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  REIGN OF THE EATER


  (Stygian Articles #2, 1995)


  The Eater is a chopper of souls, a licker of bones.


  The Eater is hungry but he shall have no food.


  Starvation is the way, good fellow, cold, empty, wanting starvation that clears the muddled mind of debris and the heart of filth. Jesus fasted, did he not? And the Eater is a martyr of souls and suffering, so he, too, will fast.


  Blessed are the bleak, the Eater has said with jeweled tongue, for they will inherit this infertile womb. As it was in the beginning, so it shall be at the end, Our Father, Lord of Cadavers, Cannibals, Death-Houses, and Drainage Ditches. Hear my prayer, oh most cruel and concupiscent one.


  As the Eater walks the last dust-choked and godless mile through the curving, snaking, slippery bone-strewed byways of the City of No Regrets, he watches the onlookers, the sainted sinners in their crumbling flesh houses and gulags of despair. They watch him with desperate Roman predator eyes that loll and spin and roll in red-rimmed sockets of hate-love. They chant and sing and spit at the sun. On the horizon, said sun flickers and coughs and succumbs in its tangerine and crimson ash pit death bed, leaving a trail of shimmering blood opalescence.


  Toothless and eyeless, the crowds gather in jeering, crying, endless throngs that dance to hideous, vapid melodies of pale brass. It is to these sunless and barren songs that the weak and worthless and would-be are dipped in oily vats of black tar grease and impaled on blood-browned stakes and set aflame. God shall light our way. Praise she who laughs in the highest, cower and quicken in the cold lamp glare of her eyes. She who stalks mortuary and crypt, dust-eater and master-embalmer, Queen of the Dead. Count the holes in her face and nibble at the winding shroud of her moldering sacraments.


  “Got any Fish?” the Eater asks, shambling slowly, zombie of the ages.


  The Eater likes fish. He likes to catch them, clean them, eat them with teeth that are filed to rabid points. The younger the better, the softer the sweeter. And all around the Eater, a sea of fat-bellied swimmers with Pisces eyes stroking in a contaminated yellow pond.


  “I’ll eat you up,” the Eater promises them. “You are my food, your blood my drink. Prepare a shaved and eviscerated table of your infants for me. I bless them with my rows of ripping teeth.”


  With this in trembling mind, see the Eater as they see him: a hollow-eyed stalker from the Reptile House with a dead and knowing smile; a lizard-tongued and spike-fingered butcher of dreams; a night gaunt in flapping, fashioned rags of stitched slave flesh, salted and cured, chewed and licked, his flaking throat scarfed with ropes of sun-dried viscera from the guts of babes. The Eater, cannibal of souls, member in good standing of the Vivisectionist Society. Walking pestilence. Praise the Lord of the Flies for His time is at hand. Forever and ever. Alpha and Omega.


  The Eater in a desert voice: “I shall dwell in the House of the Sterile and Infirm forever, Amen, Omen. Got any fish, burning one?”


  The impaled ones have no answers, they burn and flicker, their flesh an oily stink that blots the sky in blackness. Their screams only vapors of memory in the twisting, seething, cremated air. Sacred balm of human ash.


  “I was like you once,” the Eater proudly proclaims, “meat for the beast. But no more: I go not to my death screaming but rejoicing with a bloated belly of boy-meat, my shredded lips hot with their flowing juices. Kill me, murder me, put me out of my grand misery, roll said stone before my tomb, vicar, for I am a thing of midnight fogs and nightmares. Forty days, sinners, forty days hence I rise from the fungous, rotting black blanket of death and walk amongst you once more to feed upon you in dark alley and wind-blown sepulcher. Oh, brother can you spare a dime for a fellow hell-raiser who’s going down on his luck? Dance with me, Piper of Chaos, now and at the hour of my eternal, blessed damnation…”


  The Eater has said his piece, walking cadaver, dead eyes deader than death, wench-eater and flower-pisser, grave-robber and sin-eater. Up to the splintering, creaking gibbet he goes. A braided snake-rope encircles his pulsing, bloodless throat, tighter, tighter, constriction at its finest, the snake’s ready bifurcated tongue licks salt trails from his eyes.


  Under a black and hopeless sky of crying children and whimpering, wondering elders, the trapdoor releases with a groaning benediction of worse things waiting, the scalped serpent rope snaps and the Eater’s rawboned neck gives with a resounding crack that’s heard in every dark tomb and rustling grave.


  But his eyes, bird of prey raptor orbs, alive and smirking, dripping with tears of joy, say to all: In the Midnight hour, ghouls and hangmen, I am you and you are me.


  RED SEA


  (The Edge #8, 2000)


  Five days at sea.


  No food, no water in nearly seventy hours.


  Fulco started going crazy.


  Desperate? Two days ago he’d been desperate, now he was simply mad: talking to himself, whispering to people who weren’t there, grinning constantly.


  The ocean was flat, dead calm, a mirrored surface reflecting the burning sun above. There were three of them in the little ten-foot dingy. Howe’s head was split open, dried blood crusted over his face like fingers of dark fungi. He lay in the bottom of the boat where he’d lain since the other two had hoisted him aboard. In five days he had not regained consciousness.


  Never would as far as Fulco was concerned. “Hey, Blake?”


  From the bow, Blake looked up at him. His face was baked red, peeling, his lips swollen and split-open. “Yeah?”


  “I read once where this guy was stranded on a desert island,” Fulco said, his voice low and scratchy like an old 45. “No food, no water. Just rocks, sand. But seagulls kept landing on the beach, picking in the dirt. So this guy, he gets this idea. Next seagull lands, he pegs it in the head with a stone. Kills the little prick. You know what he does then?”


  Blake dunked his coat into the warm Caribbean Sea, squeezed out the excess water and then wrapped it around his head and shoulders. “No, but you’re gonna tell me anyway.”


  Fulco laughed. “He cuts the gull’s throat with a piece of coral and drinks its blood. Blood is mostly water, right? It can keep you alive.”


  “Good idea, if we can get a gull to land in this boat.”


  Fulco nodded. They saw gulls from time to time, flocks of them flying in the distance. At first Fulco got all excited, thinking that birds meant they were near land…then Blake told him that gulls, like many sea birds, often flew hundreds of miles out to sea.


  Just like Blake to stomp down a guy’s hope.


  Fulco looked down at Howe, wrinkled his blistered nose. Guy was starting to stink like the pig’s straw.


  Blake had been mothering him since the wreck. Did no good, of course, what with his head sheared open like that. He was a dead man. Anyone could see that. Ever since that freighter rammed the charter fishing boat, splitting it in two like a matchstick, he’d been like this. A hatch cover popped free from the impact, slamming into his head like a discus. Only good that came of that clusterfuck was that the collision had ripped the dingy free from its davits. Fulco made for it as the fishing boat sank with all hands. Five minutes later, Blake clawed his way aboard, dragging Howe with him.


  Blake was handy, sure. First few days they’d used up most of his survival knowledge, though. Things like drinking the water from the spines and eyes of fish. That had been easy enough, what with flying fish diving right into the boat the first night. But there’d been no fish in three days now.


  Fulco’s mouth was full of blowing sand, his tongue like a dried-out sponge. His hands and arms were a mutiny of saltwater boils and pustulant red sores, hurt like all hell. Had to be careful, too: you brushed up against something, they burst open like egg yolks. And the pain? Like somebody had stuck the blade of a red-hot screwdriver in you.


  “I wasn’t talking about no fucking gulls,” he told Blake, still studying Howe. “That’s not what I was talking about at all.”


  Blake caught his meaning, did not like it. “I don’t want to hear that, Fulco. You got me? I don’t want to hear crap like that.”


  Fulco kept grinning. Blake. Who was he, anyway? Fulco had to concentrate a minute. Yeah, Blake was…Blake was his brother-in-law. That’s right. Married Fulco’s sister Katherine. Try as he might, he couldn’t even remember what she looked like. No matter, even if Blake was married to her, that didn’t give him the right to boss people around. To make the decisions.


  “I ain’t gonna die like this, Blake. You better understand that right now.”


  “Stop it, for chrissake! Use your head! Do you hear what you’re even saying?” Blake asked him. “Do you? It’s the heat, the dehydration, the hunger…it’s getting to you.”


  Fulco shook his head. What the hell was Blake even talking about? He was fine, his brain was clear. His thoughts were crystal clear as a mountain stream. He took out his folding knife. “Way I see it, whasisname…Howe…he can’t make it much longer. He ain’t gonna wake up. What good’s it do us to die, too? What does that solve?”


  “You’re a ghoul,” Blake said. He had his own knife out.


  Fulco started giggling. “Better a living ghoul than dead fish bait. Way I see it.”


  “You touch him and I’ll kill you.”


  Fulco eyes were bulging now, flaking lips pulled back from yellowed teeth. Knife in hand, he started inching toward Howe.


  “Don’t,” Blake said from the bow. “Don’t do it.”


  But Fulco was going to do it, goddamn right he was. He needed something wet in his mouth, needed a drink in a bad way. He didn’t care what it was. He would’ve sucked piss by that point. He lunged and landed on Howe, brought his knife up to strike. Blake dove at him, slashed with his own knife, opening up a line of saltwater boils on Fulco’s arm. And, oh Jesus, the pain. Fulco fell back, knife clattering to the hull plating. Blake stabbed out again and Fulco saw the blade pass bare inches from his eyes. Balling his fist, he struck out with everything he had, caught Blake in the mouth, felt his fat lips smash against his teeth. He hit him three more times, the boat rocking like a whore’s bed. Finally, Blake’s eyes rolled back white.


  Breathing hard, Fulco found his knife. He took hold of Howe and pulled him up into a sitting position, his head dangling over the gunwale. It was easy then. He located the weak pulse at his throat, stuck the knife in his carotid. Blood came spurting out like water from a slit garden hose. Fulco pressed his lips to the wound and let the hot liquid fill his mouth, wash down his throat. It was salty, too warm, made him want to vomit, but, oh Christ, it was good, so very good.


  Then, motion behind him.


  He turned, blood running from his mouth. Blake sank his knife in Fulco’s shoulder. Fulco staggered back, flipping over a seat and landing in the bottom of the boat. Full of animal rage, he pulled the knife free. There was pain, yes, but it came from far away like maybe it was happening to someone else.


  He pulled himself up and saw Blake there, catching the blood in his cupped hands, lapping it up like a kitty with a bowl full of milk. “You won’t have him!” he cried out, his teeth red and dripping. “I won’t let you have him!” He had Fulco’s knife now, brandishing it wickedly.


  Fulco’s belly was full of boiling oil, veins thrumming with electricity. His kill. That sonofabitch was stealing his kill. He came at him with the knife. Drenched with blood, painted red savages, they faced each other, snarling, snapping. Blake made another charge with his knife, slitting open Fulco’s chest. But Fulco brought his own up in a deadly arc, slashing at Blake’s outstretched fingers. Blake screamed as his index finger was nearly severed, hanging by a thread of meat. He retreated into the bow and Fulco, wounded and hurting, crawled back to the stern to lick his wounds. The cut on his chest wasn’t too bad, but his shoulder was bleeding pretty good. He figured neither were fatal, though.


  The sea began to pick up with gentle swells, a mild breeze blowing. Water began to slap against the side of the boat. It would be dark in a few hours.


  “I wouldn’t close your eyes if I were you,” Fulco said.


  “Oh, I’m a light sleeper, Fulco. You just try me and find out. I’ll cut your fucking balls off.” He chuckled deep in his throat. Using his knife, he slit the fiber of gristle that held his dangling finger. He tossed the digit at Fulco, stuck the stump in his mouth, sucking at it, still talking, garbled words pouring out.


  Fulco picked up the finger and stuck it in his shirt pocket. No sense wasting a good piece of meat. A guy could stay alive nibbling on something like that. Protein. He settled back in the stern, watched the sea, the sky, but mostly he watched Blake.


  Blake had bandaged up his finger with a strip of his shirt.


  Yeah, you gotta sleep sometime, mister, then I’ll get you.


  “Murdering fucking animal,” Blake told him. “Well, there won’t be no more. I’ll see to that. Next thing an animal like you does is start thinking about meat. Blood was good, you think. Why not the meat? It won’t happen, see? I won’t let it.”


  Fulco kept grinning. He realized then that he wasn’t alone. In fact, his father was sitting next to him. Tough old wop, he thought he’d died years ago, drank himself into a fugue and wandered out in front of that bus.


  “Lookit that puke over there,” Fulco’s old man said. “Never should’ve let him marry Katherine. Blake? What is that? Fucking limey or something? Not Italian, you know that much. Greedy asshole. We’ll fix ’em, eh, boy?”


  “Fucking right we will,” Fulco promised him.


  Blake was muttering to himself. Knife at the ready, he slid over to Howe’s corpse, favoring his bad hand. “Not gonna eat him. No sir. I won’t allow it.” He took hold of Howe’s legs, heaved him overboard. Howe’s body was drawn up to the crest of a wave, pulled into the trough between another, began drifting away. Blake stared at Fulco, dared him to try something.


  But he didn’t.


  Fulco was patient like a lion watching a stray gazelle. His time would come and he knew it. What he didn’t get was that his old man was gone again. There. Then not. Must’ve gone below or something. Except…there wasn’t any below. No matter, he’d be back.


  About ninety minutes later as the sun began to sink low in the western sky, painting up the horizon orange and red, a gray chill mist began to rise off the water. Blake, his belly full, began to slip lower in the bow, his eyes getting heavy. Fulco pretended to do the same. Waited, waited. Blake kept fighting himself awake. But as the shadows began to grow long, his chin dropped to his chest and he went out.


  Fulco slipped over there real quiet. Silent as a snake into a shoe. When Fulco was inches from him, Blake’s red eyes snapped open, hazed over, then went wide. Fulco stabbed him in the throat four, five times. Blake flopped and jumped and squealed like a prize hog. But in the end, he simply died. Limbs stopped twitching, eyelids closed, mouth fell open.


  Fulco gorged himself on the man’s blood, filling his belly to bursting.


  What with that cold fog moving in, the hot blood tasted real fine. Like a broth really. Maybe beef. Salty beef. Warmed Fulco up just fine. He lapped at Blake’s throat, remembering his mother’s kitchen, big pot of beef barley simmering on the stove, filling the house with good, hungry smells that just about turned your mouth to water.


  Fulco was jarred back to reality when he saw something bearing down on the dingy. A big sailing yacht. Had to be a sixty-footer at least. He saw no one on deck. As it got closer he made out the dim form of a woman at the wheel, but she wasn’t paying attention. Maybe she was sleeping.


  Fulco’s heart pounding madly, he pulled Blake’s cadaver down into the bottom of the boat. He crouched over it, hid it with his own body. He had to be careful. That woman on the boat saw what he had, she’d want some, too. Greedy, miserable bastards always trying to snap up another guy’s kill. What was the world coming to?


  The yacht passed and vanished into the dusk.


  Fulco felt his body relax, the tension running out of him. Looking about to make sure there were no other poachers around, he took out his knife and slit open Blake’s jeans, began cutting strips of flesh from his thigh. It was good and salty like the blood, very tender. Little bit of oregano, maybe some sage, fry it up in a pan with butter, be damn good.


  Wasn’t bad raw either.


  As he ate, he looked down at the man’s dead face, wondered who he was.


  Behind him, a voice said, “You ain’t gonna hog all that, are you boy? Don’t forget about your old man over here.”


  And the night passed slowly, hideously.


  THE EYES OF HOWARD CURLIX


  (Horrors Beyond, 2005)


  “I have harnessed the shadows that stride


  from world to world to sow death and madness.”


  —H.P. Lovecraft


  I met Howard Curlix at a pizza parlor just off campus.


  Given the subject of this little narrative of mine, I’d like to say I met him in a brooding, gothic house in a deserted, rat-infested neighborhood down near the wharf. You know, a place of wild rumors and unspeakable truths. Alas, it is not so. And let that serve as a lesson for us scribes, scribblers, and creative hacks—the true vein of aberration and gnawing terror runs deepest in the most prosaic settings. I’d gotten a call from Curlix and he’d dropped a bomb on me—would you, he asked, like to know of the connection between theoretical physics and an ancient, banned witch book out of the twelfth century?


  Well, of course, I would.


  Now if I told you my name was George J. Kramer, that wouldn’t carry much weight. But, if I told you I was a senior editor at the Weekly World Examiner, you might begin to see the connection and my interest. The Examiner is one of those tabloid rags you see at the grocery store checkout. The kind you laugh at: College Girl Raped by Bigfoot, She Sez It Was Love or Was Elvis Hitler’s Stepson? Shocking New Evidence. Yeah, no point in going into it any further than that. You’ve heard all the bad jokes, seen the stories—pregnant aliens and first ladies possessed by demons, mothers eating their babies and radioactive jellyfish devouring ocean liners, the face of Jesus on Mars…that sort of highbrow stuff. The Examiner is not exactly The Washington Post, but we have something like five times the circulation of any of the nation’s largest and most prestigious newspapers put together. And we’re always on the lookout for offbeat stories. Sometimes we create those lurid stories from whole-cloth.


  That’s right, we make ’em up, just like you thought all along.


  Other times, well, we look for odd headlines, weird occurrences and extrapolate the living hell out of them, fill their wagons with so much bullshit they would tip straight over if we didn’t hold them up. The radioactive jellyfish? Japanese fisherman claimed they saw it. Only it was a fishing tug and not an ocean liner and I threw in the bit about radioactivity. It seemed fitting in a Bert I. Gordon sort of way.


  So, I’m always looking for something I can twist and warp completely out of shape. I did a fourteen-week series on the Squid-Baby, people, so trust me, if there’s any blood in it, I’m the guy to squeeze it out.


  But Howard Curlix?


  No, that particular yarn came fully developed and all I’m going to do here is write down what he told me…and the aftermath of it.


  Curlix was sitting in the back at one of those tables with the red-and-white checked vinyl tablecloths on it, the candle in a wine bottle with the wicker net around the bottom. Along with violin music playing, it was supposed to create a genuinely ethnic Mediterranean atmosphere. But it was about as Italian as my Hassidic Jewish grandmother.


  Curlix was a tall, sparse man with a long, angular face, a touch of silver at the temples. He wore a midnight-blue suit without a tie. A cravat or ascot would have fitted him just right. He seemed very precise, meticulous, polished. The sort of man who could spill the gravy boat all over his crotch and make it look socially acceptable. Make you want to do it, too, so you could look half as good as he did. He was wearing an outlandishly large pair of black sunglasses—think Yoko Ono—and a white cane was leaning up against the table.


  “Mr. Curlix?” I said, knowing it was him, all right. “Howard Curlix?”


  He nodded. “Sit down, Mr. Kramer. Can I get you something? Wine? Food?”


  I shook my head and he said that was probably for the best, since he could recommend neither.


  It was past the supper hour and the place was dead. I looked at those sunglasses, never realizing he was blind. And, at that moment, the way he seemed to be looking around, I didn’t actually think he was.


  “First off, Mr. Curlix, tell me a little something about yourself.” My voice-activated digital recorder was rolling.


  He did. Curlix was a research fellow at Brown University’s Electron and Optical Physics Division and ran the reflectometry facility there. He was forty-eight years old, unmarried, and childless. He had won both the Mott and Holweck Medals for his work in experimental particle physics and his paper, Light-Speed Reduction in Ultracold Atomic Gases, was considered required reading in theoretical physics circles. And if that wasn’t enough, he was also a regular guest lecturer at the Niels Bohr Institute in Copenhagen. Wow. Of course, it meant nothing to me being that I’d flunked general science in the ninth grade, but it sure sounded impressive. If you took into account some of the nuts I dealt with, believe me, he was really something. Howard Curlix, PhD, ScD, was the real item.


  “Impressive. Now tell me what you do at Brown,” I said.


  He smiled thinly, continued looking about through those gargantuan sunglasses of his. “We conduct experimental research with laser, electron, ultraviolet, and x-ray radiation, determining the fundamental mechanics by which electrons and photons transfer energy to gaseous and condensed matter. With, of course, specialized attention given to nonlinear interactions of light and matter.”


  I scratched my head like an ape looking for a tasty nit. “Okay. Let me rephrase that, Doc. What do you guys really do over there…and without the gobbledygook this time, please.”


  “We freeze light,” he said.


  Just like that. As if light was something you could pour into an ice cube tray and cool your scotch-and-soda with later on. “What do you mean?” I asked.


  He told me that they were involved in slow-light experimentation at Brown. In a vacuum such as empty space, he explained, light travels at a speed of nearly 300,000 kilometers per second. In their experiments at the Optical Physics Division, they had slowed light down to something less than one mile an hour.


  “You mean I can walk faster than a beam of light?”


  “Precisely.”


  It was wild stuff. I’ll admit I was impressed, but none of that was selling any newspapers or contributing to my George-Bush-is-the-Antichrist scenario I was playing with back at the office. I didn’t have all night. “And what does slowing light have to do with an ancient witch book as you called it?”


  If I could have seen his eyes, I’m sure he was looking at me like something one step up the evolutionary ladder from Homo erectus. Which, at that point, I surely was.


  “What do you know of light?” he said.


  I told him I turn them off and turn them on, end of story. So he enlightened me, so to speak. He told me the sun emits light, so-called white light, in radiation waves at a visible range that our eyes interpret as the colors of the rainbow. These colors—red, orange, yellow, green, blue, indigo, and violet—are called the visible spectrum. For something to be seen, it must reflect, transmit, or absorb light waves. But other waves, many others, exist above and below the visible spectrum.


  “The electromagnetic spectrum is composed mainly of waves that fall into the invisible spectrum, waves we cannot see without specialized instrumentation,” he told stupid me, “and even then, we can’t actually see them, we only record them and harness their capabilities for our own uses. But it’s interesting, isn’t it? The idea that there are vast worlds we cannot see with the naked eye.”


  He was boring me. “Okay, got it, now tell me about freezing light and witch books.”


  Curlix looked around as if he had x-ray vision and could see through the uniforms of the waitresses, mostly college girls. There was a tic in the corner of his lips and his hands trembled slightly. He looked…well, he looked frightened.


  “Are you okay, Doc?”


  “No,” he said, but would not elaborate.


  He paused, lit a cigarette and flicked his ash dead-on in the ashtray. Real good for a blind man. He sat there, smoking, his fingers shaking. I moved the ashtray and he found it on his next flick of ash without hesitation. Pretty good, that.


  “Now, as I said, we were doing experiments in freezing light, freezing the waves they are composed of. We were following certain paths set at Stanford in electromagnetically-induced transparency. How this works is fairly simple: A laser beam with a carefully designated frequency shines on a cloud of atoms and changes it from being opaque as a bank of fog to a field clear as glass for a second laser beam to pass through.”


  This is how they went about freezing light waves, he said. Basically, they would chill sodium atoms with a combination of lasers, magnetic fields, and radio waves. The lasers cool the atoms into sort of a cloud of optical jelly, then the lasers are turned off and the electromagnets turned on and their combined fields hold the cloud of atoms in stasis. When the cloud is cooled to 500 billionths of a degree, it forms a Bose-Einstein condensate, an ultra-cold atom cloud suspended in a vacuum and, ultimately, the coldest place in the universe.


  “There are all kind of applications for this research,” Curlix said excitedly. “Quantum computers and nonlinear optics…but what we were interested in were condensates produced in a vortex state. When the super-cold gas rotates—like water going down a drain—a pulse of slowed light finds itself dragged along with the gas…bent, subverted, turned inside out. This is very similar to the phenomena expected to occur near black holes. And it was during this line of investigation that we first saw what we called Green Matter, a sort of superfluid field created by the bending and slowing of light in a vortex. Green Matter is essentially an unknown frequency in the electromagnetic spectrum between ultraviolet and x-rays, a lens of sort into the invisible spectrum.”


  “Meaning?”


  He looked at me with those dark, shining glasses of his. “Meaning, with the aid of Green Matter, we were able to look into the invisible spectrum with the naked eye. Look into and beyond it. Like using an electron microscope of sorts, we made the unseen and unseeable reflect light so that we could see it. In essence, Kramer, we had poked a hole between this dimension and the next.”


  Suddenly, I was interested. “Another dimension? That’s incredible…what, what did you see?”


  “We saw only vague, obscure forms at first…fluxes and pulses, shimmering mists and elongated fields of rarified gas. Nothing solid, nothing truly tangible…like looking through a dirty window, I guess. Just bizarre energy patterns and drifting bits of dark matter that reminded me of dust motes. The lab was pitch black—had to be for our experiments—and we were looking at something nobody would really believe later on. We had accidentally hit upon a random series of variables. Had we been off slightly in either direction, we would have seen nothing.”


  He said it was like a religious experience, like seeing Moses coming down from the mountain or Jesus walking on water. They stood there in that darkened lab at Brown, awed and slack-jawed, beyond themselves. All knowing and knowing full well, that even with the most sophisticated computerized controls, that it could take a lifetime to artificially bring about what they had struck upon by pure chance.


  My throat felt dry. It wasn’t much in the telling, but you could see by how Curlix told it that it was big. Like splitting the atom. It was something that could have transformed physical science as we understood it.


  “Yes,” he said. “That vortex had given us the key. Light had been subverted, matter disrupted, time turned on its ear…our instruments told us that much. We had created a visual wormhole between this dimension and whatever lies beyond. And in our vortex the space between our plane and the other was incalculable—our computers couldn’t even speculate beyond saying infinity squared—yet, yet, Kramer, it was close enough to touch. The barrier had been broken.”


  “What happened then?”


  Curlix sighed. He did not look excited all of a sudden. In fact, he looked tense and worried. “Then there was an accident…”


  While that vortex field was held in stasis, something happened. Maybe it was an accident or maybe somebody at the optics table got a bright idea. The entire thing was still under investigation. The best that they could ascertain was that the vortex was hit by gamma rays. And then the shit hit the fan.


  Curlix grabbed my wrist, squeezed it as he told me. “There was an explosion…no, not some huge theatrical conflagration here, but something a bit more subtle. Gamma rays…we’re still guessing it was gamma rays…flooded our cloud chamber and somehow, the vortex dragged them in, funneled them to a place where gamma rays do not exist naturally. The result was like matter and antimatter coming into contact.” He was breathing hard now, all that polish wiped right off. “A rending explosion…a brilliant flash of light. Even with our protective goggles, it blinded us all. I’ve never seen light like that in all my days…a primal and chaotic pulse of illumination that flickered but an instant and in colors I could not identify. But I recall thinking as it burned through my vision that it was the light of creation, the ancient spark of primary cosmic generation. Cold fusion maybe. The very thing stars are born of. The hand of the Almighty…”


  Curlix was breathless, panting. I had to order a carafe of wine because the waitresses were looking at us funny and maybe wondering when we were going to vacate the table. But nothing could have gotten me away by then. I had to know, I just had to know. Because I knew there was more.


  And I was right.


  He said, “That blinding flash only robbed us of our eyesight for maybe ten seconds, if that long. Had we not been wearing goggles, we would have been permanently blinded. But it didn’t end there, you see. For as my eyesight returned, something was coming out of the vortex and it hit me dead on…me and Paul Shepard, another physicist.” Curlix licked his lips, lit another cigarette. “Well, how can I explain it? I was struck by a shimmering pulse of freezing blue light that numbed me to my bones. It was light and yet not light in the ordinary sense, but more like a spill of agitated particles. It had form and substance and solidity, yet it was no more substantial, I felt, than a cloud of helium or methane. I could feel it crawling all over me like ants, billions of ants inside and outside of me and it felt like my eyes were being ripped out of my head. It trapped me and held me and then it died out and I went out cold.”


  I had to ask him something. I tried to phrase it delicately. “That blue light, that blue stuff…was it what blinded you? Really blinded you?”


  He nodded. “Yes and no. Maybe I was blinded and maybe my eyes were truly opened.”


  I let that go. “How long did it last?”


  He laughed with a cool, emotionless tittering. “It seemed to me, as I was trapped in that cloud, that flux of energy, that it went on for at least five or ten minutes, maybe longer. I was literally paralyzed. I could not move or breathe. It was like being in suspended animation…drowning in a viscous, buzzing sea. But the others there that did not get hit by the light, they said it lasted maybe two or three seconds. The gamma rays hit the vortex, there was that flash, the integrity of the vacuum was compromised, and then the blue light hit Paul, then me. It happened very quickly.”


  “And that other guy? Shepard?”


  “Dead,” Curlix said grimly. “He was standing in front of me. The blue light hit him first, then me. He took the brunt of whatever it was. The others said it knocked him through the air and right past me. That he became transparent, that they could see his bones and insides as if he’d been x-rayed from within. He flew through the air, flickering with that awful phosphorescence, they said, and passed through a table, Kramer. Not fell into it or broke it, he passed through it like it was made of fog. A solid oak table. They found him lying under it, dead.” Curlix was having trouble with this. His mouth was trembling. “An autopsy revealed that Paul’s entire anatomy had been reversed and that he had two left hands, not a right one to speak of. They listed his death as radiation exposure, left it at that.”


  Curlix said for one moment there, as both Shepard and he were trapped in that field of extradimensional ether, it had changed the both of them. It had rendered Shepard’s atomic structure diaphanous, allowed him to pass momentarily through solid objects.


  “What did it do to you?” I asked.


  “It blinded me.”


  He gave me another lecture. He told me we can see colors and the like because our eyes have light and color photosensitive receptors, rods and cones, tiny cells lining the back of the retina.


  “I don’t have them anymore,” he told me. “I have something else now.”


  He was completely blind for nearly two months. Brown brought in the very best ophthalmologists when they realized what they were dealing with, the change Curlix was undergoing.


  “My rods and cones began to mutate almost immediately, they became alien things roughly shaped like spindles and nerve ganglia,” he told me. “The specialists they brought in, they did everything they could. They even tried preventive surgeries—laser and cryo—but it did no good. Like a tumor, once they toyed with my new receptors, the faster they grew.”


  “What did you do?”


  “I took a leave of absence, I had to get away, away from those doctors. I knew what they wanted, they wanted me on a slab so they could put my new cells under a microscope. In their shoes, I’d have wanted the same.” He drank some wine, winced, decided a cigarette would be better. “Yes, I had to get away before they found out. Before they found out I could see again, because what I was seeing…dear God in Heaven.”


  “What were you seeing?” I didn’t smoke, but I could’ve handled a few drags right about then. Instead, I gulped wine.


  Those sunglasses fixed me again and I knew Curlix could see me, but I wondered if it was just me he was seeing. “I saw the city,” he said.


  “What city?” I was almost afraid to ask.


  Smoke drifted from Curlix’s nostrils. “The same city, I believe, that the mad Arab Abdul Alhazred wrote of in the Necronomicon.”


  I had never heard of the man or the book, so Curlix filled me in. Alhazred was something of a mystic and wizard, some said, and was known as the mad poet of Damascus. The Necronomicon or Book of Dead Names, Al Azif, was a notorious and blasphemous book. One of those volumes banned by Rome, put to the flame during the witch persecutions. It was a “hell-book” or “witch book,” filled with formulae and rites to call down demons from beyond the stars. It also recorded Alhazred’s investigations into certain dark and nameless subjects, his collected knowledge concerning cults dating back to antiquity who supposedly worshipped entities and beings from outside this world and their attempts to invoke them. Of interesting note, Alhazred died in 738 AD, supposedly devoured by an invisible monster in a Damascus marketplace.


  Curlix said there was a fifteenth-century Latin translation of the Necronomicon in the British Museum, as well as seventeenth-century editions at the Widener Library and Miskatonic University in Arkham…not that the latter surprised me. That old pest-hole with its witch-legends and pagan superstitions had been the source of more than one story for the Examiner…location changed, of course.


  Curlix had a friend who was in charge of the Special Collections at Miskatonic (the stuff they don’t let the public see), a guy who he’d gone to school with. This scholar—name deleted—had confessed to Curlix once of the awful secrets he had culled from that book. When Curlix first saw this city of his, he remembered his friend telling him of Alhazred’s pilgrimages to certain shunned and shadow-haunted ruins in the desert. During one of his sabbaticals, Alhazred had taken some sort of drug and dreamed in detail of a city in another dimension. Curlix contacted his friend and was able to glimpse a copy of the 1228 Olaus Wormius translation of the dreaded book. This not from Miskatonic, but from the library of an elderly, reclusive folklorist in Providence who claimed to be in possession of many such books…as well as the unpublished stories and letters from a certain Providence author and antiquarian who had died under suspicious circumstances in 1938—though the official version gave quite a different story.


  Curlix sat there, looking, it seemed, over my left shoulder. Something about that was making my skin crawl. “That city…that unnamable, deserted city,” he said, his voice wavering. “How I wish I had died like Shepard. How much easier things would have been. I didn’t even know what I was seeing at first. Up until then, I saw nothing but greenish, darting blotches and sparkling vistas…then I saw the city. It was late and I was tired. I shut my eyes for just a moment. When I opened them, instead of my darkened bedroom wall, I was looking at the submerged landscape of an ocean or sea that was obviously neither. It was not water, but something gelatinous and rippling, an endless plasma sea, I thought. It was blurry at first, but soon enough I saw it in more detail…as much detail as you could make out in that opaque, runny emulsion. Yes, soon enough, I saw the city.”


  I had to prod him to go on. I wish to God I’d left it alone. I wish I’d just called him a liar and walked away. But I didn’t.


  Curlix said, “At first I thought I was seeing the bones of some immense saurians half-buried in the slime and bubbling mud, but it was a city…the ruins of some impossible cyclopean city. I saw skeletal rungs and gleaming white knobs, cages of yellowed uprights and pitted cylinders, hollow-socketed domes like skulls and great rising arches I took at first to be the vertebrae of sea monsters. Not so, not so. Yes, it was dead, that city, covered in clustered things like barnacles and knotted sea grasses that flowed like kelp in deep-sea currents. Most of the city had fallen, it seemed. I saw the shattered remains of walls and honeycombed towers, plates and disks, pyramidal shapes and cylindrical shafts…all gone to ruin, encrusted in webs of marine life. And everywhere—as my eyesight seemed to pull back and pan—I could see the litter and debris of that necropolis, mostly just irregular shapes blanketed in moss and creeping ooze. I knew what I was seeing was incredibly ancient, just as I knew it was not on earth or sunken beneath earth’s oceans.”


  I sat there, breathing a little hard myself by that point. My palms were damp and I was having trouble wetting my lips. “Are you sure…sure you just didn’t hallucinate it or dream it?”


  He didn’t seem offended by that. “No, it was there all right and though I had no point of reference, my instinct was telling me it was gigantic. A megalopolis that stretched across those bleak, fungoid sea beds for miles and miles. I could see parts of it climbing up a mountain in the distance, stretching down into valleys. A city like that…incredible, so very ancient and instead of being overwhelmed with scientific curiosity, I was simply appalled.”


  “Appalled?” I said. “Why? Why would you be appalled?”


  His fingers were interlaced on the table and the knuckles were white and straining as if the bones beneath were about to pop from sheer stress. “I was more than appalled. Horrified, sickened, disgusted even. On some primary level…I was offended by it all. Yes, it had been dead maybe millions of years, of unwholesome antiquity to be sure, yet it was wicked and depraved, a tumorous growth on that sea bed. An evil, enshrouded nightmare that made me want to slit my wrists. The geometry of the place was positively perverted, the angles all wrong, completely impossible, frightening…it could not exist, yet it did. It reminded me of a heap of broken, moldering bones in the lair of some flesh-eating ogre. And that touched something in me, made me want to smash it, stomp it. Made something in me recoil and hate, simply hate. Whatever had built something like that, had brains sufficiently demented to erect a graveyard like that, they were obscenities, things so utterly loathsome I was picturing them as malefic, bloated spiders that filled their webs with the leeched carcasses of infants.”


  “Take it easy, Doc,” I said, almost believing it myself now. “It can’t touch you, it can’t get at you—”


  He laughed at me. A cold and bitter laughter that was deranged and shrill. “It scared me to death, Kramer. I was shaking just looking at it. Like some sprawling, surreal haunted house sunken in that mire. Globs of silt were drifting around it and from it as if it were decomposing like a waterlogged corpse. All those high, distorted buildings, leaning and falling and refusing to fall, trapped in some bastard form of gravity we can only guess at. It was a cemetery, a malignant alien cemetery and those structures were crypts and tombstones and narrow monuments, barrows and cairns and skeletal, haunted monoliths staring out like stripped skulls…and everywhere, odd, angular shadows and darting, contorted forms reaching out…”


  I poured him a glass of wine. He was getting to me now, too. The chills were going right up my spine and I had to actually tell myself the man was crazy, that none of it could possibly be. But I just couldn’t make myself believe that. Something in me had shrunk down, was cowering like a kid beneath the covers of his bed, certain something macabre and monstrously malevolent was even then slinking out of the closet, claws held high.


  And that was pretty apt, you’ll see.


  Curlix drank, using both hands to steady the glass. I asked him what else he’d seen, more for my nerves than his. The image of the drowned burial ground was burned inside my brain, festering. I needed diversion.


  “Well, there were certainly wonders,” he told me, seeming to relax incrementally. “For that primordial soup was alive with an amazing proliferation of life. Things that reminded me of bathypelagic horrors. I saw creatures like huge, ghastly white tube worms with sucking mouths at both ends. Some were smooth, others segmented. They inched along like caterpillars in that living jelly. There were plated things like albino crabs picking through the organic slime. Swimming, suctioning bladders fitted with yellow eyes. Growths of huge, tentacular anemones grabbing at anything that swam too near. Protoplasmic bubbles that absorbed tiny translucent creatures. When they were attacked by something else, they exploded into clouds of hundreds of individual bubbles. There were fish—I don’t know what else to call them. Armored, swimming mouths with snaking tails. Serpentine eel-like things with gigantic, gaping jaws that snapped at all and everything. Multi-headed, shrimp-like crustaceans you could see through. Weird, oar-shaped fish whose skeletons were luminous and shined through their leathery skins. I saw huge things like black umbrellas with circles of brilliant red eyes at their apexes. They would propel themselves around, then open up and ingest some unwary swimmer, then sink into the mud with their prey. There were other fish-like creatures with pink thrashing filaments in place of their heads.


  “Too much to recall, Kramer. But I do remember the spider. It was colossal, I knew that much. I saw it go walking through that organic stew, spiny and albino, more like the exoskeleton of a dead spider than a living one, something you see dried up in a web. A living exoskeleton. Just the sight of that freakish horror made me cringe. But it was fascinating stuff, seeing things any biologist would have cut off their left hand to view just once. If it hadn’t been for the city—”


  I was really hoping we were done with that boneyard, but we were far from done. Because there were things bottled up inside Curlix. Like pissed-off bees in a jar, they wanted out…so Curlix unscrewed the lid.


  “I was watching them, Kramer, those creatures…but they were no more aware of me, really, than microbes are aware that a gigantic eye studies them through a microscope,” he explained and that was somewhat comforting. “But, on the other hand, thinking of that place as being vast, unreachable distances from us is both true and false. For it is very close, in a different space, but right around us all the time, separated by a thin, ethereal veil. To explain myself let me fall back on the old physics crutch. Two dots on opposite ends of the paper. Very far apart, but if you fold the paper you can make them touch each other, right? Things like wormholes and the like can be explained only by the wildest, most theoretical branches of Einsteinian physics, yet such things are mathematically possible. Much more possible than anyone has ever guessed and I should know, because I can see into that alien space as easily as I can see you. No, those things cannot see us, yet they can sense our movements when the conditions are right. Haven’t you yourself seen things move out of the corners of your eyes? Things that are not there? I know what it is we see when we catch glimpses like that…it must be some peculiar condition of peripheral vision.”


  I swallowed, tried to, anyway. “Are you seeing them now?”


  “Yes. They’re swimming all about us. That waitress near the bar, an immense jellyfish just passed through her…see her shake herself with a chill? Yes, a jellyfish whose bell is prismatic like gasoline in a puddle. But it can’t see her. Only the wraiths can do that.”


  “Wraiths?” I said. I’d had enough. I wanted to leave. There was plenty stewing in my brain now to give me years’ worth of nightmares, I didn’t need to hear about these wraiths. But hear I did.


  When Curlix started talking, it was hard for him. Sweat started trickling down his temples and his face was mottled, corded like maybe he was about to have a nasty coronary. “The wraiths. That night…I sensed movement in the ruined city. I focused past the swimming creatures and my vision panned in, showing me what I wish I had never seen. They were slithering out of the holes and hollows and low places of that alien graveyard, things that looked at first like drifting rags. But as they got closer, I saw they were more like gaseous fluxes of tissue that were eroding and rotting, ropes and streamers floating around them. They had faces of a sort—white, bloodless faces like narrow, exaggerated skulls, but not made of bone or papery flesh, but of thousands and thousands of tiny hairs or filaments braided into the shape of an alien skull and something like streaming orange kelp for hair. Their eyes were huge black holes, their nares upturned, their jaws not lined with teeth as such, but triangular protrusions that were jagged and sharp-looking.” Curlix was leaning forward now and his voice went high and desperate, almost child-like. “No, Kramer, those others things—just dumb animals—they couldn’t see me, but the wraiths? Yes, they saw me watching them. They sensed me or smelled me and that’s what made them come up out of their holes and tombs. They saw me and followed me, felt my eyes on them and came out after me. I…I pulled back, but they kept coming, closer and closer, only stopping when they hit that veil that separates us and then they stuck there like snails on aquarium glass, searching, Kramer, searching for a way through. I…I saw them up close, pulsing and inflating, ribbons of their decayed bodies floating about in writhing clouds of tissue and those eyes, oh dear God, those eyes…”


  “Doc, listen you don’t have to—”


  He cut me off: “Abdul Alhazred spoke of them in the Necronomicon. He said they walk ‘not in the spaces we know, but between them, they walk serene and primal, undimensioned and to us unseen.’ Do you see what he was getting at, Kramer?”


  “That’s enough,” I told him. “You can’t expect me to believe this kind of nonsense.”


  “Shut up,” he snapped, as near a nervous breakdown as any man I’d ever seen. “The city was their city, Kramer. A dead city and they were its ghosts. Ghosts, elementals, revenants of what had once lived in that degenerate place. For in that diabolic dimension, ghosts are not like they are here…they aren’t wisps of smoke or cold drafts, but tangible, palpable entities. Ravenous, hideous things. And unlike the denizens of that plasma sea, Kramer, they alone are intelligent, they alone felt me watching them, and they alone…being neither entirely phantasmal nor corporeal…can stride between their world and ours. Don’t you see what I’m saying…they’ve found a way through! Things more obscene and destructive than anything you can imagine—”


  “Stop it!” I said. People were staring at us, but I didn’t give a good goddamn. I’d heard enough. Something had snapped in my brain and I could not bear to hear any more of that man’s polluted, infectious thinking. It was making something in me go white and brittle. “I don’t want any more of this, do you hear?”


  But he didn’t hear. “They watch me now, Kramer. They’ve breached the threshold. At first, I only caught frozen images of them on window panes or saw ghostly, misty reflections in mirrors…but now they move about in our space, hunting me, searching for me and, dear Christ, maybe for you, too, now that you know.”


  But that was it. I shut out the rest of what he said for the sake of my own sanity. But I wish to God I’d listened, because I think old mad Curlix was trying to warn me, trying to help me, but I was terrified and I couldn’t handle any more of it. Maybe it was my imagination, but there was a coldness at our table, a frigid blowing coldness like air from a meat locker and I was scared, really scared.


  No, I did not listen to him rambling and shrieking about the wraiths and Azathoth at the center of cosmic, nuclear chaos. I couldn’t. I just couldn’t listen. But Curlix was intent on making me a believer, maybe before it was too late for him, me, and the world at large.


  So, he took off his glasses.


  About that time, one of the waitresses picked the worse possible moment to throw us out of there. She saw what I saw. She saw Curlix without his glasses on and screamed. For his eyes were green and crystalline like emeralds, winking and shining and flickering with spectral light.


  I ran off then.


  I had trouble sleeping after that. I was always seeing things out of the corners of my eyes, creeping things, amorphous bodies slinking between this reality and the next. Only with drugs and whiskey could I close my eyes and when I did, I saw them, those hideous skullish faces and leering black sockets watching me, studying me with morbid sentience.


  One note on Howard Curlix.


  I never saw him again. Two weeks after our meeting, he jumped from the fifth story of his flat on Benefit Street. That’s the official version. But I found out something a little more unusual from one of my police contacts. He told me that the coroner said that it looked like Curlix was turned inside out and thrown from his window. And that the poor man’s eyes were ripped from his skull by the stalks…along with his brain. In his apartment, they found something decomposing on the floor in a pool of putrescent jelly. It looked like a gigantic eel with bunches of quivering yellow feelers and a huge, gaping bony mouth that could have bitten a man clean in half. My cop friend said it stunk like a truckload of rotting fish with a strange, after-odor of raw ammonia.


  Thirty minutes after the police got there, the eel-thing had dissolved into a puddle. The cops never even got a photo of it, just a large, sticky stain on the carpeting.


  I guess we can surmise that something innocently swam through the hole the wraiths had sheared into the veil.


  So ends Howard Curlix.


  But what of me? Despite trying to block out what Curlix said right before we got thrown out of the pizzeria, my mind recorded his words. Kramer, don’t you see what’s happened? I am their portal, their beacon, the unwinking, gleaming lighthouse eye they follow from their world to our own. They have marked me and…oh, Jesus, Kramer…they’re coming, I can feel them! Run! For the love of Christ, run before they get your scent…


  But it’s too late for that.


  They know about me, just as I know about them. I’ve seen them looking through my windows at night and heard them scratching at my door. They got my dog…I found him frozen stiff as if he’d been drawn through glacial, unknown heights. My neighbors are complaining about the nauseous stenches surrounding my house, the weird drifting patches of mist, the freak electrical activity dancing over my roof. Flashing, arcing electrical activity with shape, intent, and wrath. People are scared to be around me because I am never truly alone. There are tangles of shadows in my wake, the sound of chattering teeth, a weird stink of eldritch decay. The wraiths have encircled me now, but like true sadists, they’ll take their time as they did with Curlix for it’s much more amusing to them to frighten me to death.


  I had a dream last night that was not a dream, but a vision, a glimpse of some hellish, pestiferous dimension beyond time and space. I saw the city. I saw the wraiths. I saw them dragging Curlix down into their yawning holes beneath those alien tombs.


  Physically, Curlix is dead. But what of his soul, his essence? What twisted, lunatic games do they play with it?


  They won’t get me. I have a gun and I’m going to use it. On myself. Maybe I’m the beacon now, as Curlix was. Maybe they’ll lose their footing here when I kill myself. I only know one thing: I will not let them have me. I will not let them drag who and what I am down into noisome, tenebrous gulfs of insanity. They will not pull me screaming into some black, nebulous dimension of the unspeakable, the undead, and the unseen.


  THE CHATTERING OF TINY TEETH


  (Warfear, 2002)


  “…there were worse things than rats and maggots


  crawling in the unhallowed earth…”


  —Henry Kuttner


  1


  It was a bad place and fear was something you choked down with your daily rum ration. You lived with corpses and rats and severed limbs, the shattered anatomies of your fellow soldiers. There was always blood in your mouth and steel in your belly. And, of course, there were always plenty of stories. Tales about things that prowled No-Man’s Land. Nightmare shapes that hunted battlefields from time immemorial. Things that dragged off cadavers and not all of them walked on four feet. But they were just stories and you tried not to listen.


  2


  When Corporal Stubbs saw old Brass Balls making his way through the hip-deep slime of muck and water that passed for the forward trench—or at least their minute corner of it—he knew there was going to be trouble.


  “Here comes the frigging shit himself,” he muttered to Piggy, who was licking the grease from a dented tin of sausages.


  Piggy tossed the tin into the water, licked his lips and put a cigarette between them. “Lovely man, that one. Reminds me of me dear old dad,” he said, blowing smoke through the slats of yellow-brown teeth. “If I but had the strength, I’d kiss him right on the arse.”


  Stubbs took the cigarette and pulled hard off it, spitting tobacco. “Glad you could join us, Sergeant-Major Bowes. Pull up a seat, why don’t you? Would you like a cup of tea? Biscuits with jam? Do speak up, man.”


  Bowes was not amused. He stood there, the great flat spades of his hands on those broad child-rearing hips. Rain dripped from the lip of his steel helmet. “Lollygagging and running your mouth won’t win us this war, Stubbs. The quicker we pull together and set things right, the quicker you’ll be home to your whore of a mother and your nightly bottle of gin.”


  “Did you hear that, Piggy? He called me mum a whore of all things.” Stubbs shrugged and flicked his ash, leaned against the parapet. “Guess he knows the old bitch, all right. God bless you, sir.”


  Piggy uttered a short laugh.


  “Shut your pisshole, Stubbs. You, too, Pigget,” Bowes said. He cleared his throat. The anger ran from his face then, like hot wax down the stem of a candle. A corrupt grin slit his features. “You lads look like you need a change of scenery. Right. I’ve just the thing for you.” He cleared his throat again. “As you well know, things haven’t been going well—”


  “Haven’t they, Sarge? Didn’t notice meself,” Piggy said.


  Stubbs shook his head and sucked in a deep lungful of air that was rich with the stench of putrescence. “Can’t believe you said that, sir. Why, take a look around. If this ain’t Heaven, me boy, then just point the way.”


  Despite himself, old Brass Balls did look around.


  And what he saw was Flanders. And more precisely, the famous sea of Flanders’ mud. It was a colossal bowl of viscous sludge that stank and ran and fouled everything it touched. The rain kept coming down in blinding sheets and the trenches were filled with stagnant water that was flavored with blood, urine, and feces. Bodies floated in it. Parts of bodies. Countless rats that had tried in vain to reach the bodies and had drowned. And the rain kept coming and the mud kept flowing and the men kept dying. It was a gray world, gray and wet and stinking.


  And that’s what the sergeant major saw.


  Had he any humanity left after three years of the Great War, he would’ve wretched and then quietly lost his mind.


  But he was right about one thing: things hadn’t been going real well. Nearly a week before, some nit back at battalion got a real prince of an idea for an offensive. Troops were mustered and ammunition passed out. It began with a thirty-six-hour artillery barrage of the German lines. Battalion figured that would soften the Hun up nicely. The smoke had barely cleared when some five thousand men of the British Expeditionary Force went up and over the wire and charged through No-Man’s Land, hell-for-leather. Or maybe not so hell-for-leather, being that the terrain was riddled with chains of shell holes and great valleys from collapsing tunnel networks, all of which were separate bogs
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