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This book is dedicated to Rod Serling
Dear Reader,
Over the course of human history, short stories have always been told. Even cave drawings of our earliest ancestors show signs of ancient tales. The Vikings told sagas, speaking of mythical creatures that lurk in the unknown. Ancient mythology gave us stories of heroes and villains, and great tragedies. Over time, as human imagination progressed, tales and fables, myths and legends became more common, and were recorded, recounted over generations. Every culture has its own version of a story, and anything that can breed imagination is susceptible to becoming one. And that tale must be told.
The unknown pulls at our innermost thoughts and feelings. Without the unknown, these tales, these sagas, would never have come to light. People fear the unknown, and yet it is a place of endless possibilities. It is a place deep within us all; it speaks to us at night, and although you may not be able to hear the words, it is always there--creeping, crawling, slithering. The unknown lets us know just how small we are, and we remain far from the shadows because of it. It causes us to fear what could be around the corner, or down in the basement. Without these feelings, we would be void of emotion, because fear is learned, and if we had never heard stories that scared us, we wouldn't know what fear is.
Once upon a time long since forgotten, the world knew true fear. It was a genre known as horror, and for a long time it captivated us. Great literary works came from this genre. Yet, as time went on, and as society changed, the human mind became numb to the shriek in the night--the classic short story.
We crave more. We yearn for the most shocking things we can find. The more bodies, the better. The more blood, the better. Sadly, this is where we've arrived.
In this project, the short story reigns. There is no map, there is no way out. The Endlands is not just a book, but also a place within us all. A place that brings us back to our childhood fears. It's the clicking in the night and the scratching at your door. It's the unknown, and although we think we know it all as we grow older, truth is, we know nothing. We still try to ignore those sounds we cannot explain. We still tuck our heads under the sheets for safety. We're trapped here, lost in another dimension. So embrace your fear, and hope you will be allowed to return.
I know for a fact, that Mr. Hobbes' greatest influence for this project is the late Rod Serling. He's told me many times he hopes to pay homage to one of the greatest creative minds of modern fiction. The imagination of Mr. Serling, and the creativity of The Twilight Zone, should be an inspiration to us all. Mr. Serling could have gone a different way, but didn't. He didn't count on gore or high body counts. He realized that is not true horror. Not true fear. Not reality.
This book reminds me of The Twilight Zone, and it has been a great honor working alongside Mr. Hobbes for this project. Personally, I see the same qualities in Vincent as Rod Serling possessed. He is dedicated to the 'strange tale', and he has an odd humor about him that I enjoy. I have had the honor of reading other works of his, some which perhaps will never see the light of day. That said, I can say without a doubt, Mr. Hobbes has a love for storytelling--a love for fear--and he has turned it into something to which we can all relate, and embrace.
I am beyond happy to be part of this project, and I'm proud of all the authors included. Each story has its own twist and turn, all weird and kooky in their own right.
Dear reader, embrace these short stories, because each is a piece of that author's imagination--a piece of the fear they have each embraced--all with their own place in The Endlands.
- Nathan Palmer
Do you believe
in the
unbelievable?
Are you ready to
face the darkest
Corners or your
imagination?
Then turn on a light,
Just enough to see.
And . . .
Welcome to
THE ENDLANDS
by Patrick Greene
National Finance, the magazine Phillip Troyer held, might as well have been written in Ancient Hebrew.
Upon learning of his wife's pregnancy, Phillip had made a resolution to become more financially savvy. Sitting in the hospital waiting room, alone but for his regrets and ponderings, Phillip reached the conclusion that he had neither the patience nor intelligence to venture into that mundane territory. He dropped the magazine on the table beside him and perused the other choices. Sports Illustrated, U.S. News & World Report, Reader's Digest, Craft Showcase. S.I. featured pitifully little coverage of boxing these days, and the others promised only boredom.
Four nurses wearing expressions of the same incapacitating boredom joked among themselves in the nurse's station nearby.
He checked his watch: 2:14 A.M. The impetus to pay an obligatory visit to Charlotte in the delivery room weighed upon him, but the presence of his mother-in-law, Regina, surely listing his shortcomings even at this moment, gave him a reason to put it off a while longer.
On the muted television that hung from the wall nearby, a news network continued its unending broadcast vigil. The prim and pretty Asian reporter recited a story about a series of high school murders in Virginia.
An odd rhythm, like someone walking in fishing waders, caught his attention. It belonged to a well-dressed, balding man, forty or so, who approached the waiting area at a brisk pace. The man walked with an awkward gait, allowing his smooth-soled shoes to drag on the carpet. He wore a distant, blissful expression, which Phillip suddenly felt obliged to wear as well. The man turned into the waiting area and deposited himself across from Phillip, but quickly rose again, extending his hand.
"Name's Conagher."
Though Conagher was a little too close to his personal space, Phillip shook the man's hand and returned the greeting.
"You gonna be a daddy?" Conagher asked.
"Yeah."
"Same here! Congratulations!"
This apparently called for another lively handshake. Phillip's hand, still sore from working the heavy bag earlier, felt small within the folds of Conagher's long-fingered, spidery grasp.
"Thanks, same to you."
Conagher rocked back on his heels comically. "Yep. Just waiting on Doctor Borland. Who's your doc, Phillip?"
"Pope. Doctor Pope."
"Good man, I hear." Conagher plopped into the chair once more. "You look nervous if you don't mind me saying so."
"Yeah, a little. This was kind of a surprise. We . . . thought we were, you know, covered."
Conagher waved a dismissive hand. "You'll love it. Got another one at home." Conagher could have been talking about a jet ski or foosball table.
"Sure. It's just . . ." Phillip laughed uncomfortably before finishing, ". . . money's a little tight."
"Oh? What do you do?"
Phillip always hated that simple question. "I'm a boxer. But I work part-time in a print shop."
"Boxer, huh? Like a fighter? You good?"
"I do all right." Phillip hoped he had ridden the wispy line between modest and confident. But there was none of the expected judgment in Conagher's eyes.
"Hm. I'm in accounting. Do pretty good, if I say so myself. You go to church, Phillip?"
"No. Not in years."
"The wife and I, we coach young couples in our church. Maybe you can come out sometime."
Phillip offered no response, though he was sure that Conagher would not allow any awkward silence in the conversation. The loud man was indeed about to speak again, when Doctor Pope appeared, regarding Phillip with earnest, alert eyes set within youthful features. Phillip rose to shake hands.
"Phillip," Doctor Pope nodded to Conagher but deftly returned his attention to Phillip before Conagher could initiate a conversation. "I'm on my way in. You joining us?"
"No, I don't think so," Phillip responded, a bit miffed that Pope had brought it up. He had made his feelings clear repeatedly.
Conagher interjected. "Not gonna watch? Why not?"
"I just don't think I could handle seeing Charlotte go through that."
Conagher found this eminently amusing. "Squeamish, huh? I was like that the first time. Everything will be fine. I was hearing on the news the other day that the percentage of pregnancies successfully reaching full term has come way up in the last few months. The baby will be just fine."
Doctor Pope turned to Phillip with trademark earnestness. "Your friend is right. You sure you don't want to be there? It's quite a moment."
Phillip wasn't sure he was comfortable having Conagher referred to as his friend.
"I'm just not good with blood and stuff."
Conagher could not resist an observation: "Hey, that's something. A boxer who's squeamish."
Pope nodded. "Tell the nurse if you change your mind."
"I will."
Doctor Pope's pretty nurse, known to Phillip only as Jeanette, turned the corner and offered a polite smile. A pang of guilt surfaced, as Phillip remembered the intense sexual attraction he had felt toward her when they first met at Doctor Pope's office. Jeanette touched Doctor Pope's arm in a way that made Phillip feel a bit jealous, or at least envious.
Turning to Phillip, she said, "Mister Troyer, I thought I'd let you know, your wife has decided to go with an epidural."
"Oh . . . I thought she wanted to go natural."
"She's changed her mind."
Phillip was not surprised to see Conagher staring directly at Jeanette's ass with no attempt at discretion whatsoever.
"Well, alright. Thanks."
Doctor Pope said goodbye and walked away with Jeanette, leaving Phillip uncomfortable in the presence of Conagher.
"You look worried," Conagher offered.
Phillip rubbed his stubbly chin, deciding whether to share any more of his personal life. "The expenses just keep adding up."
"Better get used to it. Doesn't get any cheaper, buddy."
For the next few minutes, Phillip listened intermittently as Conagher discoursed about tax deductions, annuities, savings bonds and the like, all of which sounded something like static to Phillip. Catching Conagher between breaths, Phillip excused himself to check on Charlotte.
The hallway was a never ending circle. Each door varied from the others only by its decorations; a variety of balloons and cards taped around the entrance. Phillip walked through the open door to Room 422.
Charlotte breathed deeply, wearing a determined expression. Charlotte's mother, Regina, held her left hand. Charlotte offered Phillip an optimistic smile in sharp contrast to Regina's judgmental and disappointed glower. Charlotte was also attended by the fine Nurse Jeanette and another, neither of which appeared to have been converted to anti-Phillipism by Regina.
"Hi Cutie," Phillip said, avoiding eye contact with the elder woman.
"Hey Baby."
"How ya feeling?"
"Ready to have a baby. Contractions are coming every two minutes now. You?"
"Guess I'm nervous . . . So you decided to take the drug?" he ventured.
Not surprisingly, it was Regina who answered. "I felt it was for the best. Surely you don't want her to suffer needlessly."
Phillip studied her. Every bit of the accusation and contempt he heard in her voice was evident in her face. "Sure, that's good, yeah." Turning back to Charlotte: "I just wanted to make sure you're okay."
Charlotte smiled again. "You're sweet, as always." Phillip knew that this statement was primarily aimed at her mother, and that was just fine. Regina wasn't going to become president of his fan club any time soon, but his stock would surely rise, once she saw what a good father and husband he became. And while he told himself he held little regard for how Regina felt about him, it would be nice to have her let up just a little.
"Not to be rude, Phillip dear. If you're not going to stay for the birth, perhaps you should leave now." Regina sang politely, letting her intended condescension show in her expression.
Charlotte turned to her, face flushed with embarrassment.
"Mother!"
"It's disruptive. You need . . . stability now."
Phillip felt tense. "She's probably right, Charlotte. I'll check back in a while."
"Okay. Love you."
"Love you back."
In the hall, Phillip slowed to listen a moment, wondering if they would talk about him. Regina did not disappoint. "Have you spoken to him about getting a better job?" She asked, to which Charlotte replied, "We'll be fine, Mom. Please don't do this right now."
Regina pressed on. "This prize fighting thing is fine for twenty year-olds. He's thirty-three. It's time to move on."
"No more Mother, please. This is what's disruptive."
"I'm sorry. You'd like it better if I didn't care, I suppose."
Phillip didn't stay to hear more.
The package of crackers created a thunderous echo as it fell to the vending machine's paid zone. Phillip removed it and strained against the plastic. It was not giving up its protective duties easily, but Phillip would not use his teeth to rip the package. For him, this was a point of pride. He would grapple with the packaging and beat it cleanly.
The wrapper held firm. Phillip searched it for a weak spot, a place where his fingers could penetrate. No, he would not use his teeth. He would succeed the hard way. He had once hoped this philosophy would bring him the World's Cruiserweight Championship, but that aspiration was becoming vaguer by the day, and the tiny package represented a vestige of that dream.
Absently continuing his steady assault on the plastic, he turned his attention to the emergency room next to the vending area. There, sat several small pockets of misery. Bleeding, bandaged, or suffering in some way not visible to Phillip, they all shared a certain resignation, disturbing in its uniformity.
The sound of a diesel engine and a steady beeping caught Phillip's notice. He looked out the window to see an ambulance backing toward the ER's receiving area. The rubbernecker in him demanded an investigation, so he found himself walking outside to see just what would emerge.
Phillip fiddled overtly with the package, painting himself as just a guy taking a snack break in the fresh air that was, in fact, not so fresh, thanks to the heavy diesel fumes. The back doors swung open, and several EMTs and a policeman gathered around, as the gurney wheels dropped. Its passenger was a young woman, around twenty though it was difficult to tell, what with all the heavy bruises and contusions. Her right eye was swollen nearly shut; a tennis ball-sized knot had grown all around it. Her lips were similarly bloated, with a fresh black scab caked around a split near the center of her upper lip.
As her good eye found Phillip's gaze, a tear streamed down the side of her face, disappearing into her black hair. Suddenly feeling like a voyeur, Phillip turned away and took a seat at the scarred bench against the wall. The gurney and its entourage disappeared into the swinging doors, and Phillip regarded the cracker package for a while, absolved for the moment, of his hunger.
Soon, one of the EMTs reappeared, accompanied by the cop. The tech lit a cigarette while the cop sloshed coffee from a Styrofoam cup as they stood at the edge of the walkway some ten feet from Phillip, staring at the city before them.
"She said she fell off a ladder trying to change a light bulb. Her boyfriend just stood there, kind of smirking while we loaded her. Even chuckled at her clumsiness. We get in the ambulance, and right away Pam starts pushing her to tell the truth about what happened. The woman finally comes clean, says her boyfriend roughed her up for taking some of his money," the EMT explained.
With a nod, the cop replied, "That explains why she didn't want to talk to me. She's damn sure not going to press charges."
"Of course not. Hell, he's her dealer. It was his profits she stole!"
The cop raised his coffee cup in a mock toast. "White trash soap opera."
"You know what makes it worse?" continued the EMT. "She's three months pregnant."
Phillip felt a surge of righteous anger, not only toward the unseen battering boyfriend, but also toward the girl, and the calloused civil servants as well. The cop tossed out a final remark. "No shit. That'll be another little low-life to make my job harder one day. If the dad doesn't kill him first."
The cop returned to the hospital, having never sipped from his coffee. After a final drag, the EMT joined him. Now alone, but for the traffic just yards away, Phillip tore open the plastic wrapper with a feral snap.
Phillip polished off the last of the crackers and sat alone in the February chill for a while, trying to push back the gnawing feeling that he was trapped, missing his prime, and getting broker by the day. He rose and made for the elevator, again passing through the holding area of the ER. On the television that presided over the room, the eternal newscast continued. A field reporter spoke through a garbled satellite connection, while images of turbaned soldiers doing battle in a desert city street flashed. The caption underneath read: "Treaty Violations Lead To Unrest".
The elevator ride would be the last shred of solitude for Phillip. The doors slid open to a far different atmosphere than when he had left some twenty minutes ago.
A harried orderly ran by, nearly colliding with him en route to the stairwell. At the nurse's station, two nurses stood close together, sharing a look of bewildered horror, speaking in hushed tones.
Seeing Phillip, they averted their eyes.
An uneasy feeling washed over him, pushing him faster toward Charlotte and Room 422. Rounding and rounding the unending corner, he passed through clusters of urgency and confusion. Nurses, doctors, and security personnel jockeyed and shuffled, jostling him without so much as a glance. This was a good sign, wasn't it? That something was wrong besides . . .
From Room 422, Nurse Jeanette appeared and looked down the hall with wild eyes. She saw Phillip and quickly withdrew. A rangy security guard stepped out and met Phillip's panicked gaze, setting himself authoritatively. Phillip's brisk stride had become a run, just as the security guard met him head-on, catching him by the arms.
"Hold on, buddy," said the guard.
Then Charlotte uttered a shrill scream that shook Phillip to his soul.
Phillip pushed forward. "What are you doing? What's wrong with my wife?"
"Just a minute." The guard's tone was more menacing than soothing. Phillip was becoming quite strident, ready in fact, to misuse his pugilistic skills, when Doctor Pope appeared in the doorway, looking stunned.
"It's alright. Let him come in."
Phillip didn't like the breathless sound of Pope's voice. He shoved past the guard and entered Room 422.
Charlotte was crying, her face squinched in a brand of distress that could only be maternal. Jeanette held her right hand, Regina the left. Phillip rushed to Charlotte, searching her contorted face, fearing and anticipating a miscarriage. He also felt a deep and selfish little part of him hoping for it--and quickly squashed that.
"What is it? What's wrong, honey?"
"The baby . . ." Charlotte began, crying fresh tears, before covering her mouth with trembling hands.
"Something's wrong with the baby? What is it?"
They remained maddeningly silent, offering only sorrow and fear in their countenances. Doctor Pope took Phillip aside to the far corner, where he searched for articulation.
"I'm sorry."
"The baby's . . . dead?"
". . . No. No, not that."
"Well?"
"It's . . . not normal."
"What do you mean? You said everything was fine . . ."
Pope seemed to be suppressing a shiver. His professional veneer was showing cracks. "I know, and it was. I thought. I don't know what happened." He stared into Phillip's chest.
"Has . . . Charlotte been exposed to anything unusual in the last few days?"
Phillip drew a blank. "Like what? What are you getting at?"
"I DON'T KNOW! It's just not normal. That's all I can tell you. We've had it and the others removed to an isolated room for examination. I've put in a call to a colleague of mine."
"Wait a minute . . . What do you mean, 'it'? What others? What the hell is going on?"
Phillip had gotten past any fear of a stillbirth. It was fear of the unknown that now held reign. Pope continued to avoid Phillip's gaze.
"Please bring back my baby," Interjected Charlotte softly. "I just want my baby."
Regina stroked her daughter's hair. "Don't do this to yourself, dear."
Pope just looked at her, helpless. "I'm sorry, Mrs. Troyer . . ."
"I WANT MY BABEEEE!!"
The outburst, so unlike Charlotte, startled everyone in the room. Phillip turned Pope around and stood close, staring into the smaller man's eyes.
"Just bring the baby. I want to see it."
"I'm afraid I can't do that."
Phillip's patience was spent. Grabbing Pope by the collar of his surgical gown, he shook him.
"BRING OUR BABY IN HERE, NOW!"
Pope, still wearing the stunned expression, seemed to be only mildly frightened by Phillip's gruff insistence. Something else had shaken him far worse.
"Alright. Alright. You'd best prepare yourself. Jeanette. Bring the . . . child."
Phillip released Pope and went to Charlotte, his mind racing with dreadful possibilities. "Are you in pain?"
"I just don't understand. I did everything right. How could this . . . ?" She hitched with a sudden sob.
"Tell me what's wrong with it?" Phillip ventured again.
"What's wrong with it!" Regina broke in. "It's not human. I don't know WHAT it is. This is God's punishment, Phillip. For the way you live your life."
"Mother. Shut! UP!" Charlotte startled the room again, nearly lunging off the bed in her sudden rage.
Pope stepped forward. "Stop it, please!" he pleaded.
He turned to the door, drawing everyone's attention to Jeanette. She stood in the doorway with the tiny bundled figure, holding it away from her a few inches.
"Come on in, Jeanette."
She walked to Charlotte and handed her the bundle. Charlotte's look of terror and confusion had vanished, replaced by a loving smile and the bliss of new motherhood. Regina looked at the baby a moment, and then broke into desperate weeping as she slowly backed away from it. Charlotte did not acknowledge this, instead turning the tiny being toward Phillip for his first look.
Phillip had returned to the waiting room, staring in stupefied silence at the floor while countless doctors, nurses, and orderlies trotted past him. He was for the moment oblivious to the rush, the madness that was overtaking the hospital moment by moment.
Whatever perception Phillip held of reality had been washed clean. He had entered room 422 with a set of values and beliefs, and had left with only a vague memory of those absurdities. Another world had slipped in over the one he knew, and was quickly erasing the original, familiar planet Earth, and with it, all sense of order.
Yet, Phillip sensed there was a greater order taking shape.
Hearing a familiar clumsy shuffle, he raised his head to see Conagher ambling down the hall. This was not the garrulous capitalist who had engaged him in awkward small talk an hour ago. Conagher now wore the shell-shocked expression that was becoming the order of the day and was talking to himself in low tones. Phillip stood and intercepted him gently.
"Conagher. How's your wife?"
Conagher seemed to be staring through him, struggling to focus. "My wife?"
"Did she deliver?" Phillip asked.
"Deliver? Yeah. She delivered. But not a baby."
Phillip felt the numb terror again.
"I . . . I don't know what it is. I've never seen anything like it." Conagher's voice sounded odd, detached.
"You too," Phillip stated.
Phillip let go of Conagher's arm, and the gangly accountant continued his aimless trek, like a wind-up robot. Phillip watched his progress for a moment before his attention was drawn to the sudden drone of the Asian newscaster on television. One of the nurses had turned up the volume. Two, and soon four of her co-workers joined her in front of the set, folding their arms in front of them as if to be protected from the report that frightened and fascinated them.
". . . Number of reports are surfacing from hundreds of sources around the world that newborn babies appear to be radically abnormal. Since these reports initially broke, not one of several thousand new babies has come out of the womb without these, quote, bizarre-yet-symmetrical deformities, to use the words of one doctor. No photos or images of the children are being released at this time, and few details have surfaced. However, an Arizona doctor has reportedly stated, "It's like an all new species." We hope to have more on this astonishing story in a few minutes."
Phillip stared at the image of the Asian woman, feeling anything but relief that he shared this circumstance with apparently every other new parent in the known world. The nurses chattered in confusion among themselves.
From down the hall, a female voice cried out. Phillip swallowed, tasting a vague, acrid mix of crackers and bile. As he started back toward Room 422, he found Doctor Pope standing at the nurse's station, alone, rubbing his left temple.
"What's this mean, Doctor? Tell me why this is happening," Phillip asked.
Pope squinted at Phillip, saying nothing for a long moment. He looked down at a chart, then back to Phillip. "I can't tell you, exactly. You'll find out for yourself soon enough."
"Are you hiding something?" Phillip asked.
"No."
"Why not say it?"
Pope pondered a moment. "I have an associate who's a psychologist. He's had several patients who were mothers-to-be. They came to him independently of each other, worried about dreams they'd had." Pope aimed the remote at the mounted television and turned it off. Phillip noticed his hands were shaking, despite his calm and measured voice. "Sweeping, vivid dreams, that humanity was being pushed aside by some growing, unseen force. They all felt vaguely complicit somehow. Traitorous, yet just as doomed as everyone else."
Pope finally looked directly at Phillip. "How's Charlotte been sleeping?"
Phillip knew his voice would come out strained and desperate. "This is crazy."
"Crazy. What's crazy is that we've lasted this long. God, or whatever, has finally come up with a better idea."
Phillip wanted to believe that Pope had just cracked under the strain. But a growing part of him knew that he hadn't.
"We've run out of time," Pope finished.
Phillip had a sudden and profound need to return his world to normal, at any cost. He started down the hall at a quick pace, turning long enough to say, "I'm going to stop this."
"Oh really? How?" Pope asked with resigned sarcasm.
Phillip did not answer.
"It's pointless, Phillip. There's no stopping it now. Face it. We've had our shot."
Phillip turned and fired a baleful stare at the doctor, who offered nothing further.
In Room 422, Phillip found Charlotte still holding their progeny amid an unnatural quiet. Regina was standing back from the bed as though she was an attending servant, a role Phillip could not have imagined her playing. Her expression was serene, another incongruity. Jeanette quietly crossed the room in her practiced task of tidying.
Charlotte looked up from the baby for a second to cast a contented smile at Phillip. "It's beautiful," she said.
They're still saying 'it', Phillip thought, as he searched the room for an improvised noose.
His gaze fell on a cloth surgical mask. Taking it, he wrapped it once around his fist and pulled it taut with the other hand, holding it low as he advanced on the child he knew he must murder. Regina continued to stare into space, while Charlotte calmly turned the child to face Phillip.
Phillip stopped in his tracks. The surgical mask slipped from his hand.
He clamped hands against his temples, feeling movement inside his skull, as though a skittering but purposed rodent had just burrowed inside. The initial shock was painful, but after a moment, it seemed natural. Phillip's secret sins were found and examined, much to his embarrassment.
Under his child's influence, these transgressions were reduced to simple evidence of flawed conditioning. Phillip was allowed to draw the same conclusion that Pope, Charlotte, Regina, Jeanette and doubtlessly many others had reached.
He allowed the intrusion, feeling he no longer had a right to fight it.
The baby's large black eyes, analytical pools of obsidian capable, Phillip sensed, of seeing far beyond the normal human spectrum, made Phillip feel like he was the child, amusing in his deluded self-importance. Its pointed, bat-like ears cocked minutely toward every tiny noise in the room, and seemingly beyond. Its tiny fingers flexed and fisted; more dexterous and nimble than Phillip could ever hope to be.
Other than these features, the child might have been human. Its 'mutations' were actually vast improvements.
It raised itself from Charlotte to lean toward Phillip; apparently fascinated by his dysfunction, his weakness disguised behind the parody of strength.
Regina walked out of the room as Phillip took several slow steps toward the baby, seeing it now as not something alien, or ugly, or beautiful, but just superior.
Phillip felt very tired, very drained, and quite obsolete. The baby's gaze followed Phillip as he sat down at the chair beside the window and took a long final look at a polluted world of blaring sirens, abused drug addicts, religious assassins and flaming trash barrels.
by Cristin Martin
The city of Polidoria was different from most cities. The houses there consisted of windows with silver bars melded into the shape of a cross. The nails used to construct these homes weren't made of steel like most nails; Polidoria was unique for manufacturing nails of pure silver. There was a silversmith on every block. Lampposts were all over; the brightness spilling from them was blinding. Of course, every light was switched on the moment the sun set. No one ever slept with the lights off--they didn't dare. A crucifix hung in every room of every house. Bottles of holy water were stored in the cupboards and sharp wooden stakes hid underneath seat cushions. Meals were eaten with cloves of garlic, the food always blessed by a priest. And every night, at five o'clock, when the sirens went off, the people automatically evacuated the streets and took refuge.
Diana Nedderman had grown familiar with the rules of her city and accepted them like everyone else. In her seventeen years, Diana had never been allowed to leave the house at night.
She was an ordinary girl, realistically average, and so was her boyfriend. His name was Lowell, and he was new in town. Had Diana been brought up in any other city, the teenage couple would have gone to the movies or dances. But Diana knew the rules. She hated them because they isolated her from truly living, but she knew they existed for her own safety. Better an isolated life than no life.
But Lowell was an amateur to the Polidorian way of life. He did not understand. They had dated for only a few months. During those months, Lowell often attempted to coax Diana out of the house at night, and more than once told her how silly it was to believe in such hocus pocus.
"You can't spend your entire life being afraid," Lowell would whisper as he kissed her. "You have nothing to fear. I'll protect you." He would kiss her again, always harder the second time.
But Diana would only smile and blush, then wisely shake her head 'no'.
Tonight was like every night. When the sirens rang, Diana threw a final glance at the sun. She had to go indoors. Diana made her way toward the house and was about to shut the door when she stopped suddenly. Mr. Walpole, another neighbor of hers, was still in his yard, whistling. It was as if he was oblivious of the darkening sky. Behavior like that wasn't right. It wasn't normal. Diana lingered at the door, curiously watching him. Her fingers involuntarily flew up to her neck as she felt the heavy silver locket given to her at birth. As a baby, it had dangled protectively above the cradle. Now, she always wore it around her neck. Tonight, as she eyed Mr. Walpole, she was grateful she owned such a powerful talisman.
Mr. Walpole's appearance was rough, the type of look she expected one of them to have. Tall and powerfully built for his age, Mr. Walpole's features were craggy, his hair disheveled with bulging, wild eyes. She hung back long enough for Mr. Walpole to notice her. He returned her gaze with a demented smile. With an unpleasant jolt, Diana slammed the door and bolted it.
Diana was alone. She was unaccustomed to being home without her parents. Mr. and Mrs. Nedderman had gone to visit an old friend of the family. Poor Mrs. Lycan. The old widow had turned reclusive after her husband's grisly slaughter. Visits always gave the poor woman a little bit of cheer. Mom and Dad must have lost track of time, Diana told herself with a childish stubbornness, refusing to think otherwise. No matter. They were safe, and so was she. The rules of safety had been drilled into her for so long that they were second nature.
"For God's sake, let me in!" The cry was followed by a frenzy of knocks against the front door. "For the love of God, let me in!"
Diana peered through the peephole. It was Lowell Chaney, standing on the front porch. She opened the door at once; he stumbled through the doorway.
"What are you doing here?" she scolded, shutting the door behind her and bolting it again. "You're lucky it's still light out, you stupid jerk!"
"I know, I know!" said Lowell. "I got a flat tire, and my folks are gone. I couldn't get in--I lost my key. I had no where else to go."
"Oh?" said Diana, grinning wryly. "Not so brave now, are you?" She realized that she was making light of the situation and added quickly, "What you did was stupid, forgetting your key. You should always be on your guard--otherwise you'd be dead!"
"I don't mind being by myself," he retorted irritably. "But I heard something--"
"Strange noises are nothing to be alarmed at." Diana interrupted.
"But it was close by."
"What was it?"
"Dunno. But it sounded freaky, like a cat getting its tail stepped on, only worse." He gulped. "Didn't you hear it?"
"No, but you should be grateful that weird sounds are the least of your troubles. Don't you ever check out the lunar calendar? There's a full moon tonight!"
"I didn't know that."
Lowell--poor, naïve, unsuspecting Lowell--looked terribly pale, and his blonde hair was drenched with sweat. He was twitchy; whatever he heard must have given him a good scare. Lowell went out of his way to avoid walking past the barred window, as if afraid someone outside was glimpsing in. He also edged nervously away from the walls before collapsing onto the sofa. Diana had to suppress a sneering laugh--this was her mighty protector sitting here. But truthfully, she was relieved to see him. It gave her some comfort to know that Lowell was safe inside her home, and she was grateful that she was no longer alone. She eyed Lowell, and her amusement softened into a genuine concern. He looked sickly, clammy, and unstable.
Diana's hand dipped in her pocket.
"Here," she muttered, placing a small clove inside his open palm as she kissed him. "Eat some of this. It will protect you."
Lowell didn't bother looking at what she had given him. He swallowed it and made a face. "What the hell was that?"
"Garlic."
"It's disgusting!"
Diana grinned. "It's an acquired taste."
She ambled towards the fireplace mantel where the family trinkets were kept and found a silver-plated chain that had belonged to her grandfather. "You should wear this, too, you know. Everyone wears them." Diana reached up and lifted her own pendant, turning it this way and that so it could catch the light. She flaunted her wrist; the charm bracelet she wore gave a jingle.
Lowell sneered. "Dammit! It's bad enough you had me eating garlic. Now you want me to wear a necklace?"
"It's simply a precaution," Diana tried to explain.
"Precaution, my ass! I don't believe in these fairytales, and you people are stupid for accepting them." Diana's fierce anger must have shown because Lowell said quickly, "Look, these rules and traditions . . . It's so much . . ."
"I know," she said reluctantly. "But it's all true."
"If it's true, then why do you still live here?" Lowell questioned. He suddenly began to choke violently.
"Do you need anything to drink?" Diana asked, her anger softening into concern. "Soda? Juice? A glass of water?"
"Water, thanks."
"What about a snack? Do you want anything to eat?"
"Later, but not now."
"Okay."
Diana disappeared into the kitchen to get them drinks. Moments later, she returned holding a glass of ice water in one hand and a can of soda in the other. She handed Lowell his drink before settling once again on the couch.
"So why do you live here?" Lowell choked out after he had taken a long swig.
Diana shrugged her shoulders, "Why do people continue to live in places that have earthquakes? Why do people live where tornados are common?"
She frowned. Lowell was wheezing rather loudly now. "Are you sure you're alright?" Diana saw that hives had erupted over Lowell's face and arms. "Lowell? Are you alright?"
"Fresh air," he gasped. "I need fresh air. Now."
"But, it's almost dark out . . ." Diana said. There was now a pleading tone in her voice, and she wrung her hands together, slowly regressing into a frightened child. She did not know which unnerved her more: Lowell's worsening illness or the idea of venturing outside.
"Diana, please."
She looked at his peaked face. The red spots stood out vividly, like droplets of wine soiling a piece of linen. She nodded, putting fear aside for the first time in seventeen years.
Diana helped him out of his seat, slinging his arm around her neck and supporting him as best she could as she guided him outside. The evening air did wonders. At once, Lowell recovered from all ailments. Color returned to his face; the hives went away, leaving behind only a small trace of the rash on his skin. Lowell straightened up, beaming at her. In return Diana breathed a sigh of relief.
"So I finally got you out at last," he said brightly, moving forward and clasping her waist. "I've been trying to find a way to lure you out of your sanctuary," he added and kissed her.
"Very funny," Diana said with mock annoyance while she playfully removed herself from his grasp. "Now that you've miraculously healed, let's go back inside. I have a bad feeling about being out like this, Lowell. It's our neighbor, Mr. Walpole. I fear that he might be one of them."
"Walpole? That old asshole is nothing to be scared of."
"You don't know him like I do," said Diana, her smile fading a little. "We really shouldn't be out here, especially tonight. Look," she pointed to the sky. "The sun is setting."
He grinned. "It's too late now."
"Come on, let's go," she pleaded, tugging at Lowell's arm. "We can stay in the kitchen. I'll unlatch the window and open it a bit for you."
Lowell didn't budge.
"I've been watching you for some time now," he said. "My parents--and I must say that I agree with them--said you'd make a tasty dish with your tender, young flesh. Enough to fulfill any appetite. They've been saying that since we moved here."
"Stop it!"
"This place is great. It's a perfect place for my parents and I to be with more of our own kind. The only hassle is those damn superstitions of people like you. No matter. It just takes some brains to overcome those obstacles."
"You're making fun of me again," she said angrily. "It's just a joke to you, isn't it?"
"Not at all. I take it seriously."
"I'm warning you," said Diana. "Keep it up, and I will go back inside without you and lock the door behind me!"
"Why do you think I was so sick inside your house?" He did not wait for an answer. "It's that damn silver you people have inside your walls. I couldn't have my meal with those toxins contaminating me. You know my yarn about the flat tire, losing the house key, hearing strange noises--? All a bluff."
Lowell glanced at the sky.
"Any minute now," he said. "Doesn't happen until it is fully dark."
"SHUT UP!" Diana screamed. "Just keep your stupid mouth shut!" She brushed past Lowell angrily and tried to open the door. It didn't open. She pulled, harder this time. The door was locked.
Diana involuntarily lifted her hands to her neck. Her amulet, the silver locket, was missing. Slowly, she turned and faced Lowell.
"Noticed at last, huh?" he jeered. "How do you think this happened?" He presented a raw and blistered hand.
Diana blanched. "What are you saying?"
"I unclasped your little good luck charm as you were helping me outside," Lowell said simply, studying his burnt hand. "The touch of silver has that effect on me when I'm in my human form, and would have killed me once I transformed into my other state, my true form. We can't have that, now can we? It will spoil the feast I've been looking forward to. You know," he said as an afterthought. "Every time I kissed you, my mouth watered."
As he spoke, the sun disappeared over the horizon.
No, Diana prayed. Not this. Not Lowell. Don't let him be one of them . . .
Her insides wrenched violently as she watched blonde hair sprout from Lowell's skin. His normal, human fingernails changed into gruesome talons. Worse than that were the elongating fangs. Those fangs, if they should bite into her, could lead to her death or force her to become a monster herself.
Diana shut her eyes with hopes that this was all a dream. When she opened them again, instead of being safe inside her bedroom, Diana found herself standing before a fully transfigured werewolf with fur as yellow as Lowell's hair had been.
She bolted.
The monster galloped after her.
A single swipe of his claws took her down. The slashes were deep; blood spurted out. Diana hastily unclasped the bracelet that Lowell had forgotten to remove and hurled it at the werewolf. The creature leapt aside, snarling. The bracelet barely hit the target. However, it was enough for the silver to work its magic; there was a blistering welt precisely where the bracelet had struck. The odor of burnt hair drifted to her nostrils. The werewolf was down, but still alive.
Diana scrambled up. She was still bleeding, but it was okay--claw wounds would have no effect on her. They would heal over time.
"Miss Nedderman!" A rasping voice shouted out. "What the hell are you doing out here! You should be inside!"
Diana--breathless, heart pounding rapidly--turned to see Mr. Walpole's form framed against a backdrop of light that poured from his windows.
"Help me!" she cried, forgetting the suspicious attitude she held towards her neighbor only moments ago. "Mr. Walpole, help me!"
The monster was back on its feet. Diana saw it hurtling in her direction.
She screamed.
"Miss Nedderman!"
Mr. Walpole sprinted forward; there was a deadly looking knife glinting inside his clenched hand. He reached Diana when the werewolf did. The knife slashed open Lowell's side, but the monster did his share of damage as well, for it had lunged forward and tore at Mr. Walpole's throat. He hollered, brandished his knife, and became silent as he fell dead.
Shock and loss of blood left Diana disorientated. She shook her head with confusion as though she did not understand what she just witnessed. The girl fumbled about in a dreamlike state, tripped over an exposed tree root, and collided into what she at first thought was the tree. But it was no tree--it was soft, like flesh.
Mumbling incoherently to herself, Diana raised her face toward a shadowy figure very human in shape. She smiled with relief, believing the figure to be one of her parents returning.
"Mom? Dad?" There was no answer. "Please, I want to go home . . . I am so tired . . ." She began to whimper like a scared little girl. "I don't like this place anymore. It's a bad place. I feel all funny. Mom? Dad? Do you hear me?"
"Your parents are no longer here, my dear child," a voice said.
Yes, that's right, my parents are away from home, she thought.
So who was talking to her? For a wild instant, Diana believed it was Mr. Walpole speaking. Then she remembered that he had been killed. Her mind replayed the scene, and she was jolted back into reality. Diana was revived to some extent, though not by much.
"I could not help but watch the struggle," the voice said. "I regret to say that your friend died in vain. The wolf still lives." Whoever was speaking to her sighed as if the werewolf's survival was a disappointment.
"Werewolves are such loathsome creatures," the voice went on. "They give the rest of us nocturnal beings a bad name."
"Nocturnal beings?" Diana dully repeated.
"Yes, vampires and werewolf filth such as he."
Vampires! So it was a vampire addressing her! Wide-eyed, Diana searched her pockets and realized that she had given her clove of garlic to Lowell. On the ground, there was no wood, nothing she could drive into the vampire's heart. All her weapons were back inside her home.
Diana received another unpleasant jolt when a marble-white face emerged from the shadow, illuminated by the moonlight. Slowly, soundlessly, the face materialized into a full-bodied figure wearing a long trench coat. Diana stared, yet did not run away, even as the vampire circled her, toying with her the way a predator toys with its prey.
"I can help you, child," said the vampire. "The attack has made you weak. You cannot escape. The werewolf is alive, and he will attack you again. You are doomed. If I don't bite you, he will." The vampire nodded to the werewolf. His lip curled in disgust at the sight of the monster struggling to get up.
"Are you going to bite me?" Diana whispered. "Are you going to drink my blood?"
"Not without your permission," said the vampire. "Though I must say you do not have enough left in you to make a satisfactory meal," he added, indicating her blood-soaked shirt.
"Could you bite the werewolf instead of me?" Diana asked desperately.
"No," he replied.
Diana took the answer and accepted it.
"You are doomed either way," the vampire continued. "Bare in mind that I will not kill you. You have my word, and I have every intention of keeping it. I have some dignity, you know."
"Can a vampire kill?"
"Certainly," he said, shrugging his shoulders casually.
"THEN I WANT TO BE KILLED!" Diana shouted out vehemently.
The vampire took a nonchalant step towards her. "Is that truly how you feel? It can be arranged."
Diana opened her mouth to speak, hesitated, and then shook her head 'no'.
The vampire looked as though the change of mind was expected.
"I promise you, child, that you shall not be killed tonight," he said with what might have been a smile. "The cursed beast does not have enough strength to kill. But he has strength enough to ensure the creation of another like himself, because--"
"Because vampire bites are like werewolf bites." Diana finished the sentence for him.
"Precisely. If I bite you, you become a vampire. If he bites you, you become a werewolf. If no one bites you, you will bleed to death. So you see, my dear, you have a decision to make."
Diana trembled all over, covering her face with her hands. "I don't want to become a monster!"
"A monster?" The vampire echoed silkily, raising his eyebrows. He ran his deathly, white hand along his jaw. "I am a monster, yes, but I must say that, between him and me, I am the lesser monster. We vampires choose whom we do and do not attack. Werewolves do not have that option, even in their human state. They lack the ability to reason and possess the atrocious instinct to kill anything in sight. That is all they can think of--killing and eating. We vampires are noble creatures, elegant in both appearance and mannerism. Have you ever seen an elegant werewolf? I should say not. Vile creatures, werewolves. Bloodthirsty brutes, if you ask me."
Diana began to cry.
"If your conscious is bothering you, you needn't fear. A vampire does not have to prey on humans. The blood of any animal will suffice."
Diana's hands lowered slightly, exposing only a pair of wet eyes. "Do vampire bites hurt?"
"There is a small amount of pain, yes," he answered. "However, they are nowhere near as painful as a werewolf's bite. I only hope that your parents did not suffer too badly--"
"My parents?" Diana inquired urgently. "What happened to them?"
"Poor child, if only you knew."
"Tell me!" Diana shouted. "My parents! What happened to them?"
"It was a trap, child," the vampire continued. "The old woman, the one your parents were visiting, is also a werewolf."
"Mrs. Lycan?" Diana gasped. "No! It's not possible!"
"Anything is possible," the vampire answered. "She has been a werewolf for many months now. I believe that her husband was killed by one while she had managed to survive the bite."
"But Mrs. Lycan was never bitten!" Diana shouted, shaking her head wildly. "She was only scratched! She told us so!"
"The old woman was lying."
"No! I don't believe it! My parents trusted her!"
"The way you trusted him?" The vampire asked dryly, nodding towards Lowell, who was struggling in the grass. He went on, "The old woman and her fellow band of wolves had it all planned out. It was her duty to get your parents out of the house. It is amazing what werewolves are capable of when they put their minds together. Of course, they have to join forces. A single werewolf simply does not have the brain capability to hatch out such a plan. Like regular wolves, werewolves work as a pack. They would starve to death otherwise."
In her mind's eye, Diana saw her mother and father being bitten. Her stomach wrenched. "My parents," she murmured fearfully. "Are they alive?"
"No."
More tears flowed from Diana's eyes.
"That's enough," the vampire said shortly. "You have to choose!"
Diana gulped and struggled to compose herself. She contemplated the options given to her. Either a werewolf or a vampire--but which? Her fingers brushed against her side. She lifted her hand at eyelevel, seeing the blood, remembering that she had been wounded. She recalled how she fussed over Lowell inside her home, bringing him a drink, giving the last of her garlic to him and helping him outside, when all along he was plotting to kill her while others like him killed her parents.
She did not want to be like them.
Lowell was now getting to his feet. Diana scowled at the sight of him. The vampire was right; werewolves were miserable beasts, sneaky, evil beasts with no morals or decency. At least the vampire gave her a choice. Diana felt a grudging respect toward the vampire, who no longer seemed so monstrous.
"Hurry!" the vampire hissed. "The werewolf is approaching!"
Lowell had risen to his feet and was moving forward at a quick pace.
Diana gathered together her hair and tilted her head to expose her neck. The silent gesture gave the vampire permission to do what he had to do.
A pain shot through her body when the vampire's teeth sunk into her flesh. Her blood was being drained; the pain turned into any icy sensation, as if her blood was becoming frozen. The world spun like being on a roller coaster. Her eyes rolled back inside her head.
And then it stopped.
The two puncture marks on her neck healed, as did the slashes caused by the werewolf. Diana felt alive again, healthy and stronger than ever before. Her pupils dilated, like a cat's eyes in the dark. The world came into focus. More than that, her sight changed. The nighttime sky was different. It was just as dark, but to Diana's modified vision, everything was as clear as it was during the day.
New instincts overcame her. When intuition told her to concentrate, she concentrated. She closed her eyes, envisioning herself flying over the treetops. A pair of leathery wings sprouted between her shoulder blades.
She smiled at her newfound ability.
The vampire took Diana by the hand and she saw that he too possessed similar bat-like wings. They lifted, wings flapping in the sky. For the first time in her life, Diana's skin was exposed to the night air. She never before realized how beautiful the dark hours were with their velvety blackness. And the stars . . . she had never seen stars before because the lights from the homes had always hidden them from her. Diana knew that she would never see the sun again, but that was all right. The moon, the beautiful silvery orb, was just as beautiful as the golden sphere that was the sun. From now on, the moonlight would be her sunlight.
As she soared over the city, Diana enjoyed the sensation of flying. She twirled in the sky, performing aerial feats, laughing joyfully. It was a bizarre, unearthly sound, similar to the wind during a storm, so different than her old, human chuckle.
Inside their homes built with silver nails, with their bottles of holy water in their cupboards and their gardens of garlic cloves, the citizens of Polidoria heard her. They knew what the sound was and shuddered as they made the sign of the cross. A merry vampire was never a good thing.
There was nothing more frightening than the sound of vampire laughter.
by David Stubblefield
Fer Wilkins tugged hard at the thick nylon rope. Another wave slapped at the side of his wooden boat, soaking the aged fisherman with frigid seawater. He really didn't want to lose another anchor, but if he couldn't get this one up, he'd have to cut it loose--one of the hazards of the area. The fish loved the wrecks and debris that littered the deep water, but the same wrecks loved to eat anchors. Over the years, Fer had lost a half dozen or so anchors, wedged under a rusting hull or dropped neatly through an open hatch. He pulled again, swore to himself, then sat on the side and reached for a rag to wipe his face.
Hard to believe I could work up a sweat in this cold.
He'd give it another shot--pull and release and try to jar the cheap metal hook loose--then cut the line and move on if he couldn't free it. It was really more about the rope than the anchor. He could make an anchor out of scrap sheet metal--he'd once used a two-foot length of railroad--but half an anchor rope was no use at all.
"One more time." Fer pulled.
Nothing.
He stretched for his tackle box and found his thick-bladed utility knife and turned to look over the edge and reach as far into the water as possible to salvage a few feet of rope. Something caught the light in the featureless deep--something big. The boat began to lift as if a huge swell had passed under, then it began to creak and tilt, rising higher but still held by the anchor line.
"Whales." Fer muttered under his breath.
The wake from one of the huge animals could tip a boat if it got too close, but they usually passed in seconds just making the deck unsteady. But the boat kept straining upward and the nylon rope grew taut as piano wire. Fer shot a glance at the life preserver hanging on a peg next to the helm, but before he could move the boat heaved upward.
It's coming up directly underneath me!
For a moment, the Lucky Leena rose bow upward, then began to slide aft first toward the sea on the back of the whale. The crash sent spray flying in a fan shaped arc from the rear of the boat, and backwash poured in as the boat righted itself, still swirling and twisting around the anchor line. Fer landed on his back in the middle of the open deck.
Fer rolled over to his stomach, grabbed a rail for stability, and rose to one knee. A quick glance told him the boat wasn't sinking. The engine had stalled, probably water in it. He could get it going, but . . . there! The huge whale that had risen up under his keel was breaking the surface. But something was not right. The whale didn't perform the graceful roll so characteristic of its mammoth gasp for air. It rose slowly, but didn't drop back down. First the broad head came completely out, then Fer saw the lateral fins emerge, and last of all there was a huge wave as the tail propelled the animal slowly but completely out of the water. And it continued to rise at a forty-five degree angle. It looked as if someone had fired a tractor out of the ocean in slow motion.
Fer watched open mouthed as the massive whale cleared the surface, water still pouring off its sides and tail. It waved its fluke three or four times in the air picking up speed, and Fer felt the wind blow against his face. About a hundred yards out, it dipped once, picking up more speed in the dive, and leveled out cruising just above the tops of the swells. Finally, it fanned its tail, maybe a dozen times, each time the fluke tips splashing gently against the surface. Accelerating, then gracefully arching and coasting upward, the whale silently fled until it became a dot in the distant sky.
Fer slumped down to the deck of the boat. "Holy Mackerel!"
"Sheriff. We got another call."
Sheriff Art Nettles stood at his desk and looked up from a stack of messages. "What does this one say?" he asked.
"Says the whales are terrorizing Warner's Bluff Elementary."
Warner's Bluff was near the coast, and the school was just close enough to see the ocean from the windows, but it was far enough away that the children had no chance of wandering off the precipice.
"Parents are calling in, too. Asking if we know anything."
Nettles had finished leafing through the notes. They all said the same thing--flying whales. Some from panicked parents. Some from fishermen. Seems like half his job was investigating false alarms, and even though he didn't believe in UFOs, Chupacapra, or Elvis sightings, he still had to investigate. He came in on his Monday off because his newbie deputy had called him, unsure how to proceed.
"Let's go see."
When they arrived, a crowd had gathered near the small elementary school. Some parents were already pulling their kids out of school. Others were just arriving. Cars filled every parking spot and some were pulled up on the grass. A news truck from a TV station in nearby Dowt was parked in the fire lane in front of the main door.
"Doug, go threaten anyone in the fire lane with being ticketed and towed. If we had a real situation there's no way an emergency vehicle could get in here."
Doug headed off for the fire lane and Sheriff Nettles walked around the side of the school where he saw a crowd in the playground facing the bluffs. "Art! Come to see the show?" Art turned to see Nancy Graig. She taught biology at Newkirk Junior College.
Nettles rolled his eyes. He was sure it would be some kind of prank. "Oh, yeah, nothing gets me perked up like swimming weather balloons."
Graig's eyes danced with mischievousness. She knew something. "C'mon. I think even you will be impressed."
As they rounded the back of the building, there was a mix of adults and children. Inside the back windows there were more children with their faces next to the glass. Before he could ask Nancy for details, someone yelled, "Here they come!" Nettles turned toward the ocean expecting to strain to see some distant, obscure mirage, but instead he stumbled backwards and fell surprised by the sight of a gigantic California Grey Whale rising over the edge of the cliff and headed straight up. It soared up, then paused as it lost momentum, then began speeding downward at an angle and curving in a path that would take it right in front of the school windows. As it neared the ground it leveled off and cruised just above the playground fence and left a wake of wind as it passed.
"There are the others!" Again a shout came from across the playground.
Not just the one, but also a pod of three more whales rose above the edge of the bluff, peaked, and tilted over to race past the school. The first one had risen gently at the end of its pass and shot back down the cliff out of sight toward the ocean. Then, the others passed, each one leaving the parents and children awash in awe. As the last of the three dropped over the edge, the crowd broke into applause.
Art was stunned. He looked questioningly at Nancy who grinned and shrugged her shoulders. "I don't have a clue," she said. "But isn't it cool?"
By late afternoon all the networks arrived. Someone had posted cell phone video on the Internet. The local Dowt station had sent good quality video to national affiliates. There were reports of soaring whales all over, but for now, Warner's Bluff seemed to be the only place they kept appearing to ride the cliffs like hang gliders.
Someone from CNN had telephoned Sheriff Nettles to ask about an official statement, but he had nothing to offer. The big animals weren't breaking any law. So far there was no health hazard. The children would have to play inside--no one wanted to see little tykes crushed by a clumsy whale--but otherwise it was a spectacular show.
That night the media was completely preoccupied with the event. Scientists bluffed their way through interviews, late night talk shows were full of whale jokes, and talking head politicos offered an amazing variety of wild, self-serving guesses.
One said, "global warming" was the cause for this radical behavior change. Others suggested oceanic pollution, alien invasions, government genetic experiments, Al Qaida, hoaxes, Republicans, and overfishing.
"What do you think?" Art took a bite of his grilled cheese as he sat at a corner seat at the counter of Aunt B's Diner with Nancy.
Nancy shrugged. "Don't know. Nobody can know. There's nothing like this in all biology. They're not flying, they're floating. It must be genetic somehow, but no telling what caused it. It's either environmental, in which case something made them change, or it's inherent in their DNA and something just triggered it." She looked down at her salad. It was clear Art wasn't following. "Could be that something in the water, in their environment, affected their DNA. In that case it's scary, because whatever caused that," she motioned to the TV over the counter showing one of the Greys doing what looked like an Immelman, "might be damaging the DNA of every fish in the ocean. We may be seeing only one version of change. But the odds of something on that scale, that dramatic, are astronomically small. I think it's something already in the whales' DNA that has just been triggered."
"Already in the DNA? You mean that Moby Dick up there has always had the ability to fly, but something just made him turn it on?"
"Something like that. Or some mixture of genetic strains produced just the right combination. You know, there are gazillions of parts to your DNA that don't seem to have any purpose, but they're there. Maybe you already carry some hidden talent, and your children will manifest an ability that has been dormant for hundreds of generations." There was a hint of flirtation in Nancy's face.
"Okay, what triggered it?"
"Again, no clue. Could be something environmental. Could be solar flares or survival instinct responding to falling population numbers or something else entirely. Could just be automatic at a certain level of development."
"Why multiple animals at once? You'd think one might change, but not groups."
"You got me." She smiled at him, "Maybe change is infectious."
Art stared at the grilled cheese. "What if what triggered the whales to fly triggers something else?"
Nancy grinned. "Everything we love would be up for grabs."
It took about a week, but eventually, classes at Warner's Bluff Elementary were temporarily turned into whale watching parties. The students flooded the windows to catch the passing whales. The crowds, mostly gawkers and news people, overran the place making any hope of classroom decorum impractical. Tuesday of the second week, a crew from National Geographic set up a camera on the playground directly under the whale's flyover path. A lone cameraman stood with mounted equipment and carefully aimed the lenses at an oncoming pod.
As the first big whale closed, it twisted its head slightly to give an inquiring look toward the cameraman, then it twisted back sharply just as it passed, turned it's head sideways, opened its jaws and snapped its mouth shut on the cameraman leaving only his wiggling feet hanging out. The whale pulled directly upward, opened its mouth for a moment to bite hard and let gravity drop the meal in deeper, like a gull gulping down a fish. It broke from the usual path and headed directly over the bluff to the sea. A single hiking boot, with a foot still inside, fell on the playground next to the swings.
Children inside the windows screamed. Reporters bolted for cover as the rest of the pod broke ranks and began to swerve over the playground and parking lot chasing reporters like a school of minnows. The whales were big and fast, but they couldn't make sharp turns. The reporters made it to the trucks, and seconds later, the world was hearing that the playground whales had turned to killers.
By nightfall, the mood of the country had turned dark. Maybe they were cute and amazing, but the whale charm had been lost. Reports were coming from around the globe of similar incidents. Other flying whales were buzzing ships, sometimes snapping up deckhands or knocking them into the water. Some were venturing farther inland. At one Northern Californian mall an entire row of cars had been crushed by a whale bashing its fluke on the ground trying to regain altitude after it scooped up three shoppers. Now they were flying at night, especially when it was foggy. When the weather was clear, you could see them coming, but where it was overcast, people just disappeared.
"They appear to like water," Art commented to his deputy. Doug looked confused. "Fog. They like the fog," Art explained.
They had spent the better part of the day answering calls and rushing to sites where whales were unexpectedly showing up and chasing neighbors. Some calls were not just reports; they were complaints that the Sheriff wasn't doing anything practical to help. But what could he do? They were whales. He wasn't Ahab. No one had captured one of the flyers. No one knew what had caused the flight, or attacks, and no one had any idea of how to stop them either. Art was frustrated, feeling responsible to do something.
"I'm going to see what I can see."
The first hour he cruised, sometimes with lights on, then with lights off. He drove slowly with his window down, letting the thick, moist air saturate his clothes and upholstery. He wanted to listen, but the fog dampened all but the loudest noises. "Doug, you getting any new reports in the last few minutes?"
"No, Sheriff." The volume and clarity of the radio startled him in the muffled silence. "Some calls, but mostly tree top sightings. No attacks."
"Keep me posted." Nettles flipped the radio off and stopped the car. There was a streetlight a half a block away. As his eyes adjusted to the dark, he strained to hear anything unusual. He stepped out in the street and slowly closed the door so it quietly clicked shut, then he took a few steps away to the centerline of the empty street and listened. He heard a dog yapping, but it suddenly stopped.
There was nothing.
Just as he turned back, the dim glow from the streetlight blacked out. He spun and tried to gauge the distance, but couldn't see anything but a growing shadow, lunging toward him. He dropped to the ground and covered his head with his hands just as the huge grey animal passed inches above him, and he could hear what must have been wind whistling over its open jaws. The blast of air was incredible. The fog, thick with moisture, was like a wave at the beach and rolled him over. The whale was back above the trees now, but he didn't know which direction.
Nettles instinctively reached for his holster and lifted the safety strap. With one hand on the grip, he started to stand, and just as he was upright, he heard a ripple in the air. He turned again, straining this time into the darkness away from the distant streetlight, and seconds later heard a fluke smashing the ground as the whale approached from the darkness. Nettles pulled the gun level in front of him. He had to wait. He couldn't just fire off into the darkness. No telling where the rounds might go.
The grey shape was suddenly bearing down on him, water droplets on the massive head reflecting the streetlight behind him. Nettles fired, emptying his nine-shot clip in seconds, and fell backward again just as the beast roared over. He rolled to one side and landed next to his car as the gaping mouth reached for him. The side of the massive jaw grazed his head and he felt the slick skin against his cheek. He crawled up and was back on his feet in time to watch the whale pull up and clear the power lines near the light.
"I gotta get a bigger boat." Looking at his pistol, he holstered it, and stepped around to the rear of the car.
He'd risk the trunk light making him more noticeable; he had to get more firepower. There was a shotgun, and Nettles started to load shells, but then he paused, and dropped the weapon back in the truck and began digging through the emergency roadside kit. He pulled out a flare gun, loaded a cartridge and lowered the trunk lid. If he could get a flare in the big fish, he could see it coming on the next pass.
The wait wasn't long. The big grey had dipped back into the street in the canyon between the trees and was headed for another pass. Nettles waited as long as he could. He wanted to hit the whale squarely on the snout so it would look like Rudolph.
Wait.
His training overcame his panic as the distance narrowed. He'd need some distance to jump aside or even fire a second round.
"Wait," he told himself.
About fifty yards remained between them, the whale approaching more slowly this time, perhaps remembering the sting of the handgun. It's huge, Nettles thought to himself as it decreased speed, warily closing. He wanted to run, but made bait of himself.
At thirty yards, Nettles fired, hitting the whale dead center. It twitched as the shell hit, burrowing into the thick skin. Then, beginning around the flare the entire animal erupted into flames. Over the course of a second, the fire raced down the length of it all the way to the tail, poured around the contours of its mouth inside its open jaws. For a moment, the animal struggled to flee, turning upward and above the trees crackling as it rose. There was a moment when it paused, a hundred feet up, wailing, the fire making the once dark street as bright as a clear noon.
Then, it exploded. A deafening dull thump shook the fog, and great hunks of flaming flesh soared in all directions. Some hit the ground, but most spread across the treetops. Nettles thought for a moment the entire neighborhood would erupt in flames, but even the biggest chunks incinerated into ash in just seconds. Just as suddenly it was dark and quiet again.
The next day brought a fresh round of news reports. Soon, Nettles wasn't the only one to exploit the whales' vulnerability. And although scientists pleaded with the public not to destroy the unique animals, it was just too much temptation for good ol' boys or grieving families with a flare or a bow and arrow. Within days all the sightings stopped. Perhaps some whales still survived far asea, but the coasts were quiet. A week later, school was back to normal at Warner's Bluff. Art and Nancy sat at Aunt B's at the corner of the counter talking over a grilled cheese and salad.
"Turn that off, will ya?" The TV over the counter was still airing stories and video of both graceful dives and horrendous explosions. Art was tired of hearing about it. He had become a kind of celebrity. He was the only living person who had actually touched one of the animals, and he had amassed multiple reputations, ranging from Evil Destroyer of New Species to Brave Rescuer of Children and Dogs. "So, what do ya think, Nance? What turned the Greys into swimming Hindenburgs?"
"I dunno. Same thing that made them fly, I guess. Whatever triggered the flying must have worked by making them lighter and more volatile, like hydrogen. That was probably the same thing that made them more aggressive. If sudden, random evolution sometimes makes a species more advanced, odds are there will be a million bad mutations for every one that proved to be an advantage. You can't choose your mutations. Flying--good. Bursting into flames--bad. If it's a DNA thing, it's just going to happen." She dropped her napkin on the counter and pushed away the half empty plate.
Art pushed down on the counter, shifting his weight to reach for his wallet, but the stool fell away underneath him. Flailing his arms, Art Nettles drifted gently up into the middle of the room.
by Vincent Hobbes
"I have to pee!" Sara complained for the third time in the past twenty minutes.
Her hands in her lap.
Her legs crossed.
Sara rocked back and forth in the passenger seat, repeating the words over and over as if her husband didn't understand.
"If you want me to pull over, I will. Just go in the woods," he answered.
"No. Someone will see me."
"Sara, there is hardly any traffic on this road. I doubt anyone will see you. And who the hell cares if they do? We're in the middle of nowhere."
His wife thought about it for a few moments. "What if my parents drive by and see me squatting on the side of the road?"
"Ha," he chuckled. "That'd be funny. Won't happen, though. They're at least thirty minutes behind us. Probably longer, considering how slow your dad drives."
"Hmph."
"You should have gone when we left," he added.
"I did. I have to go again."
"Well, honey, your options are simple. You can do one of three things. You can pee on the side of the road, and feel better now. You can hold it, but I doubt we'll find a gas station anytime soon. Or . . ."
Sara turned her head, a casual smile crossing her face. "Or what?"
"You can just go," he said. A slow grin formed on his face, as well.
The couple burst into laughter.
"Stop," she giggled. "You're going to make me if I keep laughing."
"Okay," he said with a few more chuckles. "So, do you want me to pull over?"
"No," Sara said defiantly. "I can hold it a bit longer."
"You're going to have bladder problems one day."
"I already have bladder problems."
"Ha," he grinned. "You should just wear a diaper when we go on road trips."
She giggled again.
Other than the nagging pressure inside her bladder, all was well for Sara McCarthy. She was still married to the same man--thirteen years now--much longer than most of her friends, some who were in their mid-thirties and single, acting as if they loved it. John was good to her, and she tried to be good to him.
They had left Shoshone National Forest about an hour prior. Driving the beautiful roads, followed by Sara's parents--a slow caravan of greasy cheeseburgers, novelty spending, and roadside antique stores. John didn't mind, though. They were buying a new house soon. They would be closer to her family, and that suited him fine. He got along with his in-laws, and knew once he and Sara had a family, they would be very helpful. He also enjoyed this part of the country. The rolling hills and lush landscape was refreshing.
"Have it your way," John finally said. "When you need to stop, just let me know."
And they continued on--Sara with her legs crossed, fidgeting--John with a bit of a smirk on his face.
A few minutes passed.
"Ah, ha!" Sara exclaimed. She pointed ahead of them down the long road. "There."
John squinted his eyes. "Huh? Are you pointing at that sign?"
Sara nodded.
"I can't even read it."
"Just wait a sec."
Moments passed.
"Ah, you're right. Looks like a town," said John.
Reading the sign as they neared, Sara's face shined with hope as she read it aloud.
"Limbo. Population four hundred and fifty-eight," she stated.
"Well, I guess they'll probably have a gas station. Maybe I should drive real slow. It's still three miles away."
"I swear if you do, I'll be driving and you'll be riding in this seat," she threatened.
Three miles.
The couple pulled into one of the many open parking spaces in the town square. There were no cars in sight, yet there were many people. Dozens laced the streets of Limbo.
They gathered in small clusters.
They stood in front of stores.
They sat on park benches.
Limbo had that rare, old-town feel to it. It was built in the early 1900's, and was well kept. The nostalgia of Limbo made it appealing. It hosted a traditional town square. A working clock tower. A large, ornate courthouse.
"I like this place," commented John as he put the car in park. His eyes were wide as he took a deep breath. "I'm sure your parents would, too."
"I'm sure. Hurry up," his wife replied. "I gotta pee!"
They exited the car. Closing their doors, they stood a moment, gazing on the town of Limbo.
"Hardware store. Barbershop. Oh, look--it even has one of those spinney things like in the old days," John said. "I swear, it's like living in the fifties. Probably a decent place to raise children."
"I only care about one thing--the nearest restroom," his wife said frantically.
"There. A diner." John pointed. "This town is great! That diner looks like it came from an old movie. I bet ya ten bucks there's a man in a white apron behind the counter with slicked back hair," he said, chuckling.
He held Sara's hand as they crossed the street. She nearly dragged him across. They looked both ways by habit, but no cars were to be seen.
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