of poetry.

Cabal uses the same time travel conceit and location as the story, Elevator Talk, in my book, Beyond Passing Strange. 

All the World’s A Stage riffs on my experiences with the eccentricities of actors I encountered while producing plays during my library career.

The other stories here, as I stated, are based on recent scientific discoveries I found interesting. See the author notes at the end of each for details.

As with my other books in this series, these stories were written not only to entertain, but to stimulate thought and conversation. I hope that will be the case for you. 
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Abomination
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I had just managed to thrust my right arm out from the gaping mouth of The Abomination when I saw it.

“Watch those teeth!” warned Bret. 

I gave a silent scream of fear as I tried to get my head out of the mouth as well, but now my eye was distracted by the large hairy monster a few yards away walking nonchalantly thru the crowd. It had its paws on a young boy. 

The creature looked around as if aware someone was watching. It spied me being swallowed by The Abomination. The monster winked at me and guided the boy away from the throng, toward a large pecan tree. 

“Dang it! I said watch those teeth,” repeated Bret. “They’re just Styrofoam and they break easy. Okay, I got the picture.”

I gingerly withdrew my head and arm from the opening in the plywood panel that constituted the mouth of The Abomination. Then, without bothering to look at the picture Bret had taken, I hurried from our booth to follow the hairy monster. 

It looked somewhat like Chewbacca from Star Wars, or maybe Big Foot, but it seemed different somehow, from the other costumed characters at the Granbury Paranormal Expo. 

As I watched from a distance, it disappeared into the tree along with the boy; not up into the branches, but directly into the trunk. 

Bret had made The Mouth of The Abomination to attract customers to our booth. He invited people to stick their heads thru the bloody, fang-ringed mouth hole, and act as if being devoured. Folks were enjoying having their pictures taken in the mouth. 

Then we would offer to sell them DVD’s of Bret’s movie, The Abomination, and his other horror films and books. Bret doesn’t do much self-promotion, but back in the 80s and 90s he was a well-known Texas B-movie film producer-director-actor.  Nowadays he continues to sell his films and publishes horror stories and historical accounts of the Texas horror movie industry. 

I made my way thru the throng to where I had seen the furry fiend and the boy disappear. They had walked up to that pecan tree, the ogre had touched it, and they had seemed to step into the tree. I thought it might have been an optical illusion somehow, as they moved from sun to shade. But if they had simply walked behind the tree, I would have seen them emerge from the other side. No, they had vanished into it.

When I reached the tree, I saw it had a straight trunk, about three feet in diameter. The branches were too high for even the tall hairy fiend to have reached. 

Then I saw the tree bole had a thin, black line, which began a foot above the ground and extended vertically eight feet up the trunk. It was laser straight and appeared to be burned into the bark. I touched the line, rubbed at it, but I couldn’t alter or affect it. 

I looked around the area, circumnavigated the tree, then walked back to our booth. There was a lull in activity. No one other than Bret and his beautiful girl friend, Patrice, was under the canopy. She was busy rearranging the merchandise, so I pulled him to the side. 

“You remember telling me about quantum anomalies the other day? How they probably happen often and sometimes we see them, but we ignore them because they don’t fit with our concept of ordinary reality?”

“Sure, what about it? Have you seen something—-unusual?” he whispered.

“Yeah, while you were taking my picture in the mouth of The Abomination, I think I saw a real monster grab a kid and then disappear with him into the trunk of that pecan tree over there.”

“Well there are plenty of costumed monsters, characters, actors, and strange beings doing all sorts of things around here. This is a Paranormal Expo, after all.”

“Of course; but, think about it; what better venue for real monsters to go snatching kids and making off with them?” 

“I’ll give you that, but what makes you think it was a genuine supernatural creature rather than someone in a costume?”

“It was obviously more authentic. It noticed me and winked. That eye wasn’t inside a mask. Its leer made my blood run cold—-now there’s an odd phrase I’ve never understood. How can it feel like your blood is suddenly chilled? Maybe it’s that electric tremor that makes your neck hair stand up, what the French call a ‘frisson,’ but that’s different from ‘cold blood,’ which is also the term used to describe emotionless murder. I’ve heard it called having ‘ice water in your veins, too.’ I wonder...” 

Bret grabbed both sides of my head in his hands and looked me hard in the eye. “Quit babbling and stay on subject if you’re serious about this. Show me where you saw them disappear into the tree.” 

We sauntered over to the tree, trying to be inconspicuous. I showed him the strange vertical line on the trunk. 

“I think the creature touched this line, and it opened up, and he and the boy stepped inside. I had my eye on them the whole time. As I say, the thing sort of leered at me as he pushed the boy into the tree.”

“And the boy didn’t resist?”

“No. It was like he was hypnotized or something.” 

“Well, it’s definitely a peculiar situation. But if the boy is missing, how come there hasn’t been any public notice of it?”

As if on cue, a loud speaker burped and someone said, “If Joey Karnes can hear this, come to the tent with the helium balloons. Your mother is looking for you.”

“I think you may be on to something,” said Bret, fingering the black line on the tree trunk. “Let’s get back to the booth and talk.”

We huddled and whispered while keeping our eyes out for more monsters. Patrice looked askance at us but, accustomed to Bret’s often-eccentric behavior, she said nothing. 

“What do we do if we see the monster again?” I asked. “It may have super powers of some kind and could hurt someone, probably us. We don’t want to cause a panic or a bloodbath.”

“Right, and if we told the police, they would laugh us out of town. Are you sure this was a true paranormal event? How can we prove it if it is?”

“How can we be sure about anything? All I know is I saw it and can’t explain it by any ordinary means. What was it Sherlock Holmes said? ‘When you’ve excluded everything else, it must be the impossible.’” 

Bret eyed me as if I had committed a mortal sin. “No, no! Holmes said ‘when you have eliminated the impossible, whatever remains, however improbable, must be the truth.’ But it amounts to much the same thing. 

“What you saw is improbable but not impossible, if you accept the reality of the paranormal. In fact Holmes also said, ‘Life is infinitely stranger than anything which the mind of man could invent.’” 

“Well, Sherlock probably ain’t gonna help us in this situation,” I intoned. 

Bret looked thoughtful. “Maybe we could lay a trap for the monster like Holmes did in The Speckled Band or The Adventure of the Empty House. We lure the creature to a certain place and then capture him.”

“How do you lure a monster you don’t know anything about? I asked.” 

“We know it abducts children. Where can we get a kid to act as bait?”

It was at this point we realized Patrice had been listening in. She smacked Bret upside the head with a paperback book, fortunately not one of his thicker ones. 

“You idiots aren’t about to put some child in danger trying to catch a monster, even if it is real. You could be accused of abduction yourselves.”

“Okay, okay, don’t go all momma bear on us. We’re just a pair a’normal guys, heh, heh. We would have reached that conclusion eventually, I’m sure,” said Bret, rubbing his injured ear. 

“How about if we just stake out that tree and catch him as he tries to slip back inside?” I suggested. 

“Well, that certainly has the advantage of simplicity,” he opined. “Yeah, let’s try it.”

We strategized some more and worked out a plan. We figured the monster probably wouldn’t return today. But the Expo would continue tomorrow, so if he did reappear, it would be sometime that second day. 

We bought a panel of half-inch plywood, eight feet by four, and leaned it upright against a light pole just a few feet from the tree with the magic line. 

We cut a peephole in the panel, so one of us could observe the tree without being seen. Patrice painted a sign on the front of the panel with the Sherlock Holmes quote: ‘Life is infinitely stranger than anything which the mind of man could invent.’ 

When she finished, the board was yellow with large black letters and was decorated with strange creatures. It fit right in with the Paranormal Expo. 

We arrived well before the Expo’s start time the next morning. I took the first watch behind the sign. We changed places every hour.

About 11 o’clock, I was watching thru the hole in the panel when the line widened to become an opening and the monster’s head poked out. 

It looked around to see if anyone was about. It looked directly at our sign for several moments then widened the opening more and stepped out. To my surprise, however, the same young boy also emerged from the tree. Then the slit closed into just a line again. 

The monster and boy walked hand in paw out into the crowd. I phoned Bret per our arrangement and saw him exit the booth to follow the pair. Meanwhile, I hefted the sign, moved it over to the pecan tree, and leaned it up against the magic line. 

Minutes later, Bret hurried up to me. “They are wandering around like normal spectators. The monster isn’t drawing any more attention than the costumed ghouls and goblins. People must assume it’s just a werewolf suit or something. Let’s get ready for their return.”

We stood nearby but acted as if we were sorting items in some cardboard boxes. Half an hour later, the monster and boy were back. The monster stood in front of the sign obviously puzzled that it was now leaning against his tree. 

Bret and I ran toward him with a roll of duct tape stretched between us. We pushed the furfiend up against the sign and continued around the tree with the tape, almost colliding with each other as we ran. We circled it several times in a few seconds, wrapping the monster in several layers of sticky tape. 

Bret and I then grabbed up the baseball bats we had stashed behind the sign and jittered around ready to whack the monster. But the creature didn’t show any signs of resistance or anger. The boy, however, began to cry. He grabbed the monster’s leg and screamed, “Momma!”
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