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The Count of Three
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Originally read for the HorrorAddicts podcast

“I LOVE YOU,” HE SAID, who had never loved anyone.

“I love you too,” she said, who had loved far too many.

“Together then?” He asked, though he was not prepared to jump.

“Together,” she said, stepping up onto the ledge beside him.

“The count of three?” He asked.

She was ready, so with a sad smile she started off their count, rather than answer. “One.”

“Two,” he replied.

“Three.” She pushed him off and watched lovingly as he plummeted toward the rushing waters below. He didn’t scream as he fell. That was disappointing. Her other boyfriends had all screamed.
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The Crushing Weight of an Elephant's Soul
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Originally published in Dracula Beyond Stoker: Renfield

WE ARE MANY.

But we are so, very small.

Beings as small as us, we must relish the small victories.

His hand twitches toward where he thinks the buzzing comes from. The echoes of our lives linger there in the window, where we used to crawl. His fingers search there for the sound, not realizing we are still inside him, where he has put us.

The hand comes back empty, having caught nothing. We wait for his anger, for a frenzy, a massacre, a storm that does not come. He just drifts off back to sleep, having eaten no more of our brothers tonight.

It’s just one small victory.

But it’s the beginning of the end for Renfield.

***

[image: ]


WE USED TO MATTER MORE to him.

We were a prize.

An obsession.

Now he wants a cat.

He asks the very fine young doctor for a kitten. Perhaps he can sense there are nearly enough of us to overwhelm him now. Perhaps he suspects what it is we are up to. He could want something to reign us in — and it might work. We don’t know if we could control a cat.

We wait in silence, save for our buzzing.

The doctor stares carefully into Renfield’s eyes. He does not see us. No one ever does. We can see him very well, however.

There is curiosity burning in every inch of his expression. He wants to know how long the kitten would last, and what would come after. There is a morbid fascination in this case, and a desire to see it reach its natural conclusion.

Our anticipation manifests in Renfield. We are a nervous flutter in his stomach where we were all laid to rest. He twitches.

He knows even better than we do how many of us there are. 

He keeps track.

Four flies per day to a small spider.

Two small spiders to a medium spider.

Four of those to a big spider.

A bird can easily devour three of those big spiders in a day.

There are five birds still alive in the room.

He reckons a kitten could eat as many birds as it is able to catch.

The doctor has looked over all these detailed accounts. He too wants to know how many birds a kitten would be worth, but does not, it seems, want to be responsible for the death of the kitten. Or the puppy that would likely follow.

Puppies and kittens grow into dogs and cats. Pets. They evoke a sympathy that the doctor never showed to any of us.

The request is denied.

For today.

For now.

As he sulks, Renfield crunches more of our brothers between his teeth.

We add their wings and webs to our army.

***
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THERE IS ANOTHER MAN.

He is older than the doctor, but just as fine in his manner of speech and dress.

He comes in as we did, through the window.

This man should be the end game. He has devoured several humans, after all, and it puts him one step above what we had considered to be the top of the chain. But it does not seem to work as it should. There are no trapped souls lingering inside him, as we all linger in Renfield.

There is nothing but abyss behind his dark eyes.

He is empty.

***
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THE DOCTOR KNOWS SOMETHING is changing.

He can see Renfield losing interest in us.

The doctor presses him for information now, to study this affliction in its entirety before it is eclipsed by a new madness. The madness of Enoch. Of God. Of souls.

That is what Renfield speaks of now, even as the doctor tries to refocus him. To remind him of us.

The doctor wishes to know the end game.

He wants to know if Renfield would eat a man.

Instead, he asks about what an elephant soul must be like. We can all feel the tremble of fear that such a question inspires.

Our host does not want to know what such a thing would be like — he does not even wish to imagine it. He believes that the weight of an elephant soul would be too heavy to bear. He fears being crushed beneath it.

He does not consider that crushing would be a quick death.

Better one quick crush than to be drowned slowly over time.

We wonder how he does not feel himself already sinking.

* * *
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RENFIELD SERVES THE window man now, this Count. He calls him Master.

He has ceased to pay any attention to us.

It means we can move as we please.

But it also means there will be no more brothers coming to join us.

We must forward with only what we have.

There is something ominous in the Master, this eater of man with no soul behind his eyes.

He promises rewards.

We know what Renfield does not, what his servitude shall really bring him.

Oblivion.

He shall have nothing but unearned silence after his death should his Master eat him.

He would become nothing.

We cannot have that.

We deserve our feast.

***
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ONE WAY OR THE OTHER, this shall be the last conversation with the doctor.

Renfield claims that he is cured.

He begs for a release.

For once, we are on the same page as our host. We hope that the doctor believes the ruse.

The Count wants to take Renfield into his service proper. 

Obviously, we cannot let such a thing happen.

If his Master feeds on him, his soul will be shredded and condemned to that abyss. After how long we have waited, how patient we have been, it would be nothing short of Hell to see our greatest meal consumed before we have the strength to take it.

On the other hand, if Renfield fails to complete his mission, we shall be robbed of that chance all the sooner.

The Master will come.

He will kill Renfield in his anger, and there will be nothing we can do to stop him.

We will lose our last, fleeting chance to overpower him this next night, when he sleeps.

One way or the other, it shall be our last time seeing the doctor.

For once, we are grateful that he cannot see us.

We don’t want him to be thinking of sugar, or flies, or spiders or birds. We want him to forget Renfield was ever obsessed with us, that he was ever a mad man.

We need this chance.

We need him to let our host escape.

As quietly as we can, we control our buzzing and await the verdict.

* * *
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RENFIELD HAS FAILED The Count.

He failed also to escape.

We accept that it’s over for us, that we have lost our chance as his Master grips Renfield by the neck in fury.

Then he sees us.

The Master actually sees us through the window of Renfield’s eyes.

No one else has ever been aware of our presence. Of our taste for vengeance.

A dark smile crosses over the face of this man who is not a man.

He sees another opportunity for the punishment of failure.

He sees a use for us.

Quietly he asks the question, if we are ready to serve.

We are.

We had accepted this defeat at first, but now, we accept him. Our Master.

What could have been the end for all of us is just the beginning as The Count snaps the back of our worthless host and drops him to the floor.

Renfield does not understand why he was not condemned to the sweet abyss, but he is grateful. He lusts for something eternal, for more life, even as his broken body convulses on the floor.

He tries to thank Master.

He tries to apologize.

He can achieve neither of these things, nor ask why his life was spared.

We already know the answer, and he shall find out soon enough.

The Count does not ruin the surprise, and does not say a word. He simply smiles and turns back toward the window.

Silently, he leaves Renfield, helpless, to our tender care.

***
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HE ACHES FOR HIS MASTER — our Master — to return.

Our buzzing grows louder.

He is defenseless. 

Thousands of us rise up together.

Countless wings.

Eternal legs.

We crawl over and under his measly human soul in our hunger. We feed, at last, as one.

It is better than the flies and spiders.

It is better even than the initial offering of sugar that had lured so many of us in.

He is screaming, twisting as best he can through his paralysis. He gurgles in agony and begs for us to stop.

For someone to make it stop.

How many countless of us did he savor the dying taste of? How many countless were swallowed whole?

We do not heed his cries.

The weight of all of us together is larger and more crushing than any elephant as we bear down upon him.

We are small.

But we are so, very many.
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Originally published in A Coup of Owls Spring, Spring 2023 Issue

“IS IT SUPPOSED TO LOOK like that?”

My mother whips her head around to glare at me, obviously appalled by my lack of tact in the situation. This is another magical moment apparently, that I am no doubt ruining for her.

If I believed in Christ, even a little, I might be tempted to thank him for the power of the obstetrician’s laugh; which is warm enough to cut through even mother’s tension.

“A lot of people struggle to see what’s going on the first time they get an ultrasound. It’s okay.”

Mother gives her the patented mother smile, which is made of nothing but condescending apologies. “She’s new to this.”

She forgets to mention that I am tired, also.

I’m very tired.

It sickens me the way she feels like she must be constantly apologizing for my very presence. Or explaining. Or making excuses for me. It is happening always, even here, even now, when the very friendly doctor is obviously fine with my question.

Though I do notice she hasn’t answered it yet, not in so many words.

I don’t blame her for getting distracted. Mother can be a lot to handle, especially if you don’t have experience doing so daily.

I want to tell her off, I really do. I want to shame her for how she’s always treating me. If I do it now in front of Miss Bubbly Medical Professional With The Kind Laugh, she might even reaffirm my one solid piece of ammunition in this war; stressing me out is bad for the baby.

I can’t though.

This is one of those fantasies that I always think about, that I will never have the courage to act upon. Especially in my condition. Especially now that I have gotten an inside look into the horror of that condition.

Never mind that the stress is bad for me, too. I am just the mother. Who would care about that?

Being homeless would be worse for me, and my own mother knows this. She knows that I dare not expose her in my current state, no matter how bloated and sore and frustrated I get. I can’t dare to do so because I am the unwed expectant mother with a belly full of bastard child. Now my schooling will amount to nothing and my job won’t have me, and there is no father to speak of, and where would her poor little disgrace go if I humiliated her enough that she saw fit to turn me away?

Nowhere.

I would go nowhere because I have nowhere to go, and we both know it.

So I suffer her withering looks and her pathological need to justify me, always, and I try to focus on the moving mass of my stomach. Squinting at the screen doesn’t seem to help. Nightmares lie there.

I try to look for a head or arm or tiny little genitalia— though honestly I have no idea if it’s too early to see those things. It doesn’t feel early. It feels like I’ve been pregnant for about a year already. I hate that I’m the only one of the three women in the room right now who clearly isn’t seeing any kind of miracle on the monitor. 

I feel uneasy hearing my heart race, and the oooos and ahs, and knowing that I don’t see whatever I’m supposed to see. I must be looking at something else. It definitely isn’t supposed to look like this.

“We’ll just print out a picture of this for you, so you can take it home,” Dr. Joyce offers, like this is something that is going to help me somehow.

Mother glares at me, and so I put on my best fake smile. “Yes... that would be... lovely... thank you...”

She pulls the device away from me and I thankfully pull my shirt down. Maybe that was too hasty? I didn’t wait for the residual goo to get wiped off, I was just so eager not to have my belly out any longer that I jumped the gun a bit.

Or did I?

Do they wipe the goo off?

That’s something I don’t ever remember seeing in the sitcoms, or even the medical dramas. They just sort of skim over that part; the goo wiping. It makes me think that maybe it’s not something that gets done, but the way that the fabric of my shirt sticks to my swollen stomach makes me think that maybe it should be done?

Maybe those mom actresses are sticky all the time under their ultrasound-scene costume. Maybe women, generally, are sticky all the time once the idea of motherhood begins impending for them. I know this has not been the cleanest stage in my own life.

I sweat. I drool. I seem to be leaking from every orifice I have, lately.

If I am being a sticky freak or if I have made some sort of mothering faux-pas, the doctor doesn’t mention it. She just wheels the machine away very naturally.

My mother is looking at me disapprovingly, but not any more so than usual.

“Do you have any other questions?”

“A few,” I answer.

Mother rolls her eyes and I am glad that at least I got to answer first. If I had to walk back one of her answers, I might never have gotten the chance — because to contradict her would take courage, and a certain level of energy that I just don’t have these days.

“What’s on your mind?”

“I just noticed that I’m still feeling sick... a lot. Is that normal for this late in?”

“Well, everyone experiences it differently. It’s not uncommon to have some nausea throughout. Are you still suffering morning sickness?”

I nod, because I think I am. As far as I can tell. What I’m going through now is still what I was experiencing when mother told me not to panic, it was just morning sickness. It’s my best frame of reference, but because it does not feel right, I decide to clarify.

“Yes... only... it’s more of an all the time sickness?”

“Morning sickness is a bit of a misnomer, isn’t it?” She chuckles. “I assure you, getting it at other times of the day is perfectly normal.”

“Even if it’s all the time?”

Dr. Joyce nods.

“Even still?”

She keeps nodding. “Some women experience it all the way through to the end. Are you vomiting at all?”

“No. It just feels like I’m going to after I eat... and sometimes when I’m not eating.”

It seems ridiculous to try and explain it out loud so that it sounds as bad as it feels. Maybe this is what I sound like all the time, and this is why mother didn’t want me saying anything. She is rolling her eyes at me, but Dr. Joyce gives me an empathetic look.

“Does this happen regardless of what you eat?”

“Oh, Judy has always been a picky eater,” mother chimes in. She just can’t help herself. No doubt she thinks she is contributing greatly to this conversation.

“Well, Judy gets to be a picky eater while she’s growing life inside her.”

I could kiss Dr. Joyce.

Mother scowls.

The newest love of my life turns to me once more. “Have you been having any specific cravings lately?”

“Not really,” I answer automatically, but then I pause. “I’ve been thinking about meat a lot, I guess.”

I do not tell her that I think about it only in my dreams, and that it is raw there. I don’t tell her that it’s crawling with maggots, or pulsating, or how it sickens me. These are things I don’t want to say in front of mother.

“Many women crave meat during the third trimester, you’re in good company.”

It comforts me, oddly, to be put in this vague category of “many women.” I should like to just be one of many, I think. It makes me feel better, even though it’s not doing much to address  my literal concerns, which I cannot find the way to express properly.

Part of me is sure these are not normal things I’m experiencing.

“I’m sure we’ve taken up enough of your time, doctor.” My mother goes so far as to actually begin rising from her chair with this statement, she is so determined to push me out of the office. You would never suppose that she was the one who forced me out of bed and to this appointment that she arranged after months of badgering, because she just couldn’t wait for me to come.

“Please, take all the time you need.”

I seriously love this woman, and her deity-like ability to make my mother take her seat again. I have never known anyone who could wield such power.

“This can be a really stressful time, especially for younger, first time mothers. And that goes doubly so for pregnancies that are...unplanned.”

Unwanted, she means.

Her smile is so genuine that you would never know from looking at her what her cadence gave away.

Unwanted.

She knows that this is the last place in the world I want to be right now. Were there any other option available to me, short of taking my own life, I would not be here. Even that thought, the S-word thought, has crossed my mind.

I had never thought of myself as someone who would think such things; not until I saw that blue line. I don’t even know how seriously I considered it, other than it was one of only two options which made it worthy of considering.

Perhaps I never would have done such a thing; take myself out in order to avoid the fate of motherhood. I find it just as likely, however, that lack of initiative is the only thing saving my ass right now. It is not that I’d rather be alive, it’s that I just don’t want to figure out how to achieve the alternative.

Maybe mother is right. Maybe I really am a good for nothing.

“So if you have any other questions...” Dr. Joyce prompts.

I realize I was zoning out again. That’s been getting more frequent, too.

“Uhm. I don’t really know how to ask this...”

She laughs again. She is the only person I’ve ever met who can laugh so naturally and so often without it seeming patronizing or cruel. “Just ask,” she says. “Believe me, I’ve heard weirder, no matter what you say.”

My mind flickers back to the screen, and what I saw there. I wonder if she could explain that to me, if I could ask about it, but there are plenty of other concerns all bubbling to the surface.

“I feel fuzzy.”

“Oh, not this again.” Mother seems to melt in her exasperation. Her limbs flail in the most unladylike manner, like she just suddenly lost all her bones.

“Fuzzy?” Dr. Joyce asks, ignoring the outburst.

“Like... sort of tingly?” I wiggly my fingers stupidly, like this could somehow help to illustrate what I mean. “But softer? And it’s all the time...”

“Is it a sort of pins and needles sensation?” She asks.

“Sort of...” I consider carefully just how honest I feel like being here. It seems to me there is a fine line between having my questions answered, and getting sent up to psych. “More like something is crawling on me?”

I don’t tell her the part where it feels like I am also the thing that is crawling on me. I don’t tell her that sometimes I feel more like I’m inhabiting the invisible creatures crawling on my skin more than I’m inhabiting myself. My body has felt a foreign place to be these last many weeks.

“I see.”

Her smile melts like wax into a more serious expression that is not quite a frown.

Mother doesn’t miss the opportunity to jump in, now that my strangeness is impacting the nice doctor. “I’ve been telling her, this is all normal stuff that all us mothers go through.”

“It could be. But we want to be safe, don’t we?”

Mother looks as though she’s been slapped by the very implication that she has ever wanted to be anything other than safe. “Well, of course.”

“Would you mind stepping out of the room for just a minute, Mrs. Macadams?”

“Well I—“

“Just to be safe,” Dr. Joyce adds. “I’m going to run a couple additional tests.”

Mother, bewildered, moves out into the hall.

The door is shut behind her firmly before I find my voice again. “What sort of tests?”

“Well if there’s anything abnormal, the bloodwork should help us find it.”

“Oh.” I look down at the floor. For a second I thought she’d look at the ultrasound again. I thought maybe she would test me for whatever parasites seem to be taking over.

But no.

My bloodwork has already been done.
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