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Dedicated to my wife
and all the sleepless nights.

 


A parasite can
be an animal, a disease, a place, or an idea. It's anything that
takes without giving back. When it came time to name this
collection the word parasite stood out to me. I had
originally thought each story was about isolation, but after
revisiting them prior to publishing this anthology I realized that
they're about something worse. It's one thing to be alone, it's
something else to be alone and drained. These stories are
claustrophobic. Writing them has helped me confront some of my
darkest fears. 




When I was very young I
turned my back on the ocean and it swallowed me whole. Saltwater
burned in my lungs. I felt my fingers being ripped through the
sharp sand as the wave pulled me out to sea. I pushed against the
current as hard as I could while my mother stood on the beach,
helpless. I regained control just as I felt my feet sliding off the
shelf of the Hawaiian shore. That brief moment where the energy of
the wave is redirected downward allowed me to find a sturdy rock to
catapult myself out of the riptide. I dragged my breathless flesh
up the coast and went limp. My muscles constricted and my eyes were
fogged from the sea water. Ever since then I've had a healthy
respect for nature's raw power. Parasites are representations of
nature's most formidable force... death. Parasites leave nothing
behind and remind us how fragile we truly are.

 


Every adventure takes
its toll on the adventurer. In the manifest destiny of the sea, the
sky, and beyond there are always going to be dangers lurking;
Parasites not just of the body, but the mind. In reading this
collection I hope you will reflect on your own fears and reach your
own conclusions. 
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"There were only five
of us picked up in that muddy, oily, Mediterranean." A ghostly
voice hisses from the wire recorder.

 


Autumn leaves spiral in
to the air as a sleek brown sedan thunders down the road. Henry
awkwardly reaches for a stack of photographs while his left hand
holds firmly to the steering wheel. He hands off the bundle to his
passenger, Richard Anderson.

 


"Two children died last
week in Nabeul. Tunisia. They turned to rot from the inside out...
so did their dog. The children claimed to have been stung by a huge
red and blue jellyfish that washed up on the northern shore." Henry
says.

 




Anderson is a slight
man in his late thirties. His glasses are made from tortoise shell
and the lenses are thick; they distort the size of his beady brown
eyes. He closes the wire recorder box and places it behind himself
on the back seat. He licks his thumb and forefinger before riffling
through the photos.

 


"Are these all
underwater photographs?" Anderson asks.

 


"Some are underwater,
some are from other places. Those are images from the SS Solon, a
merchant vessel that was sunk during the war."

 


"What does this have to
do with the kids?"

 


Henry adjusts his
rearview mirror and pumps the gas. "Look at the last photos in the
stack... the bottom three." He says.

 


Anderson slides the
last photograph in the pile up to the surface. He examines the
image of a piece of wood that has the letter O-L-O-N stenciled
across it. The next two photos have similar wooden panels with
various characters of the word 'Solon'.

 


"Cargo crates?"
Anderson asks.

 


"Yeah. The one on top
is a photo from a box found on the grounds of a German medical camp
that was servicing the seventh army near Normandy. The camp and the
surrounding area were ordered burned to the ground when the allies
found that crate. The second one is from Malta, it was found at a
loading dock... also razed. That last one was part of a makeshift
table in the house those boys died in. If you look at the texture
of it you can tell that specific piece of crate was driftwood."

 


Henry reaches behind
himself again, this time producing a second set of photographs.
"These are the photos of the 'jellyfish' that those boys were stung
by. The beach in Tunisia can get covered in jellies this time of
year, but there were only three of this color and size. When the
local French authority took the things in the lab they found pieces
of fur, reptile scales and human teeth inside of them."

 


The images of meaty red
blobs flash in Anderson's eyes as he whips through the photos.

 


"Why are we
investigating a war time wreck, and what exactly do these things
have to do with a sunken merchant vessel?"

 


"This is the problem...
and it's very much off the record... that boat had naval officers
on it, so it wasn't exactly a pure civilian freight. The French
government has asked us about what's washing up on their territory
and the official answer has to be, 'We don't know. It was a
civilian ship'.  You, as an expert, have been asked to prepare
a report that will satisfy our needs and answer the questions that
the French have about what happened to the Solon. We've already
told them that strange things float up from underwater, like that
blubber they found in Florida fifty years ago. We officially said
that it must be a coincidence. We've sent a team of military
experts to remove the specimens for testing." Henry says.

 


"Is it a coincidence?"
Anderson Asks. 

 


Henry smiles and says,
"I don't care what those Frogs think about us. I took two bullets
in the gut for them so they wouldn't be speaking German. If it
isn't a coincidence then it's for their own damned good."

 


Anderson hangs his head
and taps on the dashboard.

 


"You should look out
the window. The leaves are changing." Henry says, breaking the
awkward silence.

 


Afternoon sun blasts in
to the car windows. Anderson rubs his hands together and breathes
in to his palms. The sun is bright, but the Fall weather outside of
Boston is chilling. The rays of sunshine are holding back the murky
clouds just beyond the highway.

 


Henry taps his hand on
the dashboard and points to a road sign. "See, we're almost
there."

 


Anderson twists his
focus to the hilly forest on the right side of the road. "Who am I
going to be seeing?" He asks.

 


"His name is Joseph
Patterson. He's the only civilian who was rescued from the ship.
Just remember, no matter what he tells you, you only need to write
the bare minimum; just tell us how the ship sank. Not why, and not
who did it."

 


Anderson looks uneasy
as the car comes to a stop on the corner of a short street. Before
them is a tightly-packed strip of brownstone storefronts and
townhouses. The center of the road is dotted with short birch trees
and shrubs that have shed their leaves. The town looks like a
skeleton, barren of life. The sun has been overtaken by a bleach
white haze. Henry opens the door to a three story building and
walks Anderson inside.

 


"This is as far as I
go. Patterson is waiting on the second floor."

 


Anderson's climb echoes
with every stair-step. He twists the loose oval door knob and
pushes. The door makes a long creak. From the corner of the room
Anderson hears the high-pitched hiss of a radiator. He sees Joseph
standing at the far end, a silhouette against the stark white light
of a bay window.

 


Joseph sighs and moves
himself closer to the sill. He looks across the study and begins
drinking tea from a bone white cup. His face is weathered and raw.
He appears at least ten years too old for his age. With gentle
sweeps he strokes his thick wiry beard; salt and peppered, like
you'd expect to see on an old-time whaler. His skin still reeks of
maritime salts and machine oil. His eyes are a pale blue, almost
gray, they look glassy and unblinking. On his back peaking out from
beneath his shirt collar are two sailors' tattoos in the shape of
red and blue swallows. In every way he belongs to the sea, a lost
creature of the deep given legs to stand among men. You could tell
just from one look that he was a dignified gentleman, but you
couldn't define the origin of his demeanor. His manner wasn't born
from wealth, but determined character. It showed in his all too
kindly smile, like he was once a wild thing made tame.

 


With three sharp jerks
his turtle neck sweater stretches tight over his slight belly. A
gruff rattle of a cough rumbles up from his chest and erupts in a
breathless fit. His face blushes with pressure as a single tear
drop slides down his cheek.

 


"You'll have to excuse
me. I've been having difficulty breathing since the wreck. I hope
you understand if I take a few moments from time to time... gather
fresh air and so on."

 


Anderson adjusts his
tie and walks in to the center of the study. He nervously rubs a
pocket watch between his thumb and palm. He watches Joseph from
across the span of the room, keeping a respectful distance.

 


"Don't worry about it.
If you feel like you need to stop at any point just tell me. I
don't want this to be a strain on you." Anderson says.

 


Sheets of rain build
from a few scattered drops and strike hard against the window. The
sun begins to fall, giving way to the amber glow of New England
streetlights. The sky becomes a hazy cobalt. Night falls quickly in
Autumn.

 


"Anderson, do you like
the twilight?"

 


"I always enjoy a nice
clear night... no fog."

 


"Well, I love this time
of day. This is the kind of twilight, a rainy kind, that always
relaxed me. You go out on a hike during the day and come back as
the rain starts to fall. Every muscle in your body feels like it
unwinds once you draw a hot bath. It's cold outside, so you keep a
fire going. Nothing is as relaxing as this kind of weather at this
time of day."

 


Anderson opens his
attache case and produces a clean, new, legal-sized notepad and a
fountain pen.

 


"I'm ready to get
started whenever you are." He says with some hesitation.

 


Joseph takes another
sip from his teacup and puts it down on the window sill. He sinks
his body into a green deco arm chair and lets out a groan followed
by a deep sigh.

 


"There were eighty-one
men aboard the USS Solon went it went down. Forty-three crew,
twenty-eight enlisted navy, four officers and six scientists. The
ship was a five hundred foot repurposed freighter. We were running
on the bare minimum of hands. Everyone from the Solon standard
complement was an able seaman. We took on no new crew before
sailing."

 


Joseph tilts his head
to the side and focuses on the veins of water made by scattering
rain drops on the window pane. Anderson frantically scribbles his
notes.

 


"The fore hold was
filled with some kind of device. It was installed by linking metal
boxes together.  Not small ones, like munitions canisters, but
big things like lockers from a boot camp. They had to be two feet
thick by nine feet tall. Maybe they were another ten feet wide.
They were locked into groupings that totaled fifty feet in length.
There were thirty groups in the hold. In the foremost part of the
cargo area there were three diesel generators that powered the
thing. When you'd go in there it'd feel like an oven. We were in
the North Atlantic in November and that hold felt like Summer in
Hades. Two of the men who went down to work near that thing came on
deck with the flesh melted from their fingertips."

 


Anderson's hand leaps
to his mouth as he lets out a muffled gagging sound.

 


"I apologize. I
shouldn't get in to that kind of thing." Joseph says while offering
Anderson a handkerchief.

 


"Thank you." Anderson
replies. He shakes his hand to refuse the swatch of flimsy
cotton.

 


"When the machine was
working, the lights would dim every thirty minutes or so. We'd hear
a humming noise vibrating through the hull and then the lights
would fade in and out."

 


Joseph takes a moment
to collect his thoughts before he begins again. His hand is now
grinding in circles at the base of his jaw. His beard begins to
tangle and scratch.

 


"The aft hold is where
they kept the animals. It smelled foul. It was loaded with stacks
of cages, nothing bigger then a small dog was in there. I think I
saw a tank filled with snakes or eels in the far corner. At the end
of the compartment was another section where a chain-linked fence
separated the cages from a steel door which lead to the next
chamber. On nights when I'd pull watch I'd hear noises coming from
behind that door. They weren't animal or human, definitely not
mechanical either. They sounded like wet thumping crashes. My
father was a butcher and when raw meat was hammered against a slab
it would make a noise like what I heard."

 


Joseph pulls back in
his seat and rubs his eyes. He sinks lower in the arm chair and
finishes his tea.

 


"The Solon would move
between Great Britain and North Africa stopping at allied ports to
unload crates from the animal hold. When we'd make port we'd
usually get refueled by a tanker and pick up a new lot of
cages.
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