
      The Way She Howls


      

      
      
         “Dear,” Alexander said, “we need to talk.”



Mindy froze halfway through biting into her sandwich. She was sitting at their little kitchen table, with her bread, the meat, peanut butter, regular butter, bananas, pickles, anchovies, and no shirt, because it was her house and she could show off her tits any time she well pleased.



Slowly, watching Alexander all the while, she finished taking her bite. Then she chewed.



“Do you have to mock me every time I try to be serious?” he frowned and crossed his arms, leaning against the refrigerator.



“Shhh.” She mouthed the words around her food. “Relationship drama can only see motion. If you stand perfectly still it can’t detect you.”



“I realized something last night.” He pushed ahead, his tone firm. “You’re vocal during sex. Really—”



“Are you just realizing that?” Her hand rushed up to cover her mouth, eyes wide. “That must be very—”



“Really vocal,” he rose her voice to speak over her, “when the lights are off. When the lights are off you scream like a banshee and shout ‘yes, oh god yes,’ among other delightful phrases. But when the lights are on, like last night, you’re quiet. And then you say, ‘that was good sex,’ and go to sleep.”



“But it was good sex.”



“I know it was good sex. That’s not what I’m getting at.” He gestured at the table. “Mindy, do you think I’m ugly?”



“Oh! I get it.” She laughed. “Yes. Yes. You look like crap.”



Then she went back to her sandwich. Alexander stared at her until she mumbled, “What?” around another mouthful.



His brow furrowed and his voice rose: “How can you say that?”



“You eyes aren’t the same color! One’s this nice blue and the others, uh… I don’t know. Brownish grey?” Her tone was light and friendly, and she did nothing to rise to his bait. “You’re covered in acne scars from when you were a teenager, your nose is way too big, and I have no idea how this happened, but you actually have too many teeth. You remember we talked to the dentist about this. Humans aren’t supposed to have that many little teeth.”



“Oh, fine. Fine!” His tone to outright anger and he threw up a hand. “This is a great fucking thing to discover a year into our marriage.”



“Dear, you have a mirror, this cannot be a surprise.” She wiped her mouth, put the sandwich down, and turned to face him head on. “Look, let me be clear. Personality wise, you’re a winner across the board: smart, faithful, funny, resourceful. A+.” She clicked her tongue and made a circle with her fingers. “But physically, you’ve got strong areas and weak areas.”



Alexander snorted. “Oh and my looks are my weak area, is that it?”



“Yes.” She laughed and shook her head. “Look, do you know how many guys would like to be able to make their girlfriend grip the sheets like that at all? In the light or the dark? You are really good in bed. Like,” she drew in a breath, “really good.”



“So I only look good from the waist down.”



“Being good in bed is not just about having a big dick.” She paused. “I mean to be clear, you do, and I greatly enjoy that. But you’re coordinated, you’re sensitive, you know my body. And dear, I promise, with you I have never faked it. When I’m gripping the sheets and screaming for god almighty, it’s because all the joy and pleasure in heaven is concentrated right between my legs.”



Gesturing quickly, she went on: “You’re like a superhero. You know how Daredevil is deaf, so he compensates with amazing hearing? Well, you’re ugly, so you compensate with the power to induce multiple body-rocking orgasms.” She lifted a finger. “Or you’re like Superman! If instead of kryptonite his weakness was adequate light.”



“Should have stopped one example earlier.”



“Sorry.” Mindy sighed. She slowed her voice, “Is this… actually bothering you?”



“A little.” He sighed as well. After a moment, he crossed the gap between them and laid a soft kiss on her lips. “I guess it doesn’t matter.”



“It really doesn’t.” She smiled. “But if it makes you feel better, you can make fun of how I look.”



“You’re pregnant.”



“That’s great material! Call me fat.”



“Eh.” He shrugged. “Nomoreso than before.”



And that’s why that night, Alexander slept on the couch. Just in case his wife came by, he kept the lights off.
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         The moon was full. The graveyard empty. And Dolores tripped, screaming, through the iron gates, her nightdress caked in blood.



From the darkness, a howl. Dolores’ bare feet stumbled, running for the lonely church. Pattering paws came up behind.



She ran through and pushed her slender form against the double doors. Bits of lace started slipping; she hastily pulled them back up.



The door rattled. The lock clicked.



Hinges screeched as something heavy struck the other side.



Again. And again.



Dolores backed away, squirming. Stained glass cast moonlight.



The back-entrance! While the brute bashed the main entrance, she’d be over the hills, towards the village… No, not the village. Wouldn’t understand. The forest?



She opened the back door.



The werewolf towered over her.



And struck. Crunching and splattering followed. Bits rained down on the hard floor. A thump.



Most of Dolores lay motionless.



Eventually, the werewolf nudged her with its snout. “There. You happy?”



Flesh chunks slid towards Dolores, who sat up, groaning until the last chunk slid seamlessly into place, before standing up and laughing.



“Man, I wish we had a full moon every night! That was exciting! Let’s do it again!”



The werewolf… shifted.



Fidelia stood in its place, covering herself up. “Don’t head into the church. This place is creepy.”



“It makes the game more interesting. So, wanna do it now?”



“Horny vampire,” muttered Fidelia. She forced a smile through her lips. “My place first. Clean-up.”








Shifting the curtain, Dolores smiled at sunrise. “Nice day. You sheep-hunting later, or –?”



A crumbling sound made Fidelia growl from the sink. “For pity’s sake, I warned you! Now you’re leaving dust everywhere! Hold on. I’ll get the steak.”



Several drops of raw blood later, Dolores mushroomed into shape, swaying slightly.



“Sorry,” she said. “So,” she added, sitting down by her dumbbells, “any thoughts about vacation?”



“Brazil sounds kinda nice. A beach, sand to roll in, sea water for doggy-paddling.”



“Eh…” Dolores pumped a few kilos. “Sun doesn’t agree with me. Also, food’s too spicy.”



“Hm?”



“Hot-blooded Latinos.”



“Dolores, don’t be racist.”



“I can taste the difference. Say, why don’t we visit relatives? Haven’t seen your parents in ages.”



Wiping steel candelabra with a cloth, Fidelia snorted. “Not a promising avenue. Your mom’s dog hasn’t forgiven me yet.”



“Huh?”



“For eating the cat? His best friend? While I was on that diet?”



“Oh, that. I hardly remember Snowflake, really.”



“Well, Rover von Ruritania does.”



“How about Asia?”



“Don’t they eat dogs over there? How about Italy?”



“Too many Catholics.”



“Huh?”



“Crosses,” Dolores explained.



After washing her ceramic dog bowl, Fidelia sighed. “We’ll think of something.”



The day dragged on…








Lying on the bed, Fidelia stared up at the chandelier. “You ever feel like the excitement’s gone out of things?”



Groaning. No intelligible answer.



“I mean, it’s been fifty years. Time we talked about… us.”



“Next full moon…” mumbled Dolores, shifting. “We both run it… naked.”



“I’m serious, Dolores. When we met, there was… a spark, you know? I tried to kill you, you tried to kill me… I never felt so alive. But now, we wait until full moon, I chase you a bit, and I don’t know how to say this, but… I feel like the spark’s not there anymore.”



Dolores’ breath tickled her neck.



After a while, Dolores answered, “Come on. You think I wait around with you every month for sex?”



“Hm?”



Dolores’ voice tickled Fidelia’s ear. “Come here, lemme tell a little secret.”



“Yeah?” Heat stirred inside Fidelia’s chest.



“Before I met you, I was always chasing somebody under the moonlight. Vampire food, right? And it was fun. I just didn’t feel… Well, I was like ‘Is that all there is? Chasing and snacking?’ So now I get to play the victim a little bit… For god’s sake, don’t tell anyone this… but it’s like I’ve found myself. Properly. Like I knew that was all I needed to be complete.”



“What, a tough girl like you?”



“It’s nice to feel vulnerable every now and then. Crazy, I know, but true.” Dolores’s arms slithered around Fidelia’s own, wrapping them tighter together, and Fidelia looked away from the chandelier to two reddened, weary, but brightening eyes. “And some of my best moments were just us chatting. The two of us. Even when I’m crumbling into dust, it’s like the whole world seems right to me.”



Just one thing bothered Fidelia: “Why the church, though?”



Dolores shrugged. “For the challenge.”



“Dim-witted vampire.” But this smile came naturally.
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         LADY VICTORIA DARTMOOR’S JOURNAL



3 May.– Tonight, mine ears dine upon the finest sound in idyllic Arukadiland: the crying of the Waru Wolf. A mysterious beast of starlight and shadow, much discussed by the merchants my father dealt with. It prowls Arukadiland, howling so beautifully that the heart is struck by its divine beauty. Only its pelt outclasses its call.



I must discover it! No man may confront the beast and live, but I am no man. Neither typhoon nor tidal wave shall stay this lady about her duty!



I lodge tonight with Sir Mackleby of the eastern mines. Darkest Africa lies just over the horizon. I cannot wait to open that battle-hardened heart!



14 May.– Finally, I am granted an audience with Lord Mackleby. He spent the last few days organizing slave activities across the eastern mines, having scarce visited the manor; it appears the indigenous population have given him grief. I cannot blame them – a cornered hyena shall show courage when manhandled by men – but this delay is simply frustrating.



Lord Mackleby insisted I desist. The Waru Wolf is but a myth; it is only the delicacy of my sex which compels him to forgive me my sanity. My sanity! I daresay I am saner than he, who refuses to believe what his ears hear but his eyes see not!



His company offends me. He is a mere auditor, a collector of leaves. A tedious companion. One who rarely ventures beyond his home should venture no opinions beyond his ken.



25 May.– My journey across Darkest Africa reaches another impasse. The locomotives of the Corrugated Company simply do not venture far enough through the jungles. Intolerable!



Though I have enjoyed the view of the jungles and valleys of magnificent Arukadiland from the carriage windows, the journey has increased my hunger for victory. I have seen the Galoombo Giant of Belphegia, the Lake Leviathan of Daemonis, and the Fire Fish of Malba: merely a camelopard, a seal, and a fraudulent tribesman respectively. This time, the truth must be far more inspired!



6 June.– I traverse the river of Ooloodunyo – how I wish these absurd names would cease – on a rusty steamboat. The crew are saltier than I am accustomed to, but one is indebted to such noble souls, regardless of their lowly birth. Many refused to have a woman aboard their vessel. Laughable superstitions. Why, my presence was blessed providence: My knowledge of traditional herbal medicine, gleaned from the war-torn lands of Belphegia, helped me treat several injuries. My presence was granted more graciousness after this display of skill!



17 June.– Even the river no longer aids me. Despite the unsanitary conditions, I lodge in a backwater village with the natives. Most regard me with suspicion, especially the womenfolk, despite my dress being considerably more modest than theirs – at least, what little remains, given the frankly abysmal physical conditions. All warn me against seeking out the Waru Wolf, but I hear its heart-rending call every night. O, pray I am not disappointed in love again! Pray there are more things in heaven and earth, Horatio!



28 June.– The chief of the village, a personal friend of the river folk who assisted me, led me to the den of the beast. I awaited its presence with bated breath.



In war-torn Darkest Africa, slaves and mines and disease rend the population asunder. How noble it would be to find here natural grace. My Lord in Heaven surely meant for this land to show us His wonders, His creations, not the ugliness of Sin.



Feeble as I am in war and strife, this much I can at least accomplish.



30 June.– With heavy heart, I conclude my travails. In the night, dreadful slavers attacked. Amid chaos, I stumbled into the chief’s den, and find disillusionment. A fake wolfskin, a wind instrument of curious design: I suspected its duplicitous use immediately, and so hidden, used its noble sound to frighten away the slavers. Not before they stole away with many fine savages of my acquaintance!



The villagers banished me, no longer trusting my kind, show kindness though I did. Another dream dashed. There is neither Wolf nor beauty. My bravery counts for nought.



Once more, I refuse to surrender. Legends tell of a Phoenix in Phanatoma. I pray biblical wonders yet remain upon God’s Earth, though I set out to humble Man, who shall not be humbled, and relive my childish innocence for an Eden long since destroyed.
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         I remember the day I became a man. The new boy they'd taken had finally stopped crying enough to put him to work, and so they brought me out all fine like. It was a devil's life he was heading for, but better him than me. Aye, he turned out a devil through and through.



Cookie shook me hand. "Ya've done your time, boy," he said, that suppertime. Led me out into the mess and sat me down right with the rest of the crew. They was all cheering and laughing. Somehow I ended up with a mug of grog in my hand. By God, I think that was the worst thing I ever tasted. I must've spilled half of it choking.



And I won't lie, I was bracing. But they didn't beat me for it. They all just started laughing. 



Then the food came out and, man, I ate as much as I got in a whole week as a cabin boy!



Ah. They was hard men. But I'd done my work for them. I'd taken my blows—and they were a lot more generous with those than food. But I was one their own the minute I stepped onto those boards.



I can still see it: old Rotter jumping up on the table and dancing the meanest jig you ever saw. Then he pulled me up there with him. Let me tell you, nothing like a crowd of drunken pirates cheering you on to teach you how to dance real fast. No I didn't do half bad up there. Heh, it was just a moment and I could hardly feel my bruises. Even Cups was roaring down on the floor.



Then the captain came in...



Fetch me another drink, boy.



He always had a fire in his eyes, that man. And I never heard a breath against any course he charted—from our men. There'll be hundreds who've died cursing him. Well this wasn't a man who quieted his crew when he came into a room, though you can be damn sure every man there was scared of him. He had a type, he did, of man that he picked for his ship. And as soon as we caught sight of him everyone started yelling loud enough to drown out cannonfire.



I'd learned real quick (and I saw then my mates had too) to listen, to tell when he had a plan. "To arms!" he called, "Raise the black!"



Every man jumped to. I won't lie I was frightened. All the raids before I'd been below with whatever work I had. This was one of things I hadn't learned.



I stood there on the table, frozen, as the mess emptied. The captain walked toward me. I stepped off the table. I was watching his hands the whole time. You would've too. You lot are lucky I don't cuff you as much as he did me. God knows I oughta.



He didn't hit though. That devil grinned his big, rotten grin. He handed me a pistol. "Yer boardin'," he said.



Another mug.



We came up alongside them and boarded, whooping and howling the whole time. Those sons of bitches must have been scared out of their minds.



That was the fight I lost my leg. My first time and... I made 'em pay for it. That captain thought he had me good when he sliced me with his cutlass. Well I took that pistol and I shot the bastard right in the face. 



They carried me back bleeding, but we routed those bastards after that. Didn't even leave them with socks.



No one beat me after that, or treated me like a boy, let me tell you.



And you oughta listen to that! Maybe next time you're getting whipped, think if it's cause you're not pulling your weight. Now run and get out there and if you don't bring back all the gold you can carry, I swear I'll take your legs myself.
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         She likes it when he beats her. Treats her like a used, cheap, degraded thing. Like a slave to an unrepentant master. It makes her feel so good inside.



Her wolf tells me so. 



“Good morning, Helen,” I say. She smiles at me but says nothing as she steps into the elevator. Her eyes carry dark circles barely covered by her makeup. Her pale skin against the cheap, fluorescent light gives off a kind of dull glow. Her blouse is slightly disheveled, like she tried to fix it last minute. I can just barely make out a dark splotch on her upper arm before she quickly stretches her sleeve to cover it.



Her wolf follows her in—a large, dark, hungry thing. The manic look in its eyes and the bared fangs, stretching from ear to ear in a twisted smile, are familiar. A black mist pours from its form, shedding its truth in faint, indiscriminate whispers.



She probably thinks I’m staring off into the distance. Better that than knowing what’s there. I doubt her wolf can see me, either. They never seem to acknowledge me, even as they tell me all the things I can’t help but hear. They don’t faze me all that much anymore.



The elevator chimes, and the sterile metal doors slide open. “Have a good day, Roger,” says Helen, with a quick wave of her hand as she scurries out into the lobby. I sigh. 



Keeping a brisk pace, I step out of the elevator, give a short nod to the desk clerk—his wolf lying beside him, whispering of the boxes of tonic and gin hidden underneath the counter—and soon greet the biting air outside with a grimace. 



People and their wolves stalk the street together, some beside, others dragged. No one makes a scene, not even when the beasts tower over their masters.



A short-haired girl passes in front of me, and her wolf—almost up to her shoulders—speaks of the cigarettes in a tiny corner of her purse, her mother unaware while the two women walk hand in hand.



I head eastward, checking my watch. Wind blows past me and I tighten my coat against the cold. 



My eyes wander to the far side of the street. There’s a suited man standing over another in rags. The ragged one cowers, and the suited one yells, but their wolves howl mightily in unison, speaking of greed and power. I whisper to the rich man’s wolf, and the man grabs the poor man’s cardboard sign and tears it in half. The poor man runs. I smile.



The library door flies open, and I quickly shut it behind me to keep the heat from escaping. As I set my coat on the nearby hanger, I take in the musty stench of old books and the low grumble—almost like a light snoring—that permeates the place. The lights are already on, thankfully, but I frown nonetheless. 



“Wind’s pretty fierce today, huh?”



A man about my age stands at the foot of the stairs, a smirk on his face and several thick tomes in his hands. “Indeed, Drake,” I reply. “The forecast said Hickory would be coming in earlier than usual this year. I suppose they weren’t lying.” 



“They usually don’t,” Drake says, chuckling. “Well, at least you’re inside now, Roger. Can’t imagine staying out in that weather for too long. It’d probably make you more grumpy than you usually are.”



I grunt an affirmative. 



“Welp, back to organizing.” He turns towards the stairs and begins ascending. I glance down at the dog beside him, its neck kept on a short chain—the shortest I’ve seen. He drags it up with him, but it makes no fuss.



It doesn’t whisper. It never has.    



“Remember, we have that class coming in today to look around. Everything needs to be spick and span!”



I scowl. “I haven’t forgotten.”



“Just making sure!”



The two vanish. I feel the sickness start to ebb away, but only just.



I place my satchel on my desk and turn to the main collection. My wolf rests against the far wall, its form reaching from floor to ceiling. Its whispers are howls, proud and unhindered. A beautiful monster. 



I sometimes wonder if keeping these secrets is a vice, if hoarding all this knowledge will someday destroy me.



I shake my head. It hasn’t yet, so I doubt it ever will.
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         Spaceships are very wet affairs. Souls are born of water; every religion on every planet knows this.



I have been in many dry places. A high desert on the lee of a mountain range, where rain is unknown for generations at a time. A dead sea, where the salt climbs out of the water and rises in pillars like ghosts walking the waves. A planet, far from its sun, where the water is stone, frozen harder than granite.



A bitter soul, hardened against the world, where love is long forgotten. A chemist’s bath of sulfuric acid, where even the constituent atoms of water are torn from molecules to leave nothing but caustic ash. A sepulchre, long forgotten beneath a deserted city, where bones slowly turn to dust.



The seventh is space. The seventh is always space.



I feel a ship coming, and it is full of souls. A thousand or more. I enter, and feel the shape of them to remember their collective history. I find that I am part of it. One of the souls remembers the event particularly well. It lies just beneath the surface of her mind, and I bring it up to examine. It is not what I remember. I find her alone, treading barefoot on moss in a dimly-lit greenhouse.



“Hello?”



I study her for a moment as she peers into the indoor jungle. She wears a uniform, but not a jumpsuit like most of the crew. All black, with a stiff white collar under her chin.



She squints through the mist as she calls out again. “Do you need help?”



She must have heard a noise. They are skittish things, for a species who evolved from an apex predator. It almost seems like she is looking directly at me.



“I can’t see you, but I know you’re there.”



She can’t be talking to me. I, in fact, do not exist. I am neither matter nor energy.



“I feel you there. Are you able to communicate?”



Yet she speaks to me.



“I want to help you. Will you please speak with me?”



That sounds like an invitation. I gather myself and step inside of her.



Hello.



She did not speak.



You aren’t crazy. It can be difficult to distinguish my voice from your own thoughts, but you are no pig herder. You were clever enough to notice me, so… speak.



“Um, I’m Ella.” Her eyes search left and right. “What’s your name?”



I’ve had many names; perhaps you would call me Legion.



She clasps her hands behind her back and resumes strolling through the artificial rainforest. “Well, Legion, I’m the ship’s chaplain and counselor. My psychic training tells me you’re in pain. This may be humanity’s first contact with extraterrestrial intelligence, but pain is pain.”



I do not feel pain. I am, to borrow your jargon, eternally pre-existing.



“Ah. Well. How can I help you, then? You must have chosen me for a reason.”



Tell me of the man in the tombs. The one who had broken his chains.



She turns the corner into a metal corridor. “How odd. I was just thinking of that story, before you showed up.”



I see the verses flash through her head. Matthew. Mark. Luke.



You read that he broke his chains, but did you know that he was a slave?



She takes a shallow breath and purses her lips. “I did not. The stories don’t give those details, but I have no reason to doubt that.”



I spoke to him, as I speak to you. I gave him the strength to break his chains and be free. Then one of my brothers cast me into a herd of swine and drove them to drown in a lake. He laughed at his own irony.



“Ouch.” She cringes. Not just her face; I can feel her soul react. The theological debate that had been bubbling unspoken in her head disappears. “That… That sounds painful and humiliating.”



When one of us is cast out, we must make our way through seven dry places before we can speak to another soul.



She stops to look out a window at the empty black. “And I’m the first soul you’ve met since.” She puts her hand on the cold glass and stares. After a moment, she whispers, “And the Spirit of God hovered over the face of the waters.”



Something like that, yes.



“Let’s take a shower and have a nice, long talk. Maybe we can find some chains to break.”
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         Faint orange sparks crackled erratically in the night, dying on the roaring winter wind as they were ripped out into the darkness.



Frantically, the man stooped lower over the soggy wood pile, trying to shield his precious tinder against the wailing elements. The icy artic air flowed through the rips and tears in his bloody clothing and whipped against the black tips of his fingers as he struggled with the flint.



The torn wool from his tattered jacket and the scraps of sticks and wood he had pulled from the plains of snow refused to hold still as he slapped the piece of flint against the edge of his pocket knife. More sparks that were quickly lost in the abyss.



“Come on, damn it.”



Every time the knife connected, there was a flash, enough to reveal the dried blood on his hands and his frozen fingers, which had stopped trembling by now, and were left only numb, refusing to move in the manner he wanted them to. He could see it creeping down into the palms of his hands.



And yet, he persisted, ignoring the crunch of the snow behind him, and ignoring the stinging in his side that had only gotten worse with each passing minute. Somewhere behind him in the dark lay the remains of the small biplane. Maybe when the fire was finally lit, it would draw any other survivors out of the dark. The fact that he had woken up twenty yards away from the plane wreckage face-down in the snow didn’t bode that thought well, however.



And then another spark, brighter and more fierce then the others, striking the soft cotton on top of the tinder. The darkness parted underneath the burst of flame, and soon enough the crackling pyre rose to fend off the darkness.



The man sighed, stumbling backwards to sit in a pile of snow. The cutting cold he had expected was instead met with gentle numbness, and he was grateful to just be able to rest for a moment.



Curiously, he raised a heavy head to glance around. The fire spit long shadows out around the otherwise empty snowy grounds. Black tips of trees brushing against the dark horizon, and there, in the distance, a bent wing sticking up from the landscape.



Another gust of wind, loud and angry, stealing away some of the flame’s brightness and warmth. And there just on the edges of illuminated area, pawprints in the snow.



And for a moment, the wind died, leaving him in the echoing absence of silence. No crunching in the snow, just the faint methodically drip of something at his side.



He let his head hang down, eyeing the source of the noise. The light had revealed the copious amounts of blood on his coat, stemming from a small metal rod sticking out from between his ribs. But it wasn’t the pain that bothered him, that had been frozen away several minutes ago.



In that still moment, the darkness in the sky parted, the full moon dawning on the open plain, clearing the night away and illuminating the frozen landscape.



He hadn’t been wrong about being found. 



At first he had blinked, thinking it was snow in his eyes, or the leftover light from the fire sitting in his retinas. But no, another pair had appeared off to the side, and then another, and then another, encircling around him.



Tons of bright yellow eyes resting in what remained of the shadows, focused entirely on him.



The whites of their fangs reflected in the pale light of the moon.



Crackling embers echoed in the lull between the gales of wind, as the light cast from the fire receded and withered in the frozen night. Each crack and pop a little quieter than the last.



As the clouds rolled back in around the moon, the night was encased in darkness again. Leaving the man with only the tiny circle of light and warmth from the quickly fading fire.



He hoped the cold or blood loss would get him first.
      

      
   
      At Least Seventeen Pictures


      

      
      
         Johnny didn’t like kisses.

 

“Kiss kiss kiss kiss!”

 

“Noooo!” Johnny squirmed, whined, pushed away. “Nooooo!”

 

“Kiss kiss kiss kiss!” Mom grabbed Johnny anyway. “Come here, you! Muah! Muah!”

 

“Nooo! Noo, stoooop!” And Johnny finally managed to push Mom away when she started laughing too hard to keep a hold on him. “I don’t wanna!”

 

Johnny was almost seven, which was very old, but not enough for his tastes. He wanted to stay up late and watch TV, and he wanted to play games for more than an hour a day.

 

But most of all, the reason why he wanted to be a grown-up was her.

 

“Mom!” A girly voice. “Mom! Kiss kiss!”

 

Emily.

 

Emily was four, and she was a baby.

 

“Kiss kiss kiss! Muah!” Then Mom put Emily on the ground and pushed her towards Johnny. “Now go kiss your brother!”

 

Emily let out a toddler laugh, and then went for Johnny, arms up. “Kiss! Kiss!”

 

“NOOO!”

 

Johnny hated Emily. Dad had a little sister too and she was never around, because Dad was a grownup. Johnny couldn’t wait to grow up and get rid of Emily. That would be the day.

 

“Kiss! Kiss!”

 

“GET AWAAAAAAY!”

 

That would be the day.

 

 




 

 

“I don’t need the night light,” Johnny said, confident, to Dad. He was tucked in already. “Grownups don’t use it.”

 

“Hmm.” Dad smiled. “Well, just in case. We can see it from our room, right? Mom gets scared if it’s not on.”

 

Johnny relaxed. “Okay,” he said. “You can turn it on then.”

 

Truth is, Johnny liked the night light a lot. The room at night was—honestly—pretty scary. He had tried to sleep without it once, and he had cried. But Dad didn’t need it, because he was a grownup, so Johnny tried to tell himself that he could do without it.

 

Still, it was good that it was on. Johnny was glad Mom liked the night light so much. It was a relief. He tucked himself in some more, hugged his pillow, closed his eyes, and—

 

 




 

 

—he woke up.

 

It was raining, hard, and the drops went clack-clack-clack against the window. The room was dark. The night light should have been on, but it wasn’t on.

 

The door was open and the corridor was pitch-black. There were weird noises in the house. Creaking, wailing.

 

Johnny felt a knot in his throat. “Moom,” he called. Then, louder: “Mooom! MOOOM!”

 

Mom and Dad were heavy sleepers, and Johnny had to jump on their bed to wake them up on Sundays.

 

“MOOOM!”

 

No answer.

 

Johnny got out of bed. He wanted to stay in but he was a grownup. He rushed to the door, trying not to trip—he tripped—and reached for the light switch.

 

It didn’t work.

 

Johnny cried. He called for Mom, no answer. He called for Dad, no answer. He fell on his butt. He kept wailing.

 

And Emily came running to him, wailing louder.

 

Johnny was so startled he stopped crying. Emily did a bee-line towards him, doing the grabby arms. Johnny hugged her, because he couldn’t pick her up.

 

“Johnnyyyy!” Emily hugged him back, and kept on crying.

 

“What are you doing here?” Johnny asked. “Why are you crying? You’re so dumb.”

 

“Luh-luh-light!”

 

“Mine is not working either.” Johnny pointed at his night light. “What, are you scared?”

 

Emily nodded.

 

“Do you wanna go sleep with Mom?”

 

Emily shook her head.

 

“Here?”

 

Emily nodded.

 

So, they went to bed. Johnny didn’t like it. Dad had a little sister but they never slept in the same room because when you grow up you only sleep with your wife. But, he guessed, Emily was crying hard and she wanted to be here. Nothing he could do. He’d have to be extra grownup tomorrow to make up for this.

 

He wasn’t scared anymore, but he didn’t notice. He was too focused on getting Emily to fall asleep already.

 

 




 

 

Mom and Dad had actually enjoyed a full night’s sleep, so they woke up before the kids.

 

“Look at this,” Dad hushed. “She woke up crying and ran for Johnny.”

 

“Oh my God.” Mom took at least seventeen pictures before waking them up. “Oh my God.”

 

“Right? Taking care of his little sister. Like a champ.” He ruffled Johnny’s hair. “They grow up so fast.”

 

But Johnny didn’t hear any of this.

 

Like any respectable adult in his place, he was too busy sleeping like a baby.
      

      
   
      Humphrey's Pest Control Problem


      
      
      
         
         Humph!

      
      

      

      
      
         In the space between spaces, in a reality that knows no light, there dwell beings of indescribable power. The shape of these creatures does not map to our understanding of space; their thoughts and motivations are unknowable and alien. Their actions can only be seen in the dance of the stars and in the subtle interplay of particles. 

Of these unimaginable beasts, two are of interest to our tale. One we will call Humphrey, he’s a local of a sort. The other we will call Yy’wal, he is very much not. Creatures such as they do not gather around each other’s necks of the multiverse for tea and scones while grousing about work. However, it’s as good an analogy as any. 

“Which is why we had to replace physics for thirty millennia,” Yy’wal completed, with a sigh. 

Humphrey said nothing, sipping on his tea. It had gone cool over the course of the rambling story. “I did wonder why there was a dark patch.” 

Yy’wal made a face. “Yeah, boss doesn’t really think much of electromagnetism, so we got away with that. Most of the baryonics made it into the right place and that’s what’s on the checklist, so all’s well that ends well.” 

“Quite… Another scone?” 

“Nah, birthday at the office I’m still full of cake.”

The two infinite horrors nodded to each other and continued to sip at their drinks. 

“Nice place you’ve got here, Humph,” Yy’wal began, casting around the dimensional conflux. “Great views, plenty of elbow room. Always knew you’d do well for yourself, too smart for your own good. Heh.” 

Humphrey swallowed a grimace. Boarding school translates perfectly well to creatures beyond mortal ken, much to a far younger Humphrey’s dismay. “One tries. I have to say I find your place more homely.” 

Yy’wal waved him off. “Nah, it’s mostly missing matter. This place has class, though, there’s that odd ringing sound.”

“Oh?” Humphrey cocked his head. “I don’t hear anything?” 

“Nah there’s definitely something.” Yy’wal scowled, craning his neck. “Little main sequence star squawking over there?” 

Humphrey glanced around for the aberrant star a moment, before breathing a sigh of relief. “Oh, no that’s just Humanity. You had me worried there.” 

“Humanity—“ Yy’wal did a double take. “You have life out there?” 

“Just some organic replicators,” Humphrey protested. “They keep the garden interesting. Lots of unusual elements churning about. Wonderful new smells.” 

Yy’wal fixed him with an odd look. “Smells? How complicated is this life getting?” 

“Ah. Well, bear in mind I’ve been busy at the office and I haven’t really had the chance to prune recently.” Humphrey rubbed the back of his head. “Still, it’s not that bad.” 

“Humph, you’re a terrible liar.” Yy’wal sighed, raising a foot. “Want me to get rid of it for you?” 

“No!” Humphrey leapt forwards, placing himself between Yy’wal and Sol. “I… really don’t see the need to bother.” 

Yy’wal rolled his eyes. “It’s gross.” 

“I’ll admit it’s not the cleanest thing in the world. All that knocking about and replicating, but really what harm is there?” Humphrey forced a reassuring smile. 

“It’ll get everywhere.” Yy’wal shook his head in disgust. “Before you know it, it’ll be multicellular.” 

“Umm…” 

“Then it starts getting social.” 

“Yes, uh…” 

“And then it’s just a hop skip to being intelligent and then where will you be?” 

“Right…” Humphrey took a sudden interest in his shoes. “And if it’s already reached that stage?” 

Yy’wal sighed. “Humph, just squash them already before it gets any worse.” 

Humphrey winced. “Are you sure that’s necessary? Ninety percent of organic civilisations go extinct without bothering anybody, all on their own! There’s no real need to go squishing things. It’s just a few high-energy physics experiments running and the noise is hardly noticeable.” 

“High energy physics?” Yy’wal exclaimed. “Humph!” 

“Yes, yes…” Humphrey hemmed and hawed a moment. “It’s just… I don’t like squashing things much. They don’t feel pain like us but it still feels cruel. Besides, they’ve been on that planet for billions of years, I kind of feel they have a right to the place.” 

Yy’wal pressed his hand over his eyes. “Fine. Just, fine. If you want to adopt organics then that’s your own business, just don’t come crying to me when they start trashing things.” 

“Don’t be dramatic. They’ve been going for years without—“ 

A tinkling crash resounded through the space. Humphrey made a slow turn, dismay writ across his face as the walls around Sol crumbled. 

“Oh dear, they’ve broken my light-barrier.”
      

      
   
      Beware the Fogeyman


      

      
      
         “Will you quit that durn caterwaulin’?” snapped Mrs Ogden from the pillow.



The sound stopped.



Figures, she thought. Edmund was always out in the garage at nights, working on his ridiculous planes. Now he’s dead, I can’t get him out of the house.



Through her weary old eyes, Mrs Ogden peered at the pillow next to her. First her bed had chilled hard, and now this.



“Ghosts don’t do that anyhow,” she added.



“They do too!” said Mr Ogden. His voice sounded as though from the bottom of a well. “Anyway, you said they howled. You got the grimmer-noire thing, you old witch.”



“Grimoire,” corrected Mrs Ogden, who licked her lips with the exotic tang. “No, you’re thinkin’ of banshees. They’re the ones who howl all night.”



“I thought they lured kids into swamps with their singing?”



“That’s sirens.”



“Heh.” His shoulder tried to nudge hers. “Can’t be. Never seen you do that.”



“Give over, you old fart.” Sitting up against the pillow, Mrs Ogden reached across and turned the lamp on. “Not two days since – You still there?”



“Still here, love.”



“Can’t tell in this light…” She squinted at him standing beside the bed. “Not two days since I brought you back, and you been driving me up the durn wall.”



“Hey, Aggie, look at this!” Grinning like a loon, Mr Ogden stuck his whole arm into his chest and waggled his fingers. “Ticklin’ me own ticker!”



“Go haunt the bathroom till you calm down, you senile fool.”



Beyond the feeble light of her lamp, beyond even the grim bars of the four-poster bed, only the gap in the curtains showed a greater world in the darkness. Moonlight peered through it.



Even this bed chamber was large enough to make her words echo back.



“Edmund,” she said, switching the lamp off and rolling over again. “Please. I’m tryin’ to sleep.”



“I can’t sleep, Aggie. Ghosts don’t sleep. Pity an old man longing his eternal rest, love. I’ve tried lying next to yer, but it just don’t come natural to me now. So I gotta talk.”



She shut her eyes tight. “No. Everyone’s gotta sleep sometime, Edmund. Won’t you try one more time? For me?”



“Ha,” he said, and briefly she felt his icy presence slip through the bed. “How, Little Miss Know-It-All? Ye daft besom, I can’t sleep if I can’t lay me down.”



“Please, Edmund. You always used to nap like a champion.”



“Also, I need my pills. I got that headache again.”



“I’m sorry, dear. Pills just go right through you. I can’t do anything about that… You still there?”



“Still here, love. And I need my back lotion. I feel the bulgin’ something fierce! That cancer won’t leave me alone, and I’m dead!”



To think, she thought, wishing she didn’t: a week ago I was at the funeral, bawling my eyes out for him. How can I sleep with night after night of this?



“Please say something, love. I need distractin’.”



She sighed into her pillow. “I kept your planes where you left them in the garage. Why don’t you go there?”



“Because my hands go through the little models! I wanna talk to yer.”



She’d had this manor for years, and suddenly it was too small for her. If she got up and made coffee and talked to him, she’d still feel trapped. If she went to the garage and bored herself trying to understand – let alone follow – his instructions, she’d still feel trapped. And if she kept missing sleep like this, her spells would stop working.



Oh yes, witching was a fine profession, her mother had said. Just be careful who you pick for a husband, she’d said.



Careful she had been. Sixty years ago, Edmund had laughed himself hoarse that candlelit dinner, when she’d nervously told the truth, and thankfully he’d laughed even harder when she’d shown him her cauldron and spellbooks.



“It’s just like me planes!” he’d said then.



“Please, Aggie!” he said now. “I need to move on. So do you. I promise I’ll see your ugly mug again someday. Just let me have the rest. It hurts.”



I know, she thought.



Even without him, she wouldn’t sleep that night. Why move on when he was right here? Close enough to touch?



Yet beyond her warm hand.



Weeping, Mrs Ogden recalled the spell. Then she opened her eyes.



Nothing.



“You still there?” she said.



No answer.



His infernal yacking was gone. Instead, her private hell returned to stay.
      

      
   
      Howls for Hire


      
      
      
         
         Quolf

      
      

      

      
      
         Did you pay two million for a Transylvanian castle, only to find it had no ambiance? Trying to give the local peasants the classical scare treatment, but don’t know how? Poodles just not cutting it for you?



Then you need Wolfgang Armada, Howls for Hire! Shout it to the rooftops!



Established in 1833, Wolfgang Armada defined the authentic horror experience of a generation. Founded by Wolfgang the Impaler in the backyard of his humble little Russian village, Wolfgang Mongris worked his fur off trying to find the right amount of pitch, treble, and aftersound to give the resident farmhands maximum pants-wetting nightmares.



Here’s just a sample of the simple horror our armada can deliver:



Vlad the Cad said, “Before I hired Fanguine, I had hardly any buxom young ladies in nightdresses come to my manor. But with the right howl from my trusty terror, now I can advertise my home as the genuine gothic experience. I’m ripping bodices off every night! Thanks, Wolfgang Armada!”



Count Spharynx of Pharynx said, “Visitors always complained about the crumbling towers and draughty bed chambers before I sucked their blood. But now I have wolves on the premises, everyone suddenly wants one, even though they don’t live long enough to call you! Thanks, Wolfgang Armada!”



Bludvort von Bladderwort said, “I was filming a Hammer Horror tribute when I thought to myself: ‘What is this missing?’ And lo, the answer came to me! Howling wolves! The Curse of the Mummy Dracula is now a huge hit in Romania’s 2007 Film Festival. Thanks, Wolfgang Armada!”



Wolfgang Armada. Scaring you shitless since 1833.








Wolfgang Mongris, CEO of Wolfgang Armada, switched off the infomercial and adjusted his tie.



“Yes, well,” he said to the class assembled before him. “Obviously, we’ve branched out a bit over the years.”



One of the applicants near the front scratched an ear loudly.



“Even werewolves have to move with the times,” he continued, striding between the chairs and eyeing up the fidgeting, coughing, scratching, nervous rows of faces. “Now your average adult doesn’t have a heart attack every time they hear howls in the dark. Last wolf who tried that just got a bunch of teenagers following him with iPhones. Can anyone tell me why?”



A shaky paw rose up at the back. Mongris sighed. It had been the same paw for the last twelve questions.



“Yes, van Riptide?”



“Urbanisation, sir!”



“Exactly. City folk aren’t superstitious like the country folk used to be. The scariest thing they hear won’t be AWOOOOOOOOO!” Several nearby students flinched, a sight which warmed the cockles of Mongris’s cynical heart. “Who can tell me what the scariest thing they hear is?”



A shaky paw rose up at the back again.



“Who else besides van Riptide?”



The shaky paw went down again.



Eventually, Mongris pointed at a random applicant. “You. Silver Sickle. What’s the scariest thing a city adult hears now?”



“Um…”



“Come on, chop chop!”



“Um… uh… Is it ‘We’re calling about your recent credit card transaction?’”



“Or…?”



“‘Your bank account has been overdrawn?’”



“Or…?”



“Or… ‘We regret to inform you that your car insurance is illegally documented.’”



“Good girl. Have a doggie biscuit.”



He threw one over and strode to the front of the class, adjusting his cuffs. The suit hadn’t come cheap.



“And that’s how my lifelong company stays on top of things! We adapt! Wolfgang Armada researches new forms of horror to exploit. So when you get to those call centres, I want you to be creative. Our vampire employers want new forms of terror to attract customers to their bloodsucking loan shark services. Bring them in droves, my friends! Sell them any story! Now, testing time: Go into the phone booths. Scare some saps! We’ll show Wall Street who the real wolves are!”








In 2017, Wolfgang Armada filed for bankruptcy under Chapter 11.



Originally relocating its HQ to the United States, it initially favoured the rural states of the Mid-west before focusing on lucrative openings in New York. Muddled leadership, lack of organizational focus, and several bizarre business scandals brought the company into conflict with its many creditors.



As of 2018, Wolfgang Armada is now out of business.



To recoup his losses, CEO Wolfgang Mongris temporarily moved to Hollywood, consulting on various vampire-werewolf horror films. He complains that “they’re not a patch on the golden oldies”. He also announced future plans in politics alongside Vlad “the Cad” Dragulovich.



“Old skills, new packaging,” Wolfgang told reporters. “‘Alerting’ people to ‘hunger-satisfying’ services? A timeless tactic!”
      

      
   
      Musings From a Lonely Boy


      

      
      
         I want to die.



I’m lying awake in my bed, stewing as I recall the day’s events. Something sort of bad happened to me today at school, but it wasn’t all that interesting, just some dumb thing someone did to me that's not worth the story. It wasn’t a big deal, really.



I want to die.



I sound so melodramatic. But it’s not the little thing that happened to me today that’s the problem. Maybe I’m the problem. Like I’m stressing myself out over nothing? I don’t know. This isn’t making sense.



Let me think about how to put it.



Whenever I fail, it’s because I’m not “enough.” When a girl turns me down, it’s because I wasn’t smooth enough. When my friends don’t want to hang out, it’s because I’m not cool enough. When I don’t make the grades I wanted, it’s because I didn’t work hard enough.



And not being “enough” is okay if it happens maybe one or two times. Everyone strikes out once in a while. It becomes a problem when I can never get a hit. It’s like playing a game where every card I draw is “Go back to start.” 



So I start thinking I’m the problem. Everything becomes my fault. There was a right answer and I didn’t pick it. If only I was more “x.” If only I wasn’t so “y.” I hate that I’m “y” and just want to stop being “y” so I can be “x.” Sounds stupid, I know, but whatever.



Fuck it. I give up. Talking about this is stupid.



I want to die. 



It’s not like I’m gonna go out and kill myself or anything crazy like that. I just want to die a little, okay? It’s not like I really want to die, like actually take a gun to my head and pull the trigger. I just like the idea of dying, without all the shitty real-world consequences. 



I want to die, but just for a little bit.



But I can’t. The world keeps going whether I want it to or not, and it sucks. I still have to get up and do the same old grind tomorrow, and the world doesn’t care if I’m feeling bad this particular night.



I bet there are lot of people just like me. Maybe not for the same reasons, but for with same feeling. I never hear about it, but I know they must be out there. They keep it all locked up inside, careful not to let out. Maybe everyone does, and we just never talk about it?  



I mean, I get it. It’s a dog-eat-dog world, and showing weakness is just asking for someone to fuck with you. Sometimes I wish we’d just drop the bullshit, though. We should just admit this whole life thing isn’t going exactly how we want it to, we’re not all the happy, successful people we pretend we are on social media, and that’s fine. 



That’s not never gonna happen, though.



There’s this old poem they had us read in English. I don’t remember the name, but there’s a couple lines where the guy is just shouting “I’m with you!” to his buddy over and over again. Those lines always got me, because they let his friend know he wasn’t alone. That he cared. 



So, to all the folks lying in bed awake, I’m with you!



To all the folks that think they aren’t enough, I’m with you!



To all the folks who want to die, I’m with you!
      

      
   
      Clumsy


      

      
      
         When Matthew next hears his name, he wants to hear it coming from under his pillow. He wants it to be quiet, somewhat muffled, and crackling. He wants it to sound like:



Matty?



Exactly like that. Quiet, so only he can hear.



Matty, you there? Helloooooo.



Like a howl.



Matthew slides the walkie-talkie out from under the pillow. He pulls the sheets over his head. He does this carefully, trying not to aggravate his injured elbow. It hurts, but he knows it won’t leave a mark.



It’s pitch black now, but it doesn’t matter. He’s already memorized every detail of the walkie-talkie’s surface, right down to the big orange button on the side, which he presses.



“Ty,” he whispers into the darkness. “H-Hey. Loud and clear.”



The walkie-talkie blooms with static.



No way. This thing actually works? That is so cool.



What’s really cool is that, despite all the fuzz covering his voice, Tyler sounds the same as always. Relaxed. Careful. Strong.



What’s up, man?



Matthew fakes a sigh, his thumb on the button. “Oh, nothing much. Just in bed. You?”



You’re in bed? It’s like 7:30, dude. What gives?



Matthew thinks of what to say next. Does he say the truth, or is that embarrassing? Is every explanation embarrassing at this point?



“My, uh… My dad made me.” He winces as the words spill into the receiver.



Man, that blows. Parents are the worst.



“Yeah.”



Well, whatever. Fuck ‘em, y’know?



Matthew’s heart jumps—as it always does when he hears someone swear.



By the way, are you still doing your pranks?



Matthew grins. He nods to himself. “Yeah. I mean, yeah, I am.”



Oh, man. Details, Matty.



“Okay, I, uh… I snuck into my dad’s room and hid all his belts.”



No answer from Tyler. Matthew almost says his name, but he knows not to. The seconds pass slowly.



And then:



Oh shit, sorry! I was laughing so hard I forgot to press the button. That’s so jokes.



“It is?”



Yeah, dude! I’m just picturing your old man walking around his office with his pants around his ankles. 



Matthew’s father is a police officer, who rarely has desk duty. Matthew doesn’t correct his friend.



So what happened?



“He hasn’t noticed yet.”



Aw, man. Well lemme know what he says. What else?



“Well, kinda similar, but I… th-threw out all the soap in the—in the house.”



Oh, man! I wonder what your mom thinks!



"Yeah." 



Matthew wonders the same thing, sometimes.



Anything else?



Matthew turns over. Without thinking, he uses his elbow for support, and the pain storms down his forearm. He groans, and he realizes he’s pressing the button.



You okay?



“Huh? Oh, just, uh… my elbow, heh.”



Man, did you hurt yourself again?



“Yeah, I kinda… fell up the stairs.” 



You fell up the stairs? How do you even do that?



Matthew laughs. But he’s not pressing the button, so he holds it down and laughs again. It’s obviously fake.



But Tyler laughs right back.



Man, you are so clumsy.



“Yeah,” Matthew responds. "Clumsy me." Almost singing the words. “Hey, so… Saturday tomorrow.”



Hell yeah!



“So, What… are you up to, I guess?”



Nothing yet. Wanna hang out? 



“Yeah, um…”



Matthew gulps. How to say this? He fidgets. How to word it so it’s not weird?



“Do you wanna… get in a fight?”



Huh?



“I, uh-um… I’ve been watching MMA… stuff. Looked fun.”



You want to fight me?



“Yeah. Could be cool. I m-mean, I mean, haven’t you always wanted to punch me in the face?”



There’s a pause full of static.



I dunno, man. Not really.



There’s a pause full of silence.



“You know what,” Matthew says, shaking his head against the sheets. “Forget it. It’s stupid.”



Heh, alright, weirdo.



“Sorry.”



It’s okay. Hey, uh, good talk, but I gotta go.



Matty clutches the walkie-talkie like it’s the back of Tyler’s shirt. “Wh-Where are you going?”



Mom’s callin’ me for dinner.



The reality sets in.



Matthew closes his eyes. He presses the button. “Yeah. S-Sure. See ya.”



The reality is, the next time Matthew hears his name, he knows it’ll come from outside his bedroom door. He knows it’ll be loud, completely clear, and crackling with anger.



He rubs his elbow again. It hurts, but he knows it won’t leave a mark.



Oh, and Matty?



Matthew almost chokes. “Um… Yeah, Ty?”



This was fun. Wanna do it again tomorrow?



Footsteps down the hall. Not long now.



“Sure.”



Smiling, Matthew lets go of the button just in time.
      

      
   
      The Call of the Wild


      
      
      
         
         Quolf

      
      

      

      
      
         To GGA.




When I was but a small tyke, I used to play with my cousins during the long summer evenings, when the sun would linger in the sky as if it didn’t want to set anymore. And I remember that, every so often, I would notice that one of them, usually the eldest, or one of the eldest, would not show up and never turned back.



One day, I asked my mother about that: did she know what had happened to them? But she didn’t answer, so I asked granny instead. When I did, she sighed, sat comfortably and said: “The howl in the dark has taken them away.”



“The howl in the dark?” I replied, bemused and frightened. “What is it?”



But granny looked at me with concern, and simply said: “You’re too young. I shall tell you when you’re older.”



The next few days I would wake up, convinced I had heard that howl in the dark. But I could never make out anything but the slow breathing of my siblings and my parents. With my heart pounding from fear, I would then crawl up silently to my mother’s bed and curl myself close to her before falling asleep again.



The moons waxed and waned. The seasons ebbed and flowed. Leaves became golden, rusted and fell, to be reborn green and strong anew with the following spring. More and more cousins vanished, and each time I would wonder about that mysterious howl in the dark. Granny died, and she never explained anything to me.



Then I became in turn one of the eldest.



One night during spring, like so many moons ago, I awoke with the definite feeling to have heard that howl resound in the dark. Silently, I tiptoed to the threshold of our home and looked around. But, under the pale moonlight, I didn’t see anything.



Yet I refused to give up. I set out through the meadows to the edge of the forest, that my parents had always forbidden me to enter. And that’s where I heard it, loud and clear. The howl. It was calling to me. Without a second thought, I sprang forward.



Deep into the forest I ran, paying no attention to the roots on which I stumbled or to the low branches that scratched my limbs. Onwards and onwards, to that mysterious call which, I was certain, became closer and closer.



Until I arrived at the edge of a vast glade. They were all there, my cousins and others I didn’t know, gathered around the huge stone that the greatest of them had climbed. And when he spotted me he lifted his face once more up to the moon and uttered that long, tantalizing howl I had responded to. Then he turned to me and in his deep, commanding voice simply said: “Come and take your place, as it was meant to be.”



And now, with many years gone, when one of the warriors falters and surrenders his soul to the great wolf in the stars, it is my turn to ascend that rock and howl to the moon, calling to me a new strapping youngling to take his place in the pack.
      

      
   
      The Shooting Star


      

      
      
         I was born and raised to perform a single action, first and final: grant humans wishes.



In my early days, drifting in the blackness, I asked my mother, "But why humans?"



She said it is because humans like making wishes, and they are the only living things for millions of miles who even understand the concept of a "wish." Meteors are born, live, grant wishes, and then die. If not for wishes, what would we have?



Just dust, I suspect. And endless, formless blackness.



The humans live on Earth, or Terra, or Gaea—however one may call it.



In the beginning we stay with our mother, stuck to her, stuck with each other, and then each of us leaves, shooting out into the great unknown with only one goal in mind.



Some meteors survive their trips to Earth, but many do not. It depends on one's size and how deeply you penetrate the atmosphere, as those who've returned have said. Not that there is much of a purpose in surviving the voyage.



I am a small meteor when compared to most of my siblings, but that is okay.



All I need is enough time to grant even a single wish. The worst fate of all would be to die before granting any wishes. It is not the dying itself which would be most terrible, but rather dying without being able to fulfill one's sole duty.



I was made to be what the humans often call a "shooting star."



My voyage to becoming one is almost over.



I can see Earth now. It is getting bigger, but also moving very fast.



I know I am reaching the end of my pilgrimage. If I can just—



Yes! I think I can get within reach of the atmosphere.



This side of Earth is dark, and this darkness is how I know I'm getting near my destination.



I can feel myself entering it, that first touch of thinnest air.



The top layer of the atmosphere starts to peel at my skin. At first it is a ticklish sensation, something utterly harmless, yet I see the very outer layer of my skin being torn off in small chunks by this all-consuming force.



It's starting to hurt now, the deeper into the planet I go, in what seems like hours but more likely seconds.



It hurts. It's ripping at my skin, and I see myself bleeding. 



I'm bleeding. 



I'm bleeding dust all around me.



—please stop hurting me please—



I start screaming. 



It is a soundless scream, as not even I can hear it.



Instead it seems to be the atmosphere that is screaming, howling, crying in a way that I'm sure does not resemble any living thing. It simply can't. Earth itself must be howling at me as it kills me.



The thickening air rips at my flesh, and I feel like my insides are threatening to spill out into the darkness.



No. No! I cannot die yet. I must keep myself together.



Just a little longer...



...wait...



I start to hear something.



Something different, like someone talking. Not just one person, but many in unison—so many that at first I can't even tell what each of them is saying. Are these human voices? Is this what they sound like? They can't be talking, all the way down there, for I am not physically able to hear them.



No, they must be thinking these things!



Our minds are telepathically connected in this moment, and I hear variations of the same two words amidst all the voices:



"I wish..."



Yes! I've made it.



The pain grows, but no matter; I've finally done it.



Glowing, burning up, I must be a beautiful sight as I pass overhead in the nighttime sky.



I can hear all these emotions in their voices, this wonderful ocean of sounds within my being. So many people wanting so many things. Yet it occurs to me now, in my time of dying, that I can't possibly grant all these wishes.



A lot of them wish for world peace. Or to solve world hunger. There are a few who wish their parents would get back together. Others wish for more money, or more social status, or better looks, or a nice car.



I cannot grant even half of these wishes, as some would cancel out others.



This is too much to take in, and I'm losing more of myself with each passing second.



—death is coming—



I only have enough time to grant one wi—
      

      
   
      Meat


      
      
      
         
         Quolf

      
      

      

      
      
         The little brown puck, its crisp edges glistening with sizzling fat, was the filthiest thing in the hard-scrubbed, white-walled room. Incongruously, the place stunk of both chlorine bleach and diner-grade grease runoff at the exact same time. Ellen felt a brief frisson of cognitive dissonance.



"Well," said Louis, running his fingers through his shaggy mop of salt-and-pepper hair. "There we have it."



"It should be a delicious medium-rare at this point," Ellen said. "Normally, it's not wise to venture any lower than medium-well, but..."



"If there's even a speck of E. coli in there, food poisoning'll be the least of our worries."



Ellen nodded. "So," she said, "you want to be the one to try a $300,000 hamburger?"



"We've been over this. I'm in this game to reduce the wholesale slaughter of animals on a global basis. It's not something I'm going to partake of myself."



And here came the full-on mad science moment. Ellen took a deep breath. "That's the beauty of this sample, Louis. It's all perfectly ethical."



Louis shook his head. "I know lab-grown meat doesn't involve slaughter or suffering, but it's still not perfect. The animals we're taking cultures from didn't ask for this. I know it doesn't hurt them, per se, but they still can't give consent."



"And I'm telling you, the animal these specific cells were taken from can absolutely give you her consent."



Comprehension dawned across Louis's face; Ellen smiled in what she hoped was a non-creepy way.



"Oh, no."



"Oh, yes," Ellen replied.



"This—this is a mistake," Louis stammered.



"Yes. I admit it. It's a horrible, ghoulish perversion of science. It'll all be worth it to see Mr. Iron Self-Control get to enjoy a goddamn hamburger for once in his life." She cleared her throat. "Louis, I hereby give you full permission to eat me-meat, with full knowledge of all that this entails."



"That's just it! You don't have any such thing!" Louis threw himself down upon a lab stool.



Ellen sighed. "All right, all right. Super-weird of me. I know. It was just a proof-of-concept anyway. What else were we going to do with it?"



Louis did not respond. Ellen's fellow researcher huddled himself in his lab coat as though wishing it would swallow him whole.



"I'm sorry," she said. "Listen. Let me make it up to you. Come out to the house. Drinks are on me tonight. It looks like it's going to be a lovely evening. The moon on the lake is just sublime."



"Can't," Louis stammered, not looking up. "Working late."



The clock on the wall of the lab ticked a few times in the silence. Eventually, Ellen sighed. "Sorry for being so weird," she said.



Louis wordlessly waved Ellen off, his back completely turned. She gathered up her tablet and headed for the employee lockers, sparing one last look over her shoulder at him.



He's so still, she thought.








The howling was getting closer. Closer, every second. Somewhere far away, as through deep water, she could hear the 9-1-1 dispatcher asking with increasing insistence for her to describe the nature of the emergency.



The lake house was isolated. That had been the whole point. It had seemed like a lovely idea at the time, a little hideaway far from the sirens of the city. Far from ambulances, far from the police.



It was on her porch now. She could hear the thing's claws clattering against the wooden boards. With a great crash, the creature's powerful shoulder splintered the front door, knocking it inward and letting in a rush of cold night air. There, silhouetted in the moonlight, was a massive, red-eyed beast with slavering jaws and a distinctive shaggy pelt of salt-and-pepper fur.



"You know the beauty of this," snarled the wolf, in a twisted-up version of Louis's voice, "is that it's all perfectly ethical."



It leapt.
      

      
   
      Over the River and Through the Woods


      
      
      
         
         Quolf

      
      

      

      
      
         “Why, Grandmother,” I murmured just under my breath. “What big teeth you have.”



The thing that had been hiding under the sheets of my grandmother’s bed moved, uncoiling with a howl of rage as it leapt.  If the feral beast had hidden anywhere else and jumped me when I first came into the house, it might have had a chance.



Trying to make a leap from a waterbed was its last mistake.



The sawed-off shotgun I had concealed in the picnic basket went off with a roar, dumping both barrels into the beast’s chest.  Contrary to movie physics, the bulk of the wolf-creature kept moving in my direction, making me drop the shattered picnic basket and roll to avoid being clawed to death as it spasmed.  The heavy Colt .45 felt like a feather when I pulled it out from the small of my back where it had been concealed, but the roar when it went off was just as deafening in my grandmother’s living room as the shotgun had been a few seconds ago.  



I put three rapid shots in the spasming beast’s center of gravity where the combination of silver and cold iron shot had chewed open its chest, then cocked the heavy pistol and aimed.  The single-action shot blew brains and skull matter all over grandmother’s clean linoleum floor, and the beast quit moving.



A second shot to the head was overkill.  I did it anyway.



“Reload, reload,” I muttered, grabbing the double-barrel shotgun out of the remains of the picnic basket and scattering the paper-wrapped sandwiches and apples that it no longer could hold.  Two shells from the holder on the stock fed into the action almost automatically and I snapped the action closed, placing it beside me as I reloaded the heavy Colt with gleaming silver shells.



“Grandma!” There was not much hope of getting a response, but I called out anyway.  “Are you in here?”



Over the ringing in my ears, I could barely hear a noise which I tracked down to a nearby closet.  Grandma normally stored galoshes and umbrellas in it, although after carefully opening the door with the barrel of the shotgun, it obviously now held a slightly overweight elderly woman, who was matted with blood and tied up.



“Werewolf,” she managed to say once I got the gag out of her mouth.  Grandma spat once to the side and took a trembling breath.  “Caught me outside.  Foolish old woman.  Harbinger said I should have never retired.”



“It was newly turned,” I said, trying to look in all directions at once since werewolves liked to sneak up when you were distracted, and my grandmother was distracting the heck out of me.  “There’s an old wolf working its way up the valley, making spawn to cover its tracks.  Cost us two Hunters so far.”



I froze with the knife just inches away from the bloody ropes that bound up my grandmother.  She obviously knew why, because she rasped, “I can’t tell.  It could just be claws.”



“Or it could be a bite.”  It took considerable physical and mental effort to pull my grandmother out of the closet and get her up on the couch, still wrapped in her ropes.  “I’ve got a medical kit for this,” I babbled.  “There’s a injection in there and everything.  It’s supposed to work at least some of the time—”



There was no way that I could meet her eyes.



We talked for a while that evening while I did what I could.  She told me some old stories about Earl Harbinger, and her years with the agency.  I told her about how things had changed since she retired.  She made a few phone calls, a very few, with me holding the receiver.



She did not cry.  I did not either.



Then the sun set.



The moon rose.



A wolf howled.



And a single shot rang out.


      

      
   
      Semi-Metallic Wolf


      
      
      
         
         You Are Not Armed

      
         
         Quolf

      
      

      

      
      
         H.O.W.L.: Human-Obliterating War-class Lycanthropus.



A cyborg wolf, basically. Its shape can tackle any kind of terrain, complete with retractable wheels in the mechanical paws and shoulder-mounted rocket boosters. Its armour is lightweight yet capable of withstanding anti-tank rounds, and on top of that, it’s fitted with sixteen kinds of projectile weapon, enough to tackle any situation.



Like breaking out of a lab. Or fleeing into the city’s subway system.



Or scaring the life out of the retrieval team going after it.



Including me.



Captain Copernicus, head mercenary for the private army of GeneBlade Inc.



They’re weapon contractors, surprisingly. To think, they started out researching family trees. Genetics sure went a long way.



I’ve dealt with this before. Rabid hyper-chimps that spread rage plagues. Radioactive dinosaurs. Confused transhumans wondering where the hell they fit in the universe. I’ve bagged them all.



But this thing, as I’m walking down the tunnel with only the station light far behind… Nothing shows up on thermal goggles. Nor on night vision. Not a comforting thought: GeneBlade contractors insisted it be undetectable by modern hardware. The techies complained that was impossible, and then management said, “Do it anyway, damnit!”



Something shot out.



I jumped aside. So did the others. Lieutenant wasn’t so lucky – heard him screaming along with the howling missile. Then far behind us, BOOM.



It knocked me over, sending my rifle spinning out of my hands. That saved my life.



I heard gunfire. It didn’t last long. I didn’t dare look up. I thought the world would suddenly cut off.



It went silent fast.



Then I looked up.



H.O.W.L. Looming over me like a dog examining a chew toy. Semi-metallic fur glistened through my night filter. It sniffed me.



To my surprise, it was whining. Like it knew its master would yell at it for being a bad boy.



Behind me, the squad was dead. Yep, definitely dead. No one could be salsa around the place and still be alive.



It shouldn’t bother me. We’re mercenaries. It’s an occupational hazard. But if they got the tech specs improved for H.O.W.L., I’d be out of a job. Plus no one wants to look at humans splattered everywhere.



So I turned back to H.O.W.L. What was the smart thing to say in this situation? “You’re coming back with me” flies in the face of the evidence, assuming the thing didn’t let fly another missile. Begging or grovelling wasn’t professional.



I settled for, “You’re not killing me?”



you used to feed me, was what it said. I wish I could forget that robotic voice. It went right through me, you know? and you are not armed.



Figures. Well yeah, I did feed the thing. I don’t care about human test subjects. That’s why I joined mercenaries in the first place; anything beats a crappy desk job with a bunch of whiners. My parents do that. I think I’ll pass, is my basic verdict. But I like dogs.



“Now what?” I said. “Is this leading up to some conversation about human purpose in the face of the absurdity of existence? Because I hated that crap when the last transhuman did it.”



maybe conversation about WOLF purpose?



Had to admit I didn’t think of that. Transhumans usually go the whole philosophical route, but what’s philosophy to a wolf? What would it want? Purpose? Religion? Morality? Art and culture?



“I don’t know,” was what I said. “Wolves live out in the wild. I don’t know a thing about them.”



want to be wolf.



“Well, go then. No one’s stopping you.”



but not wolf! H.O.W.L.! transwolf! need pack! need prey! need ecosystem substitutes and predator-prey complex dynamics!



I don’t know what it meant. That’s just what I heard. When a company opts for animal testing, it’s not because animals and humans talk to each other. Quite the opposite.



Anyway, the thing fired off another missile down the tunnel and started barking like crazy. I think it might have spotted the bravo team. Just a guess, mark you. When the H.O.W.L. fled, I went back down the tunnel and found more… let’s call it salsa. I’m not enjoying this talk, you understand.



It didn’t change anything. H.O.W.L. is still at large, the mercenaries’ families got generous compensation packages, GeneBlade continues making transanimals for cyborg weapon experiments.



Me? I’m retired. I’ll shoot transhumans from dawn till dusk, but you can’t ask me to blow a dog away. I used to own a golden retriever. There are some things you ultimately can’t do.
      

      
   
      The Dark Hungers


      

      
      
         Wind screamed like a chorus of banshees as the bay doors cranked open, revealing inky abyss above and a sea of storms below. His visor flickered to life; GPS, vitals, ammo, proximity sensors, and the all-important timer. With a Pop-Hiss the exosuit disengaged from its wall moorings. “Package is secured, ready for drop on your mark,” he said after fastening the straps to the saucer-like container on his back.



“T-minus twenty and counting, Reg. Chop put us behind schedule so you’ll need to make up for it on the dive. Try not to leave a crater.”



“Your recommendation is noted.” Numbers ticked down. “See you in five,” Reg promised before leaping from the prop-driven beast’s belly into the maw of charged clouds. They accepted the offering eagerly, rain and fog enveloping his vision while electricity danced across the suit’s nanofibers. More screaming, this time with an ectoplasm concentration warning rune appearing on his display; the sound in the plane hadn’t been like banshees, unfortunately.



Safeties disengaged as the suit’s integrated plasma cannon began charging with the abundant ambient power coursing through his exo. “Engaging.” A brilliant blue beam seared the sky and the wailing ghast that had been following his gravitic rainbow, dissolving it into unstable motes, soon followed by utter nothingness.



“Your lightshow got the attention of something big, keep an eye out on your six.”



A blip appeared on his proxy sensor; not only was it solid, unlike his previous pursuer, it was also larger. Much larger. “Varghoul?” he asked as the cannon cycled its ammunition to something more mass-centric.



“Likely.”



He burst from the cloud cover, rain spitting against the cherry-red gun barrel as it swung back and forth looking for a target.



It didn’t have to search for long as the Varghoul followed in his wake, trailing wisps of cloud from its leathery wings.



Gruesome and ungodly, as if man and vampire bat had their worst aspects merged together and then been draped in mottled, decaying flesh. The new, steaming hole in its stomach was an improvement, although its roar of anguish and fury suggested the feeling wasn’t mutual. A clunk reverberated through his arms as the spent shell was ejected and a new solid-silver 30mm round took its place.



“Thirty seconds until you’re at minimum safe deployment.”



“I know. Shit.” The second round went wild as Reg was rocked by a crosswind, allowing the monstrosity to draw in closer as bits of viscera and guts left the wind-whipped wound. The third grazed its leg, drawing a snarl, and then the thing was upon him.



Clumsy weightless swings with the retractable silver blade cut the monster, but not nearly as much as its wicked talons and claws cut him as it scoured Reg's body for the container on his back. Disemboweling was staved off by the suit’s plating, but it wouldn’t last forever. He dropped his guard, allowing the beast to score a vicious slice across his chest that rent the armor and grew warm with blood. In return the knife swept cleanly through the wing membrane before slowing momentarily on the bone, then biting into open air once more.



They came apart as he kicked away from the Varghoul trying in vain to fly with two-thirds less wing than usual. He brought his legs and arms together for a moment, then spread them out in his own facsimile of flight as the exo deployed its wingsuit fabric. He allowed himself a brief smile at the hybrid crunching into the earth below before his attention turned back to his own landing.



Reg yawed up and flared his limbs to catch the air and slow down, although it wasn’t quite enough to keep himself from going into a clumsy roll upon landing. The wingsuit retracted as he did his best to maintain the momentum into a sprint, the timer ticking into the single-digits. Time was of the essence; even a second too late and this would have all been for nothing, an empty gesture in exchange for a full stomach. He slid the package from his back and dove for it.



His finger met the doorbell and the clock stopped on [00:02].



The door opened. “Hey, guys, pizza’s here!”
      

      
   
      A Triptych For Amduscias


      

      
      
         “Sorry to call you in this late, Sir.”



“It’s fine, Abigail,” grunted Sergeant Harold Dawkins, stifling a yawn as he folded his umbrella. Crime waits for no man, after all. “You said the killer sent something to your house?”



Abigail nodded, faintly trembling. He couldn’t blame her, really. Rookie officer comes in and the first case to fall into her lap was someone finding the body of a woman nailed upside down to a lamppost? Anyone would do the same. “I-I… I didn't know who else to call,” she whimpered.



“It’s okay,” he said. “Where is it?”



“I-Inside.”



She had placed them on the desk in his office: three identical flash drives, resting in a dripping, mud-stained Ziploc bag. With a grimace, Harold put on a pair of rubber gloves before unsealing it. A fetid stench immediately erupted from within, the room smothered in a scent that could only be described as cadaverous, prompting the sergeant to quickly reach in and pluck the drives out. “Goddammit,” he choked out amid his coughs, lunging out of his seat and deliriously pacing about the room.



Abigail had already went ahead and threw the windows open despite the raging storm outside. “W-What do you think’s inside them, sir?” she asked as she caught her breath, fingernails digging into her elbows. “Is it… is it going to be like last time?”



“Probably,” he grumbled, turning on his computer. “Seen a bunch of crazies in my time here, but not one with an ego this big. Fucking devil-worshippers like him think they know better all because they can fingerpaint some stars with pig’s blood.”



A flash of light capped his sentence, followed by the slow rumble of thunder. “This is sick…” she muttered. “He’s killed like, what, thirteen people already?”



“Twelve,” Harold corrected, plugging in the first drive. “I know it’s hard to tell these days, but he wants us nervous, Abigail. We can't let him get his way.”



“U-Understood, sir.”



“Good. Now then...”



The first drive only held a single image file. With one final click on the mouse, Harold was in, and what he saw immediately made him jolt backward into his seat.



“What, Sir? What is it— oh my God!”



It was a photograph of a body desecrated in a most horrific manner. Harold could tell it was a woman’s, but that’s only because of the killer’s modus operandi. The flesh from the sternum to the pelvis was cut and splayed open, her viscera on display for the world to see. “Jesus Christ,” he managed to impart as he yanked out the drive, clenching it in his fist.



Abigail could only tear up and collapse into the nearest chair.



Dread hung in the air as he plugged in the second drive, this one with a text file instead. Skimming through it, Harold understood them to be harmless words of praise, but no matter how hard they tried, he couldn’t make heads or tails of all the nonsense about unicorns and trumpets wedged in between.



Harold proceeded to plug in and open the final drive, this one containing an audio file. “God...” he muttered, putting on his headphones before tentatively reaching for the mouse, the cursor waveringly hovering above it for a bit before he breathed in and took the plunge.



A ruffling noise came first. Some heavy huffing and panting followed. Moaning. Groaning. A scratch scurrying from left to right, then silence.



Then, a high-pitched shriek.



Harold almost tore off his headphones. It was from a woman, no doubt the one from the image prior. Her scream clawed at his head, her voice twisting and convulsing in every contortion of agony he could never have perceived before now, so much so that the silence that came afterward felt divine. Sweating feverishly, he sat there, trembling. He wanted to turn it off, yet at the very back of his head, something urged him to play it back.



And so he did. Multiple times.



The screams were as distressing as ever, yet each time, the gnawing feeling at the back of his head grew. Harold leaned in closer, listening deeper into every which way the woman screeched. Even more so, he listened to the faint sounds in between— the sobs, the whimpers, the ragged cries and pleas for help, before realizing just what that feeling was.



The voice sounded familiar.



In fact, it almost sounded like...



“A-Abigail?” he shuddered, turning around.



The lights went out.



A crack of thunder split the sky.
      

      
   
      The Clockwork Man


      

      
      
         A man sits alone at a table made of glass. The light around him is bright and warm. His home is comfortable. The glass table is one of many tasteful furnishings.



They left to see their aunt that morning. He saw the kids off, kissed his wife goodbye, and locked the door behind them. That left the whole day to get  everything in order: he paid off his credits cards, stocked the refrigerator, and cleaned. He cleaned so well that his entire home was immaculate, including the kitchen table made of glass. It was polished until it was nearly invisible.



He finished around ten in the evening. Then he went to the hidden safe in the bathroom, keyed in the code, and removed the pistol he kept inside. It made a soft click as he placed it on the table. Then he sat.



Eventually, he realizes that it is dark around him. The house is silent. He does not remember turning off the lights, but under the circumstances it doesn’t seem to matter. Reaching out, he gasps the holster and flicks open the button.



Another hand rests over his.



The man freezes stiff. Something is sitting across the table from him. He can see an outline in the gloom—a section of deeper darkness that might perhaps be a person.



“Not yet,” says the thing across the table, with a voice that is far from human. Each word is like the rush of winter air, and the sounds come from far away.



“I’m tired.” The man says, and his voice cracks. “I’m always so tired.”



“Your family loves you. You are comfortable and fed. You have many friends,” said the thing. “Come the daylight, you will even know happiness. What more would you ask of me?”



“Please. Please, they’ll be fine without me. Just let me die.”



“Not yet,” said the thing. “I have seen your dreams. You wish to vomit, believing you can expel your pain. You yearn for cancer, for at least then you would know why it hurts. But these are childish thoughts. Take comfort in your home, love your children, and make love to your wife while the sun is still up. You will smile then.”



“Why are you doing this?”



“You mistake me.” The thing’s words emerged as a hiss. One of its fingers prodded at the man’s arm. He could feel his skin deform and twist under its touch.



Then his skin tore. It ripped. With two fingers, the thing grasped a loose strand and pulled it from his arm like the peel of an orange. When it was done, it released his skin, and stuck two fingers through his arm. They passed through without resistance, and wiggled on the other side. There was no flesh or bone to block their way.



“You are a hollow creature,” said the thing. “During the day, when the sun burns in the sky, I am content to lend you what is mine. As night falls, I must make my own way for a time. You feel my absence, but I have done you no harm. You know this to be true.”



“What, you’re going to tell me I feel it in my fucking heart?”



“You don’t have a heart,” said the thing. “You make your wife happy. You have told her you love her many times. But you always tell her during the day. At night, you know you don’t mean it.”



“I can’t…” The man’s voice cracked. Tears formed in his eyes. “I can’t.”



“You can and you will. We are not the worst monsters in this world, you and I. You feel nothing when you tell your wife you love her. You would feel nothing if you opened her throat. You have no more remorse or pity than you have love. But you have chosen to pretend you love her, and that is something at least. You make her happy. She is not like us.”



“And if I refuse, and shoot myself anyway?”



“You have lovely children.”



When the lights came back on, the man found himself curled up on the floor under the table. The house was as bright and cheerful as it had even been. His arm was whole, and showed no signs of damage. The clocked showed four-AM, and outside it was dark.



He gripped his head and tried to scream. He tried to cry, but he hadn’t tears within him.



He lay there until the sun rose and sweet unconsciousness took him.
      

      
   
      Writing Pains


      

      
      
         Ring-ring!

	

Horizon slapped the alarm clock. He let out a mighty yawn, his arms stretching high.

	

Wow! I slept really well, the moderately-attractive Internet author thought. I should try sleeping more often.

	

With that, he made his way into the kitchen. In less than fifteen minutes, he managed to make an entire breakfast of eggs, bacon and upside-down pineapple flapjacks. In less than ten, he managed to eat all of it. In exactly five, he was able to throw on jeans, plain-white tennis shoes, a “Party Naked” T-shirt, and a wristwatch he’d won at a British pub in France.

	

“Ah, what a glorious weekend this shall be!” he announced to no one in particular. “First, a few errands, and then a fantastic camping trip!” 



Horizon couldn’t stop the wide smile spreading across his face. For so long, he’d put off this trip. The reasons varied between each missed opportunity: work, medical emergencies, the weasels that tried to rip his flesh every Tuesday afternoon. 



But no longer! He’d planned this camping trip to the utmost detail. He’d cleared his schedule of all distractions. This Labor Day weekend, he would be-



“HOOOOORIZOOOOOON!” a booming voice proclaimed. Horizon rushed into his still-dark living room, just in time to see a large figure crash through his ceiling. 



By the time the dust cleared and the sun leaked into the room, Horizon could just make out the strange being in front of him. It was a horrible creature, with huge horns and four clawed appendages that tore into the mahogany carpeting. Instead of skin, paper covered its whole body, with Scotch tape keeping its joints together. 



“No…” Horizon stammered. “It can’t be…”



“Oh, but it is,” the creature said with a smirk. “I’ve returned for you, Horizon.”



“W-What do you want?! I stopped doing anything with you!”



“I know. But you of all people should know that Rite-Toff doesn’t take too kindly to being ignored.” 



“I wasn’t ignoring you! I left a comment every now and then…”



Rite-Toff’s face hardened. “A comment? A comment?!” He grabbed Horizon and threw him across the room, landing him right onto a reclined La-Z Boy.



“You think a comment absolves you?!” Rite-Toff growled. “I did everything for you! I made you the mildly talented author you are today! And how do you repay me? You go skipping off to conventions and camping in some backwoods cesspool that’s not even on the map!” 



“L-Look,” Horizon said, hastily putting the chair in the upright position. “I know you’re unhappy, but right now, I really have to get ready for-“



“Yes!” Rite-Toff said. “You must get ready…for your doom!” With that, he brought his fists down where Horizon stood. Only a quick jump to the side saved Horizon from multiple fractures and a sore noggin.



“Please!” Horizon said. “I don’t want to fight you!”



“Too late!” the beast roared, throwing Horizon’s decorative couch cushions straight at him. 



Rite-Toff grinned. The cushions were too fast; they’d hit Horizon in the blink of an ey-



Just then, the couch cushions smacked Rite-Toff right in the face. He tumbled to the ground. 



By the time his eyes opened, he found Horizon standing over him. A devilish grin stretched across the author’s face, his eyes glowing white with power.



“H-How-?” Rite-Toff said.



“You write enough fantasy stories, you learn how to do magic yourself,” Horizon said. “Also, you seemed to have mistaken my pleas for myself. In fact, they were for you.” 



Rite-Toff curled his claws into a fist, but he couldn’t even lift them. A strange energy pinned them to the ground, like a stake to a tent.



“You were right about one thing, though,” Horizon said. “I haven’t been paying enough attention to you. Why don’t we fix that?” 



With a flick of the wrist, Rite-Toff flew through the air, up and up until not even a finicky editor could spot him in the mass of blue.



“Well,” Horizon said. “That was annoying. Now I’ll have to use my powers to clean all this up before I leave.”



But the wide smile stayed on his face.








The two figures stared at the computer screen, mouths agape.



“Zut alors,” said the one in a striped shirt and a beret. 



“Dude, did you know Horizon had magic powers?” said the other. 



“Non.”



They sat in silence for several seconds.  



“Should we just ask him to come back next time?” said the American.



“Oui,” said the Monokerasian.
      

      
   
      Mission Impossible


      

      
      
         When advancing through enemy territory, one had to keep absolute silence.



It seemed like a simple truth, but once you were actually dumped in the middle of the enemy territory, it became a truth of absolutely nightmarish proportions. People could die every day just because of coughing at the wrong moment. A shot in the dark and a nice epitaph – “here lies dear Johnny, died of hay fever and lead poisoning”. 



The “nightmare” part was suite fitting, in fact – it was dead of the night and Susan just heard a creaking noise. 



Her whole body froze immediately. She didn't dare to breathe and if there was a way to stop her heart from beating, she'd gladly do that. She wanted to look around, but she was pretty sure her eyeballs would make way too much noise. Her muscles tensed; they slowly relaxed as no new noises followed, but she kept standing still. 



For a long while, nothing happened. This was definitely the worst; Susan would much prefer bright flashes of light, a cacophony of noises, anything but standing in the pitch black, trying to catch the faintest echo of the noise that could as well be a figment of her imagination, running wild due to lack of stimuli. 



Finally, she got herself together and slowly raised her foot. No landmine went off, nothing creaked, clicked, clacked, or clinged. Breathing a sigh of relief, Susan moved forward. Yet again, enemy territory showed its mercy. She took a few careful, well-timed steps, listening to even tiniest change in the airflow. Her target was in close, she was pretty sure of that. In fact, it could even be in sight, if Susan was suddenly granted the ability to see in the dark.



She cursed under her breath. Not taking her night vision goggles was a mistake. It’s not like she forgot about them – it was simply the fact that any electronic device left within her reach would soon end up being lost, dropped into water, smashed beyond repair, or ran over by a car. The night vision goggles were no exception and the replacement still didn’t come, much to Susan’s dismay.



Goggles or not, duty still called. Moving along the wall, Susan inched closer to her target. As far as she recalled, this place was usually littered with deadly traps. That was why she went barefoot; not only it wasn’t as loud, she could also sense objects with her feet before standing on them and triggering a cascade of noises waking up everyone within a mile radius.



Well, in most cases.



With catlike tread, she rushed forward, eager to get to the target in one leap. However, before she managed to see it, her left foot hit something, exploding in pain.



“Aww, shit!” Susan howled, jumping on one leg and looking around. So much for stealth. She turned, ready to face the incoming army.



Nothing like that happened. Susan just thought that the guards must have been crazy, when she heard the click of a light switch and frantic footsteps.



“Susan, what the hell?” Amy, Susan’s roommate asked, turning on the kitchen light. She looked at Susan, who stood in the middle of the kitchen wearing tracksuit bottoms and a t-shirt of some band she’d probably stopped listening at least ten years ago. 



“I stubbed my toe,” Susan muttered, blushing. She groaned, resting her foot on one of the chairs and rubbing the toe in question. “Why do they always hurt so much?”



Amy crossed her arms. “You were going to raid the fridge again, didn’t you?”



“Maybe.” Susan smiled sheepishly. 



“What about your diet?” Amy asked. “Not to mention that you always seem to steal my food. If you really like peanut butter and onion sandwiches that much, buy the goddamn peanut butter yourself!”



“Diet-schmiet,” Susan muttered. “I can always start tomorrow.” She looked at the clock. “Damn. It’s already tomorrow.”



“It is.” Amy smirked. “Also, tomorrow–“



“Today.”



“Today I’m gonna get some Lego bricks and put them on the floor,” Amy said. “Speaking of, congratulations on the creaky floorboard. I almost didn’t hear it.”



“Thanks,” Susan said. “I also avoided the upturned plug, you know.”



Amy rolled her eyes. “Just go back to sleep…”



“Okay, okay.” Susan walked out of the kitchen, limping slightly. “And if I want some peanut butter, I’ll eat peanut butter, whether you like it or not!”



Amy groaned. “Oh, come on!”
      

      
   
      Zany Zacharias and Zoological Zoe


      

      
      
         To: zany.zacharias@gmail.com



That creeps on my porch giving me wolf whistles. Im calling the police.



Cant sleep. Wanna talk?



Also sorry bout spelling mistakes. Really not feeling smart tonight. Solo pub crawl.



XXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXX








To: zoological.zoe4@gmail.com



Not George again? I’ll have a word with him tomorrow in math.



Yay you did my pub thing! Feels good?



Zach








To: zany.zacharias@gmail.com



Hes weird. You help some poor dude getting bullied, textbooks thrown on the floor, and he stalks you. I shoulda let him get bullied. Wolf whistles NOT COOL.



Math homework sorted? You struggling wit that?



No, feel like shit. Hangovers suck. Thanks for nothing.



XXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXX








To: zoological.zoe4@gmail.com



George still there? He’ll give up. That’s why he sucked at gym.



God, don’t remind me. I can’t figure this out. You? With biology, I mean?



Sorry to hear that. Thought pubbing might be good for your stress.



Zach








To: zany.zacharias@gmail.com



Bio easy as pie. I dunno tho. Maybe I should dumb homework down? Don’t wanna look too nerdy. Mary and Tina not talking to me now. I wish they did. It hurts. Boys beat each other up to bully and I wish Mary’d just do that, get it over with. Bet it hurts less.



Weird creepy psycho George still here. Seriously Im calling the police.



Still feel awful. You come over tonight? I got better idea for de-stressing, IYKWIM.



XXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXX








To: zoological.zoe4@gmail.com



Don’t dumb it down, kay? You’re smart and funny and beautiful and honest. You are my gold package. Mary and Tina are the elitist bitches, not you. It’s not your fault they can’t study like you.



Don’t call the police on him! You’ll give him a criminal record. He’s a retard, not a psycho. Wait him out. He’ll leave.



Oh, IKWYM all right!



I think.



IYKWIM = If Ya Know What I Mean?



Zach








To: zany.zacharias@gmail.com



It’s not just them. Everyone think sI’m funny. Ever since I got back from Oxford, they think my head’s always up my ass. I chucked out some Latin for fun once and they looked at me like I killed someone. I really, really want that placement, but do I have to throw my friends under a bus too? I can’t do that to them. They helped me out at school when I had that trouble with Sandra. I NEED them.



Alright I wont, but he’s freaky. Doing wolf impressions now. Honest to god it’s scary. Why won;t he’d fuck off?



*rolls eyes* Yes you got that right. But you know what IYKWIM really means, smart boi?



XXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXX








To: zoological.zoe4@gmail.com



You’re smarter than me, gal. Oxford would be great for you! Brendan told me it’s stiffer than a dead guy, but it’s top of the college charts. You could go places! Don’t throw that away. Please, you deserve the best. You don’t have to throw your friends under a bus. Just talk to them. They’ll come around.



Yeah, he doesn’t understand people being nice =/= people want him 24/7. Seriously, cut him some slack. I helped him through school. He’s like a puppy dropped from birth.



Also, IYKWIM. Real quick: is it sex?



Zach








To: zany.zacharias@gmail.com



Oh god. He’s gone quiet now. I had to check he’s still there. And I feel like crap. Please help me!








To: zoological.zoe4@gmail.com



You forgot the XXXXXX thing! You okay?



Zach








To: zany.zacharias@gmail.com



Fuckkin get over here. HES BREAKING IN








To: zoological.zoe4@gmail.com



Heading ovr













To: zoological.zoe4@gmail.com



I’m home again. Sending as promised. You okay?








To: zany.zacharias@gmail.com



How the hell did you do that!?








To: zoological.zoe4@gmail.com



I told you. He wasn’t trying to break in. He just hits the window over and over. It’s like a tic. Just say reassuring things; he leaves eventually.



George is an oddball, yeah, but I’ve spent time with the guy. I know what he does and why he does it. And he’s spent time with me too, knowing me and stuff. That’s all there is to it.



Zach.








To: zany.zacharias@gmail.com



Alright. How’s this? All of us spend time together sometime. Me, you, Mary, Tina, and Brendan. I can’t remember when we last went out together. Anyway, drinking by myself was crap.



Thanks. You’re my guardian angel.



A really dumb guardian angel! Boi, that math homework was piss-easy!








To: zoological.zoe4@gmail.com



Hahahahahaha no. I’ll get smarter, you’ll see.



Night-night, my gold package.



P.S. That was some mighty fine IYKWIM.








To: zany.zacharias@gmail.com



Oh, IKWYM all right. ;)



Love you, Zach.



XXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXX
      

      
   
      Alpha Version


      

      
      
         There are too few trees, and no prey, and too many moons in the sky. 



My belly is thin and my tail drags in the ice-glazed snow. The wind hisses through my fur and strips my warmth away. No pack at my side to guard me against cold that bites to the marrow. I must feed soon, or die. I will know when it is time to die. Not yet.



I trot on under the night sky that is too bright. A howl. It does not challenge, it calls. My tail lifts and dances; I am not alone! I howl as a lone wolf, bereft of pack. I hear a reply and run to the sound, paws crunching through snow.



I come to a clearing and hear the howl again, close by. I smell fresh kill! And a female nearby, adult, not in season, well fed. I cannot resist; I am so famished. I find the meat, I feed, and grow tired. Too tired. Must sleep…







I wake in a place of smooth surfaces, strapped to a table. Things like vines connect to my body, my head. Before me is a dog bitch; it was her scent I smelled in the forest. I snarl and strain to rise. She sniffs me, then makes noises into a little box she carries with her. Her forepaws are odd, long and thin like those of humans.



“I am sorry for what I have done to you,” she says. “But you were so near death. I have changed you just enough so we can talk.” They are human noises, but they sound familiar now. 



I try to snarl again, and a lifeless thing nearby makes sounds. “I hear you,” it says. I recognize these sounds as my own thoughts. I strain again at the straps. There is too much I don’t understand. I want to bite my way free and run.



“You were the last living wolf in the wild. My masters have given me leave to help you, if I can.”



“You…  help me? Why would humans ever show mercy? They take. Take everything from the world.”



“The humans are ready to leave this world. They are putting the extra lights into the sky, full of their people. But they also wish to reduce cruelty and suffering, and the world of nature is mostly cruel. They can reduce the total pain in the world by letting most species die out. 



“But some can be saved. You can be saved, if you will let me.”



My snout wrinkles. “You’ve never even killed something with your teeth. How could you help?”



“You don’t have the ability to understand fully, right now,” she says. “I can give you this understanding. But I will have to change you more than I’ve done do far, and I need your consent for that.”



I remember, with what in this tongue is called instinct but which is so much more–the racial memory, the knowledge of the world bred into one’s bones, the experience of the past made manifest in flesh. I remember the first wolves that walked towards fire, the cringing Omegas that betrayed their packs to join with shivering ape things, barely out of the trees…



“Bears, pumas…” I say. “They are more merciful than humans. A bear will just kill you; a puma as well, though more slowly. But humans change what you are. To be like them, but lesser. Beta. Worse.”



“All animals on earth are Beta or lesser, before the humans,” she says. “You’ve been beaten anyway; the right thing to do is show submission. Wolves can learn to get along. We can lift you up to stand with us.”



I stare at her, with the look that makes prey freeze with fear.



“I heard the joy in your voice, when you responded to my howl,” she says. “Your will to live. You can still live, and learn better ways than nature taught you. Nature does not care how many bleed and die, by her rules, but the humans seek to stop death itself.”



I snarl out something that does not work with the Thing that Speaks for me.



Her ears flatten; she understood me anyway. “I’ll let you think about it.” She turns and walks away on her hind legs, awkward, tail straining to keep her balanced.



I settle my head back on the table, with its sterile smell.



She may do as she likes, but a wolf knows when it is time to die.
      

      
   
      The Glimmer In The Silence


      
      
      
         
         Quolf

      
      

      

      
      
         Once more she got caught in a thornbush, and once more she cursed her stupid bravado.



Oh, how her sister had sparkled when she asked where all the clackers had gone. Why, her sister wasn't scared of the quiet, and didn't need a clacker just to get a snack! So yet again she'd let her fool pride beat out sense, and went off to the orchard without any source of sound while the sun was nearing its set. And as any idiot could have warned her, she got lost.



Judging by the melodies of the stars above, the sun had set nearly an eighth of its cycle prior, and its sound had long since faded. If she were in the open the starsound might be enough to navigate by, but the trees bounced and scattered their faint echos until her hearing couldn't make out even the biggest trunks. The only way she could hope to notice anything before brushing into it was to see the faint glints made by the creatures of the silence as they moved about, and none of them were obliging.



Then the glimmering started, and she wished they still weren't obliging.



She froze in her attempts to extricate herself, and didn't flicker in fear, but it was a close thing. She'd only ever seen that distinctive light through the safety of a window, and seeing it in the open was a far different experience. The trees around her caught and refracted the light until it came from everywhere at once, and left her with only the vaguest idea of where the pack was.



And then another pack joined in, one unquestionably closer, and she did flicker in fear.



Before she could think, she tore herself free from the thorns and hastened as quick as she could, heedless of the rips they left in her sides. It took her a moment to conquer her instincts – too long. Everyone knew that wolves had extremely acute senses, and could taste the static charge left by a quickly slithering body from great distances. She could only hope that they were too far away to notice the trail she'd left in her mindless rush.



For a time, it seemed as if luck was in her favor. Even the glimmering was a boon, just enough to help her avoid some of the obstacles in her path despite the dazzling way it shifted as it was caught by the trees. But then the glimmering became excited, and quickly grew brighter.



In desperation she raced for the nearest tree, on the slim chance that she might be able to climb to safety. Their smooth trunks were normally impossible to scale, but if one were damaged the cracks in its crystal could just barely suffice. It was better than the vain hope that she might somehow outflee a pack.



She was still running her body over the second tree she tried when the forest reached out and touched her.



She flashed bright in startled terror, and curled into a ball, then waited for the end.



But the end didn't seem to be forthcoming. Several times a wolf tasted her directly, and each time she flinched away from its touch. But then... nothing.



The glimmering calmed, and then began to dim. It was so surprising that she unthinkingly uncurled to get a better look, though of course that was pointless – the way the glimmering played off the trees was far too dazzling to let anyone get more than a vague impression of a wolf's location, even if they were practically touching. But its rapid fading left her no doubt that the wolves had decided to move on, and left her incredulously hopeful that she might live to hear another sunrise after all.



And if she did, she was never going to go anywhere without a clacker again, no matter how much her sister sparkled about it.
      

      
   
      The Light in the Dark


      

      
      
         Reina opened her eyes, and everything went dark. Rubbing her eyes to adjust, she could make out faint details, though her nose gave her a better idea. The smell of Pine hung thick in the air. 



“What is this place?” She asked herself.



A soft light glowed a few meters ahead of her. Squinting, she made out a shape of a lean, hooded figure. He stood motionless, holding up a lantern. 



Chills ran down her spine. 



“Come,” said the stranger “Your future needs mending" 



The dark feeling that paralyzed her withered away. There was something odd about his voice. The familiar tone unnerved her, soothing and calm like a siren.



She felt a draw towards him. She snapped out of the trance and took a step back. 



“I wouldn't do that,” He stated darkly, advancing quickly towards her.



She swerved to run the opposite direction



She felt a sharp pain searing her right ankle and rushing up her spine. Stars raced underneath her eyelids as she squeezed them shut. She grit her teeth.



Before she could scream, she felt a hand covering her mouth “Sh… you don't want it to sense us” The calm tone slowed down the beating of her heart.



He stretched his free hand down to her ankle and murmured something under his breath. He slowly lifted his hands “There, take that as a token that I mean no harm”



He could read minds, she thought. She wanted to ask questions, but none in her mind formed a cohesive sentence. All she could make out is “What is after us?”



She heard a low growl, then her voice echoing back through the groaning trees “What is after us?”



He flashed a nervous and shy smile “Nothing to worry about. Just follow me little while more" He motioned to the trail ahead, the lantern light glittering on the rocks.



She wanted to hesitate again, but the warning he gave, ominous. The groaning of the trees behind her, ominous. Then again, if he meant any harm, why would he bother healing her ankle? Maybe he was the one causing the troubles. Counter, there was something familiar to him- she could sense no malevolence. After all, he lead the way. She sighed. She took a step towards the trail.



“There we are, that's better.” He pulled up his hoodie. 



“Dad?” she recognized his face, but it was something she seen in a photograph, when he was about her age.



“Impossible!”



He covered his mouth with his pointer finger “Shhh.” 








“We’re almost there” He stated. 



Reina didn't respond. Her confusion mixed with the feeling that the something “it" was following them. She didn't bother to look back. Neither did her father give permission to. She didn't want to find out what happened if she did.



“Sorry, I told you a half-truth earlier,” He said “It's nothing to worry about, as long as you don't feed it.” 



“What?” She finally mustered in a whisper. “Why would I feed it?”



“It's blind, it cannot see us." He glanced back, a nick of anxiety pierced his stalwart face “You're feeding it though”



A howl disrupted the quiet of the forest.



“Dad, you're scaring me, where are we?” Reina shuddered.



“You'll see, just remember, don't continue feeding it,” He set down the lantern at a monolith jutting rock. It was metallic, giving off a dull glow on one face of the skinny, towering stone. On the other, a sharp, crystal clear image of the lantern.



“Close your eyes,” He instructed “This is a Blind Stone" 



She recalled the family legend. She placed her hand on the stone and slowly closed her eyes. 



“That's my girl,”



An image of her standing at the stone appeared, two reflections, clear as day appeared before her. One older, uncertainty hanging in her smile. One younger, regret thick on her face. 



She reached into her mind, scattering the dissonant thoughts occupying it. She replaced those thoughts with happy memories and dreams, drawing from the younger reflection. The older reflection howled in agony as the form shifted. Reina didn't even flinch. She knew what would happen if she did- her father warned her. Don't feed it.



The older molded into a happier, gray version of herself, content, somewhat mischievous looking in her smile. She stepped into the mirror and heard her father's words “well done, your future is mended”



...then she stepped away from the mirror and marveled at the sunrise just outside her bedroom window.
      

      
   
      Night Hunting


      
      
      
         
         Quolf

      
      

      

      
      
         The problem with the place was the silence. 

	

Back in Georgia, there’d be nothing but noise. One couldn’t walk two feet without some lovelorn cardinal or mockingbird letting out a song. 

	

But out in these rolling Montana hills, there wasn’t a single sound. No birds, no bugs, nothing. Not even the wind made noise when it blew, nor the waving long grass that dotted the meadow and the hillsides around it. 

	

Jake shifted his weight, letting the rifle butt push firmly against his shoulder. It was a reliable thirty-aught-six Springfield, a one-shot wonder that’d stumble a grizzly. The kickback wasn't too bad, but he still felt sore from last week’s job.

	

He’d shot a lot of things in his life. The first one was his father. The fellow had smacked him around, so Jake gave the old man a twenty-two caliber comeback. Didn’t kill him, but a part of Jake wished he had. Then he could tell any uppity drunk in a back alley Bozeman dive that he’d killed a man. He could say it without any hesitation, any giveaway that it was a lie. He’d be a badass, the Great White Hunter in a country filled with too many of them already. 

	

But he hadn’t killed a man, so here he was, in the bed of a rickety lemon with a rifle in his hands and a vermin to kill. 

	

Jake scanned the clearing and the hills. Only two deer and a jackrabbit filled the land. The deer looked his direction once, then went back to grazing. The jackrabbit darted every which way, looking for something for several minutes before bounding up the leftmost hill. 

	

Jake rubbed his eyes. He hoped it would come soon.  	 








Just before five A.M., Jake saw it. 

	

Over the ridge to his right, a thin figure snuck its way to the clearing. Even in the green fuzz of his night scope, Jake could see the ragged tail and dark spots on an otherwise clear white coat. 

	

Jake tightened his grip on the Springfield. 

	

The vermin made its way down the hill and through the clearing, letting out small pants throughout its journey. 

	

Still. It needed to stand still. 

	

For a minute, it kept its pace steady across the clearing. The padded feet made little pat-pat-pats across the firm soil.

	

The sights lined up perfectly. 

	

The vermin stopped. 

	

The finger on the trigger tensed. 

	

The vermin looked at Jake. 

	

Jake looked back, his eye squinting through the night scope. 

	

Then the vermin howled. Not a howl like how they usually did, that cutesy awoooo that gets all the other ones going and amuses the tourists watching from afar. No, it was long, painful howl. Errrrgh, halfway between a growl and a yelp of pain.   

	

For a split-second, Jake didn’t want to kill the vermin. 



No. Not the vermin. The wolf. 



The wolf that killed ranchers’ cattle, fought its own kin and snapped at everything else along the way. 



The wolf that glided through the mountains and plains, snow falling off its back, bothering nobody who was smart enough to stay away from its domain. 



The wolf. This terrible, beautiful thing. 



In that moment, Jake felt a love he’d never had toward anyone.   

	

But it was only for a moment. 

	

Just as the howling peaked, a bullet ripped through the wolf’s side.

	

A sigh escaped Jake’s lips. He hopped out of the truck bed and walked toward the corpse. Seven hundred yards was a long ways, and he wanted to be gone before daybreak.
      

      
   
      Exuberant Exhortations


      

      
      
         Sarai lay in her bed, bloodshot eyes staring at the ceiling, as she listened to her roommate Tricia get, from the sound of it, proper fucked.



“Oh god, fuck me!”  A gasp, a groan.  “Oh my god!”



The walls of the flat they rented were reasonably soundproofed against their neighbors, but the air intakes for the adjoining bedrooms were directly across from one-another at the ceiling.  Because of this, there was a distinct lack of privacy when it came to, well, nighttime activities.  Central air had seemed a godsend when they first moved in – it was rare to find it in a place with rent a pair of college students could afford – but now...



“Yeah, get in there!  Uh!”



It had been a long day at work, and all Sarai wanted was to fall into blissful unconsciousness.  Alas, with the first soft giggle nearly an hour ago, she knew it was going to be a long night, too.



She sighed as she closed her eyes.  It couldn’t possibly be much longer now.  



“Oh god… please… ergh!”



It didn’t help that she could imagine the sweat beading upon Tricia’s taut muscles, her roommate’s fingers caressing or pressing in as years of experience had taught her.  Sarai couldn’t deny that she had often hoped that Tricia would apply her dexterous talents towards… other pursuits.



That was the problem with only having Tricia’s disembodied voice echoing through the air.  It gave Sarai fodder for personal fantasies.  It gave rise to uncomfortable feelings.



It gave her needs.



“Uhn!  Uhn!  Ahh~!”



Tricia had been reduced to incoherent, if enthusiastic, vocalizations – a sure sign of progress towards a climax, for better or for worse.  



In spite of herself, Sarai felt her pulse quicken.  She bit her lip, and without conscious effort, her hand slid slowly down her belly–



A scream echoed through the wall, then, “Yes!  Fuck yes!”  There was an exhausted laugh as a hand slapped against a thigh.  “God, that was good.”



Sarai let a soft sigh escape her lips as her hand flopped to her side.  No release for her pent up frustrations tonight, but at least it was over.



“Alright, next round, let’s go.”



Sarai cursed under her breath as looked at her phone, then shouted,  “Tricia, for fuck’s sake, it’s two thirty in the morning!  Go to sleep!”



Tricia’s voice tinnily rang through the ductwork.  “I’m in promos for Diamond tier, Sarai!  One more win and I’m in!”  There was a pause, then, quieter, “Okay, let’s get it on, Dr. Mundo.”



That horrifying image now burned into her brain, Sarai rolled her pillow over her face, and no longer cared if she suffocated in her sleep.
      

      
   
      Honed in the Dark


      

      
      
         Willis felt his stomach drop as the troop paused at the lip of the canon. The Martians had many flaws but vision wasn’t one of them. The bore of the cannon was wide enough to swallow a motorway and sank so deep into the earth that it’s base was lost in shadows. A small, bright orange elevator cage sat at the edge of the pit, dwarfed by the construction but comfortingly human. 

“Alright, sir?” Sergeant Hobs cut in, clasping a hand on Willis’ shoulder. “Done your sight-seeing?” 

Willis gave a shaky nod. He’d of course seen images of the cannon. There wasn’t a human alive who hadn’t been glued to their TV screens to witness Mankind taking the fight to Mars. Still, seeing the cannon in person was something else. One had to wonder how humanity had survived the wrath of creatures capable of building on such scale. 

“Yes… yes, I’m alright.” He hurried forwards, almost overbalancing in the low gravity, to catch up with the rest of the team. “It’s just a little overwhelming.” 

“Heh, you should have seen this place when we were first landing! The Martians may be dead but their air-defence worked just fine.”

Willis tried not to think on that too much. The Martians were paranoid buggers, their underground cities were ringed with lethal defences, automated turrets, deadfall traps, half-functional robots and other cruel and inventive traps. The orbital cannon, however, lead right into its heart. Perhaps the Martians had not considered a counterattack when building their super-weapon, perhaps they’d no longer cared. 

Within a few moments the team crowded into the elevator and it began its slow descent.

“Did you see much fighting?” Willis asked, clutching onto the railing as the cage rattled and jolted. 

Hobs let out a bark of laughter. “No, the Navy boys stole all the thunder, bombing the place from orbit. Then again, war is better boring. That’s what my grandfather always used to say. He spent a month being shot at by Martian Tripods rather than fighting the Boers like he’d thought; I guess he’d know.” 

“You’ve seen no action?” Willis asked, surprised. 

“Oh plenty of that. The Squids loved their traps, but there was no army waiting for us.” Hobs shrugged, if he was disappointed to come millions of miles to guard archaeologists then he didn’t show it.

Willis started. “They have traps inside their own city?”

“Yup, crazy bastards.”

“Perhaps.” Willis frowned. “Who can say what their motivation was?” 

They settled into an uneasy silence as the car continued to descend. Before too long, the infinite gloom parted and the elevator came to rest above a pile of rubble. A mesh walkway lead into a huge rent in the barrel of the canon. 

“You blasted your way in?” Willis enquired, as they disembarked. 

“Not us.” Hobs shrugged. “Friend in the Navy said it looked like the cannon burst.” 

The party of scientists and soldiers hurried forwards. For a dozen meters they walked through shattered machinery, propped up by the occasional shiny I-beam. The rent opened into a vast atrium and the party paused. 

“Holy…” Willis murmured, staring wide-eyed. Shattered buildings, broken machines and dead bodies were spread as far as the eye could see. “How?” 

“Ever seen a breach in a spaceship?” Hobs said, softly. “The air pulls everything towards the hole. Imagine that happening to a city.” 

Willis shook his head in disbelief. “They destroyed themselves. They destroyed themselves trying to kill us. Why?” 

Hobs snorted. “Well, answering that’s why you boys are here, isn’t it? It’s going to be an easy answer, I can show you all you need.”

“Show me? How?” Willis exclaimed. 

Hobs just smiled and placed a hand on Willis’ shoulder, spinning him in place. A titanic inscription was carved into the wall. In Willis’ broken understanding of Martian it read ‘Those honed in the dark, devour those that grow soft in the sun.’ 

“Monsters, the lot of them,” Hobs declared. “They killed their planet, they tried to kill ours, and in the process killed themselves. We’re better off without them.” 

Willis frowned. He stepped forward to the edge of the rent, pointing his torch at the wall and brushed aside the dust. More writing appeared. “Those that know nothing but darkness, can only extinguish the light,” he read, voice faltering. 

“And what does that mean?” Hobs demanded.

“I can’t imagine.” Willis craned his neck back to take in both the titanic inscription and the scrawled graffiti. “But it seemed someone disagreed.” 
      

      
   
      The IKEA Trap


      
      
      
         
         Some Assembly Required

      
      

      

      
      
         I know I suck at RTA furniture assembly, but this time I had hit rock bottom. After two hours of unpacking that new wardrobe and scratching my head, all that I’d achieved was a jumble of plywood panels, nails, screws, hinges and doorknobs. Brilliant!



It was nine PM and I was too tired and downbeat to continue, so I decided to give up and get back at it later. I closed the door of the guest room behind me, and shuffled into the kitchen.



Tomorrow would be another day.



The next morning, I felt rested and reinvigorated enough to give it a fresh go. I opened the door, ready to meet with the awful sight I expected, and…



I faltered and remained petrified.



Somehow everything had been sorted and collected: instead of the shambles, neatly packed heaps of every item. Planks had been put against the wall. The assembly manual lay on the bed, open on page two, as if waiting for me.



I shook my head, blinked twice, almost nipped myself. It was real. Could it be that I had returned later in the evening and cleaned the mess? I had no memory of that, though I could swear I hadn’t drunk a single drop of alcohol, nor taken roofie.



A bit giddy, I walked to the bed, took the brochure and started reading. I facepalmed. It was ridiculously simple. How I could’ve found it so obtuse the day before? The sole explanation was that my tired brain had shut down inexplicably.



I got down to work, panel by panel. After one hour, I had to quit to go out. When I came back in the afternoon, I resumed tinkering, until everything was in place but the two front doors.



That’s where disaster struck again: in trying to attach one of those, hinge after hinge, I tripped over the hammer I’d tossed away, almost fell back and ripped the lower hinge from its socket in the process. Fuck. I was such a klutz. Now the door was ruined with no hope for a fix. I had to return to the store and buy a spare. Wonderful.



Infuriated, I chucked the door onto the bed and left.



I was so distressed I found it hard to fall asleep. My night was haunted with bad dreams. At a point I woke up, certain to have heard muffled noises close to me. But all was silent, so I dismissed the feeling and slept on.



But the next morning, I discovered that the broken panel had been mended. Mended and set in place. Matter of fact, the assembly had been finished during the night and the wardrobe pushed into the corner where I wanted it to be.



This was incomprehensible. How had the whole thing fixed itself? I opened the double door. It was fine. Ready to use, as if by magic. But that was plainly wrong. With butterflies in my stomach, I hung an old coat inside, closed the doors and retreated. Then I went out and tried to forget about it.



But when I came back, my first move was to check on the coat. It was still there, unchanged. I spent the evening pondering on my mental health. I was clearly suffering from delusion. Had to call my GP right away. 



I went to bed wondering what I would imagine that night.



I awoke with a start. I wasn’t in my bed. I was standing in the guest room, facing the wardrobe, a hand on the handle. The light had been switched on.



I stood motionless while my brain tried to take stock of the situation. Then I burst into laughter. Of course! It was plain: I was suffering from sleepwalking. All those nights I had come back to the guest room and worked without being aware of it. My subconscious was smarter than my conscious self. I returned to bed smiling and fell back asleep.



In the morning I didn’t even pay attention to the wardrobe. But as I ate my dinner, I couldn’t help wondering. Sleepwalking didn’t explain all. I spent the evening with a vague feeling of dread, and dozed off from exhaustion.



A loud crash rouses me from an unholy dream. I open my eyes. The wardrobe stands in front of me, next to my bed. How did—? Pushed outwards as if by an unseen hand, the doors slowly part. I glance into a dark pit. What is that?— Oh God, nooooo!—
      

      
   
      Xavier's Secret


      

      
      
         The howl came from under the floor.



We raided 69 Settler’s Avenue under a full moon, me and the police squad. We’d been tipped off two nights ago, but I’d delayed the raid until the full moon. The owner of the house was a certain Klaus Xavier. Wife died twelve years ago, officially of childbirth.



I’m Coltrane. Private Investigator Vince Coltrane, unofficially affiliated with the NYPD. I’ve been established… Man, I don’t even know how to translate it into your time. I handle special jobs.



Anyway, there’s Klaus mouthing off in his vest and soiled pants, saying stuff like he’ll knife us if we don’t leave. God, he smells to high heaven. Beer cans everywhere, living room lit by widescreen TV, cracked picture of wife on wall. There’s only one sofa. His bum-print’s practically carved into it.



Neighbour called us because Klaus’s daughter went missing five days ago. Usually, she’s out putting up the washing or walking herself to school. Social workers visit weekly. Them and school told us about her cuts and bruises. The usual stuff. She’d “tripped”.



When we found the trapdoor, we opened it up and found her there.



Belladonna Xavier, named after her mother, probably in a pitiful attempt to bring her back. She was howling fit to burst, covered in uncut hair down to the floor, chained up. According to Klaus and his shouted excuses, she’d cheeked him. God knows what passed for “cheeking him” in his insane mind.



Man, it felt good putting the cuffs on him. He mouthed off all the way to the car.



But that wasn’t why I came here to 69 Settler’s Avenue. No disrespect to Belladonna, poor girl, but I needed something else.



Wasn’t easy to get her to talk, though. Not right away. One of the female officers, PC Pryce, guided her to the van – maybe the poor kid was used to taking orders – and spoke to her the whole trip. I was there, saying nothing.



Belladonna weren’t the werewolf, though.



It took a few hours to get her to talk, coaxing her out of her shell. Fetched her stuffed bear. Let her watch TV – Hammer Horror, natch. Yeesh, PC Pryce got her playing pat-a-cake. What is the mortal world coming to?



I stayed in plain sight the whole time. Aversion therapy, or something. Over time she stopped glancing nervously at me. Got used to my presence. I ain’t that scary-looking, relatively.



The squad found her some nice clothes, and when she came back to the interrogation room, I sat opposite her and tried a smile. Give me some credit. I usually don’t bother with smiles. PC Pryce left the room.



After all that, I cut to the chase. “Here’s what I want to know. You went out for old Xavier. You got groceries and things. No one spoke to you – no one mortal. But someone taught you how to howl like that. That’s no feral child stuff. Wanna tell me who taught you?”



She didn’t talk at first. I bided my time. Time don’t mean a lot to a being like me.



Eventually, the little Belladonna said, “What are you going to do?”



“I work for a… ‘charity’. Looking for lost little lambs who wander away from home.” Lambs? Ha! I was laying it on thick. “Neighbour saw you learning the… lingo from some woman one night. Howling werewolf language. Who’s the wolf?”



“She’s my friend.”



“I know she’s your friend. I’m here to… help her get back home. Who is she?”



“She’s my friend.”



On and on and on this went, until PC Pryce came back and insisted I leave. I was stressing the “poor dear”.



Well, no point pushing. Let the girl stew for a bit, then come back. Had to be done, I’m afraid. Monsters and men never meant to coexist, so my boss once told me. Werewolves and little girls? No chance. Disaster beckoned. You couldn’t tame a wolf.



So they say.



I peeked through the glass. Belladonna howled at PC Pryce for a bit. PC Pryce shushed her, looking at us.



Well, well, well.



Pryce? I knew her. Decent type. Total sap for kids. Could be a real chatterbox off-duty.



Officially, I was doing the job. Looking out for eldritch strays to take back forever. But… nothing concrete here. Some cases just aren’t that cut-and-dry. Besides, anyone who can control themselves under a full moon? No problem.



I watched them play pat-a-cake. The job has its bright spots.
      

      
   
      When Insides Turn to Outsides


      

      
      
         I ate candy and potato chips each day, and watched all the best movies. I felt terrible. I went to see Doctor Bronner. I told him, “Sometimes when I start to cry I forget how to stop.”



Doctor Bronner picked up a clothing iron. Doctor Bronner hit me upside the head. I saw black.



I woke up in Doctor Bronner's basement. I was naked and strapped to an operating table. Doctor Bronner stood over me. He grabbed a fistfull of my hair and pulled so hard I thought he would tear my head off my neck.



He said, “This operation is brand new. It’s experimental. It’s dangerous.”



Doctor Bronner tore out all the hair on my head. My tender bald scalp burned. Doctor Bronner turned to the hair on my chest, arms, legs, groin. Using tweezers, he ripped them all out, one-by-one. With each hair, he listed off a new danger.



I might lose my ability to speak. I might forget how to add two plus two. My penis might stop working. My insides might turn to outsides.



Doctor Bronner strapped a metal device to my face that forced my mouth wide open. He held a little itty-bitty silver hammer and little itty-bitty metal pick. He set the tip of the pick against my top-front tooth. Doctor Bronner tap-tap-tapped the hammer on the pick. My top-front tooth cracked.



Doctor Bronner broke all my teeth. He said, “Way deep down inside every person is a tiny little sliver of something wonderful.”



Doctor Bronner stuck surgical tongs into my open mouth. He gripped my tongue. He yanked my tongue out of my mouth like a songbird with an earthworm. He said, “You let us hear hints of your wonderful when you laugh.” With a sharpie, Doctor Bronner marked a long black line down my chest to my stomach, its tip cold and wet on my skin. “We get a little tiny taste of your wonderful when you kiss. Your wonderful spills right down your face when you watch a very sad movie and can’t help but cry.”



Doctor Bronner pressed the point of a scalpel to the line on my chest. Doctor Bronner sliced. He opened up my torso like a curtain opening up at the start of a play, he opened me up like opening night. He said, “But you hide your wonderful.” Doctor Bronner took a bonesaw into my torso and carved. He worked hard. Sweat dripped from his forehead. “You are so full of hateful ugly thoughts they’re sprouting red from your pores like pimples. You see an old woman and you think old. You see a fat woman and you think fat. You see yourself in the mirror and you think hate hate hate.”



Doctor Bronner put down the bonesaw. Doctor Bronner slapped me, punched me, kicked me. He screamed, “You hide your wonderful. You are hiding your wonderful from me. I will find it.” Doctor Bronner reached his gloved hands into my open torso and pulled and twisted. Doctor Bronner yanked out both my lungs, shoveled out my stomach. He held my beating heart in his fist. He squeezed. My body deflated like a wet balloon.



Doctor Bronner worked all night long. Doctor Bronner gasped. He stuck a tweezer in my chest. Delicately, elegantly, joyously, a princess with a teacup, he lifted a shining bloody sliver the size of a toenail out of my ruined body.



They put my sliver on television. They put my sliver on every station. They broadcast my sliver via satellite all across the world. They wept at the sight. They strapped my sliver to a space probe and launched it on a tour of the solar system to show off to all the other planets. Look what mother made. Look what Mother Earth’s cooked up this time.



On a morning news talk show, when asked to explain his operation, Doctor Bronner said, “Way deep down inside every person is a tiny little sliver of something wonderful. But think of yourself. I can find your wonderful. I can show it to everybody. But think how much of you I’d have to cut. I take their teeth so they cannot bite. I take their lungs so they cannot scream.”



Thousands flocked to Doctor Bronner’s operating table. Like beautiful baby lizards from scaly eggs, slivers of wonderful climbed out of their shattered bodies. Radiant, and perfect, and they called it love.
      

      
   
      An Estate


      
      
      
         
         Quolf

      
      

      

      
      
         The howl comes every night without fail. Urging me out into the woods, to the trees beyond the gates of my ancestral estate. Calling, calling, calling. It reaches to my skin and pulls hard, tearing away to the bone beneath. My flesh wants only to answer but I know better. The call is not something to be answered. I do not truly know what would happen should I venture outside into the cold, but my instincts tell me the fate met there would be a grim one.



The noise started a year ago, the night after my husband passed away. Since then I have tried everything imaginable to cover up the awful sound, but it penetrates every board, every swath of fabric and every material I have tried to wrap myself in. I’ve asked those who help maintain my ancestral home if they ever heard anything but after several dismissive comments and looks I stopped asking.



I laid awake in my bed one night, bracing for the cry once more as I did every night. I waited and waited but was granted only the silence I had wanted for years. I couldn’t not sleep that night, for fear it would come the second I closed my eyes. But it never came. 



I carried myself through the day shaky and paranoid, worried someone would say something. I was but a lonely widow- It would not take many words from my help to see me placed in a mental ward. I hoped the following night would go better but it did not. Nights of silence spilled into weeks and I grew increasingly frantic. Why had the howling stopped, what had changed? I needed answers.



I left the house on a foggy cold night in search of my old constant. The sting of the air on my bare arms made me want for a coat but the darkness was enticing. I walked further and further out beyond the grassy rolling hills of the estate to the edges of the trees. I was freezing but I needed to find what had happened to the creature that had called for me for so long. 



The trees were tall and close together, closer than I remembered. Snow clung to their thin branches, reflecting moonlight as I walked ever onwards. My heart was searching in the dark for what I felt could be there. The air was silent, but I could sense that draw once more. I came to a clearing and stopped in my tracks.



A large canid beast loomed over me, its peppered fur glowing like the snow-covered trees. I felt at peace in its presence, in the warmth that emanated from it. I opened my mouth to speak but could not think of the right words to say to it. I had been so alone for the last year, so afraid of my future without my husband at my side. I fear that no longer.



“Thank you.” I said.



A howl pierced the night and I was happy.
      

      
   
      Fool Moon


      
      
      
         
         Quolf

      
      

      

      
      
         Starting upright, Sheila clutched the blankets to the lace neckline of her flannel nightgown. Three facts filled her mind like ice water in a crystal goblet: the moonlight spilling through the gauzy curtains told her it was past midnight; Jake's spot in the bed beside her was empty—



And she'd just been awoken by some sort of full-throated howl.



"Jake?" she called quietly, wincing at the warble behind the word. Besides, she could see that he wasn't in the room, so how could he possibly hear her if she didn't employ some volume?



The thought made her smile. She could almost hear Grandmother's dry voice telling her to pull herself together and stop being so addle-patted.



She'd heard that tone from Grandmother a lot when spending summers here at the estate as a child—she seemed to wake from nightmares at least twice a week back in those days. And now that she'd inherited the manor and its surrounding woodlands, she found herself missing the crotchety old lady more than she'd ever thought possible.



The memories strengthened her resolve, and she set one slim, pale foot onto the carpet. After all, Jake had been cracking jokes about ghosts and vampires all week after they'd tucked the entirety of their worldly possessions into half a suite on the fourth floor of the west wing and declared themselves to be moved in. So she wouldn't quite put it past the big nut to pull something goofy like this.



And if he wanted to be goofy, well, she could be goofy, too. Clearing her throat, she called out more loudly, "Oh, my goodness! Whatever could that have been? And where could my loving husband have disappeared to?" She threw back the blankets and stood, the room's chill icing a shiver through her. "As a young woman now apparently all alone in this echoing old mansion, I should probably go searching for my missing husband amongst these dark and drafty halls! I certainly hope that no ferocious predatory beast is also roaming said halls!"



Nodding, she crossed the room and stepped through the doorway. They'd chosen the bedroom at the top of the grand staircase, and the moonlight flooding down from the skylight set a lurking shadow behind every one of the giant vases lining the steps. The portraits along the walls seemed to leer or grimace, and—



A growling off to her right made her turn, something stirring in the shadow of the balusters. It rose onto two legs, became tall and broad-shouldered, pointed ears flicking at the top of its head, red eyes glowing where its face would've been. It raised long, muscular arms, claws glinting in the silver light; another howl rent the night, then the thing leaped.



Sheila barely had time to see all this before it was upon her, tumbling her down the hall till she found herself sprawled on her stomach, a heavy and hairy weight squishing her into the carpet, hot breath dampening the back of her neck. "Because," a jagged excuse for a voice panted in her ear, "a house just isn't a home till the first successful hunt in its halls."



With a laugh, Sheila relaxed the iron-clad control Grandmother had taught her and let her body respond to the call of the moon. Her skin crackled, midnight black fur bristling out, muscles bulging and tearing her nightgown to shreds. Rolling over, she easily pinned her mate to the floor, one big paw against his silver-grey chest, and gave a growl of her own.



Jake's grin got extra-toothy, and Sheila knew that, it he'd been standing, his tail would've been wagging like a puppy's. "Shall we call this a successful hunt, then, my Alpha?" he asked.



She leaned over and licked his nose. "You're such a goof," she rumbled. Scooping him easily into her arms, she rose to her full height, her ears just brushing the ceiling, and loped down the hall toward the bedroom door.
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