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            INTRODUCTION

          

        

      

    

    
      Dear Reader,

      Welcome to Behind the Shadows IV.  Horror is something that I read a lot of, so I was excited to be asked to edit this anthology.  I love everything from Edgar Allen Poe to Chuck Tingle, and everything in between.  There are some unique stories and creatures in this anthology that are sure to grab your attention.

      If you find a story that you particularly like, consider looking the author up on social media and giving them a like.  I hope you enjoy reading it as much as I loved putting it together.

      

      A. Balsamo

      

      A. Balsamo is an award-winning freelance editor with a wide range of experience in media, legal, and fiction editing. She holds current certifications in both copy editing and developmental editing through the EFA. Her primary focus is on genre fiction in the topics of fantasy, horror, mystery and paranormal nonfiction. To learn more about A. Balsamo and her experience and background visit abalsamo.com.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            THE FILE CLERK

          

          JOE KILGORE

        

      

    

    
      I want to make one thing perfectly clear from the beginning.  You listen to this at your peril.  The only reason I have taken pen in hand to put it down on paper is in the hope that by affixing it to an inanimate object it will somehow be permanently expunged from my mind.  My ability to destroy this recounting, however, is not possible.  Ripping it asunder, or burning it, would only multiply its evil and spread it more rapidly.  It is, however, my fervent desire that this manuscript never be found.  That is why I plan to entomb it with the rest of the dead and rotting detritus of the world. If, for any reason, you come upon it, proceeding beyond this initial paragraph would be a grave error.  Best to return it immediately, unread, to where you found it.  I caution you for the last time.  Should you continue, you are likely to find yourself not only in the same wretched state in which I currently reside, but more importantly, the responsibility for dealing with this malignancy will become yours, and yours alone.

      You have been warned.
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        * * *

      

      Mine was a life of no particular distinction.  I was one of countless bureaucrats laboring unseen in the bowels of government house.  My title coincided with the task I was compensated to perform, file clerk.  I was by no means the only one.  In my department alone there were four of us.  We were responsible for separating, cataloguing, and yes, filing a seemingly endless number of documents, reports, forms, letters and memoranda that members of parliament initiated, responded to, or simply wished to have available should the need arise at some undetermined time for some unforeseen reason.  The state, in its infinite wisdom, felt that maintaining mountainous volumes of correspondence was absolutely essential to both the preservation of history and the orderly operation of political authority. I saw no reason to disagree as this afforded me a stable, if somewhat meager, income.

      Looking back on it, I long for the mindless monotony it once provided. We ungrateful humans seem incapable of truly appreciating peace and normality until they are replaced by havoc and anxiety.  If only I had not volunteered.  If only I had been content to maintain my status as an unseen cog in the bureaucratic wheel.  But no, I had to leap at the chance for something new, something different.

      Be mindful of what you wish for.  But you won’t listen, will you?  If so, you would not have come this far.
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        * * *

      

      “I know this is highly irregular,” he began, as my colleagues and I stood ramrod straight in front of his desk. He didn’t like irregularities. They interrupted his illusion of control.

      “Apparently our section is being queried as to whether any of our file clerks would voluntarily accept temporary assignment to F branch.  Pish-posh, if you ask me.”

      I can still hear myself say three words I shall regret for eternity.

      “I would,  sir.”

      “Oh you would, would you?  Our corner of the world not good enough for you, is that it?  Anyone else?  Didn’t think so.  So be it then.  See Featherstonehaugh, Foreign Branch, level two.  I still say pish-posh.”

      Featherstonehaugh was as supercilious as his name. He wore his disdain for those beneath him much like a horse wears a bit, with undisguised annoyance.

      “You’re the volunteer?  Best Records Branch could do?”

      “I can’t say, sir. But I did volunteer. So here I am.”

      “How enlightening.  Do you have your curriculum vitae?”

      I handed it to him.

      “Less than impressive, I must say,” he said before he could possibly have had time to read it.  “But no matter.  It’s a thankless task in a fetid backwater.  Should be perfect for you.  Please listen and don’t interrupt until I’ve explained the assignment in detail.  Are you with me so far?”

      “I am, sir.”

      Upon that note, Featherstonehaugh proceeded to outline the task for which I had, without reserve, volunteered.  It consisted of a journey to the far side of the world. As he droned on, he attempted to make it sound as distasteful as humanly possible.  But his condescension was all for naught.  For one as inexperienced as I, it sounded like a gift from heaven.  An excursion across seas and continents.  An assignment that was not beyond my competence.  A specified amount of time to accomplish what I was being sent to do.  A return trip home.  All at the expense of his majesty’s coffers.  I was so enthralled I failed to realize he had stopped talking a few seconds earlier.

      “I say, have you been struck mute?”

      “No, sir.  Sorry, sir.”

      Handing me the detailed itinerary he had just read verbatim, he asked, “Well then, what questions do you have?”

      “No questions, sir.”

      “No?  How sporting. Dismissed,” he said offhandedly, having already turned to the far more important matter of smoothing his moustache with his index finger.
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        * * *

      

      One week later, at Royal Albert Dock, I was boarding the good ship, South Wind, convinced that I was setting a course for the future and changing my life for the better.  I was confident my bold initiative had set me upon a tide of good fortune.  This would not be the last time I would misread the tea leaves.

      Featherstonehaugh had given me a dossier on Jonas, the doctor whose files I was to coordinate. He was apparently a brilliant man, highly educated not only in medicine, but also in botany and entomology.  But, Featherstonehaugh had added with a snide riposte, that Jonas was apparently certifiably insane and hopeless at organization.  The good doctor had supposedly hanged himself and left his office in a state of unimaginable squalor.  The local native population refused to enter the doctor’s office after his death, apparently put off by one or another of numerous superstitions relating to the region. A previous trip to his office in Rangoon by members of the foreign service, who were responsible for Jonas’s research into exotic diseases and their possible cures, had uncovered such a voluminous amount of notes, specimens, memorandums and unfinished reports, all in such a chaotic state, as to make the examination of his findings virtually impossible.  It had been decided that until his work could be separated and codified into some sort of logical order, nothing of value could be achieved.  Ergo the need for a file clerk.

      The prospect of reassembling a suicide’s disordered life was not that compelling frankly, but the opportunity it offered me to see a part of the world I never imagined I would ever encounter was quite thrilling. We docked fourteen days from my initial departure.

      The rainy season had begun.  I stood on the deck, beneath the shelter of the overhang, and scanned the crowd running hurriedly to and fro.  I hoped M. Henderson, the officer who was to meet me, would be in uniform, as I had no other means of identifying him.  Luckily, this appeared to be the case when a tall man in military attire stepped out of a waiting automobile, umbrella in hand.  Pulling my hat tighter on my head, I stepped from the shelter and started down the gangplank.  Waving as I walked, I approached him and asked, “Are you M. Henderson?”

      “I am.  Are you the file clerk?”

      “Yes.”

      “Right this way, then.”

      Once inside the motorcar we exchanged more familiar introductions. Henderson advised that he was taking me to the district where I would be housed until my task was completed. Progress was dreadfully slow going in the rain.  The streets by the harbor were narrow and pedestrian traffic was heavy in spite of the inclement weather.  I was utterly fascinated by the people.

      “Not that used to seeing a motorcar,” Henderson explained.  “Many of them are from the countryside, with little exposure to the outside world.  They come to the city bringing all their strange ideas and foolish superstitions with them.”

      “They seem amiable,” I offered.

      “Oh, they’re friendly enough. And some have done a first-rate job of picking up English.  The boy at your house, Patu, he’s very proficient.”

      “Boy?”

      “You know, servant.  He lives in a small room in the back.”

      “Oh, I shan’t need a servant.”

      “He comes with the house,” Henderson explained.  “He was Dr. Jonas’s lad.”

      “But I can’t see any reason I’d really need him.”

      “If we let him go,” Henderson replied, “he’ll be just another bugger on the street having to fend for himself. If he stays with the house, he earns a livable wage, which is a good deal more than most of these poor souls you’re seeing. You needn’t worry about the cost. The Foreign Office picks it up as part of the housing.”

      I wasn’t sure why I was taken aback at the thought of having a servant.  Perhaps it was because I always thought of myself as being part of the serving class. But then, something else that Henderson had said leapt back into my mind.

      “You said Dr. Jonas’s boy.  Will I be staying in the doctor’s house?”

      “Yes.”

      “Did he … I mean was the house … where he …”

      “Oh, no,” Henderson responded quickly.  “Don’t lose any sleep over that.  He laced up the ghost’s necktie at his office. That’s where you’ll be working.”

      The house was in a part of the city where narrow streets widened into boulevards and massive walls shielded homes and buildings behind them.  Stopping at the appropriate spot, the driver exited the car, opened the gate, then returned and drove us into the courtyard where Henderson bade me farewell.

      Walking up to the front door, I put down my valise and was about to grip the brass knocker when a diminutive fellow in black pants and a white tunic opened the door from within, bowed, and said, “Greetings to His Exalted Majesty’s most esteemed and revered file clerk. I, Patu, welcome you.”

      Never having been esteemed or revered, I was a bit lost for words, but I managed to reply, “Good day, Patu.  Thank you for welcoming me.  I hereby put myself in your capable hands.”

      He immediately took my bag, stepped aside and motioned me into the foyer.  I stepped inside and was immediately overcome with my good fortune.  The house was far grander than I had imagined.  A number of rooms rimmed the circular entry.  Their doors were open and I could see through to the gardens beyond.  Lush, green, fichus leaves were interwoven with bamboo and teak trees.  Red, white and yellow hibiscus shimmered with color, their beauty enhanced even more by the recent raindrops that continued to cling and shimmer.  Surely no man could be as  lucky as I.

      Patu made rather a show of walking me round and pointing out each room while detailing its particular purpose. Even though I was quite capable of ascertaining the functions of the drawing room, library, kitchen, bedrooms and the rest, I allowed him to go through his entire indoctrination without interruption. He had obviously rehearsed it for some time and took pleasure in showing off his English as well as the house.  I liked him and his rhetorical flourishes immediately, and so responded at the end of his tour by saying, “Patu, these are the grandest accommodations I have ever had.  Thank you for sharing them with me.”

      He paused for a moment, not sure how to respond, I think.  Perhaps he was not used to compliments from his former masters. But he finally said, “Shall I bring you a gin and tonic water in the library?  Dr. Jonas, may peace be upon him, always took his there.”

      “That will be fine.  Thank you.”

      An hour later I was enjoying my second gin and tonic as I thumbed through some of the doctor’s books in his library. It struck me then, that I had perhaps never been happier in my entire life than I was at that moment.  Of course, I had no way of knowing this would be the last time happiness would ever again be part of my thoughts.
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        * * *

      

      On the way to the office the next day, Patu insisted on walking behind me.  He would tell me at which corners to turn, but he said it was unseemly for him to walk in front or beside me.  I agreed, not wishing to debate what he felt was customary.  On Bigandet Street we passed St. Paul’s Catholic School for Boys and came upon a building close by built entirely of teak in the Anglo-Burmese style.  Patu handed me a key and said I should go in, turn down a long hallway on my left, and about halfway down, I would find Dr. Jonas’s office.

      “Aren’t you coming with me, “ I asked.

      “No Burmese will enter the doctor’s office now.  Enough time has not passed.”

      “Time for what?”

      “Time for the brokenhearted dragonflies to leave.  No Burmese will enter until they are gone.”

      “Dragonflies with broken hearts?  I’m afraid I don’t understand.”

      “That English do not understand.  Nor do they believe. The Burmese know better.  I go back to the house.”

      Must be one of the superstitions Henderson and Featherstonehaugh spoke of, I thought to myself.  So I said to Patu,  “Fine.  I’ll see you at the house tonight.”

      Following his instructions, I walked down the hall and found a sign that read LELAND JONAS, MEDICAL DOCTOR.  The door beneath it was indeed locked, so I took the key Patu had given me, unlocked it and entered. As I had been informed, the office was a catastrophe.  Floors, desks, tables and chairs were strewn with papers.  Equipment stood willy-nilly around the room.  Microscopes and specimen plates peeked out from surfaces cluttered with debris.  Vials of medicines and drugs, even syringes and surgical equipment were all about the place as if tossed by winds.  I saw another door on the far side of the office.  Perhaps an examination room.  Opening it, I found more of the same.  Immense stacks of paper, journals, notes and pages torn from books.  It was as if the doctor, like a giant Burmese python, had shed his various skins here and there and left it all to be reconstructed by anyone foolish enough to take on the task.

      When approaching chaos, it had always been my practice to do so in a logical way.  I concluded that the orderly assimilation of this massive confusion could only be constructed by deconstructing the randomness. That would entail starting anywhere and going through everything piece by individual piece.  Even though I assumed a large part of what lay before me was simply an immense amount of refuse. I took off my jacket and, seeing no coat rack, draped it around the back of the desk chair.  While doing so, I noticed that some of the decorative molding on the front edge of the desk had been broken off.  Seeing nothing on the floor, for some unknown reason, I looked up and spied a large, exposed teak beam running the length of the room just below the ceiling.  My God, said I.  He must have climbed up on the desk and used that very beam.  Looking again to make sure the door was still closed, I climbed up on the desk.  The distance between it and the beam seemed just enough to do the job.  The molding was probably kicked loose by the involuntary spasms and twitching of his legs.  Or perhaps, having stepped off the desk, he had a change of heart as the noose tightened, then struggled unsuccessfully to regain his footing.  Suddenly my knees became rubbery, aided no doubt by an overactive imagination.  I quickly came down and took a seat in the desk chair.  An ever so slight wave of nausea came over me but quickly passed. Concentrate on the task, I told myself.  So I set myself to it.

      Fixing my gaze on the largest stack of paper and debris on a table in the corner of the office, I decided to make a start. I walked over and reached for a handful of documents that would begin the laborious process of sorting things out.  As I pulled them from the pile, and was about to return to the desk, my peripheral vision sensed the smallest movement from where I’d removed the papers.  Imagination again?  Playing tricks perhaps?  I paused for a moment peering at the spot.  The edge of one piece of paper did seem to rise, almost imperceptibly.  Did it really move?  Was it just settling?

      The paper was still now.  Probably nothing, I thought.  But just to convince myself I had been mistaken, I reached over and began pulling that particular sheet of paper ever so gently.  The moment it was detached from the other papers surrounding it, a black dot bolted furiously up the length of my arm, heading directly toward my face.  I began to back peddle quickly as I could. The dot had somehow sprouted luminescent wings and was flapping them wildly, flittering up and down in front of my eyes and moving so rapidly I couldn’t focus on it.  I raised my hand and tried to brush it away but it was moving too erratically for me to strike.  Before I knew it, a menacing sound began—a drone that quickly grew in intensity.  Then another dot and another started emerging from the stack of papers.  Instantly, they had multiplied exponentially and a huge swarm of them began to hover near the ceiling as the high-pitched whine became louder and louder.  Still trying to fend off the one who had raced toward me initially, I became aware of a monstrous sight.  The individual winged insects started literally exploding in mid-air, their chests blown apart as if by tiny explosives.  One by one they burst into a haze of minute green particles that hung in the air like dust mites.  Yet still the largest one came directly toward my face as if to attack.  In my haste to recoil swiftly, I stumbled and fell.  My head banged into the leg of the doctor’s desk.  A sharp pain knifed along the base of my skull.  It made me wince and bring my free hand up to touch the offending spot.  The touch reignited the pain and I grimaced, instinctively inhaling to let go a sigh.  When I did, the winged apparition dived headlong inside.  I could feel it bouncing from my tongue to my jaw to the roof of my mouth.  I began to gag.  For a moment there was stillness.  I thought perhaps I had spit it out.  Then the fluttering began again.  I could taste its dry thinness careening behind my teeth.  I tried to use my tongue to force it forward.  I opened my mouth wide and reached in with my hand to grab and extract it.  I felt nothing.  I spat and spat again.  It’s gone, I thought.  I’ve gotten rid of it.  Then a violent flutter arose once more.  I stretched my jaws as wide as they would go and reached back in with my hand to rake it out.  Immediately its ferocity increased, and I realized it was plummeting down my throat.  I began to gag profusely and choke simultaneously.  My throat caught.  My stomach turned.  I coughed and tried to spit, but the saliva stuck in my throat and made me gag again on the air being sucked into my windpipe.  Tears sprang from my eyes.  I brought both hands to my neck, heaving and coughing and spitting at the same time.  I felt unable to breathe.  My heart was racing.  I must stop this, I thought. Against my will, against every instinct I had, I swallowed deeply.  Not once, but twice.  Then I lay on the floor, still and quiet.  It’s gone, I kept telling myself.  I’ve swallowed it.  I will not choke.  I will not vomit.  I will not die.  I will simply be still.  It’s over.

      Soon it was.  My erratic breathing eased.  My pulse slowed.  I regained my composure if not my dignity.  Surely, it was only a moth I thought, nothing more.  How could I have panicked so completely.  Still, the thought of it within me made me sick to my stomach.  Perspiration spotted my brow, and I noticed my hands shook slightly unless I gripped the desk.  What time was it?  How long had I lay there before rising to sit in the chair?  How long had I been sitting here?  What happened to the papers I had taken from the pile?  I saw them scattered about the floor.  I still don’t feel well, I told myself.  Fresh air.  I need fresh air.  I shall go outside.  Go back to the house, perhaps.  Rest a bit.  Insects, that’s all they were.  Perhaps as Patu said, dragonflies.  Were they that large?  I could not remember.  But I could still see them exploding in midair.  Bursting apart and dissolving.  And I could still feel the flutter of wings that fled into me.

      Retracing the route I had taken that morning with Patu, my forearm rested against my stomach as I walked.  I could tell I was stooped over but it seemed too much effort to stand erect.  Halfway to the house, the skies opened and rain came in sheets.  I was soaked but could not force myself to quicken my step.  I slogged through the streets until I reached the house.

      Patu met me at the door, brought me inside and helped me out of my wet clothes.  I told him I needed to rest and retired to the bedroom.  Crawling into bed in the middle of the day, I planned to take a quick nap and return to the office later that afternoon.  When I awoke the moon was up.

      I went downstairs and called for Patu.  He came and asked if I was feeling better.

      “I’m not sure.  How long was I asleep?”

      “Two days, almost three now,” Patu replied.

      “What?  It can’t have been that long.”

      “You were very ill.  A fever, I think.  Your sleep was fitful.  You cried out and waved your arms at the air.”

      Was it a dream, I wondered; had it happened at all?  “Patu, I did go to the office, right? Then I came home midday, wet from the rain?”

      “That is correct.  Then you fell into a fever and slept.  I informed M. Henderson that you were ill and would be spending some time here before returning to your work.  He stated the sickness was perhaps caused by your long journey?”

      “I don’t think so, Patu.  Let me tell you what happened.”

      As I recounted all that I remembered, Patu’s face grew sullen, then grave.  He seemed to back away from me as I spoke while pulling his body into a crouch, as if trying to become even smaller than he already was.

      “What’s the matter, Patu?  What have I said that’s alarmed you?”

      “The brokenhearted dragonflies.  You saw them.  And heard their mating song.  Each struggles to be heard above the rest—to win the right to mate.  They sing with such force, their bodies cannot contain them.  They shatter, like glass.  You saw them.”

      “I saw something.  But surely what you describe is superstition.  It can’t be true.”

      “The English never believe until it is too late.  Dr. Jonas believed.  But too late.”

      “What do you mean?  Tell me what you know.”

      “He studied insects and flowers, looking for ways to heal the sick. I asked him not to collect dragonflies, but he would not listen. He too called what you have seen and heard superstition.”

      “He heard them?  He saw what I saw?”

      “Yes.  And like you, he was invaded by the queen.”

      “Invaded?  What the hell do you mean?”

      Patu went on.  “The dragonflies are brokenhearted because they want to mate.  They do not realize the queen has already mated.  She shuns them and they destroy themselves.  But she doesn’t care.  All she seeks is a dark, wet place to lay her eggs.”

      My stomach twisted violently.  I thought I was going to be sick.

      “Utter nonsense!  What are you talking about?”

      “Dr. Jonas was a good man.  Once he learned what he must do, he did it.”

      My patience and strength were wearing thin, I shouted at him, “Stop being so mysterious.  Tell me all of it.  Now!”

      “I must not.”

      “You must. Go on.”

      “When the dragonfly queen invades a human, she lays her eggs and they begin to hatch.  Once born, they must have food.  They take sustenance wherever they find it.  They begin to eat the body.”

      I immediately felt nauseas again.  He couldn’t be serious, but I couldn’t stop listening.

      “The organs.  The muscles.  The skin.  They consume everything until they get out.”

      I was sweating profusely and feeling weaker still, but I had to ask.  “And how many eggs does the dragonfly queen lay?”

      Patu took a breath before he answered.  “Millions.”

      I felt faint and staggered. He quickly pulled an armchair up and I crumpled into it.  I was doing my best to keep from retching but my mind was racing.

      “Patu, a moment ago you said Dr. Jonas learned what he must do, and he did it. What did you mean?”

      “I told Dr. Jonas that the only way to avoid his fate was to take his own life.  I told him that if he died before the eggs were laid, the queen would fly from his mouth on the wind of his last breath.  The eggs require a living organism.”

      Unable to stop myself, I asked, “And if he had not taken his life, what would his fate have been?”

      “Far more unpleasant,” was his only reply

      My mind began to whirl like a tornado.  Options, alternatives, there must be something.  “I can make myself sick, Patu.  I can vomit the hideous queen up.”

      “Impossible, she will not leave.”

      “I can excrete it.  I can do that.  Before the eggs hatch.”

      “She will not travel that far before giving birth.”

      “An operation.  Surgery.  I can have it removed.”

      “Too late, I’m afraid.” Patu answered. “The eggs will have been lain in less that a day.  They would have begun to hatch in another. The process has begun.”

      To learn that you are going to die is one thing. To learn that you are going to be eaten, slowly, from the inside out, is quite another.  I wept openly.

      Then quietly, Patu said, “There is more.”

      “More … my God, man, how can there possibly be more?”

      “Once the human is infected with the growing eggs, everything he touches becomes infected.  Everything he puts to his hands, his mouth, his loins, even his breath itself becomes a possible host—a host that can eventually breed more queens and more brokenhearted dragonflies.  The cycle is like that of the sun and the moon.”

      “You’re saying there’s no way to stop it?”

      “There is one way,” Patu added, “if the host is consumed by fire, before the queen flees, then and only then will the cycle be broken.”

      I ran my hand across my dripping brow. “Consumed by fire?  You’re saying that if I burn myself to death, I won’t necessarily pass this on to others?”

      “Yes.”

      Still looking for something, anything, any reprieve at all from a fate worse than death or at least a death far less gruesome, I said, “Patu, I saw a revolver in the study.  If I use it on myself, will you burn my body? And will that keep me from passing on this hideous malignancy?”

      “I am afraid not. The human host must be living when the flames consume the dragonflies.”

      I was no longer capable of speech.  Patu sensed that.  He said, “Tonight, I will put the house to the torch.  It must be done.  I shall then have to live my own life unsure of whether you have passed this curse to me.”

      “My God, Patu.  I was just beginning to live.  It all seems so incredibly unfair.”

      “Fairness is the real superstition,” he offered. “British, I think.”
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        * * *

      

      It is nearly midnight.  Patu will be coming soon.  I will bury this history in the garden, among the earth and the things that crawl beneath it. Then I have a decision to make. Shall I flee? Shall I roam the world, a haunted shell?  Shunned by all I come in contact with and gnawed into oblivion by an abominable infestation of something viler than the maggots that eventually await us all.  Or do I go up to the bedroom, lie down and wait for Patu to return.

      To be burned alive. To be engulfed in searing flames amid my own screams.  To become the fuel for a conflagration that might save others. Am I capable of that?  Am I that strong?  That good?  I do not know.

      Which means of course, neither do you. You don’t know whether I will choose to live whatever horrendous life I have left, or to die roasting in a hell on earth.  You don’t know if I will keep others from harm, or if I will pass it to another, who may one day pass it on to you.  Or will I leave it on the arm of an antique chair, a shipboard rail, or on some item sitting dormant in a room you may someday enter.

      The fact is … you don’t even know if the paper this story is written on … the very paper you may be holding in your hands … or the keyboard you may be touching with your fingers, or the earphones from which you may be listening to this now … you have no way of knowing whether any of those are infected with the scourge of the brokenhearted dragonflies.

      But then … you have only yourself to blame.

      You were warned.

      

      Joe Kilgore is an award-winning writer of novels, novellas, screenplays, and short stories. He lives and writes in Austin, Texas. You can learn more about Joe and his work at his website: https://joekilgore.com

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            THE FIND AT AL-SIJN MUSTATIR

          

          A.R.R. ASH

        

      

    

    
      “Where the fuck are you!?”

      Samir glanced at the text message, then set the phone back down on the laminate tabletop. He rubbed his eyes, tired from staring at text under fluorescent lights for … who knows how many hours?

      Shit! He was supposed to meet Janah at the cemetery. His guilt at missing the anniversary of Layla’s death manifested as a twinge in his stomach and a catch in his throat. He knew Janah wouldn’t understand, but what he did now was for their daughter.

      Samir turned his attention back to the record, recently uncovered during a dig at Al-Sijn Mustatir in the Rub’ al-Khali Desert. The largest sand desert in the world, its name meant the “Empty Quarter.” He translated the account from Sabaic, an ancient language in the region:

      

      I passed between lines of skeletons until I came upon the dead …

      

      “No, not ‘dead,’” Samir mumbled to himself. “‘Frozen.’ No, that’s not right either. ‘Still.’ That’s it!”

      

      … still body of my companion. He stood as a statue, unmoving, unblinking, but alive. “Adi!” I called his name, but he did not respond. Did not flinch. Again, I called out and touched his chest and felt his breath. His heart beat, and he yet breathed, but he truly was as a living sculpture.

      

      The pen vibrated in Samir’s hand as he wrote:

      

      I looked around the vast chamber. It was carved from the very mountain and bereft of contents, save for hundreds of skeletons, left to lay where they fell, and a stone altar hewn from the stone of the far wall. Upon the altar sat an iron box, the only item in the barrow …

      

      Again, Samir paused. “‘Barrow’ isn’t right. ‘Prison’? Not exactly. Something like ‘place of exile.’” He lifted his head in revelation. “That’s why earlier accounts were so off! They translated incorrectly, interpreting it as a burial mound.”

      He continued:

      

      Examining the many piles of bones, I wondered what manner of creature could have done this. Was the Wish-Granter protected by a guardian? Or, perhaps, a warden of its exile.

      

      Samir’s heart raced faster. “Wish-Granter! This is it! This is what I’ve been looking for.” His breath came more quickly, and he wiped the tear from the corner of his eye with the back of his hand.

      I can bring Layla back!

      The passage was nearly complete, and he finished the translation:

      

      Was Adi frozen in fear? Perhaps he and all others had failed some test. I mumbled the phrase I heard Adi speak. Yet, when the smoke appeared around the iron box, I fled. To my shame, I abandoned Adi. What good was a wish if I did not live to enjoy it?

      

      Samir released a heavy breath and set the pen down, staring at the translation for some time. Finally, he folded the page and stuffed it into a pocket.

      He had never made the drive home so fast, but neither did it ever seem so long.
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        * * *

      

      “Janah! Janah!” Samir shouted as soon as he opened the front door. “I found it!”

      “Stop yelling!” came the slurred response from the kitchen.

      Samir slammed the door closed behind him and ran to the kitchen. “Janah, I found it!”

      “Found what? Where the hell were you?” She held a half-finished bottle of Wild Turkey. She still wore the knee-length black skirt and black blouse that she wore to the grave site.

      “I figured out how to bring Layla back!”

      Janah gave him a skeptical look, which shifted into rage. Lip curled, nostrils flaring, she shouted, “What the fuck are you talking about?”

      She just needs to understand, and she’ll come around.

      “The translation I’ve been working on. I fin—”

      “That again! That’s why you missed your own daughter’s …” She choked as the words caught in her throat.

      “I did this for her! Look!”

      Their voices elevated as tempers rose.

      “You have to accept she’s gone!”

      “Like you have?” He pointed at the bottle of Wild Turkey. “How is this helping?”

      “It helps me.”

      Samir pulled the paper from his pocket and unfolded it. “Here.”

      Janah slapped it away. “We deal in our own ways. I drink. You, apparently, play make-believe.”

      “Someone has to do something. You’re like a zombie!”

      “Of course, I am. How could I not be? You think this”—she pointed to the paper in his hand—“is doing something?”

      Samir didn’t know what they were fighting about. Sure, he missed the visit to Layla’s grave, but that didn’t explain her lashing out. It was always worse this time of year. They fought because they had no one to blame. No one to focus their anger on. Who do you blame when your little girl dies of cancer?

      “Just—just read it. Please.” He extended his hand with the paper.

      She snatched the sheet and read. “Are you fucking serious? Magic? Wishes?”

      Samir took the bottle from Janah, took a swig, then wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. When he spoke, the anger had drained from his voice, replaced with resignation and defeat. “I don’t know what else to do, but I have to do something. Look, if this doesn’t work, I’ll—I’ll give it up. I’ll do whatever you want.”

      Janah took back the bottle, drank, belched. “Fuck it. Whatever. What do we have to lose? Medicine didn’t work. Prayer didn’t work. Maybe magic will. What do we do?”

      Samir knew it was the whiskey talking, but he’d take her agreement however he could get it. “I can get us into the workroom where the box is being kept to be studied. They haven’t been able to open it because they don’t know the command. It was in the account I translated, though.”

      “Why didn’t you go yourself already?”

      “You should be there.”

      Janah’s eyes softened, and she finished the bottle. “At least I’ll be able to laugh at you when nothing happens.”

      Samir moved to the liquor cabinet to retrieve another bottle. “It’s a risk I’m willing to take.”
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        * * *

      

      By late morning Samir had shaved, and he and Janah had showered and put on clean clothes.

      “My head hurts,” Janah said, groaning.

      “Mmhmm.” Samir didn’t trust himself to open his mouth for fear of emptying the liquid contents of his stomach. After swallowing the bitter, acidic bile that rose in his throat, he asked, “You ready?”

      “We’re doing this, huh?” Janah released a puffing burp and put her hand to her mouth.

      “It’s a holiday, so the museum is closed. I can get us past security.” Samir wore the same jeans and button-down he’d worn the day Layla had been born.

      Janah shook her head. “This is fucking crazy.” She didn’t have the clothes she wore seven years ago, so she dressed in jeans and wore a top of a similar shade of red to what she’d worn that day.

      “Yeah. Let’s go.”
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        * * *

      

      Forty-seven minutes later, Samir had parked and used his badge to buzz them through the employee entrance in the side of the building.

      Janah started tiptoeing.

      Samir’s lip curled into an amused smirk. “We’re not cat burglars. Just walk normal.”

      He led her through a series of corridors with plain walls, lit by weak fluorescent lights in the ceiling, to a staging area where new pieces were cataloged and studied before their disposition was determined.

      Samir’s badge buzzed against the pad on the wall, and the lock clicked. He pulled the door open and let Janah enter first.

      The door clicked closed behind them.

      Box-covered shelves lined the walls and formed rows throughout the interior of the large, windowless room they’d entered. Placed here and there were worktables, on which various artifacts—pottery, jewelry, statuary—sat awaiting examination. The air was cool and dry, thick with the smells of dust, leather, and earth.

      Samir inclined his head to the left. “This way.”

      He turned into an aisle formed by two rows of shelves and scanned the labels on the boxes. After running his finger over the lists of contents of several boxes, he said, “Here it is.”

      Samir pulled the box from its place and carried it to an empty corner of a wide table. Removing the top, he pulled out a small crate stuffed with foam packing. From the crate emerged a rectangular iron box inscribed with incantations in Sabaic. The box had no seam or hinge where it could be opened. To all appearances, it was a single, closed piece.

      Janah stared at the box as Samir set it on the table with reverence, as if it might leap out of his hands.

      “That’s—that’s it?” Her tone did not express antagonism but the breathlessness of awe mixed with disbelief.

      Samir nodded. “Yeah.” Taking two steps away, he stared at the box and held his breath. “This is it.”

      “Yeah, let’s get this over with so I can clown you and get back to drinking.”

      Standing in front of the box, the absurdity of what he thought would happen made Samir flush in foolishness. He had half a mind to put the iron box back into the crate and forget the whole idea. Yet, when he reached for the box, he found his hand gripping the translation he’d put in his pocket.

      “Well?” Janah’s impatient word spurred him on.

      Samir unfolded the paper and found the summoning phrase. Before he could change his mind, he took a deep breath and spoke the words in Sabaic.

      For a second, nothing happened, and Janah’s harsh bark of “Ha” jarred him from behind.

      Gray smoke became visible around the silver box. It had appeared so slowly that it hadn’t been noticeable until the whisps swirled around the box.

      Janah gasped, and Samir took two steps back.

      The smoky tendrils thickened, expanded, and swirled more quickly, like a gray vortex. Then, in an instant, within the roiling smoke appeared a large, turbaned head. The face beneath the turban was bronze and creased like old leather. It sported a thick, ink-black beard; above the beard were eyes so brown they bordered on black, beneath bushy brows the same color as its beard.

      Both Samir and Janah trembled as if they walked naked through the snow. Janah moved beside Samir and gripped his arm.

      The wrinkled lips on the floating head parted, and it barked a single word in Sabaic.

      Husband and wife flinched at the harsh voice, but Samir’s lips began moving in repetition of the sound—no, word.

      “Speak. It told us to speak,” Samir explained.

      “Say something,” Janah whispered.

      Samir began stuttering a sentence in Sabaic.

      In a deep, rumbling voice, the head cut him off. “I can discourse in your crude tongue.”

      “Y-yes,” Samir said in English. “Of course, you can if you can grant wishes.”

      “Wishes? Yes, I can grant your heart’s desire. But only one, so choose well.”

      While Samir thought how best to phrase his request, Janah pushed forward. “I want Layla back. I want it like she never died.”

      Eyes wide in disbelief, Samir stared at her.

      Again, the lips parted, this time in a smile. “And thus, it shall be so.”

      Samir paused, expecting—what?—a puff of smoke and Layla to appear? Then he looked around for any sign of his daughter. When nothing appeared to happen, he turned toward Janah.

      She stood statue-still, eyes open.

      “Janah.”

      When she didn’t answer, he called her name again, more urgently, and nudged her.

      She didn’t respond. Didn’t even flinch.

      “Janah! Goddammit! What’s wrong?” His voice assumed a frantic quality. Turning to the head, he snapped, “What did you do to her?”

      The response was serene, aloof, “I granted her wish.”

      “What?” Samir shouted. “No, you didn’t! Where’s our dau—” Understanding dawned as he recalled the translated passage. “She’s dreaming.”

      The head shook from side to side. “It is no dream. For as long as she lives, so does her daughter.”

      “But it’s not real.” Samir’s voice held the indignation of one who was cheated.

      “What she sees in her mind’s eye is as real to her as the floor beneath your feet. She lives the life she most desired.”

      “How do I snap her out of it?” Samir demanded through clenched teeth.

      The head cocked to the side. “Her wish is granted. There is no revocation.”

      An abyss opened in Samir’s stomach. He’d now lost his wife and his daughter.

      The head spoke, and the rumblings vibrated Samir’s body, “You may join them. It is within my power. You may regain your family and live happily together.”

      Samir glanced at Janah. She did not blink, and he knew she saw nothing of their surroundings. Her only movement was the steady rise and fall of her chest. His body shivered at the site of Janah’s paralyzed body.

      A cold tear trailed from the corner of his eye and tickled down his cheek. He could live the rest of his life without them, or he could have them back, at least for a while.

      Samir took Janah’s hand. Her skin was warm against his. “I wish to have my daughter and wife back.”

      

      A.R.R. Ash is an author of dark, epic fantasy. His first independently published novel is The Moroi Hunters. He has had short stories appear in several anthologies, including by Inkd Publishing—Behind the Shadows; Behind the Shadows II; Detectives, Sleuths, and Nosy Neighbors; Detectives, Sleuths, and Nosy Neighbors: Dying for an Answer; Dragon Mythicana; Hidden Villains; Hidden Villains: Arise; Hidden Villains: Criminals; and Noncorporeal II—as well as Socially Distant: The Quarantales and Cthulhu FhCon by Impulsive Walrus Books, and Three Ravens Publishing’s Heathens and Heroes. If unhappy endings are your thing, he’s your author.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            JOURNEYS END IN LOVERS MEETING

          

          MIKE RUSETSKY

        

      

    

    
      I’ll never forget the sunset by which I last saw you. 

      You stood radiant in the dying sun. A Roman goddess minted on a gold coin. Your swaying curves outlined against the stormy ocean spraying you a bridal train to rival the one you wore twenty-four hours ago. Leaping from one lava rock to the next hopscotch-style, your landings sure-footed despite the sweet champagne in your belly.

      “Come dance with me, Charles!” you laughed, the sea outroaring your voice. 

      Reluctantly, I tested my foothold on a nearby boulder. You giggled, amused by my hesitancy. 

      “The water’s fine, baby-boy!” you said, lifting your champagne flute in a toast. Incredibly, you hadn’t spilled a drop.

      I shifted my weight atop one porous rock, my lips awash in salty mist.

      “Maybe we should take this party back to the hotel?” I suggested. 

      Instead of the love-laced mockery I expected, you leaped toward me, nearly toppling us both, our bodies slamming together. I gasped at your sudden closeness, less sure of what to do than a virginal adolescent during his first slow dance.

      Then you steadied me with one hand, your palm cooling my feverish neck.

      “Can you believe it?” you whispered. “Us ... here. All married and shit?”

      I guffawed as your lips parted in a smile and whispered, “Better kiss me, Charles. I’m all yours.”

      “Just like I’m all yours.”

      We shared a salt-sprayed kiss, balancing on slick rocks with the sun’s Peeping-Tom eye winking at us.
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