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For Shannon
my eternal Queen of Shadows
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A Note on Content Warnings
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The stories you are about to read may contain themes or events that cause distress to some readers.

A list of content warnings can be found at the back of this book.

Reader discretion is advised.

“Anything may exist, in a boundless universe with multiple dimensions.”

– The Hunters from Beyond,
Clark Ashton Smith
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Visions of Dread Dimensions
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The following are True Stories, though I cannot be sure whether they are true in this world or in other realities beyond the limits of our existence. That, though, does not make them any less authentic. After all, just because you do not witness the falling tree, that does not mean it did not fall, nor that the other results of its fall did not transpire.

Indeed, I am touched by the echoes of events that occur where we cannot see; an ability I share with countless others, who whether as readers or writers tap into worlds without and view their histories, even transcribing them as I have done here.

Do you not understand that every story unfolds within the vast infinities of countless cosmoses, in a limitless multiverse that slithers into our imaginations? That every interpretation births a new reality; that we are simultaneously creator and observer; that, perhaps, even our own lives are but the products of another’s imagination.

Alas that these visions have led me to look into dread dimensions where foul entities feast on the faith, fear, and fantasy of humanity; I’ve inhabited the minds of the unfortunate souls confronting the unbelievable, myself denied the sweet release of death.

Woe that the damp and tattered Coral-Coated Book did come to me; that it unfurled its bone-dry pages of psychotic scribblings upon my desk and compelled me to read and observe. That it now demands I transcribe all I have witnessed, spreading its sordid influence beyond the veils.

It is a compulsion I cannot refuse, though the stench of stagnant seawater consumes my home. Where once there was ceiling, now water pools but does not drip. Where once there was wallpaper, now there is only salt-infused mould.

No, these visions and dread dreams must be shared. Only by sharing this affliction may my sanity be spared.

Forgive me for my sin, but by now the tendrils of eldritch existences have found their way into your mind and we are brethren in revelation. I only pray the whispers promise you a kinder future than they have in store for me.
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Kin of the Abyss
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Gazing at the being beyond the glass, Dr Ridhi Sundaram could scarcely believe it was, in fact, human. Certainly, it was humanoid in general outline, but its anatomy was possessed of an altogether aquatic element: its skin glistened, waxy, rubbery, but oddly organic; short fins lined the arms and legs, the feet encased in flippers that fully resembled the twin flukes of a whale’s tail.

The head, most of all, held the doctor’s attention. It was overlarge for the body. Bulbous. Huge glassy eyes turned entirely white by the reflected light stared back at Ridhi, whilst four long tentacles stretched from the unseen maw and down to the being’s waist, where they merged into the flesh. Even through the water it was evident that each tendril pulsated with a rhythm not altogether different from Ridhi’s heartbeat.

Clearing her throat, the doctor reminded herself, again, that this was a man. She was here to assess him, after all. All she had to do was convince him to leave the water tank and, of course, remove the eerie suit that encased him.

‘Hello Warinder,’ she said, proffering a small but warm smile. ‘My name is Dr Sundaram. I’ve been asked to examine you. Your friend, Mr Ramachandran, says you have been experiencing pain since you returned from your diving mission.’

The man in the strange suit did not speak. He did, however, respond with a slow nod. At least he could hear her.

‘Can you tell me how bad that pain is?’ Ridhi asked, watching him, looking for any physical signs of discomfort. His relative immobility in the water suggested he wasn’t in distress, but the pain could have been presenting itself in any number of ways. How long, she wondered, had he been in the water now? Was prolonged submersion beginning to affect his mental faculties?

After a second, he shrugged; not a helpful answer, but at least he was still responsive and willing to move. Then, somewhat tentatively, he raised two hands – two hands that resembled a frog’s back feet – and clumsily showed six fingers. Assuming he was working on a scale of one to ten, with ten being the worst pain ever, she considered the pain was manageable. Now she just needed to know what the nature of the pain was, and that could not be achieved through hand signals alone.

Ridhi glanced around the room that looked upon the glass tank – a cold concrete chamber of dripping pipes and an only half-alive ceiling light – and located a folded metal chair resting in a corner. As she retrieved it, Warinder’s eyes bored into the back of her head, the stare almost predatory. Ignoring the sensation, she placed the chair in the centre of the room and took a seat.

‘Mr Ramachandran tells me you refuse to remove the suit,’ she remarked.

At this, Warinder looked down at himself, the tentacular growths of the mask twisting beneath his chin. He shook his head. ‘I’m never getting out of this.’

There was a finality in those words, like a grieving parent accepting that their missing child wasn’t coming home. Rather than an ultimatum, it was almost a lament.

Regardless of the meaning behind those words, Ridhi was grateful that he was speaking. Though there was mild interference between the microphone in the suit and the speaker in the room, his voice was clear enough that it could be understood. That he had spoken at all was progress.

‘Why is that, Warinder?’ she asked. ‘Do you think the pain will be worse outside of the suit?’

He chuckled, the noise like cracking glass. ‘It does hurt.’

Ridhi nodded. ‘And how exactly would you describe the pain?’

‘My skin is on fire,’ he replied. ‘At least it was before. The water is soothing.’

A flower of concern bloomed in Ridhi’s breast. Had the suit been compromised? If so, then it was even more critical that she convince her patient to get out of the tank. She met those emotionless eyes – lenses, she reminded herself. ‘Is there are leak in the suit, Warinder?’

He shook his head, and her worries wavered. ‘No, no, the suit is...fine. Just fine. It’s just...better in here.’

Sighing, Ridhi adjusted her position in the seat. Nothing he was saying quite made sense to her, but it was clear he had no intention of removing himself from the water tank. If he truly thought the pain was more bearable within it, then she would have to try a different tact. Perhaps then he may assent to her treating whatever injuries he had suffered; as things stood, his condition was a mystery.

The silence stretched out between them as Ridhi pondered the matter, but finally she smiled at him again and said, ‘Could you explain to me what happened, Warinder?’

‘What happened?’ he repeated.

‘Yes. I need to know what happened when you were in the water – in the sea, specifically – and what caused the pain in the first place.’

He floated before her, silent, his webbed hands toying with the tubes like a nervous child with a piece of string. Ridhi’s heart raced as she imagined him tearing the piping out of the suit, releasing air bubbles that would rise to the surface as he gave his soul to the sea. Was the pain so bad – or whatever had caused it so traumatising – that he would rather drown than endure it?

Thankfully, this vision did not come to pass. Instead, he swept forward, moving with the ease of an aquatic acrobat. Water whirled around him as he drifted closer to the glass, his shape coming into focus, revealing the near-scaly skin of the suit and the glimmer of consciousness behind the lenses. He floated down to the bottom of the tank and sat upon its steel floor, crossing his legs, watching Ridhi as his fingers absently tapped his knees.

‘Okay,’ he murmured, just loud enough to be audible over the speaker. Then, raising his voice and straightening his back, he said, ‘I’ll tell you what happened...’
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‘We hired a boat to take us far out into the Indian Ocean, where we were less likely to be disturbed. It was the twelfth test we’d done on the suit, and it should have been the last. We’d perfected everything; the suit worked exactly as intended, and I intended to push it to its limits.

‘You see, this isn’t just a diving suit. It’s a self-contained life support system, ideal for all manner of harsh conditions. It’s designed for deep sea exploration, but with a few adjustments it could even work in space...theoretically. The skin, you see, is pressure-resistant, composed of special veining that inflates to protect the body. It probably wouldn’t work at the deepest, deepest points, but it allowed me to swim deeper than any diver has gone before.

‘Not only that, but it helps me to breathe as well. There are air bladders on the back; you probably can’t see them right now, but Karan – Mr Ramachandran, as you know him – likes to describe them as a pair of benevolent jellyfish. They hold extra air when I’m diving, filtering the necessary mixture from the water around me through the “gills” – for lack of a better word – in the tubing. Don’t ask me to explain exactly how the system determines what air is needed, that’s Karan’s area of expertise, but it works like a dream.

‘They’re also very helpful for quick surfacing in an emergency, as they can inflate within seconds, like a life jacket. We’ve even managed to counteract the bends with this suit – it’s why we have four tubes. They help to prevent gases from dissolving into my bloodstream. It’s not perfect, but the risks are much lower than with regular diving.

‘Was that a concern for you, doctor? Did you think I was suffering from decompression sickness? I’m not. Overall, I’m absolutely fine. It’s just the burning on my skin, though it’s infinitely more bearable in the water.

‘Anyway, we were finally performing the final test, ready to patent the suit. One last trial to ensure it worked. I couldn’t wait to dive into the ocean and explore depths untouched by man. It would even be a new world record! I’d never felt so alive.

‘It was Karan and me on the boat, as well as the driver. He was contracted to remain in the cabin, unless there was an emergency, in the interests of protecting our invention. He didn’t even see the suit until...well, until I came up. Now Karan’s paying him off not to talk to the media.

‘That wasn’t something we’d even considered at the time. Karan was all smiles, as was I. “This is it,” he said to me. “After this, we’ll be rich!”

‘I believed him with all my heart and prepared for my dive with unrestrained enthusiasm. It couldn’t have taken us more than ten minutes to be ready; the suit is so easy to put on once you know what you’re doing. I pulled the mask on, the tubes were fitted to the appropriate nozzles, and with a hiss the seams were sealed. Nothing could get in or out. I was ready to dive.

‘As soon as I had the thumbs up from Karan I jumped over the side and into the sea, laughing as the water rose in a great frothy plume. So rapid was my initial descent, and so loud was the crashing of the water around me, that were I less experienced with the ocean I may have feared that it intended to swallow me and drag me down. Fortunately, I know what I’m doing; I controlled my descent, and as the water calmed, I was able to see the keel of our boat. That sight always provides some security when you first drop beneath the waves.

‘“All good?” Karan asked.

‘“All good,” I replied.

‘“Take a few minutes to let the suit calibrate,” he told me, ever the cautious one. “Everything should be fine, but the adjustments I made may have compromised some of the settings.”

‘I did as he said, but I have always trusted Karan’s abilities more than he does. The suit was perfect – is perfect. I could feel how it was working exactly as intended: it kept the water from my skin, warmed my muscles, and the air was fresher in there than in most places where people can be found. In a way, I was entirely separated from the sea, like I was in a VR game rather than truly being there.

‘The first time I dived in the suit was a peculiar experience; I can still remember it. Usually, you can feel the water pressing in on you, and your skin reacts to the wetness. In this suit...

‘The “few minutes” passed. With a single, smooth motion I turned the ocean upside down and began propelling myself into the depths. An amused tut from Karan buzzed through the receiver, but I only smiled as I descended deeper. To begin with, I paddled with my feet, occasionally sweeping my arms back, building up speed. Once I felt I was moving fast enough, I began to kick with both feet.

‘Do you ever swim, Dr Sundaram? Have you tried kicking with both feet, like a dolphin, to move that little bit quicker through the pool? That’s what I did, directed towards the darkness, my hands ahead of me like a spear tip cutting through the water.

‘Though the suit holds off the worst effects of the pressure, I could still feel the water pushing down on me. If the suit didn’t automatically adjust, my muscles would have tired quite rapidly, the strain of such a speedy descent taking its toll on me. Fortunately, I was barely feeling the consequences of my exertion.

‘Truthfully, any deep dive, even in a specialised suit, requires a certain level of fitness to accomplish. I trained with the Royal Commandos, you know, in Britain.

‘Sorry. I got distracted.

‘As you might expect, the deeper I went the darker it became. I was already past the limits of a normal diver, even those in other suits, and the sunlight – as bright as it was – could not penetrate so far down. That’s where another fantastic feature of this suit came in: lights around the lenses. I would show you, but they don’t work anymore. I guess it has something to do with...

‘What happened, yes. I’ll get to that. I promise.

‘Activating the lights, the splendour of those murky depths was revealed to me, though the gloom limited my field of vision. I could make out fish, swimming as multicoloured clouds; rocks climbed up like towers in drowned cities; the seafloor appeared below me, strewn with shells, some abandoned, others inhabited.

‘Upon some submarine boulders I could make out pale carpets of coral, bleached of colour, many appearing desiccated. Truly, they were like bones, and I stared at them for a time, sighing in remembrance of their lost beauty.

‘Have you ever seen coral up close? Vibrant, a haven for so much oceanic life; one of the greatest wonders you will ever see beneath the waves. Yet here it was, bereft of habitation, ridges of white and grey that threatened to crumble into the sand.

‘It made me sad, it really did, and a short distance away I located the reason for this pointless decay: us. There was a barrel, half-buried by the sand, no doubt fallen from a freighter that didn’t even notice its absence. I turned away, swimming across the seabed, shaking my head at such carelessness. It was then that I witnessed a second sign of human interference: a plastic bag, caught in a crevice.

‘I would have removed it, but the suit lacks any storage capabilities and I feared dropping it, freeing it to cause chaos elsewhere. It was doing less damage in that rock. I hope I made the right choice.

‘Some of the joy I had felt was lost as I skimmed across the sandy floor, but I kept my eyes open for signs of life. Temptation urged me to run my hands across the ground, but I knew that the seafloor is littered with bottom-feeders that may just decide to risk a bite out of my fingers. Instead, I simply surveyed my surroundings, following the rocky surface, hoping it would lead me to a submarine canyon where I could dive deeper.

‘“How is it going down there?” Karan asked over the radio, indistinct but still audible.

‘“Quiet,” I replied, forcing a smile for my own benefit. “Not much going on; saw a school of fish in the distance, but there’s nothing where I’m swimming. I suppose I scared them away.”

‘“The sea is never as lively as we expect,” Karan remarked, and he was right about that. The oceans are so vast, after all; there must be great swathes of it where life seems absent. No doubt our own interference is to blame for that. Considering the colourless coral I saw, I suppose it wasn’t a surprise to find the area so...barren.

‘More minutes drifted by as I swam along, watching as the occasional crustacean scuttled out of hiding. Though I had become quite languid at this point, I was still alert; I had to be ready to react if the shadow of a shark fell upon me. It had only happened once before, and it had not been interested in me, but I was determined never to be caught off-guard.

‘Time loses meaning when you’re not keeping track of it; the suit has no chronometer, and there was no pressure to return to the surface anyway. Theoretically, the air supply in the suit can last forever – that’s why I’m happy just to sit in this tank, doctor. Why shouldn’t I take my time? I was determined only to surface if I encountered a malfunction in the suit, or Karan warned me of an incoming storm.

‘Eventually, I arrived at a shelf that dropped off suddenly into absolute darkness that even my lights could not penetrate. I floated up to the edge and then sat down upon it.

‘“I’m taking the suit deeper,” I informed Karan – warned him, I suppose. “The radio signal is already weak, so I might not hear you down there. If anything goes wrong, I’ll activate the air bladders and let them bring me up.”

‘“You’ve probably been down there long enough, Warinder,” he argued. “You should come back up.”

‘“We need to find out how deep it can go,” I insisted. Whilst there’s no depth gauge I can see, the interior systems were keeping track. Our diagnostic software would be able to analyse the data once I returned. “I’m going down.”

‘If Karan replied, I didn’t hear him. I had already pushed off the rocky ridge and dropped into the darkness.’
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‘For a while, the lights of my mask could do nothing to penetrate my pitch-black surroundings. The ocean became a void around me; without the wetness of the ocean on my skin or the pressure squeezing my lungs and muscles it was a near sensationless descent. Were it not for the insistent tug of gravity I may have thought myself motionless.

‘Slowly, however, things came into focus below: a sandy ledge, strewn with shells and crimson coral that grew like trees, the seaweed bowing around it. A crab the size of a dinner plate skittered away at my approach, disappearing over the lip of the rock; a trio of scarlet fish darted out from a crevice in the coral, swimming away into the darkness.

‘Bending my knees, I braced for the impact of feet on stone, and though the suit softened the blow I still stumbled upon landing. Silt spiralled up, obscuring my vision, but I wafted it away, revealing my surroundings in greater clarity.

‘It transpired that there was more to my surroundings than the refuge of life I had seen from above. Set into the face of the rocky wall I had just descended was a broad cave entrance, leading deep into the bedrock. More coral grew within, almost lustrous in its vitality, reaching out with slender branches over a floor littered with yet more shells. They seemed almost to invite me inside, like rose petals to a lover’s bed.

‘My curiosity was piqued. In all my years of diving, I had never experienced something quite like this before. Most undersea caves are tight, twisting things, fit for snakes more than people. They do not form straight lines, instead rising and falling like the tracks of a rollercoaster, sometimes complete with loop-the-loops. This cave, though, possessed a flat floor, leading into the rockface along a gentle curve.

‘It almost seemed to have been carved by human hands, like a mine shaft, but of course such a thing would be impossible.

‘Having discovered this anomaly, I no longer wished to dive deeper into the ocean. I had to know where this passage led, even if I was destined only to find more coral inside. After the decay I had witnessed up above, I cherished seeing so much life in one place. That’s why I swam in, taking extra care not to damage anything I passed.

‘My breathing quickened with the excitement of exploration, and I fought to control myself, eager as I was to lay eyes upon this tiny piece of the ocean that had evaded the eyes of humanity for so long. As I delved further, I began to notice that the lights of my mask were no longer the sole source of illumination in this space. Within the cave, the coral glowed with a reddish hue, staining the water around me, creating the illusion of swimming through blood.

‘I’ve never heard of bioluminescent coral like this. Whilst I’m no expert, it is my understanding that coral only reflects light. I even turned off the mask’s bulbs to test this, but the glow continued. Without the interference of my artificial beams, it appeared even brighter, undiluted. I followed the path those branches, tubes and orbs revealed, unimpeded by their presence, until the ceiling expanded ahead of me, thrusting me out into an immense cavern.

‘What I saw there was like a submarine forest of verdant trees in autumn, every leaf the purest red. Their every branch was both brittle and majestic, and I dared not touch anything for fear of shattering the fragile balance within the chamber. I swam upward, away from the red floor and towards a rocky ceiling that was likewise coated in coral. Enswathed in the red glow of their luminescence, I was truly floating in an aquatic nebula.

‘I wept, and finally I felt water on my skin. How long could this bastion of life survive against humanity’s recklessness? Indeed, I could have lingered there forever, embracing its oddity and beauty in equal measure, my cheeks tingling under my lachrymosity.

‘My tears were interrupted, however, for I became aware of movement around me. The cavern trembled, and the boughs of the towering coral began to shake; there was a great upheaval from within the rocks, making the brittle branches tremble. Then, incredibly, the forest moved, dragged along as though on the back of a waking serpent, unbreaking even as the sand rose beneath me, exposing the body of a fierce thalassic beast.

‘It swept its bulk through the water, rising, circling me, coiling around the cavern, blocking my escape. Pink flesh peeked out from beneath a shell of reddish-brown bone, its scaly belly lined with tiny tendrils like anemones. An immense head emerged from the chaos, focused on me, eyeless but possessing a colossal maw lined with a thousand shark-like teeth. Cilia danced around its mouth, resembling jellyfish tentacles, reaching for me but never quite touching.

‘The bioluminescence I had witnessed upon the coral continued to emanate from this monstrous creature, especially where those branches sprouted from its flesh. What caught my attention more than this bizarreness, however, was the pair of skeletal growths that spread out behind its head, like skinless wings; their presence was almost mesmerising. I was like a mouse caught by a cobra.

‘Its head swayed in front of me, and with those minor movements the wings scraped across the cavern’s ceiling, loosing pebbles that rained down upon us. Caught in its gaze – or whatever passes for a gaze in a creature without eyes – I dared not move. My heart hammered so hard I feared my ribs would break, my breath hitching, lungs aching. Air barely made it into my lungs, and without the suit’s filters I may have passed out.

‘Any second I expected the creature to strike. It could have consumed me in a single bite, though my mind conjured an image of it snapping me in half. I wanted to close my eyes and wait for the assault, but I couldn’t, and it never came.

‘Instead, the colossus seemed to be assessing me; it circled me, carving furrows in the rocks, coiling closer with every complete loop. The mane of cilia that ringed its head began to flash, minute orbs emerging from folds of muscle at the tips – perhaps they were a substitute for eyes. Each glowed with the same red light that characterised this entire eerie encounter, emanating an unpleasant heat that reached through my suit and into my skin.

‘My body temperature began to climb, sweat beading on my face and arms – something Karan must have seen on the diagnostics. I watched with wide eyes as the monster’s muscles rippled, ears assailed by the clicking of bony shell against bony shell; my breath was so hot I almost believed I was breathing out steam.

‘Then the cilia began to touch me, stroking the suit, every caress scalding. The suit clung to me, squeezing me, as though shrinking, tearing at my hair. I grunted and squirmed, but the slimy touch of the beast held me in place, igniting my nerves and awakening a drumbeat in my head that made my eyes throb. My ears rang and my mouth was consumed by the bitterness of copper. Fighting to close my eyes, I found that they were held open by the grip of my mask. When I tried to scream, I could have sworn I swallowed salt water. Though the tubes of the suit continued to pulsate, it seemed that none of the air could reach me.

‘Had I been able to speak, I would have begged the beast to kill me. I wanted to die.

‘As the pain and torment overwhelmed me, lights flashed in my vision. I saw the creature coiled around me; I saw the coral in the cave, no longer beautiful but terrible to behold; I saw the endless depths outside the cavern, and knew that even worse things lie in wait in unexplored abysses...

‘But then...then...

‘You don’t believe me, do you Dr Sundaram? Do you think it was all a hallucination? A mental break? No doubt I swam too long with the incorrect air mixture. You’re wrong, doctor.

‘You see, the creature let me go, releasing me from its boneless embrace. It circled around to look upon me once more, and I upon its terrible glory, and then it sank back down to the cave floor. It slithered back into the hole from whence it had risen, restoring the coral forest to its former splendour. Though rogue polyps floated upon disturbed currents, the cavern was calm again.

‘I itched at the sand upon the suit, turning, and found that the way out was clear once again. That fateful luminescence that had guided me in offered me a way out, and I took it eagerly, pushing through the water with more urgency than I had ever experienced before. The water swept over me, the suit becoming an extension of my own senses, informing my movements. There was a distinct change in pressure as I emerged from the cave, and I released a sigh of relief to be free of that cavern. My breathing had not yet returned to normal, and I still experienced the salty tang of the sea with every breath, but I no longer gulped in panicked lungfuls of air.

‘Free of the blood red tunnel, no longer confined in the coral-coated cavern, I triggered the air bladder, the sacs inflating, pulling me away from the deep and toward the surface. The speed with which they filled made them tug upon my spine and the muscles of my shoulders, but I was simply grateful to be leaving that awful discovery behind.

‘Sunlight was still far away, and I was bathed in blackness for longer than I would have liked. I attempted to activate the lights in my mask, but they would not do as I commanded. I dared not touch the lenses, for any attempts to do so brought my fingers disturbingly close to my own eyes.

‘Gradually, light filtered through the distant surface, where the rolling waves looked like crumpled paper.

‘“Warinder!” Karan yelled, his voice making the radio squeal. I winced. “Can you hear me? Warinder!”

‘The last of my panic ebbed away at the sound of his voice, despite his evident distress. I could not find the words to reply, however, even as he repeated my name over the speaker. He only stopped when I reached the surface, the air bladder raising me out of the water like a life raft.

‘That should have been where all the troubles ended, but if that had been true then you wouldn’t be here. I should have simply stepped up onto the boat and shed myself of this suit.

‘But the air was like sandpaper upon my skin; I screamed, my throat finally unleashing the terrible sound it had restrained down below. Fire raged on my flesh, and I flipped myself over so that the air bladder rested above the waves whilst my body was submerged. The pain faded, cool water quenching the heat, but the shock made me shudder like a dying fish.

‘“Warinder?” Karan spoke softly, confused but no longer reducing his throat to ribbons. “What’s happening? Are you hurt?”

‘Exhaustion was sweeping over me, but I managed to mutter the words, “The air burns.”

‘He must have misunderstood me and assumed I was struggling to breathe, for within seconds the boat cut through the water alongside me. Karan winched me out of the ocean and onto the deck, aided by the driver. My appearance distressed him; I could tell from his wide eyes and gaping mouth.

‘As they hauled me aboard, the burning and scouring struck again. I imagined red-hot pokers pressed into my brain whilst razor blades flayed my flesh. I could see Karan speaking, but I only heard my screams. No matter how hard he tried, Karan could not get the suit off me.

‘My flailing form deterred further support from our driver, who retreated to the cabin and steered the boat back to shore. The whole way I pleaded with Karan to put me back in the water. It had soothed the pain when I first surfaced, so surely it would soothe it again. I don’t know exactly what I said to him, but my pleas must have been impassioned, for he was quick to put me in this testing tank when we returned.

‘And it really has made such a difference. I can still feel the pain – its like a sunburn – but I think I know how to get rid of it. This is going to sound bizarre, but what’s the harm in saying it? Honestly, I think this water isn’t salty enough. If you just let me return to the welcoming arms of the ocean, then the pain will go away completely.’
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In Ridhi’s professional opinion, Warinder had gone quite mad. That it was only a temporary madness she was certain, but despite his protestations it was clear that he had succumbed to a form of subaquatic hysteria, possibly brought on by nitrogen narcosis. It must have occurred before his alleged encounter in the cave, for the creature he described was outlandish – even with other deep-sea oddities taken into consideration. The pain he claimed to be experiencing, though it no doubt felt real, must have been the result of misfiring neurons in his addled brain.

Mr Ramachandran would be disappointed to learn that the suit was not as perfect as intimated. There must have been an error in the air mixture, resulting in something that wasn’t depressurisation sickness as she knew it, but must have been closely related.

Standing, Ridhi smiled at Warinder and, calling upon the best of her bedside manner, asked, ‘And why didn’t you let Mr Ramachandran remove the suit?’

Warinder floated up and away from her, performing a slow but graceful backflip in the water. The movement exposed the air bladders he had mentioned, steadily inflating and deflating like gelatinous lungs; in the short glimpse of them she got, Ridhi saw faint red lines that seemed to zigzag through the material, but then they vanished from sight. ‘He tried to remove it,’ Warinder said.

‘Yes, but why did you stop him?’ the doctor pressed.

‘I didn’t stop him.’

Ridhi opened her mouth to speak, but no words came out. The ramifications of that answer began to creep into her mind, like a hermit crab finding a new shell to live in. A clamminess gathered on her skin, and she fought a shiver away. Suddenly her conclusion seemed shaken, a new mystery awakened.

For a few moments longer she watched her patient, impressed by the smoothness of his motions, and then her brow creased; something wasn’t quite adding up here. ‘I need to speak to Mr Ramachandran,’ she told Warinder. ‘Will you be okay on your own?’

‘Absolutely fine, thank you, doctor,’ Warinder replied. ‘I’m not crazy, you know.’

‘I know,’ she lied, turning away from him, departing the room in three steady strides.

Karan Ramachandran was waiting in his office, two doors down from the room with the water tank, close to the end of a bare, whitewashed corridor. His head was buried in his hands when Ridhi entered, elbows planted firmly upon his desk, crumpling the documents that rested beneath them. A blank computer screen sat to his right, with more paper scattered haphazardly around the room.

Ridhi cleared her throat.

‘Oh, Dr Sundaram,’ Karan yelped, jolting upright. There was a redness present around his eyes, though his skin appeared dry. ‘You were longer than I expected. Have you examined him?’

‘Can I sit down?’ Ridhi asked. Karan acquiesced, removing a stack of technical manuals from a chair and rolling it to her; Ridhi lowered herself into the seat. ‘I’m confident that Mr Kohli is suffering from a nitrogen narcosis-induced delusion. He is convinced that—’

‘No, not that,’ Karan interrupted. ‘Whether or not he saw something down there can be worked out later. I mean the suit. Why won’t it come off?’

It was a struggle for Ridhi not to frown at the interruption, but she kept her expression neutral as she said, ‘Yes, well he did have something interesting to say in that regard. When I asked why he wouldn’t let you remove the suit, he claims that he didn’t stop you. Could you explain to me what happened when he surfaced?’

Karan frowned, his eyes boring into Ridhi’s head; she found she did not appreciate the scrutiny. ‘So you didn’t touch him? Didn’t physically examine him?’

‘No,’ Ridhi replied. ‘He would have refused to leave the tank even if I had asked him to – he’s convinced the water alleviates the pain – and even then, it would have been useless if he refuses to remove the suit.’

‘He’s not refusing to remove it, doctor,’ Karan snapped. ‘You’ve completely misunderstood the situation – and I suppose I didn’t explain it very well amidst my panicking. I couldn’t get him out of the suit. The seam between mask and body had disappeared! It was like...like...’

He faltered, his next words evidently insane, and yet Ridhi found herself catching on. She recalled her feelings when she had first witnessed Warinder in the water: the waxy sheen of the suit, the glassy eyes, the pulsating of those tentacular tubes...

‘Like the suit was part of him,’ Ridhi breathed.

‘Yes!’ Karan shuddered in his seat, and the sensation seemed almost to transfer from him and into Ridhi. ‘When I touched him, the material had become softer, almost; it reminded me of handling an eel. It felt organic, Dr Sundaram.

‘When I tried pulling it off him, he screamed like he was being flayed, clawing at the deck – and I mean clawing, with such pain-fuelled ferocity that he gouged lines in the wood. He begged me to throw him back in the sea, and I nearly did. He was...he was like an animal!’

Ridhi leant back in her seat, eyes wide, one hand over her mouth. The other hung limp beside the seat. Again, she recalled that first sighting, and how she had doubted whether the thing in the water was even human at all. Her mind replayed that glimpse of the red lines in the air bladder, his insistence that the saltiness of the sea would get rid of the pain echoing in her head. Full understanding crashed down on her with the full force of the sea, thrusting fearful tears into her eyes.

‘The suit,’ she murmured, ‘is no longer a suit, Mr Ramachandran.’ He did not interrupt, merely gazing back at her with eyes full of madness – eyes like her own. Disbelief muffled her words, but they spilled out regardless, exposing the impossible revelation. ‘It is Warinder Kohli’s flesh. I can’t pretend to understand what has happened, but I think...I have to admit...’ The breath she took was intended to steady her nerves, but it was a shaky thing that served only to unsettle her further. ‘What he believes is no delusion...’

She turned away from Karan, staring back towards the room with the water tank, where Warinder swam as though he had been born to it. Finally, the talons of ice gripped her, and her voice broke into frightened sobs.

‘...it is the agony of a creature that craves the comforting embrace of the ocean to which it belongs.’
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Blessed Be the Maggots
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A sordid, haggard, wild-eyed being skulked through the shadows of the city. Dirt caked its hands, its face, and its chaotically creased clothes. Dirt and other less forgivable things. The stench of death hung about the being like an invisible cloud of flies. Oddly, those irritating insects avoided it, despite the thing’s unsanitary state.

Darkness fell, but the cacophony of the city continued as cars rushed, horns honked, and clubbers called to their friends. Retreating from these incessant, oppressive sounds, the filthy being crept into a murky crevice beneath a bridge. The ground was strewn with litter and cigarette ends, with a mischief of rats scurrying around a hole at the base of a concrete pillar; otherwise, it was uninhabited. How long that would last was unclear, but for now the grubby being was content to make itself a resident.

Settling into the gloom, unperturbed by the biting of stones or the nipping of the chilly air, it pondered its circumstances. Outcast, alone, feared, yet not too long ago it had been just like every other slave in the unsleeping city. It had had a job; it had had colleagues, a home. A name.

Marcus.

That had been before a trip to the South Pacific, exploring the sparsely peopled archipelagos of Melanesia. He had visited the islanders, seeking to rediscover lost ways of life that could make his tedious existence more tolerable. For a time, that was exactly what he found: communities of joy, cooperation, and simple living. He had even made a friend named Utu, of the Mareki.

Then, accompanied by his new companion, he had travelled to an isolated, insular tribe and partaken in their rituals. It was, supposedly, a cannibal tribe, but no such thing had been on display whilst Marcus was amongst them. Only one thing had discomforted him: a towering, carven idol to their insect-shaped goddess, K’hrb. Utu knew nothing of Her, except that she was considered a “dark deity” by other tribes.

Strange, Marcus considered now in the shadows of his stony shelter, that he now longed to look upon Her again. Fear had become reverence; repulsion was now devotion.

Upon returning to the UK, a change had overcome him. A transformative seed fed to him by the Tribe of K’hrb germinated within, growing, extending its roots into mind and body. First had come an insatiable hunger, gnawing at him no matter how much he ate, until his cupboards were stripped bare. That had been followed by the voices, chanting, tormenting him, haunting him with despicable dreams and robbing him of sleep and sanity. Finally, there was the murder, and from that shocking moment had been born a new seed, bloated with terrible purpose.

Thinking of the creature that had squirmed and squeezed its way up his oesophagus, Marcus rested against the cold concrete and reached into his tattered coat. The thing’s slime made his fingers tingle, but he drew it out delicately, holding it like an adored infant.

Had it been this thick, pale, maggot-like monstrosity that the tribespeople had tried feeding to him and Utu, the two of them would have fled without hesitation. Looking back, Marcus was glad that had not been the case; they would have been fools to deny the love of Mother K’hrb and forsake the opportunity to serve her.

Instead, a special broth had been prepared and offered to them. It was, Marcus had concluded, a liquid mixed with the mashed-up maggot-beast. Somehow it had preserved the lifeforce of the grotesque grub, allowing it to grow within him. Whatever the method, it was unknown to Marcus.

When the time came for him to bring another soul into K’hrb’s service, it would be a far more forceful affair.

That was his purpose now, he knew. As a Child of K’hrb, and host to her grub, it was his duty to bring Her more servants. More servants...and more food.

‘But therein lies the problem,’ he cooed to the slimy, three-eyed maggot-thing, as though it had heard his every thought. Considering the voices that continued to direct him, it may well have. ‘The Mother always hungers. I feast for Her, but the hunger always returns before a new acolyte can be found.’ He raised the maggot, as one may do with a cat, and gazed into its cold, inhuman eyes. ‘How am I to find you a body?’

The maggot did not reply. It never did. In his mind, however, the voices – once enraging, now soothing – gave their typical answer.

‘This is the vessel of Her power and desire. Praise be to the Mother of Hunger. Blood for K’hrb.’

Marcus nodded, and with unnatural tenderness towards a creature so unsightly, returned the maggot to the confines of his coat. Then he reached into another pocket, withdrawing a well-used knife; with both hands he smeared the grub’s desensitising slime upon the blade.

‘Offerings for K’hrb,’ he whispered, lips twisted in a sickening smile.
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Before entering K’hrb’s service, the notion of taking a life had been abhorrent to Marcus. True crime television had been as frightening as any horror movie, killers’ motives unimaginable. That, though, had been his old, unenlightened self. Now he understood the thrill. He relished it.

The memory of the first kill yet lingered, when the last of his fear, doubt, and pathetic morals had been overcome by euphoric hunger. That had been the day Marcus, shackled by humanity, had passed beyond the veil and been replaced by the faithful Child of K’hrb. Every moment since, even when crippled by the cravings, had been a gift.

Remembering the moment the knife had plunged into his workmate’s throat, Marcus salivated, licking his lips. Gazing longingly through the glass, into the house he had chosen to lurk beside, he sought that sensation again.

Half a dozen others had already fallen to his blade. Half a dozen bodies given to K’hrb. Every time the hunger
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