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I wrote this in 2003 or early 2004. It came out of a conversation on Delphi. We had been talking about the game between Lovecraft and Bloch where they each wrote a story that killed a fictional version of the other. We decided to do the same. I can't remember whether anyone else in the forum participated or not, but I think Tom at least started one. Anyway, I'm not sure why I didn't include this story in the first edition. Maybe I thought it was too short. I might have been trying to be tasteful, because one of the guys who ran that Cincinnati convention was later arrested for killing his wife. To hell with taste, though; I like this story.


I met him in Cincinnati, in the dark. What light there was in the room came from candles, stereo components, and the subdued electric lanterns of the hotel courtyard. Loud music and smoke suffused the air, and Klingon banners hung from the walls. Sitting in deeper shadows at the back of the suite, a toga-clad bear of a man grinned with the serenity and warm cheerfulness of a household Buddha. He raised his glass – okay, plastic cup – to Tom and me as we entered and then raised himself to approach us as we drifted towards the makeshift bar.

Tom shook hands with the Buddha and said, "Hey, Jamie," then turned to introduce us and told me, "Somehow I ended up drinking with this bunch of Trekkies after you went to bed last night." I noticed that Jamie was crowned with ivy and wore several layers of shiny beads. Tattoos were scattered about his body, most notably a black-faced sphinx that slouched across his shoulders.

"Great convention, huh?" one of Jamie's friends asked, as if interpreting for him.

Tom shrugged. "Lisa and I were just talking about the world-building panel for fantasy writers." Tom looked at me with just a hint of a smirk, blue eyes sparkling. We hadn't been talking about the world-building workshop. Not while we were laying in the grass under a deep sky. Not while that warm autumn breeze rustled the pine needles. "It was kind of an odd choice of speakers, wasn't it? That one guy didn't even like fantasy."

The nameless supplicant nodded enthusiastically and said, "Yeah, the parties after the con are always the best part, and the one in Dover's even better."  He looked at me and added, "You have got to come to Dover next year."

Comparisons with mythical Dover, Ohio aside, I remember having a pretty good time where I was. Several of our long-distance friends were there. I remember enjoying an assortment of snacks that seemed a little exotic to me: pickled vegetables with rice wrapped in what Tom said were grape leaves;  some kind of hummus-like dip with feta cheese; spice-infused cherry tomatoes, and other goodies. My memory is a little more cloudy when it comes to the drinks that supplemented my rum and cola. I remember that the assorted vials came out of a velvet bag of Jamie's, that they were his own concoctions, and that they were both colorful and flammable. And maybe I was too drunk to know the difference, but I thought they tasted pretty good, too.

I'm even less clear on how I got to the point where Tom was dragging me away from a sobbing teenager while someone else pried a cat-o-nine-tails out of my hand. Not a real one – it was one of those fetish toys with the felt thongs. The boy was covered in welts that hurt to look at, but he didn't seem to be seriously injured. I didn't know why I attacked the poor kid, or where I got the whip. I had a hazy impression that he asked me to do it. And I'm pretty sure Jamie winked at me. Or at Tom.

After the flogging incident in Cincinnati, Tom was the only one of that bunch who still talked to me. Our relationship chilled, too, and it wasn't just him. Whenever I saw Tom, I saw that kid, and I felt that whip squirming in my hand. And I wondered. I wondered what Tom remembered when he saw me.

We still kept in touch, though, and even managed to pull off lunch now and then. That's how I found out that Jamie was coming to Cleveland. "He's here for one of those 'polar bear' things," Tom said, "and he invited me along."

I shivered at the thought of it. "Don't tell me you're thinking about jumping into Lake Eerie in December?"

He shrugged. "I might. I'll probably just have a few drinks with him when he's done, though."

"I don't understand why everyone is so drawn to that guy." I was going to say more, but suddenly I choked on that memory from the convention, on the taste of his potions burning their way down my throat.

Tears welled in my eyes as Tom, frowning, replied, "Well I don't understand your-" I didn't let him finish. I pushed away from the table and careened out of the restaurant. I wish I'd stayed. It probably wouldn't have changed anything, but I should have tried.

I got an email later telling me how well the visit had gone.


Okay, so I didn't go swimming.  Feel better? I did drag Jamie and one of his buddies off bar-hopping in Tremont when they got back from the lake. Jamie was politely bored at most of our hangouts, although he ran into some people he knew at Hotz's. He loved the crowd at Pat's in the Flats. When we got there, the building was already throbbing with the screams of local punk bands.  You know the place.  It's the one down the hill, in the middle of that industrial zone by the river.

Before long. Jamie was laughing and drinking with several of the guys we'd heard playing. Then he leans over to me and asks how far we are from the Cuyahoga River. It was about twenty degrees outside, and windy, but none of us there were too worried about that. You know I'm always up for a walk, but The Flats? One of the musicians, Beckman or something, said he'd take us to a good spot. 

By the time we found a way to the riverside that wasn't guarded with barbed wire, Jamie's flasks had been around several times. This part of the Cuyahoga is a grim, silent river, especially at night. The only life I saw in it came from the distorted shadows of the scrub trees around us, and the shimmering constellations of factory lights behind. All eyes were on Jamie, though, standing on the bank like a monolith and staring into the depths.

He came splashing back out of the river before I realized he had gone in. He said he'd found an old storm drain under the water. I still don't know how I missed Jamie being gone that long. He even brought back a fossil. It's like a trilobite, but it has a ropy tail, and a lot of weird feelers. I didn't even know we had fossils here. And I still can't remember what kind of rock it was in.



The next message came a few weeks later and was apparently written in a hurry.


Can't talk much wanted to say Hi though. Was thinking about you. I have to leave soon. I had a dream that you and Jamie were building a house out of fossils. Though really I think it was more like a jail. Jamie was covered with frost, and his eyes were crystals. Would love to hear from you.



After that, I had nightmares of my own. I kept realizing that I had centipedes, or silverfish, or roaches in bed with me, and for some reason I couldn't make myself move to shake them (or myself) out. I'd always wake up kicking the sheets and punching my pillow. Later that month, I sent Tom a response asking what Jamie had done with his Cuyahoga trophy.


Funny. I don't know what happened to it. He didn't have it when he left town and he hasn't mentioned it since. You looking to build a house out of it?

I did hear from Jamie just yesterday, though. He's been teaching me how to read ancient Egyptian hieroglyphs. He says everybody's excited about Dover. Guess you're not coming.



I didn't answer that one. I did start thinking about Dover. I wanted to see what Jamie looked like through sober eyes. And I wanted to see my friends again, even if they thought I was a freak. And there was Tom.

When I got there, though, all I did was barricade myself in my room. I spent most of the day in a cable television stupor, only dimly aware some time close to midnight that I hadn't eaten all day. As I shuffled to the door to go out and find food, I heard a strange droning outside.

I pulled a corner of the curtain back and looked. There they were, down by the pool with their togas on. Tom, too. Jamie stood at the head of the group, leading them in some kind of ritual. Their skin squirmed. No, it was – it was something else that squirmed.

I threw myself away from the window while they were kneeling before Jamie and chanting, "Nyarlathotep." I squeezed my eyes shut and balled up, covering my head like I expected the roof to collapse. I know now what I did at the party in Cincinnati.

I'm going to try and stay hidden until morning. I don't feel so hungry anymore. In fact, it's hard to imagine ever wanting to eat again. If I can get away unnoticed, if they don't ever realize that I know, maybe they won't come after me.

That thing Jamie brought out of the river – that was no fossil. The memory crashed into consciousness with sickening freshness once I saw the creatures. I saw their hard chitinous bodies clinging with ropy tails and feelers, burrowing into the flesh of their victims, and I knew why the whip had seemed to squirm in my hand.

I must have seen it by accident, maybe right after they put it on him. The sobbing kid – I wasn't attacking him with that "whip." I was trying to get it off him.

END
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Starshadows in Sideways Time
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Author's Note: This story was originally published in Eposic's Book of Exodi which, sadly, is out of print. Eposic always presented an interesting challenge for its anthologies, wringing stories out of my brain that I never would have written otherwise. As the book's title suggests, the theme this time was mass migration. 


It was, of course, only a visual interpolation generated by the navigational processors, a crude approximation of the paradoxical contortions of abstract space, but I still had to look out the window. Before me, a serpentine aurora cavorted across the screen, roiling around the ship in prismatic waves. Somewhere in that jungle of light was the path to the next cosmos. The way back to ours was already gone.

Gone, I should say, from our perspective. Our universe was spreading into a vast, cold uniformity, and we had ridden undercurrents of inflationary dark energy into the abstract space between. Our universe was still there, and it would continue spreading itself thinner and colder for billions of years, until the momentum of the last Big Bang ran out and it crashed into its cosmic twin to initiate the next one. So it wasn't that the path was gone, just that we had no way to follow it.

Jumping to our universe's neighbor would be useless because it would be in the same state as ours. We needed younger, brighter stars to power our civilization. We needed to slip through sideways time to places even our ideas had never traveled before. But this was old ground. Rather than let my thoughts continue drifting into this loop, I reached out for some company to distract me. 

The teleprez images of two friends appeared beside me. Pelle appeared to my right, a delicately enigmatic figure somewhat smaller than me. She had shimmering onyx-black skin and white hair. I say "she" because I've always thought of Pelle as female, even though her current form was androgynous. When you can be anything, any time, nobody cares how other people interpret your choices. Tez was on my left, in one of the more daring forms I had seen. His central mass was encased in a chitin shell with an array of projections in a striking radial symmetry that reminded me of a giant snowflake. Flesh and chrome limbs connected lesser spheres in a network of strange forms that glowed and changed color as he moved.

My own form was more retro-human than either of them, almost like an unmodified female from the days when random genetics ruled human existence. The metallic sheen of my silver skin and gold hair, however, made it clear that, like all my people, I was more than that.

Tez touched my shoulder with one of his hands. The teleprez system worked through the network that connected all of us in the ship, so tactile interaction was no more difficult than visual. He sent a soothing warmth through my muscles along with a shimmer of feathery affection that was not quite erotic. "What's got you brooding out here, Daci?" he asked.

I took another of his many hands in mine and returned the sensation, adding just a hint of cinnamon and runner's high. "I'm not brooding," I told him. "I just find the view inspiring."

"If you're inspired," Pelle purred, "perhaps you and Tez can help me out. I've been composing and I just recently ran into something of a block."

I perked up, but Tez responded first, "I should leave it to the two of you, then," he said with the feeling of being wrapped in blankets on a cold night, and a wisp of nutmeg. "People are always accusing me of taking over their collaborations."

"Nonsense!" Pelle said. She slid around me and caressed one of his spiny spheres. "We're not afraid to burn in your brilliance. Are we, Daci?"

I grinned and shook my head. "Just try and take over a group with me and Pelle in it!"

We transferred our conversation to Pelle's virtual studio, an ice cave just below the surface of a glacier, suffused with electric halos of blue and silver sunlight, and examined her composition so far. She had created a briskly penetrating tapestry of icy chromatic and tactile sensations, interlaced with poetic blue equations and playfully unsettling ideas. "But I'm having trouble integrating the aural and cognitive elements. It's just not blending the way I want it."

Our art is a thing of dizzying intricacy. Less evolved minds would find its unified sensory, cognitive, mathematical, and emotional components to be incomprehensible noise at best, deadly neural overload at worst. Unlike our technical and administrative functions, art is usually created by individuals or small groups rather than the network super-consciousness. Maybe there are intuitive functions that still don't translate well over large networks, or maybe it's just that there's no sense of discovery in a work that we all had a hand in.

The three of us linked closer to better collaborate. I had worked with both Pelle and Tez before, but never at the same time, and I was finding the combination to be uniquely inspiring. The work was thrilling, both for the inherent joy of creation and for the knowledge of the considerable amount of luxury credit it would buy us. I was coordinating one of Tez's more outrageous equations with a taste of anise and Pelle's subsonic waltz, when I felt my innards twist and my vision distort into noise. I curled up and fell.

I came to my senses somewhere else. At first I expected to be on the observation deck where I started the conversation with Pelle and Tez, but my eyes quickly reminded me that I hadn't physically gone there. I was in a hallway, somewhere. My locator link wasn't working, but I remembered daydreaming about the observation deck on my way back from... something. It was hard to remember.

I didn't spend much time trying to remember the past because I was clearly under attack in the present. A cold, dark thing had a grip on both my arms just below the shoulder and was holding me against the wall. The thing itself was invisible to any spectrum I could detect. A black aura seemed to shine from behind it, as if its body were eclipsing a source of radiant darkness. The outline itself was that of an old-style human with a masculine build. Its touch was unbelievably cold. Flesh designed to endure the chill of the vacuum strained to compensate for the heat loss.

I accessed the threat-response protocols and received authorization to use the ship's power to defend myself. I willed the void-creature away from me and gravity fields warped around it, prying its fingers loose, pushing it away from me, holding it still. I turned all my senses on it and followed up the alert with the information I had so far. The network was sluggish. Protocols that should have been instantaneous were lagging. I felt queasy and light-headed, almost intoxicated.

There were undoubtedly other creatures like this on the ship. This one pushed through the gravity fields, moved towards me again. I requested stronger defenses, and suddenly my awareness collapsed from the ship-wide network into the tiny space that my body's senses could access. Walls virtually slammed down around me like cell doors clanging shut. The ship that had been my home, my guardian, even an extended part of myself, became an infinite maze of corners that I could no longer see around. 

I shook off my disorientation and ran. There would be other weapons on the ship, for excursions beyond its reach. It would take longer to find them without the network, but I had access to the locations in my personal memory. The creature followed with a jerky, plodding walk, quickly falling behind.

Someone else was already at the weapons locker. I recognized the sleek, utilitarian form commonly adopted by explorers. He wore a suit of armor over his steely skin, with folded-down gravity wings and a pair of wrist cannons. "Ever been outside the network sphere?" he asked, handing me a packet from the locker. 

I accepted the packet and attached the small modules inside to my shoulders, forearms, and shins. "No, but I'm... coping." Tiny filaments grew out of the packet modules and plugged into my skin. I drew a sharp breath as the rush of energy hit me. The modules grew into armor and weapons like the ones the explorer was wearing. I surveyed the equipment. It was good to connect to something again. I held up my arm and asked, "Do you think this will work?"

The explorer shrugged. He grasped my hand and I felt almost whole again as information flowed between us. His name was Cerik and, unfortunately, he didn't know any more than I did about what was happening. "We should find more people," I said. "I wonder if anyone's been able to communicate with these things."

"I doubt it," Cerik replied. "You see how they come at you? Not much pause for chit-chat. Plus, we have to assume that they shut the network down, not a great way to say hello."

As if to defend its honor from that accusation, my attacker came shambling around the corner, silently reaching out with its black-haloed arms. I flattened the armor's energy output into a sizzling energy barrier, transparent except for a shimmering mirage effect. "Can you understand me?" I asked the creature.

It stopped moving for a fraction of a second, then began to walk towards me again. It had awareness, even if it didn't understand. It touched my shield. There should have been a pop and a flash as its fingers were pushed back by the magnetic plasma bottle. Instead, prismatic rays shot through the barrier from the point where the creature touched it, like cracks radiating across a broken pane of glass. The creature paused again, then threw its whole body into the barrier.

Even without the ship's network, Cerik and I had established a basic short-range connection for silently coordinating our actions. White plasma burned the air of the corridor as we both fired our wrist guns. My two shots hit the creature directly, throwing it backwards in an explosion of controlled particle annihilation. Cerik's hit the roof and floor of the corridor between the creature and us, scoring the surface and throwing radioactive shrapnel in all directions. 

We calculated that, with the network down, the unguided nanobots would grow to seal the space between the two wounds rather than maintain the design configuration. But we didn't wait to watch the ship's automated repair systems react; we deployed our gravity wings and took flight in the other direction. Even if our plan succeeded, we weren't optimistic about the new barrier's ability to stop the creature. 

Cerik knew of an athletic arena nearby with a high ceiling. Our wings would give us an advantage there. "But if they deaden the whole ship, it won't matter that we got away," I said. "We'll all be frozen."

Cerik nodded. "Did you see how it negated the energy of the shield?" he asked. "It's... backwards... like everything life isn't."

"Backwards!" I turned to smile admiringly at him, relying on his eyes to navigate. "I like that! Like it's the past reaching forward to pull us back." Without thinking about it, I turned a corner of my awareness to building a composition around that line and what we had seen so far.

Even on his nearly featureless face, Cerik's frown was obvious. "Stop wasting processor time."

I stuck my lower lip out. "But this is art! This is what I do."

"Not right now it isn't. Not when we're alone. We solve the problem, then we play games with it, okay?"

Games! It was ridiculous explorer dogma, of course. The notes I was making couldn't possibly draw enough resources to impair my main cognitive process, but I had to agree that it wasn't helping. "Fine," I huffed
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