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Аннотация
Steve Dupree lost his wife. He may also be losing his mind.
Horror strikes close to home for the unorthodox crime reporter. Despite his best efforts, no clues are to found about his wife's mysterious disappearance. His spiral into depression leads to questioning his very sanity. His sleep is plagued by vivid nightmares, visions of gruesome murders seen from the view of the killer. When he discovers the murders are real, he has to question whether or not he is the serial killer.
His investigation leads to an encounter with a mysterious man who may hold the answers to all the questions that haunt Steve. A man who blends in almost too well, whose face is obscured to all manner of electronic surveillance. The Blurred Man reveals the truth to Steve, but that revelation may be more maddening than any Steve could have conjured on his own.
The mystery that began with the Aberration continues to unfold in this related short story. The mill explosion was only the beginning.


Bard Constantine
The Blurred Man: Gestalt


The man was already dead. He just didn’t know it yet.
He stepped out of the Beer Goggles bar, staggering only slightly. His steps were careful, his stride focused as he strode along the wet sidewalk. Other pedestrians passed by, their steps quick as they tried to duck into waiting cars or adjacent night clubs and restaurants. The rain was light but steady, sparkling in the headlights of passing cars.
The man turned the collar of his coat up and adjusted his wool felt cap. He had walked the same route many times, could do it in his sleep, much less only half inebriated. His manner was confident, carefree. Oblivious to the nocturnal dangers, the malice that trailed him like a coalescing shadow.
Just like the others.
Steve Dupree’s view was awash in red, filmed over with static, accelerated like a film on fast-forward. He glimpsed his reflection in the window of a dead clothing store: slight height and build, dark clothes, hoodie pulled over his head. He saw no face in the depths of the hood, only shadow. It was as if there was no face at all, just a yawning mouth of darkness.
He quickly refocused, intent on the prey in front of him. It was only a few seconds before the man entered a narrow alleyway. The entry to his condo was just around the corner. He was at his most relaxed, in his most familiar territory. He would turn the corner, punch his entry code, and ascend to his city view and Egyptian cotton bedsheets to sleep the buzz away.
Steve struck, streaking forward in a blur of movement. In one hand was an ornamented, long-handled dagger. He stabbed the man in the back with a swift, savage thrust.
The world rippled. The rain was crimson spray, spattering down in nearly frozen time. The man took forever to stumble forward. Shock and incomprehension distorted his face as he tried to turn around. Steve’s next stab was directly into the man’s neck. The blade sank in without resistance, up to the hilt in the man’s pale, pudgy flesh. His eyes bulged, impossibly wide; his lips bubbled as soundless words tried to escape his throat. His body quivered, fighting to stay upright. Fighting to live.
That all ended when Steve yanked the dagger out. A fountain of dark blood sprayed from the wound and the man toppled as though his bones had melted. Shock was still etched on his face, his hand stretched toward Steve as though in a final accusatory gesture.
The falling rain was the last melody the man ever heard. A murky stain spread around his head as his sightless eyes stared into the thunderous heavens. Steve stood over him, feeling neither pleasure nor triumph. There was no satisfaction in killing the man, no perverse delight or thrill from the taking of a life.
There was only fear. Fear of what came next.
Something moved in the darkness. The gloom took sentience, coagulated into an inky, inhuman figure. It was a thing of elongated limbs, cloaked in shadows with only a pale, bloodless face visible. It topped Steve by several feet, gazing down from a narrow head with only the semblance of facial features, bone structure barely pressed against soft, ghostly membrane.
Some sound emitted from the phantom; a piercing shriek so high pitched it was barely audible. Steve winced as his vision doubled and a stab of icy agony lanced across his head. The phantom’s figure billowed like smoke, moving like living ink as it entered the dead man’s mouth through his open mouth and nostrils.
The man’s eyes snapped open. The irises were black as polished eight-balls. The chest heaved, the muscles convulsed uncontrollably. His body jerked upright but remained limp, a puppet dangling on invisible strings. His head snapped forward, looking directly at Steve with dead eyes.
A smile tortured his cheeks.
The grin quickly faded as the flesh suddenly swelled. The man became a distorted balloon as his skin turned the color of overripe plums and was riddled with distending veins.
A second later, he exploded.
∞Φ∞
Steve blinked open his eyes.
The soft glow of city lights blushed from behind the blinds in his window. He lay under sweat-soaked sheets in a nearly unfurnished apartment bedroom. The television was on, displaying an old creature feature film in black and white.
He quickly sat up and flung himself at the laptop positioned on the nearby dresser. His fingers tapped with frantic desperation. A video feed pulled up. The digital recording was of himself. Going to bed. Falling asleep. Tossing and turning as if delirious with fever dreams.
But he never left the bed. Never got up. Never left his apartment.
Never murdered anyone.
He exhaled a shuddering breath. It wasn’t him. The dreams that were so real he could feel them, the visions he had nearly convinced himself he was responsible for…weren’t his.
It was someone else. Some sick bastard possibly in league with…something else. Some monster. It was impossible, of course. Steve had met many murderers. Some of them were monsters. But not like what he saw in his dreams. Not some inhuman shadow that tried to inhabit dead bodies.
He shook his head. First things first. Get it together.
He quickly dressed and grabbed his keys. After a moment’s hesitation, he opened the top drawer of his nightstand and pulled out a Smith and Wesson 642 revolver.
Not that it’ll do any good.
He stuffed it in his pocket anyway. He couldn’t do anything about the phantom, if it was even real. But the killer was human. Steve was sure of it. Bullets would have to do.
∞Φ∞
Detective Quinn Jacobs tried very hard to mask her revulsion. Keith was openly retching a few yards away, and she didn’t want her junior partner to see her succumb to the same. It was only a crime scene, after all. Nothing she hadn’t seen before.
Well, not quite.
She certainly had never seen the remains of a human body that literally dripped from the walls of the alleyway as if someone had made the man eat a cocktail of live grenades. As a former Army lieutenant, she had seen her share of repulsive dismemberments and horrific corpses, but nothing like what was plastered all around her.
She cleared her throat, swallowing hard. “Okay, who is this guy?”
One of the CSI jackets held up a wallet in an evidence bag. “Dean Rivers. He works at the hospital.”
“Any sign of the weapon used?”
The man’s face twisted. “Well, that’s where it gets weird. We can’t find anything that registers as a weapon.”
“Get real. Only some kind of explosive could do this to a human body.”
“Get real yourself. I don’t deal with supposition. Just evidence. Right now there’s no confirmation of any sort of weapon. Give us a minute, will you? Just identifying body parts from raspberry jelly is a monumental task here.”
Quinn was almost relieved when an officer shouted at an approaching car. “Hey, you can’t stop here. No sightseeing. Keep it moving.”
Quinn waved at the cop. “It’s okay, Murphy. I know this guy.”
He grimaced at her. “Look, just keep him outside the curtail. Okay, detective?”
She smiled. “You got it.”
Her humor faded quickly. The man who emerged from the battered Honda Civic looked as though he slept in his clothes and hadn’t bathed in a week. She wouldn’t bet against either option.
“Dammit, Dupree. Who the hell is tipping you off? Is it Murphy? I’ll have him doing parking lot duty if he’s screwing me over.”
Steve Dupree stared at her from bloodshot eyes. “You wouldn’t believe me if I told you. You got another exploded body?” He scratched the thick stubble on his chin.
“I already told you, the city has no comment. For the record, there’s been no acknowledgment of any ‘exploded bodies.’”
His gaze was wide and unblinking, like an owl with a bad cocaine habit. “And off the record?”
“There is no off the record to a reporter, Steve.”
“Come on, Quinn. You know I’m good for it. I never said a word about the thing with the Chief. You know why? Cause you vouched for him, is why. I know how the game works.”
She sighed, angry at the guilt that stabbed her every time she saw him. The case with his wife’s disappearance had landed on her desk three months ago, and she had given it everything she had. But his wife had vanished without a trace, and Quinn hadn’t been able to do anything to solve the case. Steve had once been a good crime reporter, but the grueling effort of enduring his wife’s disappearance along with the aggressive investigation against him as a prime suspect had finished him. He took to haunting crime scenes in the desperate hope something might turn up that would connect to his wife’s abduction. Quinn never had the heart to tell him how futile that hope was.
She lowered her voice. “Look, this isn’t for your buddies in the press, all right?”
“Not like they’re taking me seriously anymore.”
“Okay. I’ve never seen anything like this. This body is all over the place. There’s guts dripping from the streetlight, for God’s sake. But no evidence of what weapon was used to do it. I have a bad feeling about this. If there’s something that can take out someone like that and leave no trace, there’s no telling how bad it’s gonna get. It’s gotta be some military prototype fallen in the wrong hands. No other explanation.”
Steve had a faraway look on his disheveled face. “Just like the body at the park two weeks ago. And the one in the back of the nightclub a month prior.”
She narrowed her eyes. “How the hell do you know about that? Captain has ordered a complete press blackout. The Feds are all over this, trying to connect the dots. Or cover up something, knowing them. We’re all under a gag order. I can probably get cuffed just for talking to you about this.”
“No worries, Quinn. My lips are sealed.”
“Doesn’t explain how you know what you know.”
A weary smile touched his lips. “Dreams.”
“What?”
“Dreams, Quinn. I can’t explain it without sounding crazy. You think you’ll get locked up for talking? I’d be institutionalized.”
“Look, if you don’t want to share your sources, fine. Just don’t think I’m stupid, Steve. You have something pertinent to these cases, you let me know. And keep your nose clean. I’m not kidding when I say other eyes are all over this.”
“Yeah. Hey — any cameras working in this area?”
“C’mon, Steve. We’re professionals, remember? Got a teller machine across the street. Don’t know if it’s any good or even working for that matter. Keith’s going to check the feed when he’s done puking up his guts.”
“Let me know if you find anything strange, okay?”
“Haven’t you been listening?” Her erratic gesture covered the general area. “Everything about this is strange.”
“No.” Steve glanced back at the kaleidoscopic glow of emergency lights and the growing crowd of investigators, gawkers, and reporters. “I mean something really strange. Something you wouldn’t believe with your own eyes.”
She stared as he walked back to his car, considering calling him back. She shook her head. Steve was getting worse every time she saw him, but she couldn’t bear that weight for him. He had to exorcise those demons on his own.
Turning back, she shouted to the nearest investigator. “What happened to the guy with the wallet?”
“What guy?”
“CSI jacket. One of your guys. He was right there. C’mon, I need answers here, people…”
∞Φ∞
Steve had only driven one block away from the scene before he was accosted. A man walked directly in front of his car, forcing him to stomp on the brakes. The car squealed to a stop just before ramming into the stranger.
“Hey!” Steve paused to catch his breath, rolling down the window. Adrenaline flooded his nerves, turning his heart into a submachine gun on rapid fire. “Watch where you’re going, pal. You got a death wish or something?”
The man responded by walking to the window and sticking a Glock 26 in Steve’s face. “Think you can give me a ride?”
Steve swallowed, eyeing the glove compartment, where he had stashed his revolver. No way to get it without being shot. “Yeah, sure.”
The stranger slid into the passenger seat, keeping his gun leveled at Steve’s midsection. “Drive.”
Steve drove. Sweat slicked his forehead, and his palms felt slippery on the steering wheel. It was almost funny. When his wife had vanished, he had thoughts of suicide. The sheer hopelessness of the situation had pulled him into a vortex of self-pity and despair. He had been automatically labeled a suspect and the subsequent investigation destroyed his faith in the system and sent him spiraling into a self-destructive tailspin of drinking, insomnia, and burning himself out in the futility of chasing his wife’s ghost. Death had appeared attractive in those demoralizing instances of pure misery.
Funny how staring down the barrel of a loaded gun instantly changes that perspective.
“Look — what do you want? I don’t have money. If you want the car, just take it.” He glanced at the man from the corner of his eye. The stranger’s face was completely average, bland enough to fit in practically anywhere. His height and build were average as well. He was so ordinary that he practically blended in with the seat of the car.
“I don’t want your wheels.”
“What do you want? Who are you?”
The man glanced at Steve. “Call me Guy. As for what I want, it’s simple. I want to know about your dreams.”
Steve gave Guy a closer look. “You were there. One of the CSI agents.”
“That’s not your concern. Right now you need to tell me what you meant about your dreams.”
Steve was silent for a moment. The car drove as if self-automated, into a view of blurry lights and murky buildings churned to obscurity by a combination of rain and cheap wiper blades.
“I saw all three murders in my dreams. Each time it was like I was viewing everything from the eyes of the killer. At first I thought I was responsible. That somehow I was killing people during some kind of blackout phase. You know — like a split personality or something. I started recording myself when I sleep. Just to make sure.”
Guy listened in silence, accepting what would certainly sound like pure madness to anyone else. “So you found out you weren’t the killer. What else did you see?”
Steve hesitated, surprised to find he trusted a man who had just kidnapped him. But somehow he knew Guy had answers. He knew exactly what was going on.
“There’s some…creature. Like he’s made of shadows. Pale face, but not really a face.” He gave Guy a hopeful look. “Ring any bells?”
“Troglodyte.”
“Troglo…what?”
“Rebel. Exile. Transient doppelganger with gestalt objectives. The rare few people that survive seeing them call them ghosts or phantoms.”
Steve felt a shivery chill scrawl down his back. “But not you.”
“Not me. But it doesn’t matter what I call it. It’s from the Other side. Most times Others strike in a frontal attacks through threshold portals we call Aberrations. But they get crafty sometimes. Try to sneak in a single entity through the back door and create chaos before we sense their presence.”
“We?”
Guy’s lips compressed as if he regretted the slip. “Don’t worry about that.” He slid the handgun inside his jacket, easing the tension considerably. “The troglodyte is a parasite of sorts. Its mission is to find a perfect host. Only a fresh corpse will do, which explains the killer’s involvement. So far the attempts have been unsuccessful, but the troglodyte gets better with each attempt. The next kill may be the last. If a successful inhabitation occurs, the troglodyte will be fully corporeal. Once that happens, it will attempt to spread to other people. We call it the gestalt effect.”
“Gestalt?”
“Organized body of moving parts. Hive mind would be another description. The troglodyte would be free to enslave an endless amount of thralls that would act in unison to its command, like a hive of murderous insects. The thralls eventually experience a reverse effect, where their physical bodies begin deteriorating.”
“What do you mean — like zombies?”
“That’s close enough. Thralls are mentally subjugated, their normal cerebral functions overridden by the chemical infusion from the troglodyte. To give you an idea of what such an infection might resemble, I’ll tell you about the last time a troglodyte’s infiltration went unchecked. Think Europe in the year 1346.”
Steve closed his eyes, trying to focus on why the year seemed so familiar. “That was when the Black Death began. Some seventy-five to two hundred million people wiped out in a few short years.” His eyes snapped open. “You’re trying to tell me these troglodyte creatures were around way back then?”
“I can’t explain everything to you right now. All you need to know is that you’re in the middle of a conflict unconstrained by time. 1346, 1587, 1908, or right now — it’s all relative when it comes to the perception of the Others. Their existence is non-linear, each conflict a microcosm of their ultimate agenda. Just like the troglodyte seeks a host body, their civilization seeks a host world. They keep attacking until they achieve their goal, and their chances of success improve with every attempt.”
He gave Steve a sharp glance. “You’re connected to the troglodyte’s current thrall. The killer has been infected and enslaved to do the troglodyte’s bidding. Somehow you’re linked, seeing through the thrall’s eyes. Anything strange happen to you in the last few months?”
“To me? No.” Steve froze when the thought struck him so painfully he nearly gasped. “But Sheila…my wife vanished three months ago.”
Muted light danced in Guy’s eyes. “The first murder was nearly three months ago.”
Steve’s throat tightened. “Do you think…the thrall killed my wife? Is that why I’m having those dreams?”
“No.” Guy’s face and voice were completely devoid of empathy. “I think the thrall is your wife.”
Steve’s entire world shattered.
∞Φ∞
The precinct was still buzzing, full of moving bodies. Most had been up all night. It took a lot of work to cover a scene so gruesome, especially when the top brass were breathing down their necks. Even worse were the inclusion of dark-suited FBI agents, who basically just wanted to sequester everything the department had gathered.
Quinn crossed her arms. Inwardly, she knew it was a defensive gesture. She’d been trained to recognize physical cues and ticks, to zero in on what lay behind a poker face or a reticent suspect. But she never liked dealing with the Feds, especially when they arrived to nonchalantly take over a loaded investigation like the current one.
Special agent Dylan Plumm seemed to read Quinn’s mind. She was tall and willowy, with her dark hair pulled back in a tidy ponytail. Her dark eyes studied Quinn in a way that made her surprisingly uncomfortable. It was as if Agent Plumm already knew everything about Quinn, and was just waiting for Quinn to confirm her knowledge.
“I know you don’t like being taken off the case, Detective. But in view of the events surrounding these murders, I’m sure you can understand why this is a federal issue now.”
“Maybe I’d be more forthcoming if you’d tell me what’s going on. I know you guys have info you’re not sharing.”
To her surprise, Plumm nodded. “This is strictly off the record, understand?”
Quinn smiled. “More than you know.”
“Very well. You believe these murders are caused by some type of weapon, is that right?”
“Well, yeah. You guys don’t?”
“No. We believe it to be the result of an infection.”
Quinn tried to steel the shock that rattled her to the core. “You’re telling me we’re about to have an outbreak of exploding bodies?”
“Not yet, at least. But it appears someone is definitely trying to start a pandemic. These murders are trials, we believe. Early testing reveals no residue of any known contaminations. So we think the killer is trying to perfect his contagion on a single individual before releasing it in a much more crowded environment. Think of what would happen if it was discharged in the air system of a downtown building, for instance. Or a crowded nightclub. Or a parade.”
Quinn repressed a shudder, uncomfortably aware of her proximity to the earlier scene. Her skin prickled. Am I infected? How would I know?
Plumm again seemed to guess what Quinn was thinking. “As I said, Detective — we’re confident no live virus or contaminants were active at the crime scene. You’ll be fine.”
Quinn couldn’t help a sigh of relief. She glance up at Agent Plumm. “I’ve seen you before. On television, when the flour mill exploded a few months back. Now the place is completely sealed off, like some kind of biological hazard was released. Is this related to that case?”
“That’s what we’re trying to figure out, Detective.”
“Well, I guess the case is yours now, anyway. Good luck.”
“Thanks, Detective.” Agent Plumm pulled a card from her pocket and offered it. “If you can think of anything that we might need to know, please give me a call. I’d value any input you’d like to offer.”
Plumm was lost in the swarm of frantic suits and uniforms before Quinn could answer.
“Hey, Quinn — check this out.” Keith waved her over from his cramped cubicle.
“Feed from the ATM cam?”
“Yeah.” Keith’s expression was definitely worried. “Gets weird, though.”
She sighed. “Well, it’s been that kind of night.”
“Ok, here’s what we got.” He pointed to a distant shot of a lonely street. “Approximate time of the killing. Camera angle didn’t cover the alley at all.”
“Okay…so why are you showing me this?”
He sped up the feed. In a short while, the entire view was filled with emergency vehicles, officers, and medical workers.
“Keith.”
“What?”
“We were there, remember?”
He gave her a hurt look. “I know that. But remember the agent that had the wallet? The one you couldn’t find after?”
“What about him?”
He tapped the screen. “I think that’s him.”
She peered closer at the average-looking figure in a FBI jacket. “Shot’s no good. His face is too blurred to see.”
“That’s the thing. It’s always blurred.”
“What?”
He forwarded the film, then reversed it. “I told you it was weird. If was just a second or two I’d blame it on lighting or something, but look — everyone else’s faces are clear. Only his is blurred.” He glanced up at her. “Like on purpose.”
“That is weird.”
“Yeah.”
She pulled the card Agent Plumm had given her, tapping it with her fingers. Should I call her back? Probably not. Dude is one of hers. Could be masked from surveillance on purpose. That doesn’t make any sense, though. Why would someone be using some high-tech digital smokescreen if he already had access to FBI info? Unless…
She gasped. “He could be the killer.”
Keith gave her a dubious sidelong glance. “What — the ‘return to the scene of the crime’ cliché? Why would any sane person take that kind of risk?”
He looked down when his computer dinged. “Okay, just got another lead. The guy walks off the camera’s view, but there’s a traffic cam not far away. I requested the feed.”
She playfully punched his arm. “Not bad, Officer Davis.”
He grinned. “I’m good for more than barfing at crime scenes, you know.”
The feed came up on his screen. “Okay, nothing so far…” He forwarded the footage.
She pointed. “There.”
The same man stepped from the shadows, somehow with his face still obscured from identification. He walked directly in the path of an oncoming car. After a brief exchange, they watched as he pulled a gun and pointed it at the driver.
Keith whistled. “Definitely not FBI.”
Quinn’s eyes widened. “I know that car.”
Sure enough, Steve Dupree’s faded Honda Civic made a drunken turn before driving away and out of the camera’s view.
“That’s all I got,” Keith said. “Not a lot of cameras in the area. Maybe I can find some others.”
She pulled her cell from her pocket. “I have a better idea.”
“What — you’re gonna call him?”
“No, I’m going to trace his cell. Get a position on him.”
“We don’t have the authority. Don’t think you’ll get it without explaining this. You know the Feds will just snatch it out of our hands if we do.”
She glanced at Agent Plumm’s card again. “Maybe. Or maybe I can call in a favor.”
∞Φ∞
Steve winced under the weight of the metallic contraption on his head. “Look, maybe this isn’t such a good idea.”
Guy didn’t appear to notice Steve’s discomfort. But then again Guy wasn’t the one wearing a bulky metal halo on his head. The thing weighed at least five pounds, and was positioned on Steve’s head by a padded band secured by metal screws like some medieval torture device. Tiny multicolored lights glinted in sporadic patterns across its surface.
Guy paused in the act of securing the apparatus and gave Steve a hard stare. “Do you want the chance to save your wife or not?”
“Of course.” Steve took a wary glance around the large, darkened room. It looked like an abandoned spa building, one that apparently doubled as one of Guy’s safe houses. The lights from an Olympic-sized swimming pool were the only illumination, casting the area in glimmering shades of electric blue. Light and shadows shifted, with darkness on the verge of a dominant victory.
“Of course I do. Sheila is all I have in the world.” His eyes blurred. “I’d do anything to get her back.”
“Then do anything.” Guy finished adjusting the device on Steve’s head. “This teletracker should be able to link you back with Sheila. Try to see what she sees. Try to find out where she is before she’s forced to kill again.”
“What happens if this doesn’t work? What will happen to Sheila?”
Guy guided Steve over to the edge of the pool. “It might already be too late. All we can do is try.”
With that, he shoved Steve into the tranquil, glowing waters.
Steve had no time to protest. Barely enough time to register the betrayal before the shock-cold stunned his entire body. The splash was already muted as he sank into the darkening depths as if made of stone.
Sharp, biting pain stabbed his head. Frantic thoughts of electrocution flashed through his mind before something even worse registered.
The light had vanished.
He was alone in the still black, only aware of being underwater because of the clammy wetness and the claustrophobic pressure. The water seemed to weigh a ton, an entire ocean pressing down on him, refusing to yield. Panic ensued; he fought to move his limbs, but they responded only sluggishly. It was as if he were imprisoned in viscous darkness, some prehistoric creature trapped in a tar pit, slowly suffocated and dissolved until only his fossils remained.
He screamed.
Bubbles fled from his throat as water poured in, filling his lungs.
Water.
He was still in the swimming pool. The rest was just panic, sheer terror caused by darkness and aquaphobia. He blindly kicked upward, following the stream of bubbles. A distant light drew nearer; wane and flickering like a candle on the verge of snuffing out. His lungs seared as he swam with desperate speed toward the surface.
Dead faces greeted him.
They leered with death grins, sightless eyes hollowed, faces half-rotted. It was their bodies that blocked the light. The figures grew more distinct as he advanced, covering nearly every inch of the surface. Even though he was near to drowning, he still had to overcome his revulsion in order to push away the pale, mushy flesh in order to rise to the top.
Everything had changed.
The air was cold and harsh, prickling his lungs and immediately summoning a coughing fit. He choked and gasped while treading water. His hands automatically went to his head, but to his shock the contraption was no longer strapped on. He forced down the panic that threatened to overwhelm his senses, trying to focus on the situation.
The odor of sickly sweet meat was rank in his nostrils, thick and nauseous. The sky was the color and texture of old oatmeal, the wind a dying beast. Impossible as it seemed, he was in a river, the waters logged down by the sheer number of dead that clogged it.
Trying not to vomit, he pushed through the corpses until he reached the shallows. The stark landscape was completely unfamiliar. The bones of winter trees littered the horizon, and a distant town was barely visible on the other side. It looked like the type he'd seen in medieval movies. He shivered and hugged himself as the bitter wind bit into his flesh.
He topped a hillside and stopped in his tracks.
People were visible, but he never thought to call out. They shambled along, more dead than alive. Most appeared to be in stages of rot — some barely visible, others nearly walking corpses. Their clothes matched the era of the town, fashions from a bygone era.
Even worse was the figure that moved with fluid grace in their midst. The troglodyte was instantly familiar — taller than any man and whip-slender, garbed in shadows with a pale, faceless head stark against the darkness that draped it. Even in the grainy daylight it was barely visible, a walking stain that guided its macabre puppets along with unseen strings.
Icy fingers squeezed Steve's throat when the troglodyte froze. The plague-infected horde stopped as well. Their heads swiveled and their heads lifted, as if they relied more on scent than vision. Steve was acutely aware of his visibility from where he stood atop the hill. He slowly lowered himself, trying to get low and attempt to clamber back down the embankment unnoticed.
The movement may as well have been a flare. The troglodyte's head whipped in Steve's direction; sightless eyes locked onto him, burning with hatred of every living thing. It lifted a slender arm and pointed with a bony, elongated finger.
The hordes howled in response.
The sound was chilling, more animal than human. They rushed toward Steve's hilltop like disturbed ants, stumbling over one another in their haste. Their gait was bestial, almost simian, as if they had shed their humanity and devolved into something subhuman. Their eyes glinted like dully polished stones, devoid of any semblance of self-consciousness. The troglodyte towered behind them, a pasty-faced silhouette with arms that became tentacles, shadowy lashes that flayed his horde, whipping them into a frenzy.
Steve turned and fled.
His heart pumped fire in his veins, fueling his muscles. He bounded down the sandy terrain, his feet barely touching the ground, trailed by the ravenous shrieks of the infected mob. The dead lay as they were, tripping him as he tried to reach the river again, slowing his progress as though intentionally trying to impede him.
He waded into the waters, surrounded by plague-ridden, putrefied corpses. The odor was nearly enough to make him vomit, but he remained silent, praying the living would lose his trail. He dared not move, not look as he floated on his back, slowly drifting to the underworld along with the rest of the dead.
A lifeless woman's face protruded from the slick, scum-covered water directly beside him. She had been young, perhaps pretty before the plague disfigured her. Something about her was so familiar…
Her eyes snapped open, waxen and filmed over. Maggots poured from her mouth like wriggling screams.
∞Φ∞
He gasped when he woke up, nearly sobbing with relief when he recognized his surroundings. The moonlight streamed through the blinds like silver razors, painting his bedroom in glowing stripes. The terrors of his dreams quickly became just murky recollections, distant and indistinct from the rearview mirror of his mind.
He turned and she was there.
Sheila lay beside him, snoring softly. Her dark hair was wildly askew around her face like always, but to Steve she was the most beautiful sight in the world. Why did he think something terrible had happened to her? Distant thoughts rumbled somewhere in the back of his head, but he shoved them away. Everything was perfect with Sheila beside him. There was no room for questioning whether the moment was real, or the plaintive visions of a drowning man. All that mattered was the moment.
He touched her lightly, tracing a finger across her cheekbone. “Baby, I had the strangest dream…”
Her eyes snapped open, dark as polished onyx in the silver moonlight. Terror contorted her face into a fearful mask when she lunged at him and seized his shoulders. A single word tumbled from her quivering lips.
“Run.”
He clutched her arms. “What’s wrong, Sheila? I’m here. Nothing’s going to hurt you.”
Tears slid down her face. “I can’t stop it. It makes me do…things. I don’t want to but it makes me.”
“No more, Sheila. You have to fight it. You have to tell me where you are.”
Her body convulsed and she went limp, sobbing in his arms. Her face was the worst. It was pale and slicked with sweat, so marred by fear that it was nearly unrecognizable. “Get away, Steve. I won’t be able to stop. I tried. I don’t want to hurt you.”
“Just tell me where you are. I have a friend. We’re coming for you.”
“No.” Her voice altered, turning thick and guttural. Inhuman.
“No. Your Wardsman cannot stop me. I’m coming for you.”
A shadow coagulated behind her. The troglodyte filled the room with shadow as a multitude of tentacles unwound from its midst. The pale head had a face now, one familiar to Steve despite it being frozen in a skeletal grin.
The face was his own.
∞Φ∞
He emerged from the blue waters of the swimming pool, choking and spewing water. A strong hand seized him by the collar and pulled him to the safety of the concrete lip. The teletracker device was removed from his head as he hugged the edge, completely drained. Guy had to physically haul him out of the pool and lay him on the cold floor.
Steve blinked water from his eyelashes, staring at Guy’s impassive face. “Why…did you leave me in there? Why didn’t you come after me?”
“You just went in. Fell in the pool, swam back up. Couldn’t have taken more than six seconds.”
Steve pushed himself to a sitting position. “That’s impossible. I was…taken somewhere. Looked like a completely different country. Hell, looked like a completely different time…”
“I told you time is different for them. It’s all the same instance, simply multiple variations. What did you see?”
“The Black Death. I think, anyway. Thousands of dead, and the troglodyte was there. Then I saw…” His eyes blurred with tears. “I saw her. I saw Sheila.”
“Where is she?”
“I…don’t know.”
“You don’t know? That was the single purpose of you using that thing in the first place. We need to know who her next victim is.”
Steve raised his hands, not surprised to find them trembling. “I know who her next victim is.”
“Who?”
“Me. She…it said it was coming for me. It said you couldn’t stop it.”
Guy didn’t appear disturbed. “Did it say when it was coming?”
A flash of white cut off Steve’s reply. The pool frothed like a boiling kettle as it emitted beams of blazing light. A sinuous shadow emerged from the brilliant waters, lean and taller than any man. The troglodyte unfurled its slender arms and they became multiple tentacles, wriggling and wet as black ink. The stinging combination of sulfur and ammonia made Steve cover his face and weep in agony.
He was flung to the side as the tentacles whipped toward Guy. He gurgled as the serpentine appendages wrapped around his throat and yanked him ten feet into empty air. The troglodyte took its time stepping from the frothing waters, not even sparing Steve a glance as it focused on strangling Guy.
Steve was so terrified and half-blinded that he almost didn’t see the lithe, hooded figure that strode across the floor toward him. A silver dagger was in her hand, gleaming in the dim light.
∞Φ∞
“There. I see the car.” Quinn pointed to Steve’s faded Honda, parked next to a long, disheveled building that appeared to have once been some sort of community center. Like the community, the building had faded into derelict status, faded and forgotten as the business moved elsewhere.
Perfect place for a murder. She hoped they had made it on time and Steve was all right. He was a pain in the ass, but he was a good man.
Agent Plumm killed the lights on her SUV and quietly pulled over across the street. Pulling an H&K VP9 from the holster at her side, she gave Quinn a curt nod. “Let’s go, Detective.”
Quinn wouldn’t speak the words aloud, but she was glad Plumm decided to accompany her on the field trip. Unlike most federal agents Quinn had encountered, Plumm was decidedly open. She had listened to what Quinn had to say, fast-tracked the tail on Steve's phone, and even offered to accompany Quinn as backup. Keith was a sweet guy and a good partner, but he had appeared relieved when Plumm suggested he go home and check in with his family. Plumm was a seasoned agent, and appeared to know how to handle tense situations. All in all, she was an upgrade over Keith, no matter how guilty that made Quinn feel.
They crossed the busted street and cautiously approached the side of the building. Quinn tried peering through the windows, but they were boarded up. Nothing was visible through the cracks. She glanced at Plumm.
"How do you want to do this?"
Before Plumm could answer, the interior of the building flooded with light. It was so bright it streamed through the crevices of the boards. The flash was immediately followed by a single gunshot, overly loud in the empty neighborhood.
Quinn yanked her .380 from the holster and sprang into action with her heart pounding. Plumm ran alongside as they dashed to the front door. Plumm jerked the door open, and Quinn quickly ran through, fanning the immediate area with her weapon.
What she saw made her doubt her sanity.
Some monstrosity that seemed all shadows and tentacles dominated the scene, barely visible in the dimly lit pool area. Steam wafted from the water as if it was boiling hot, further limiting visibility. A man hung in midair, slowly being smothered by constricted appendages like an animal in a den of anacondas.
Steve stood a few yards away, a revolver in his hand. It was pointed to the ceiling, and Quinn was sure the sound she heard was him firing a warning shot. A short, slender figure in a hooded jacket approached him with the grace of a bipedal cat, clutching a dagger in one hand. Steve seemed to be pleading with the person, but it was hard to tell because Quinn's attention kept being distracted by the monster in the middle of it all.
Agent Plumm stopped alongside Quinn, pausing as if to register the impossibility of the situation. But she did the one thing Quinn should have done as soon as she entered.
Plumm opened fire.
She directed her short barrages at the shadowy creature, who turned with a hissing sound. The face that studied them wasn't much of a face at all, just a semblance lightly pressed against smooth pale membrane. But that didn't appear to inhibit the thing at all, because more of the tentacles immediately shot their direction. Both women leaped opposite directions as the feelers swept by. The eye-watering sting of ammonia accompanied the appendages, searing Quinn’s lungs.
The man in the grip of the creature managed to shout their direction. "Get to my locker. It's number 1031. Grab the UV lantern!"
Plumm nodded to Quinn. "Go. I'll cover you!" She stood and fired in short bursts while Quinn ran to the locker room.
The scent of rust and mold greeted her as she rushed by the antiquated lockers, scanning until she found the right one. She had to shoot the lock off before yanking the door open. A large duffel bad was inside. She pulled it out and unzipped it.
It was full of weapons. Shotguns, pistols, daggers…it was a collector's dream, as nearly all had the look of antique age. She ignored them as she found the ultraviolet lantern. Seizing it, she turned and ran back into the swimming pool hall. At the far end of the room, Steve shouted in alarm as the smaller figure slashed at him with the dagger.
Quinn paused, aimed her pistol, and fired a single shot. The figure recoiled backward, but it was Steve who screamed for some reason. Quinn couldn't register why, couldn't concentrate on anything but the phantom creature that shifted like sentient ink as its tentacles now wrapped around both Plumm and the stranger. The creature lifted Plumm and pulled her closer, studying her with sightless eyes as if puzzled by her presence.
The stranger managed to claw the tentacles away from his face. "Shine the light on it!"
Quinn clicked the lantern on and swung the beam at the creature's central mass.
It screamed.
The sound was like a thousand crystal plates shattering at the same time. Quinn winced, but kept the light aimed at the creature. The light burned through the phantom's mass like sunlight through light fog. The shadowy form writhed, the creature continued to shriek in crystalline agony.
Plumm and the stranger slammed against the floor. The stranger immediately rolled to his feet and stood. His arms stretched out, his head tilted upward. He rolled back on his heels, looking like some ancient wizard summoning a powerful spell.
A sound carried on the air. Distant at first, but approaching quickly. The sound was raucous; loud throaty caws and gurgles along with the rush of thousands of beating wings.
The windows exploded in showers of glass and splintered wood. Dark shapes poured in, a whirling cyclone of winged bodies. The flocks of ravens moved with uncanny unison, one and all attacking the creature of shadow. Its shrieks were drowned by the guttural cries of the birds as they swirled around in a whirlpool of gleaming feathers, stabbing beaks, and obsidian eyes. They filled the hall in numbers so thick that Quinn had to drop to the floor and cover her head to avoid being slashed or pecked to death.
As swiftly as the ravens arrived, they disappeared. As if operating with a singular mind, they swirled around and exited through the broken windows in a rush of wind and harsh cawing. In mere seconds, the hall was empty. The creature was gone as if it never existed, and the stranger who summoned the ravens had disappeared along with them. Only Quinn, Agent Plumm, and Steve remained, along with a woman that Steve clutched to his chest while he sobbed like a child. Quinn gasped as the recognition dawned.
The figure in the hooded jacket was Steve's missing wife.
∞Φ∞
"Be honest with me. Have you ever seen anything like this before?"
Quinn gnawed on her fingernails. Never mind that she had quit the disgusting habit so many times before, but she was shook. She could admit it. She had just encountered the inexplicable, crossed the barrier into the type of mysterious phenomena best left to conspiracy theorists and supernatural monster hunters. Not crime detectives. Not in the real world. Her head pounded as if her skull was trying to escape the maddening questions that had no rational answers.
Agent Plumm gave her a mysterious smile. "I've seen quite a few things in my time on the job, Detective."
Sheila Dupree was loaded into a waiting ambulance. Quinn had only wounded her with a shoulder shot. The woman also appeared to suffer from a case of amnesia. She had no recollection of what had happened to her since she mysteriously vanished. Quinn would have liked to know why Sheila was present at all, but those questions could wait. The woman was severely traumatized, and only Steve's presence stopped her from breaking down into complete hysteria.
A small smile touched Quinn's lips. Steve was right beside his wife, speaking softly as he consoled her. At least that much was right in the world, even if everything else had gone completely off the rails.
"Jesus. How in the world am I going to explain this to my boss? I can't even explain it to myself. I mean, what happened in there?"
"Don't worry about your boss. I'll take care of it. Give him some bureaucratic bullshit he's used to. You get some rest, Detective. You look like you're about to fall over."
"What about you, Dylan? How do you move past this? What are you going to do?"
Agent Plumm gave a nonchalant shrug. "Keep investigating. Something will shake eventually. It always does."
"That's it?"
"That's it. Go home, Quinn. Trust me, this will all eventually fade away like a bad dream."
Quinn watched Agent Plumm walk back to her vehicle, seemingly already having placed the experience behind her. She wished she could imitate the agent, allow indifference to absorb the manic combination of terror and curiosity that infected her.
But she doubted she could ever move on. Not until she found out the truth.
∞Φ∞
Steve glanced at his wife. Sheila was asleep in the bed, her face reposed, her hair wildly askew. It had been good to bring her home after a few days in the hospital recovering from mental trauma, overexertion, and dehydration. She still had no idea what happened to her. How she was used. The things she was forced to do.
Steve hoped she never remembered.
A sound at the window made him lift his head. A raven perched on the outside sill, peering intently at Steve. Its inky eyes glimmered; hinting at intelligence he knew went far beyond instinct.
Steve gave it a nod. "Tell Guy I said thank you. Tell him I'll always be grateful."
The bird cawed once and flew upward in a burst of feathers. Steve stared that direction for a long time before finally drawing his attention to his wife again. Her eyes fluttered open, gazing at him with so much trust that his heart nearly melted.
He smiled and squeezed her hand.
"Nothing will ever hurt you again."
∞Φ∞
The raven glided over the city, wings outspread to allow it to float on the light breeze. It flew past glimmering giants of glass and stone, above veins of asphalt packed with metallic growling creatures before circling an oasis of green. A perfectly average man sat alone on a bench in the park, tossing seed to a gathering flock of pigeons.
The raven cawed loudly and landed in their midst, scattering the startled birds. Hopping in the commandeered spot, it quorked and gleaned its glossy feathers as though proud of itself.
Guy shook his head with a smile. "Bully."
The raven hopped on the bench and uttered a series of croaks and throaty kraas, bobbing its head and fluttering its wings.
Guy nodded in response. "Nice of him to say so. Hopefully his wife will recover without any complications. But it doesn't really matter, does it? Nothing matters in this world or the other. The battle will never be over, not until the circle is undone. Come along, my friend."
He stood and looked at the darkening sky.
"We still have work to do."
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