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​SUGAR RUSH
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WHEN ANYONE ASKS ME what it is that I do for a living, I tell them that I'm in Customs and Excise, and they assume I'm some kind of administrator. That suits me just fine, for if they knew I was a tax collector I would only get the whole sorry spiel about the evils of taxation and government interference, and I have heard that song all too often in the past twenty years on the job.

My companion in the carriage on the way up the mountain, John Cameron, knew what I was—he didn't like me much for it, and it showed in every word he said to me, every gesture he made in my presence. Not that I cared overmuch—I wasn't here for him, and his role in the matter was just to get me where I needed to go. 

He'd been on St. Kitts for three years now, so he knew the lie of the land, and it had been his team that had alerted London to the problem in the first pace. The new light railway Cameron was building to get the sugar off the hill and down to the refinery had one spur line left to be completed, the one that would lead up to the old Mackintosh plantation, the oldest such establishment on the island. It was only when Mackintosh himself refused to let the line run over his property, and the stink of the subsequent argument reached the powers that be in Blighty, that we found there had been no taxes come out of the plantation since the turn of the century.

I'd been ordered to investigate and made the long trek over from a gray, drizzly, London autumn. And here I was, in a train traversing the high country of the slopes of an extinct volcano. I seemed to sweat twice as fast as I could drink. On top of that I smoked far more than any man should just to try to mask the sweet stench of rotting cane and sugar that seemed to hang over everything and seep, into my clothes, my skin and I suspected my very bones. Down near the harbor in Basseterre the air had felt clear and cool in a sea breeze, but such blessed relief didn't reach up here on the side of Mount Liamuiga—up here, despite it being merely a forest of old cane it felt like jungle—a decayed, rotting jungle. At least the train was moving quickly enough through it to give some semblance of a breeze and momentary respite, although all too soon we came to a halt at the edge of a deep gorge. I started sweating again almost immediately, and the smell—so thick as to be a taste—tickled at my nostrils and tonsils. I resolved to get this business done as quickly as possible and get back down the hill to more tolerable climes by the shore.

"End of the line," Cameron said, and spat out a foul smelling wad of tobacco. "Change here for Waterloo Junction and Charing Cross."

I knew that was meant to be a jibe at my London manners and ways, but I was too hot and bothered to give him a piece of my mind. Besides, my whole attention was now on the gorge. As I picked up my briefcase and stepped down off the train I saw that the only way across was via a rickety rope bridge that spanned a yawning chasm so deep that there was no bottom visible from where I stood.

Cameron looked me up and down—my linen suit was already crumpled, and seeing the nature of the task ahead of me, I was regretting not investing in some heftier footwear. He smiled thinly at my, now glaringly obvious, lack of preparation.

"The Mackintosh place is over there—about a mile up the trail. Good luck."

I had half-expected him to accompany me all the way to the plantation house, but he was clearly enjoying my discomfort, and I was not about to give him the satisfaction of any further mockery.

"A mile you say? I'll be back by nightfall," I said.

He laughed again at that.

"If you don't get lost—or eaten by a wild animal. It's not the same as taking a stroll in Hyde Park you know?"

I refused to let his taunts bother me—besides, I had done my homework. I knew there was nothing on the island that might kill me, at least not if I was careful to avoid snakes. I fully intended to tell Cameron that I knew, but he had already turned his back on me, ostensibly to check on the carriage door.

I stepped forward to the edge of the gorge and put a foot on the bridge. It seemed sturdy enough, but it swayed alarmingly, and it was all I could manage to take that first step. But if I backed off now, Cameron would be there, waiting and smiling, and all too gleeful at the failure he had thought to see in me. I was not about to give him the satisfaction, so I took a second step, and a third. I quickly found my rhythm after that, timing my steps with the bounce and sway of the bridge such that I almost felt part of the structure. If truth be told I was rather pleased with myself as I traversed the distance, although I will admit to a bad moment or two when I looked over the side to see the extent of the drop—precipitous in the extreme—to a just barely visible river far below. 

I turned back as I stepped off the far end and gave Cameron a wave to show him that I had made it, but the damned blighter didn't so much as move in reply. I resolved that, after checking Mackintosh's situation and getting back to civilization, the first thing I would do would be to investigate Cameron's taxes—a man that smug was sure to be hiding something. Just the thought that I might somehow repay the man's insolence by taking his money had me smiling as I turned toward the track that was to lead me to the plantation.

I had thought that the bridge would be the worst part of the journey, but after only ten yards I was in a veritable canyon of rotted cane that towered high over my head and dripped festering, oozing globules of sugary goop on my head, my shoulders, my hands. I scurried as fast as I could up an every narrowing corridor. The high sweet odor made me nauseous. My brogues, as if in complaint at such unfair treatment, sucked and tugged at ground that felt—and smelled—like warm treacle. I was almost running by the end of the track, where I had to force myself through the last tangled stand of the tall shoots. I finally made my way, panting and quite breathless, out onto a more open area where the air, although still filled with sweetness and rot, was at least breathable. 

I must have made quite a spectacle, with my linen suit dotted with stinking, brown smears and my hair plastered to my scalp with sweat and sugary ooze. But I do believe I had fared better than the house that waited for me. It sat above my current position across a patch of rocky ground, accessed by a rocky path to a ledge on the side of an old lava flow. It was a large, two-floor affair with tall windows and a wrap around balcony on the top floor, and it had clearly been a handsome house in its day—but that day was long—perhaps as much as a hundred years gone—in the past. Although it was built of stronger timber than the surrounding forest of cane, this building too had succumbed to the all pervasive rot and decay of the hillside forest. The steps up to the front door felt soft and spongy, and the brass knocker seemed to sink slightly into the wood when I used it to knock.

I heard movement from inside, and said a silent prayer of thanks that I did not immediately have to face the return trip through the cane as I tried to brush the worst of the sugar stains from my suit. 

It was no servant who opened the door to me—given the dilapidated state of the property and crop I had already suspected that there were none—the old man who stood in the hallway merely confirmed my suspicions that any occupant would be somewhat akin to a hermit. 

He wore a suit that was in even worse condition than my own. It had been black wool at some distant time, but now seemed to be mostly made of more of the sugary ooze, now crusted into a crumbly brown that was itself cracked and seeping in places. His eyes were sunk far back in a face that looked too soft, too pale, to belong to anyone yet alive, and there were no teeth in his mouth at all, just swollen, bleeding gums. Yet there was some strange vitality about the man—a boundless energy that belied the stench of rot that emanated from him.

"You came all the way up here for nothing. I telled the others and I'm telling you. This is my place and I'll run it as I see fit. I don't need no fancy trains and engines, thank you very much."

And with that he moved, intent on closing the door in my face with no further argument.

"I am not from the company," I said in my best official manner. "I am from London. I am here about your taxes."

That took him aback long enough for me to step inside, preventing him from closing the door. The sickly stench was even worse inside, and despite the impropriety of doing so without asking, I lit a cigarette and left it hanging at the side of my mouth—it helped with the smell—but not much.

"You should leave, sir," he said. "I cannot guarantee your safety here—it is an old house, and it has its ways, you see?"

All I saw was someone trying to get rid of me, but I had played this game before.

"I am from London, sir, and that is a blessed long way to come only to be turned away like an itinerant bible salesman. I need to talk to you, and I intend to, whether it be here in the doorway or somewhere more comfortable."

If he was at all perturbed by my refusal to be dismissed easily, he didn't show it.

"Well, if you've come all this way, I suppose I had better hear you out," he said. He showed me through to a remarkably well appointed library off the main hallway, and although the carpet underfoot felt even softer and more spongy than the steps outside, the shelves and books were in a dashed sight better order than any other part of the house I had seen. Under other circumstances I could have spent many a happy hour browsing those shelves, for the tomes seemed mainly old, leather bound volumes of some antiquity and value, leading me to wonder how they had made their way here, to this remote hillside on a small Caribbean island. But I had no time for such investigations, and remembering my vow to move things along swiftly, I moved to follow the old chap to the fireside.

Despite the almost overwhelmingly oppressive heat, he had a fire going in the grate, but thankfully it wasn't stoked, and had burned down to little more than glowing embers. When he bade me sit in the large chair on the opposite side of the fireplace from his own, I made sure I moved it as far away from the fireplace as I deemed seemly before sitting down. It immediately tried to swallow me, so soft was the springing and upholstery, and I ended up perching precariously on the front edge to avoid an almost overwhelming feeling of claustrophobia.

The old man poured a rum for each of us before taking is own seat, but I only managed one sip of mine before putting it down. It was as sweet and sickly as the oozing rot I'd walked through to get here, and I didn't need any further reminder of that nightmare. Instead I attempted to get down to business and explain my presence at his door but he preempted me before I had scarcely begun.

"There's a bloody good reason I haven't paid any taxes," he said, after downing a shot of rum that would have floored a horse. "I haven't made any money since my father was taken and all the workers buggered off. When would that be? '98, '99 or thereabouts at a guess—time means very little up here. The plantation hasn't seen so much as a spoonful of sugar leave the mountain since that day, and I've seen not a penny of income—you have my word on that, sir."

"Good God, man—what have you been living on?"

He smiled, showing me his red, bloody gums.

"Sugar," he said. "That and rum, mostly—and I have my research to keep me busy. I have it controlled now—at least for as long as I live. And as long as no man comes near—and no blasted railways are built—then all things will be well."

I had completely lost track of the conversation somewhere in those last few sentences—he had not really been talking to me at all, rather he seemed to be trying to convince himself of something. I hesitated to ask—but after all, questioning the recalcitrant is my job, it's who I am and what I do, so I ploughed ahead in the hope that things might become clearer in time.

"Research?" I said. "What manner of research might you be doing in this Godforsaken place?"

He looked up at me, as if surprised I was still there.

"Godforsaken? Oh yes, I like that. But as for the research—my father started it—back in '78 when he bought the plantation. He decided to enlarge the house—and dug too deeply for foundations in the lava. That's when he found it—or rather, rediscovered it, for the Saladoids surely knew of it around the time of Christ. Mayhap it was them that brought it here, up from the jungles of the Orinoco, or perhaps it was here already, lying, sleeping from some distant antediluvian age, waiting to be discovered—waiting to feed."

He had returned to talking to himself again, and I was starting to think that my journey had been a blasted waste of my time and his.

"Shoggoth—that's what the Saladoids called it—at least that's what father's journal says. I've searched and searched—every book in the blasted library and most of the ones in Basseterre. The closest translation I have found is in an archaic Arabic word that means 'builder' but this blasted thing doesn’t build much of anything at all—all it does is eat—and sing. Every bloody night it sings."

I was in the presence of a madman—I had no doubt about it, and now I had to find a way to quickly make my excuses and leave, for there was nothing at all of benefit to His Majesty's government in this place. But before I could think of a way to get me out of the house without seeming overly hasty, I heard a sound—a noise that had me thinking that the man might have been deceiving me all along. 

There was singing—a veritable choir, raised in what sounded to me like one of the spirituals so beloved by the local population, and it was coming from somewhere nearby—to the rear of the house, or so I thought.

"You have lied to me, sir," I said. "You have workers here, do you not? And a great many of them by the sound of things."

He merely shrugged.

"Believe me, or don't, it matters not. But I have told you already—it sings—every bally evening, then all night. You will get used to it—I have."

And with that he took another enormous shot of rum. The liquor had clearly addled the old chap's brains, and he stayed in his chair when I rose.

"If you will not show me, I shall uncover the lie for myself," I said. 

He waved a hand in my direction.

"Go right ahead, sir. I hope you enjoy what you find, for it will surely enjoy you."

I left him in the library and went out into the hall. The singing continued—louder still here, and most definitely coming from the rear of the property. I headed in that direction.

The floor here was even spongier, giving me a loping, almost bouncing, gait. I past an open door into what was clearly the old man's bedchamber but I could scarcely approach the doorway, for the sweet stench was almost palpable, and hung, cloying, at the back of my throat, threatening to have me heave. I hurried past, as the singing got even louder, rising in a chorus as if welcoming me.

I almost jumped out of my skin when something touched my shoulder. I turned to see the old man right behind me.

"I am forgetting my manners, sir," he said. "I cannot in all conscience let you proceed unannounced—it would have you in a minute."

"Stop this nonsense, man, and show me your workers."

"I shall show you what happened to them, certainly," he said, and for the first time I saw that he was burdened with a deep pain that never left him. I was even coming to sense why he drank, left to my own devices in a place like this, I might have taken to the liquor myself.

He led as we walked in silence along the dim corridor, our footsteps muffled by the softness underfoot. The sweet odor of sugary rot hung in the air.

“How in blazes can you live like this, man?”

The older man shrugged. 

“It's home. Where else would I go?” was all he said as he pushed open the door to the end of the corridor.

The smell got worse. Much worse, and I had to breathe deeply through my mouth. I was sure my nasal passages would burn to a frazzle if I let any of that stench up my nose. 

The old man stepped aside to let me through the door—it opened, not into another room, but into what was obviously a tunnel carved into the basaltic rock of the mountainside. It ran for only a few yards before opening out into a wider cavern. The odor of rot was so strong I could scarcely breathe, but the singing echoed loudly all around me—the workforce was here—in the cavern just ahead—and I had to see, to assure myself that the old man had indeed been lying to me.

I stepped forward. The cavern seemed to be a natural hole, a pocket in what once had been lava. We stood on a small platform, about ten feet up from a floor that I at first took to be a rocky floor—then I saw it move, It seethed and bubbled, like a pot of boiling jam, and the sweetly odor grew stronger still. But that was not the worst thing—the worst thing by far was the singing, for now I could clearly see the source of it. As my eyes adjusted to the gloom in the chamber I saw the seething mass below contained mouths—scores of moist mouths, that each breathed out the sickly rot of festering sugar as they opened—and sang. There were indeed no workers—there was only this bubbling mass and, impossible as it sounds, it was singing.

"What in blazes is this?" I said.

"I told you," old man Mackintosh said at my back. "It exists only to grow—and to feed."

And at that I felt rather than heard him come forward, felt his hands at my back, intent on pushing me, sending me over the lip to tumble into the pit. But he was older and weaker than he knew, and had overextended himself. I was able to half turn, step sideward and avoid the push completely. My sudden evasion also had the effect of taking Mackintosh off balance, and it was he rather than I that fell over the edge—screaming now—headlong into the seething, roiling chaos below.

"Help me, man," he squealed as the sugary ooze washed over him, but it was already far too late, for he sank away quickly, completely submerged. The singing rose to a crescendo and the sweetly odor of rot and death sent me stumbling, choking, back out of the chamber into the tunnel, then back further to the doorway we had gone through.

I waited—I cannot really say why—perhaps I thought the old man might yet climb his way out of the ooze—perhaps I was in some way fascinated, obscenely so, by what I had just seen and heard. Whatever the case, I was still there a minute or so later when the stench got stronger and the chorus swelled again—and the brown sludge surged, up out of the pit in a wave that started to wash along the tunnel floor—coming straight for my feet.

I saw immediately that I would not even have time to close the door against its advance—it was coming too fast, and seemingly with purpose, as if seeking me out.

Fresh meat for the pot.

I backed off along the corridor. The ooze kept coming—gallons—tens, hundreds of gallons of it, pouring up out of the pit and filling the tunnel then seething out into the house itself—moist mouths singing as it came. 

The whole building echoed with the chorus of song, old timbers creaking as if joining in. I had left my briefcase in the library beside the fireside chair, but I was in no hurry to waste time in retrieving it as I backed out into the main hallway. The mass of sugary goop—a shoggoth, if the old man was to be believed—came along after me, quickly spreading across the floor. It sent out long tendrils, almost snakelike, tendrils that rose in the air, tasting, as if trying to search me out. When the tip of one of the tendrils split and opened to reveal a single, lidless eye staring back at me I finally turned and fled, out the front door and away, heading for the track, and thence the train, and the rescue of what little remained of my sanity.

I did not look back, but even as I pushed my way back into the cane and, after a bad moment, found my track, I heard it coming, the singing rising loud and clear in the darkening evening air—it sounded hungry.

I do not remember much now of that mad flight along the almost dark track. Every drop and spit of oozing rot reminded me of the thing at my back, every breath filling me with the stench and the memory of the old man's fate, and how the same end waited for me should I falter. I did indeed trip once, and fell flat on my face in a puddle of sugary slime that made me squeal like a stuck pig until I realized it was not in fact the thing, but merely what it seemed, a pool of sticky, rotting sugar

And still I ran, as the sudden night fell completely and I had to slow else I might have lost my way and be there yet, in the tangle of cane. 

The song got closer—I knew that the thing still followed, could see it in my mind's eye, seething and flowing as it came through the cane behind me—but I also knew that if I turned, I might falter—my life depended on my not looking back.

And finally, blessedly, I saw light ahead—the train, still sitting at the end of the line on the other side of the chasm. I almost cried in relief—but I still had the bridge to negotiate. I gave no thought to my safety on the swinging ropes, but rather trusted to my luck and almost ran the whole way over.

Even then I wasn't safe—Cameron was there as I arrived. He looked me up and down and laughed.

"Had an adventurous evening have we, sir?" he said, then his eyes widened as he looked over my shoulder. I heard it even before I turned—the singing had turned to a high, fluted piping that seemed to pierce every fiber of my being with fear. There was just enough light to see it come forward—bubbling and popping and rolling though the cane to the very edge of the opposite side of the bridge. 

I thought it might be halted there—but it seems its hunger was stronger than any urge for preservation, for it kept coming, creeping over the old ropes and planks even while great chunks of it sloughed off and fell away into the depths.

"Cut the ropes," I shouted.

Cameron was slow to reply.

"But if we do we'll never get another bridge over."

"Trust me," I said. "There is nothing over there worth taking a train to see."

Finally he relented and, using the hefty machete he carried at his hip, started hewing at the bridge supports. And still the rolling Shoggoth came on, the singing and piping rising in a frenzy, the body of the thing spawning eyes and mouths and tendrils in a thrashing, ever changing roil that got faster still as it crept ever closer.

I started to tug at the ropes, trying to get the bridge to sway, attempting to dislodge the hellish thing, but it only seemed to cling on tighter and keep coming—mere feet away now, and the stench almost choking me. It sent out one last tendril—one that almost reached my feet—but Cameron's machete finally won through and the bridge collapsed away. I had one final look over the edge, to see it tumble away, then turned aside. My last act before leaving the mountain behind was to heave my guts up. Thankfully Cameron didn't remark sarcastically on it, for if he had, he might have joined what was left of the bridge at the bottom of the chasm.

So there you have it—my story, for what it is worth. 

I returned to London two days later and will not leave again—for I know not what might await me should I return to the Carib. Even now I am haunted by that last look I took into the deep. I wish to God I had just turned away, but now I cannot unsee it, cannot forget the sight.  

Old Mackintosh's face looked up at me out of the last of the bubbling mass, his toothless smile the last thing I saw even as he, and the Shoggoth, fell away, down into the black depths of the gorge.
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SAL BRAXTON REALIZED she was in trouble in the late afternoon. She stood at the foot of the cliffs staring at the huge fossil she’d spent the last three hours uncovering. It was when she stepped back to see the whole thing that she found the trouble. Her feet got wet. 

She finally became aware of her surroundings. The tide had come in all along Kimmeridge Bay. Her path back to where she’d parked the car was now many feet under water. There was likewise no way out to the west, just the tide inexorably rising.

I’m cut off.

She’d been warned by the girl in the shop and by signs all along the cliff path. She thought she’d be safe. 

But that was before I found the fossil. Damn. Why did it have to be so bloody perfect?

There was no panic, at least not yet. That started after she found there was no signal on her phone. 

No worries. I can climb out.

That proved to be just as bad an idea as coming here in the first place. Last night’s storm – the reason she’d come – had loosened the shale all along the cliff. It crumbled away in her hand before she was six feet off the ground, sending her tumbling back to the shore.

She resorted to shouting. In fact, over the next half-hour she almost shouted herself hoarse. The water lapped ever higher and she was in danger of losing the fossil that had caused her to be late. Just as she was about to consider swimming for it a small boat hove into view around the point to her left. She jumped and yelled until she was convinced she’d got their attention.

By the time the boat arrived she was thigh deep in water and the fossil, although slightly higher up the shore, was almost completely covered. 

“Am I pleased to see you,” she said as an old man helped her into a boat already packed with lobster pots. Then she made the old man get out and help her heave the fossil aboard. The boat sat lower in the water but the man didn’t seem to mind. 

“What have you got there, Lass?”

She showed him the fossil.

“It’s a Trilobite,” she said. “And a big one.”

He laughed and spat into the sea.

“Mine is bigger.”

He dragged one of the pots towards him and showed her what he had caught. The creature inside scurried to the far end of the pot but the old fisherman turned it so Sal had a clear view. It was long and gray, covered in kelp. But there was no mistaking what it was. It was a four-foot long Trilobite. 

Sal was still trying to process the information as they sailed towards the harbor at Weymouth. The boat was packed full of impossible creatures. The old fisherman not only had a Trilobite, he had a crab almost
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