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  Author's Introduction


  A lot of authors of dark fantasy and horror will cite H. P. Lovecraft, William Hope Hodgson, Hugh Cave, and Manly Wade Wellman as influences on their writing. Clark Ashton Smith is another name you'll hear, and in this volume, you'll find my tribute to that great talent, as well as a number of others that dip into the wells of darkness and magic – a world I'm familiar with from endless hours of reading, dreaming, and spilling my own words onto the page.


  I have never considered myself a huge fan of Lovecraft. Though pulp writing, in general, appealed to me when I was much younger, and in the middle years of my writing career, I pushed it aside. I was, of course, deluding myself. When someone pointed out to me that I actually had a body of work loosely fitting this sub-genre of horror / dark fantasy that was probably enough for a book, I laughed. Then I looked. Then I stopped laughing. What I found was that these writers – these storytellers I grew up with and believed I'd left behind me – were responsible for a huge chunk of my output as a writer. There are elder gods, ancient evils, and everything that attends them walking the corridors of my creative consciousness, and that reader was correct. There was more than enough to make a book.


  I also note that, of all my works, most of my favorites, and some that have garnered critical notice, are among the stories you are about to read. "The Call of Distant Shores," the title piece of this collection, is one of my most popular stories to date, and Cockroach Suckers, which is more recent and set near my current home town in the fictional Old Mill, North Carolina, could not be more Lovecraftian without being set in New England.


  Anyway…there are a lot of words ahead – a lot of images – a lot of dark dreams. I hope you'll enjoy them, and I dedicate them to those authors who have gone before, paving the way for an ever-widening realm of new worlds and deep-rooted fears.


  Welcome to my nightmares.


  -David Niall Wilson


  4/9/2011


  AUTHOR'S NOTE: Sometimes a story comes from something deep in the shadows of your psyche. Sometimes you are compelled by visions; you hear voices in your head. And then–sometimes–it's a title. I love playing with words, and one day this grouping came to me. I sat with the first paragraph on my hard drive for years…then one day, I figured it out. It isn't the best pun in the world, and it has nothing at all to do with Zen and the Art of Motorcycle Maintenance – but here it is…


  Glen and the Tart of Mortar Psycho Maine Tenants


  One of the only perks of being Building Superintendent is setting my own schedule, so when the doorbell screeched at the ungodly hour of 8:00 AM on Saturday; I rolled straight off the wrong side of the bed. Rubbing sleep from bleary eyes, I staggered to the door or my room, only remembering halfway there that I was naked. I turned back, snagged my jeans off the floor and hopped into them as I made my way down the hall. The doorbell sounded again, and I cursed.


  There are only about two things that are worth getting up early for on a Saturday; when I opened the door, one of them smiled at me and held out the round handle of a water valve on the end of her finger. She was tall and freckled with wavy auburn hair and bright eyes that were either sparkling, or just reflecting more sunlight than I was used to seeing on a weekend. I knew her name was Linda, and that it was customary among our people to say “Hi,” or “Good morning,” but all I could manage was a confused mumble and a lop-sided return grin that probably made me look like the drooling idiot I was.


  She laughed and twirled the handle on her fingernail. In the recesses of my depraved mind, I saw the tip of that finger crook and beckon me closer, but I shook my head. Too much time spent in depraved recesses is never good.


  “Um,” I managed, finally waxing eloquent, “can I help you?”


  “I sure hope so,” she said. Her voice was as bright as her eyes, and I was so fascinated by it that the words themselves took their sweet time sinking in. Her accent was odd, Boston, I thought, or somewhere in New England. She went on as if I were coherent.


  “Daddy was trying to turn on the hose this morning, and this came right off. We’re in the middle of some important work and…”


  She stared pointedly at the handle on her finger.


  That woke me up. This was a real problem, and one that I could handle. At that moment, handling things was foremost on my mind, and I knew that if I bobbled the hand-off of the faucet handle, all other handling was out of the question. I took it gingerly off her finger.


  “Let me get my tools,” I said. “I’ll be right over.”


  She smiled, and I swear when I said the word tools she glanced about three inches south of my belt. Whether she did or not, my mental image of her did, down in those aforementioned depraved recesses, and I blushed hard. I stumbled in a half circle and staggered back into my apartment. She laughed softly, and called out to me from the doorway.


  “I hope you can fix it. There’s a lot of work to be done today, and if we don’t get some more water out there, everything is going to set wrong and crumble. When things crumble – it can be very bad.”


  I vaguely recalled that her father made some sort of statues out in back of the building. I never go there except to take out my trash, because I really hate rats and the smell of dumpsters, and because that area is rented, along with suite 1A, to one of the tenants. These tenants.


  I found a clean t-shirt and socks, laced on my Doc Martens and grabbed the canvas tool bag I kept just inside the door to my bedroom. I learned early on that if pipes burst, or the roof leaked, or someone’s doorknob came off in their hand at three o’clock in the morning it was best to have the tool bag where I was likely to fall over it. It saved me hours of bleary-eyed searching and helped me keep my job. At the moment all I wanted was to get back to the front door before my Miss New England wet dream disappeared back into her apartment and left me outside playing in the water with daddy.


  When I reached the back yard, I stopped short of actually entering it to stare. I’ve seen a lot of very odd things in my time in building maintenance. I haven’t lived a sheltered or particularly sedate life. In retrospect, I suppose nothing could really have prepared me.


  In the center of the lawn, placed in a spiral that ran from what I guessed was dead center in the lot outward toward the fence, statues had been lined up like dominoes. Most of them seemed to be renditions of something that resembled a lobster, though the head and eyes were far too large, and the claws…I think they were claws…had protuberances similar to opposable thumbs jutting out beneath. The very center statue was small, maybe half a foot tall. Each successive creature was a little bit taller. From where I stood at the back door, I could see the center, shrinking in like the guts of a gigantic Nautilus shell. As I stepped closer, staring openly with the tool bag dangling at my side, the center became obscured, and all I saw was the outer ring of taller statues. The last few were darker than the others, and I realized with a start that they were still wet – drying in the sun.


  Not far to one side, a large vat of some viscous white paste rested with a hose dangling over the edge. The white paste was slowly setting. Beside it, a sorrowful expression on his face stood the girl’s father. He was a small mountain of a man. His shoulders were too broad, and he stood there in a grungy wife-beater t-shirt and jeans – at least I think they were jeans. They were stained dark and puddled over his feet so it seemed they melted into the dark earth. I felt dizzy, and would probably have turned and staggered back into my apartment if Linda hadn’t dropped her hand on my shoulder at just that moment.


  I turned and cried out, nearly tumbling us both to the ground, but she caught me. She was stronger than she looked, and I found the transition from staring at her father and his lobstrocities (thank you Stephen King) to her smiling face a genuine pleasure.


  “What…what are those things?” I managed to ask. “Jesus, they look like some sort of mutant crawdads.”


  Her smile didn’t falter, but I saw from her expression that the reference was lost on her.


  “They’re Daddy’s creations,” she said. “They aren’t finished.”


  I glanced at the spiral of statues and shook my head.


  “Most of them seem finished,” I said.


  “They all must be finished,” she said. “Every one. They aren’t separate works, it’s a single creation.”


  I followed the inward spiral as far as I could. Somehow, as strange as her words seemed, they also rang true. I couldn’t imagine one of the creatures standing alone, or a pair of them on the two sides of someone’s front walk. They fit together, and there was an eerie symmetry to it - except that something wasn’t quite right. I followed the line back to the near end, the unfinished end. The father still stared at me. His expression hadn’t changed. He held the limp end of the hose in one hand, and my mind returned to the moment.


  “We have to hurry,” Linda said. “If the mortar dries, it will be too late. There’s no time to mix another batch.


  I lifted the faucet handle, flashed on why I was there, and nodded, starting toward the back wall of the building. It didn’t matter why they needed to finish the statues. What mattered was they paid for the use of the water, and the hose and it was my job to get it back into commission. Luckily, it was a simple job – a single screw to tighten, and they’d be back in business. If all went well, and Daddy was happy, I thought maybe Linda might take me up on an offer of lunch, or drinks…or more. Except, the closer I got to the faucet, the harder it was not to glance over my shoulder at that growing army of statues. I felt the weight of their cold, collective, lifeless gaze weighing on my shoulders. I told myself if we did go to lunch or dinner, Red Lobster was definitely out.


  Linda trailed along beside me, not close enough for my taste. If my eyes strayed back toward her father, they met her tanned, muscled thighs, and snapped back to the business at hand.


  Just as I reached the wall and dropped my tool bag in the dirt, there was an agonized moan from behind me. I glanced over my shoulder. Linda tried to step up and block my view, but she was too late. I stood and stared.


  The largest of the statues had shifted. Where the wet mortar trailed off at the end of a long, misshapen claw, the color had changed. Powder dribbled from the tip, like sand falling through an hourglass. Linda’s father stood, staring at it in mute horror. He moved to the trough and tried to dip out a glop of the unused mortar, but it was too thick and grainy. When he applied it to the tip of the claw it clung, and then fell away like gobs of wet rice.


  “What…” I said.


  “The faucet!” Linda said. She gripped my shoulders and turned me toward the wall. As I spun, I’m certain I saw the end of that claw vibrate. It was like it was trying to shake off the mortar.


  Sweat broke out on my forehead. I wished I’d had less to drink the night before and more sleep. I fumbled with the zipper on the top of the bag and jammed my hand inside. I needed a Phillips head screwdriver. Suddenly, what had seemed a quick fix was looking like a major undertaking. The sun was rising toward noon, but I felt clammy. I wanted to look back at those statues.


  Linda’s hands dropped to my shoulders, and she began to knead the tight knots out of them. I started to tell her to stop, and then wondered what the hell I was thinking and bit my tongue. She wasn’t making the job any easier, but I suddenly didn’t care quite so much about what might be happening behind me. Probably her intention.


  “Just fix the faucet,” she said softly. Her lips were so close to my ear her breath tickled over my skin. She smelled wonderful, some mix of spice and vanilla. I felt my erection press into my jeans and nearly dropped the faucet handle.


  “Christ,” I muttered.


  I slid the round handle over the square tip of the faucet. It slipped on so easily that I stopped, and for the first time looked closely at the faucet, and the handle. The end of the faucet valve was a square post that protruded about an inch from the valve itself. The handle had a square hole in the center, and this slipped over the protrusion, held in place by a single screw. That’s how it was supposed to work.


  I don’t know how I missed it up until that point, but the handle was broken. One side of the inner square was broken away – or melted? One of the adjacent sides was only partially there. I gripped it and turned. It tried to catch, but there wasn’t enough of the square left to grip the edges of the valve, and it slipped.


  “What in the hell happened to this thing?” I asked.


  I turned and held it up to Linda, not really angry, but very confused. It was a mistake. Over her shoulder, I had a clear view of the spiraling statues. The first two or three, the largest, had shifted. They were no longer in the same position they’d been carved in, and I was not quite able to believe – in that moment – that they’d actually been carved. One claw had opened, and it was raised over Linda’s father. Those farther down the line had begun to drip powder, as the larger ones had moments before. The damage rippled in toward the center.


  “Please,” she said.


  I glanced at the handle again, then tossed it aside and dove for the tool bag. I cursed myself inwardly because – even though I knew I had vice grips, I didn’t know whether I’d put them back in the bag. I dragged out a hammer, a tape measure, a set of drill bits and a handful of assorted nails and bolts. There were pliers, and I briefly considered giving them a try. Then my mind filled with the image of that monstrous claw with its impossible extra appendage. I waited, expecting to hear a scream as I dug into the bag again.


  I found the vice grips at the very bottom of the canvas bag. I turned to the faucet and snapped them shut over the valve, but they were set too wide. I heard Linda moan, and I wanted more than anything to look back at those statues. I also wanted to turn and run, screaming, into the street….but Linda still leaned in close behind me, her perfume confusing my senses. What was that scent? It made me think of the beach, and the sand, though I knew that was crazy. The beach only got bottled as a scent on Seinfeld.


  Behind me I heard a sound like something soft and wet sliding over a rough surface. I heard a barked scream and something clattered to the ground. Sweat dripped into my eyes, and I closed them tightly. I fumbled with the vice grips, found the wheel that loosened and tightened the grip and started spinning it. I forced my eyes open with a gasp – I wasn’t sure in my panic if I was loosening or tightening it.


  “Hurry,” Linda hissed. “Oh please…Daddy…”


  I stared at the vice grips and almost laughed. Somehow I’d gotten it right. I leaned in too quickly, smacked my head on the wall, nearly toppled over and felt her hands on my shoulders, steadying me. I saw the valve and I reached for it. My knuckle smacked into the concrete wall and I cursed, but I dragged it down and found the metal rod, clinging to it dizzily. I wrapped the vice grips around the end of the valve, gripped the handle, and heard the loud CLICK as they locked in place.


  Blood joined the sweat trickling down my face, oozing from a cut where my scalp hit the wall, but I blinked and focused. I’d gotten lucky the first time, but once again I found my mind blanking. Which way should I turn the valve. The stupid rhyme my father had taught me years before tried to surface, but my head pounded.


  “Righty, tighty,” I gasped.


  “What?” Linda said.


  “Lovely Lucy,” I muttered.


  I spun the valve. My knees had gone rubbery, and when I wrenched on the valve stem, Linda let go of my shoulders, leaving me to find my own balance. I never had a chance. The world lurched, and I toppled. For just a second, I held onto the vice grips and pressed my hand into the wall, but it was no good. I fell, turning slowly. That moment stretched into a surreal eternity.


  As I turned, the lot behind me came into view. I couldn’t see any of it clearly, but what I did see wasn’t possible. Linda held the hose, her hand on the metal spray nozzle, gripping tight. Water arched up and over the spiral of statues, except, something was wrong. The statues were moving, and they weren’t …white. Not exactly. Some still were, in near the center, but the others were moving. The spiral hadn’t broken – it spun. The larger statues – creatures – moved steadily inward. The smallest, in the deep center, were still solid, and the larger ones, moving in, crushed them to white dust.


  The water slowed them. Just as I hit the ground I saw Linda’s father, like a professional wrestler bursting out of a pile of bodies, press to the surface, coated in white slime. He fought through the sliding, chattering horde toward the trough of mortar, now overflowing with water.


  I wanted to scream. I wanted to tell him to look out, as one of the creatures spun on him and lifted a huge claw. Water splashed into the thing’s face, and I remember hearing Linda’s voice.


  “Daddy!”


  The throbbing in my head hit a crescendo, and darkness swallowed me whole.


  When I woke, I was in my apartment. Light streamed in from the window, and my head felt like it had been used for a drum. I heard something move, and it all came back to me in a flash. I scrabbled back, hit my head on the headboard, and cried out.


  “Hey! Take it easy!”


  Linda was there then, sitting on the edge of my bed. She’d changed clothes, and she was smiling.


  “What happened?” I asked. “Your father?


  “Everything is fine,” she said. “You were wonderful.”


  I sat up a bit straighter, shook my head, regretted it, and frowned. I swung my legs over the side of the bed and staggered to my feet. I realized in that instant that I was only wearing boxers, but I wasn’t in the mood to worry over it. If she was there, she’d probably been there when I was brought in – as likely as not she’d stripped me. I left my room, and I heard her following close behind.


  “Really,” she said. “Everything is fine.”


  I hurried to the back door, flung it open, and stepped out onto the back steps. Then I stopped and stood very still, staring. I felt Linda’s hands rest on my shoulder. I started to shrug them off, but couldn’t find the strength.


  “How?” I asked.


  The back lot was empty. The trough stood right where it had been, but it was empty. There was a light misting of white powder on the ground, and there were heavy tire tracks, as if a truck had been backed down the alley and in on top of the ground when it was wet. The statues were gone. All of them. There was no sign that anything odd had happened. The hose lay on the ground like a dead snake, and no one was in sight. There was a large pile of canvas bags piled against the wall beside the back of Linda’s apartment. Small mounds of white powder had leaked from the torn corners of a few.


  “What is that?” I asked, uncertain what else to say.


  “Mortar,” she said. “It’s mortar. Daddy will have to go back to work soon.”


  I turned to stare at her. She didn’t take her hands off of my shoulders. We were very close.


  “Tell me you’re kidding,” I said. “He almost died. We almost died. What were those things? Why were they in that spiral, and what happened with the mortar, and the water? Jesus, I…”


  Linda leaned in and kissed me full on the lips. The scent I’d been unable to identify wafted around me – something with a hint of trees and the ocean. Something damp, but compelling. I tried to speak. I really did. I tried to pull away and ask again about that horrible spiral, those crustacean monstrosities crumbling, chittering, rushing in around the back lot toward the center where…what?


  I felt Linda’s hands slide beneath my shirt, and I made a last attempt to push her away. I saw her father’s face, the wild terror in his eyes as the white powder sloughed off the largest of the lobster things and they lurched inward over their smaller brethren, scrabbling inward toward that obscured center. How small had the innermost statues been? What would have happened if those larger ones had forced their way to the center? Where were the statues now?


  I remembered the truck tracks. I thought about the trough, and the bags of mortar.


  “What about the faucet?” I gasped.


  Linda paused for just a second. She pulled back, and her smile widened.


  “We sent for a plumber,” she said. “Daddy is paying. I told him…you’d be busy.”


  Keeping the tenants happy is my job, and it was obvious that only one thing was going to work at that particular moment. I intended to go back to the rear of the building to inspect the faucet. I meant to check out that mortar and the tire tracks, and see what I could find out about my psycho Maine tenants…but somehow it seemed less important than my new business connections.


  I spent a lot of time with Linda after that day, and with her father. I met the drivers of the truck, strange pale men with heavy New England accents who showed up like clockwork once every three months. There was a lot of work to be done, keeping the apartments in good repair, and working out back. The spiral had to remain complete, after all, and mortar isn’t an easy medium – even if you have a latent artistic streak.


  Someday I’ll walk the spiral to its center and see where it leads. I feel drawn to it. For now, I’m happy with Linda. She’s a bit of a tart, but she’s very affectionate. I even get up early on Saturdays. After all, as building superintendent, I set my own schedule.


  AUTHOR'S NOTE: I have always loved poetry. From a very early age, I've been fascinated with Samuel Taylor Coleridge, and in particular with the unfinished poem Kublai Kahn. An old poetry book I got from my aunt told stories about the poets along with presenting their work, and it always itched at me – not knowing the rest of the story. Then I read a fantasy novel (I have no idea what it was titled) where the hero was drawn into another dimension because he was to finish that poem and save the universe. And he did, and I remember reading what that author wrote and thinking…there's still more. It stuck with me for so long that I knew I'd have to address it. Then along came an anthology (that was never published) with a theme of Absinthe, and I wrote this story. When the anthology failed, I sold the story to a magazine called CITY SLAB… The rest is altered history… There is a partially completed screenplay for this that is destined one day to reach the hands of director Rosanna Jeran.


  The Milk of Paradise


  The flick of a thumb, bright sparks and the faded Zippo lighter with the Grateful Dead emblem emblazoned across its front, came to life. The scent of lighter fluid mingled with Sandalwood and hemp. Shadows slid along the floor, wavering and dancing as long slender fingers raised the lighter, bringing the flame to rest beneath a dangling metal ball. The ball was perforated, an old tea ball – an infuser, Art had called it – dangling from a silver chain, suspended about a foot beneath an arching wrought iron frame. Beneath it, glittering and green, sat a glass, half-full of a liquid too odd in coloration to be taken seriously. Art had a name for the liquid, as well. He called it Flubber.


  Leaning in close, long dark hair dangling over her wrist, Belle watched the ball intently, holding the flame to its base. The heat from the lighter set the chain in motion, buffeting it ever-so-slightly as the point where flame met metal grew hotter. Or maybe it was her breath. It didn't matter – not as long as the pendulous motion didn't carry the ball beyond the boundaries of the glass beneath it.


  The sickly sweet stench of burnt sugar wafted across the room like the aftermath of a bad caramel, but Belle paid it no notice. She watched the ball spin in lazy arcs over the glass, and, at last, the sizzle of thick brown liquid as the sugar inside melted and slipped through the infuser. Dripping.


  Art watched, though not as closely as Belle. He sat back in an overstuffed faux leather armchair with one hand curled around a bottle of beer, and the other held up and to the side. He held a slender pipe between thumb and forefinger, angled carefully away from his face, as if anything could have prevented smoke from burning his eyes in a room so full of fumes. Incense. Tobacco. The hash that was charring to ash in his small bowl. The sugar in the infuser, dripping, each drop splashing into the green liquid beneath with an odd sizzle as heat met room-temperature liquid.


  Art had played a game much like this with his high school buddies. A baggie, a glass of water, and flame. The dripping, molten plastic made a distinctive sound when it hit the cold liquid. ZILCH! He heard that sound now, drifting through memory as he brought the pipe to his lips again.


  In the glass beneath the infuser, the green shifted with each zilching drop, growing more amber – less flubber. Art grinned at the thought. He imagined the glass rising and floating about the room as Belle, irritated, grabbed for it with long fingernails, trying to keep it from spilling.


  "It'll never get off the ground," he said to no one in particular. Belle either didn't or wouldn't hear him, and no one else was in the room. The image of Robin Williams, tiny fists pounding against the inside of the glass as the molten sugar dropped around his head like lava and the glass drifting toward the ceiling momentarily captured his attention, and he snorted, barely containing the laugh. Barely containing the last hit off the pipe. No smoke wasted.


  Belle had been at it for hours. Hell, she'd been at it for fucking days – maybe her whole life. Chasing the green. To Art she looked like some sort of demented alchemist trying to will her lead into gold.


  "It's just a fucking drink," he said at last, irritated by her inattention to anything but the glass. He watched a few moments longer, the silence echoing more loudly as the sound of his own voice faded, ignored. He stood, downed the rest of his lukewarm beer in a single swallow and slammed the bottle on the table.


  Belle turned to him for just a second, tilting her head at an inquisitive angle, her eyes deep in some other place. Fevered.


  "It's just a fucking drink." Art repeated. He turned away and slipped out through a set of green plastic beaded curtains that separated the room they were in from the dingy kitchen.


  Belle turned back to the glass. On the floor to her left a spiral notebook lay open near the center. A pen lay atop the pages where lines were carefully filled with letters and numbers. Many of these were rubbed out, erased, or, in a single instance, scribbled over with such force that the page had torn. There were stains on the page as well. In the dim light, they might have been from tears, or the dripping of sweat – the condensation from a bottle of beer – or the deep green, shifting-toward-amber liquid in the glass.


  1885 - France - Incomplete


  .025 kilograms of dried wormwood


  .05 kilograms of anise


  .05 kilograms of fennel


  .95 liters of 85 percent ethanol


  .45 liters of water


  .001 kilogram of Roman wormwood


  .001 kilogram of hyssop


  5 grams of lemon balm


  (All original numbers divided by 100)


  Let the mixture steep for at least 12 hours in the pot of a double boiler. Add water and apply heat; collect distillate. To approximately half the distillate, add Roman wormwood, hyssop and lemon balm, all of which have been dried and finely divided. Extract at a moderate temperature, then siphon off the liquor, filter, and reunite with the remaining distillate. Dilute with water to produce approximately 1 liter of absinthe with a final alcohol concentration of 74 percent by volume. AND – SOMETHING – FUCKING – ELSE ...


  The lettering grew deep and frustrated at this point, slashing across the lined paper at angry angles. Words were scrawled, then marked out and replaced with other words, also marked out. In the center of the page, about three lines beneath the recipe itself and underlined so deeply the page was scored, the word Peppermint remained. Alone, of a small battlefield of herbs and obscure terms, Peppermint survived.


  Belle leaned closer over the glass. She'd removed the flame from the tea infuser and was watching the liquid intently. Where globs of molten sugar had struck, whirling tendrils of yellowish hue spun down into the thick liquid. Belle's hair dangled dangerously close, interwoven with several feathers and a small chain of beads. Her eyes glittered – green eyes so dark they hinted of black. Her tongue slid back and forth across her teeth, touching the cheeks on either side, then swirling.


  Belle waited until the peppermint in her mouth had faded to such a thin wafer it threatened to melt over her lips and disappear, then she bent quickly and slipped her tongue into the absinthe, letting the ghost of the mint slide into the green depths. Her eyes closed, just for an instant, as she made contact with that slick, wet surface, then she drew back. Peppermint. Ghosts and hints in books she'd spent long hours poring over hinted that this was the secret. She'd been told it soothed the stomach. She'd been told that slid round and round a lover's cock with the tongue, it could bring hallucinations. She'd been told it belonged in the Absinthe - told by voices long dead, preserved on parchments and the leaves of tattered books. Recipes penciled into the margins of notebooks and tucked into unlikely hiding in diaries and family bibles.


  Absinthe was the key, but it had to be the Absinthe. His absinthe. Was it right? Were the caves of ice raised from stalagmites of peppermint? Did they tingle with too-clean, too-bright taste, or would that fail as it blended with the wormwood's bitter kiss? What did he see?


  The mint drifted slowly, so thin it resembled a coin-shaped shard of ice. Belle watched, waited, as it fluttered down to the bottom of the glass. Fluttered and melted, flew and flown and – gone. The absinthe had swallowed it completely.


  Art shuffled back into the room, but she paid no attention to him. She was staring into the green depths of the glass, mesmerized. He watched her, sipping on a fresh beer and frowning. Her hair dangled over and around the glass, and with the dim candlelight flickering, he could catch green glimmers. The wink of some huge, forgotten emerald. The eye of a great cat. Spider webs of dark hair shimmered around it, slender pale arms braced against the floor.


  "Found the Flubber, then, did you?" he asked softly, tipping the bottle up again. He tasted the beer, but he remembered the bite of the Absinthe. He remembered her concentration, and how it shifted. He remembered long fingers and curved nails wrapped around a different glass, a slightly different green. He remembered the taste, and the burn. He remembered.


  Art turned away and lurched through the room, down the hall that branched left and right. He turned left, not bothering with the lights. Two doors ignored, the third entered and he stopped, tilting the bottle up and closing his eyes. It was there. He knew it was there, didn't need to see to know. Moonlight streamed in the window and glowed on the surface of a canvas, reclining on an easel and watching him in return.


  To one side, on a dresser that had been recruited as a workbench, his palette sat, paint dried on the surface in careless blobs, brush dry-tight in the deep blue. The palette itself was a work of art, a reflection of pain. Art stepped closer and tipped the bottle back, gazing at the canvas. He turned, grabbed a candle from the dresser and lit it with a match pulled from ratty jeans.


  The light flared. Heineken bottle candelabra gleam lit the surface of the canvas with a dim, yellow glow. Art drank, and stared, and drank again. He reached out with one hand, tracing the brilliantly hued parapet of a domed cathedral, drawing down to rings of fruit trees, littered with bright-colored fruit, rooted in beds of flowers. Ice coated the surface of the cathedral-like doors. Behind, rising up and up, the mountains disappeared into clouds that shimmered with colors, a cotton-candy treat for the gods.


  The temple was an entrance, doors swung wide to reveal a jeweled cavern within, lights placed strategically, every brilliant beam reflected and refracted, reflected again, dancing from surface to surface. Ice. It was a cave of ice. Art drained his beer and wished it was something stronger, something with ice he could swirl around in his mouth as he had when he painted. Cold, biting, distant. Footsteps drifted in, quiet and rhythmic, but Art didn't acknowledge them.


  The scent of jasmine teased his nostrils. Art felt a small shiver run up his spine, but still, he didn't turn. It was Sammy. She made little sound, even when she was in the room you had to concentrate to realize she wasn't part of one of the tapestries on the wall, or an oversized doll. Sammy was an afterthought to the world, so paper-thin, frail and pale she shimmered and sometimes, if you didn't look closely enough, she wasn't there at all.


  "It's like she's made of ice," Belle had said one day, watching Sammy flit about the room. "The ice you see, just after it freezes, so thin on top of the water you know that if a wave rose up from inside, it would shatter."


  Art set the empty beer bottle beside the dried palette on the dresser and placed the candle in the top, dripping hot wax around the rim to hold it in place.


  "Pretty," Sammy whispered, standing very close to his side and staring at the painting, as he knew she'd stared a thousand times before, when he was there, when he was out. When he was sleeping. Sammy was fascinated with the painting, and when she wasn't playing her music, she was staring at the painting.


  At first, Art had been jealous. He liked Sammy, and he loved the painting. Both meant a lot to him, but neither would share. Sammy didn't ignore Art, but she didn't adore him. She adored the painting, worshiped it, and that was supposed to have been Belle. The painting was not for Sammy. The house, its walls dripping thick with images and angst, dreams and nightmares leaking into them, all of it was an extension of Belle. The painting was a failure. Art had failed, and for his pain, a woman he quietly and privately loved had fallen in love, instead, with his failure.


  Art turned, pinched the wick of the candle between his thumb and forefinger, relishing the heat as he held tight. The burn. It took his thoughts away, for an instant. He turned and headed to the door. Sammy didn't move. She stared at the painting as if the light had never shifted. As if seeing the same image she'd seen by flickering candlelight. As if she had never seen what Art had seen at all, or what he'd painted, but something more.


  Head pounding, Art paced back toward the kitchen for another drink. Stronger, and more final. Something tall and amber and clinking with ice that would burn his throat as the candle had burned his fingers, numbing the pain.


  The night had deepened. There was no light save that of the candles circling the room. On the floor in the center of the patterned carpet, Sammy sat quietly. On her lap, a wooden dulcimer rested. Art sat slumped deep into the depths of his old armchair, cloaked in shadow. Invisible. Occasionally the soft clink of ice on glass could be heard, accompanied by a quick flash of reflected gold tossed between whiskey and candle through a lens of smudged glass.


  Belle knelt on the rug before Sammy. In Belle's hand was a crystal goblet, glittering with ghosts of light from the candles. The goblet brimmed with dark liquid. The light was yellow. Shadows loomed. Art knew what was in the goblet, despite the lack of color. He knew the deep, emerald glitter, and the scent, crusted sugar and licorice, the hint of
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