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The Black Bubble
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The proportions of the thing rebelled against the golden ratio. Bulbous growths emerged from corners and joints which ought not to have spawned such obscenities. Or it may have been my rebelling mind that imagined those impossible things because it could not bear the grim reality piled around me. A mad eye rolling like a child’s marble came to a stop, gazing at me with hatred. A limb extended from the mass, terminating in a paw writhing with a hundred caterpillar-like digits. There was a wet sucking, as from as aspirating invalid, mounds I took to be lungs shivered in time. Where it touched my face, my skin began to twitch as though afflicted by a palsy. Pinpricking pressure turned to a null paralysis, and the side untouched could sense the other side drooping as though I had a stroke. Perhaps I was, because I was suddenly aware of my loss of numerical knowledge. A passerby asking how many fingers they were holding up would only receive a dumb blank stare from me in return. A warmth bloomed in my throat, and my body made to heave it out, but it caught, clicking, halfway out of my mouth. A black bubble birthed from my mouth, expanding like an obsidian balloon. Within were flecks of amber that glowed like fire and flew like wasps, angrily bumping against the inner wall of the bubble, but not breaking it. It grew larger, half the size of my head, now twice its size, expanding faster than my respiration. My eyes grew wider as the sphere grew heavier, pulling me forward and down into the filth of the abomination around me. A sound not unlike a chortle passed through a slit in one of the mounds and the bubble still filled. From within I could hear wet, fleshy slaps that I could only guess were pieces of me leaving my body to fill the balloon. My skin grew tighter against my bones, muscle sloughing up and out of my mouth, feeding the fleshwasps who grew brighter and more agitated. The sound of their collisions in the bubble was akin to popcorn popping, but still the sphere expanded, now the size of my shrinking body. I was hoisted aloft as my substance diminished; I felt imprisoned by my very self. What I suppose was my ego shouted at me to relent and go unconscious, but this was not its will. No, it needed me to bear witness to this agony and suffering, to experience every awful jot of it. I was now fully off of the ground, and the entity around me began to ooze a creamy soup which glistened off the mounds. Sounds came into my mind of grinding that caused vertigo and nausea. I began to sink down into my bubble, feeling the membrane touch and then accept the skin of my face. Though I didn’t want to, my eyes saw the world as though I had gone under water, shades of gray through the stretched translucent skin of the bubble. As more of me entered the still expanding balloon, my body was buffeted by the wasps careening inside. They left behind scorched wens which immediately expanded and burst in milky, sizzling ponds of pus. These dripped into the pool of gore, brownish-red, which sat in the bottom of vestibule. Finally, a fleshwasp speeding past my field of vision burst through the taut membrane of the balloon, and a hissing commenced which combined with the roar and grinding to cause a terrible cacophony which drove me further into madness. I fell, the sluice entering my nose battery-acid hot as the bubble collapsed around me. My hands became mad claws swimming in an attempt to break free of this shroud, as I bit down on my tongue and cracked some molars. Sense continued to escape from my brain much as the wasps made their exodus into the real world, and the entity continued to tally my pain.
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The Cult of Milthrus
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The entrance to the temple is humble, flanked by two flickering torches. Scrawled on a piece of old driftwood, Μίθρας, the only indication of the ceremony to be held within. A footpath leads to stone stairs, worn down from years of use. Steps echo as one descends into the vestibule; an intoxicating smoke lightly hangs in the air. The syndexicants bare their feet, in respect to the hallowed God they are about to worship. A wooden door creaks open on aged hinges, and an usher beckons them to enter. 

Here, two long tables that seat 12 apiece, upon which are wooden bowls and utensils. Two women, veiled and wearing layers of diaphanous purple robes, stand near portals which lead to an unseen area where the feast is being prepared. The syndexicants seat themselves, facing a raised altar, not unlike a stage. The warped wood of the stage creaks, and, illuminated by two dozen guttering candles, a nude older man shuffles out. The congregation hums in varied tones that are slightly dissonant and trembling. The nude older man is wearing an old leopard’s skull on his head, a veil of its skin suspended across the fangs, whose tips end almost on his cheek. A dead snake is wrapped over his left shoulder, and he carries a burlap sack, stained brown and dripping, in his right. He makes his way to an illuminated circle and places the sack on the stage. 

In a tremulous voice, in an ancient tongue, the older man invokes <<Milthrus, Lord of Faces, come before us and join us in our feast.>> The congregation responds, <<Come to us Milthrus, show us thy holy visage.>> The older man stoops and begins to pull out of the sack a heap of hemp twine, bones, and graying meat. <<Milthrus beeches thee syndexicants to provide him a face that he may be recognized.>> As if in a trance, one of the congregants, a thin man, rises and says <<My face for my lord.>> and ascends the three steps up to the altarstage. As the thin man approaches the old man, the usher walks up carrying a sharp, jeweled dagger and a smoking chalice. <<Drink syndexicant of the sacred root and prepare for thy sacrifice.>> The thin man sips from the cup, while the old man tests the blade against his palm, drawing a thin wound that fills with blood. The thin man sits on the floor, eyes towards the domed ceiling, and the old man solemnly says <<With this gift, thy strings be cut.>> He pushes the dagger under the thin man’s chin. 

While the syndexicants chant their invocation, the old man slices up under the thin man’s jaw line. Red flows down his neck. The old man expertly continues his sacred surgery over the thin man’s ear, up to the crown of his head, then in symmetry back down the other side of the thin man’s face to where he began the cutting. He has done this countless times according to how he was taught. The thin man is crying and rocking a little, but is still conscious and making supplicating sounds.
The old man hands the dagger back to the usher, who steps back into the shadows. As the thin man trembles, the old man takes his yellowed fingers to the top of the thin man’s scalp, and deliberately massages his nails under the flap of skin. Slowly, he works the skin free-years of performing this ritual ensures the flesh stays in a continuous piece as he works down the face. Blood is now coursing down the front of the thin man’s robes, but he remains fixed in the same spot, paralyzed by the elixir he drank. With a wet tearing, the old man pulls the rest of the thin man’s faceflesh off. The syndexicants speak in one voice <<Milthrus revealed, hail Milthrus>>. The old man carries the face to the pile of detritus from his sack, and arranges it on the larger of two fastened white stones. He lifts the pile by the hemp twine, and it is revealed that what appeared to be a chaotic pile is in fact a marionette, now wearing on its white stoneskull the face of the syndexicant, whose ecstatic eyes in his raw meat face are still cast upward in reverie. As the marionette rises, so too does the entire room of syndexicants. As the old man moves the string, the puppet and syndexicants make identical motions of ritual. <<We wear Faces that nature hath given us, but our true faces are reflections of thy holy face, Milthrus-for in thy image we are reflections>> the old man says, his gnarled hands making the puppet dance. <<Hail Milthrus>> the syndexicants reply, moving their arms and swaying their bodies as the puppet does. <<We give thanks for the strings, invisible to our eyes, that tie your will to our actions, hail Milthrus>> says the old man. <<Hail Milthrus>> the syndexicants respond. <<We now prepare to feast in thy honor. Praise Milthrus.>> the old man finishes with a flourish, seating the marionette on the stage in the same position as the paralyzed thin man, stretching out the puppet’s right arm. 
The thin man’s right arm also extends. <<Come brothers, baptize thyselves and affirm your oath to Milthrus, and then we shall feast>> the old man says, taking a stone flute from the usher. The syndexicants rise as one, and walk to the stage as the old man plays a discordant tune. They approach the thin man, and lightly dab their fingers against his wet forehead, then grasp his right forearm raising their fourth finger in the air, as is the custom. They murmur reverently <<I pledge an oath to heed the pull of thy will, hail Milthrus>>. They then repeat this with the puppet, the moldering meat of its arm yielding to the grip, the thin man’s face on the stoneskull becoming more gore covered. The syndexicants then sit, while the women bring out clay pots steaming with a gray gruel which is deposited in the bowls. The old man makes a sign while continuing the lilting tune, and the syndexicants begin to eat, their mastication providing a strange rhythm to the tune that gradually decays. The marionette, of its own accord, rises, as does the thin man, who sits beside the old man. The old man gently removes the tacky dermis from the puppet’s stone head, which promptly collapses back into a festering heap. The usher brings a rusty steel needle and hemp thread to the old man, who cheerfully works at sewing the thin man’s face back on. When his work is done, they exchange the customary grip, and join their brethren at the feasting table.
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Lost Contact
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It was the third shot that made Wendy start to feel inebriated. Four weeks into her Fall semester, and having worked damn hard at her mostly upper-level coursework, she felt entitled to a break with her friend Anne at her apartment. Anne lived about a 20-minute walk from where Wendy lived on the other end of campus. They had been visiting and gossiping for the last 3 hours, listening to the college radio station and slowly getting their buzz on. Fridays unfortunately started early for Wendy, with her History lecture starting at 8:15AM. It was now 10PM, and she had downed shot number 6 about 35 minutes ago. Giggling, Wendy slurred, “Anne, I’m so tired, can I just crash here for a couple hours before I go home?” “You know I have Greg coming over after the football game, and I think you don’t want to be around for that...” Anne gave a mischievous grin. Ah yes, Wendy thought, Anne and Greg had met about a year ago, and Wendy would always hear on Saturday afternoons about their Friday late-night trysts. “Just lemme close my eyes for, like, 15 minutes” Wendy whined. “Fine,” Anne grinned. “I’m going to go outside for a smoke. Then you need to get out, and head back to your place!” Wendy said “Alright...” and laid on the futon, covering her head with a pillow.
Wendy awoke to the sound of a door closing in the apartment. All the lights were out. “Anne, are you there?” she said. There was no answer. As she sat up, she felt a little of the alcoholic vertigo, and waited a moment before getting to her feet. “Where are you, Anne?” she called out, but still no answer. She went to the front door; it was locked. She must have gone out to meet Greg for a drink. She figured she needed to get back to her place, so she got her jacket and left the apartment, ensuring it was locked behind her.

As she started down the sidewalk that led to campus, she noticed that the streets were less illuminated than usual, creating odd shadows on the paths that she had become so familiar with over the last few years. She noticed that the trees looked at once thinner, but also, not in their usual places. She shook her head at the seeming incongruities, blaming her somewhat drunken state. She stumbled over areas of the walkway that were higher than she remembered, almost collapsing a couple of times into a heap. She really should cut herself off at four the next time, she thought to herself.

All along the main mall of the campus-the most straightforward way for her to get back to her apartment-there were occasionally telephones in yellow boxes fastened on tall gray concrete spires with lights that arched over, casting round, pale yellow circles on the cobblestone. Screwed in to the tops of the yellow telephone boxes were blue lightbulbs. These were connected to the security desk of the university. Wendy weaved her way from spire to spire, and as she did, she found her disorientation growing. Shadows fell in unexpected spinning patterns, making a maze Wendy got quickly lost in. A wave of nausea, and she fell to her knees. She sobbed a little, and made her way to the nearest phone. Maybe she could reach someone who could give her a little support and direction home. The spire was covered in all manner of signs-here, one read:

LOST CAT: ANSWERS TO BAXTER: CONTACT MELANIE AT 235-4876 IF FOUND

Wendy frowned, poor little kitty. She stood and opened the phone box. Inside, a plain index card said:

Are you lost? Contact security: Dial 7

She lifted the plastic handle of the phone. Underneath was a dial with 5 digits on it: 2,4,6,7,0. She extended her finger into the dial and immediately yowled in disgust. Her finger came away with a brown, sticky residue on it. She hastily backed away from the box, the door of it hanging ajar. the shadows were moving again, now Wendy was quite agitated and stumbled/ran to another of the spires. An identical box, but this one with the blue light flickering arrhythmically. She opened this door, another card read:

feeling lost? contact security: dial 7

This dial had the traditional 10 digits, 0-9, and she looked before placing her finger in the 7-slot. She spun the dial, and she held the receiver to her ear. One spastic pulse, another, then a tired-sounding male voice. “Security, how can I help?” “Yes, erm,” Wendy stammered. She was embarrassed that she was lost on a campus she knew, she knew. “I need some help finding my way to my apartment? I’m by, umm, Stance Science Hall?” she confirmed that modern looking building she was closest to. “Um, I am at phone number B2” she read on the placard under the flickering blue light. “Ok ma’am, someone will be there shortly to help.” and then he disconnected. Wendy tapped on the phone plumb a couple of times. Lost the connection. Damn. 

She waited a minute, then 5, then 15. She lost track of time. The shadows continued to shift, combined with her bouts of vertigo, she became more disoriented. She felt unsafe standing under the flickering blue light, the wind picking up. Black clouds moved across a slightly less dark sky. She was concerned and that worry began to give her a false sense of sobriety. She had to move. She began walking towards the hall, and then the shadows shifted again. Vertigo hit her, and she stepped into a void, losing contact with the ground. She yelped, and skittered back onto the concrete. When her vision came correct, the hall was gone, now there were only a row of trees. She turned around, trees there too. But to her right, another spire, another yellow box, another blue light. She walked as quickly as her shaking legs could manage. The spire seemed to recede every 6 steps she took toward it. Nausea made her stop, bend over and heave onto the pavement. Nothing came up. The trees, still standing in a column, closing in, closer to her. Wendy wending her way closer to the box, the trees almost a foot from her. She made it to the box, her breath coming quick, her heart beating in her chest. She opened the box and grabbed the phone. This dial had 7 digits, and a piece of cardboard taped to the receiver:

LOST? CONT—CT 74

She shook her head. Trembling fingers traced along the dial, as she turned the wheel, it sickeningly spiraled into the phone unit. She held the receiver to her ear. A click, then two. Then silence. Then a tone, and three more clicks. A rough voice said “What is it?” “Help!” Wendy cried, “I’m lost, I don’t know where I am...” She looked around, more trees impossibly crowding into the pale circle of light. “Where are you loc-“the voice said, then it cut out, another lost connection. As she took the phone away from her ear, a high-pitched squeal emitted from the speaker, and then a chittering voice in static, sexless, intoned “Prefernal-algae-pyreject into the communicant all black go to SLEEP” the last word making Wendy’s eyes go wide in shock at its intensity and hysterics. The phone’s handle began to burn into her hand, as though on fire. She looked down at her hand, now her arm, scabbing, blistering with iridescent green waves. She couldn’t breathe. She stepped back, one step, two, into the trees, branches raking at her back. She squealed in pain and ran in the other direction, into more trees. These had branches with thorns that raked against her face. Blood and tears spilling down her cheeks, she ran and fell, falling, losing contact with the ground, occasionally hitting a branch. Falling for what felt like seconds, looking up. She saw the spire grow above her, blue light flashing now a dot against the pale orange glow of the light. Then something, something not a branch, a membranous object fluttered against her face. A wing-but no, this had other textures too. It fluttered again covering her nose, a yellow talon scraping against her own fluttering eyelid, scratching it. Searing pain, and a smell now, of almonds soaked in kerosene. A taste in her mouth like cotton rancid with old blood. The wind rushing by her ears simultaneously popping them while shrieking with something like a tortured cackle. A tone-the tone from the phone, rising in volume, until it became material, a cudgel that bludgeoned her back hard enough to enter her, run up her spine, into the base of her skull, where it shook her. The burning now a flat surface upon which she splayed, thrashing and convulsing.
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ANNE AND GREG WOKE up around 10AM on Saturday morning. They went to the Union to get some coffee and pastries. As they walked in, they saw the flier that had been up for a couple of months now. “So sad they haven’t found her yet” Anne said. “Yeah,” Greg replied, “she’s been gone for a while now, since last semester.” “I’d hate to be her roommate, wondering when she’ll be back” Anne said, sighing, as they walked in the building. The sign read:
[image: image]
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