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The Descent of the Synaesthete

 


Vladimer Karpov was six years old, and sat
before the television in his parents humble flat in Brooklyn
Heights. The television was speaking. “What are you doing?” it
said. “Where are you going?” But the television was not on.

“Mommy, do you know what
the television just said?”

“Not now, dear. Not when
I’m cooking dinner.” The incident faded into the mist of Vladimer’s
childhood memories.

Yet what stayed was Vladimer’s music. His
parents had forced him to pick up the violin. This he practiced
assiduously, and by the time he was thirteen was fairly
proficient.

He stared down at the calculus equations
before him, and they made the most beautiful, heavenly music he had
ever heard. He listened with an intense rapture, and the violin
turned to guitar even as he listened. He chose then to switch his
practice to classical guitar, but he would tell no one of this
experience. He knew what they would say, but he quickly took this
advent into musical notation for later.

He walked out of high school that day, and
the wind through the leaves was like an orchestra, the appearance
of lampposts was like a wailing horn section, and the sun itself
was like a pulsating drumbeat. He turned a corner on his way home
and the music ceased. There was merely the humming of car engines
and the smell of exhaust. Yet he had his command from on high. He
was thirteen years old, “lucky number thirteen,” yet also the
number of death. Little did he know that death would follow luck,
and luck could not follow death.

The year was 2026, and the Cold War II
between the United States and China was heating up, with flawed
rhetoric on both sides leading the Earth down an inevitable path,
as words so often determined fate, yet this time with a seeming
finality.

Yet with all the intimations of war it was
still a long way off. Vladimer stumbled on his bad leg to school
every day, limping along with his guitar. His hair was neatly
combed and his bow-tie straight. A rose bush asked him “What’s in a
name?” But he was waiting for more music.

“Vladimer!” the professor
at New York University nearly swore, rapping his ruler on the desk.
“What did I just say?” But sound was far away for the
seventeen-year-old, there was only dancing color and light, and
finally the taste of quinine and the smell of sulphur. He walked
out of class early in a trance, with the professor staring.
Vladimer was nearly blind, but he could sit in the park and play
guitar quietly. Sometimes it sounded like the music of birds,
sometimes like the rush of an avalanche, or the staccato of
machine-guns. Yet in any event he graduated from his class with
honors. No one knew how he came up with answers so quickly. His
guitar was his only companion, others were like the distant barking
of hound dogs. He lived alone, and let the water drip in the tap
for a rhythm, sometimes slow, sometimes quick and hot, but never
medium.

The year was 2042, and war was about to
break like. The tension of differences had overcome commonalities,
and the macabre rhetoric, full of half-truths leading to full lies,
had reached its penultimate realization: “We don’t condone
torture,” the head of British Intelligence said on the TV, as
barbecues were being lit on the 4th of July. But torture they did
practice. Within living memory were many massacres of civilians,
and the dropping of napalm on children.

That very year Vladimer Karpov won the
Segovia Competition in Andulucia, in a crushing defeat of the much
older Japanese grandmaster. Vladimer had strolled onstage quite
drunk, the buzz like echoes in caves that made his flesh tingle.
Vladimer was suffering from progressive Acute Synaethesia, the
crossing of the senses, yet no one guessed this or his drunkenness,
they only listened as though to the Rapture, as sounds poured forth
like raindrops in pools, like the cascading of waves, like the
mournful weeping of a dozen small waterfalls at once. He forgot his
guitar backstage, and wandered under stars that tasted like dust
and smelled like scorpion venom, and weaved his way finally to a
park bench, and sat.

Missiles broke the sound barrier above him,
like baritone oboes suddenly dropped on wooden planks. He had
remembered one last beer in his pocket. He fumbled slightly, and
twisted the cap like the setting of the moon, and drank to his
heart’s content. The missiles were sounding like the beating of his
own heart, and there, on the bench, he went to sleep. He had not
slept for days.

That morning, the park was swarming with
army commandos and other assorted military personnel. But as he
awoke, all Vladimer Karpov could see were statues blooming giant
roses, and a tear came to his eye. He then became overcome with a
mysterious disgust, and threw his last bottle to the pavement. It
shattered like Gabriel’s very trumpet sounding.

A man with a dark green beret in dark green
fatigues stood over him. “You there!” screamed the man, like a
rusty cog. “Don’t you know any better?” These were the first words
Vladimer had heard for days. He rubbed the tears from his eyes, and
reached to pluck one giant rose. But the rose was an automatic
rifle. “You can go, if you can get up and walk away!” the major
ordered. Vladimer took his giant rose and began tenuously following
his previous path back to his hotel, slowly, ever so slowly, like a
zombie, he thought. It was no laughing matter. He reached his hotel
room and turned the TV and the tap on for music. He could tell by
the music, music deep and soulful sweet like the finest dirge, that
the world was ending outside.

“Love one another,” he
said, as his hotel was struck by a missile, and Vladimer passed
away like a ghost who had barely arrived.

 



Whatever Happened to Mickey and Rose?

 


Mickey and Rose walked hand in hand towards
“The Palladium.” In the world of 2026 knife-throwing and hypnosis
and other vaudeville acts were again gaining popularity. Mickey
kissed Rose on the cheek, and she blushed.

Bobby McDonald was in front of them in line.
He never failed to go to the Palladium. He turned around and caught
a glimpse of Rose, and stared. He was not very bright, his I.Q. was
only 98, but he knew beauty when he saw it, and Rose was the most
beautiful woman he had ever seen.

The crowd poured in for that nights
entertainment, two old favorites, the master knife-thrower Gregory
Drake and his lovely white-haired albino assistant Astrid, who also
worked with the crystal ball. Bobby surreptitiously sat next to
Rose and continued to stare, until the lights went down and the
curtain went up, and there was Astrid poised against a backdrop,
awaiting the knives.

“Ladies and gentlemen,
prepare for prodigious acts of daring and accuracy, as our stars
tonight, Gregory Drake and his ravishing assistant Astrid shall
perform for you a scene to amaze and delight!”

The first balanced knife was thrown
overhand, and whizzed through the air. The audience gasped
collectively as the knife just missed Astrid’s left ear.

“Whew! That was close,”
Layla thought from backstage. “He’s losing his touch.”

The second knife was thrown from behind the
back. It landed right next to Astrid’s right ear.

“Not another!” thought
Layla, pulling back her red hair.

Gregory Drake turned his back on Astrid, and
proceeded to throw over his shoulder without looking. The knife
parted her hair and drew blood. There was much applause from the
audience. Gregory Drake bowed in his coat-tails and exited stage
right.

“Jesus Christ!” Astrid
complained bitterly, then put her hand to her mouth for the curse.
“Did it have to be that close? That was nearly William Tell!”
Astrid wiped some blood off with a kerchief.

“I didn’t sleep well last
night,” Gregory lied. Really, he was having unusual pain in his
side. Astrid had left him to be on stage again for her hypnosis
act.

“I should see a
psychiatrist,” Astrid thought. Later she would go to the Chapel of
Love for a confessional with Friar Lawrence Dreedle, an eminently
trustworthy and stalwart priest to most, but really a very bad
gossip. He must, of course, break with the confidentiality of the
confessional if a crime was involved. Little did the friar know
where the future would lead him.

The show closed for the evening after some
light vaudevillian buffoonery. Bobby McDonald, as though in a
trance, followed Mickey and Rose up the aisle and out into the
nighttime bustle of Times Square, which glared with more neon than
ever, a sign of the times.

“There’s another woman,”
Astrid complained through the shutters to Friar Dreedle, “and she’s
pushy and demanding, and can’t be trusted. Gregory and I were to be
married years ago, but he keeps on putting me off. I highly
suspect...” but there she trailed off.

“Another woman?” came
Friar Dreedle’s query.

“I just don’t know. But
she can’t be trusted, and I’m having doubts about Gregory. They
flirt together.”

“Perhaps it is just
friendship,” the good friar suggested. “But if you wish: Genesis
3:6: ‘And when the woman saw that the tree was good for food, and
that it was pleasant to the eyes, and a tree desired to make one
wise, she took of the fruit thereof, and did eat, and gave also
unto her husband with her, and he did eat.’”

“Layla is just that type,
always meddling and cajoling,” said Astrid bitterly. “Thank you,
friar,” and she put a few coins into his box.

Gregory was busy taking morphine. He had
shooting pains in his side, and knew his kidneys were failing.
Layla burst in on him backstage. “What is it, honey?” she
whined.

“Kidney failure,” he
confessed.

Layla was furious: she had wanted to marry
Gregory. She decided then and there to seek a wealthier gentleman,
but she took his arm, and guided him out the backstage door. Astrid
then crept in from the alleyway, and began planting hidden
microphones. She had to have her answer.

“I am concealing kidney
failure from my fiancée,” confided Gregory in the Chapel of Love.
“She will never forgive me.”

The friar was deeply sympathetic. “Repeat
after me, from Psalm 71: ‘In thee, O Lord, do I put my trust: let
me never be put into confusion. Deliver me in thy
righteousness...’”

“I think I’m attracted to
another woman,” Gregory Drake interrupted. “I don’t love her, but
there’s a sexual matter between us. Nothing literal so far,
though.”

“Ah, then,” the friar
replied, “that is another matter. You must remain innocent, and
pray to God for your impure thoughts.”

“I haven’t got long to
live...”

“Nevertheless...” replied
the good friar. “If not now, when?”

“Thank you.” Gregory
tipped the friar.

Jeremy Careidas was owner of the Palladium.
He had been outside in the bushes listening with a boom microphone.
“So that’s it!” he exclaimed to himself. “This is the place to be!”
He entered for the first time for his first confessional. He did
have something serious to confess, although, he was an atheist.

“Friar,” he began,” I’ve
been a gambler all my adult life, and I’m heavily in debt to the
mafia. They want my business.”

“I will pray for you, my
son. You must look elsewhere for your livelihood.”

“Look, if I don’t pay up,
my life is in jeopardy.”

“‘Though I walk through
the valley of the shadow of death...” But Jeremy Careidas had
exited.

“How can I marry Layla
now?” Jeremy wondered as he walked to the nearest bar. Little did
he know that Layla had placed a microphone in the lining of his
jacket. She was now doubly infuriated, having worked so long
without a potential alimony to capitalize on.

The next night Gregory Drake aimed his knife
at Astrid. With a dull thunk it collided with her forehead, and she
slumped to the stage, bleeding. The crowd gasped in horror. But
Astrid stood up and wiped the fake blood from her brow, her silver
eyes twinkling at the ruse. Gregory bowed as usual, and they exited
stage right.

The next morning, a stage hand discovered
Gregory Drake stone cold dead backstage and many curious onlookers
witnessed the Palladium being sealed off as a crime scene. Gregory
Drake had received fatal blows to his kidneys.

The friar read about it in the Times. “One
of my best clients, too, “he mused. “I must report this to the
bishop. I may know something.” Client confidentiality was not
active if a crime was involved.

Bishop Thomas listened patiently. “They’re
all your clients?” he repeated, to ascertain he knew the facts.

“They tell me everything,”
the friar replied. “Well, almost everything.” He related what he
had heard, so the bishop would know in case of police
involvement.

Forty-five minutes later, Rose and Mickey
entered Friar Lawrence Dreedle’s private chambers. “We want to get
married!” Mickey blurted out, only to find Friar Dreedle lying on
the carpet, a throwing knife in his brow.

“Send them in, one by
one,” Sergeant Somkin said into his intercom wearily. Mickey and
Rose entered with Mickey’s family lawyer.

“All we have are the
fingerprints on the door-knob,” the sergeant explained.

“They reported the body
immediately,” the lawyer interrupted. “The evidence is purely
circumstantial. They had just arrived to be married.”

“Just don’t leave town,”
the sergeant warned.

“Layla did it!” Astrid
nearly screamed to the sergeant. “Gregory and I were to be married,
and she was jealous. Then I told the friar...”

“A crime of passion, no
doubt,” said Sergeant Somkin dubiously.

At that very moment, the Martian Lander was
rising over the eastern horizon. Commander Lenard Greyson, the only
crew member, looked down literally and figuratively on planet
Earth. “A nice place to visit, but I wouldn’t want to live there”
The crystals he had sneaked onboard gave off a reverse Doppler
Effect, and he landed unnoticed in a grove of cypress in Central
Park. “Now for a glass of wine, or perhaps champagne.”

Layla sat down for the sergeant. “And what’s
your excuse?” Sergeant Somkin queried.

“It was Jeremy,” she
stated somewhat flatly.

“And why?”

“He’s going bankrupt, and
he needed the publicity. He has a gambling debt.”

“And how would you know
that?”

“He told me so,” Layla
replied.

“No doubt. Keep your cell
phone on you so we can contact you later.”

Jeremy Careidas sank into the chair opposite
the sergeant. “It must have been Layla,” he explained cautiously.
“She’s hot-tempered, uneven, passionately so,” he said for the
record, thinking of her flowing red hair. He resisted a look of
distraction. “She was jealous of Astrid, and Astrid must have told
the friar. Astrid might even have known, and revealed the
plot.”

“The bishop didn’t say,”
put in the sergeant.

“Well, look, there may be
gaps, and many grey areas, but they were clearly crimes of
passion.”

“The timing is odd. The
friar, according to the coroner, died right before Drake. Perhaps
Drake did it, and then was murdered for the crime.”

“Except...” Jeremy trailed
off.

“Except what?” queried the
sergeant.

“Gregory already had
kidney failure. Whomever murdered him must have known.”

“And who would
know?”

“Layla. They flirted a
lot. He might have told her anything.”

“And Astrid? Was she
jealous?”

“Well, they were supposed
to get married, but she loved him dearly, and she’s not the type to
murder a priest.” Jeremy was now hoping to marry Astrid, the way
things looked for Layla.

Layla confronted Jeremy Careidas backstage
that evening. “You’re bankrupt!” she yelled at her only available
means of potential alimony.

“I told no one,” he
complained.

“You told the friar,” she
stated simply. “And you must have told Drake. That’s why they’re
dead!” she spat.

Astrid floated in. “The show must go on. The
crowd is waiting for the crystal ball.” She strolled boldly
onstage, a detective obvious in the first row.

“Calumny!” she cried, as
she peered into the crystal. “Schemes against schemes! A woman out
for money, and a man out for the same!” Then she appeared to faint,
and she fell to the stage, and so the curtain descended.

A distinguished grey-haired gentleman in
peak physical condition entered backstage. “Are you Jeremy
Careidas? I’ve been reading a lot about you lately. The Star, the
Enquirer...I have a proposition, “and he turned pointedly to Layla
and Astrid, “which needs to be discussed in private.”

“Do be quick,” said
Jeremy, “it’s been a long day of reporters and
detectives.”

“It’s simple: my Martian
rover is over there in Central Park. It’s supplies won’t last
forever, but it will get you off of this rock.”

“I’ve got to marry
Astrid,” Jeremy complained unwisely. Both Astrid and Layla were listening by
microphone, separate yet nearby.

“All your money for the
lander,” Greyson immediately offered. He was desperate,
too.

Layla was drinking furiously at the bar next
door. Astrid was hailing a taxi for Central Park.

Jeremy decided, like a gambling man, to
accept and not hesitate. He abandoned all hopes of marriage as if
an unpleasant mirage. He rapidly signed the deed to the Palladium
over to the sophisticated astronaut, who he himself recognized from
the papers. With equal alacrity he grabbed his cigarette case and
wide-brimmed hat and raced out of the Palladium to hail a cab.

Jeremy Careidas jogged as quickly as he
could around the lake in Central Park. On a park bench sat Mickey
and Rose, and there next to them was Bobby McDonald, like a
mesmerized moon-calf. He had followed the young lovers home and
trailed them to the park. He was in love with Rose.

“I know you two,” gushed
Jeremy in exhaustion, “from the police line-up.” A light went off
in his head and his eyes flashed. “Come with me now, the evidence
points to you!”

“It’s only
circumstantial,” Rose complained.

“People have died for
less. Recently,” Jeremy pointed out. “Come with me, not to lovers
lane, but up to the moon! I’ve got a lander waiting!”

The two lovers looked at each other,
doubtfully, then intently, then joyfully, and got up to join the
former millionaire in his haste. Bobby McDonald looked after them
uncomprehendingly as they raced off in the direction of the cypress
grove. Jeremy pressed the control module into Mickey’s hand, and
clapped him on the back. “Innocence never dies!” he cried in
reformation, not needing a priest.

They entered the grove together, and there,
waiting, as always waiting, was Astrid. She held three razor-sharp
throwing knives in her sweat-free palm.

“Then it was you!” Rose
cried.

Jeremy remembered the last knife he would
ever carry, and with one leaping, darting lunge against the onset
of Astrid’s three, he lodged his throw deep into her neck.

Rose and Mickey kissed each other on the
cheek. “The moon is better,” Rose comforted. They entered the
lander, never to be seen again.

Jeremy watched the lander rise into the sky
and pass into some clouds. He certainly could not marry Astrid now,
and he certainly would not marry Layla, she was too hot-tempered.
Not as hot as Astrid, though, he thought, and he had thought she
was cool. He decided it was the better part of wisdom to flee.
“Perhaps the Bahamas,” he mused, counting his last money, and
heading to the docks to rent a boat.

Sergeant Somkin sifted through the reports
on his desk. “Everyone either dead or missing,” he mused to
himself. “Except the Bishop Thomas,” he jested almost merrily.

Lenard Greyson sat in the park and sipped a
tonic, and looked up at the moon that lovers swear by.


Quant. Suff.

 


Stardate 2555.13: The astronomer Tycho Brare
was right. The Dark Side of the Moon is the Unexplored Country, the
veritable resting place of the Ancients. But these ruins were
competed for, looted, and finally ruined by nuclear holocaust. My
ship, the U.S.S. Concorde is floating closer and closer to the
plain of craters.

Earth must be destroyed, too, by now: the
great goal of the Space Race was uncovering the mysteries of the
Dark Side, their Jewels, their golden lamps, their notebooks of
silver, their platinum statuary, their necklaces of pearls. All
that is over, the evidence of our ancestors gone. What man touches
man destroys. But I am not afraid: je suis pursang, I have no weak
side. Well, to be entirely honest, there is one thing I fear:
Death. Not my personal death, but the alien most fearful that we
may call Death, the alien always the last to arrive at the Red
Masque, the Abaddon, the Cruel One. For when mutual annihilation is
assured, the Angel of Death seeks its bounty. I must insure my
cadaver is appropriate, and the first appearance of the alien
nullified. After all, my wife and kids are back on Vulcan, along
with the rest of the escapees of our space colony: I cannot, I
shall not fail, je suis pursang, I have no weak side. Actually, I
merely say so, as paranoia is trickling perspiration into my
dilated eyes: the Nameless One is a thing to fear. Do you not fear
a fate worse than death?

I am Jefferson Johns, First Mate. We had
always thought that lurking on the rim of the Milky Way was
precarious at best. I would play Light, my Nemesis would play Dark.
My children would play hopscotch and tiddlywinks and cat’s cradle
and children’s Scrabble. Ignorance is bliss. So, perhaps you should
stop reading this journal now.

If there is one thing I fear, it is the
Nameless One of Sirius B, the planet without light, born in
darkness, bred in darkness, made from darkness. There is only 48
hours to prepare.

My cubicle is only 10 by 10, with limited
means. We from Vulcan have prepared as best we may for this
challenge obscure. I have been chosen because je suis pursang, I
have no weak side. Ha! More like the beejesus is scared out of me,
and the analysts must have been wrong: you will fear the Valley of
the Shadow of Death, I assure you.

I have memorized Code Manual Alpha. Vitally,
I have unhinged the final 29X sustenance tank. I must ward off the
AMS, the deadly Airborne Mutagen Spore, a remnant of the War.
Oxy-helium, Nitrous Oxide, and Negative Ions swirl in my tank. I
scraped several mushrooms from my Gortex/Kevlar suit. Alright, I am
not so pursang. The universe is chaotic and unfriendly and I am
very small. Small, indeed, compared to Death.

I have inserted Hydromorphone into my Valium
drip to ease the increased paranoia. Also I have injected more
Sodium Pentathol, “truth serum,” to separate fact from fiction.
Crater D19 is the predicted recurrence sight of the Nemesis, I
reason under the influence. My atomic clock is moving with
unnatural alacrity towards my final resting speed in the nuclear
gravity well. I feel I must hurry.

I test the Princeton laser pulse one more
time. Yes, even in this nuclear gravity well, effect precedes
cause: the pulse came out of the vacuum box quicker than it went
in.

“Jefferson,” my module
spouted, “for Chrissakes, are you sure?! For the final time, give
up!”

“Shhh!” I hushed
impatiently. “It might hear you! Dr. Sanders, Ernest, I’ve
explained it a thousand times!”

“But for Godssake,
Jefferson! If it feeds on nuclear disaster it can feed on you!” One
of the few things that we knew of the Nameless was that it fed on
Plutonium and Uranium and the Unstable, with an unspeakable
appetite.

A static disturbed the radio silence of
transceiver 3. “Doctor, I’ve got to go. Tell my wife and kids I
love them.”

I adjusted my infra-red goggles and pressed
the blue button. Lysergic Acid Diethylimide 6, 27, and 26 went
straight to my brain. Fractal geometry swirled like the whirling
dusts of time. The Alien would have to be an iota to escape
detection, even in the chaos of nuclear waste and nuclear winter on
the Dark Side of the Moon.

“I don’t feel so well,” I
commented to myself. I pressed more buttons and received Zofran for
nausea, Zinc for indigestion, and the slow drip of Valium for
anxiety. I raised my sights to make absolutely certain the Browning
Laser Rifle was steady in my hands. Then, with a press of my toes,
I unlocked Docking Bay 4, and moved forward into the Uncharted
Country.

The stars shone piercingly in my infra-red
goggles. Venus was setting, Mars ruled the sky, seated balefully in
Cancer.

The fractal geometry of the nuclear wars
swirled around me as I dug into an interior side of Crater D19.

“I know you’re hungry,
Fiend,” I heard myself saying. In fact, I was hungry, starving,
really. I risked a peanut butter and jelly gel pack. “It will
mutate in your direction, buddy-boy,” I heard myself say to myself.
Then: “Jesus Christ!” and the silent pulse of my laser into the
ocean of radioactivity. Direct hits, my laser read. But it was
still mutating, the claws of its feet, the putrescent hole of its
face, full of gangrene, leprosy, and phage, and the crusted,
scabrous sores of the uncharted millennia. I steeled my bowels.
Before I blacked out, I emptied my laser pulses in its direction,
and pressed the red button for jet-pack propulsion and the green
for Barbados rum and sugar, my favorite. With a single flare I was
flying away as on a cushion. I remembered one last procedure from
Code Manual Alpha: increase Valium drip.

I have decided to risk a sonic buoy. I do
not know who or what will find me. -Jefferson Johns.

Stardate 2555.135: Dr. Paulson logging in.
We have salvaged the body of First Mate Jefferson Johns. His
breathing machine was functional, but his brain waves were null.
Not even the Oxy-helium could save him, evidently. We detected an
unknown virus, perhaps the result of the AMS, the Airborne Mutagen
Spore, and Jefferson was duly cremated with honors and sprinkled
amongst our asteroid belt here on Vulcan.

I do not have the adrenalin of poor
Jefferson, yet am considered the next best candidate, for as a
phlebotomist my needles can find their mark in the dark, but does
the Alien have two heads or five? Our most plasma-attuned psychics
do not know. This can only mean there is interference from deep
space. Our infra-red telescopes continue to peer at Sirius B, but
the Alien appears out of nowhere, resistant to the cold of the
vacuum and the heat of atomic piles, as though ruling space itself.
My terror is consummate.

To ward off the Sulphur and Sulphuric Acid,
I shall have one syringe of Nitric Acid. We at triage do not know
any better than this. In fact, to suppose this thing is biological
in origin and not incarnate evil almost boggles the mind. This
spawn of the Abyss is nearly ineffable. What consumes Plutonium?
Mutation Itself? We on Vulcan desperately wish we had never so
precipitously utilized nuclear weaponry in our race with the Inner
Planets for the bounty of the Dark Side. Now the ancient riches of
Tycho Brare are annihilated (man was ever contentious). We have
nothing to replace it but the Nameless Fear, our just desserts.
Lady Nuith has produced the ultimate revenge of mother nature. For
the God-fearing, I have no bon mot, only creeping despair. The
creature of Hate Itself shall consume you in the end (will it
not?). This is nearly insured by the Dark Planet of Deep Space,
Sirius B. Hades shall most assuredly consume Vulcan (our margin of
error is only 2%). I am assigned a doomed mission.

My syringes are filled. My Kevlar suit hangs
before me. The U.S.S. Mayflower is a wooden sleekness off port side
of Area 51. I am now prepared to remove my inoculation drip and
Morphine machine, and have my last cigarette, the Lucky Strike
brand, and a bourbon on the rocks.

The ember has reached the filter, my glass
is empty, I am as ready as I will ever be. Quant. Suff. Quantity
Sufficient. If you remember me, remember me as a man of
science.

Stardate 2555.140: I have staked out an
encampment near Plutonium Pile ZedNA9 in Crater DX19. My lead mesh
is failing against the radioactive onslaught, but my transceiver is
emitting some sort of high-pitched hissing. Nemesis approaches with
its honing instinct, its Preying Mantis Syndrome, one thing that is
most certainly true of the Evil. Despite the Morphine and
Benzodiazepines, the perspiration of paranoia is dripping into my
eyes. But I remain in place, needles at the ready, as ordered by
Computer Number 6. I am not religious, I am a man of science, so
goddamn God. Quant. Suff.

The Dilemma, the Behemoth, is before me. It
has five heads. I see through the radioactive miasma that one of
its left eyeballs has dark hairs growing out from it, an unholy
spectacle indeed. My infra-red goggles show its tremendous brains
to be entirely tumorous. It is honing in upon me, not the nuclear
waste as I had desperately hoped. Google-plex! I am doomed to the
brow of Fury Unchained! There are scant few moments to use my
needles.

The Nitric Acid has found a clawed, webbed
hand, or what passes as a hand. Two syringes of Cyanide have found
their mark in a hairy eyeball. A crevasse of pod-like growths is
yawning before me. I shall surely be annihilated into the Abyss.
Unless...

My tongue is poised to press Plan B
Auto-destruct Initiative Sequences in my lower left canine.
Vaporization shall proceed in 5 nano-seconds. Farewell, cruel
universe.

“We are reviewing the
audio-visual now,” Dr. Ernest Sanders initiated the teleconference
with the rest of the Selectivity Oversight Body.

“Must be quite a flick,”
Dr. Henri Montandon tried to joke.

“Oh, I assure you,” the
sanguine midget Dr. Tandora stated for the record.

Drs. Catherine Hodge and Samantha Honner
interjected from the conference center simultaneously: “We have
bitten our Cyanide rations as a contingency measure. Good-bye.”
They had succumbed to the ultimate paranoia, that life was more
dangerous than death.

“Another two bit the
dust,” Montandon replied almost airily.

“Calm down, Henri,” said
Sanders, “and call Dr. Webber.”

“David is busy,” Montandon
replied.

“What could be more
important?” demanded Dr. Sanders.

“He’s napping,” replied
Montandon.

“Then wake him,” demanded
Sanders.

“Heil Hitler and all the
rest, Herr Doktor,” Montandon nearly wheezed.

“Lay off the strong stuff,
Henri,” Sanders advised pertinently, “and round up all the
absentees. What we’re witnessing on audio-visual must be debated.
Now.”

“It’s my nap-time, too,”
Montandon said with some humor and some direct
avoidance.

“Be here within 5,”
Sanders ordered.

Four minutes later, all the executive branch
doctors were in the conference center. The plasm screen view-scope
began swirling with infra-red fractal geometry. Jefferson Johns
appeared on-screen, his Browning Laser Canon sighted upon an
obscure target. Jefferson let loose a number of pulses, briefly
illuminating the scene somewhat more than the Unstable Isotopes.
Director Sanders addressed Dr. Tandora.

“What can you perceive
here, Alphonso?”

The sanguine midget twirled his mustache,
and peered through his distance lenses. Dr. Tandora was color
blind, but acutely aware of shades of grey. “It has two heads of
dark brown, and a dark green body. It wears no suiting. It is
accompanied by no technology.”

“Certain?” Sanders
queried.

“Certain,” confirmed the
midget.

On the view-screen, Jefferson’s jet pack
propulsion shot him into space and his eventual, mysterious,
demise.

Executive Director David Webber stood up
from The Complete Werner Heisenberg’s Uncertainty Principle upon
his touch-pad. “Here is Paulson,” he indicated to the assemblage,
referring to the master of phlebotomy.

“What is that?” Dr. Webber
queried of Dr. Montandon.

“Now that’s what I call
tumorous!” exclaimed Montandon.

“With no humorous, we hope
and pray,” pleaded Sanders.

“Alright, here it is,”
revealed Montandon, an expert in neurotransmitter cartography.
“Obviously, that is five heads. But here’s the thing: its only
neurotransmitter is low-grade Amphetamines.”

“Alright,” Sanders agreed,
trusting the eccentric yet inimitable Montandon, “then is that
hate, anger, hostility, fury, or what? Any takers?”

“All four, clearly,” put
in Webber. “And it appears to be totally blind, both physically and
mentally. It appears not to be aware that its body is in infinite
suffering, and its mind in complete hatred. Totally blind. This
might be our advantage. Other characteristics are clearly honing
instinct and Preying Mantis Syndrome, if you can call that a
psychology and not merely biological. Born in darkness,
remember.”

“Then it is not sentient,”
Dr. Montandon admitted for the group. “I fear it even more
somehow.”

“What are those pods?”
directed Sanders.

“Its genitalia,” Dr.
Tandora indicated. “Perhaps its honing instinct is auto-erotic.”
On-screen, the cavity of the Beast was opening, the yawning
crevasse of the Abyss. Dr. Paulson’s needles hung in their marks.
Then, Dr. Paulson detonated into vaporization, and the audio-visual
ceased.

“Any hope that that got
it?” Dr. David Webber said in deepest insecurity, as the next in
line for The Mission.

“None,” said Tandora
flatly.

“God, I’m doomed,” Dr.
Webber bemoaned disconsolately. “But the short straw is mine.
Quant. Suff.”

“We hear you,” said Dr.
Montandon.

“Give me all of your
Oxy-helium, Negative Ions, and Hydromorphone,” demanded Webber, and
so none could refuse. “And give me your cigarette,
Alphonso!”

“It’s yours,” said Dr.
Tandora.

“Beware!” said Montandon.
“It’s incomprehensibly Satanic.”

“Psychoanalysis is my only
hope,” admitted Executive Director Webber.

“Don’t forget the irony!”
cried Montandon.

“It may be Unconscious,
but it must have some sort of memory,” enjoined Dr.
Tandora.

Dr. Webber sat poised in a comfortable
Wedgwood just inside Crater QXOmega, encased in Kevlar and steel
mesh, scribbling in invisible ink. The Thing loomed over him, now
with six heads, screeching an ineffable insanity like a tortured
peacock, the cry of the spanning Abyss. Its body convulsed with
mutation, of crab-like claws and pods of putrescence, covered in
silver locusts and maggots and unfathomable nightmares of the vast
Unknown.

Dr. Webber presently initiated a guided
visualization, a desperate attempt at psychoanalytic deduction.

“The Ring of Nibelungenen
is lost in Gotterdamurung, in Armageddon, in the Void of Doom. You
are on a vision-quest,” Dr. Webber stated cryptically.

A high-pitched, slithering wail emitted from
the Daemon.

“You are crawling down the
Slippery Slope, pursued by all manner of insects.”

“Rage and Fury and
Hostility and Anger mutated in the doctors direction, with a
frustrated squeel of Hunger. The Alien, Unconscious, gurgled like a
strangled turkey.

“God is dead, long live
God!”

The mutation ceased, and for a few brief
moments everything in the universe was silent, planets many parsecs
away ceased all sound, and Mutation Itself seemed to be
stilled.

“The Ring is no
more.”

The Alien saw for the first time, and, as
though a mirror cracking, was consumed into a Bottomless Pit of
all-suffering and mutation. Yet it did not die upon realizing its
nature, but rather gained renewed strength and hunger from the
grave, and crawled like the tentacles of swarming octopi.

Effect preceded cause. Dr. David Webber had
no time to initiate Auto-destruct, but was annihilated into the
whirling dusts of time.

“What is that thing!?” Dr.
Ernest Sanders demanded as the view-scope went dark.

“Do we exist?” Dr. Henri
Montandon inquired, attempting simultaneously to inject an air of
the comedic.

“The universe was
destroyed before it began,” Dr. Tandora posited unhelpfully yet
with insight.

“Am I a phenomenon?” Dr.
Sanders theorized with a deepening terror.

“Well, Mr. Phenomenon,
you’re next,” Dr. Montandon dared to say. The remaining three
doctors paused, contemplating the Unknown, the Unholy, the
Anti-life.

“I’m committing suicide as
a contingency measure,” Dr. Tandora admitted finally.

“That’s the poorest wisdom
I’ve ever heard of,” Dr. Montandon commented, his own desperation
dulled somewhat by drugs, “yet it makes perfect sense. Still, if
the universe is the Grave, the Grave will consume thee. Do you not
fear a fate worse than Death?”

“I fear the Abyss which
surrounds us,” Dr. Tandora replied as he bit down on his Cyanide
capsule. “It was fun for awhile,” he noted helpfully as he
collapsed.

“Well, Henri, I better get
going,” Dr. Sanders replied to this present incident, indicating
what both remaining doctors knew full well: time was of the
essence, yet there was a contradiction in time, and a looming
Paradox. The Paradox of a numerological existence made the
perspiration of paranoia trickle into their respective
eyes.

“Quant. Suff.,” Dr.
Montandon tried desperately. “Quantity Sufficient.”

“Am I going to become It,
Henri?” Dr. Sanders queried as a deepening futility overcame him.
He breathed deeply from a tank of Oxy-helium, Negative Ions, and
Hydromorphone.

“The only thing to fear is
fear itself,” Dr. Henri Montandon tried again with a sense of total
unhelpfulness. “Fear no evil.”

“Ignorance is bliss,” Dr.
Ernest Sanders decided to say. “By the way, Henri, did you ever
know anything?”

“Nope,” Dr. Montandon
replied with uncertainty.

“Quant. Suff.”
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