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			Cold, Invisible Claw

			The enormous crowd jumped in a daze to the rhythm of the rising sound pouring from the DJ’s turntables. An ocean of flesh and vibrating bones that—at the same time, and seen from afar—resembled a certain “Grand Guignol” spectacle. Strobe lights, laser beams, and that bassline pouring out of the massive speakers, hitting her chest with the paw of a raging bull. She loved raves; she was born to dance to the beat of electronic music—so they said. Just turned 22, Cynth had a model’s physique: a slender body, generous stature (almost 5’8”, which seemed even taller in those sky-high heels). Long, almost auburn brown hair covered her shoulders abundantly and cascaded down her back in a thick, capricious waterfall that reached her waist. The delicate features of her face stood out even more thanks to her ivory-white skin and deep navy blue eyes. Dressed as she was in that short skirt, her legs seemed to go on for miles, even though the men’s furtive glances lingered mostly on her firm breasts, barely covered by a black lace top that suggested she wasn’t wearing a bra. Around her, sweaty bodies writhed and jostled like great, capricious waves crashing against a wall. A swarm of possessed beings buzzed around her, their faces lost, their eyes half-closed as if in some sort of induced collective ecstasy. A mass of howling modern zombies, rising and falling as if a giant puppeteer were pulling millions of strings at once, up there, from the dark sky above their heads. Pola, her coworker, handed her a bottle of mineral water without stopping her dance. She knew perfectly well that both of them had dry mouths from the effects of ecstasy. Their hearts pounded like the skins of a Phoenician ship’s drum and seemed to want to burst out of their low-cut necklines. But the music didn’t stop and pushed them toward the abyss of cerebral unconsciousness. Suddenly, a tug on her back, a brief struggle, and Cynth realized someone was trying to steal her purse. She turned as best she could and managed to see the thief trying to make his way through the crowd with her new phone in his hand.

			“Hey, that’s mine! I’m being robbed, help! Catch him!” The boy couldn’t have been more than 17 and possessed all the agility that age implies. Cynth tried to run, but her high heels prevented her. She took them off to give chase after the thief. The wall of bodies was very difficult to get through, and the boy, with astonishing agility, made his way through them like a fakir through the bars of a prison. Then she felt it. It was a blow to her side. A brutal and unexpected blow. And it was also as if a hurricane with the force of Hurricane Katrina had lifted her six inches off the floor. She saw herself spinning in the air, as if held aloft by a cold, invisible claw that gripped her neck and pulled her upward. She heard the cracking of her own spinal bones and, from that strange position, managed to gaze upon the vacant faces of thousands and thousands of people in a trance. And right then, she lost consciousness.

			***

			The voices reached her muffled from somewhere, barely perceptible at first, though they gradually grew louder. She opened her eyes slowly, trying to focus until she found herself facing a strange panorama. She was in a sort of rocky cavern, dimly lit by a purple phosphorescence. She looked at her hands, examined her legs, and realized she was completely naked. She felt cold. Something behind her—a sound like pebbles being crushed underfoot as one walks.

			“Who’s there? Who is it?” Nothing, just the deepest silence and a whistling breeze that chilled her to the bone. She turned her gaze forward again, trying to pierce the darkness with her enormous, wide-open blue eyes. Then she made out something, an object. There, on a small rock, sat her childhood doll, Caroline, the one in the little green English dress. She approached as the ceramic figure seemed to look at her as if to call her, as if asking her to cradle her in her delicate arms of snow-white skin. Cynth took a few clumsy steps forward. She could barely stand, devoid of all muscle tone. At that moment, a slight vibration in the air alerted her and put her on guard. All her muscles stiffened. She wasn’t alone. There was someone—or something else—there. Something hidden in the shadows. She could feel it clearly. Something made of an ancient, unnameable horror. Something that had emerged from the unfathomable depths of a forbidden abyss. An electric tingling began to rise from Cynth’s legs. Fear. She advanced with hesitant steps and grabbed the doll, clutching it tightly against her bare chest. The presence was still there, shrouded in those shadows of millions of years. Suddenly, the air filled with a disgusting stench. A mixture of moss and mold, made of rotten seaweed and bile. Cynth felt a stinging pain in her eyes as she tried to peer into the unfathomable. She never knew why she reached out her right arm toward a crevice in the cave and moved forward, driven by something unknown: like the hare that, hypnotized, runs toward the snake’s fangs. The smell grew more nauseating and the cold much more intense, thousands upon thousands of sharp, pointed needles piercing her adolescent body. Suddenly she stopped. Only the pounding of her frantic heart, beating loudly against her temples with a muffled roar—coming from a timeless space. Something leapt forcefully from the darkness and pounced on her. The stench engulfed her. And menacing shadows enveloped her.

			“Cynth!” “For God’s sake, Ralph, look, she’s already waking up.”

			She opened her eyes, which collided head-on with the blinding white of the hospital walls. Her pupils contracted like a snail’s horns touched by a child’s inexperienced hand. It took her a few more moments to focus her vision, and when she did, she made out her mother’s familiar face.

			“Oh dear, thank goodness, we were so worried.” Behind Ethel’s oval face appeared her father, sturdy and stiff as usual, his brow furrowed.

			“This is what happens when she gets drunk with her friends!” Ethel shot her husband a withering look of utter disapproval; a look that clearly said, “Ralph, this isn’t the time for that.” Ralph understood and fell silent, though he looked very angry.

			“Where am I? What happened?” Cynth blinked several times, as if trying to dispel the thick fog clouding her mind.

			“Nothing serious, my dear, it was just a simple fainting spell. The doctors said you might have been short of breath with all those people around, but you’re fine now. After they run some routine tests, we’ll take you home.”

			Home? Us? Something thought inside Cynth. Worse yet: something thought for Cynth. And that something moved furtively in the deepest part of her being. But you aren’t like me! And then she heard something like the distant murmur of a stifled laugh. A laugh as sharp as a Toledo steel dagger trying to cut its way out of her guts. Cynth closed her eyes. She really needed to rest.

			•

			In the depths 

			Baabal spoke before the circle formed by his subjects, and his voice boomed like thunder when it explodes in a raging storm. He was furious and wanted to show it. The other heads around him bowed. Only Akkvel’s remained rigid—tall, black, and defiant—holding his gaze. Which infuriated his father even more.

			“I won’t allow it. This isn’t a democracy, and I’m in charge here!” he roared, as small fiery arrows shot from his enormous, slanted yellowish pupils. “Besides, no one has ever tried this before. We must remain hidden, just as we have for six hundred million years. Our father’s best trick...” –Akkvel interrupted him with a mocking smirk and finished the sentence with a touch of irony in her voice: –Is to make them believe He doesn’t exist… I know, you’ve said it a thousand times; we repeat it until we’re sick of it. But you know what? That’s not enough for me anymore. I need something more. –Akkvel rose from the throne and advanced toward his father, looking defiant.

			□I want to know, I want to know what it feels like to be inside one of these weak humans, and neither you nor the thousand demons who obey you in this enormous, filthy hole will stop me... At that moment, Baabal was about to raise his staff and point it straight at his eldest son’s chest, but he remembered something. He himself, at that age, had defied the rules established by the Elders.

			–Listen, Father, I need to know what it feels like to be inside one of these beings. How they think, why they do what they do... I want one for myself, to control it as I please, subject it to the most humiliating degradations, put it to the test. –Baabal tilted his misshapen head until his chin brushed against his hairy, disproportionate, blackened body. He lowered his staff and felt tired for the first time in six million years. He knew that nothing he could say at that moment would stop his son.

			–All right, Akkvel, but whatever you do will be at your own risk. And now tell me... why a female? –Akkvel’s face lit up with the unquenchable fire of the deepest lust, and his bloodshot eyes darted in their sockets.

			“I’ve never been inside one of those so-called women. I want to make her my slave, to possess her until I break the last remnant of her will. And that is exactly what I will do!”

			A guttural murmur, welling up from thousands of misshapen throats, echoed through the strange, gloomy labyrinth. Baabal closed his eyes and felt tired again. Very tired. A stench of rotting seaweed flooded the enormous cavern of the ancient demons.

			•

			Unusual Symptoms of Change

			–Hey... psst!... What’s wrong with you? Are you okay?

			–What... I... Ah, yeah, yeah... sure, I’m fine. –Cynth looked away toward the blank sheet of paper, while the cursor on her computer blinked, waiting for a command that would never come.

			“Well, anyone would say you were drooling over Jeremy. And you’ve never even liked him! For heaven’s sake, Cynth, what’s going on with you? You’ve been acting really strange these past few days.” Cynth glanced at Pola, her coworker. But it wasn’t just any glance; there was a very peculiar shimmer in her eyes. Pola noticed it and froze for a moment, feeling her will vanish into thin air. She felt slightly dizzy. Had Cynth glanced down at her chest? If she had, it had been a light, furtive movement. Maybe it was just her imagination. At that moment, Cynth got up from her desk.

			“I’ll be right back.” Pola watched her colleague leave the glass cubicle they shared.

			Jeremy pushed his chair back and, after putting some files in the right-hand drawer of his desk, straightened his jacket and headed toward the restroom at the end of the long hallway. He entered the restroom and pulled down his pants. When he turned around, he saw her.

			“Looks like you’ve got the wrong door, little one.” He was surprised by Cynth’s presence, though he was careful not to let it show.

			“Oh yeah? I don’t think so.” Cynth’s eyes drifted down to the zipper of Jeremy’s pants, which was only half-zipped. Her gaze was heavy with desire, and her breathing was ragged. She moved closer until she was a hand’s breadth from his nose. Jeremy instinctively stepped back.

			–Hey! What are you doing? –The teenager’s long fingers gripped the bulge protruding from the man’s boxers tightly, while her full red lips sought his. Jeremy couldn’t believe what was happening. For a moment, a certain flash of panic seemed to surface in his troubled male mind. –No... I don’t think what you’re doing is very appropriate… we could get in trouble… Cynth! What’s gotten into you? –He couldn’t say anything else. Cynth wrapped her arms around his back, and her tongue pressed against his, trembling and eager. They kissed in the cold solitude of the bathroom, while her right hand began to stroke his member with frantic movements. Jeremy surrendered docilely to the erotic explosion of the girl who, just five minutes earlier, had been nothing more than a lowly intern. He was twice her age and married. But all his arguments and logic crumbled when the girl’s right hand uncovered his member. Then he heard that voice:

			“I want this in my mouth…” Cynth began to bend down, flexing her long legs until she was kneeling before her coworker’s already erect penis.

			“This isn’t right… this isn’t right at all…” Jeremy closed his eyes as if in a dream, feeling his penis literally swallowed by the young woman’s warm mouth. He could feel Cynth’s ragged breaths mingling with his own. What if someone walked in right then? The thought vanished almost as quickly as it had appeared, because at that moment her tongue was tracing arabesques on his glans. He felt his member grow even harder inside that mouth. Suddenly, Cynth quickened the movements of her tongue, and Jeremy realized he was heading straight for the most fabulous orgasm of his entire mediocre life. A distant voice came from somewhere.

			“Cynth, Cynth, where are you? There’s a phone call. It’s your mother. Cyn-th!...”—Pola’s voice was drawing dangerously closer down the hallway. Jeremy pushed the girl’s head outward with a sharp movement. He grabbed her by the shoulders and forced her to stand up. When he saw her face, he was stunned. Cynth’s eyes were literally rolled back. She blinked slightly, and it was as if she had come to her senses. Even so, she wasn’t the Cynth Jeremy knew. A sneer of rage darkened her delicate features. She looked like a cornered, enraged cat.

			“What’s gotten into you? Are you such a coward? This isn’t over, I’m warning you.” She shot him a furious look as if to disintegrate him. She smoothed out her clothes while Jeremy hurriedly did the same, fearing that Pola might discover them. Cynth stepped out into the hallway, but before the bathroom door closed, Jeremy caught a strange smell in the air.

			“Hi, Mom, what’s going on now?” Cynth answered the call with obvious annoyance, while her partner’s eyes scanned her from head to toe
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