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  THE OCCULTATION


  by Laird Barron


  


  



  



  In the middle of playing a round of Something Scary they got sidetracked and fucked for a while. After they were done fucking, they lighted cigarettes. Then, they started drinking. Again.


  


  —My God. Look at that, she said. Her mouth sagged a little.


  


  He grunted like he did when he wasn’t listening.


  


  —Hey! I’m creeped out, she said.


  


  —By what? He balanced two shot glasses on his lap and tried to avoid spilling tequila all over the blankets. He’d swiped the tumblers from the honky tonk across the highway where he’d also scored the X that was currently softening their skulls. The motel room was dark, the bed lumpy, and she kept kicking restlessly, and he spilled a bit regardless. He cursed and downed his in one gulp and handed her the other glass, managing not to burn her with the cigarette smoldering between his fingers.


  


  She accepted her drink, took a deep sip and then held the glass loosely so the edge cast a faint, metallic light across her breasts. She exhaled and pointed beyond the foot of the bed to a spot on the wall above the dead television. —That, she said.


  —What?


  


  —That! Right there!


  


  —Shit. Okay. He dragged on his cigarette, then poured another shot and strained it through his teeth, stalling. —Pretty weird.


  


  —Yep, pretty weird is right. What is it?


  


  He made a show of squinting into the gloom. —Nothing, probably. You trying to torch the place?


  


  Ashes crumbled from her cigarette and glowed like fallen stars against the sheets. She swept them into her palm then into the now empty glass. —It just freaks me out.


  


  —You’re easily freaked, then.


  


  —No, I’m not. I’m the only girl in my family who watches horror movies. I don’t even cover my eyes for the scary parts.


  —Yeah?


  


  —Hell yeah. I don’t spook. I don’t.


  


  —After some consideration I think it’s a shadow.


  —That’s not a shadow. It came out when you were doing the story thing.


  


  —See how a little bit of light from the highway comes in under the blinds? Shadows all over the place.


  


  —Nope. I’m telling you, it came out while you were talking.


  


  —Oh, then it’s gotta be a ghost. No other sane explanation. Woooo-ohooooo!


  


  —Shaddup. I need another shot.


  


  —Want this? Couple swallows at the bottom. He sloshed the bottle back and forth.


  


  —Gimme. She snapped her fingers, then grabbed the bottle when he swung it close.


  


  —Wait a sec, we’ll solve this right now. He leaned against her, reaching across their bodies for the bedside lamp.


  


  


  —No!



  


  —Huh? What’s the matter?


  


  —Don’t do it.


  


  —I’m trying to turn on the light, not cop a feel.


  


  —Go ahead and cop a feel, but leave the light alone, ’kay? She thumped the bottle against his arm until he retreated.


  


  —Whatever. Jesus. Got any more cigs?


  


  She fumbled a pack of cigarettes from the nightstand, lighted one from hers and handed it to him. —Last one, she said, crumpling the pack for emphasis.


  


  He slid toward his edge of the bed and slumped against the headboard and smoked in silence. A semi rumbled past on the interstate and the blinds quivered against the window frame. Outside was scrub and desert. The motel lay embedded in the implacable waste like a lunar module stranded between moon craters.


  


  —Don’t sulk, she said.


  —I’m not.


  —Like hell.


  


  —I’m not sulking.


  —Then what?


  


  —I’m looking at the wall. Maybe you’re right. Maybe it’s something else. Why can’t we turn on the light?


  


  A coyote howled somewhere not too far off. Its cry was answered and redoubled until it finally swelled into a frantic, barking cacophony that moved like a cloud across the black desert. —Holy shit, what’s that? he said.


  


  —Coyotes, she said. Scavenging for damned souls.


  


  —Sounds fucking grandiose for coyotes.


  


  —And what do you know? They’re the favored children of the carrion gods. Grandiosity is their gig.


  


  He laughed, a little strange, a little wild, as if echoing the animal harmony. —So, what are they doing around here? Going through a landfill?


  


  


  —Maybe you drew them in earlier with your howling.



  


  —Bullshit. They can’t hear that. All the way out in the tumbleweeds?


  


  —Sure they can. Howl again. I dare you.


  


  —If coyotes sound this bad, I’d hate listening to jackals. Or dingoes. Remember that news story, years ago, about the woman on the picnic with her family?


  


  —‘A dingo ate my baby!’ God, that’s awful. But comical in a horrible way.


  


  —It isn’t comical in any way, honey. You’re scaring the children.


  


  —Please. Nobody really knows what happened. The kid’s mom probably offed her, you ask me.


  


  —There’s a great relief. Why do so many parents kill their kids, you think?


  


  —Lots of reasons. Don’t you want to strangle the little fuckers sometimes? Like those shits on the flight when we went to see your parents? What a mistake that was, by the way. That one girl kept kicking my seat so hard my head was bouncing. And her mom....


  


  —Ha! It was fun watching you get so mad, though.


  


  She didn’t answer, but sat rigidly upright. She trembled.


  


  —Honey? He rubbed her back. —What’s the matter?


  


  —Go ahead, she said. Her voice was small.


  


  —Go ahead and what?


  


  —Turn on the light, she said in that small voice. Her cigarette was out and the darkness gathered around them, oily and deep. Faint illumination came through the blinds like light bleeding toward the bottom of a well, a dungeon.


  


  —You turn it on, he said. —You’re right there.


  


  —I can’t move.


  


  —What the hell are you talking about?


  


  —Please. I’m too scared to move, all right? She was whining, borderline hysterical. She enjoyed being frightened, savored the visceral thrill of modulated terror, thus Something Scary, and thus the What If Game (What if a carload of rednecks started following us on a lonely road? What if somebody was sneaking around the house at night? What if I got pregnant?), and thus her compulsion to build the shadow, the discolored blotch of wallpaper, into something sinister. As was often the case with her, a mule’s dose of alcohol combined with sleep deprivation rapidly contributed to the situation getting out of hand.


  


  —Fine. He flopped across her lap and found the lamp chain with his fingertips and yanked. The chain clicked and nothing happened. He tried several times and finally gave up in disgust. Meanwhile, her left hand dug into his shoulder. Her skin was icy.


  


  —Owww, he said, pushing toward his side, happy to get away.


  


  —I knew it. She turned her head so her mouth was closer to his ear and she could kind of whisper. —I knew the light was going to crap out on us. We’re alone in here.


  


  —Well, I hope so. I wouldn’t like to think some big hairy ax murderer was hiding under the bed.


  


  —I already checked. She chuckled weakly and her icy talon found his bicep now, though somewhat less violently. She was almost calm again. —I looked for Anthony Perkins hiding in the bathroom, too.


  


  —Good! Did you scout around for a peephole? The night clerk could be in the next room winding up his camera. Next thing you know, we’re internet porn stars.


  


  —That’d suck. She’d begun to slur. —Man, I hate the desert.


  


  —You also hated Costa Rica, if I recall. Who hates Costa Rica?


  


  —Tarantulas. Centipedes. I hate creepy crawlies.


  —Who doesn’t?


  


  


  —Exactly! Thank you! There’s a species of centipede, Venezuela, somewhere in South America, anyway; it’s as long as your forearm. Eats bats. Knocks them outta the air with its venom-dripping mandibles, and bang! Bat Surprise for dinner.



  


  —You’re super drunk. I thought I had most of the tequila.


  


  —Yep, I’m off my ass. Some cowboy bought me like eight shooters while you were in the bathroom. You were in there forever.


  


  —Come again? he said, scandalized.


  


  —Down, boy. He didn’t grope me. He just plied me with booze on the off chance I’d let him grope me later. No biggie.


  


  —No biggie? No biggie? Was it that stupid looking sonofabitch in the Stetson? The guy who couldn’t stop ogling your tits?


  


  —You’re describing half the bar. Who cares? I gave baby Travolta the slip and ran off with you!


  —Awesome.


  


  


  They lay there for a time, she playing with her lighter, grinding short, weak sparks from the wheel; he listening for the coyote chorus and keeping one eye on the weird blotch of shadow on the wall. Both of them were thinking about the story he’d half told earlier about his uncle Mo who’d done a stint with the Marines and had a weird experience during shore leave in the Philippines; the Something Scary tale that had been so sublimely interrupted.


  


  She said, —Maybe I’m a little intimidated about the Filipino strippers. I can’t pick up a pop bottle with my pussy. Or shoot ping pong balls outta there, either.


  


  —Those girls come highly recommended, he said. —Years of specialized training.


  


  —Sounds like your uncle sure knew his way around Filipino whorehouses.


  


  —Wasn’t just the whorehouses. Those old boys went crazy on shore leave ’cause that far out shit was front and center in just about every bar in town. They were dumbass kids—pretty fortunate nobody got his throat slit. According to Mo, a bunch of the taxi drivers belonged to gangs and they’d cart drunk soldiers into the jungle and rob them.


  


  —Enough about the whores and thieving taxi drivers. Get to the scary part. If there’s anything more disturbing than Marines slobbering on bottles some whore has been waving around with her cooch, I wanna hear it.


  


  —More disturbing? Uncle Mo told me one about these three guys in Nam who snuck into a leper colony to get some ass. Back then, I guess the locals put the immediate family in the colony whether they were infected or not, so the fellows figured there had to be some prime tail up for grabs.


  


  —Ick! Moving on....


  


  —Okay, R&R in Manila. Mo and Lurch, a corpsman from his platoon, were whooping it up big time; they’d been drinking three days straight. Barhopping, y’know, and eventually a couple party girls latched onto them and they all headed back to this shack by the docks the guys were renting. A rickety sonofagun, third floor, sorta hanging out over the water. Long story short, Mo’s in the bedroom and the girl is smoking his pole. His mind wanders and he happens to look out the window. Across the way, through the window of this other crappy house, there’s a naked Filipino broad getting her muffin dusted by some GI. Talk about symmetry, eh? It’s raining like a cow pissing on a flat rock and a sash is whacking around in the wind, cutting off the view every few seconds. The broad grins over at Uncle Mo and she reaches up and covers her ears. Then she just lifts her head off her shoulders. Mo’s standing there, straddle-legged and slack jawed and the woman’s head keeps on grinning at him and her lips start moving. She’s laughing at him. He notices there’s something coming out of her neck, like a beak, or who the fuck knows what, ’cause the shade is flapping, see. Meanwhile the other grunt is going to town on her pussy, oblivious to the fact this freak is tucking her head under her arm like a bowling ball.


  —And then?


  


  —Then nothing. End of story. Mo and the stripper went back to the main room and drank some more and blazed the night away. He came to forty-eight hours later when his platoon sergeant dumped a bucket of water on his head and kicked his ass back to the ship for the clap inspection.


  —Clap inspection?


  


  —After shore leave all the grunts had to drop their pants so an NCO could check them for VD. Heh-heh.


  


  —What a crock of shit, she said. —That’s not even scary.


  


  —Sorry. I made the last part up. The part about Mo getting a BJ while the hooker and the other dude were getting busy across the way was true. I think. Uncle Mo lies about stuff, so you never really know.


  


  She groaned in disgust. —Where’d you even get the idea?


  


  —I dunno. Popped into my head while I was lying there. Figured it would get a rise outta you. He laughed and poked her arm, dropped his hand to her leg.


  


  She pushed his hand aside. —Now that that’s over. Check this out: I found something odd earlier, she said. —A bible.


  


  —Lots of motels have bibles lying around, he said. —And Jack Chick tracts. He was studying the shadow again. —You know, that thing does resemble an insect. Thought it had wings earlier, but I dunno. Can’t see shit in here. Wait a minute ... It’s a water stain. This rat hole leaks like a sieve, betcha anything.


  


  —The bathroom wall is rotten. I was sitting on the toilet and felt a cool breeze. I could stick my fingers outside. Freezing out there.


  


  —Peephole, he said. —For the desert cannibals. There’s an abandoned atomic testing range a few dunes over. History Channel did a documentary on them. So I hear.


  


  —I dunno about that, but what I do know is something poisonous coulda crawled in any old time and made a nest, could be waiting to lay eggs in our ears when we fall asleep. If that’s the case, I gotta tell you, twenty bucks a night seems like a rip-off.


  He chuckled.


  


  —Why are you laughing? she said.


  


  —Earlier, I was pissing and noticed something a bit fucked up.


  


  —I think you might have an enlarged prostate.


  


  —The hell are you going on about?


  


  —Frequent urination is a sign of an enlarged prostate. Don’t you watch infomercials? They could save your life.


  


  —Anyway. I’m taking one of my apparently frequent pisses, when I notice there’s no toilet paper. Like the gentleman I am, I find another roll in the cabinet and get ready to put it on the hanger rod. All for you, snookums.


  —You are a gentleman, she said.


  


  —Yeah, I raised the seat and everything. I pulled the rod out and set it aside. Unfortunately, I dropped the toilet paper and it went flying out the door and I had to chase it down, wadding the unspooled paper as I went. Man, you could trace pictures with that stuff. It’s like one-ply.


  


  —The moral of the story is, shut the door when taking a piss.


  


  —No, that’s not the moral of the story. There’s more. I go back just in time to watch a big-ass spider squeeze itself out of the rod and scurry into the sink. Thing had a body maybe the size of a jawbreaker; red and yellow, and fleshy, like a plum. It was so damned hefty I could see light reflecting in its eyes. Then it took off down the drain. I think it was irate I screwed with its cozy little home. He had a laugh over the scenario.


  


  —For real? she said.


  —Oh, yeah.


  


  She thought things over for a bit. —No way in hell I’m going back in there. I’ll pee behind a cactus. A jawbreaker?


  


  —Hand to a stack of bibles, he said, wiping his eyes and visibly working to appear more solemn.


  


  —The bible! She half climbed from bed, groped for the dresser, and after a few anxious moments came back with something heavy and black. She snicked the lighter until its flame revealed the pebbled hide of a small, thick book.


  


  —What kind of bible is that? he said.


  


  —Greek. Byzantine. I dunno, she said. Gilt symbols caught the flame and glistened in convoluted whorls and angular slashes; golden reflections played over the blankets, rippled across the couple’s flesh. The pages were thin as white leaves and covered in script to match the cover design. Many of the pages were defiled by chocolaty fingerprints. The book smelled of cigarette musk and mothballs. It was quite patently old.


  


  —This has got to be a collector’s item. Some poor schlep forgot it here. He turned the book over in his hands, riffling the pages.—No name on it ... Finders-keepers.


  


  —Hmm, I dunno....


  —Dunno what?


  


  —Whether that’s a good idea.


  


  —Billy will go apeshit over this thing. Besides, I owe him a hundred bucks.


  


  —I don’t care if Billy goes apeshit over antiquarian crap. That’s what antiquarians do, right? You owe me the hundred bucks, anyway, motherfucker.


  


  —Don’t you want to know what it is?


  


  —I already know what it is; it’s a bible.


  


  He shrugged and handed the book over. —Whatever. Do what you want. I don’t care.


  


  —Great! She tossed the book over her shoulder in the general direction of the dresser.


  


  —Man, you really are so wasted.


  


  —Gettin’ my second wind, boy. I’m bored.


  


  —Go to sleep. Then you won’t be bored.


  


  —Can’t sleep. I’m preoccupied with that spider. She’s in those rusty pipes, rubbing her claws together and plotting vengeance. Go kill her, would ya?


  


  —You kiddin’? It’s pitch dark in there—she’d get the drop on me.


  


  —Hmp. I’m chilly. Let’s screw.


  


  —No thanks. I’d just whiskey dick you for half an hour and pass out.


  


  —I see. You won’t kill a predatory bug, but you’ll club our romance like a baby seal. Swell.


  


  —Wah, wah, he said.


  


  It had grown steadily chillier in the room. She idly thumbed the lighter wheel and watched their breath coalesce by intermittent licks of flame. The shadow above the television had become oblong and black as the cranium of a squid. She raised her arm and the shadow seemed to bleed upward and sideways, as if avoiding the feeble nimbus of fire. —Odd. More I think about it, this thing didn’t appear until after you started your story earlier. Then there it was....


  


  —I called the shadow forth. And summoned the coyotes. Go to sleep. He rolled over and faced the opposite wall.


  


  —Hell with this. I need a cig. Honey.


  


  —Don’t honey me. I’m bushed. He pulled a pillow over his head.


  


  —Fine. She flounced from the bed and promptly smacked her shin on the chair that had toppled over from the weight of her jeans and purse. —Ahh! She hopped around, cursing and fuming and finally yanked on her pants and blouse, snatched up her purse and blundered through the door into the night.


  


  It was cold, all right. The stars were out, fierce and prehistoric. The dark matter between them seemed blacker than usual and thick as tar. She hugged herself and clattered along the boardwalk past the blank windows and the cheap doors with descending numbers to the pop and cigarette machines by the manager’s office. No bulbs glowed along the walkway, the office was a deep, dark pit; the neon vacancy sign reared blind and black. Luckily, the vending panels oozed blurry, greenish light to guide her way. Probably the only light for miles. She disliked that thought.


  


  She dug whiskey-soaked dollar bills and a few coins from her purse, started plugging them into the cigarette machine until it clanked and dispensed a pack of Camels. The cold almost drove her scurrying back to the room where her husband doubtless slumbered with dreams of unfiltered cigarettes dancing in his head, but not quite. She cracked the pack and got one going, determined to satisfy her craving and then hide the rest where he’d never find them. Lazy, unchivalrous bastard! Let him forage for his own smokes.


  


  Smoke boiled in her lungs; she leaned against a post and exhaled with beatific self-satisfaction, momentarily immune from the chill. The radiance of the vending machines seeped a few yards across the gravel lot, illuminating the hood of her Volkswagen Beetle and a beat to hell pickup she presumed belonged to the night clerk. She was halfway through her second cigarette when she finally detected a foreign shape between the Volkswagen and the pickup. Though mostly cloaked in shadow and impossibly huge, she recognized it as a tortoise. It squatted there, the crown of its shell even with the car window. Its beak and monstrously clawed forepaws were bisected by the wavering edge of illumination. There was a blob of skull perhaps the diameter of a melon, and a moist eye that glimmered yellow.


  


  


  —Wow, she said. She finished her cigarette. Afraid to move, she lighted another, and that was tricky with her hands shaking so terribly, then she smoked that one too and stared at the giant tortoise staring back at her. She thought, for a moment, she saw its shell dilate and contract, in rhythm with her own surging heart.



  


  The night remained preternaturally quiet there on the edge of the highway, absent the burr of distant engines or blatting horns, or the stark sweep of rushing headlights. The world had descended into a primeval well while she’d been partying in their motel room; it had slipped backward and now the desert truly was an ancient and haunted place. What else would shamble from the wastes of rock and scrub and the far off dunes?


  


  She finished the third cigarette and stuffed the pack in her jeans pocket, and with a great act of will sidled the way she’d come; not turning her back, oh no, simply crabbing sideways, hips brushing doorknobs as she went. The tortoise remained in place, immobile as a boulder. The cosmic black tar began eating a few handfuls of stars here and there, like peanuts.


  


  Once at what she prayed was a safe distance, she moved faster, counting doors, terrified of tripping in the dark, of sprawling on her face, and thus helpless, hearing the sibilant shift and crunch of a massive body sliding across gravel. But she made it to the room without occurrence and locked the door and pressed against it, sobbing and blubbering with exhaustion.


  


  He lay facedown in the middle of the crummy bed, his naked body a pale gray smear in the gloom. She went to him and shook him. He raised his head at a drunken pitch and mumbled incoherencies. He didn’t react to her frantic account of the giant tortoise, her speculation that it might be even now bearing down upon them for a late night snack, that the world might be coming to an end.


  


  —Goddamn it, wake up! she said and smacked his shoulder, hard. Then, as her eyes adjusted, she saw tears on his cheeks, the unnatural luster of his eyes. Not tears; sweat poured from him, smoked from him, it saturated the sheets until they resembled a sloughed cocoon. The muscles of his shoulder flexed and bunched in agonized knots beneath her hand.


  


  —There’s been an incident, he whispered.


  


  She wrapped her arms around her knees and bit her thumb and began to rock ever so slightly. —Baby, I just saw a goddamned turtle the size of a car in the parking lot. What incident are you talking about?


  


  —It wasn’t a water stain. You were right. It’s a worm, like a kind that lived in the Paleozoic. The worm slithered off the wall when you left, made a beeline right over here.... He pushed his face into the sheets and uttered a bark. —Look at the wall.


  


  She looked at the wall. The ominous shadow was gone, melted away, if it had ever been. —What happened? she said.


  


  —The worm crawled up my ass and there it waits. It’s gonna rule the world.


  


  She didn’t know what to say. She cried softly, and bit her thumb, and rocked.


  


  —I’m high, he said. His entire body relaxed and he began to snore.


  


  —Oh, you jerk, she said and cried shamelessly, this time in relief. No more pills with tequila chasers for her. She wiped her nose and curled into a ball against his clammy flank and fell unconscious as if she’d been chloroformed.


  


  When she awakened it was still very dark. They lay spine to spine, her leg draped over his, her arm trailing over the edge and near the carpet. His body twitched against hers the way a person does when they dream of running, flying, being pursued through vast, sunless spaces. She closed her eyes.


  He shuddered.


  


  Something hit the floor on the opposite side of the bed with a fleshy thud. Her breath caught and her eyes bulged as she listened to the object slowly roll across the floorboards in a bumpy, lopsided fashion. This was a purposeful, animated movement that bristled every hair on her body. She reached over her shoulder and gripped his arm.


  


  —Psst! Honey! It was like shaking a corpse.


  


  Quietly, muffled by the mattresses, someone under the bed began to laugh.
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  THE TAILOR OF TIME


  by Deborah Biancotti


  

  

  

  The Tailor of Time sat at his sewing machine, stitching night to day.


  

  He joined the clear cloth of dawn to a full bright afternoon like a circus top. Then he smoothed on a panel of smoky rouge for dusk and finished it off with a thick purple evening. Brushing his hand over the result, he felt a thin echo of satisfaction.


  

  The Tailor worked with a minimum of noise or fuss. He suffered only the occasional grunt or shrug (to indicate ‘this is done’ or ‘bring me cloth’), aimed at the tyros who also worked in his rooms. The tyros were pale, bald children that could pass as the Tailor’s own. They looked like a ramshackle circus, dressed in scraps of cloth that tied at waist or shoulder. They worked at the Tailor’s demand, darning or mending or gathering what needed to be darned, or mended, or gathered.


  

  The Tailor ignored them. He existed in a meditative cocoon, his voice so unused it had all but healed over. His mouth sagged like a pocket, his eyes drooped like the shoulders of an old suit and his whole body slumped like a smock on a hanger.


  

  Only his hands remained steady, darting leanly under the light of his sewing machine and out again before they could be caught by the quick, sharp tooth of the needle. In and out, swift as the very machine itself. In and out.


  

  With the day laid out in cloth before him, the Tailor added a hem, threaded a drawstring through both ends and slung it like a cloak over a bare globe to his right.


  

  Thus dressed, the globe was spun onto tracks like train tracks, where it butted against other globes and sloshed with the weight of water in its guts.


  

  The water served to hold it steady.


  

  Dismissed, the globe and its partners creaked and shuddered, working their way along the tracks circumventing the room. They passed the industrious tyros, the bare stone walls and heavy curtains of the room. They passed towards the arched window in one thick-cut wall, and would have passed out, but here they snagged and pushed back, bubbling against each other.


  

  Coming through the window was a man. He shoved his way into the chain of gowned globes and climbed into the Tailor’s room.


  

  The tyros saw him first. In a sudden frenzy of panic they fell into a silence even deeper than their usual quietude. One ran towards the Tailor and stopped, confused, unsure how to encroach on her master’s concentration. One ran towards the man, the stranger, and halted just as cautiously as her cousin.


  

  The Tailor was unaware of the alterations in the room, sewing night to day, day to night. Until he received a bobbing tap to his elbow from his most recent globe (scuttling back along the tracks), and jumped hard in his seat.


  

  His finger snagged in the great machine, and the Tailor cried out to see the cruel incisor pierce all the way through. Blood beaded into the sworls of his fingertip and spilled on the cloak of time he was making.


  

  

  “Oh!”



  

  The first clear sound he’d made in a hundred years.


  “Ouch!”


  The second.


  

  He stepped off the foot-pedal at once and rescued his stricken finger, pulling his bloody hand free. He drew the injured appendage to his lips to taste the unexpected saltiness of his mistake.


  

  On the cloth with the bloodstain, war broke out for a day. It commenced seemingly from nothing and returned there just as quickly. History would refer to it as the War of Hours.


  

  The Tailor, however, was not concerned with this. He looked up to find the cause of the commotion and caught at once the eye of the intruder. The man had completed his expedition through the window and now stood surrounded by tyros up to his waist.


  

  The tyros divided their gazes between the stranger and the Tailor, chewing the blood out of his injury.


  

  The stranger said, “You the Tailor of Time?”


  The Tailor, mouth still entertaining his finger, nodded.


  

  “You make the cloak of time that clothes the world, you determine night and day, the colours, the length of hours, the pattern of seasons and years?”


  

  The Tailor nodded and shrugged so that his ear travelled painfully close to his shoulder. He hoped to signify both regret and well-intentioned acceptance.


  

  “Then my name is John Avery, and I have a favour to beg.”


  

  The Tailor cleared his throat, but the first sounds to come out were not words. He had to try twice more before he managed to say, “Beg it. John Avery.”


  

  Avery drew breath. “Tailor,” he said. “You are largely forgotten where I’m from, and many places besides.”


  Not forgotten enough, it seemed. Though the Tailor was engaged in the act of polite conversation, it did not escape his attention that Avery had breached walls which had not seen a visitor in hundreds of years.


  

  Avery was not privy to the Tailor’s befuddlement. He dragged an empty stool to the Tailor’s side, and rested his elbow on the table where the machine sat glowering and grinning.


  

  Up close Avery was older than his spryness belied. Much older than an adventure like this warranted, climbing walls and windows and rooms, vaulting or swimming, surely, the moat which still must hug the base of this fortress. He had a light beard that deepened to faded brown at his ears. His hair was thick but receding, lending him a horned look. And he had long, wiry eyebrows over narrow brown eyes. He looked kind, but sure, and careful.


  

  “I paid witches and bribed fools,” he said. “I followed dreams and rumours from elders and madmen, seers and scientists. It took three years.”


  

  “And,” said the Tailor, voice still thick and unpractised, “what do you want?”


  “Time.”


  

  Of course.


  

  “I want you to slow down time for a day. No, an afternoon. A set of hours, even. Just some small, very small, amount of time.”


  

  The Tailor let out a bark that might’ve been a cough, might’ve been, instead, some descendent of laughter.


  

  Avery continued, “You expected me to ask that.”


  The Tailor nodded.


  

  “You want to know why I ask?”


  

  A grunt, meaning ‘naturally.’


  

  Here it came, all sorts of tales of great deeds and discoveries to be made if only time would permit. Of acts of humanity planned and mistakes to be rectified. Of love to be given or taken, of fears that must be faced, of favours to be returned. Particularly to the Tailor, if only he would grant this one wish.


  

  He tried not to roll his eyes as he faced this newest petitioner.


  

  “I intend to waste it,” said Avery.


  “W—?”


  

  This was new.


  

  The Tailor spread his hands and gestured Avery forward, indicating with the tilt of his ear that he should repeat the request.


  

  “Waste,” said Avery, leaning in and enunciating carefully. “I want some time to waste.”


  

  “Because...?”


  

  “Because that’s exactly what youth is meant to do.”


  The Tailor paused, even more confused than before. John Avery, he was convinced, was not young. But was he mad?


  

  “I would waste every precious second. I would engage in all the childish pursuits my old-man frame would allow. I would run after dragonflies and kick at puddles in the mud and roll in grass and thread plastic spoke rattles onto my pushbike, I would—”


  “Spoke rattles—?”


  

  “Because this girl,” said Avery, reaching into a pocket, “deserves that, don’t you think?”


  

  “Your...?”


  “Daughter, yes.”


  

  The Tailor drew breath.


  

  He was trying to clear the constriction that threatened to overwhelm his throat and stomach, and ease the tension that dragged his shoulders backwards like broken wings.


  

  Avery held a photograph of a girl (of—what?—seven, eight years?) Sunlight limned her fair head and lay on the top curl of her grin. She was squinting, standing by a pushbike with one hand gripped to the handlebar, one hand curling the seat.


  

  

  “This is Bella. Some days she can breathe,” said Avery. “Some days she can even ride her bike. Some days she gasps and coughs up the fluid that is drowning her from the inside out.”


  He let this sink in.


  

  “Unlikely I could repay you, Tailor, understand.”


  Not even a favour traded.


  

  What was the Tailor to make of this?


  

  He dropped his hands to his lap and sat, looking lopsidedly at his visitor. Then he gazed around at the drapes, the thick stone walls and finally, to the childish tyros who had returned, by degrees, to their work.


  

  He looked at the chain of globes emptying from the room, the spill of blood on the cloth still caught in the machine, the floor and then, his own lap (filled with threads and scraps of cloth.) He shook his head slowly like he was waking from a dream.


  

  How had he...?


  

  How did any of this...?


  

  How could...?


  

  “One problem,” said the Tailor, voice heavy, “I don’t know how.”


  

  “You...? Oh.” It was Avery’s turn to pause. “Is there someone who does?”


  

  The Tailor gestured broadly. “No. Only...” He paused.


  “Yes?”


  

  “Perhaps the Engineer.”


  “Okay?”


  

  “She built everything.”


  “An engineer?”


  

  “The Engineer.”


  

  “You’ve met her?”


  

  “No,” he grunted at the impossibility of that idea. “Well, once. Saw her, more like. But she was ... I called out to her, but perhaps she didn’t hear. She was busy.”


  

  

  The Tailor couldn’t find any other excuses for the way the Engineer had looked at him. Blankly, like he was a swatch of fabric and she was thinking what to do with him.



  

  “Okay.” Avery looked like a man trying not to give up. “And she made this strange place?”


  

  “Some suggest she built all of everything that there is.”


  

  “Oh? Okay. And what does she do now?”


  

  The Tailor shrugged. “Maintenance?”


  

  Avery nodded, thumbing his beard thoughtfully. “Can she be found?”


  

  The Tailor was uncertain. And even then, he explained, it was unlikely she could be prevailed upon. The Engineer was cold and unyielding, like the stone that made up this place.


  

  Avery leaned back, clenching his hands over his stomach almost in prayer. He stared at the stone ceiling. “Unlikely...” he repeated.


  

  They say time heals all wounds, but it wasn’t as true as this: time, most often, runs out.


  

  Avery was thinking that then, as he leaned his chin into both hands beside the Tailor’s grand, grinning machine. He stayed there, bowed, for a long time. When he spoke, his voice was muffled by his fingers. “Then how...?”


  The Tailor had never granted a request. Had, in fact, attempted to make sure he was in no position to hear them.


  

  But now, stalled in his work, he couldn’t not consider John Avery and that cheerful girl with the sunlit grin who looked directly from the photograph like she might leap from its shallow page.


  

  “Bring her here?” said the Tailor.


  

  But here there were no dragonflies, no spoke rattles, no mud. And could such a small girl travel the whispers and rumours it had taken Avery just to reach here?


  

  No. The only way to do it was to stall the globe. And not just any globe. What they needed was to stall the globe that was in use, the one determining time at that very moment.


  

  The Tailor reached out a hand to Avery, but hesitated, uncertain, and said instead, “I will help you, John Avery. Somehow.”


  

  For Bella, with the smile like daylight.


  

  * * *


  

  

  Avery stood to leave, the plan agreed. On a good day, when Bella could breathe without help, he would send word.


  

  “You’ll know,” said Avery, cutting off the Tailor’s next question. “And Tailor—”


  

  “Welcome,” nodded the Tailor. “You’re welcome.”


  He left the way he’d arrived.


  

  The Tailor returned to his sewing as best he could. His focus was gone and he was aware of the dull throb of his injured finger, and how the injury made him cautious now, lest he wreck some other part of him in the maul of the machine.


  

  Almost at once the machine hit a snag and ran rough temporarily, and he was forced to reach for the pouch of tools in his pocket, to poke and prod it open and check its gears and screws, discover a loose one and right it, then return to his work. This he did as required while he waited.


  

  Also while he waited, he drew in several of the tyros at a time, their bald heads shining in the light of the machine, and he lead them through what to do and how to clothe the globes.


  

  Just in case there was ever another Tailor needed.


  

  * * *


  

  

  The word from Avery, when it arrived, was a whisper carried on whispers. It breached the room, starting with the tyro nearest the window and working its way around to where the Tailor sat ready.


  

  “This is the best way to tell you that today is a good day for spoke rattles and dragonflies, dear Tailor,” whispered the nearest tyro.


  

  “Time,” replied the Tailor, “has come.”


  

  

  He rose from his machine and watched as his training took effect. The tyros shuffled into position, two of them dragging the swathes of cloth up to the machine; another two feeding it through.



  

  Unsentimentally he left them to it, straightening his spine with effort and pausing a moment to savour the release of standing upright. He crossed to the tracks where the globes travelled and climbed, unsteadily at first, but with increasing assurance. He pushed out a gap in the line and pulled himself along, nose bumping the sheathed globe in front while the ones behind caught at his toes. He crawled, hands gripping hard to the track, knees pressing painfully.


  

  The window caught him on each shoulder and threatened to dislodge him. He had to back up and remove his cloak and thick shirt, then clamber forward again naked to the waist, skin trembling from the effort, elbows alternatively locking then shaking.


  

  When he breached the other room he took a moment to get his bearings. There was a passage, the track snaking across to exit another window just as small as the first, light glowing messily from the other side. He approached and squeezed through, scraping his upper arms, awkwardly pinning his wrist under him and wrenching it enough that it ached.


  

  After the second window was daylight and a sheer drop over which the tracks meandered in confused circuits.


  

  What a crazed, hellish design he’d found. What singularly unfriendly efforts had been spent constructing this track and the struts that suffered its support. And then affixing the lot to a cliff at angles and heights that sent the senses spinning.


  

  But of course this was exactly the point, he realised. The maker of the machines did not want for interference. The Engineer built monsters so others would think twice about abuse or ownership. She made them unfriendly with all the purpose and intent possible.


  

  He thought again of those blank eyes and the unsmiling fixture of her mouth, and none of it surprised him after that.


  

  He took a shuddering breath and then another. He kept his chin high so he wouldn’t be tempted to look down.


  

  The globes here had stalled. To move forward, he would have to climb over the top of them. He clasped each one in turn, pulling it into the shadow of his belly and then pushing it back between his thighs to where it washed against its followers. The soft thud and glub of the waterlogged spheres behind calmed him.


  

  Still, he cursed his newfound friend more than once and then cursed the crazed mind of the Engineer who’d built this thing. But he couldn’t go back on his word. If he failed, the memory would nag and fill him up and leave no room for anything else. He had, as he saw it, no choice.


  

  He gripped hard, chin between shoulders, forcing himself to breathe, to squeeze his eyes shut against the inertia that dragged at him. He focused on stilling the tremble in his arms and isolating the ache in his knees, willing both into ignorance.


  

  Only then did he find the focus to look ahead for his quarry, the globe that determined the current day. And there it was—that had to be it—a globe that stood alone on a plinth, lit from above and below, held steady and rotating methodically.


  

  The lights made it look as though it floated. It rotated slowly, already shifting from a pleasant pink dusk to a throaty, overcast day. He didn’t remember sewing that one. It hadn’t seemed special in his machine, nor had the cloth inspired him as he ran it through his hands. And yet, here it was. The day John Avery had deemed a good day.


  

  He crawled forward, slow but sure, traversing the track in-between. He passed another globe and another, closing in on his prey shining with the bliss of its being.


  

  One final globe and at last he was there. Now all he had to do was stall it. He needed to wedge something into the mechanism to hold it steady. This way he would give John Avery those hours he’d asked for.


  

  The Tailor stood upright on the tracks with the gaping void on either side of his feet. His ankle shook and nearly gave way, and he had to wave his arms out straight on either side of his body to keep himself right.


  

  He stabilised, and let out a slow breath that was too passionate for a sigh.


  

  The globe, by now, was rotating closer and closer to night. Soon it would slip its mooring and sail off along the track to where
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  AFTERWORD

  for the digital edition


  


  



  I hope you’ve enjoyed this electronic edition of Clockwork Phoenix: Tales of Beauty and Strangeness. My gratitude goes out to those who gave me the inspiration and tools to to create it: Vera Nazarian, Charles M. Saplak, Rose Lemberg, Elizabeth Campbell, Michael DeLuca of Weightless Books and Erzebet YellowBoy Carr of Papaveria Press. And of course, my wife Anita, who guided the organization of these stories to emphasize their thematic links.


  For the sake of expediency, and historical preservation, the biographies of the authors and your humble editor have been left as they were when this book was first published in trade paperback by Vera Nazarian’s Norilana Books in July 2008. However, much has happened in three years’ time. All of these writers have continued to blaze their own paths. Some have become editors of important publications. Some acquired major book deals, published new novels, were nominated for or even won major awards. I encourage you to click the links embedded in their bios to see what each one is up to now.


  It occurred to me, too, that I should share a little about the bragging rights the Clockwork Phoenix crew of authors accumulated after this book came out. Vandana’s novelette was reprinted in David G. Hartwell and Kathryn Cramer’s The Year’s Best SF 14, while Deborah’s “Tailor of Time” was a finalist for the 2008 Aurealis Award for Best Young Adult Short Story. Tanith’s and Laird’s short stories were included in the Locus Magazine 2008 Recommended Reading List, as was the anthology as a whole—and Laird later used “Occultation” as the title story of his 2010 collection which won the Shirley Jackson Award. Editor Ellen Datlow included David’s “Old Foss” in her massive anthology of feline-based speculative fiction, Tails of Wonder & Imagination. Tales by John Grant, Cat Rambo, Leah, Laird, Kathy Sedia, Cat Sparks, Tanith, Marie, Vandana, John Wright and C.S. MacCath received honorable mentions from various “best of the year” anthologies, and all of the stories received critical praise from some corner or other, though some reviewers mused as to whether my strange art-for-art’s-sake anthology construction actually worked.


  Re-reading it now, I can’t imagine putting this book together any other way.


  Future e-books in the works from Mythic Delirium Books include Clockwork Phoenix 2: More Tales of Beauty and Strangeness and Clockwork Phoenix 3: New Tales of Beauty and Strangeness, the middle and concluding volumes of this trilogy of offbeat anthologies, each of which fared at least as well as the first in garnering praise and awards notice.


  To exchange my editor hat for my author hat for a moment, I'm also planning to release two books of my own fiction: The Button Bin and Other Horrors, a gathering of my own best horror stories, including the Nebula Award-nominated title tale; and Sleepless, Burning Life, a critically acclaimed and somewhat controversial novelette written in the same style I used for the Clockwork Phoenix introductions, that first appeared in Steam Powered: Lesbian Steampunk Stories, edited by JoSelle Vanderhooft (Torquere Press, 2011.)


  Watch for news of these and more at mythicdelirium.com.


  



  —Mike Allen, December 2011


  


OEBPS/Images/cover.jpeg
CLOCKWORK
PHOENIX

tales of beaut;Land strangeness

Edited ﬁ\ ’me Allen





OEBPS/Images/clockworkphoenixemblemhalf.jpg





OEBPS/Images/clockworkphoenixemblemsmall.jpg





