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  Foreword

By J Neira


Originally, I was hesitant to submit a story for  Kosmos Obscura. The reason being though I personally thought of cosmic horror as stories dealing with existential dread; it seemed like most people I met defined the genre as synonymous with HP Lovecraft and his tentacled deep-sea or outer space deities. None of my stories fit that definition. But then I read the guidelines posted at Graveside Press’s website and at The Horror Tree, excerpted from nofilmschool.com:
“Cosmic horror, also known as Lovecraftian horror, is a subgenre of horror that emphasizes the terror of the unknowable and incomprehensible. It favors these psychological horrors more than gore or other elements of shock and awe. … The core of all cosmic horror is the protagonist being absolutely terrified of the unknown or the future and what’s going to happen to them. … There should also be a contemplation of the human experience and the humanness of the struggle. They usually don’t have a lot of blood and gore, and instead thrive on the ideas that are scary.”  
Turns out I did have a story that fit this definition very well. Because even though Lovecraft is cited here, the themes of the unknown and fear (often included in his stories) would be valid enough to be included for consideration in the anthology, regardless of whether an author wanted to use elements from Lovecraft’s canon.
I submitted a story partially inspired by my own germaphobia and my desire to see the perspective of germaphobes treated respectfully rather than ridiculed—the latter of which happens way too often in recent pop culture.
So, I submitted it, hoping for the best, and was honored and excited when it was accepted a little while later. Then, a month or so after my story was accepted, Hannah (Graveside's Acquisitions Manager) invited me to help narrow down the finalists to help determine which other stories would appear in Kosmos Obscura. Because of this, I got the unique opportunity to read many of the stories found in this anthology during the submissions process.
One thing that impressed me the most about the stories submitted was how original everyone was while still following the theme. I was not the only one who chose to create my own characters rather than re-using Lovecraft’s. In fact, most of the stories were original in this way. And of the ones that did use Lovecraft’s canon, they mingled it with their own styles and characters, crafting stories that were original in how they dealt with the established characters. (Of course, I was reading through the finalists, so these were naturally going to be the best!)
You will find all sorts of cosmic horror within these pages, from classic deep-sea, eldritch monster tales to interpersonal dramas where families are hiding terrible secrets. There are stories of the world coming to an end and stories of daring treasure hunts. Tales of bugs and tales of seagulls, accounts of rituals gone wrong, and reflections on self-discovery. Some stories are set centuries ago, others are set today, others in different worlds completely. 
Sometimes, oftentimes, humans are the real monsters. If I were to write a story using Lovecraft’s canon, I’ve often thought I’d have written one portraying the Innsmouthers in a positive light. After all, they’re the victims of a genocide in Lovecraft’s own works, which he justifies due to his own despicable racism. In Kosmos Obscura, there are several stories that tackle the real-life horror of bigotry head-on. In some cases, this bigotry has a supernatural component, while in others, the supernatural turns out to be a solution in how to fight back against white supremacists and other wicked humans, and in others still, the existence of worlds beyond our comprehension provides an escape from the cruelty of society. These kinds of stories are especially important today, but really, they’re universal.
The writers in Kosmos Obscura come from a diverse range of backgrounds and from all over the globe. You’ll recognize some authors from previous Graveside Press anthologies, while others are new. At least a couple of the authors in this book haven’t been published in any anthology until now, while others have appeared in dozens. I became a fan of several of them just from the stories in this anthology, and am eager to read more from them.
Of course, not every story is for everyone. Thankfully, there is a full list of trigger warnings near the end of this book. I myself am a cozy horror fan (often the opposite of cosmic horror!) and some of the stories might be too disturbing for me to read more than once, though I admire the skill of all of them. One of the many reasons I love being part of the Graveside Press author community is every book has trigger warnings for anyone who wants them. 
Thank you very much to Hannah Rebekah Graves, Kelley York, and Steven Radecki for welcoming me into the Graveside Press community and for putting together this terrifying collection of tales. Thank you to our talented team of editors (Kelley, Lauren, and Kala) and Syd, our awesome Graveside Press assistant!
Several stories I read for Kosmos Obscura were disturbing enough to cause nightmares. Not all of them are as scary as that, but more than one ranks among the top ten scariest short stories I’ve ever read.
They’re waiting for you.
—J. Neira






  
  Summoning Caleb

Margo Pecha


I thought I understood loneliness before I summoned Caleb. I really thought I knew. Stories about men like me filled every type of media; we couldn’t form friendships, we didn’t know how to interact with women, let alone other men. We couldn’t regulate our emotions. We were toxic and suicidal and dangerous. I didn’t think I was any of those things, but after a while, I started to believe that maybe there was some truth to it. Why else would this constant sense of despair and yearning hang over me? 
The blue light of screens bathed me in a ghostly glow day and night from being glued to my phone, my laptop, my work monitors. I kept the blinds tightly shut and worked on marketing projects in the dark. I sent pointless emails and kept my second monitor filled with 24-hour news coverage, my gaze yo-yo-ing between work and hysteria. Bodies burned. Hospitals turned people away. Something hard felt permanently lodged in my throat.
I couldn’t remember the last person I’d spoken to. Was it the barista on my way to work on that final morning before isolating? Hadn’t I exchanged a few apprehensive words with the grocery store clerk when I stocked up on food? I racked my brain, but I truly couldn’t recall.
After work, I lay on the floor and stared up at the cracked ceiling, feeling small and insignificant. If I contracted the plague and died, would anyone even notice? I tested out my voice, worried I’d forget how to talk. It sounded hoarse and foreign, like it belonged to someone I’d never met.
“No one will know your name when they find you,” I said to the ceiling.
I closed my eyes and imagined roots emerging beneath my body, sinking into the floor as I languished and withered away, becoming something else entirely. Something unrecognizable.
Some couples and families endured the isolation well. They had gardens to tend and backyards to escape to and pets to care for. I saw it all through the fluorescence of my phone, through square pictures and quick bursts of video. Songs and dances and skits. Fear and heartbreak and love. I connected to everything, all of it, still cloistered in my own personal hell: a studio apartment in the middle of the city, no balcony, no pets allowed. I was a caged animal, violently angry one moment, then despondent and curled in on myself the next.
I tried dating, but it was even worse than before. Virtual dinners were depressing affairs. No one wanted to attempt small talk with a guy who had no hobbies or friends. My eyes grew red-rimmed and bloodshot from endless hours of screen time. I guzzled beer to fill the days and the emptiness. I looked ill. I felt ill. An ache had settled deep in my stomach and nothing eased it.
I needed a hobby, but hobbies cost too much. I could barely afford my rent as it was. Still, I put on a mask and walked to the store, but the shelves were bare. Upon the looming threat of lockdown, all the puzzles were gone, the Lego kits were out of stock, and every movie had been hastily snatched up.
Too cheap to subscribe to Netflix, I watched American Psycho over and over again. It was the only DVD I owned.

      [image: image-placeholder]I found the instructions on a subreddit late one night. Lying on the floor once again, I scrolled and swiped endlessly on my phone until my brain began to gelatinize and my eyes glazed and unfocused. A can of Pabst sweated nearby, its condensation puddling in watery rings on the floorboards. The summer heat was oppressive and stifling.
“Lonely? Here’s how I summoned a ghost to keep me company.”
I clicked on it. I had nothing better to do.
“Are you feeling alone in these trying times? I was, too, until I learned how to summon a ghost for companionship. My grandmother was into the occult before she died, and I found the instructions written in one of her old books. My ghost is named Lyra, and she’s been a great friend to me. She keeps me company while I work from home, and we surprisingly have a lot in common despite having lived centuries apart. We even play backgammon together!”
I snorted. How dumb could you be?
“Here’s what you do: Place a cup of water outside when the moon is full and let it charge in the moon’s energy all night, at least eight hours. The moon must be full, otherwise it won’t work. While the water charges, go to the cemetery and find a grave. Walk around for a while and see if any particular headstone calls out to you. You’ll know when you’ve found the right one. This will be your ghost. Take a handful of dirt from the grave and go home.
“The next night, mix your energized moon water with the grave dirt until it becomes a slurry. Do not heat it up under any circumstances. Draw two overlapping moons on the floor in ash. Take half your slurry and mark the runes (depicted below) in a counterclockwise fashion.”
There was a drawing inserted into the post. Two circles overlapped like a Venn diagram, and a series of unfamiliar runes encircled the two rings. The circle on the left had a crude spider drawn within it. The one on the right had an arched door.
“Place six candles along the outermost rings of your sigil, one at each of the cardinal points for each circle. Light them and stand in the middle of your sigil. Drink the other half of the slurry. (Yes, you have to drink it all.)
Close your eyes and speak confidently:

Bring to me of the ageless three
from Eye of Eye and ancient tree 


of lunar light and graven soil,
a threshold breached to mortal coil.

Shroud of darkness, release thy bond
of One confined and abiding beyond.

Enduring One, oh come to me,
I beg of you to hear my plea. 

Eidolon, eidolon, I summon thee.

If you’ve done everything correctly, your ghost will appear. Happy haunting! ;)”
I dubiously scanned through the many comments. The general consensus was that it actually worked. People alleged they’d experienced a magnetic pull toward a particular grave, elaborating on how their ghost had appeared after reciting the summoning spell and how interesting they’d found their apparition. One person had even done the ritual twice and claimed to have a set of twin ghosts occupying their guest room. Others maintained that they’d had deep, meaningful conversations with their new companion, and that they weren’t afraid of death anymore. The specifics varied from person to person, but the one thing everyone agreed on was that none of them were lonely anymore.
An aching need welled within me. I scrolled back to the top and carefully read each comment. A hunger grew with each one I consumed, the ache ballooning and swelling; by the time I’d gone through them all, I knew I would attempt the summoning myself.
 A nagging little voice in the back of my brain still lingered from my cast-off Evangelical upbringing, warning me this was dangerous—forbidden even—but another larger part of me thrilled at the thought of doing something as illicit as contacting spirits. The agonizing chasm in my chest gaped wider, and it soon dwarfed the intrusive thought.
I glanced out the window at the full moon. Could I find everything I needed at this late hour? My resolve steeled from the challenge.
For the first time since March, I pulled up my blinds. I set my cup of water on the windowsill, hoping enough of the moon’s light would reach it, and then I set off for the cemetery.

      [image: image-placeholder]I chose Venerate Grove because it was the oldest cemetery in town and would therefore have the most interesting ghosts. I wandered along winding paths bordered with crumbling, leaning headstones and ancient trees dripping with moss. I didn’t really know what I was supposed to feel or how I would even recognize it. My flashlight beam bounced from headstone to headstone, from marker to mausoleum. Aimlessly roaming the large cemetery, I searched for that elusive feeling. All was quiet and strangely still, my surroundings illuminated by the silvery sheen of moonlight.
And then I felt it: a sort of beckoning, a tugging toward the opposite side of the cemetery. I followed as if pulled on an invisible line. Soon enough, I ran, flying past vacant-eyed angels and stone lambs as the urge propelled me onward. I leapt over headstones, the beam of my flashlight bouncing erratically. I didn’t need the light anymore, as I knew exactly where to go.
 Tucked toward the back of the cemetery, a nondescript headstone said simply CALEB. A large crack rent its surface, splitting the name in two before snaking into the ground. A wave of glossy-leaved ivy crept toward it from the nearby fence, and goosebumps skittered down the backs of my arms at the thought of those vines surging forward, smothering and choking everything in its path.
I scooped a handful of soil from the gravesite, probing my fingers down beneath the damp grass and peeling it away in chunks. The earth below was soft and cool in my palms; shiny black beetles scurried out of sight and glistening worms writhed and wriggled away, fleeing my intrusion. It smelled musty—ageless and enduring. I filled an empty jar with the soil and tried to rearrange the chunks of sod as best I could. A small spark of excitement ignited in my chest.
I tucked the jar into my shoulder bag and sat down, leaning against the headstone. The summer night was muggy, but the stone leached cool relief through the back of my t-shirt. While I rested, I Googled “house fire near me” from my phone and searched through the most recent news articles until I found one on this side of the city. It was ten blocks out of the way, but it would provide the ash I needed.
 Anticipation compounded in me as I walked the ten blocks. By the time I arrived at the charred remains of the house, I nearly vibrated with excitement. I hardly noticed how sticky with sweat my clothing had become. I scooped some ash from the ruins into a second jar.
The two vessels clicked against each other in my shoulder bag with every step home I took, like some dark metronome counting down to a great unknown.

      [image: image-placeholder]I slept late the next day, exhausted from my excursion the previous night. I spent some time sketching out the sigil while I nursed a steaming cup of coffee, wanting to make sure I had it correct before staining the floorboards with the ash. The post didn’t specify what time I should perform the summoning, other than “night”, so I waited until darkness had settled softly in the corners of my apartment before rolling back the area rug and getting to work.
l made huge, sweeping motions with my hand along the floorboards, pressing the ash into the dings and crevices before marking some of the finer details with the tips of two fingers. My hands were dirty and dry when I was done.
The drawing took up the majority of the room. I placed candles along the appropriate points of the sigil and lit them, then I combined the grave dirt and moon water in a bowl, forming a dense sludge. Grimacing, I scooped up the muck and carefully used it to draw the runes before situating myself in the center of the symbol.
I choked down the slurry in gagging gulps, nearly vomiting when the thick slickness of a worm passed over my tongue. I leaned my palms on my knees, breathing heavily as my stomach churned. Sweat trickled down my temples. I wiped a smear of mud away from my mouth and stood up to begin the incantation.
The candles’ flames danced brightly as I recited the words; I’d read the post so many times throughout the day that I’d memorized it by now. I closed my eyes and let the emotions evoked by the strange phrases carry the cadence of my voice. When I’d finished, I found I’d lifted my palms to the sky at some point, and an oppressive silence hung heavy within the room. I shifted from foot to foot.
Nothing happened for a moment. Then the candlelight guttered as if something giant approached. I held my breath, every muscle tensed.
A hot wind blasted through my apartment. I shielded my eyes with a forearm as the wind roared around me, pelting me with grit and nearly bowling me over. It couldn’t have lasted more than a couple of seconds, but it felt like an eternity. When it ceased, it did so abruptly. My ears rang from the sudden silence.
I lifted my head, rubbing the grit from my eyes. A pyramidal shape of hazy dark matter filled the corner by my bed, monolithic and dense. The immeasurable black seemed to leach all the color from the surroundings, sucking it inward. Seven pinpricks of cold white light shone from the uppermost part, arranged in no discernible pattern, which gave me the distinct impression of a calculating, spider-like intelligence. Whether the thing hovered or rested upon the ground, I couldn’t tell.
My heart quickened, and I stepped back a few paces. “Are you Caleb?” I croaked. My mouth felt grainy and dry.
The void said nothing, only stared at me with those pinhole eyes. I noticed then that it had no mouth. I edged away until my back bumped against the opposite wall, staring at the thing before me.
In a panic, I returned to the Reddit post, quickly scrolling through all the responses; my gaze toggled between the thing and the phone screen as I searched for any mention of a dark shape. I couldn’t find anything.
“I think I did something wrong,” I typed into the comment box. “Do any of your ghosts look like evil Grimace?”
I pushed “reply” but was met with a new message: “Commenting has been turned off.”
I uttered a guttural cry of frustration and chucked my phone onto the mattress. What the hell was I supposed to do now? I sat on the edge of the bed and regarded Caleb warily. He made neither noise nor movement toward me.
Well, I reasoned after a while, no one had actually said what a ghost was or wasn’t supposed to look like. Maybe this was it, and humanity had it all wrong the whole time. I moved uneasily through the apartment, keeping an eye on him. He abided, silent and motionless.
The first night with Caleb passed unremarkably. He remained in the corner, watching me. His gaze made my skin crawl, but I tried my best to converse with him as I cleaned up the sandy substance coating every surface of the apartment. I thought it would feel good to talk to someone finally. All I felt was a rising sense of anger and frustration.
Eventually, I put on American Psycho again and let Patrick Bateman’s droning monologues lull me to sleep. At some point, I woke in the night, Caleb’s constellation of eyes shining cold and harsh in the dark.

      [image: image-placeholder] A week passed. Caleb still lingered in the corner. I checked the Reddit post nearly every hour, but comments were still locked and the author hadn’t responded to my direct messages. I spent a lot of time lying on my bed, watching bars of sunlight bleed through the blinds to pinstripe shadows on the opposite wall. The lines disappeared, abruptly cut off, where they fell across Caleb. He hadn’t moved an inch over the course of the week, and I didn’t know how to send him back. He both angered and frightened me. I tossed empties at him, then guiltily gathered them up.
Tears welled in my eyes at the absurdity of it all. I scrubbed my face with the heels of my hands, chiding myself for being so upset. This was what I’d wanted, wasn’t it? A confidante, someone with whom to pass the slow drip of daily life? The hollowness inside me widened, festering. I couldn’t understand how my liminal companion could make me feel even more alone, like the last soul in all existence. I’d clearly done the ritual wrong and would now live with the consequences, since I couldn’t figure out how to reverse it.
On Saturday, I needed to do some grocery shopping, so I donned a jacket and prepared to venture into the world. A small pearl of hope assured me I would feel a little less solitary while doing my errands. The masks we all wore lent anonymity to the mundane, leveling the playing field—I was just like everyone else, and we all suffered alone together. We were all suspicious, casting furtive glances at anyone who got too close. I wasn’t the guy with no hobbies or friends. No one had friends, right?
I patted my pockets, double checking I had my wallet and my keys, and reached for the doorknob. I was so absorbed in my circling thoughts about Caleb and the sad state of the world that I somehow missed the handle. I glanced over my shoulder at him and groped for it again. When I turned back, still not feeling it, I saw my hand pass right through.
I tried again and again. My hands seemed to grow fainter and more transparent with every sweep of my arms. Panic rising, I careened through my apartment, attempting to open cabinets and drawers, trying to pick up various objects until my hands resembled indistinct outlines so opaque I could barely see them.
I choked back a sob and turned toward Caleb. Two hazy hand-like shapes were taking form, one on either side of his silhouette.
“Is this you?” I cried, holding aloft what remained of my hands. And then they dissolved, vanishing entirely.
I tried using the nubs of my wrists to open the front door, but I couldn’t get a good grip on it. By the time I’d given up and turned toward him again, the hands—my hands—had fully materialized. They hung suspended at his sides, seemingly attached to nothing,
He stood in the corner, fingers tensing and flexing, rediscovering the sensation of touch, of movement, all the while watching me with his horrible pinprick eyes.

      [image: image-placeholder]I thought maybe my hands would reappear, but when I woke up the next morning and couldn’t make coffee without breaking all of my mugs, I knew they weren’t coming back.
I tried to call my mother. We hadn’t spoken since the election. I dialed her number with the tip of my nose and waited, hovering over the phone’s screen.
“Mom, something’s happening to me,” I said when she picked up. “I need your help.”
“Oh, you want money?” she sneered. “You finally call after all these years and expect a handout?”
“No, I—”
“You kids think you’re so entitled to everything,” she ranted. “You have no work ethic.”
“I work full-time!” I shouted. “You know that!”
“No, I don’t,” she sobbed. “You never call me!”
“This is exactly why I never call you!” I yelled. “You’re a manipulative bitch!”
“And you’re an ungrateful leech!” she screamed. “I don’t know where we went wrong with you!”
My blood boiled, but I tried to calm myself. “Can you just listen to me for a minute? I need help!”
“From your bitch mother?” she jeered. “I don’t think so. I think we’ve given you enough handouts. Whatever you’ve gotten yourself into, you can figure it out on your own.”
The line went dead; she’d hung up.
I swiped the phone off the table with my forearms, flinging it across the room. What the hell was I supposed to do now? I’d lived in the same building for five years and didn’t know any of my neighbors—and even if I did, it wasn’t like I could get the door open to ask them for help, anyway.
I paced and fumed around my apartment, walking in endless circles. Caleb’s glacial, effulgent eyes followed my restless treading. The hands at his sides twitched and spasmed.
Finally, fumbling, I used my elbows and wrists to push the buttons on the TV remote. American Psycho was still in the DVD player. I collapsed on the bed, resigned to solitude and desperately craving a beer I could not open.

      [image: image-placeholder] Nearly a week later, I lost my feet. One moment I paced the four walls of my apartment and the next I felt like I’d been planted firmly in concrete. I looked down and saw nothing below my shins, just a gap of about four inches between where my ankles should have been and the floor. Somehow, I remained upright. Affixed to nothing but not exactly hovering, either.
Panic rising, I struggled and pulled, vainly attempting to release myself, but my not-there feet felt like they were stuck beneath the floor, rooting me in place. I couldn’t understand. I’d lost my hands but could still move my arms; surely I should still be able to move the stumps of my legs?
Caleb stepped out of the corner, an amorphous vacuum traversing on bare human feet. My feet.
“Why are you doing this?” I yelled, jerking my knees up as if they’d somehow pull my feet back into existence. “I just wanted to be friends!”
He strolled leisurely through the room, touching and caressing my possessions, examining, curious. From time to time, he turned his many eyes on me and cocked his head to the side, as if something about me amused him.
I had the horrifying realization that the rules, as I thought I’d understood them, didn’t exist.

      [image: image-placeholder] Two days passed, and I was still rooted to the same spot. My lips had cracked and peeled from thirst. Every part of my body ached from standing for so long.
“I need to eat something,” I pleaded. “Anything. Please, Caleb.”
He heated up a frozen lasagna and left it on the floor before me, along with a bowl of water. I managed to crouch at an awkward angle and gobbled up the hot food like a dog, using the nubs of my wrists to pull it closer. Marinara smeared my face, and I burned my tongue. I slurped up the water as best as I could. Bits of noodles and beef slid down the collar of my shirt. I squirmed at the sensation, begging him to bring me clean clothing.
Caleb ignored me and settled into my office chair instead, preoccupying himself with my computer.

      [image: image-placeholder] Days trickled into weeks; I lost track of time and even more body parts. I thought maybe when my stomach disappeared, I would lose all sense of hunger. I didn’t. Regardless, Caleb stopped feeding me. The dull ache of phantom limbs and bodily functions settled into the lingering awareness I somehow still possessed. Sometimes my palms prickled and itched or my legs cramped, but I knew nothing was there anymore. I couldn’t remember when I’d given up on crying, but now I knew it was pointless. I simply endured.
 I zoned out most of the time, letting my mind wander and my eyes glaze over. Caleb kept the blinds pulled up, flooding the apartment with light. I vacantly watched the window for the flit of passing birds or the gentle shift and sway of leaves on the neighboring tree. My apartment was so quiet without the constant stream of news chattering in the background. A profound sadness settled over me, draping like a heavy blanket. Caleb no longer looked at me like I amused him; he hardly looked at me at all.

      [image: image-placeholder]It must be close to November now. A cold wind gusts through the window Caleb left cracked, and russet leaves plaster the pane. He types away at my work computer, using hands that are no longer mine. He joins video calls. I don’t know how my coworkers don’t notice the black void on the screen. He’s confiscated my phone, and he reclines in my office chair, swiping left and right on Tinder. He plays “Hip to Be Square” on repeat, filling the apartment with its poppy, upbeat chorus until my head aches. He answers the door and signs for packages I didn’t order.
I keep asking him what he’s doing, but he never answers. I know he can’t until he has a mouth. My mouth.
Some sick part of me thinks it will be worth it just to hear another voice.






  
  Darla’s Monster

Cassondra Windwalker


“Make me a monster, Mama,” Abby whispered as Darla tucked her in. 
Darla’s heart seized up. She knew what Abby meant. Darla was Quartz Creek’s resident monster-maker. A tiny town tucked up in the ancient, slump-shouldered Ouachita Mountains, Quartz Creek was little more than a speed bump on the rutted highway that a few brazen tourists took to get to the hot springs. Its survival hinged on its residents’ ability to convince travelers to stop.
There was a “moonshine” diner, the requisite rock shop, an outfitter’s cabin for the more adventurous, and Darla’s own toy store. Not the sort of toy store that sold dolls and trucks and train sets, though. Darla made monsters.
Knitted from only the finest, silkiest, most brilliantly dyed yarns and luxuriantly stuffed, Darla’s Monsters were a necessity for anyone daring to travel farther into the forested mountains. Or so the sign proclaimed, and most tourists happily chose to believe. It’d become something of a social media craze, photos of their own personal Darla’s Monster perched on the dashboard, guaranteeing their safe passage on a road haunted with massacred Native peoples, escaped slaves, unrepentant moonshiners, and even the more recent victims of a 1980s serial killer who’d never been caught.
And Darla knew why Abby needed a monster of her own.
“Okay, baby,” she whispered back, forcing a smile she hoped looked reassuring. She tore a cotton ball in half and squeezed the pieces into her daughter’s ears before kissing her on the forehead.
Maybe Dale wouldn’t come knocking tonight, but maybe he would.
He still had a key. Darla hadn’t been able to get away to the city to buy new locks yet. She couldn’t afford to close the shop before tourist season slowed down. She had a deadbolt, at least, though she didn’t think he’d hesitate to break a window or kick down a door if he really wanted in.
Of course, even that wouldn’t really be necessary. She couldn’t afford to run the swamp cooler twenty-four hours a day. Most of the time, the only relief from the sticky, oppressive heat was open windows and buzzing fans. Their only real protection against him was the rifle she kept over the door, but a woman had to sleep sometime.
And she was tired. So tired.
But it was only eight o’clock. Luckily, four-year-olds tuckered out early, which gave Darla time to work on building up her shop inventory. Folks rarely saw her without her knitting needles, anyway. She was always working—sitting behind the counter at the shop waiting for the next car to stop, in the hard wooden pew at church on Sunday, at the rundown town park watching Abby play on the rusted steel toys.
Tonight, though, her only task would be Abby’s monster.
She turned on the television. She kept the volume down low, partly so it wouldn’t disturb Abby, and partly so she could keep one ear peeled for anybody creeping around the house outside. The first couple of nights after she kicked Dale out had been awful. He’d prowled around the house like a polecat, screaming, banging on the door, throwing bottles, looking in the windows.
Darla had been putting cotton in Abby’s ears at bedtime since she was tiny, because that was invariably when Dale got wound up and went off. Even that couldn’t help with him circling around and banging on Abby’s walls. The little girl had been terrified, though like any child who grew up in a house of violence, she hadn’t permitted herself the luxury of hysteria. Darla had found her on the floor under her bed, soaked in silent tears.
It had almost been enough for Darla to relent, to tell Dale he could come back. After all, the bad nights weren’t every night, and on good nights, Dale was as charming and funny and downright hypnotic as a snake-oil salesman. And he was Abby’s father.
Once upon a time, Dale and Darla had been the sweethearts of Quartz Creek. Almost every day since the breakup, someone or other came into her shop to tut-tut or shake their heads sadly over her broken home. The preacher was coming over “for a good talk,” he’d said, but she’d managed to be too busy so far.
Most of them, she told herself generously, had no idea what happened behind their closed doors. Dale was always careful not to leave a mark where it showed or break a bone. But them what knew—Dale’s friends and her family—saw that scary flash in his eyes and had watched how liquor brought out his beast, didn’t seem to care. Not enough, anyhow.
And that last night—Darla shuddered thinking about it. He must’ve seen the resignation in her eyes. She knew what was coming, and she only managed to summon dread instead of the terror that delighted him. So, he’d threatened to wake up Abby, to drag her out of bed and ask her what she thought of her whore mother.
That’d been Dale’s fatal mistake. Darla could lie to herself as long as Dale kept his terrorizing to her. He’d always doted on Abby up until then. Darla had snatched down her daddy’s rifle and ordered Dale out of the house. At first, he’d laughed at her—the thing wasn’t even loaded, but when she screamed at him in a voice he didn’t recognize that she was going to bash his head in with it, he’d retreated.
And it was loaded now.
Darla picked her yarns first. Blue was Abby’s favorite color, so she chose sapphire and midnight, silver and aquamarine. She closed her eyes, resting her hands on the soft materials, and let her mind drift away, let the chatter of the television become nothing more than the ripple of a creek or the murmur of the wind. She waited for the monster to appear in her mind.
She didn’t see the face that peered in the curtainless kitchen window, its glass set much too high above the ground for any person to reach. A face riven and creased and gray like the bark of an old cottonwood tree, its eyes burning like swamp-lights.
She didn’t hear Abby, eyelashes smudged and shadowy on cheeks flushed with sleep, humming the tune to a lullaby Darla didn’t know.
Darla started knitting.

      [image: image-placeholder]Abby stared at the stuffed monster whose ridiculously long, spindly legs wrapped around her cereal bowl the next morning, her expression confused. The monster stared back, its X-shaped eyes and wobbly smile seeming to search for acceptance. A broken red heart was emblazoned on its blue chest, which was covered with lumps and bumps like tree burls.
“What is it?” Abby asked.
“It’s your monster,” Darla replied, fighting back tears. Dammit. Every little thing made her cry these days. There was no reason for her daughter’s disappointment to feel like a kick in the belly. So what if she’d stayed up half the night making it? Abby was four. Maybe she’d pictured something different. Darla could just put this one on the shelf in the shop and let Abby pick the one she wanted instead. It wasn’t as if her daughter was rejecting her.
Darla turned away to pour orange juice and swiped at her eyes.
“No, Mama,” Abby said, speaking slowly as if she were a teacher explaining something very simple to a rather slow child. “I wanted you to make me a monster. Not make me a monster.”
Darla definitely needed more sleep. “What?”
Abby beat her little chest emphatically. “Me! Me. I want to be a monster.”
“Oh, Abby.” Darla laughed a little, then straightened up quickly when she saw her daughter’s earnest face. “Why do you want to be a monster, honey?”
“Monsters keep people safe. That’s what your sign says. They keep people safe from baddies and make sure they always find their way home.”
Oh, that hurt. Her poor baby. Darla crouched down by Abby’s chair and pulled her into her arms. “I’m your monster, honey. I promise I’ll keep you safe. And you are always home with me, wherever we are.”
“Okay, Mama.” Abby’s voice was muffled against her shoulder, but Darla knew when a four-year-old was patronizing her. She gave her one more fierce squdge and let her go.
“Now, eat your cereal. I need to get you to Miz Lou’s and open the shop.”
Darla could have kept Abby with her all day at the shop, and she did have a little room set up there with toys and books. But she liked knowing Abby had friends her own age to play with, so last summer she’d started sending her to Miz Lou.
At least Miz Lou was one of the few folks in town who wouldn’t give her any grief about kicking Dale out of his marital home. Miz Lou had always only ever been a miz, and everybody knew she was a little more “modern” than other Quartz Creek residents. God only knew why she stayed in the town. Although her roots went back deeper than most anybody else’s, Darla figured. Miz Lou was descended from the freemen, the black slaves the Cherokee had brought with them on the Trail of Tears.
Darla wasn’t even sure how old she was. Miz Lou might’ve been forty, or she might’ve been seventy. At any rate, children loved her, women listened to her when the preacher wasn’t looking, and most men feared her. She lived her life on her own terms, and Darla had no qualms about leaving Abby with her. Dale’s mama didn’t approve, but that was nothing new for Darla.
Darla was surprised to see Abby tuck the new stuffed monster under her arm when she slid out of her chair to go brush her teeth, but she didn’t say anything. Maybe Abby had decided to take some comfort in the creature after all. A little grin curled Darla’s mouth to see the long silvery-blue legs trailing behind her daughter.
Twenty minutes later, Darla handed Abby’s sack lunch for the day to Miz Lou. Abby had already squeezed past the older woman’s broadly planted legs and raced, squealing, to join her friends in the backyard. Darla’s heart lightened to see her daughter shed her fears so easily. Abby was going to be okay. She was doing the right thing.
But Miz Lou frowned, seizing Darla’s chin to stare imperiously into her eyes. “You got new trouble, girl?” she demanded.
“No, Miz Lou. No new trouble. Just the same old trouble, and I’m getting rid of it. Everything’s going to get better.”
Miz Lou dropped Darla’s chin and shook her head. “You ain’t alone, Darla. The Old Mother’s with you. That means new trouble.”
Uneasiness skittered across the hair on Darla’s arms, light as a water-skimmer dancing over a creek. “The Old Mother?”
Darla knew who The Old Mother was, of course. Everybody in these parts did. Some tangled combination of Irish and Cherokee folklore and modern-day superstitions, she was as likely to embody destruction as she was salvation. Impossibly tall, with a weirdly folding body that looked just like a cottonwood trunk in the moonlight. She was regularly spotted in the flashlight beams of folks stumbling home late from the diner or in the fog-bleared gazes of early-morning fishermen. Her appearances always seemed to coincide with some tragedy, so whether she helped or hurt, nobody wanted to see her.
Miz Lou nodded heavily. “Look behind you.”
Darla drew a deep breath and turned. Slowly.
Her air whooshed out in an unsteady laugh. There was nothing behind her but the empty highway, its tar already melting in the hot summer sun, and beyond that, a stand of trees.
“Miz Lou, you scared the bejesus out of me! Don’t do that to me.”
But Miz Lou didn’t smile back. “Trouble, girl. I’m telling you. Watch your back.”
Darla was still chuckling at her own gullibility as she opened the shop. There was nothing new about the trouble she had. And while she might not enjoy it, at least it was familiar. She could handle Dale. Even he had his limits.
He was still the man she married, the boy with whom she’d grown up. He had an ugly side she wasn’t going to tolerate anymore, and once he came around and accepted that, things would calm down. Dale loved his little girl, and in his own toxic, unhealthy way, he still loved Darla, too.
Love just wasn’t enough anymore. She’d had years to think about ending their relationship. Every time he threw her against a wall or kicked in her ribs or screamed in her face. She was sure Dale had never considered leaving, so he would need some time to make his peace with it. She would wait out his bad side and appeal to his good side, and eventually they’d all get through this.
She’d drunk two cups of tea and sold three monsters and about convinced herself of her own happy ending story when the phone rang.
“Darla, I’m sorry, I’m so sorry.”
The fear in Miz Lou’s voice galvanized Darla more than her words. Darla didn’t know Miz Lou was capable of fear. Before the woman managed her next words, Darla was already locking the shop door behind her and running the few yards down the street to Miz Lou’s clapboard house, her phone pressed to her ear.
“What happened?”
“He got her. Oh, Lord, he got her. Took her right out of the yard.”
Miz Lou’s words were hardly comprehensible through her moaning. Darla didn’t bother with a goodbye as she shoved the phone in her pocket and sprinted the last few feet. She banged through the front door without stopping to knock. Miz Lou was pacing the living room floor, the other three children she watched huddled close with wide eyes and tear-stained faces.
Miz Lou rushed to her, wrapping her in her soft arms and squeezing her tightly to her ample breast. But Darla didn’t want comfort. She wanted Abby. She pulled back and put her hands firmly on the other woman’s shoulders.
“Tell me exactly what happened.”
Miz Lou gulped and nodded. “The kids were playing in the backyard. I came in to get some juice boxes, and by the time I got back out there, Abby was gone. The other kids said her daddy took her.”
“He should’ve been at work,” Darla argued futilely. Dale drove trucks for an outfit in the city, thirty miles away.
“I know, honey. I’m so sorry. Please forgive me.”
Darla just shook her head, unwilling to countenance the idea that anything was happening that would need forgiveness. “I’m going home. I bet he took her home.”
Miz Lou clung to her arm. “Maybe you should wait. I called the sheriff.”
Darla snorted drily. “The sheriff? And what are they gonna do when a daddy wants to spend time with his own little girl? It’s not like I have a protective order. We’re not even divorced. He has every right to pick up his own child from daycare. They’re not going to do anything. I’ll be surprised if they even show up.”
“Dale is dangerous. Take somebody with you, at least.”
It should have been affirming to hear someone else acknowledge the reality she’d lived the last five years, but contrarily, Darla rebelled at Miz Lou’s assertion. How did she know that, anyway? Gossip and rumors were all. Darla had never breathed a word of Dale’s temper to anyone outside her own four walls.
“He’s Abby’s daddy,” she snapped. “He won’t do anything to hurt her. He’s just proving a point to me. Don’t worry. I can handle this.”
She didn’t wait for more protests from Miz Lou. She walked the half-mile back to her house with long strides that ate up the crumbling sidewalk. No need to run, she told herself. She’d gotten carried away by Miz Lou’s melodrama, but this was no big deal. Dale was making a point, that was all. Abby was probably having the time of her life, on an unexpected adventure with her daddy. Playing hooky.
Maybe Dale was working on one of his make-up schemes. He could go overboard when he was in the mood to apologize. Maybe she’d get to the house and find him and Abby cooking up some fancy dinner, with flowers in the living room and a bottle of wine in the fridge.
Her heart rate was almost back to normal when she tugged on her own front doorknob.
Locked.
Her heart rate kicked back up.
Okay. She needed to handle this right. Needed to stay calm. Figure out what Dale was thinking and work on him until she had Abby safe in her arms, whatever that took.
She knocked lightly, clenching her fingers to keep them from shaking.
“Dale? It’s Darla. Can I come in?”
“Mama!” Abby’s scream was choked off as suddenly as it began.
Calm fled. Darla pounded on the door until it shook. “Dale! Dale! Let me in.”
The curtain in the window beside the door shifted. Darla squinted against the sunlit glare on the glass. Her knees nearly buckled when she saw Dale standing there with her daddy’s rifle draped casually over his arm, a lazy grin on his face.
“I don’t think so, honey,” he said. “Doesn’t feel so good to be the one locked out, does it?”
She clasped her hands. “Dale? Dale, please don’t do this. You don’t have to do this. We can work things out. We’ve known each other our whole lives. We can figure this out. Just—just please come out. Or let Abby come out. I know she’s scared in there.”
The grin vanished from Dale’s face as if it had never been there, and in its place, she saw something cold and hard and altogether unfamiliar. “I don’t think so, Darla. I’m done being played by you. All these years, you made me feel like the bad guy. Like there was something wrong with me. And now you’ve convinced our daughter of the same thing. Do you know, she acted scared of me when I picked her up this morning?”
Darla’s phone was buzzing in her pocket. Probably Miz Lou. More than anything, she wanted to pull it out, call 911, tell them she’d been terribly wrong, she needed help desperately, her baby was locked in the house with an armed madman, but she stood paralyzed at the thought of enraging him further.
He was still talking. “I can’t have that. You know I can’t have that. She’s my little girl. I’ve never even spanked her. And now she thinks I’m what’s wrong with this family.”
“Let me see her, Dale.” The words poured out of her mouth, unplanned. “Just let me see her, for a minute.”
“Oh, sure. No problem.” Dale turned and motioned behind him. “Your mama wants to see what she’s done. Come to the window, Abby.”
Abby appeared at the window, a silver strip of duct tape over her mouth. In her arm, she still clutched the monster Darla had made her last night. Her eyes, wide and swimming, were the stuff of nightmares; terrified and begging and still somehow hollow with a knowledge no child should have.
Darla stumbled up the porch steps and rushed toward the glass, her hands outstretched, but Dale tilted the rifle ever so slightly so that it pointed straight at Abby’s head. “I don’t think so. Back yourself up. Go sit down, Abby.”
Darla scrambled back as quickly as she could. “Don’t…don’t point that at her, Dale. Point it at me. I’m the one you’re angry with, not her. You love her. You don’t want to hurt her.”
“You’re right. She’s not the one I want to suffer. She won’t feel a thing. You’re the one who’ll have to live with the knowledge of what you’ve done.”
Behind her, Darla heard the wail of police sirens. Miz Lou must’ve convinced the sheriff to take her seriously, after all.
The curtain dropped, and Dale disappeared. Darla flung herself back up the steps and pounded on the door. “Dale, no! No! Dale, don’t do this!”
She spun around, searching the yard. Her eyes lit on the border stones she’d piled along the edge of her choked-out flower garden. As she hurled it through the window, she heard the crack of a rifle over the shattering of the glass.
She howled, an inhuman sound, vaulting herself over the jagged pieces of glass to land in what had once been her living room.
Had been, because there was nothing of a home about it now. Blood and broken furniture drew the eye in a dizzying chaos that made it nearly impossible for the brain to sort the images it was seeing into anything like a cohesive whole.
The remnants of her husband lay strewn from one end of the room to the other, hardly recognizable as human body parts. The rifle lay on the floor, a hole in the drywall testament to its futility. Abby was nowhere to be seen.
Panting heavily from a crooked mouth and hunched awkwardly over long spindly legs, a broken-hearted creature the color of oceans and skies with knobby, burled skin watched Darla as she struggled to understand what had happened. Darla might have been afraid had she not looked into the monster’s eyes and known in a breath whose soul burned inside.
“Abby?” she whispered, reaching out a shaking hand.
Two sparkling tears welled up and poured over the monster’s blue cheeks.
Darla didn’t hesitate. She raced across the room, over the debris, and wrapped herself as tightly as she could around the fat belly, the spidery legs, the bony knees. “I love you so much, baby. More than I can ever tell you.”
The sirens were very close now. Darla nearly jumped out of her skin when a knock sounded at the back door. Had Miz Lou found someone to watch the children and hurried over herself? Darla unfolded herself gently from her daughter’s strangely large embrace and unlocked the back door, opening it tentatively.
A creature Darla knew in an instant, though she’d never before seen, towered there.
The Old Mother bowed down so that her head could stretch inside the house, like the reaching limb of a willow tree. “It’s time to go, Daughter,” she rumbled, her voice at once birdsong and thunder.
To Darla’s horror, Abby crawled toward the door, tucking her head so as not to bang it on the ceiling fan.
“No. No, she can’t go,” she protested. “She’s my baby, my girl. Please, don’t take her.”
The Old Mother’s cottonwood-bark face moved in something that looked like grief. “You know monsters aren’t safe in your world. She’ll be safe with me.”
Car doors slammed outside. Heavy boots pounded the dry brown grass around the house. Someone on a megaphone was shouting something that didn’t matter anymore.
“Time’s up,” said The Old Mother, taking Abby’s long-fingered blue hand in hers.

      [image: image-placeholder]“Such a tragedy,” folks said, though no-one was sure what the tragedy was, exactly. A gravestone in the Quartz Creek cemetery read Dale Evans, Beloved Son, 1998-2023. Miz Lou hung a flowered cross-stitch in her kitchen whose trailing stems spelled the name, Abby. Darla Evans still kept her shop open for the tourists, though every monster she knitted now came in shades of cornflower and azure and lapis lazuli. Cops in their cups told stories of a giant tree with a woman’s face who walked away into the mountains holding the hand of a knotty blue monster with long spider legs.
And on moonless nights, a little indigo girl curls up outside her mother’s bedroom wall and listens to her tell stories of happy families and forever love and other fairytales.






  
  Northern Lights, Too Far South

Michael Kellichner


“You ever see anything like this before?” Sean asked. 
Justin took a few drags off his cigarette, less to ponder the question and more to push down the vomit sneaking up his throat. He didn’t consider himself squeamish—he’d hunted his fair share of deer, gutted them, skinned them, and prepared them himself without so much as a gag, even when he accidentally cut right through a scent gland the first time—but the mess in the chicken coop was something else entirely.
“Nope,” he said when the feeling had passed.
In the fenced-in patch of grass next to the coop, the bodies of ten chickens were strewn about, burst like overripe melons, their entrails slopped across the ground. Most were deflated, empty sacks of skin, but a few had turned almost completely inside out. Feathers caught in the grass and fluttered where they stuck to the chicken wire.
“Bobcat?” Justin suggested around a stream of smoke.
“You ever see a bobcat get a bunch of chickens and then just leave the meat uneaten? I sure ain’t.”
“No,” Justin admitted. He scratched his beard with his thumb. “But they’re sneaky fuckers.” He hiked up his pants a little over his gut and stepped into the pen, easing his boots around the blood and viscera just inside the door. He crouched down next to the nearest chicken and waved away a fly that buzzed past his ear. The skin didn’t look torn or ripped. Every edge was smooth, as if snipped with scissors. No teeth marks or chunks missing. It was like the chicken’s insides had suddenly wanted to be on the outside.
He stayed, finishing his cigarette; the longer he waited, the louder the buzz of flies grew in his ears. A swarm of them gnawed and crawled through every open crevice, feasting on the soft, mushy insides usually denied to them. It seemed like every single fly on the entire farm must have flown in for the chicken buffet, crawling over each other to burrow into the offal.
Justin swatted his hand to clear the air in front of his face and glanced back at Sean. His old friend looked paler than he’d ever seen him, and he just stood in the same spot, staring at what was left of his chickens. He’d called Justin early that morning, woke him up from a hangover sleep and asked him to come over right away. Now, squatted among the chickens, Justin could see why Sean had sounded so panicked on the phone. In the end, however, it was just some dead chickens.
He was just about to stand up when a glint of color caught his eye. He stuck his cigarette in his mouth and shifted to the nearest chicken. It had fallen straight back with all its insides burst out through its chest. Head tossed back, neck limp, beak and eyes open. Instead of the usual flat yellow or blue or red iris, they had glazed over with a blurry, wavy gradient of green and lilac.
He waved his hand through the air again to keep flies from landing on his face as he leaned in closer. Sean was saying something behind him, but the loud buzzing drowned out the words until only a faint murmuring remained. Justin swatted, but the buzzing just grew louder.
“Where are these fucking things coming from?” he muttered and took a deep drag on his cigarette, the crackle of burning paper silent beneath the buzzing. He blew a thick cloud of smoke to scatter the flies, but through the haze, he realized there was not a single fly crawling on the chickens. Not on the entrails. Not on the bodies. Not slicing through the air.
With a shaking hand, he snuffed out the cigarette in the soil and stood, trying to back away in a normal manner. Once he took his eyes off the chickens, the buzzing vanished and the sound of wind through the corn and wheat rushed back in.
“Justin? What is it?”
Justin, the buzzing gone from his head but an itchy feeling of fly feet all over his scalp lingering, hawked up a thick wad of phlegm and spit it onto the ground. “Fucking fly flew in my mouth.” He came out of the pen, shaking his head. “I don’t know. Your cluckers there sure got it good, that’s for certain.”
Sean nodded slowly, but his eyes were distant. “Ain’t never seen anything rip a chicken apart like that.”
“Me neither. But unless some satanist is running around slicing your chickens up, it doesn’t make any sense for it to be anything else.”
“Satanists? You think there could be satanist ’round here?”
“Jesus, Sean. Look. It’s probably some bobcat or coyote that broke in and got spooked before it could finish. Hell, maybe even a raccoon.” Sean nodded, but just stared over Justin’s shoulder. Justin sighed and said, “Hey, just keep everything locked up and the shotgun loaded, alright? If something’s out here chewing up livestock, it’s nothing a few rounds of buckshot won’t put a stop to. Works the same for satanists.”
Sean grinned a little and nodded. “Yeah, I suppose so.” He looked away, but it seemed to Justin it required a great effort. “Thanks for coming all the way over for nothing. Want a beer before you go?”
“Well, if you’re going to twist my arm about it.”
They sauntered over to the barn, and Sean opened a mini fridge next to his toolbox. He took out two bottles and handed one over. Justin popped the lid with the bottle opener on his key ring, and they stood silently, drinking. Sean kept looking back toward the chicken coop. When he did, he got the same faraway look in his eyes he had before. Every time Justin noticed, he felt a pull deep in his muscles that made him want to turn his head, too. Look back at the fluttering feathers. Go back to look at the mess in the grass.
He shook his head and instead walked to the far end of the barn, past the tractor with the ripped out motor to look out over Sean’s corn field. The morning chill was already fading away as the sun went up, and the wind was making all the stalks whisper as they swayed.
“You gonna get that corn in soon?” he called back.
Sean shuffled up next to him. “Pretty soon.” He looked down at the bottle and turned it in his hands, like he was inspecting the label, and asked, “Hey, Justin. Do you believe in aliens and stuff like that?” Although Justin turned and gave him a look, Sean stayed focused on the label. “Some people talk about it. Seeing weird things at night. Lights in the sky, being abducted, you know?”
“You trying to tell me you got abducted?”
“No, no. Nothing like that.” He tipped back his beer and emptied it. “Just thought I saw something strange last night, is all.”
“Like aliens?”
“Shit, I don’t know. Probably just some government crap no one wants to talk about.” He looked back at the fridge. “Want another beer?”
Justin did, but a chicken feather tumbled across the dirt and drew his attention back to the coop. He thought he could hear the buzz of flies again, even though only floating hay dust filled the barn.
“I’m alright,” he said. “Got some stuff to do today.”
He went back to his truck, Sean following, and climbed in. He had never seen Sean looking so fidgety, wiping his hands on his jacket and glancing around, then down at his feet.
“Look, Sean, you have anything else weird happen around here, you give me a call. If you really want, I’ll come over with my gun, and we’ll both keep an eye on things if you think something’s coming around again.”
“Yeah,” Sean said. “I’ll give you a call.”

      [image: image-placeholder]That night, at nearly two in the morning, the lights started.
Justin sat in his trailer at the card table in the kitchen, smoking and drinking beer, which had become his routine in the past few months. He’d just finished up a pack of cigarettes and the smoke hung clouded around the dull yellow light. The rest of his trailer was dark.
Then, the smoke above the table shifted from gray ocher to vibrant indigo. He looked up and spent a moment glancing between it and the light, but no matter what, he couldn’t make it make sense. When it then shifted into a deep lavender, he got up and turned off his light. The glow persisted, but now the color washed in through his window, the entire room taking on its subtle hue. He rubbed his face, the smoke from the still burning cigarette stinging his eyes, but the color remained, softly undulating like light reflecting off a moving river.
He went to the window and looked out. Lights reached down from the sky, rippling tendrils scintillating between greens and purples with touches of pink and crimson.
“What the hell?” Justin muttered to himself. He swatted at a fly buzzing near his ear.
He pulled on his flannel coat and shoved his bare feet into his boots, then went down the stacked cinder blocks for stairs and into the narrow patch of grass between his trailer and his neighbor’s. Outside, shifting colors filled the night—only in the sky to the east, but near enough that they seemed liable to fall down on top of him at any moment. He’d heard about the Northern Lights, but he’d never heard of them being in Pennsylvania. Besides, he was sure they filled the whole sky, not just a narrow band stretching down and vanishing beyond the trees that hedged in the trailer park.
He walked out to the road for a better look, but the trees blocked the view of the horizon, so he just stood on the edge of the blacktop, staring up at the lights as they snaked down across the sky. They didn’t look like the waves of colors he’d seen in pictures, more like slow-moving lightning bolts, undulating and flicking between colors.
With the lights off in all the other trailers, the windows became mirrors reflecting whatever color dominated. Justin didn’t know how anyone could sleep with those lights in the sky and the buzzing of thousands of flies. He swatted wildly around his head, but the flies just kept coming. He felt their tiny feet pricking across his neck and ears, trying to get into his ear canal. When he turned to check the rest of the sky, the buzzing lessened and the pricking feet receded. All the stars were out with barely a cloud in the sky.
But to the east, the narrow band of colors continued to pulse. He kept looking at it, the buzzing in his ears growing louder until it was the only sound in the night. His mind filled with the burrowing of insects digging deep down into the soil, their tiny tunnels and labyrinths crisscrossing as they gnawed through anything in their path. Roots, detritus. Everything.

      [image: image-placeholder]The next morning, Justin’s beeping alarm stabbed like a knife into his skull. He slapped the clock so hard it flew off his nightstand, silencing abruptly when it hit the floor. Justin groaned and pressed his palms against his head, his arteries throbbing hard enough to burst. The sun wasn’t quite up yet, his only blessing, and he staggered through the dark trailer toward the bathroom. He drank cold water from the sink, splashed some on his face, but the sting of icy water made the pounding in his head only more acute.
Swearing, he grabbed a bottle of aspirin and swallowed two pills. Then he went into the kitchen, made coffee, splashed in a finger of whiskey, and sat hunched at the table to drink it. A fly buzzed past his head. He swatted it away.
The coffee and whiskey and aspirin quickly took the edge off his headache. He rummaged through his drawers until he found his canisters of flypaper, ripping one open to hang the gluey strip in front of his kitchen window. Just to be safe, he put another over his sink.
“See how you like that,” he muttered as he refilled his coffee and drank it down.
He dressed in the dark and went out to his truck. He drove through town to the highway and then out to the lumber mill. Rolling down the window allowed the frosty morning air to help clear his head. After a few minutes, he turned on the radio and listened to a morning talk show followed by country music. A few songs later, he pulled into the gravel parking lot just as the sun came up. He sat and had a few smokes until the rest of the first shift arrived and started filing in.
The noise in the mill was the same familiar, unending whir of machinery. Sawdust filled the air as the head rig saw went through the same ceaseless cutting motion while the rest of the machine drew a tree trunk back and forth, flipping it around until the last section was finally sawed in half and another trunk got hooked onto
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