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Hamilton Grace Ford was not prone to nightmares.  At least he had not been for the first thirty-four years of his rather uneventful life.  He was a bland, colorless sort of fellow, a bit stiff, preferring books and his computer to actual interaction with the outside world and society.  A confirmed and resolute bachelor, his apartment was organized, tidy, and small.  He lived for his research; little else interested him.  People with whom he did interact would never have accused him of the sin of imagination.  

*          *          *
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HE STARTED—A SUDDEN myoclonic spasm—and caught himself nodding off as the deadly boredom of the speaker, combined with the stuffy warmth of the lecture hall, induced a sleepy stupor.  “Wouldn’t do to nod off just now!” he cautioned himself.  “Only the biggest night of your life.  Sit straight up and wait for your cue.”

Waiting just offstage for his turn at the podium was eating at his nerves.  He was keyed up to present his paper, but for some reason the air in the university that evening was stifling.  “Can’t understand it. . .I-I can barely keep my eyes open!” he said between yawns.  He slapped himself sharply on the knee and tried to take a few deep breaths.  No matter what he did, though, the atmosphere seemed to press in on him, weighing down his eyelids.  

“Old Dean Vermeer must be on one of his economy kicks again,” Hamilton muttered as he felt sweat bead at his temples.  “By Hephaestus, it’s hot, and curse this interminable wait!” 

Squinting in the backstage gloom at his wristwatch, he sighed with controlled frustration; the hands were barely creeping ahead.  From his vantage point, all he could see of the speaker was an anonymous profile, a large hooked nose, and a pendulous jowl.  He felt that he knew him well, but no name came to mind.  Sonorous tones, like those from a discordant pipe-organ, escaped the pale red, fleshy lips.  The remainder of the face was shadowed by an enormous black cowl and miter-board cap.  

Sweat continued to gather beneath Hamilton’s collar and under his arms.  His own robes seemed to be growing more cumbersome and hotter by the moment.  The only light he could perceive was trained on the capped and gowned speaker.  The rest of the hall was shadowed and formless.  The interminable lecturer droned on, his voice growing ever lower in pitch, successive words blending together into a bass rumble.

A light touch on his left sleeve drew his attention.  It was Phazel, the stage manager, at his side.  His soft, gray, fur-covered paw lay on his shoulder, offering a comforting pat.  His long whiskers twitched, and he gave Hamilton an exaggerated wink, meant to reassure.  

“Ol’ Fennerman, eh?” he stage-whispered in a thick Welsh lilt, “Quoght an ole mess o’ work, ain’t he?”  His thin black lips parted, and his gleaming teeth, each a steely dagger, reflected the stage-light.  

“Harf a min’t, ‘Fessor Fard,” he continued in a breathy wheeze, “eel be windin’ up zoon.”  

The tips of Phazel’s claws caused a shiver to join the rivulet of sweat coursing down Hamilton’s spine.  He nodded mutely and glanced down at the unmoving watch hands for the twelfth time.  

As he did so, a silence as still as the grave washed over him.  He started, looking up toward the now vacant podium, looming black in its solitary pool of actinic light.  

“G’won now, g’won.  It’s all up to you now!” the sibilant whisper echoed in his left ear.  Unseen needle-claws again drew lightly across the nape of his neck.  

“But—my notes!  Where are my notes?” Ford tried to exclaim, but even as he spoke, Phazel was gone, and the glare of the spotlight surrounded him.  He turned and beheld the faces of the audience: pale gray, ash white, silent, and pitiless.  The pool of light he stood in cast illumination on only the first rows; the hall stretched up and out like a vast arena.  He gazed higher and higher as the silence round him grew till he could hear nothing but the pounding of his heart and his own rasping breath.  He felt waves of judgement, almost of loathing, emanate from the shadowed assembly.  Far, infinitely far away, the faces merged in impenetrable darkness.  

Despite the furious heat, he shuddered with terror.  The expectancy of the silent crowd was crushing.  The very air became charged with unseen menace, and dark eyes seemed to burn as they leaned in towards him.

My notes! he thought.  I must begin my lecture!  Where are they?

Sweat popped out anew on his brow and he began gasping aloud.  Hot rivulets poured down his face and burned in his eyes, blinding him.  His hands seemed bound to his sides, and his struggles only served to make the binding grow tighter.  

He felt a presence draw near—Phazel?  He struggled to draw breath, to force words past his paralyzed lips.  His teeth parted, and choking dust filled his throat—bitter, gagging.  His eyes widened with terror, and he collapsed to the floor.  

Looming above him now, blocking out the light, Phazel stared directly into his eyes.  His warm breath, smelling of sour grass and new-turned earth, ghosted past Hamilton’s cheeks.

The light faded, white to yellow-orange to deep red, glowing like a magma pit.  Phazel’s unwinking stare bored into his own, and his lips drew back, revealing row upon row of those razor-sharp needles.  

“There, there, he’s owl righ now, he’s owl righ.”  And, closer to Ford, the creature whispered, “They’s ‘ungry now. . . so ‘ungry.”  Hamilton opened his mouth to scream.

*          *          *
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HIS STRANGLED SHOUT was piercing.  

He sat bolt upright, gasping for breath.  His body was drenched in cold sweat, heart pounding.  “Nightmare!” he croaked once he was able to regain a measure of his composure.  “Why, I never!”  

He sat a moment, rubbing his aching head gently.  “Phazel? What a curious name.  Why would I dream up such a strange, hideous creature?”

A spasm of disgust flashed across his lips.  His bedclothes were clinging and clammy.  With disdain, he flung them aside, swung his aching legs off the bed, and, without looking, slid his feet into his waiting slippers.  

He screamed as those meticulously pedicured toes squelched into the cold, waterlogged pile that lay on the floor where he’d left his footwear the previous evening.  The shock sent his already upset system over the edge.  Bile rose in his throat.  Before he could register the horror that was about to occur, the contents of his stomach joined the puddle already drenching the off-white carpet, the stench of his normally well-behaved innards saturating his nose.

Recoiling from the smell, clutching the wall, and hopping on his left foot, he stumbled to his bathroom.  His least- favorite towel was employed as a sacrificial sop.  Trembling, he turned, snapped on the bathroom light, and beheld his ashen reflection—bloodshot eyes framed by sweat-bedraggled hair stared back, a nearly unrecognizable stranger.  

“What a terrible dream!”  The words brought forth a sour taste of bile.  He felt defiled inside and out.  Sitting down heavily on the edge of the tub, he filled his free hand with a generous dollop of soap and placed his soiled foot beneath the spigot.  He turned the hot tap on full.  A solitary drip, oily and gray, emerged.  He stared at the spout.  “Aunt Mary’s Blue Bonnets!” he shouted.  “What in Baal’s basement is going on?” 

He twisted the tap again, closed and open, but no stream emerged.  In desperation, he shoved the handle to the right, and cold water roared forth.  “Finally!”  He began to use the icy stream to rinse the worst of the foul mess from between his toes.

Rudimentary ablutions complete, he emerged and stood in the bathroom doorway, surveying the hideous wreck his bedroom had become.  His head was pounding.  A sodden semicircle marked the extent of the damage to the carpet.  

Some leak from the mains, he surmised.  I suppose they’ve cut off the supply in order to address it.  The light filtering in through the drawn shades was wan.  His wristwatch, still thankfully in its accustomed place on his now vomit-flecked nightstand, showed the time to be just past six AM.  

“What an incredible, unholy mess!” he moaned.  “Those covers need to be burned.  My slippers seem to have gone missing, and on top of it all, no hot water!  And if ever there was a morning I needed to shower!  I’ll be late as is!”

The bedroom light switch was located across the room, near the door, and the lampstand was on the other side of the ruined bed, so using the dim illumination as best he could, he picked his way ahead, avoiding the dark stains and pinching his assaulted nostrils closed.

*          *          *
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THE DARKEST CORNER of the bedroom, underneath the oversize bed and farthest away from the door, was one of the few places in the tiny apartment where Professor Ford’s housekeeper habitually neglected to clean.  She had always assumed that such a neat and meticulous man would never have any mess worth clearing out of such a dark, hard-to-reach place.  “He don’t pay me nuff ta strain for it neither,” she would mutter to herself on her normal weekly visit to dust and run the vacuum, mop the floors, and scrub the tiny facilities.  The professor was never at home, in any case, to check her work, and so any dusting that required straining was left quite undone.

So it was that when this self-same dusty corner became a little less dark, nobody noticed.  And later when the floorboards vibrated in sympathy with a high-pitched squeal as a neat hole was opened in the adjacent wall, there was nobody home to remark upon it.  

*          *          *
[image: ]


HAMILTON SAT PRIMLY on one of the two tall stools that attended his breakfast bar.  His stomach was still aching.  He felt quite hungry, but a slice of dry toast and a cup of herbal tea was all he could face.  He had managed to locate a couple of large disposal bags in the back of a cupboard, and he had pulled on gloves so as to gather up the stinking bed clothes and soiled towels.  After triple-tying the two bags, and opening every available window, he could no longer detect the acrid stench.  Halfway through his second cup
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