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Praise for Shards
"With Shards, Shane Jiraiya Cummings takes us on a guided tour of the darkest backroads of the imagination. It is wonderfully moody and creepy."
— Jonathan Maberry, multiple Bram Stoker Award-winning author of Patient Zero.
"Shane Jiraiya Cummings with Shards shows he is not only a master of the flash fiction style of writing but has pretty much written the definitive statement on how it should work. The collection is a strong statement on the validity of an internet-driven writing style and is a must have for any collector of Australian dark fiction."
— Jeff Ritchie, ScaryMinds
"Cummings' work possesses a Stephen King-like quality, creating rich and colourful characters in a handful of words ... Well worth the read."
— Mark Smith-Briggs, HorrorScope
"This is how flash fiction should be written—sharp, brilliant images conjured by amazingly few words. Cummings' aptitude for flash fiction is evident in every carefully chosen phrase."
— Stephanie Gunn, HorrorScope
"Shards cuts you right open and then sets about infecting the wound. Cummings' prose is as the title suggests: short, sharp, and deadly. The tales are relentless, battering you with their suggestive intensity or mocking with bleak humour."
— Dr Marty Young, Founder, Australian Horror Writers Association.
"If flash fiction is the distinctive form of our internet age—and everything points that way—then I can't think of a better demonstration of the art than Shards."
— Richard Harland, award-winning author of The Black Crusade and Worldshaker.
"Shards offers a worthy selection of short-short stories that reflects the author's prominence in the contemporary upsurge of flash fiction among Australian horror writers. It is varied, the stories sometimes giving a short sharp jolt, sometimes evoking a creeping dread, and at other times, suggesting a world that has already slipped over into darkness. Fans of the short-short form will welcome this darkly entertaining foray into a world gone subtly, and at times, unsubtly askew, from one of Australia's 'new bloods' of horror."
— Robert Hood, the 'Godfather of Aussie Horror' and award-winning author of Creeping in Reptile Flesh.
* * *
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Sacrifices
Personal Demons
The Unnatural
Dread Seasons
Dread Seasons Quartet: Rainbow-Speckled Field
Dread Seasons Quartet: Naked Azure Sky
Dread Seasons Quartet: The Rustle of Autumnal Leaves
Dread Seasons Quartet: Pallid Wisps of Snow
Under The Skin
Obsessions
Apocalyptic Visions
Memoirs of a Teenage Antichrist
* * *
When the short story appeared in the nineteenth century, it took people a long while to realise that the new form wasn't just anecdotal tale or cut-down novel. Edgar Allen Poe was one of the first to think through the distinctive principles. Now there's another new form, flash fiction, with different distinctive principles. Shane Jiraiya Cummings is a specialist in those principles.
Flash fictions aren't just ultra-short short stories because at this length there's no time for story in the usual sense. No full action, no trajectory of this-leads-to-that, no build up to a climax. There's only time for a snapshot, a frozen moment. What comes before and what comes after must be implicit in that moment.
The dynamic of the pieces in Shards is the dynamic of something-coming-clear. It's like a change in the quality of the light, a sharpening and deepening of shadows. Rarely are we given a huge twist of revelation, where a situation that looked one way turns out very different in the end. This is more a matter of mood.
Carl Dreyer, the great Danish film director, must have had this kind of effect in mind when he said: "think of a room, an ordinary domestic interior; then suppose that there's a dead body in the room next door—and see how everything changes."
Dreyer was talking about a horror that works by subtlety and suggestion. In Shards, there are a few pieces of out-and-out horror, but mostly the horror is delicate, the kind to make the hairs stand up on the back of your neck. I had an aunt who used to shiver and say that someone had just walked over her grave. That's the feeling I get from the pieces in Shards.
One of my favourite pieces is "Rainbow-Speckled Field". A happy scene ... overtaken by a nameless dread ... the uttered phrase 'the moles are hunting' ... and that's all. What does it mean, 'the moles are hunting'? Why is the phrase so chilling when it could so easily be comic? What's going on here?
If you insist on explanations, Shards probably isn't for you. Explanations are for novels or longer stories. The only explanation here is that fears come true: fears about disease, fears about fire, fears about dead leaves and sand. In "On Dark Clouds Borne", snakes start falling from the sky—but don't look for rational causes. The irrationality is the point.
The fears often spring out of the tiniest real-life moments. We all know the experience of being honked at repeatedly by the car behind as we wait for a break in the traffic. But what if it went one step further? ("Stop") Or—as a child—being left with the towels and beach paraphernalia, waiting for the family to return. But what if they never do? ("Cruel Summer: Shadow") In Shards, the ordinary safe world doesn't return. Those brief moments of dread are given free rein, spiralling out of control.
Some of the pieces are linked by title: the "Cruel Summer" series and the "Dread Seasons" series. But more than that, almost all the pieces are linked by an evenness of tone and similarity of vision. Across the whole volume, a particular sense of world accumulates. It's not a locatable world geographically; there are almost no place names. Rather, it's a world of free-floating anxiety and insecurity, a state of the soul. The individual pieces are like separate sections of a multi-sectioned poem.
I've tried my hand at writing flash fiction, but reading Shards has been a revelation. Now I realise I've never truly mastered the form, only a few special cases of ultra-shortness. By contrast, Shane Jiraiya Cummings can carry it off successfully time and time again. If flash fiction is the distinctive form of our internet age—and everything points that way—then I can't think of a better demonstration of the art than Shards.
— Richard Harland
* * *
The ghost of the wound itched and burned from deep within my side. It burned with greater intensity as I climbed the stairs to the Marynth branch of Savings and Equity. Marble and steel ushered me inside, where I met the long line to the teller. I pocketed my mobile phone with a sigh and took my place in the queue behind a broad man in a grey suit. My side throbbed.
Two more circles of pain burned in my chest—one close to my right shoulder, the other hovering over my heart. They were different to the pain in my side, just heat under the skin. They didn't belong to me, but I felt them anyway.
I smoothed my blouse and soon caught sight of the security guard. He was young and nervous-eyed, with a Brylcreem part. I left my place in the line to approach him. George, the name badge said, just as it should. My sneakers squeaked on the marble floor with each step towards him.
He tensed up at my approach, his shoulder a knotted ball of muscle as I lightly laid a hand on it. He took my whispered words with good grace, nodding not once but twice, before unholstering his pistol. A Smith and Wesson, just as it should be. I wondered then, as I did in my dreams, if they still made revolvers like his anymore.
I reached into my pocket just as the masked gunman stormed through the glass doors.
"Get down!" His scream was muffled by an over-tight balaclava. He shoved the man in the grey suit to the ground—he crashed like a felled walrus, taking an elderly couple down in his sprawl.
George stepped forward with both hands wrapped around his Smith and Wesson, his legs splayed wide. A classic pose of authority for a classic weapon. "Freeze," he yelled, playing it by the numbers.
My side radiated heat, the irritation and pain tunnelling right through me.
The gunman swivelled and fired. No warning, just a blast louder than thunder and deadlier by far. The gauze pad in my pocket was in my grasp and I wasn't letting go.
When the bullet struck, I don't know whether my side burst open to meet it or it made its own hole, as it should. In that moment, as the bullet tore through my soft insides, I knew why I'd had my appendix removed as a girl. Gunshots create all sorts of complications if you aren't prepared for them.
A potted hibiscus broke my fall, bruising my hip in the bargain. My hand worked on its own, trained by countless dreams of this moment in the weeks before. With the gauze pressed tight over the wound, I tilted my head to watch the gunman go down.
He seemed to drop simultaneously as two booms rocked the foyer. Good boy, George. Plumes of blood sprayed from the gunman's shoulder and chest. The phantom pains in my chest, overshadowed by the very real pain from the hole in my side, subsided as the would-be robber crashed to the floor.
I didn't need to take a closer look to know the man was dead. George's second shot had exploded his heart, just as it should have.
Everyone was huddled in clumps on the floor, still too afraid to rise. Most kept their eyes to the floor, with only furtive glances spared for me or the fallen gunman.
"George," I stammered, although it took two tries to get the name out right. The metallic tang of blood was already on my tongue. Not a good sign.
George was still frozen in his stand-off pose, the Smith and Wesson smoking from doing its duty. At the sound of his name, he holstered his gun and rushed to my side.
"You alright, Miss?" His words were as stammered as mine.
"No, George, I've been shot." This came out clear enough.
He pulled up my blouse to inspect the wound, careful to remove my hand, and the gauze pad, while doing so. The blood surged when the pad was taken away. He pressed his hand over mine as we reapplied the gauze to my side. Blood swallowed both sets of fingers and pooled along the floor. It soon encircled his shiny black shoe, just as it should.
"Sorry about the mess," I said, then choked back a cough.
"Where'd you get all these scars, Miss?" George was transfixed on the naked skin beneath my bra.
"Shootings, stabbings, that one's a cattle prod," I traced an ugly scar along my ribs with a limp finger. "I'm drawn to these things. A moth to a flame."
"What?" George's brow creased in concentration.
"I'm a sucker for punishment. Empathy and prescience. It's a sacrifice thing. Don't sweat it, you wouldn't get it anyway." I coughed again, much harder than before. The heat from the wound was subsiding. A chill was steadily creeping into my limbs.
"Don't worry, Miss—"
"Verity."
"Verity, then. Don't worry, we'll get an ambulance here pronto."
"I called one a few minutes ago."
George was puzzled but said nothing.
I closed my eyes, waiting for the wail of the ambulance to fill the silence. Responses were slow this time of year. I concentrated on the ebbing blood and George's fingers entwined with mine.
The warmth was reassuring as new phantom pains emerged to nag at my neck and left arm. Knife wounds, most likely. The tingle went deep enough.
The pain—the real and the imagined—was also reassuring. More work and more days left ahead. More sacrifices.
Just as it should be.
* * *
She appeared in the mist of my bathroom mirror, her eyes haloed by the light, her face on the cusp of a scream or a prayer. My faith was strong when I told Father Morales about her. His faith was stronger when he told the Vatican.
Now the queues of worshippers, with their candles and incurable diseases, have taken over my house. Poor as I was, I now live on the streets—pushed out by droves of fanatics. All desperate for a glimpse of their vision or clutching for 'holy relics' like my bathroom tiles. Anything to be close to her. The pilgrimage line to my bathroom fills the streets.
They run my hot water all day for a glimpse of the Virgin's face. And they get it—her eyes ablaze in the fluorescent light, reflecting their convictions, their need. Like Father Morales, and the Vatican Cardinals, they wonder at the expression on her face.
When I still cared and still had a home, I had asked the first pilgrims what they saw. They had offered only fervour, vagueness, and prayer.
But I know now. Life in the gutter has made it clear.
She's laughing.
At me.
* * *
I'd written many short stories, trying to break into the writing scene, but it was with this particular manuscript that I had a special affinity. It was my first, my masterpiece—the great unpublished novel.
Wedged between a dozen coffees and 3am, I struggled to focus. My eyes blurred as I banged away at the keyboard. Words and whole sentences formed almost unbidden, pouring from me with abandon—the product of trained hands running on automatic. The blurring intensified, forcing me to squint at the letters floating in pixelated clusters across the screen.As I typed, a whirl of colours filled my peripheral vision. Too tired to care, I continued typing. Chapter seventeen was drawing to a close, and the protagonist was headed for a cliff-hanger. The colours swirled and danced in my field of vision but never swam close enough to cloud my view of the screen.
Rounding off a page, my eyes committed their betrayal, whirling the spectrum of light and haze into a tunnel. Only the words on the screen existed, everything else was swallowed by the luminous fog. Within moments, even the white document background dropped away, disappearing into the depths of the screen and the abyss beyond. The words and letters were left hanging like baby spiders clinging to the smoky monitor glass.
I tapped away, flooding the glass with more black characters. I typed like a madman, the sentences forming from fragments only half-conceived in my fogged mind. Even as I continued to create, the individual letters were sucked from the glass, hurtling into the blurry abyss that had engulfed the rest of the computer screen. One at a time at first, and then in clumps. As the letters were drawn away, so too was my focus. In my weariness, I succumbed to that same black hole. It sucked my consciousness into a place beyond thought or reason, turning everything dark.
I snapped my eyes open again, pulling myself upright in my chair. The screen was there, as were my typing fingers, still performing admirably under their own steam. But filling the screen was a collage of the manuscript and a world beyond.
Blinking couldn't dispel the illusion, nor the fogging rainbows still swimming in the halo obscuring the study.
In the world within my screen, animated letters floated in a luminous void. An abstract realm of subtle consciousness, where angles and points, letters and numbers, coexisted in embryonic forms of life. Metallic clouds of gas undulated, gently propelling the fleshy letters through the dense atmosphere. In the distance, noises penetrated the void, akin to the rise and fall of a whale's song.
Through my twenty-one-inch window into this abstract plane, waves of empathy radiated into my core. Contentment, an innate peace with the universe, saturated my being.
I watched through blurry eyes as more of the letters I created, bunched into words, sprang into being on my screen. Simultaneously, fleshy simulacrums appeared amid the coppery-gold cloud. With my skewed perspective and tiny viewing frame, I had no idea whether these newborns were twelve pixels in size or mile-wide monoliths.
I typed and typed, lost to the joy of creating these passive life-forms. It was rapturous—my fingers hammered out line after line of prose, outlining the peril of the protagonist, while the souls of the letters appeared in the reality beyond, breaking apart from their parent word and floating unfettered, soaking in the glow and radiating contentment.
As my rational mind intruded, my hand drifted to the delete key to correct a misspelled word of my character's plight. Three letters were all I corrected, but the outcry from beyond nearly shattered my eardrums. The dirge, so much like a distressed whale, was heartbreaking. The newly birthed letters, the ones I deleted, faded from a rosy-flesh colour to a sullen grey. An instant later, they disintegrated to ash, their carcasses diffusing into a steely cloud.
I froze.
Beyond the line of words on my manuscript, the rise and fall of the alien whale-song haunted the void every few seconds. My gut was hollow as realisation dawned on me. This was the sound of dying letters.
Despite the constant radiating contentment, I tore my eyes from the screen and wiped a hand across my brow. The sweat collected there was ice cold. Although the blur persisted, a legacy of the late hour, I could read my watch well enough to know 4am was approaching.
The euphoric feeling had faded, replaced by emptiness. When I refocussed my concentration on the screen, the bizarre realm of living letters had vanished. Instead, only the last page of my manuscript filled the screen. Most of it was riddled with typos.
I squinted hard at the screen, hoping for the dazzle of colours to return or the hint of a cloud to show through. Instead, nothing.
I composed myself with deep breaths and tried pushing the vision from my thoughts, concentrating instead on finishing the chapter before going to bed.
I started in on the typos, but with every correction—every deletion—the haunting call of the letters echoed through my mind. I couldn't do it.
Afraid to even turn off the computer, I sought refuge from the madness in sleep. While I slept, the screen purred and flickered in the darkness. Even in slumber, the metallic clouds, the bloated shapes of letters and numbers, and a haunting scream, played through the landscape of my dreams.
The next morning, I returned to the manuscript, still bleary-eyed, but again, couldn't bring myself to correct the mistakes. I soon turned to thinking of all the corrections I'd made in the novel, and then in the dozens of short stories I'd written. I paled when I remembered trashing the original versions of chapters three and four. Nearly nine thousand words. Murdered.
After much soul searching and guilt, I backed up every story of mine onto disks and locked them away in my study draw.
Since that night, I've never written another story. Not another word. Knowing the consequences, it's just too painful to make a mistake. My computer sits dormant, with my entire writing career dormant within.
I've now turned my hand to art—abstract art. With the indecipherable smattering of paint on canvas, I'll never be in danger of erasing my work ever again. The thought gives me comfort as I'm painting, imagining myself floating through a steel-brass cloud, feeling at one with the universe.
Never again will I have to endure the mournful call of letters lamenting the loss of their kind.
* * *
He glared into the campfire as though it were his bitter enemy. Tension lines—muscles taut and charged with adrenalin—were highlighted in the amber glow. Flickering shadows transformed his eyes into pits. Though hidden, they burned with an intensity greater than the coals.
The fire played along the twigs, delighting in its rampage as the wood charred beneath. The kindling popped and crackled, accompanied by the dirge of a cricket. The insect was lost in the trees beyond his campsite, beyond his battered Triumph Thunderbird.
Fire was capricious—an idiot child with a flair for destruction. Its dance sickened him to the core.
Memories stirred. The fire became a portal to his torment. He scowled, repeatedly clenching his gloved fists as the nightmare played through his mind.
The flailing arm was always first. Amy's. The tiny arm reached through the steel bars that entombed her inside the bedroom. Heat and irony assaulted him in waves as he fought to free his little girl. The bars he'd intended for her protection became her death sentence.
He wrenched at the bars with all his strength as Amy's pleas, then screams, tore the heart from his chest. His desperation wasn't enough. The bars never yielded, nor the flames. The fire was ever hungry.
Black, billowing smoke stung his eyes and raked his throat but couldn't drive him away. Despite the pain, the heat, and the stench, he held that tiny hand until the world faded to black.
His memories soon shifted to Sonya.
She survived that night, burnt beyond recognition and crippled by more than physical injuries. 'I should have done more', she had mumbled through ruined lips. Even after the bandages came off, Sonya tormented herself with the chant.
Those were the last words he had ever heard from his wife and they haunted him to this day. The fire had stolen her too. Without Amy, or a face, her spirit surrendered.
He saw it in her eyes that last day. That dancing flame. Where her light should have been. Dissatisfied that Sonya was spared the withering brutality of its embrace, the flame drove her to the hospital roof, and to her death.
In turn, it drove him to the road. To the life of a wanderer. An avenger.
He glared at the campfire, willing his demons to quieten. Clenching his fist again, to the sound of scrunching leather, he moved in closer to the flames. The heat surged in anticipation. Twigs popped like snapping bones. His face grew hot but he ignored the sensation. The heat barely registered. Not after this long.
His focus honed to a tiny black sphere, a pinpoint aimed directly at the heart of the fire. Flames licked the air, eager for a taste of the flesh suggested by his singed hairs. The fire flickered, darting to and fro in the hunt for combustibles to devour.
He rolled back the sleeve of his jacket, revealing a maze of burn scars along his forearm. It was time.
He thrust his hand into the centre of the fire. The hand that held Amy's till the very end. Flames took hold within a heartbeat. The stench of burning leather and flesh filled his senses, the familiarity bittersweet. Tapping into his ball of rage, he tightened his fist, then snatched it back out into the night air.
The fire squirmed and writhed in his hand. An animated yellow-white flame, fey, vaguely humanoid. A parody of life. The elemental spirit flailed in his grasp, desperate to return to its sheath of flames. Leather sizzled and smoked from its throes. Caught naked in the cold air, the flame quickly fizzled inside his fist.
Barely aware of the blistering and lingering heat, he rubbed the smouldering glove on jeans ingrained with soot. The smell of scorched skin wafted across the campsite.
He watched with feral delight as the campfire dulled. Despite the available fuel, it waned before his eyes. With its heart, its essence, stolen, the fire soon sputtered and died.
The scene was almost played out by rote now. He'd lost count of how many fires he'd stared down. Only the scars kept score.
Under the glow of moonlight fractured by the trees, he retrieved the sleeping bag stowed on his bike and unfurled it over the lumpy earth. He eyed the charred firewood, the dead coals, and then climbed inside his bedroll.
Carefully, he removed his glove. His nerve ends were long dead, the pain excised. Only the sight of raw skin and the stink of charcoal and burnt flesh remained.
His thoughts strayed back to his family and the happiness he'd lost. Too many fires raged out there in the darkness. Too many dancing flames to steal away people like Sonya and Amy.
It was cold comfort but one less fire would burn tonight.
* * *
I'm a hacker. No, that's not quite right. I used to be a hacker. There was nothing better than invading the whole damn web with a made-to-order über virus. I was responsible for the tyck-tock virus, the one that brought down the World Bank and Microsoft servers for three days. Pulling down Microsoft gave me some serious cred. I was a freaking God-damn legend after that.
My latest virus was IcE Maiden. I was on top of the world when I released that little baby on the unsuspecting public. My main targets are always the big boys. The idea of shoving it up corporate America gets me off every time I think about it. I'd love to see their dopey faces when some dickless IT manager says "Yeah, we have a virus" and then has no friggin' idea what to do about it.
IcE Maiden was my greatest creation. A true masterpiece. Once that baby hit your hard drive, it was all over. Your computer would freeze and a little piece of my own personal wisdom would pop up on the screen. No matter how many times you rebooted, the damn message wouldn't go away. It then replicated, sending itself to everyone in your email address book. I've found out the virus was a mega-success. It took the world's best brains almost three weeks to come up with a workable patch to fix it. I heard my Maiden even messed up the anti-virus corporations. Home freakin' run.
I laughed as best I could when I heard that. I always target them first. If you take those guys down, it means your virus stays in circulation longer. A lot of the banks had trouble with it. I even heard the Japanese government crashed for a couple of days when IcE Maiden hit.
Sometimes I wonder, as I get to do a hell of a lot these days, what sorta stuff they say about my viruses in other countries. Do they even call it IcE Maiden in Japan? Maybe they translate it to something like 'Young woman standing in snow'? The thought cracks me up.
I saw some of the press clippings on the net shortly afterwards. I'm glad the Western world got the name right at least. I remember another freelancer, by the name of WackyDuck, released a kick-butt virus that did some major global damage.
His virus was called Big Boa. The media screwed up and some wise guy went all religious with it. They called it the Serpent virus, and started all sorts of fun and games with prophecies and finger-pointing. I thought it was a hoot. The apocalypse—now on your PC! WackyDuck never lived it down. Even those in our little community started calling him a religious freak. My point is, you're never the master of what you unleash. You just hope it goes the way you planned.
I think it was a reaction to WackyDuck's experience, cos I remember scouring the new age and religious newsgroups and mailing lists. I found as many emails as I could and then unleashed IcE Maiden on 'em. It was a long list, with emails from hundreds of lists from all over the world. They wanted apocalypse through the internet, I'd give it to 'em.
You know when you're looking at email addresses and some seem really familiar? It's almost like dejá-vu. Well, when going through the occult newsgroups, I came across an email address that practically burned itself into my eyes.
Hell, it wasn't even the address, it was the word.
Malephagia.
I didn't know what it meant. Yet I recognised it, like I'd seen it before but couldn't remember.
As I hovered my mouse over the email address, something in my head told me to delete it from the list. I even started to. Then sense kicked in and I moved on.
#
Long slender fingers, concealed within black velvet gloves, deftly played across the keyboard. The rhythmic tapping of keys formed a strangely melodic tune that filled the apartment. Arcane symbols, indecipherable to layman's eyes, lined the screen in an complex yet ornate arrangement.
Twin tanks flanked the computer—itself a sleek black machine that purred in accordance to its master's desires. The tanks were connected to the hard drive by serpentine plastic tubes. These tubes, filled with amber liquid pulsing from the nearby tanks, snaked into the hard drive case and circled back again, forming a closed circuit.
Floating at the centre of each tank, akin to monstrous test-tubes, were foetus-like creatures. They were vaguely human yet wrong, drifting in the cloudy ochre fluid—nine inches of wrinkled pink flesh bobbing in artificial wombs.
The melodic typing continued its song until a warning flashed up in bold, red letters, bordered on every side by an array of runic characters.
Virus Detected. Designation: IcE Maiden.
For seconds, the screen remained unresponsive, despite repeated tapping at the keyboard. Another message flashed on screen but only for an instant. It wavered and vanished before it could be read. The keyboard returned to life, as further keystrokes were converted to symbols in the on-screen document.
One of the foetuses convulsed as the hard drive whirred into automated life, sucking and recycling the greasy fluid from the tanks. The hybrid machine clicked over for long seconds, syphoning through the amber liquid. The symbiote foetuses drew more orange fluid in hungry, synchronised gulps, returning it in bubbles and dark ochre dribbles.
A final message appeared on-screen, surrounded by assorted runes.
Counter-measures initiated. Destination: 'Sabre' - IP 203.198.66.4.
A throaty laugh echoed through the apartment.
#
Nothing in my life could ever prepare me for what came next.
A few hours later, I get this weird message on my computer. That took me totally by surprise.
Doing what I do, by definition I have to have the very best filters and firewalls in the game. The community is pretty tight but wars between hackers can be deadly. Turning our virtual arsenals on each other is a nasty business, so protection comes in spades.
So on the screen was this freaky message. I don't know to this day how he did it, but the words were flaming. Not like your usual animation-type stuff, I mean like they were really on fire. The windows and icons on my desktop caught fire on screen. The desktop images inside the monitor—on the screen—were burning. It was awesome.
The message read: Your virus has been detected and destroyed on contact. You are now infected by Malephagia Firewall counter-protection.
I was stunned. In my years of hacking, I'd never seen anti-virus protection like this before. The whole damn screen was on fire, but the message burnt brightest, right in the centre.
I sat there hypnotised, watching my desktop image—a half-naked supermodel sunbathing next to a swimming pool—get slowly eaten by the flames. When the water in the pool started bubbling, I thought I was going crazy.
Before my eyes, the face of the burning girl twisted into a contorted scream.
I freaked.
I put my hands to the keyboard and was jolted by a flash of searing heat and pain in my fingers. I was thrown backwards. It was like a massive electrical shock. The smell of burnt flesh and plastic filled the room.
It took me a long time to recover. I just stood there watching the screen blaze.
The bikini model soon crumpled into a blackened skeleton. All my icons were now little squares of ash dotted around the screen. Yet the burning message remained.
Very carefully, I touched one of the keys, trying to make the message disappear. Heat welled up from my finger and the whole keyboard shot up in flames. Snatching my hand back, I then grabbed at the monitor, trying to move it out of the fire's path. The plastic under my hand smouldered for an instant then the monitor exploded in a fireball, showering glass fragments all over my room.
I panicked, reaching for my half-empty Coke to pour over the computer. The can melted with a loud pop, spilling scalding drink all over my desk. Despite the eruptions of heat and fire, my hands were mostly unscathed.
Downstairs, I heard my parents shout my name. They probably heard the monitor explode. Panicked and confused, I stumbled back, collapsing onto my bed. All I could do was sit on the edge of my bed and freak out, watching the flames rise out of what used to be my state-of-the-art computer.
Not knowing what to touch, I slumped into myself, cupping my head in my hands. That was my mistake.
The heat was excruciating. I screamed and flailed for what seemed hours. I clawed at myself, trying to put out the intense fire consuming my body. More pockets of fire erupted every time I touched the sheets. It was a nightmare. I was burning alive.
My parents barged through the door. I grabbed at Dad in desperation. His sleeve shot up in flames. The whole room became an inferno. Dad beat at his arm as he pulled away from me. Mum disappeared, leaving the two of us to burn.
She returned seconds later and smothered my body with a blanket. I screamed and screamed. It was unbearable. The last thing I saw was Dad ripping his jacket off and throwing it to the floor. At least he got off lightly.
#
The black keyboard stood temporarily abandoned as the entombed foetuses stared into nothingness. The amber fluid in their hooked-up tanks had clouded from the recent activity. Between them, the computer lay idle in stand-by mode—a predator at rest between kills.
Behind the carpet of darkness that served as screen saver, a data log automatically generated by the computer waited for the master's return.
At the top of the log, amid time, date, and server data, stood waiting to be read:
Target 'Sabre' (IP 203.198.66.4).
Malephagia Firewall v1.1 successfully uploaded.
Dozens of other nicknames and addresses trailed below.
#
I spent two months in Stratton Memorial following 'the incident'. They said I died during the first operation; that my heart stopped for thirteen seconds. I went through six more operations before they'd even considered releasing me. My body is a pathetic withered blister; one giant scab.
I've been in the rehabilitation wing of the Feldman centre now for about nine weeks. I wear a full body pressure suit that's supposed to be cutting edge medical technology. I hang by slings like a mummy on wires. They're trying to get me to move, in case my muscles atrophy. Hell, I didn't move much when I wasn't all burnt up, so I figure what's the difference. They say I was lucky to live. Can't see the difference there either.
I'll never be able to touch anything ever again. Ever.
Despite the rehab, despite the pain, despite everything, there is one thing that keeps me going.
I have the bastard's email address, and the hope to track him down. I also have those words, still seared into my mind.
You are now infected by Malephagia Firewall counter-protection.
* * *
I only ever wanted to be noticed. To feel attractive. It was a simple, heartfelt wish. To undo the misery of my bland face and stringy hair. To be beautiful.
Now, every guy who catches my eye ignites with desire. The acrid smells of burnt flesh and the agonised screams are seared into my memory.
I just asked the genie for smouldering eyes.
* * *
"Fight me, you skinny little fuck!"
The muffled thud of dance music, filtering from the nearby club, Drakken, adds rhythm to Derek's step as he strides forward.
"Go fuck y'self," the other guy spits. Flecks of blood and saliva fly from his mouth, landing on Derek's boots. Unintentional, but it pisses Derek off.
"You're gonna pay for that, shitbag."
The weary expression on the guy's face—he didn't catch his name—says everything that needs to be said. The skinny runt is afraid yet defiant.
The crowd, whipped into a frenzy well before Derek's first blow struck, are practically baying for blood. The rancid alley is packed with them—their faces sway and blur in his vision. A wavering, surrealist canvas of white skin against sodden brown brick. The chant flooding his ears is muted and distant.
"Fight. Fight!" they cry, a bunch of dipshits carried on the fumes of schoolyard memories. Derek knocked the crap outta the runts in school many times. So many, the faces blur. His memory isn't that great. Still, these nightclub dipshits gave him a crowd and he loves to please.
With the baying of drug-fucked teenagers and sex-starved metrosexuals droning in his ears, he drives a fist into the skinny nerd's gut. The air is languid, his punch slow to connect.
The guy doubles over, bunched around Derek's fist. Pulling his arm free of the flesh and bone wrapping, he watches through bleary eyes as the skinny fucker drops to his knees. The act takes forever, like the arsehole is milking Father Time for every last second.
"Ya like that, faggot?" Derek screams into his face.
The guy, huddled in a heap, refuses to meet his eye. He's a bloody mess. Ragged cuts and bruises cover his arms and face. His shirt is shredded, an early victim of Derek's cyclonic assault.
"It wasn't meant to be this way," the runt mutters.
"Look at me, dickhead!" Derek screams, this time only an inch from the guy's pulped, downcast face. Derek wrenches his head back by a fistful of hair, stares into the lumpy remains of his face. The loser grimaces but still refuses to meet Derek's eye.
Leaning in closer, Derek runs a deliberate tongue along the weeping cut on the runt's cheek. Trapped by the hair, he tries squirming away but lacks the strength to resist.
"You look familiar, bitch," Derek savours the blood on his lips, before ramming an elbow into the loser's head. This swing also takes a slow-motion eternity to connect before it snaps the guy's head to the side.
"Try this shit again and I'll beat you to a smear. A fucking smear!"
The fringes of the crowd drift away, lured back to the club by the hypnotic thud of a techno beat. Glancing around, Derek senses the bloodlust fade from his audience.
He slams a departing boot into the fallen nerd's bony ribcage, enjoying the simultaneous grunt and snap of bones, followed by the foetal collapse. This time, the fucker stays down. A little baby curled up, bleeding, in the filth.
Derek drifts back to the club with the last remnants of the crowd. Not even scratched and still jacked up from his last hit. Cocksure, he reaches into his pocket for another E. By the gleam in the eyes of some of the regulars, he'll probably score a fuck or two.
The back door soon slams closed, its boom echoes through the alley, leaving Derek's victim half conscious and curled up in a quivering ball.
#
The minutes stretch on, as he slowly uncurls and pulls his tattered shirt across the broken landscape of his torso. Inundated by the pain, he ignores the grit and mud staining his left side. Like the rest of the alley, he now smells of piss, vomit, and blood.
Inch by agonised inch, he claws his way from the alley to the carpark. A few of the club-goers flit in and out of the front door, stepping around his crawl. Some stop to laugh, a sea of blurred, over-made-up faces swimming in his vision. Others nervously quicken their step within a few feet of him.
After endless minutes—maybe hours—he reaches his car. He drags himself to his knees, fumbles with the key, and pops the boot.
"You... you said... I'd win. You... said I'd beat him."
The cloud of smoke and shadow in the boot coagulates into a leering grin.
"Master," the creature purrs, "I obeyed your desires to the letter. You lasted much longer against your childhood nemesis than in any of your previous beatings."
Trembling and exhausted, he glares at the creature.
"I ..." he begins, then tightens his split mouth into a line. Instead, he thumps his fist into the bumper.
With trembling arms, he pulls himself up into the trunk, collapses inside, and sprawls next to the amorphous darkness.
"Would you care for another wish?" the darkness invites as it swirls about him.
He nods, slowly at first, and then more animated. "An assault rifle. With a never ending ammo clip. And a bayonet."
Two demented grins, one of mist and void, the other punctured by crooked, blood-stained teeth, fill the car boot as they wait for the nightclub to close, and a blood-red dawn to crest.
* * *
"Up here, Joss?" Jeremy stretched as he positioned the bottle atop the bookcase, as close to the corner of the room as he could manage.
"Looks great. And it's Jocelyn." Jocelyn barely spared a glance. She was engrossed in setting up the Ouija board. She repeatedly turned the plastic pointer over in her hands.
"Since you'll be channelling the spirit, I'll need something of yours," said Jeremy, "something personal."
Jocelyn shot him a look.
He shrugged. "That's what the book said."
The two locked eyes, until at last, Jeremy's non-chalance won out. Jocelyn removed her silver locket from her neck and waved it at him while she returned her attention to the Ouija board.
Jeremy's mouth hardened into a line as he took the chain and locket. Jocelyn didn't notice, absorbed as she was in anything but him. The locket rattled on the glass as he stuffed it into the bottle.
He stepped back to admire his handiwork. It was an old wine bottle, made of thick green glass. The symbols spanning its surface were painted on with white-out; they were designs straight from the book, Occult Rituals by Cornelius Malcolm, some old professor from NU. The book cost him thirteen bucks second hand — the bottle and white-out, two dollars from the discount shop.
"You ready?" asked Jocelyn.
Jeremy patted the cork in his shirt pocket. "Yep. Let's do it."
They settled cross-legged on Jeremy's bed, with the Ouija board between them.
Aware of the length of her skirt, Jocelyn tugged the hem over her knees. "I came to you because people say you know about this stuff, that's all. No funny business, okay?"
Jeremy nodded solemnly, more to look the part than out of respect for what they were doing. "I'm glad you asked me. I've always wanted to be friends. Maybe ..."
Jocelyn rolled her eyes. "So how does this work?"
Despite himself, Jeremy glanced from Jocelyn's bare throat, over her shoulder, to the bottle holding her locket. "After the séance begins, you know, when the pointer starts moving, I'll start a chant. The spirit will then be drawn into the Witch Bottle," he paused, "and then we get what we want."
"And you're sure that thing will hold a ghost?"
"Absolutely sure. I'm using Mexicatanian symbols."
"Mesopotamian?"
"Whatever. It'll work."
"So I start by calling the spirit?"
"Yeah."
"Wait. What about your parents? What happens if the séance is interrupted?" A frown creased Jocelyn's brow.
"It'll be fine. My parents won't be home for ages. Nothing can go wrong."
The lines in Jocelyn's forehead smoothed as she clasped the plastic pointer — the planchette, the booklet said — with both hands.
Jeremy placed his hands over hers. Together, their hands were firebrand-hot and sweaty. Jeremy savoured the contact, although Jocelyn winced.
"Before we start, why do you want to channel your sister?" he asked.
"You don't need to know. Just make sure this works."
Jeremy squeezed her hands as she moved the planchette around the board. It gained momentum, seeming to move of its own accord.
"Call her now," he said, husky and urgent, sparing another glance at the Witch Bottle in the corner.
"Deborah!" she called in a faux-spooky voice. "I call thee, Deborah. Come to me, I call thee!"
The planchette moved about the Ouija board in crazy arcs, jumping to random letters.
"Deborah!" Jocelyn called, again and again, as Jeremy began his own chant under his breath.
He muttered the ritual words, tuning out Jocelyn's throaty calls and the slight heave of her chest as she was moved by the gravitas of the occasion.
A breeze moved through the room.
"Are you here, Deb?" Jocelyn asked.
The planchette slid to YES on the board.
With the fifth recital of Jeremy's murmured chant, Jocelyn fell backwards, limp, mid-sentence. The Witch Bottle rattled on its base, twirling until it threatened to topple.
Jeremy was quicker than the spiralling bottle — leaping from the bed and withdrawing the cork from his pocket in one practised motion, he stoppered it. He stilled the Witch Bottle in two hands, staring into the nebulous swirl caught within, a whisper given form but not voice. It hovered about the locket.
"How does it feel in there, Joss?" He smiled. "Don't worry, I'll let you out when my folks get home, which should be hours from now." The smile grew predatory. "It'll be like having a blackout, the book said. You won't remember a thing."
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