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        But lo, a stir is in the air!

        The wave- there is a movement there!

        — The City in the Sea, Edgar Allen Poe

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Somewhere, there was a ripple.
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      Salt water drained from his nose. He coughed. He spat. His lungs swelled, allowing him to breathe again, even if the air inside was thin, very restricted.

      But that was the least of his problems.

      Needles stabbed his face while something was molesting his entire body. He thrashed, rapping his knuckles against something hard above in the pitch-black darkness. The squealing from the molester stung and he thrashed a second time.

      Then a third.

      His lungs expanded again, filling with the scent of freshly cut pinewood and flakes of sawdust, forcing another cough. Spastic contraction of his abs forced his forehead and his knees to contact the hard surface.

      Tiny needles poked at his lips then side-stepped into his left nostril.

      The trapped boy blew out a squirming pellet and rubbed his violated nose. He rapped his knuckles again, this time scraping flesh, this time causing a self-inflicted sting. Another set of needles tattooed across his forehead, a non-self-inflicted sting.

      He snapped his eyelids shut just as the needles traversed.

      Then knocked the invader off—actually more than one—earning annoyed squeals.

      He reached out, grabbed handfuls of empty space, each side of his person rather than above his face, hoping to find an exit. More needles tattooed his forehead, prickled bare skin on his torso, his arms, and his legs, another molestation of his entire body. The boy twisted violently, flapped his arms, kicked his legs, shunning the unseen invaders. Thrashing became useless, especially in this micro-sized space barely large enough even for him.

      Sawdust drained any reprise of clean air, though what he found was when his right knee hit the surface of his prison repeatedly—a few painful hits—he heard a muffled crack! As his neurotransmitters exposed more panic, he ignored them, he ignored the knee pain, and struck the weakened area again.

      And again.

      And, of course, a third time.

      Adrenaline-fueled, he planted both palms and shoved, splitting wood, causing moist earth to sift through the crack, finding its way into his mouth, nose, and eyes.

      He turned his head and spat, blowing out a chunk from his left nostril. He tried blinking some of the offensive material out of his eyes but it seemed to allow more inside.

      It stung.

      He clamped his mouth and eyes shut, held his breath, resuming his attack on the damaged wood.

      The crack widened.

      He blew out a breath, sucked in a pocket of air—still thin and his lungs ached—as he clawed the earth, slowly burrowing a path out of the blind world. In his ascension, something bitter and squirmy squeezed through his lips.

      He spat the squirm out.

      His clawing seemed endless. Least the dirt gave as he burrowed further, hoping, wishing for an exit.

      Another squirm found the top of his left hand—actually squirms found it, looping around his fingers—and as soon as they appeared, they disappeared. Tickles ran across his face and neck, even a few bites.

      It didn’t stop him.

      He continued.

      He prayed for an exit.

      His arm rubbed against something hard, the texture familiar, and he placed his hand on it, gave a shove, propelling him upward. Keeping his eyelids shut, still stinging from the grime, he was blind to the moist world against his skin. He didn’t even open his mouth, still keeping that shut too.

      His arm muscles ached from his dig so did his calves and thighs. They burned and he wondered if this was what athletes felt during or after a race. Surely swimming was easier to maneuver in. And cleaner.

      The next move he made, when he lost hope, thinking this would be his resting place, an end to a Wave, switched gears and his fingers clawed empty space. He reached out, dug his fingers into what felt like grass, and pulled himself up and out using his legs, his knees, his feet, and finally exposing his person into a cool air.

      Squinting at the bright orb above while wiping his eyes free of the grime, his vision slowed to adjust. And they still stung. He wiped a second, third, and possibly a tenth time before he could actually see, all while wobbling on his feet. His body felt drained. He staggered, caught his balance by grabbing onto something sticking out of the ground. Something cold to the touch. He drew in a deep breath and coughed, expelling more dirt from his throat.

      Something scraped the back of his neck, vibrated, squealed, and landed on the ground. The sunlight snatched a wink of chrome before it burrowed itself into the dirt.

      What the heck were those things? the boy thought. Mechanical bugs? He shuddered. Geez! Am I ever going to find a way out of this demented place? He blinked and rubbed more dirt from his face. Which Wave am I caught in now? Could he be watching me under a microscope or hunched over a crystal ball, maniacally rubbing his hands together, emulating the Wicked Witch of the West from the Oz stories?

      Expecting an answer to his question, he glanced all around him, seeing no one. Especially who he was thinking of.

      Would he ever see his folks again? Mom bustling in the kitchen, making sweet treats on Sundays after fixing lunch once church let out. Dad retreating to the garage to work on his leather, listening to country music. His sister always bugging the crap out of him to play with one of his favorite toys.

      The focus of his thoughts swept aside as he snatched a view while standing at the base of a rise. An endless plain smothered with gravestones, the level of the ground making them stick out as crooked as bad teeth.

      The boy wished against the occupants of the marked graves to leave their buried homes. It had happened before, elsewhere, in another ripple of the Waves.

      Sure, Selwyn, use a telekinetic ability you don’t have, he thought to himself.

      Single and double digits marked each stone, etched into the stone, as if a child’s hand had done the work. The numerals precluded any perceived pattern; no order of alignment. One read sixteen while the next read fifty-seven.

      A breeze kissed Selwyn’s cheek as he started off.

      “Whenever you find yourself in a cemetery, never step on a person’s grave – it’s powerful bad luck,” according to his grandma’s admonition. “Worse than breaking a mirror, causing misery longer than seven years.”

      Selwyn's mom had never believed in such “nonsense,” waving off Grandma and her crazy superstitions. Even his dad told him to ignore Grandma’s “babbling.” Now, considering what had happened and surrounded by this forbidding landscape, he lent more weight to Grandma’s words. Treading cautiously above and between the presumed dead husks of creatures (no telling if natural or artificial), superstition gripped his spine.

      After all, this must be a ripple or surge from one of the Waves, he thought. Anything is possible, especially here. Everything is on the table, no matter how improbable or bizarre.

      Selwyn climbed a hill, swerving around headstones, careful to not traipse a foot on a plot. A stone archway ended his descent, although a swath of a hundred feet or more showed in every direction multiplied the headstones as he glanced back.

      Now what?

      Selwyn noted how the stone construction of the archway seemed ancient. Rubbing his hand over the deterioration worn from centuries of weather, though stayed together seamlessly.

      The opening of the arch peaked about six feet above his head.

      Through the archway his eyes drew to glyphs etched into the interior faces of the stones. Moving steadily, distracted by mysterious writing, he failed to notice a shimmer in the air as he passed the midway point. Nor did he notice the quality of light deteriorating as he progressed.

      The hairs on the back of his neck stood up.

      His flesh prickled.

      But he sure felt the stream of water slide down his back and fill his throat.

      A swath of ominously roiling dark clouds hovered above.

      He coughed and water fell from his lips.

      Gloom replaced sunlight. The atmosphere energized.

      Fifty feet away, two ghosts appeared.

      Noticing Selwyn’s presence, the ghosts’ fluid movements turned, their bleach white shapes nearly a blur when they faced him.

      They were much too far away to make out the details of their facial features. Selwyn’s reoccurring thought of being in the wrong place, wrong time, wrong plane of existence, wrong Wave crashed into him.

      He glanced over his shoulder.

      The archway had vanished, now replaced by an immense rock cliff face.

      Selwyn’s adrenaline recharged, ready to flee.

      Back to facing the apparitions, a chilled breeze struck him in the face, delivering whispers:

      “Who is that? Why is a mortal roaming about the graveyard?”

      “No telling… Say, let’s steal this child’s body and keep it for our very own.”

      “Can you smell that, my brother? His blood is fresh and pure! His stamina is strong! A vessel of life we shall both possess!”

      “Brilliant idea! Two possessions are always better than one. Our masters will be pleased with us! Let’s steal his husk of flesh and drain it!”

      “Yes, let’s!”

      Grabbing each other’s hands, the ghosts became a nebulous blur, darkening, morphing into a vortex, that swelled hundreds of feet in height. Pulsing, the darkness shaped into hundreds of severed faces of dead children. Their lips pulled back into grins. Their red eyes winked. One head shoved itself forward, the leader of the pack, and directed its collective attention to Selwyn as its brethren followed.

      “Oh boy.” The boy rocketed off.

      Screeching plagued the air in his wake.

      He needed to find refuge—anywhere—to elude these monsters.

      The huge flock of severed heads crested the hill, now taking a solid form and some bounced off the ground, increasing the momentum of their pursuit. Giggles and guffaws invaded Selwyn’s ears as he shot a glance over his shoulder. Malevolently glowing red eyes and eerie voices ululated

      Selwyn disregarded his late Grandma’s warning and leaped over headstones, leaving shoe prints upon grave after grave.

      The heads merged into one improbably huge head, stretched out a snake-slithering forked tongue, flicked the tip at Selwyn’s head, knocking him headfirst into a headstone bearing the number seventeen.

      Sinister guffaws cut through the air, dropping like acid rain on Selwyn’s ears.

      Pain wrapped a clamp around his head from the crash into the stone. As he looked up, he witnessed the huge head’s eyes explode into its previous state of smaller heads, connecting into thin membrane-fleshed strands. Selwyn saw tiny faces, all screaming inside the transparent strands, some imploding, some turning themselves inside out, splattering gore within the interior of the membrane. Scrambling to his feet he ventured downhill again, lost his balance, tumbled, skidding to a halt in front of a large tomb.

      And screamed.

      A gargoyle stared down at him. Wings of an angel, clawed feet gripped a stone pedestal mounted above a doorway. The eyes blazed a bright red.

      Selwyn grabbed the handle of the wooden door and pulled frantically.

      It moved an inch.

      The heads shrieked, closing in.

      Selwyn gripped the handle with both hands and pulled again.

      Screeching ripped an echoed across the land.

      Selwyn wrenched the opening wider.

      The door opened wide enough for Selwyn to squeeze inside. He barely registered the tingle on his skin and the hairs on the back of his neck rise and the stream of water slipping down his back, but coughed when salt water filled his throat. He pushed the door closed, excluding the creature outside, sealing himself in the silent darkness.

      He anticipated a thump or pounding from the excluded pursuers.

      But the sounds never came.

      Silence shrouded the interior of the tomb and a chill touched his skin.

      Selwyn concluded another surge. He had felt a tingle. He had felt the hairs stand on the back of his neck. He had felt the stream of salt water sliding down his back, mixed with sweat.

      Sticking his hands in the darkness he touched a cold stone wall, used it as a talisman to move away from the door, pressing his back against it. Yet again Selwyn did not understand which way to traipse. Standing still was not a viable option.

      What was that sound?

      Selwyn tried to swallow, his throat parched. Gooseflesh scrambled across his body.

      Keeping close to the wall he moved, his fingers touching grooves and indentations. Stick figures, animals, and indeterminate geometric shapes in the etchings.

      The path took an abrupt ninety-degree turn.

      And wall vanished.

      And the floor.

      Gravity grabbed hold and he flailed, desperately searching for something to grasp as he descended. Accelerating, flipping end over end, air whipped his hair, burned his cheeks. He screamed as he had never screamed before, terrified by the thought of what rushed forward, a sudden stop to pulp his fragile flesh.

      Too caught up in fear to notice the familiar hair-raising tingle, the drop of water sliding down his back, a bright white flash, blinding him, sprawling him into a large field, though as if crashed into a soft mattress instead of the hard ground.

      Streaks of crimson splashed against a dull, grey sky. Two suns of different diameters and luminosity brightened the depressing vista.

      He coughed up salt water.

      Twenty feet away, sat an unattended slow-spinning carousel. On the rotating platform were rows of wooden horses, rows of wooden unicorns, one dragon, and wooden adult figures, each impaled between their shoulders, exiting the rectum. Smiles were carved across their faces, instead of pain.

      Added to this odd mix were two more adults. They posed on all fours, they were fleshless, bleeding, and their muscles contracted, dotted with a few pulsating cysts.

      The heads of the carousel figures swivel in his direction, necks popping and cracking each time as they spun around. The wooden flesh covering the adults cracked and bled black. A gyration dot of a white light appeared in the center of the adults on all fours. The gyration morphed into a visualization appearing on a television when it loses its signal.

      Materializing in the air, the shape of a repetitive substance

      melted over the bones of a skeleton with its arms wide, its legs wide, formed the letter X. The skeleton’s lower palate clicked open, emitted a long drawn out shriek. Flipping on its back the oddity solidified, exposed the bottom of its feet, each pitch black until a tunnel formed inside and multicolored tendrils morphed into a kaleidoscope of different colors.

      A voice invaded the air: Selllllwyyynnn….

      A servo hum buzzed, trapped bees in a mason jar, vibrating Selwyn’s skin.

      As the humanoids detached themselves from the carousel, their wooden flesh became human, tearing, suturing back together, as they walked toward Selwyn.

      A sanguine path lay in their wake littered with bursting bubbles, giving birth to arachnids scurrying across the ground.

      Pop!

      A squat fellow materialized. He looked as if he was plucked out of a carnival, the one leading the show. This one wore a plastic mask and tipped back and forth on his heels, taking the chance to tip his tall hat at Selwyn. “Well.” He stuck both fists on his waist. “I guess our paths have crossed yet again, my boy.”

      Selwyn recognized the voice. But, no, it couldn’t be…

      Guffaws fluttered made the mask shake. “Very good to see you, my boy!”

      “Dittle Tek?”

      He used a thumb to lift the bottom of his mask. “Of course! Who’d you expect? Your mom? Your dad?” He guffawed again. “Hey! Where you going? Don’t run off!” The top of Dittle Tek’s tall hat flipped open and an automaton arachnid leapt out, sprayed synthetic web around Selwyn’s legs and jerked him backward.

      His back scraped across the ground.

      “I have no idea where you thought you were going, child. There is nowhere to run. No escape. No need to be anywhere except with me. Your world is gone. Kaput!” He brought both gloved hands together and opened and closed them quickly, flicking each finger and thumb, mimicking birds.

      “Not to worry, though, the old guy has been decommissioned; retired himself he did. The powers-that-be appointed me as Skipper of the Waves. The Pirate King of the Multi-Colored Positronic Brain Waves. Commander-In-Chief.  The Grand Poobah.” Dittle Tek sniffed. His uptick of his chin and a quick adjust of his bow tie followed with, “I am here to assist you into your next Wave. A collection of various tales where you, kiddo, will make a cameo appearance.”

      Selwyn was not excited about it.

      “You aren’t going to be the star, I hate to admit, only a minor blip.”

      Selwyn was definitely not excited, nor interested in it.

      “So, without further ado, allow me to use this cool toy I stole from some, defunct apocalyptic world. It’s called a Hula Hoop Obitor.”

      Dittle Tek stepped back roughly ten feet and aimed. “Used to be pretty good at this game.” With tongue in cheek and furrowing his thick eyebrows and wearing a frown, he threw the Hoop high in the air, looping it around Selwyn.

      It hovered at his waist and sparkled a bright purple glow.

      “Ha! Still good at that game! Yes, yes! I may need to start playing it again soon, just to get my fix. Anyways. I do need offer my apologies in advance, my boy, your mind is about to become altered…Multi-Colored Positronic Brain Waves’ style. Not that you haven’t ridden any Waves recently, that is. You’ve been wet before. You’ve tasted the salt. You’ve run along the beach.” He grinned. “Catch ya on the other side of the pond, kiddo. Or not.”

      The Hula Hoop spun, shaved away reality and blurred his vision, made him taste salt water.
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      I can't sleep.

      The thing isn't in the closet anymore.

      It was. Now it's not.

      It used to hide there in the darkness behind my clothes watching. Waiting. Waiting for me to get up from bed so it could leap on me and devour my sole existence for being alive. I've lain awake for many nights scared. Terrified. Afraid to rise and face the horror.

      ...It eats human flesh.

      …It feasts on blood.

      That’s it’s nourishment. It’s vitamins to satisfy the very blood that courses its veins.

      It is the reincarnation of—

      No, not that…

      Something else…

      It waits for me there in the dark either in the corner of the room or under the desk or behind the television. I've seen its eyes pierce the darkness illuminating blood-red. I also think I've heard its lips smack from hunger.

      A hunger ravaging in its gut.

      I've begged and begged and begged my parents to let me sleep in their room. I could just lie on the floor with a pillow and blanket, but they won't go for it. They say Ragtime, you’re a big boy now, you need to learn to sleep in your own bed.

      A big boy wouldn't shudder, would he?

      He wouldn't be scared of the dark, would he?

      He wouldn't actually hear something moving around on the floor at night, would he?

      Someone might call him crazy.

      A loon.

      At first, I thought it was my imagination; but later, I knew better. When we first moved into this house less than a year ago, things  got weird. Really weird.

      Only in my room, though.

      I would wake in the morning and find certain things out of place: my chest of drawers would be hanging open; my closet looking as though a tornado had ripped it apart; my television would be upside down on the floor; my window would be wide open while the cold air inhabits my room.

      I just cannot sleep.

      Both of my parents work during the day and sleep through the night, so I know they wouldn't come into my room and do these things. It is the thing I hear, right now, lurking cautiously around in the room in the night’s shadow; hunger breaching upon its breath.

      I wish that I could fall asleep.

      You believe me, don't you?

      This is my last chance and last request to tell my reader I am in severe danger. And as I write this I think (I know) that it's under my bed. I feel it as it actually moves the mattress, rummaging around underneath.

      My parents are fast asleep in the other room because I can hear snores from their warm bodies.

      I want to scream, but cannot. No words leave my lips in my horror. I've screamed before and they came running, but I feel like the boy who cried wolf too often only finding himself eaten alive.

      Because those were the times when I had nightmares. They
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