
    
      It’s Almost Over
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      "Hush now, brother. Your screaming and thrashing are making a delicate process more dangerous," said Viktoria. 
    

    
      Vestra felt the faint sensation of flesh splitting and opening. He smelled the antiseptic a moment later and basked in the queasiness that came with his sister's canny fingers probing his injuries. He welcomed all the sensory input, all of it real, sensible, grounding, a bit of debris for his sanity to cling to. Vestra could focus on that and the bitter metaphors he made in an attempt to salvage the one thing he had ever cared about: his mind.
    

    
      No, that wasn't true, was it? Vestra cared about more than that. His mind was the only thing that had given him value. Without it, all the tenacity and effort he applied to his studies was wasted. Minus his intellect, Vestra would be a victim, he was sure, a prophecy fulfilled by the interminable cruelty of his father. Let him be one made despite his father's words, a living testimony against the bastard's prediction if he were to be a product. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Vestra cared for his sister, slaving away to fix him, the broken man he was. Screaming, screaming, and screaming still, unable to articulate any better than an infant. Worse, he was cursed with the awareness that there was nothing to say. Language turned to ash, a useless human invention in matters of emotion and the uncanny.
    

    
      And there was his tutor too. Though she nagged at him like a conscience, the one she assured him he lacked. Where was she? In the adjacent room, Vestra was sure. Likely she was constructing a lecture, ready to turn even this ordeal into a teachable moment. Vestra tried to roll his eyes or at least imagined that he was doing such, but the firm hand of Viktoria pushing him down told him his body had not listened.
    

    
      "Stay still, Vestra, and lie flat," she growled, the grit in her voice a signature of the Mordenroth children.
    

    
      His mother. Vestra loved his mother. She was kind-hearted, with dark hair and wrinkles etched deep. An uneven combination of laughter and fear and the general banal cruelties of life. 
    

    
      
    

    
      And Lypia. His darling, a shimmering star in the….no, better not to go down that path. Certainly, a person of the heaven's, the only one Vestra had ever met to force such an analogy from his lips. Lypia, insatiable and curious Lypia, whose eyes blazed with an ambition Vestra had seen only in himself and his older sister. An aspiration that many tried to extinguish, in him as in them, one he had vowed to nurture, satiate, and follow. And, whatever good there was in the bitter, dark world that had allowed Vestra to find a partner as ruthless and thirsty in their quest for knowledge as himself. To that abstract conception; of love and light. The warmth and mystery of a fire in the dark, a promise of discovery, comfort. Vestra thanked it, revered it even, though he would never, could never articulate it. 
    

    
      Lypia, who had made Vestra vulnerable, had made him want to be vulnerable and illogical and soft. Lypia, who he felt undeserving of, if he were, as Vestra always had been, honest with himself. Lypia, who, two rooms away, was screaming louder than even Vestra...for now.
    

    
      "Vestra. I need you to be strong now. What I'm about to do is dangerous. I've only theorized it, you understand? You may die. Or you may go mad. Dear, sweet brother, I beg you, hold on to something to keep your mind tethered to this world. And grit your teeth. If you thought your screams were deafening before--if any of us did--they will make even your paramours seem like whimpers," said Viktoria.
    

    
      The mad scientist, lonely in her decaying castle, where lightning crackled, angry and untamed in the sky, without hope of relief or rain, went on to do the kindest thing she had ever done. Vestra was incapable of recognizing it then, though he took full advantage of the time he had been afforded. Instead, his mind lingered on the horrors and sensations he had felt in those final moments before life fractured inconsolably. Now Vestra thought, fool that he had been, that this would be the most significant break in his life. Vestra had believed himself changed and wise, a seasoned veteran of life's horrors and disappointments.
    

    
      The only wisdom Vestra would earn would come years later and far too late. For now, Vestra tasted a particular flavor of ignorance, making him feel so significant and unique. 
    

    
      The chattering of teeth, hundreds, asynchronous, moving toward Vestra and Lypia as a unit. The howl of the wind over an earth devoid of any compassion and a sky, a sky indescribable. One that he would try to capture for the rest of his life in words. Like rust or old blood, red splayed across the sky, blotting out sun and moon and stars alike. Indeed, in that place, the heaven's averted their gaze, unwilling or unable to look upon the horrors done there. A shimmer fell across the world, one that bent and contorted the barren land into a cavalcade of nightmares. A step forward could change a person; that's all it took. A step and whatever thing gave light to that hell, whatever impossible thing separated this sky from Vestra's own. He might be separated from himself. But that wasn't precisely so. Vestra would still be Vestra, but there would be some fundamental change. A twisting of the soul or heart drew a line between himself and himself.
    

    
      There was more, or at least the memory of more, a brand, still 
      achi
      ng but out of sight. So much of that other world slipped from Vestra's mind like a mollusk, slimy and ineffable. The 
      mathematics all
       wrong, the very geometry of the 
      place askance
       and askew. Vestra forced those thoughts down, stuffing them, neat and tidy, into a chest kept near his heart. He would forever feel the stirrings in that chest, each thud a turning of the knife, a memory unbidden. But, for now, Vestra forced his mind to find peace in fantasy.
    

    
      He would find his way through the darkness that had suffused him, and he and Lypia would walk free of it. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Fool. A fool and jejune Vestra had been--still was. 
    

    
      
    

    
      But that realization would come later. For now, there was screaming and heat searing through Vestra. A pain that obliterated thought and fear in kind. Time expanded, opening up before Vestra, and in front of him, a door, pitch black and cold and begging to be opened.
    

    
      What could Vestra do but open it? Mind blasted by the impossible and the sensation of flesh and nerve adhering to metal and wire. And so, with a trembling hand, he pushed the door and saw a tall, bald figure behind it. It stank of fetid waters and rot, and from its face hung tentacles that writhed, independent of the thing they attached to.
    

    
      "Ahh, the good Professor," the thing said, the words coming out stunted and rough as if it had never thought to speak until that moment. "Thank you for opening the door. But it's not enough. We cannot step through yet. You have more work to do for us." 
    

    
      Vestra's tongue lay like a dead fish in his mouth, wet and useless. So he stared at the figure before him, clad in tar-black and rich purples.
    

    
      "You need not say anything. Do as you have always done," it smiled, or so Vestra took from the way its face changed, the inclination of its head, and the odd lilt to its voice, that it smiled. "Pursue knowledge and method with abandon, dear Professor. And damn the consequences!"
    

    
      "What are you?" Vestra had lamely managed.
    

    
      And then the creature looked at Vestra with an expression so human--eyes arched, a curl to its suction-like mouth, revealing a beak, and unmistakable humor worn plain. The sight, so human, so arrogant, made Vestra's stomach churn, and, upon waking, he would learn to his chagrin that he had vomited.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I 
      am nightmares
       
      eternal
      . A being of intellect unchecked. I am Sothos, and I will be as your shadow, Vestra Mordenroth." 
    

    
      Language turned to ash, acrid and useless, on Vestra's tongue. Then, with force so sudden he found himself gasping for air upon waking, Vestra was pulled away from his nightmare. The door closed behind him--though a crack remained, one he could not see so much as sense--and Vestra was back in himself.
    

    
      He awoke sweating and feeling a heaviness he was unaccustomed to on his left side. He felt pressure at the base of his neck, like a rock embedded in his skin. Vestra went to touch it, and as he did, he heard the unmistakable clinking of metal against metal.
    

    
      When he looked, he saw an arm segmented and shining silver. He flexed his new fingers and felt nothing. Then, with his right hand, Vestra traced the metalworkings, probing between the segments. If he dug between them enough, he felt a jolt, a sharp pain like a cut or stab. Yet, no matter how he hammered at the exterior, Vestra felt nothing.
    

    
      "Already studying your upgrade," said Viktoria, cleaning her glasses and smiling. The lazy, self-satisfied smile she often had plastered upon her face was a comfort. Indeed Vestra, you found yourself flirting, perhaps even canoodling with death, and what do you do? Start poking and prodding at the shiny, new toy you've got. Amazingly, you've ever known the touch of another human being."
    

    
      Vestra swung his legs over the table and stood, with some difficulty, so that he might meet his sister's gaze. "A joke at a time like this?" 
    

    
      
    

    
      Viktoria shrugged, "Since when did unspeakable tragedy make us serious."
    

    
      Vestra scowled, a perfect counterweight to his sister's easy grin, "I will admit, the potential of steel over the flesh is much greater."
    

    
      "I'm glad you see it my way. Even more so to see you have held onto your mind and disposition. But, unfortunately, Lypia was not so lucky," said Viktoria.
    

    
      "Take me to them," said Vestra.
    

    
      
    

    
      For a moment that would haunt Vestra for years to come, Viktoria looked at her brother with sympathy. She was older than him by a few years, their father's failure, or at least he had supposed so until Vestra came to be. Yet, in all the years they had been together, Viktoria never looked at Vestra with the sort of sisterly affection, a love that bespoke protection, that so many had fond memories of. Nor had she ever fixed him with big, glassy eyes communicating pity. Instead, Viktoria could offer understanding and humor, and that was it, and it was enough.
    

    
      Now, looking upon his sister and seeing on her face a combination of emotions, a scrawling of warnings and comforts that Vestra had never before seen, the young scientist felt sick to his stomach.
    

    
      "Just take me to them," he said, voice thick and low with fear, guilt, and preemptive pain. 
    

    
      And so Viktoria did precisely that. She led Vestra through the halls of her home, and Vestra ignored all the sights and oddities. Instead, his gaze fixed forward, looking past his sister and into the darkness of the far-flung future. The uncertainty weighed on him, and the pain in his shoulder and neck, the newfound alien nature of his body, rooted him in place, forcing Vestra to pay attention to reality. Everything seemed warped, space vibrating, ripples moving outward.
    

    
      And when they came to the room, Vestra heard the screaming and the ravings of the broken. Past the door, strapped in a bed with a woman, pale as snow, looking down upon them with tears in her eyes, was Lypia. Vestra could not remember the steps he took then. But he was beside the pale woman, Lyceum, his tutor, ignoring the sorrowful eyes she favored him with as he looked at his lover. 
    

    
      Vestra placed his right hand on her forehead and felt their sweat and warmth. Lypia looked up at Vestra, and for one beautiful moment, their screaming subsided, and they looked at him with relief. All in the room held their breath, hoping that the fever had broken and Lypia had returned to themselves. 
    

    
      But it was not to be. Lypia's screams began anew, and Lyceum, seeing the hurt on Vestra's face, took pity and waved a hand over Lypia, flinging her into a fitful sleep. A few drops of old blood fell from Lyceum's fingertips onto Lypia's face, which Vestra wiped away.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I'm sorry, Vestra," said Lyceum, placing a hand upon his cheek. Tears had already wet it; the warmth and salt stung Lyceum and Vestra knew it. But he could not turn away with any sort of haste. So for a time, both too long and not long enough, Vestra allowed himself to be propped up by another. 
    

    
      When he pulled away, Vestra said nothing. No words in any language could articulate the darkness, rage, and loathing that churned like a sea in a storm inside him. Lyceum could see it, she had always had a way to see past the stern face, and scowl Vestra wore like armor. Even Viktoria might have seen the shadow that hung dangerously over him. However, if she did, she did less than nothing to dispel it. 
    

    
      Vestra couldn't blame either of them for not pulling him out of the abyss. He had wadded into it knowing the consequences, and nothing short of killing him then and there would have changed his mind or shaken his resolve. 
    

    
      Lypia, the person he loved most in the world, lay broken, and Vestra could think only of fixing her. So he resolved that he would fix his mistake no matter the cost.
    

    

    
      
    

    
      Vestra Morgen walked the slick, stinking streets of Chabon. Everything was dark around him, the futile light of the gas lamps obscuring more than anything else. The combination of steam and methane from the sewers turned the buildings and streets opaque. The edges of Chabon softened, indistinct, so much so that Vestra thought of a charcoal painting. Blacks and 
      greys
       abound, his eyes sliding off his surroundings, the details there if only he focused enough. 
    

    
      A breeze blew through the streets, whipping up the gas and causing the lights to flicker. Early winter in Chabon meant cold and wet, the roads slick, and the wind cutting to the bone with a butcher's precision. Nonetheless, Vestra wore lighter clothes than the bare few he passed on the streets. A born northerner, cold without the threat of a quick death, was not cold at all. A black overcoat, his university uniform, white shirt, mahogany brown jacket with white gloves, and a black tie were enough for him. Besides, other concerns plagued Vestra as he walked the streets, his steps quick and purposeful.
    

    
      Suppose any of those few passersby had taken an interest in Vestra. In that case, they might have noted a few oddities aside from his lack of decent clothes. He walked with a strange gait as if his left side weighed him down or else gave him considerable discomfort. Furthermore, Vestra looked up at the sky every few steps, lingering upon it. His furrowed brow and scowl slipping away as if the sight of the utter dark above him was comforting. 
    

    
      As it was, none paid any mind to the Professor until he came upon a house deep in the more gentrified parts of Chabon. A young man shouted, "Professor Morgen, Professor Morgen!" and waved a hand in the sky.
    

    
      "Yes, Robert, I am coming," Vestra called back, the cruelty of his features translating to each syllable. 
    

    
      When Vestra made it to the doorstep, the door opened, and an older man, rotund with a salt-and-pepper beard and an expression of dumb worry, stepped out.
    

    
      "You must be the teacher Robert was telling me about. Vestra, was it?" said the man, voice gruff, as he extended his hand.
    

    
      "Professor Morgen will do," said Vestra, ignoring the man's outstretched hand.
    

    
      There was a moment of awkwardness, the sleight taken to heart for the man. Vestra did not care, and Robert knew this and said, "Why don't we go in so you can see her now."
    

    
      "Yes, good idea. I'm James, by the way, Professor Morgen."
    

    
      "Lead me to her, if you please," said Vestra, "we've wasted enough of our time on pleasantries as is."
    

    
      
    

    
      Inside the house, a fire blazed, dispelling the cold and making Vestra feel sudden discomfort. The feeling was compounded by a subtle scent, sweet and musty, one that reminded Vestra of a million skittering things. Robert and James had tried to hide it underneath smoking sage and an assortment of flowers. Lavender and roses and baby's breath, even some sunflowers, their presence a reminder of warmer, kinder days. But the stench persisted nevertheless. 
    

    
      Vestra preferred the bracing, dangerous cold to the seductive and enveloping heat. The world's crisp, too-clean smell in winter was a more significant boon to his senses than any perfume or arrangement of various flora. Still, when James and Robert both asked after his coat, Vestra insisted on leaving it on. And so, the pair led him through their home, past statues from various times and cultures. Vestra sneered at them. Collectors were no better than vultures, their food the carrion of occupied people. They glutted themselves in the name of pageantry, ignoring the significance of what they had robbed. 
    

    
      There were portraits of the different generations of the family as well. They lined the wall painted in various out-of-date styles. The most recent, by Vestra's approximation, were done in the hyper-realist manner popular more than a decade ago. Nevertheless, the whole home was the same faux-natural shade of brown. The sort that should evoke a walk in the forest, and indeed, the accents were all that idyllic shade of green that never actually showed up in nature.
    

    
      Vestra hated the whole home, seeing a reflection of a life he had stuffed into the bottom of a chest near his heart in every predictable element. As such, Vestra turned his gaze to where it so often was, forward toward shadows in front of him. Unafraid to look into them and see the hidden worlds that existed on the other side. 
    

    
      
    

    
      "She's done nothing but lay in bed and moan for the last few hours. She had a fever throughout the night, but that seems to have subsided. Now she's cold as the cobblestone outside," said James as the trio neared a door at the end of a narrow hall.
    

    
      Vestra reached into the pocket of his overcoat and produced a mask made of black cloth that he affixed to his face. "I recommend that both of you wait on the other side of the door. I commend you for being by her side without knowing what's been plaguing her."
    

    
      James and Robert both nodded; from the tilt of their heads and the glint in their eyes, Vestra could see they were proud of themselves. For once, the Professor found that he was not annoyed at the self-satisfaction the pair wreathed themselves in. Vestra was no doctor, his interest in bodies being a strange brew of academic and fetishistic. Many of his peers and past students remarked upon and reminisced on his iron stomach. He had drawn praise and condemnation for his insistence on examining bodies in all states. The bloated and soggy drowned corpse to the maggot eaten and half-buried. But it was those pristine specimens, beautiful on the outside, expression as if death was an old friend coming to visit. Yet inside, nothing approaching human or animal organs could be found. There was not even a passing resemblance to a typical nervous system. Nevertheless, Vestra forced the world to look upon them. Despite the occasional outrage, his contributions to medical knowledge were designed to be significant enough that removing him from his position did more harm than good.
    

    
      
    

    
      As it stood, Vestra treated biology with the same reverence as he did chemistry or mathematics, or psychology. That is to say, all were but pieces in a toolbox. Of course, some were better kept than others but nonetheless necessary for his extracurricular activities. 
    

    
      The room stank, though not in the stale, bilious way that often accompanied sickness. Instead, it stank like water, not fetid exactly, but wrong nonetheless. And mingled with it, too strong to ignore, that sweet, musty smell, twinned with it to create a new horror that assaulted Vestra's senses. The scent triggered a flash of memory to go off like thunder, and the sudden boom of fear and trembling came with it. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Lypia lay in front of him sobbing. There was blood, his own. He had been through so much already and had torn himself free from pleas for prudence and compulsion. Vestra's left hand ached; the monster inside of it, a manifestation of fear, trembled. Vestra had denied it, and what had he got for that? One lucid moment when Lypia called out his name before bursting into tears.
    

    
      
    

    
      Even now, Vestra held those spare moments close to his heart. The small comfort of a worn childhood blanket, an ephemeral warmth, and longing. Yet this memory, like a centuries-old home, was haunted. Ghosts of the past and the future conspired to ensure that bitter poison would bloom on Vestra's tongue no matter how sweet the nectar was. And this specter was particularly insidious. Ready at all times to dredge up the mistakes that led Vestra to where he was now. His every waking moment was dominated by the whispers of this ghost or that phantom. Often the poison affected his dreams and reminded him that there was no escape from the noose. There was only a tiny respite before the chair fell away, and he was left to dangle, limp and suffocating.
    

    
      Vestra shook his head. He could compartmentalize this, for now, lock it away for it to wrestle itself free later. But, by then, he would be back in his lab and could fall into a dissociative state for the rest of the night. Now Vestra needed his intellect, so, closing his eyes for a moment, he imagined a single, lit candle in the center of his soul. When the flame was going, it illuminated all those hidden crevices that gave a soul texture and depth. With the candle lit, Vestra could feel and conceptualize. That was not what he needed, so he blew the candle out.
    

    
      In the dark of his soul, Vestra toiled, letting his fingers work with mechanical efficiency and delicacy. Vestra's eyes darted around his patient's body, cataloging findings so that his mind could churn out information like machine parts. Nothing worthy of further inspection was produced until Vestra turned the woman on her side and noticed something that reignited the candle. And with that sudden brightening of his soul, Vestra felt a sense of dread so profound he almost screamed.
    

    
      
    

    
      But he bit it back and swallowed it. 
    

    
      
    

    
      A semicircle was at the back of her neck. In the center was a small incision, irregular and slightly puckered. Seeing it obliterated thought and the ability to produce it for a few moments. Then, when it inevitably came screaming back, Vestra knew with terrible certainty what he must do.
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Vestra waited outside, cold rain falling and intensifying. It reminded him of the springtime of his youth, and he felt the sharp edge of the memory cut into him. Still, the bike chain rain and scalpel-like cold were preferable to spending time in that house amongst the ignorant and the damned. 
    

    
      Vestra had to wait for the better part of an hour  before his apprentice came with the carriage. His horses were unhappy to be roused at such a late hour and forced to make such haste. Abstractedly, Vestra placed a hand upon each, in his right feeling the wet, warm, soft hair. Another memory came to him, one of bright, open fields, the sticky sweetness of fruit on his lips and fingers. A hoard of wild horses graciously accepting the scrapes Vestra was too sophisticated to enjoy. The levity of the recollection was brief and welcomed with the same intensity as a drowning person taking in a gulp of precious air. 
    

    
      
    

    
      And then it was back down, head dipping back into black waters.
    

    
      "I made it here as quick as I could, Master," said a red-haired youth, a trio of scars running diagonally across his eyes. He dressed like Vestra, all dark colors, save for his coat, which was more seasonally appropriate by far.
    

    
      "You did well, Aiden. Now, come with me. I'll need your help carrying the patient to the carriage," said Vestra, customary growling behind his words.
    

    
      Aiden did as he was told with haste, following close behind Vestra. James and Robert huddled to one side of the room, their eyes trained on the floors. The haunch of their shoulders suggested resignation, their inadequacy in sudden and sharp focus. Aiden wondered what his teacher might have said and how he might have convinced them to part with the patient. The impression Vestra had made on Aiden when his message arrived was that this was a matter not of life and death but of how many deaths could be prevented. Likely, Vestra expressed this in no uncertain terms to the family.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Bedside manners are for the inept, the talentless, and fools in general. We've not the time to indulge if we wish to get any work done," Aiden recalled Vestra telling him. Aiden had been appalled by his Master's callous view on human suffering.
    

    
      "Be a kind word or gesture to sweeten the truth cannot, surely, be such a nuisance," Aiden had protested. 
    

    
      "Life is long and full of nightmares, heartache, and bitterness. Better to internalize it now so that what goodness there might be can be appreciated fully," Vestra replied.
    

    
      And, at that, the matter was settled. Aiden had learned not to argue with his teacher back when he was at University and questioned one of Vestra's conclusions in class. If memory could be trusted, it had something to do with the rate of decomposition in a body under the effect of the 
      necrotosis
       disease. According to Vestra, the natural programmed cell death a person experienced was not so much sped up as hijacked. This takeover led to a reprogramming of the cells. This way, a body might appear afflicted by necrosis when it is metamorphosing. It was, Vestra asserted, a subtle difference. Whereas necrosis would lead to eventual rot and death, 
      necrotosis
       only caused superficial decay. The body was, in fact, alive; the pilot had changed, was all. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Aiden hadn't even made a comment, only scoffed at the assertion. Thirty years of prior research had shown that it was, in fact, necrosis brought on by the disease. 
    

    
      Vestra had ignored Aiden's scoffing, though he had undoubtedly been loud enough to make his opinion known. Instead, for the next class, Vestra had procured several bodies, all dead and in various stages of 
      necrotosis
      . He then forced the students to compare and contrast his findings with his peers and defend their conclusion in front of the entire class. Vestra provided the latest material on both theories and even took the opportunity to defend his position. 
    

    
      Aiden recalled how exuberant Vestra had been. The rare musicality to his voice, the quirk of a smile at the corner of his mouth. A smile which widened as Vestra watched each student come to understand the how and why of his diagnosis. And, in the form of a true narcissist, Vestra singled Aiden out in the end and asked, "Any more questions, Mr. O'leary?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Once we reach the lab," said Vestra, once the house had faded from view, "I want you to perform a pre-autopsy sterilization." 
    

    
      "Autopsy? The woman was still breathing when we put her in the back, sir," remarked Aiden.
    

    
      Vestra grimaced, "Yes, well, something was breathing, wasn't it?"
    

    
      "Sir?"
    

    
      "You'll see soon enough, O'Leary. And I'm not one to spoil a surprise, even one, well, even to hint would be giving away too much," rambled Vestra.
    

    
      Aiden sighed, and the pair rode through the dark streets, cold rain battering them, soaking them and chilling them to the bone, in an uneasy silence.
    

    

    
      
    

    
      Everything in its Right Place
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Vestra sat at his desk, pouring over the same stack of notes again and again and again, ad 
      infinitum
      . What else could he do? Lypia was locked away in the best asylum that anyone could ask for, but it meant nothing. They were beyond what the doctors, theologians, and philosophers of this material plane could comprehend. Lypia had glimpsed the impossible, the indescribable, and it had broken them, reduced them to a babbling mess.
    

    
      
    

    
      And that was an improvement!
    

    
      
    

    
      Vestra grabbed a stray bit of paper and wrote:
    

    
      Oh, hunter, what has become of you,
    

    
      Are you dead in your snare?
    

    
      Do you scream at night,
    

    
      and hear only a cricket's chorus?
    

    
      Oh, hunter, was what you found,
    

    
      a shooting star a jewel of incomparable colors,
    

    
      worth getting lost in that cage you call
    

    
      Body?
    

    
      
    

    
      With a scowl, he crumpled the paper and added it into the bin. Science had frustratingly failed Vestra. No explanations could be found in his equations, and no comfort in cold numbers. So, he turned to poetry and music in hopes that the mutability of language would lead to a reprieve. And it helped. A good turn of phrase or a dirge was indistinct enough that Vestra could find comfort in a tavern late at night when even the gas lamps flickered into oblivion. Recitations of lost love, the crooning of the drunk and heartbroken, resonated with him. The generalities of grief and loss were easy material to sculpt with. But it was nothing more than a crutch, like a cross around the neck of the devoted. 
    

    
      No one could understand what Lypia needed or how to heal them. In his increasingly rare moments of sobriety, Vestra felt that he alone knew what his partner required. Both had found that tiny tear in their world and pressed their fingers through it together. As a pair, both had watched the horrors and wonder spill forth. How could anyone besides him know what Lypia needed?
    

    
      To the black pits with them all! Fools, 
      the
       lot of them, with naught but scraps of paper to say otherwise.
    

    
      But even this, Vestra knew, was the result of years of practice to the point of automation. A response to troubled times he didn't even have to think about. No, it was only once Vestra had imbibed enough alcohol and his thoughts became slippery that the workers began to fail, to fall, and flee. And in those moments, Vestra knew that nothing he thought or experienced would ever bridge the gap between himself and Lypia.
    

    
      The worst of it, in Vestra's opinion, was when he went to visit Lypia, though he did that much less of late. Vestra had, at first, resolved to see them only after he had found a way to fix what was broken. But loneliness and guilt eroded that resolve so that it slipped away like sand between his fingers. So he went to see Lypia twice a month in the beginning. Always at the start and at the end, a reminder, each time, of what he worked for. But the strain on his poor heart, so threaded through with cracks, was too much to bear, so Vestra began to visit less and less frequently.
    

    
      
    

    
      One of his last visits played out like a nightmare whenever his mind inevitably turned toward it.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Darling," Vestra said, gentle, a small, sad smile forcing itself upon him, "I brought you our favorite flowers. From that island, you remember, where lavender had taken over? The honey there was discolored and bitter, wasn't it?"
    

    
      
    

    
      In the future, that memory would be as hazy as the air on the island. The name, as well as its coordinates, had faded, but the purple hue of the sky never would. It was, as Vestra recalled, a work trip. All their trips were business-related, a fact that, by turns, made him smile or sob. Some sort of ecological disaster; a parasite in the soil, Vestra dimly recalled, had killed off most of the island's native plant life. As a result, the lavender grew wild and intense, and the bees and butterflies were heavy-laden. Wings and bodies discolored forever, and each gifted a faint glow. Then, in the twilight hours, as those insects whizzed past, they left traces, an ugly yet enchanting mix of their own color with the hue of the flowers.
    

    
      Lypia loved those flowers. So utterly charmed by the warped, fairytale effect they had on the island. They declared that night, having dragged Vestra out into the fields to observe the odd glow they emanated in starlight, that those flowers were their favorite. Now, when Vestra thought of that night, he wished he'd plucked a flower for Lypia then. That he had tucked one behind their ear and kissed them. It wasn't a gesture Lypia would ever have asked or expected of Vestra, but it was an act of love they deserved. Oh, what a curse to only know the importance of such small things when they are long past.
    

    
      
    

    
      Lypia's eyes locked on the flowers. They smiled, 
      recognition
       a sparkle in their eyes, and, for a moment, Vestra felt the lodestone in his heart lift. But nevertheless, he tempered his enthusiasm, knowing that moments of lucidity were nothing to be excited about.
    

    
      Still, Vestra could not help himself as he moved to be beside Lypia. It had taken almost a year for them to let him get close like this, and, even now, Vestra had to be careful with his metal arm. The first time Lypia saw it, their 
      face
       twisted into an expression that, even years later, Vestra could not describe. They didn't pity him. It was not in either of them to pity another, nor did Lypia seem particularly horrified.
    

    
      If Vestra had to put words to it, the look was one of envy. And anger. Neither of which could he stand to have thrust upon him, even if, intellectually, he knew he deserved it. But why shouldn't it be him in Lypia's place? Why should he get away with such a slight loss while they stumbled through a maze with no entrance and no exit? Why, why, a million or more questions without answers that formed a noose, all Vestra had to do was slip his head in, and he would be gone.
    

    
      But there was no room for those thoughts. Not now, not ever.
    

    
      Vestra placed the flowers in a vase. He tossed the wilted, brittle bouquet he had brought last and refreshed the water. 
    

    
      "You know, I've been adventuring lately," he said conversationally. "It's nothing like adventuring with you, of course," Vestra turned to Lypia then. He bridged that distance between them with ease. He looked upon Lypia, that clarity still in their eyes. His heart threatened to break bones, so much did it hope to bridge that intangible gulf between them. "They are all idiots. They've more interest in fighting or thieving or proselytizing. As a matter of fact, one of them is a priest. He is the biggest fool of them all.
    

    
      "But, though they lack our analytical talents, I must say that they have been helpful. I've gotten my hands on something, a genuine oddity to get insight into...well, look, it won't be long now. And then everything will be as it was."
    

    
      "No," said Lypia, a sudden steeliness in their voice.
    

    
      "I'm sorry?" asked Vestra, forcing himself to sound affable.
    

    
      "No, not as it was. It will be...adjusted. Only a little, but you'll notice," said Lypia.
    

    
      Vestra opened his mouth, ready to probe deeper or offer an apology, which he had yet to decide. Instead, Lypia robbed him of the need by grabbing hold of his face and holding it tight in their hands. For several minutes, they had Vestra like that, forcing him to look into their eyes.
    

    
      
    

    
      The amber drops that Vestra had always admired darkened. Gone was the light and sweetness from his lover's gaze and in its stead was darkness, thick and sticky. Vestra could feel himself being sucked into that darkness. His brain set to work the way it often did when trying to line up the equations just so. Vestra's stomach turned as he looked on. The realization struck hard. There was something warped or changed, some subtle twist, lethologica. Indeed, the more Vestra looked into Lypia's eyes, the more he felt as if there were something there lurking behind. The veil was so thin as to be almost translucent. Vestra tried to focus on it, whatever was there, to peek behind Lypia's iris and see what lurked behind their face. 
    

    
      And then the iris peeled back, retreating and revealing…
    

    
      ...eyes charming and fierce; as complex and intoxicating as whiskey.
    

    
      "Check before you enter your room that everything is in the right place," said Lypia before releasing their grip on Vestra.
    

    
      
    

    
      How many nights passed, Vestra couldn't say. A fugue came over him in those days, one that he couldn't shake no matter how much sleep he got or how many stimulates he ingested. Vestra's life moved with the fluidity of a dream, at once seamless and jagged. Like pages ripped from a book with a few scant details between the disparate passages to fill in gaps. 
    

    
      If he acted out of character, his companions never mentioned it. Though, looking back, Vestra supposed it would be hard to notice. He had long been accused of ignoring people, be they comrades, family, or peers. It was a vice Vestra's father had never been able to beat from him.
    

    
      It happened in the lab. Vestra walked in and felt a sudden sense of vertigo take hold of him. His vision blurred, and his head swam for a moment. The blood froze in Vestra's veins before being bid to flow again, and his breath caught in his throat; a small gasp escaped his lips. He had no idea why at first. 
    

    
      And then he reached for something. What was it? His lantern, perhaps? Or the journal he kept near the door, filled to near completion with his expeditions. On the other hand, it might be that Vestra had been in the process of hanging his coat. Funny how time treats memory as wind and rain treat stone, the slow, inevitable smoothing of details.
    

    
      Whatever Vestra reached for had not been there, not precisely. Vestra didn't grab it, did not even feel it brush against his fingertips. And when he looked to see where it had been, he found it moved several inches, as was the thing next to it, and the thing next to that. As Vestra's gaze made its slow round of the room, cataloging everything, it became clear that the space itself had shifted.
    

    
      
    

    
      Vestra's head swam, and the room pulled away from him and left him stranded in darkness.
    

    
      A migraine blossomed behind his eyes, and it was only with considerable mental effort that Vestra could put himself back in his room. Indeed, it was a point of pride that Vestra was able to right his room and return it the way it was.
    

    
      
    

    
      Almost.
    

    
      There was a door that Vestra had never seen. A passage that should, by rights, lead to the naked stone behind it. Yet, from under the door, there extended a long shadow. It spilled like ink into Vestra's room, undeterred by the light. What was there to do but open it? 
    

    
      There was the dimmest sensation that Vestra had done this once before. The feeling settled over Vestra like a sickness. The color, little that there was, drained from his face, and he broke out in a cold sweat. Vestra shivered as though in the throes of a fever. Yet, in his heart, a feeling like it must be done, that all roads led to this moment without exception. And though, in the blackened corners of his mind, Vestra rejected such superstitious drivel, he could not fight the sense of understanding that opening that door would grant him.
    

    
      So he did. Vestra opened the door and was gobbled up by oblivion. To call it simple darkness would be a disservice to the complete annihilation that awaited him. A total deconstruction of the self, like becoming piecemeal before being ground to dust by eternal nothingness. 
    

    
      Yet, despite the horror that accompanied the limitless, Vestra was unprepared for what awaited him upon reforming. A single figure, solid and alien, yet familiar. It was draped in black and purple with intelligent, cruel eyes. A face with probing, writhing tentacles and hands, heavy, bloated, and viscous.
    

    
      "Mordenroth," it growled.
    

    
      "What are you?" Vestra growled in return. The years since Lypia's affliction had rid him of his previous weakness.
    

    
      "So brave," Sothos said with a stunted enunciation. 
    

    
      "This place is my own," said Vestra, "and I will not have you intimidate me."
    

    
      "This place? Do you mean your room? Your mind? Your world?" questioned Sothos, "No. You have opened the door twice now." 
    

    
      "And so what? A door in a dream and in a delusion is meaningless. Intangible."
    

    
      Sothos twisted its mouth in what Vestra supposed was a smile. Next, it lifted its hand, and with a few tricky movements of wrist and finger, it bound Vestra. Sothos then floated toward him and said, "You think you are safe, in your mind, in your world. The cave is so far away. Yet you eat alone, the chatter of teeth grating on your fragile nerves, and you look at the sky like it might devour you."
    

    
      "How do you know that?" asked Vestra, the grit washed from his voice by tides of dread.
    

    
      “Because I am here and I can reach you, Vestra Mordenroth," and with that, Sothos took a long, sharp finger and pressed it to Vestra's chest. With great force and deliberate slowness, it dug its claw in and wracked it across Vestra's chest.
    

    
      Before Vestra's pride could be injured by a scream, he awoke in his bed, sweating and gasping for breath. He scanned the room immediately and was relieved to find that all was as it should be. But, as his heart rate came down and the adrenaline left his veins, Vestra became aware of a shallow pain in his chest. When he placed a hand to where the pain emanated, he could feel the hot, wet sensation that accompanied a fresh wound. 
    

    
      
    

    
      There was a scratch in the exact place his nightmare had marked him. It throbbed crimson, angry and mocking. And somewhere, behind the folds of reality was a sound, like a gag, and the click-clack of bone on bone that Vestra knew was a laugh. And with that, there was no recourse. Vestra screamed without inhibition or shame.
    

    

    
      
    

    
      Vestra's home and laboratory sat by the tumultuous, obsidian sea surrounding Chabon. The waves lapped against the stone walls in the spring, eroding them at a deliberate, inexorable pace. And toward the winter, the cold wind that blew over the sea found every opening into the lab it could, frosting windows and culture tubes alike. It was dark when Aiden halted the carriage, the only light a dim, ill-maintained gas lamp that was older than the house itself.
    

    
      "Help me get her into the lab and then tend to the horses and wash up. I'll have everything ready for you by then," said Vestra. 
    

    
      Aiden nodded his assent, and the pair maneuvered her into the lab with haste. Once his apprentice had gone, Vestra set to preparing the dissection table. The slab of stone was kept immaculate, despite its regular use. First, Vestra sanitized it with an ammonia solution, though he suspected this was an unnecessary step. He then set to gathering and sanitizing equipment and readying tubes and jars of various shapes and sizes. He even prepped the tape recorder, loading it with new tape and setting it where Aiden would see it.
    

    
      Vestra then filled the tubes, some with viscous, stinking liquid, blue or green or yellow. Others he filled with something he kept under lock and key that he handled with his metal hand only and poured with great care. Finally, Vestra produced two syringes as if from the aether and filled both with different solutions. The first, he injected and counted to ten, watching the rise and fall of the woman's chest. After twenty seconds, she took one big and shuddering breath, the woman's last. The second made no noticeable change but would inhibit her motor functions. This, Vestra hoped, was only the precaution of a paranoid mind.
    

    
      
    

    
      The last thing Vestra did, the thing Aiden found him finishing when he had readied himself, was clean and ready his pistol.
    

    
      "Why the gun?" asked Aiden. The mad scientist's apprentice looked over the scene, marveling. Vestra had readied everything with deftness and efficacy. The woman, who lay on the table, was flanked by equipment, all put in perfect order. But, the tools themselves were obscure to Aiden. And the longer he looked at the woman before him, the more nauseous he felt. His left hand trembled, pain, white hot, shooting through it and forcing Aiden to stifle a wince.
    

    
      Something about the woman and the intensity of the pain made Aiden think of a hornet. And once that thought entered his mind, Aiden could not help but be overcome by the sudden image of a hive. The dry, flesh-colored thing his mind conjured up writhing with something underneath. Whatever it might be caused Aiden's skin to feel hot and itchy. He scratched at it, unaware of his teacher's eyes upon him.
    

    
      "Oh, this? Well, I suppose an explanation is in order. Come closer, Mr. O'Leary, and let me teach you," said Vestra with gusto, face shining with sweat by lamplight. 
    

    
      Turning the woman over, Vestra showed Aiden the markings he had found earlier. Aiden 
      stared
      , the itchy sensation growing in intensity and depth. A thought crossed his mind: if only he could dig through his flesh to the source. If he could break the surface and create a crude hole, he might find relief.
    

    
      
    

    
      In his mind's eye, Aiden thought he saw a face, sleek and cruel, peek out from the hive. 
    

    
      
    

    
      "Have you ever seen anything like that, O'Leary?" asked Vestra.
    

    
      "No, sir," croaked Aiden.
    

    
      "Aye. I did not expect you to. It's something to be thankful for, and I hope you will forgive me for spoiling your ignorance. The thing that made that mark is responsible for the state this woman was in, you see," explained Vestra.
    

    
      "What is the nature of the state she's in, Vestra?" Aiden asked, eyes locked on the odd markings.
    

    
      
    

    
      Vestra stared at Aiden for a moment, chewing on his words, a rare occurrence. The hesitation of his teacher made Aiden's stomach turn and a cold sweat break across his forehead.
    

    
      "Reality is a funny thing, Aiden. We've cataloged so much of the world that even the walking dead are simple cause and effect. Another virus or parasite that changes us to suit its goals. Horrifying in the same way cancer is. But neither inspire the deep dread that belongs to the unexplained and unknown.
    

    
      "Still, even the unknown is only frightening insofar as it contains a mystery. The minute it is recorded and light touches the darkness, it becomes grounded. The dimensions of it are sketched out the more we seek and discover. 
    

    
      "But there are places and beings that do not operate under those laws. Worlds past the smallest creak that cannot be described. Our language is far too bound up by what our senses take in, and our minds know to be true. I know you can't imagine it, Aiden. It's like trying to invent a whole new color. Impossible. And that is what has done this. This woman has been touched by the impossible," said Vestra, voice so low as to be a growl, a deep tremor of fear in it. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Aiden closed his eyes and imagined his fear in his throat, some chunk of food stuck, ready to be washed away. All he had to do was tip his head back and swallow, and it would be gone.
    

    
      
    

    
      "You're saying madness, tangible, like your gun, is inside this woman," said Aiden.
    

    
      Vestra smiled, "Excellent way to phrase it. Parafrosyni parasito might be the best name for it if we want to medicalize it."
    

    
      "You must be joking, Vestra. I refuse to believe that you believe this."
    

    
      "A stubborn adherence to what you know to be and not be. I would say I respect it, were you not holding your ground against me, O'Leary. I have not lied to you once, and I would never lie about this. I need you to trust that."
    

    
      Aiden shut his eyes, "That still does not explain why you have a gun."
    

    
      "Right. The gist is that the woman is dead. I've injected her with something to kill her, and I've also given her something to inhibit motor function. As a precaution in case, the parasite has developed to its adolescent state."
    

    
      
    

    
      "You've killed her?" Aiden interjected.
    

    
      
    

    
      Vestra sighed, "Aiden, we do not have the time to get hung up on such unimportant details. Keep up and keep your mouth shut. Now, she is dead. What is inside her is not. The toxins I've injected do not affect it in any meaningful way. Now, while its host may be dead and incapacitated, the thing itself has a few defenses against removal, depending on what stage of development it's in. So, I need you at the ready, with a gun trained on the cranium. If anything moves are attempts to latch onto me, you are to shoot it."
    

    
      "This is insane. Vestra. Surely you do not expect me to go along with this. It's absurd," said Aiden, eyes wide and nostrils flared. His hands running, nervous as a mouse, through his hair, ruffling it into a shaggy mess. A few strands fell across his face, obscuring his view while others stayed suspended. Vestra noted his student's fear, the abstracted scratching, and nervous twitching. The lack of color in his features and the sheen of sweat made him appear ill. 
    

    
      
    

    
      More than anything, Vestra wanted to be kind to Aiden. He wanted to send his student away, find a task, something meaningless, something commonplace for him to distract himself with. When Vestra's eyes fell to Aiden's hands, he recalled his apprentice's encounter with the Nizhniy. 
    

    
      The image of him covered in those bottom feeders, a trail of writhing, white worms leading from the pipes and drains of his flat to his body. The worms shuffled, a stream wriggling toward Aiden, making their arduous journey, crawling over those that had already gorged themselves. Aiden's shallow cheeks reminded Vestra of that day when so much blood had already been stolen. 
    

    
      Aiden's left hand had never been the same. When Aiden had passed out from blood loss, he had broken it. Bone poked through, and the 
      Nizhniy
       had crawled in, squeezing into him and glutting themselves on blood and meat. It shook here in the present, and it was difficult for him to grip anything. The simple act of making a first became a frustrating and humiliating act. Even now, with medication to dull the pain and exercises designed to bring back strength and mobility, Aiden suffered.
    

    
      Vestra hardened his heart and glowered at his student, "I do not recall ever requiring your opinion, Aiden. When I took you as a student, I asked only for an insatiable thirst for knowledge, an iron stomach, and obedience. All three are necessary if you want to work with me. If you have lost your ability to do what needs doing without complaint, or if you cannot stomach the work, you are free to go."
    

    
      
    

    
      Aiden stared back at Vestra, holding his teacher's gaze and feeling the heat behind his practiced sneer. Shame and anger met and got cozy with one another. He wanted to snap back, tell Vestra to go to hell and storm from his laboratory, never to return. But then his eyes drifted down to his teacher's hands, which had always been steady, and he saw the tremor in them. Indeed, when Aiden took a step back and took stock of Vestra, he saw how he hunched his shoulders, pinching them together. The way he sucked in his gut and held himself rigid there and saw, past the flame and fury in Vestra's eyes, a glimpse of absolute dread.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I'm sorry, sir," Aiden mumbled, swallowing his pride like his fear before it.
    

    
      Vestra nodded, "Good. Now, stand at the ready."
    

    
      
    

    
      Aiden did as he was told and watched in sick horror as Vestra cut his way into the cadaver. At first, Aiden felt sorry for the woman his teacher had murdered, as he was sure that was what had been done here. Yet, as Vestra peeled away flesh and chipped at the bone, as the skull opened before them, Aiden's guilt eroded and was replaced by repulsion.
    

    
      
    

    
      In the woman's skull writhed a spiraling mass, each part flowing into the other, the segments showing on schedule. And then there was the color, like oil on water, a faint, slimy rainbow. 
    

    
      
    

    
      "Oh, goddamn," Aiden shrieked, stepping back in revulsion.
    

    
      "Hold your ground," seethed Vestra, "kill your weakness now, O'Leary."
    

    
      Aiden obliged and returned to his post. Vestra took off his left glove and pushed his metal hand into the writhing mess. For a moment, it did nothing, and Aiden contextualized the cluster as muscles. The final preprogrammed movement of a dying creature. Strange, to be sure, but not as uncanny as Vestra had made it sound.
    

    
      
    

    
      But then the mass moved, or so it seemed. The way it moved was indescribable. It did not slither or slink or grab. It did nothing that resembled movement, as Aiden knew it. Instead, it ate the empty space, or at least that was the only way Aiden could describe it without feeling as though his skull would split open. It gobbled up the difference between itself and what was around it, a stench like bodies floating in old waters accompanying it. 
    

    
      Aiden forced his focus on the gun in his head. The weight of it and the individual details. He took it apart in his mind, turning over each part before putting it back together. It was a small comfort to have something tangible and solid to focus upon.
    

    
      While his student was trying to tether his mind down, Vestra set to de-segmenting the thing in the woman's head. He narrated as he did so, but it was lost on Aiden until Vestra looked up at him.
    

    
      "Are you recording?"
    

    
      "What?" asked Aiden, suddenly pulled from his inner world. 
    

    
      "Recording. I need you recording this," said Vestra.
    

    
      "Sorry I...I didn't know," said Aiden. Then, with haste, he retrieved the recorder Vestra had set on the table.
    

    
      "We always record," Vestra snarled, "on every autopsy."
    

    
      "Yes, and this is not every autopsy, in case that escaped you, Vestra," snarked Aiden.
    

    
      "I suppose not. Regardless, we need a record of what happens here. So please, let us do this," said Vestra, the gentleness in his voice lost on his apprentice.
    

    
      Aiden nodded and pressed the button. The click and sudden whine of the thing comforted both men. The presence of something commonplace, the stilted use of tradition like a warm blanket for them to clutch.
    

    
      Vestra cleared his throat and said, "Recording made in regards to the writhing madness inside a nameless woman's skull. Statement begins:
    

    
      
    

    
      "The thing is in its infancy. This is a small madness, an unthinking distortion, only acting out of biological need. They are almost harmless at this stage to those outside the vessel anyway. Considering that the body had been presenting symptoms of a mysterious sickness, it is clear that the mass was readying itself for a growth spurt. What is interesting, however, is that though this distortion appears to follow the typical stage of development, it has manifested in a strange way. Typically, they do so by becoming a spiral of some sort, like a staircase. Furthermore…"
    

    
      
    

    
      Here Vestra went silent as he dropped the creatures, which Aiden had decided to liken to slugs rather than muscles, into one of the larger tubes filled with bright liquid. They dissolved quickly and quiet once deposited, staining the tube a purple that swirled and writhed against the sides.
    

    
      Calling the things slugs was far from a perfect analogy; their anatomy was wrong and...unstable. But it worked if Aiden let his eyes rest lazily upon them and he dissociated enough. And as long as he let his teacher's question act as ambiance, the rustle of leaves by a fall breeze, the crunch of snow and ice underfoot on a winter night, Aiden could keep his head from throbbing.
    

    
      
    

    
      "In typical cases, the brain is devoured. Thoughts, memory, and personality are gobbled up and digested, allowing the vulnerable larva to hide while it grows and infects others. It is, indeed, a devious and destructive survival mechanism. Reports of towns, once full of happy people, suddenly found empty are innumerable. Among such statements are the occasional tales of some horrible being, a demon, a dark god, or fear itself lingering about. Often, it is impossible to determine what has happened. Still, I personally place these aberrations high on the list of causes. 
    

    
      "In the present case, we have something I have never seen in a victim before. Where the horror writhed, underneath is something resembling a hive, like a wasp's nest. More specifically, a paper wasp's nest. The insides of the victim's skull are full of holes, symmetrically stacked against each other in a hexagon pattern. They are gray, dry, and papery. I have never seen this before, and that frightens me. The only recourse is to burn the body here to ensure nothing hides within it, and no further...restructuring takes place. Statement ends."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Right then. O'Leary, move back. And be quick about it," barked Vestra.
    

    
      With a start, Aiden did as he was told. Vestra rearranged his instruments and devices near the table with haste. He then stepped back and, raising his left arm, he took sight of the body. Vestra used his thumb and middle finger to fine-tune his aim. It had been so long since he'd done this. Now it was a memory with a cigarette hole through it. And whatever door Vestra had gone through in the past that made it easy for him to reduce another human to ash had rusted and needed a 
      shove
       to reopen.
    

    
      And when it opened, the fire came, cherry red, in a direct line that erupted on the corpse. Aiden gasped as the acrid scent of burning hair, underpinned by the redolent, savory stench of cooked meat, filled his nostrils. It made Aiden's stomach turn and bile rise to the back of his throat, where it threatened to spill over.
    

    
      Vestra snapped his fingers again, and the flame was lit anew. The flesh charred on the slab, and it suddenly clicked for Aiden why his mentor's embalming table was blackened so unevenly. A look at Vestra's face served as confirmation. His eyes showed no horror, and when he snapped his fingers a third and final time, he did it with ease. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Silence fell upon the room as the stench of the burning body faded into the background. 
    

    
      
    

    
      "I have already checked the husband and son. I did so before you arrived. They showed no signs of infestation. However, we will need to check in with them again in a week to be sure. Tomorrow, Aiden, I'll need you to speak to the doctors who have looked at her to ensure they aren't showing any signs of contamination. Their names are Barker and Iyengar. I trust you are capable of this?" Vestra asked.
    

    
      Aiden swallowed against his sandpaper throat, "I, erm, yes? Yes. I can. But can I ask one thing first?"
    

    
      "Certainly," said Vestra.
    

    
      "How did you do that?"
    

    
      Vestra straightened, "I was unsure, you know if I had shown or spoke to you about the various upgrades I've made to my prosthetic. It is a long story as to why, but suffice it to say I had reason to travel and live as an adventurer some years ago, and these upgrades were required for my success."
    

    
      "Adventurer? I can hardly imagine you gallivanting about, Professor."
    

    
      "I suppose I do not have the pallor or the typical body one associates with such a crowd. But, my mind is sterling, my fingers as quick and clever as any thief, and I daresay I am the greatest swordsman ever born."
    

    
      
    

    
      Aiden shook his head and brushed past Vestra's baseless boast, "was it during your travels that you encountered whatever it was in that woman's head? Your statement...the look on your face as you were burning her. Like it made sense to you...that slug, or was it a screwworm? There were ripples across it...like on water and then it…." 
    

    
      
    

    
      Aiden trailed off, mumbling a string of analogy and metaphor that became ever more disjointed as he prattled on.
    

    
      "It was like an insect in the abstract, an unsettling combination of the familiar and the impossible. It is the sunbleached memory of dream and nightmare, haphazardly stitched together. And yet," Vestra paused here, partly for effect and partly because there was a delicacy due when describing these creatures. A tenderness of tone and language that did not come naturally to him, "yet such a description fails to capture what it is here. It is not so simple as a joint out of place but is akin to an excess. Something that should not be, cannot be, and trying to pin it down with words and imagery is impossible. Because all that we have to give body to such a distortion implies a certain understanding of reality. Of what is and is not possible. Language is bound to reality, with only some variation in understanding. As such, it is forever incapable of capturing that which refuses to share in the possible."
    

    
      
    

    
      Aiden stared at Vestra for a moment, mouth dry and head throbbing, and said the only thing that came to mind, "there is a poet in you yet, Professor Morgen."
    

    
      Vestra chuckled, "What praise from you, Mr. O'Leary! Come, let us share a drink or three, and you can recite your latest works. I cannot offer good critique, but I can find beauty aplenty in how you look upon the world." 
    

    
      
    

    
      Aiden gave a nod, and with that, the pair left the lab, the pile of ash and charred bones upon the slab temporarily forgotten. They retired upstairs, where Vestra stoked a fire and warmed his brandy to pour over a tri-colored blend of peppercorns. Meanwhile, Aiden heated a cheap bottle of red wine and tossed in a bit of allspice, star anise, a cinnamon stick, and a few cardamom pods. And for uncounted hours, they sat, drinking and laughing, Vestra embellishing tales of his adventures. Afterward, Aiden read his latest poems before eventually freestyling around fragments he had scribbled down. Pieces that, with each glass of wine, turned more flirtatious and filthy. 
    

    
      Into the depths of the night, this went on until pacified and exhausted, Aiden fell into a deep slumber. Then, alone, Vestra stared at his half-full glass, letting his thoughts wander, a dangerous pastime designed to inflict maximum harm in his private moments. He maintained this posture for several minutes until, disgusted and ashamed, he picked himself up and returned to his lab to dispose of the woman's remains. In the morning, he would inform her husband and son that he had failed to save her. Then, he would lie and say that the disease was too rare and deadly to return her body and that he had taken the liberty of disposing of her. And yes, they had better quarantine for a bit; a week should be long enough to ensure their safety.
    

    
      
    

    
      Vestra was sure this exchange would end with a bloodied nose and a string of obscenities and insinuations thrown his way. But, he was equally sure he would deserve them all.
    

    

    
      
    

    
      The Dead Don’t Die
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Everything was different now since that alien world had given Vestra a gift. It was unexpected that the same place that had taken his arm and broken his lover would give him a weapon. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Vestra called it 
      Phovos
      , meaning fear in his native tongue. 
    

    
      
    

    
      What was it exactly? He had wondered for a while now about its exact nature. Vestra's curiosity extended so far that he had attempted to disassemble his arm. Yet Vestra lacked his sister's ingenuity and mechanical mind, so his exploration was halted early on. So he stripped away the metal covering of his arm and saw the system of levers that allowed him such mobility. 
    

    
      Wrapped around them was Phovos. Its body was a shimmer, like fat catching light, greens and yellows and purples shining on its surface. Vestra watched how his symbiote expanded until it should have burst the arm apart. Or else contracting, 
      Phovos
       suddenly so small that it looked like slime gumming up the machinery of his arm. While Vestra watched, the sun rose and sank, and night fell on the world like a cat upon a mouse. The scientist, enthralled by the anomaly, continued to study it.
    

    
      At first, Vestra poked at 
      Phovos
       with a pencil. He expected that it would be like poking at anything else composed of flesh. Soft and unyielding. But, to his giddy surprise, the pencil's eraser sank into 
      Phovos
      . Vestra had turned his arm, looking at this night terror from all angles, a shrill, sharp laugh pushing its way through his lips at what he saw.
    

    
      
    

    
      Phovos had no indentation. The pencil had gone inside it, or perhaps through it. Vestra ripped his tool free and disposed of it, eyes wide and wild, mind spinning so that the room rotated around him; he jabbed a finger into 
      Phovos
      .
    

    
      How to describe it? There was a physical sensation like being enveloped, wrapped in something heavy and dense. But there was no comfort to be found in its embrace. Instead, it felt like falling through ice into a frozen lake, the shock of it forcing a gasp and shiver out of Vestra. There was ecstasy in the probing, the tiny pin-pricks from Phovos like the barbs on a pumpkin's vine. Vestra was sure he was being explored in return, though what 
      Phovos
       got was sure to eclipse whatever Vestra had learned.
    

    
      After that first expedition, Vestra began to have a recurring nightmare. One that would become a waking hell before long. Vestra dreamed of his room, though it was not his room. Indeed, it was all twisted, the halls braided so that they should be impossible to traverse. The desk moaned under the strain of papers which babbled together in an indescribable chorus of desperate theories. On the bed, a human figure lay. Its limbs twisted around so that, when it moved, it skittered like a crab. Its head turned round so that its scalp dragged across the floor.
    

    
      The figure slept in naked agony. The door which Vestra had entered, the only door, opened on its own. The sound of its hinges whining was a whispered promise of escape. If Vestra could open the door. When he tried, the handle grafted to his hand, melting and hardening so Vestra could only leave if he wrenched his right arm free.
    

    
      The figure would wake then, stretching, its reverse jointed limbs too long. The edges at which the arms and legs bent were sharp, jutting out and slicing the air. A cigarette hole-sized burn sizzled in the air, a smell of ozone perfumed the air, and a world with a red sky threatened to spill forth its residents. 
    

    
      Always, always, always, it would shamble toward him, this backward horror. And each time, as the demon was upon him, ready to tear him to pieces, Phovos would wake and lash out. First, it would bind the monster, wrapping around it again and again until it reached its chest. Then 
      Phovos
       would narrow and harden and strike, piercing through the nostril and heading straight for the brain. Vestra's vision would split as he saw his nightmare struggle and screech, all while Phovos grew something approaching a mouth. And, with a delicate touch, it would consume bits of the brain, and its victim would slacken and fall.
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      When Vestra woke, sweat-soaked, Phovos would be silent and hidden as always. In fact, during the time Vestra possessed (was possessed by) Phovos, not one of his companions noted it. It was rather odd, really, as Phovos did nothing to disappear. The twisted, half-organic mass that had made a spiral of Vestra's palm was always visible. Vestra had held entire conversations with his comrades, laughed and jeered, and spoke at great length, eyes locked on hand. 
    

    
      But what did Phovos give to Vestra? Oh, so much. He could feel it in his arm, a sensation unlike any he had experienced before. It was not the solid, weighty, sensitive feeling of flesh and bone nor the dead weight of his metal arm. As though it was the ghost of natural, meaty feeling.
    

    
      There was hunger too. Deep and primal, one that Vestra was unable to understand or parse. Was it his, and if so, what was it he craved? No food or drink seemed to satiate it, though Vestra had not withered any, so far as he had noticed. And if it was Phovos, numerous questions and anxieties arose about what it might crave. The sort best left unacknowledged and inarticulate. 
    

    
      Besides…Phovos had become excitable of late. Vestra's companions required rest after their latest campaign, so he found himself with a surplus of free time. And with a fair share of letters from his dear mother. The letters were all riddled with concern for Vestra's bastard father, whose mind had been inching toward silent oblivion, proceeding from the moth-eaten strip of cloth it had become.
    

    
      Vestra smiled at the updates on his father's condition. Giggling to himself as he thought of the distress the cruel, hard man must feel. It would be a lie to say the urge to visit his parents wasn't partially to gloat over his father. Vestra loved his mother, and his return would make her so happy. Especially since Viktoria had made it clear that she had no interest in returning to their childhood home. A decision that caused a sizable crack in their mother's heart. 
    

    
      And so it was that Vestra booked a trip across the sea and over open fields, made brutal and cruel by the bone-setting cold. So it was that Vestra, bundled beneath layers of animal skin in a carriage, heard 
      Phovos
       speak.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I can unburden your mother. I can take everything you ever wanted to rob him of."
    

    
      The voice rasped and crackled. Vestra looked about the carriage when he heard it. It was not the first time he had heard a voice that should not be, one that struggled to imitate human speech, as if it lacked the proper parts to do so. 
    

    
      The driver took no notice. This had all become so commonplace. Vestra couldn't remember when it had started, the delusions. The line between dreaming and waking, the sheer veil that separated the solid from the amorphous concrete from the sugar spun. Had it been when he had seen Lypia last? Their words were a warning about the line Vestra had already crossed. But he could never be sure, and caution was paramount in any case. Dream or reality, the things Vestra saw, the impossibilities that stalked him, had but to reach out to harm him. 
    

    
      
    

    
      At least this time, no horrifying apparition appeared to frighten him.
    

    
      
    

    
      "What do you mean?" Vestra asked, exhilarated by the sinister possibilities.
    

    
      "His mind is going, and his temper is worse. Poor mother, all alone with the monster. But hark! There looms a figure, much darker, much stranger, passing over the land," replied 
      Phovos
      , "and the figure is hungry."
    

    
      
    

    
      In Vestra's
       mind, an image like a wood carving overlapped all his thoughts with such finality that it eclipsed his vision. He stood tall, his shadow cast like a curse, his face obscured, and his eyes glowing a malevolent purple. Before him, a door, and behind him, all was inconsequential. Vestra's hand, which held his power, was on the handle, and Vestra knew, with the certainty of God, that behind the door was his first nightmare. That sinister force whose hand had hovered, ready to smack him down at a moment's notice, now weak and small as the child Vestra had been.
    

    
      
    

    
      And a voice roared in his mind. "I am hungry."
      

    

    
      Chelsea Clarke and her brother, Jonathan Clarke, awoke in their manor at the crack of dawn as they always did. Chelsea, tall and dark-skinned, took her place among the various paintings she had made over the past year. Each done in a day, with a fervor that had made the servants worry for Chelsea's health. Indeed, it was more and more like a fever would come over her. The visions were so vivid and stirring that it was as though she walked through the warped memories of her subject. The landscapes and scenes all slathered with swirling colors, everything shifting, unstable. It had all been tainted by subjective experience and guilt and the slow death of all memories.
    

    
      When the first memories came, Chelsea painted maybe once a week. But, as her collection grew in size, Chelsea found herself possessed by her dark muse more and more. Often, she would spend entire days at work, turning the potential of her canvas into something tangible. And when Chelsea finished, she collapsed. Exhausted and hungry, her body shaking and cold as if she were on the verge of death. But despite their worries, the servants knew better than to confront Chelsea. Thus they left her aftercare to her brother.
    

    
      
    

    
      Jonathan would come into Chelsea's studio and take her to bed, where she might rest. Then he would set to work preparing her food to wolf down when she woke. It was shameful, or so Jonathan had been told, for a man of his stature to cook for another. There was gossip, he knew, about what sort of man he was. More often than not, there was some controversy about the time Jonathan spent in the company of men. Or about the things he consumed, some of which left him a lump on the sofa, mouth agape. Or else Jonathan would be kept awake and manic into the depths of the night and the ungentle embrace of early morning.
    

    
      Before Jonathan had crossed the threshold and found that death made everyone equal, these rumors had hurt him. None more so than the jeers of his own parents when they still lived. Even now, his still heart ached with the memory of their disappointment. Jonathan was a weed where a rose ought to have been, an etching that even death could not erase.
    

    
      
    

    
      But undeath had given Jonathan a gift; perspective. Pain may never die, but joy can still grow, tenacious as a dandelion. And so, the sensorial became Jonathan's pursuit and the gossip, the mindless chatter of birds. So long as there was the joy of unctuous, resplendent food, booze cheap and expensive to imbibe, and sex, he could find pleasure. And as for his station? Well, he had never asked for it to begin with. So what maintenance Jonathan did was only to continue to do as he pleased, a tithe to balance the scales. 
    

    
      
    

    
      So Jonathan cooked for his sister to make up for the lost time when she woke. He had even prepared a menu for Chelsea, laden with fat and vegetables. After Jonathan placed his sister in bed, he would disappear into the markets of Chabon. The sun would be a newborn as he walked the streets. Unfortunately, this time of year made it more difficult for Jonathan to find fresh produce; what he found was often puny and on the verge of rot. 
    

    
      As Jonathan made his way through Chabon, the blustery wind hardly felt on his corpse-cold skin; an icy rain began to fall. There were few others on the street at this time, something Jonathan was grateful for. An appropriate coat was a small detail he found impossible to remember. As such, he walked in simple dark trousers and a nearly sheer, moss green tunic, over which was a black jerkin. An old lover had told him that darker colors matched his somber face as they held each other, sweaty and breathless. 
    

    
      
    

    
      "Is that supposed to be a compliment?" Jonathan remarked, a coy smile on his face. A free hand traced the topography of the man next to him. Gregory was his name, Jonathan recalled.
    

    
      "What else could it be?" said Gregory.
    

    
      "You're right. 'Dark colors really make your sad face much more pleasant to look upon,' could only be said in kindness."
    

    
      Gregory laughed. He had such an easy laugh. The sort that rose from him at the slightest provocation was never mean-spirited. On the contrary, in their short dalliance, Jonathan had found it charming how those emerald eyes sparkled with joy and mischief at all times.
    

    
      Gregory planted a kiss on Jonathan's lips, lightly biting and pulling his lower lip as he pulled away. "Oh, darling. You are too serious! Nothing could make you more pleasant to look upon. 
      But brooding
       elite does not suit you as well as thoughtful intelligentsia."
    

    
      "Ah, now that is much more my sort of compliment," said Jonathan before showering Gregory with kisses. What came next gave some color to Jonathan's cheeks as he shopped. And the bitter aftertaste of Gregory's departure home gave body to the memory, proving that what Jonathan felt was real.
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
       
    

    
      Chelsea, meanwhile, had finished her latest piece. It fit among the rest like the final piece of a puzzle, the grand statement at last made. Having finished it, Chelsea looked over the rest of her works, taking in the story she had gradually recounted. In the first image, a figure, a man, at his knees, his right hand clutching the stump where his left arm had been. He looked up at a red sky, a world so alien and vile that Chelsea could recreate it only with impressions and a foul mixture of paints that evoked disease. 
    

    
      All subsequent paintings followed the figure. Chelsea remembered those early days, painting this man, unsure of anything. She had been so embarrassed when Jonathan asked her about him.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Who is he? A lover?" her brother smirked as he said it. He knew well that Chelsea was as attracted to men as he was to women. 
    

    
      Chelsea scoffed between great mouthfuls of food. Jonathan had made stuffing using pork fat and stale rye. The smell of the sage, the richness of the butte as it browns, a faint nuttiness to it. He had been on a brown butter kick at the time. She was grateful that he had piled so much on her plate.
    

    
      "I don't know him. He's just the man at the center of the paintings," said Chelsea.
    

    
      "Odd of you, centering a man in your art. Even stranger how terrible it is to look upon," said Jonathan, gulping down his second glass of wine. It was honey-colored, sickeningly sweet. Chelsea recalled watering her glass down and the glare Jonathan gave her as she did.
    

    
      "You know, Jon, I agree with your last plaything. You are so much more pleasant when you're silent."
    

    
      Jonathan flashed his teeth, "That's not quite what he said, but that's neither here nor there. What I meant was it reeks of the New Grotesque. All dark and foreboding. So much of it is muddy, all to frame some shock of red or green or yellow. Though, I suppose it is nice you aren't using live animals."
    

    
      "Like the rats," said Chelsea.
    

    
      "Like the fucking rats. I still can't believe no one arrested Margret Hagseed over that display."
    

    
      "She pleaded her case successfully. 'It's a comment on consumption. We starve the most vulnerable and then turn them loose on one another. And when you do that, well, a rat will always eat a rat.' Or something like that."
    

    
      Jonathan rolled his eyes, "I prefer your languishing female forms. They don't stir anything in me. But even I find the sensuality in your work intoxicating."
    

    
      "Thank you, Jonathan," said Chelsea. She meant it too. Though, the reception of her brother's compliment was tinged with bitter sorrow. Chelsea had been unable to paint in her usual style for months now. The garish creations had usurped her preferred subjects, and there was nothing she could do about it.
    

    
      "Now. How about a name for your mystery man?" implored Jonathan, that easy smile splitting his face.
    

    
      Chelsea opened her mouth. She had a name in mind at that moment. A name lost, running through her grasp like sand, lost in the dunes. The name that came instead was spoken in a voice that did not belong to her. One that buzzed like a cloud of flies.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Vestra Mordenroth."
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      As time went by, the images made more sense to Chelsea. From somewhere, wherever an artist found inspiration came understanding and knowledge absolute. What she painted was Vestra's life. From first to last, it was a collection of this man's most significant life events. All save the second to last were displayed in chronological order. Chelsea kept that one covered as it possessed such intense intimacy she felt awful to have painted it.
    

    
      
    

    
      So much suffering, Chelsea thought, and still more to come.
    

    
      
    

    
      The last image was a hive suspended in some vast space. It was, Chelsea had thought, made of flesh or else made to mimic it. A ruby gash ran the length of it, and if Chelsea stared too long, it appeared to throb. At the edges of the tear, the legs and mandible of some unfathomable horror poked out.
    

    
      
    

    
      While she painted, Chelsea was possessed by the thought that whatever lived in the hive would emerge if she were not careful. A foolish fancy, she knew, but one which hung over her like a noose. So she painted quickly and sloppily, unconcerned by her colors blending in obscene ways, dripping down the canvas like a promise of blood and tears…
    

    
      
    

    
      Currently, Chelsea sat admiring her work, on the one hand and on the other, fearing what was to come now that she was finished. What had been the most private experiences of a person. The rare, true joys that made life a dream one never wanted to wake from. Or the numerous nightmares. The consequences hidden in the dark of the future come out to torture, to kill, to pillage. Over time, they changed into something altogether different and more distressing. Now, Chelsea was confident that darkness loomed over Vestra Mordenroth and Chabon and beyond. 
    

    
      
    

    
      There was so much work to do, and Chelsea was already tired. Her eyes fluttered, the last breaths of the dying before sliding closed. In the wee hours of the morning, when Jonathan came with food and drink, she would enlist him. The work was not done, and what came next would require much of her, Jonathan, and Vestra. Chelsea's last thought, before sleep overpowered her, was that she would not let the prophecy of her painting come true. Wherever the inspiration came from, it was her hand that committed it to canvas. It would be her hand that painted the outcome, her influence that decided the end.
      

    

    
      Vestra relished the walk to the lecture hall. Often, he found it more pleasing to be alone on the tree-lined cobblestone road that cut Heathcliff College into uneven sections. The path leading to the lecture hall was one of the few that could be described as beautiful. The trees loomed, large and strong. In the summer and autumn months, they produced a canopy overhead so that the like had to fight its way to the floor. Vivacious shrubbery and the delicate smells of short lived, vibrant flowers lined either side of the walkway. Now, their skeletons reached their limbs out like beggars.. The path was uneven and, in some cases, almost entirely reclaimed by nature. The root systems of the trees disrupted everything and provided a foothold for other flora to take hold. The cobblestone, laced with green here, or partially covered in moss there, was not long for this world.
    

    
      
    

    
      This particular park Vestra walked was called Makkai Park, named after the gothic writer who graduated from Heathcliff some years back. Aiden swore by Makkai's work, stating that she had been the reason for his passionate love affair with the literary arts. Vestra had read her works on several occasions. An old assistant, Lavalle Durand, had been in Makkai's social circles when she was up and coming. It had been Durand who introduced Vestra to Makkai's work.
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Later on, when Vestra took on Aiden as an apprentice, he had 
      ingratiated
       himself by giving an approximate recitation of her lesser-known works. Aiden had stared agog and heaped more praise on Vestra for that than for any scientific revelation he'd had since. So, Vestra had had no choice. Whatever Aiden loved, he would absorb. Of course, he could not promise to love or even like it, but it only felt right to know his friend's passions. 
    

    
      
    

    
      But, if Vestra found it ironic that another had brought Makkai back into his preview, it was quickly overshadowed. Viktoria Mordenroth was Aiden's stated reason for interest in the sciences. This fact, offered up after a sufficient amount of alcohol was consumed, turned out to be a secret shame of Aiden's. This was understandable, considering the disdain for the Mordenroth name. The revelations of his sister, who had insisted on publishing under it and it alone, were undoubtedly genius. But Viktoria's methodology, as well as Vestras, were scrutinized. If not for their abhorrent lack of concern for propriety (digging up corpses to prove a theory, a willingness to experiment on their own flesh or their loved ones). Then it was because of Viktoria's findings, many of which never reached circulation. Before cutting off communication with his sister, Vestra understood Viktoria to be at work on transferring consciousness to a machine. He had no doubt that she would be able to do it. 
    

    
      Still, Aiden's love for Viktoria was a fact Vestra found amusing for no reason other than Aiden's ignorance of his identity.
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Vestra rarely saw anyone else frequent Makkai Park, and those that did were pasty, apparent fans of Makkai herself. If Vestra had to hear one more monotone recitation of Harrowhawk, Coin Swallower, or, lord forbid, Calcify, he was confident he'd die. Even now, he could imagine the words pouring from the aspiring poets' mouths like sewage flooding the streets. The words 
      each a different
       toxin, poisoning Vestra so that he frothed at the mouth before collapsing. It wasn't so much a distaste for the work itself as the self-serious way the poetry students read it.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Hark! For she has Harrowed,
    

    
      
    

    
      Those wretched words,
    

    
      
    

    
      And cut herself,
    

    
      
    

    
      On thorny vines,
    

    
      
    

    
      To slip a rose between,
    

    
      
    

    
      Dead lovers lips,
    

    
      
    

    
      From which slip,
    

    
      
    

    
      A soft cry, unheard,
    

    
      
    

    
      To usher her,
    

    
      
    

    
      Into the hawk's talons,
    

    
      
    

    
      Carried to that sweet, cold land,
    

    
      
    

    
      After-life."
    

    
      
    

    
      Lord above! The thick, dry tongues that repeat those lines do a disservice to poor Makkai. At least Aiden had the decency, in Vestra's opinion, to read them with humor and sarcasm aplenty!
    

    
      
    

    
      These thoughts brought a smile to Vestra's lips. His mind oscillated between jeers he would share with Aiden in privacy, the theoretical conversation filled with full-bodied laughter. The sort that rang throughout a home and lived in its walls. A sound that Vestra knew would be unconvincing passing through his lips. And thoughts on the irony of having now become close with two lovers of the macabre. These flirted with ideas about circuitry, loops, and the face of reality. Vestra thought about how we attract to ourselves the same sets of people again and again, and always, deep down, there is a belief that they will solve us. That some slight changes to the equation will result in a different outcome.
    

    
      
    

    
      But then, Vestra knew, even as he followed the loop down, that this was all obfuscation. He knew himself, could peer with his eye, map out the dimension and texture of his soul, hear its keening ring in his ears. Vestra could take his soul's lament to heart and feel it in his marrow. His inner world was not so large as to be impossible to cross on foot. Vestra knew that he was the poisoned variable.
    

    
      
    

    
      For now, though, that could be pushed aside in favor of fantasies filled with kinship and laughter. If that funny, empty feeling began to encroach on Vestra's thoughts, halcyon imaginings were there to welcome him with open arms.
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Vestra almost did not notice the tree with a zigzag splitting it like flesh divided by a less than delicate hand. But there was something about the lonely tree, nestled away in the park, crowded by more prominent trees. Their spindly branches seemed to reach down and cradle this injured specimen. When Vestra saw it, he heard a sound. One that tickled the back of the ear the way a mosquito might as it hoovered, staking out the place it would draw blood. Finding the most delicate part of its host and drawing blood, glutting itself. 
    

    
      
    

    
      It was funny. Honestly, it was, or so Vestra would insist in the imminent future. Funny that he had such a propensity to stumble across those slight tears between the world he knew and some other. A chance encounter with a journal by a brilliant scientist sailing her way around uncharted islands. A journal that chronicled her slow descent into madness.
    

    
      
    

    
      Such a small object, filled with such profound insight not only into the natural world but also into the human mind. Vestra recalled one particular passage that would prove prophetic. The scientist, her name a sear on Vestra's mind, her name a curse, was Joanna Hvarsvalg. In Joanna's journal was a section titled The Chattering. It was short and, Vestra believed, the first time her mind really slipped away. 
    

    
      It read thus: I had been in the cave several times prior to this. It always sounded odd in there, a strangeness to the echo. Like something was chasing the sound, intent on gobbling it up. It made me remember the feeling of hunger, a phantom pain in my stomach. Still, my time on this island has been marked with phantom sensations, a viscosity to the world, a humidity to reality. My dreams and nightmares seem to strain the waking world. As I write this, there is a shimmer and a stink, like coming upon a body of water with bodies bobbing in rhythm to waves lapping gently against the shore. I dove deeper than I had before, ignoring the sounds, ignoring what I felt. I don't know how it snuck up on me. Once it was there, it was so loud. 
    

    
      It was a wall. It was made of chattering teeth of all kinds. They jut from it, bulbous, and their tongues lolled from their mouths, stuck out, wiggling, tasting for something. 
    

    
      It bit me. I ran. I screamed. What more is there to say? The chunk of my cheek it took from my cheek and horked down. 
      Is not
       going to be back in the morning."
    

    
      
    

    
      Vestra read that and thought it was so fascinating. Even now, the remembered quickening of his heart. That sudden jolt of electricity, the excitement of visceral insight. That feeling, conjoined with Vestra's pride, led him and his partner to that cave full of nightmares.
    

    
      
    

    
      Or a stone, translucent and the color of blood diluted in water. A stone that whispered of all the terrible things done to create it. Oh, but those promises, a cure for death and unimaginable wealth. The power to have one's way with reality, and all for the low, low cost of a bit of augmentation. A new set of teeth at the jawline, an eye emerging at the throat. Or a row of thorns up the neck or a jabbering mouth at the back of the head. 
    

    
      
    

    
      And now.
    

    
      
    

    
      And now.
    

    
      
    

    
      And now, damn it all, another disruption. Vestra set his teeth on edge and clenched his jaw so tight it ached and cramped, yet he kept at it. The pain he inflicted on himself was a surrogate for the bitter, petulant rage he felt in his stomach. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Vestra thought, briefly, of turning away from the tree. Pretending not to see this. Yet another gash in reality. Another wound, another road leading to tragedy. But the thought was too slippery to hold onto, so Vestra, the proud, curious man of science, did as he had been written to do and approached the tree.
    

    
      When Vestra came close to the tree, the split widened and revealed a red and pink mass threaded through with white moving and flexing. Its contractions reminded Vestra of the muscle system, though it was a crude approximation. It moved, or so he thought it did. Vestra's eyes could not focus on the writhing mass. An odd sheen, like oil heated to a shimmer, erased details in some places while enhancing them in others. 
    

    
      Mouth dry and blood thundering in his ears, Vestra reached out with his left hand and pressed his fingers into the wound. The realization of what exactly he was doing pressed hard upon his sanity, a stress test for the scientist's grip on reality.
    

    
      
    

    
      White knuckled, Vestra held on.
    

    
      
    

    
      It gave way to pressure the way flesh might, and a shudder ran the length of Vestra's spine. He continued to probe the tree's exposed flesh, pressing it with such force that, as the meat sank, a cascade of moisture ran down Vestra's gloved fingers. Having already come this far, he brought his fingers to his face and sniffed.
    

    
      It smelled like honey. Vestra pressed his thumb and forefinger together hard. When he pulled them apart, thin tendrils connected them, dipping down, weakening as the distance grew.
    

    
      Vestra looked back at the tree, head empty of anything resembling thought. He stared at the pulsing musculature of the tree, mesmerized by what he saw. The way it expanded and contracted, the threads of white, which slowly moved and curled into neat, tight spirals. Vestra stared so long that a kind of mathematical equation became clear to him.
    

    
      
    

    
      Without thinking, he began to work at it. An impulse trained and reinforced so entirely that it was as hard-wired as any genetic need Vestra had. Breathe, eat, shit, solve, and unravel. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Vestra worked through the problem before him, and as he did, the tree's flesh began to change. It became 
      grey
       and flaky, like an old newspaper. Finally, it hardened into a crust, devoid of color, with parts of it jutting out at sharp angles. Indeed, the more Vestra worked through the series of equations that the gash propagated, the more his mouth worked independent of his notice and the more the wound throbbed. A viscous fluid leaked limpid, with threads of red and yellow slicing through it.
    

    
      
    

    
      Until, in sight of a final, terrible answer, it became what it was meant to be;  hive, with a single opening. And from that opening sprung some approximation of a wasp. But it was all wrong. Vestra's vision swam as he tried to take in what he saw. Indeed, the lacquered body was all black, save a shock of yellow on its back. But the wings were meaty and wet, fluttering and flinging that sweet-smelling excretion from the tree. When it moved, there was a sound like sloshing, like pulling a foot from muddy banks. The sound of air rushing in, breaking the vacuum, and the feeling of something being taken, that inevitable loss, a sudden, suffocating sensation that overcame Vestra.
    

    
      And then there was its face. So like a wasp, until it opened its mouth. Some part of Vestra's mind, still holding tight to the humdrum, could not believe that a wasp's face could become more horrifying. Yet, instead of opening its mouth horizontally, stretching its mandible, it opened vertically. The mouth stretched wide until the bottom jaw and the top of the wasp's head partially obscured its body. Inside, a row of teeth, each from a different animal, and a tongue that jutted out, tasting the air.
    

    
      Vestra could not stop a whimper from escaping. A slight, pathetic sound, like from a child awakening in the dark after a nightmare. This fun-house mirror version of an already nightmarish insect was too significant an intrusion. Indeed, its skittering appearance, the vibration, and the light buzz of its misshapen wings. That cruel face, too human and insectoid to fit into any ready category, was a harsh reminder that Vestra had been playing about in the fracture between reality and unreality. He was a singular germ infecting the wound, agitating it until it sent in the drones. 
    

    
      Vestra got to his feet and assumed a familiar stance: arm extended, thumb and forefinger at the ready. The previous analogy had been wrong. Vestra 
      was
       no infection, but was an antibiotic sent to kill the disease before it could spread. And destroy it he would, with glee and fury conjoined.
    

    
      Yet, before Vestra snapped his fingers and burned away the infection seeping into his world, the not-wasp craned its neck in an abhorrent disregard for what is or should be. It fluttered its wings as it locked eyes with Vestra, and in the slick, lacquered carapace, Vestra caught a vision of himself.
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      A lord clad in a shell that reflected every color, though they were made filthy, like the rainbow on an oil slick. Below the figure was a city of some kind or other, the ground red as the rocky surface of that other place. Tall structures thrust themselves on a star-speckled sky, twisted spires with hard, jutting protrusions and innumerable holes of various sizes. This new Vestra, identifiable by the sinister glow of eyes ringed purple and a shining metallic arm he raised, held command over the population of what the scientist assumed to be Chabon. And when Vestra raised his metal arm, 
      so swarmed
       a grist of stinging something.
    

    
      
    

    
      Vestra blinked, eyes watering, the sound of a million wings buzzing a distinct rumble of thunder in his ears. The tree had returned to normal, and the sound of students and teachers hurrying to their next class or meeting with friends and lovers became apparent to Vestra. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Vestra allowed himself a handful of minutes to be weak. He let his shoulders sag and felt a few hard-pressed tears roll down his cheek. They came out cold, cooling his face despite the weather. Vestra entertained the idea of collapsing to the ground. The weight of his body, his very being too much to carry any longer. Vestra felt constricted, held in place and time, while everything around him moved on as it always had.
    

    
      Despite his pain and anger, Vestra was himself, a blip, an amalgam of action, consequence, and time that ended as swiftly as it had begun. In the cosmic scheme of things, he was nothing. That knowledge, typically a curse, an impossible to rectify component of mortality, was comforting in the moment.
    

    
      
    

    
      Straightening himself, Vestra proceeded to his class. The promise—or threat—that the tree with the gash had given him a heavy weight on his heart.
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    

    
      
    

    
      Chelsea stepped out of the carriage, assisted by Jonathon, and looked up at the vine-strangled, rugged towers of Heathcliff College. The oldest and most stalwart symbol and protector of a particular kind of status and class. The fact that the college faculty was second to none wasn't a choice based upon a love for knowledge. No, it was a feature, another point of distinction, a shiny bobble, rare and mysterious worn for comment and nothing more.
    

    
      "Are you sure about this, Chelsea?" asked Jonathan, arm locked around her own. One part proper presentation, one part necessity. 
    

    
      "Well, why shouldn't I be sure?" Chelsea remarked, already snarling.
    

    
      "Let's say that what you've had are indeed visions–" 
    

    
      "Yes, and let us say you are a walking corpse, brother. Stating the facts of the matter shall clear things up," Chelsea snapped, cutting off her brother. 
      Truth
       like briars pained Chelsea. She believed in her visions and thought that they were prophetic. And, until she stepped out of her carriage and started walking the paved walkways of Heathcliff, the corpses of last year's flora dotting the path, Chelsea was sure she could talk to Vestra. But now, moments away from that confrontation, reality set in. How was she going to start any of this? Hi, I have been having dreams about you and feel an intimate connection after seeing and painting your darkest moments. No time for questions, I'm afraid. Deeper darkness hangs on the horizon, just there, behind the sun, a hand to pull it from the sky.
    

    
      
    

    
      Ridiculous, and she knew it. Chelsea knew, too, that Jonathan did not deserve her ire. But he was near and dear enough to get the tip of the spear. Such was her brother's misfortune.
    

    
      Jonathan, ever patient, fluttered his lashes in a small display of frustration. 
    

    
      "So, you have had visions–and you will not interrupt me now, Chelsea. Or I will drag you home and lock you with your demented paintings—visions you choose to follow. But these are not dreams of a sugar sky with cotton candy fields. It is very much the opposite. And the man at the center has been lured in in the past. Tempted by whatever strange fruit was proffered is who you must parlay with. Worse still, he is a Mordenroth."
    

    
      "Hush, you! That name is not a welcome one in any setting. It is doubly taboo here," Chelsea remarked and gave her brother's arm a pinch.
    

    
      "You see what I'm saying, though, yes? This is dangerous."
    

    
      "More so to do nothing, I'd say."
    

    
      "You can't know that."
    

    
      "Knowledge is fickle, brother. We knew that death was the end until it wasn't. We believed the future to be covered by an impenetrable shadow until we were presented with evidence to the contrary. Our world is supposed to have immutable rules, but if my visions are true, then even that comfort is false," Chelsea rasped. The pair had been walking for a few minutes, and the winding, sloping paths that cut through Heathcliff took their toll on Chelsea. She could not help but lean more heavily on Jonathan, who bore her weight without comment. 
    

    
      "I worry about what a man like him will do when someone tells his secrets to him is all, dear heart," said Jonathan, soft as he could. 
    

    
      Chelsea patted his arm, "A fair worry. I suppose we shall all find out together."
    

    
      And with that, the two proceeded in silence to the class Chelsea knew Vestra Mordenroth would be teaching.
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      The students crowded around Vestra's pockmarked desk. Technically, Vestra was out of his lane, being the resident biology professor at Heathcliff. A course on ethics in science was something of a dirty joke to him. But, of course, none of the other faculty knew his true lineage. If they did, Vestra imagined they would cackle as they threw him out of the college.
    

    
      Still, specific courses were required to become a doctor and, despite his genius, Vestra was subject to the whims of the Dean, same as anyone. The fact that there was a noted shortage of professors did nothing to help the matter. Nor did the fact that Vestra's classes were inexplicably popular with the students. Poets and philosophers alike signed up and sat front and center. In addition, there were rumors that Vestra's methods, and in some cases Vestra himself, had been the subject of many papers. 
    

    
      Most argued against the hierarchical structure and the draconian rules Vestra employed. However, a few saw great value in the Professor's methods and argued for more effective implementation of his system. The latter Vestra found concerning and the former often amusing.
    

    
      
    

    
      The subject of the current lecture was the chemical compound of Vestra's creation. Or a base that could be easily tweaked into several other potions that improved various cognitive and physical aspects. It helped the body to heal, reducing pain and expediting the process. A few tweaks could help heal minor brain injuries or bring relief to the more seriously impaired. 
    

    
      Vestra's intent was to use this concoction as a jumping-off point. The more clever his class would see his potion's various uses and abuses. From there, Vestra could give a soliloquy on the dangers of progress for progress's sake. It would stick or not, but a tangible example was always better than a theoretical one.
    

    
      It wasn't, strictly speaking, the most ethical method for the Professor to employ. Yet Vestra taught them all the same.
    

    
      On drunken nights when Vestra hungered for a past that never really was, he came up with ludicrous rationalizations. Something about giving his students an easy win or a way to turn off and escape unfair demands and scrutiny to make God jealous. A sober Vestra did not concern 
      themselves
       with rationalizations beyond his philosophy. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Knowledge was a pool from which all were welcome to add and take. So long as one ignored, as Vestra often did, the social and political components that prevented such an idealized vision from becoming a reality. And Vestra, with his gifts and experience, had a lot to add to the pool and little need to retrieve from it. 
    

    
      And, ironic as it was, the weight of Vestra's left arm and the nightmares of blood and monsters that came every night were proof of qualification. A Mordenroth that didn't care about God's or Man's law or consent from subjects was six to one, half a dozen to the other. A Mordenroth that knew deep down that pausing to ask if it was right to do something if an answer was worth the harm it caused? At least in Vestra's experience of his family, there was no such thing.
    

    
      
    

    
      And truth be told, Vestra could never resist being the first to do anything. 
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Now, Vestra was in the process of mixing the various compounds to create a potion with potential use in physical therapy and recovery. It was, Vestra thought, the most significant of his brews. The mill workers, seafarers, and miners were predisposed to injuries. Some, stubborn in the face of their body's limitations, would carry on with injuries for weeks, months, or decades. Vestra's potion, dubbed Crux, could help heal and undo years of damage. 
    

    
      The rub:
       Crux produced a feeling of euphoria that Vestra had found no method of limiting. Thus, his potion was highly addictive, and those needing it had to be weaned off it. The withdrawal was intense and marked by hallucinations, sweats, and a searing pain coursing through the subject's veins. 
    

    
      
    

    
      As Vestra mixed, he elaborated on how it interacted with the subject to achieve its effect. The sound of pencil on paper, familiar and mundane as a whistling kettle, accompanied his explanation. He explained the dangers of the potion and its modern usage. Vestra described the clinical trials and how swaths of people were left to deal with the side effects alone. How many test subjects had not been told what was being injected into them? And how many did it for the paltry payment offered by the university administration? Vestra did not belabor these details but merely included them the same way a historian includes dates of important events. Important context, to be sure. But, despite his reflections, the meat and marrow would always be his process, discovery, and outcome.
    

    
      After class, Vestra would leave himself a note to require an essay from his students. Then, he would have them argue for or against informed consent among test subjects. The small, starved part of his conscience would be sated on this. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Meanwhile, Vestra thought of the sorts of notes that his students took. Most, he imagined, were close to verbatim as he spoke while others, those of the philosophers and politicians, took note of the what and why of Vestra's concoction. More than one student, brave and passionate, had attempted to corner Vestra on topics of access and cost, and distribution. A foolish endeavor. Vestra only shrugged at such lines of thought or smiled like a fox. 
    

    
      
    

    
      None had been so brazen to call Vestra a romantic, nor was he ignorant to the world's woes. But, it was unexamined and, thus, unspoken trauma Vestra's father had inflicted upon him.
    

    
      It was weakness, plain and simple, that kept people barred from the pool of knowledge. No excuse or circumstance could keep someone from what they desired. Only choice and consequence–gun and bullet–killed the idol. And if Vestra suspected or knew that that was all bullshit? Well, thought and action was asynchronous more often than not, weren't they?
    

    
      But, ruminations aside, as Vestra taught a lesson he found largely enjoyable, there came scuttling and clatter. Heads turned, and quills gave pause; a moment of silence blossomed like a rose and then shriveled in the frost of gossip. The shuffling of feet was a dead giveaway to the shy administrative assistant sent to Vestra's class. 
    

    
      
    

    
      "Erm, Professor Morgan?" called Elias, sandy hair sweeping across soft, rounded features accentuated by thick-rimmed, round glasses. 
    

    
      Vestra eyed Elias without quite looking up from his own work. He and Aiden had talked about Elias, an intelligent man, painfully romantic in every way. Aiden found Elias' sincerity and tendency toward supplication annoying. Vestra sighed at this, finding Elias's softness lovely. He thought of him like clay, something he could take into his hands and shape. And how Vestra wanted to take hold of Elias. To feel the man melt in his sure, exact hands. Sweating, sticky and faces flushed as Vestra's clever fingers proved their worth.
    

    
      Aiden had rolled with laughter when Vestra admitted to these feelings. Vestra had sent his apprentice off to bed, calling him a drunk bastard and a hack, all while his pale cheeks turned rosy. 
    

    
      When Elias shuffled closer to the desk, holding a stack of documents he carried like a prop close to his brown, fur-lined coat, Vestra's heart fluttered. It seemed yearning was as inescapable as tragedy in Vestra's life. How terrible to desire with ferocity and cower nonetheless for fear that your past will be a hangman's noose around the neck of any joy.
    

    
      "What do you need, Mr. Gibson?" asked Vestra, careful to keep the grit and consternation in his tone.
    

    
      "Uhm, well, you've got some visitors here, Professor. They say they are relatives of yours?"
    

    
      Vestra's mouth twitched. Family? He had none, not that could come to see him. A memory flashed in Vestra's mind, and his vision blurred, an overlay of a past terror he had inflicted.
    

    
      Elias stood, the visage of Vestra's father looming over him. A smile, far too kind, plastered upon his lips. And next to this figure was his mother, her worry-lined face and beautiful, raven dark eyes looking at Vestra with such love and acceptance that he ached to remember it. 
    

    
      And then, in a flash, what had been his father lay bloody and horrible on the ground. And his mother's face wept, the barrel of a gun, Vestra's, against her forehead.
    

    
      Vestra blinked, "Right. Well then, class, read and discuss the paper before you. It is Orson Evan's psychoanalytic piece in which they attempt to tie our lack of subjectivity to our responsibility to each other. He turns a particular eye to the medical establishment. Yes, I am aware it is dense. I don't care. I will return shortly. Elias, if you would be so kind as to take me to them."
    

    
      Elias nodded and walked to the door, holding it open for Vestra. Looking at Elias and the open door from his angle, the Professor felt a sense of finality. Like this would be the first exit of many. If he were so inclined, perhaps Vestra would have likened it to walking to the gallows, knowing a noose waited for you. But, as it was, Vestra's mind was empty, though his heart still throbbed, each beat a stab of dread, as he crossed the threshold.
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      When Vestra saw the siblings that waited for him, watched them smile and wave like they had missed him, two thoughts struck him. The first thought was, who were these two audacious individuals? A rather mundane idea, considering the circumstances. The second, eclipsing the why of it all, was that the boy was the walking dead, yet he functioned with autonomy. 
    

    
      "Cousin, we have missed you so," the girl said, her voice weak and world-weary. She embraced Vestra in a warm, languid embrace.
    

    
      "Sorry, Vestra. I know you aren't big on these sorts of displays. But Chelsea has missed you terribly. It's even made her ill," the boy said, his presence much more natural than his sister's.
    

    
      Vestra grunted and said, "why have you come to see me? You know I am rather busy at present."
    

    
      Elias blinked, clearly taken aback. Neither Chelsea nor Jonathan shared this condition. Likely a matter of emotional deadening on Jonathan's part but on Chelsea's? She smiled, bemused, a gentle understanding and humor where it should not be. An unearned intimacy. 
    

    
      "Oh Vestra, it's your sister…" said Chelsea, eyes doelike, a practiced innocence settling over them. Vestra could not help but smile. It was the same look Victoria had weaponized to charm arrogant men who "thought only with their cocks," into doing as she wished.
    

    
      "This sounds like a private matter," said Elias, who had been hanging around at an awkward distance. Not quite a part of the group, but not yet gone either.
    

    
      “Yes. Elias, if you would be so kind as to dismiss my class and let the next batch know that we will be postponing today's lesson," Vestra ordered, his polite words overshadowed by grit, growl, and scowl.
    

    
      With that, Elias was off, and Vestra was alone with two imposters. He looked them over, brow furrowed, expression landing between anger and curiosity. Jonathan stood placid while his sister, that doe-eyed innocence replaced by exhaustion and purpose, locked eyes with Vestra. And that was all it took for Vestra's gaze to soften ever so slightly. His anger was usurped by a need to 
      know, the why
       burning like whiskey in his chest.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Why don't we walk the grounds? I know some rather nice paths, a bit tricky; the trees are in the process of reclaiming them. But, they offer solitude and fresh air," said Vestra, already walking before either could respond. 
    

    
      Whatever they were here for, it would be given or denied on his terms. And, should he need to, Vestra would rather kill them where he was unlikely to attract much attention. 
      

    

    
      It's Just Begun
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      There are moments when memory warps. The edges of a particular instance crumpled, so it folds in on itself. A slip of old paper, a forgotten jot of some three am thought, a flash of illumination, memory, and then darkness, ignorance.
    

    
      Some moments exist in the periphery. The memories are ephemeral like cigarette smoke, curling 
      tongues
       around an obscured face. All that was required was a drag, one pull, and the cherry burned a new hole through Vestra. Another burn that would never stop smoldering. 
    

    
      
    

    
      What led up to this, the killing, was plain as breathing. Vestra had made a choice long ago. In fermented dreams and smoke-shrouded mornings, Vestra often held himself tight. He recounted his options and sought a fork in the road, but it didn't make a difference. All reminiscing ever did was tear open Vestra's wounds and let blood, bile, self-hatred, and pity pour out. All handling that knife, memory, offered was more and deeper cuts.
    

    
      The room's geometry was impossible, a big fuck you to what was and what should never be. Even that had become mundane, though. The drip of coagulated water that inverted skipped or paused mid-air, the sound continuing despite the lack of physicality. Spirals hung in the air like birds, fluttering and twittering there. Their sound like a cascade of laughter or screams or whispers. All in a thousand voices, who, like Vestra, had felt that deep itch to probe deeper into the impossible. There were no warnings or regrets in these recordings. Instead, infinite fractalization, a multiplicity that turned 
      time
       into a circle, a wheel rotating in perpetuity. 
    

    
      If Vestra looked at them, there were glimpses, cruel peeks, into futures that could never be. That was the way of this place when it reached out its black tentacle. It whispered promises in the ears of the forever dreaming. Even as fractals spun off into the distance, stripping away the flesh of the world, turning the words of friends to slugs and their faces to mouths frozen in mocking grimace. 
    

    
      
    

    
      An overlay of green, almost viscous, like phlegm, fell across the room. The dark, usually familiar to Vestra, emanated a sinister intent. There, in the corner, a creature, hands and feet inverted in the wrong direction. A head on a swivel and a rictus slashed across its face, the very definition of repulsion. If Vestra had looked directly at it, the abomination would have vanished, a nightmare banished by the early morning light.
    

    
      But none of that mattered. These details, set dressings put in place to accentuate, were meaningless at the time and more so in memory. What was important was Lypia, their mind theirs, filthy and wet, hair plastered to their face. Eyes wide and knowing and full of fear.
    

    
      And Vestra, there with Lypia, kneeling and holding them. He had run through Chabon, a city warped by the unimaginable. He had been battered and beaten by the nightmares he had given life to. None of Vestra's comrades dare follow him here, the heart of the distortion. 
    

    
      
    

    
      But what did they matter?
    

    
      
    

    
      What did his life matter without Lypia?
    

    
      
    

    
      "Darling, oh, it's so good to see you," sobbed Lypia, their hand on his cheek. It was the most superb comfort Vestra had ever known. Even as the hell they found themselves in sought to turn the saccharine sour. Lypia's hand melted to Vestra's face so that long strands of flesh came when she pulled back. Even as those strands smoked and hissed, vibrating and becoming fish after a fashion. Their teeth protruded, lips pulled back into thick bunches of flesh, and blood poured from their eyes. The gills hastily slashed into the side, uneven and undulating. The fish floated away and invented, from the gills, a human face emerging, screaming. It didn't matter because no beast of hell or phantasm could kill Vestra's cheerful heart at that moment.
    

    
      
    

    
      "What has happened to you? Your arm is…metal?" Lypia asked.
    

    
      "I lost it in the cave. When you were hurt," explained Vestra, "but that doesn't matter. You're better now. Come, we have to go before more horrors arrive."
    

    
      Vestra went to stand, grabbing hold of Lypia's wrist. But as he went, Lypia stayed firmly in place, holding on to their lover with an iron grip. 
    

    
      "Vestra, my love, sit and listen. We don't have much time," said Lypia, tears rimming their eyes, threatening to spill over.
    

    
      "Indeed not, now come on. Please!" Vestra half begged, and half growled.
    

    
      "No. You will sit and listen to what I have to say. There is so much, and I 
      haven't
       enough time. Do not glower at me, Mordenroth. Those eyes may wither most, but I am no flower. Sit."
    

    
      
    

    
      Vestra sat. Lypia's expression melted into relief as they locked eyes with their lover. For the first time, they noticed the sickly purple tinge to Vestra's eyes, overtaking the green they had always associated with the dark heart of an ancient forest. Oh, how Lypia's heart ached and yearned in those spare seconds in which they looked at each other. Lypia pressed their head to Vestra's. A whole life flashed by, like postcards, places, and events, moments of quiet sweetness and exuberant discovery.
    

    
      
    

    
      And yet.
    

    
      
    

    
      And yet.
    

    
      
    

    
      Goddamn it, and yet.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Vestra. In my head is a larva. That...thing, Sothos, put it there. And it is changing me. Soon, I won't be myself. But, before that happens, I need you to kill me."
    

    
      Vestra looked into Lypia's eyes, and a chill ran down his spine. They were hard and cold as ice in the dead dark of winter.
    

    
      "I…" Vestra trailed off. Language, so many that he knew, turned caustic and acrid on his tongue. Finally, he had no choice but to abandon words and do the one thing, the only thing he could. Vestra wept. Lypia wrapped their arms around him, hugging him tightly, doing their best to keep the pieces of their lover from falling on the floor. 
    

    
      
    

    
      And then Vestra stopped his sobbing and looked Lypia in the eye. That cold resolve was still there, fixed in place, and neither his tears nor theirs could wash it away.
    

    
      There was more to say, so much that passed between them. Somewhere in the distance, bells were ringing. Vestra felt tears fall fresh, rolling down his cheek, stinging the cuts as they made their way to the floor. They were wedding bells to Vestra's ears, although he had never wanted or needed a paper to prove his love. Though Vestra had taken his future with Lypia for granted, the understanding that the option was no longer there was a light flicked off. The rooms Vestra imagined he and Lypia would inhabit were dark and cold, with only him and the decorations of a thousand lives forever out of reach.
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      After some time, Vestra took his gun. One he had made for killing nightmares. His right hand shook as he held it, but Vestra was determined to savor the tactile sensation of cold metal. To remember, really remember the weight of this moment.
    

    
      Vestra placed the barrel on Lypia's head. He drew in a shaky breath and held it there. Set his scowl, furrowed his brow, and did all he could to imitate Lypia's resolve. 
    

    
      In his head, a cataclysm of noise. His ears rang, his skull ached, and a voice sang to him, this will stay with you until you die. This will stay with you until you die.
    

    
      
    

    
      And.
    

    
      
    

    
      And.
    

    
      
    

    
      And we zoom out. Perhaps a sound like a gunshot could be heard. The smell of powder and iron mingled in the air, filling the nostrils forever. Lodged there in perpetuity. A litany of last words or a muttered farewell might have wormed its way into the only ears left to hear it. 
    

    
      There might have been a shout, a cry, a plea. There might have been silence. Whatever the case, those moments that followed are kept behind closed doors. A sign hung with a simple request: do not open.
    

    
      Only one thing could be verified. The bells were still ringing outside, sounding like a laugh, like a taunt. 
      

    

    
      Vestra sat on a black rock with his head in his hands. A silence had fallen over him, and a void took the place of the chatter that usually occupied him. The past–his own history–loomed like the gallows, the noose swaying in the wind, waving him over. If only, if only, how easy it would be to climb that scaffolding. 
    

    
      Vestra took a shaky breath, put his face back on, and looked at Chelsea and, by extension, Jonathan. The latter looked at him, no discernable expression on his face. A side effect of resurrection. The void, once taken in, didn't leave room for much else. 
    

    
      Chelsea looked upon Vestra, sorry man, sorrier monster, with pity. He latched onto that. Let it ignite the fury in him because what right did she have? Who gave her consent to know him? And in such broad strokes! And who let Chelsea grow up to believe fools and bastards deserve empathy and understanding?
    

    
      
    

    
      Anger was a catalyst for action. It burned away regret and self-pity and gave him the will to soldier on. The boulder and the hill alike could be slick with rain and muddy, but with enough fire in his brain, Vestra could keep pushing up, up, up.
    

    
      
    

    
      "You know me as though I'm some story. As though my life were pages in a book. One that you've read like some obsessive fool. You know, obsession is a quality I once respected. But, of course, you know that. So you must know how hard-hearted I am towards obsessives now," said Vestra, lip curling with disgust, a touch of that old purple, old taint, to his eyes.
    

    
      "Reminds you too much of yourself, does it?" said Jonathan, stepping between his sister and Vestra.
    

    
      A cruel smile pulled at Vestra's mouth with such force he could not keep it down. "Oh, indeed. And what could I hate more than myself?"
    

    
      "Mordenroth, please," said Chelsea, "there isn't time for this. A shadow looms over Chabon. One coming from that same awful place you encountered."
    

    
      "So you say. And so I've seen. Yet neither of you has more to tell than what you've dreamed. How unhelpful," said Vestra, swallowing back bile. Even now, her vision, hell chewing its way into his world, inhabited the middle ground between old and new. When Vestra closed his eyes and thought of that other place, he saw deep, dark waters. Fetid pools that were pregnant with young terrors and tentacles, barnacles, things with clacking teeth, rattling claws, and bodies. Vestra imagined the salt-washed and sea-worn tablets, a promise of lost knowledge and the things which kept them. Patrons, in a sense, if flesh and spirit were willing and the mind sharp enough. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Vestra's stomach churned with a longing that broke his heart. That place belonged to him and was part of him forever and always.
    

    
      But, what he had seen recently and what Chelsea described buzzed and swarmed. There was a stickiness, like honey, and a stench and heat. A million-million bodies piled atop one another, a single mind directing the undulating mass. There was the dimmest sense of togetherness, a promise of comfort and belonging that tugged at Vestra. It was the insistence of a toddler, tugging at the sleeves, pleading with Vestra to follow. But that tiny face, so innocent, was infested. Beetles with jeweled backs crawled out of the ears and nose, and flies emerged from the eyes. And when the child opened its mouth to speak or laugh, what sounded was a crescendo of locusts taking flight.
    

    
      Chelsea was saying something while Jonathan glared at Vestra, taking the mad scientist's silence as a threat. But Vestra was occupied with the labors of his mind. The workers returned to the factory, whipped and sleep deprived and reliable. Tell me, tell me, Vestra pleaded; what have I missed? What should I do?
    

    
      
    

    
      An idea came as the machines clicked into place. The workers had done their job, and the fruits of their labors had been given over to Vestra. The smell, that sweet, musty stench that had greeted him in the home of his student. That awful odor mixed with that place's more familiar scent was the same smell as an infestation. 
    

    
      Vestra remembered the scent of the sea and the stink of old water, something dead, soggy, and rotten, polluting a puddle. A smell like wet hair, bile, and forgotten meat lodged in his nostrils. Yet, memory was unsafe, as reconstructing that cave brought Vestra back to it. He could feel its cold, slick walls, viscous with mildew growing. A strange shimmer to the air, a flotilla of strange geometry floating by, languid in its unprecedented implications. All this belonged to Vestra's cave, the hiding place for the delicately maintained schism.
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      "We must hurry," said Vestra, standing suddenly. "I've been a fool. This infestation has found its footing, a place to chew through. Follow me if you are so concerned about the fate of Chabon. We must prepare and cauterize this wound if the infection has not yet spread."
    

    
      
    

    
      With that, Vestra was off. There was so much he needed, and so much time had already passed. The instinct to chastise and wallow grabbed him, ready to pull him under, but Vestra deflected. There would be time later for admonishments and debasement; right now, he needed to be useful, and he required Aiden. 
      

    

    
      Vestra burst through the door to his laboratory to find Aiden enjoying a steaming mug of coffee. The place was clean and orderly, a point of pride for Vestra that he let himself revel in. When Aiden first came to him as a student, he was brilliant but messy. It had irritated Vestra to no end, trying to teach him while also cleaning up as Aiden went. It had come to a head almost a year ago now. Then, Vestra had been sure Aiden would leave, unwilling and unable to suffer the abuse he dolled out like candy.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Why the fuck are you so incapable of ordering the equipment?" Vestra had shouted. His voice was shrill when he yelled, so he avoided it as often as possible. His growls, Vestra thought, were much more intimidating. "And every single surface, no, turn your eyes to them now, or I promise I will fling acid into them. You have sloshed who knows what onto them, left powders to sit and blood to dry. I dare not look at the floor, nor do I have to! I can hear the crunch of it all underfoot."
    

    
      "I'm sorry, Master. I'll do better," Aiden had said. He shriveled up as Vestra berated him, eyes wide, doing his best to signal prey and weakness.
    

    
      Vestra could not be cajoled and continued, "Oh yes, empty promises. Aiden, let me tell you this, I can understand why you found yourself infested. You've clarified that making a home for filthy, skittering things is your forte. You are much better at that than poetry or chemistry!"
    

    
      In retrospect, Vestra's cheeks burned with shame. It was kindling for the fire, another ignition source to keep the flames of self-hate burning.
    

    
      
    

    
      But lo! Aiden was not weak stock. On the contrary, he had improved steadily, keeping Vestra's instruments clean and working with precision and speed. What a worthy student who would, in time, deepen the world's understanding of itself.
    

    
      
    

    
      "O'Leary, follow me. These two are Chelsea and Jonathan. I will explain who they are and their sudden presence in a moment. But, for now, we must prepare ourselves," barked Vestra.
    

    
      
    

    
       Aiden obeyed without hesitation and followed Vestra in lockstep. They passed through the laboratory into Vestra's personal study. In all the time that Aiden had apprenticed under Vestra, he had been in his Master's study only once. When he had been rescued from, what had Vestra called them…? It didn't matter; the black slug-like creatures had come through the drains in Aiden's family home. They had ambushed him in the night, a dozen burrowing into his flash, congregating around his hand. Aiden recalled the sensation, the pain sharp, cold, and wet. Even the memory was stomach churning, the soft chittering, almost inaudible, ringing in Aiden's ear in the dead of night. He would cringe when he thought of it, and the phantom sensation of those monsters chewing on him came to haunt him.
    

    
      
    

    
      How had Vestra known to come that night? It had not been their first feeding, though it was likely their last. He had seen the marks on Aiden. Bites that, to Aiden, appeared to be nothing more sinister than a spider's parting gift before being accidentally killed. But no, Vestra said, the clusters had been the clue. How close those bites were, despite how few there were, could be the result of only two things.
    

    
      
    

    
      Bed bugs or the inky, fat slugs that planned to devour Aiden.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Breakfast, lunch, and dinner," Vestra explained as he assessed the damage to Aiden's hand. "It's not a common pattern. And here in Chabon, where we've had notable peaks and valleys of bed bugs, usually followed by a few disappearances before the season ends, one has to be watchful."
    

    
      
    

    
      After that, Aiden's first exposure to the strangeness that was intertwined with Chabon, his path was set. The life he had had before seemed impossible to return to. The knowledge of what crept in the darkness, what existed in the periphery, would have driven Aiden mad if he had tried. Indeed, it had been Vestra's frankness about the situation. As if what had happened was a simple facet of the world. Incontrovertible fact. That was what had pulled Aiden from the edge and allowed him to find a path forward. As it happened, going forward included apprenticing with Vestra and being elbow-deep in things without explanation.
    

    
      To go back into that study smacked Aiden. Like he was about to experience another change, like what he had seen in that woman's head was the same as those first nibbles on his hand. A portent of a shift in what Aiden thought was possible. Yet another opportunity to run up to the edge. To rush up to it and see if he could stop before running off. 
    

    
      
    

    
      This thought, stray as it was, found a home when Vestra, with painful sincerity, pulled out a book from his shelf and pulled a lever. A door next to the case clicked open, and the scene struck Aiden as hilarious. Vestra Morgan, a grumpy enigma, mysterious, cynical, and tragic, was so painfully sincere in his persona that it was painful to witness. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Aiden couldn't help himself; he was going to laugh. Or, he would have, at least, if it wasn't for the handsome man who followed Vestra in. The man laughed a hollow approximation of a laugh, somehow airless and without mirth. 
    

    
      
    

    
      “God above, Mordenroth. You really 
      are every penny dreadful
       about a mad scientist."
    

    
      Vestra checked the growl he felt rumbling in his throat. "You are not the first to comment as such. You should meet Viktoria. She really lives that life." 
    

    
      "I'm sorry, what? Mordenroth? Viktoria? Surely you can't mean…" said Aiden.
    

    
      "You never told your apprentice?" Chelsea whispered, apparently aghast.
    

    
      "Unsurprisingly inconsiderate, Vestra," remarked Jonathan, voice flat, eyebrows arched. Vestra knew this was the flash of a dagger in lamplight before the twist.
    

    
      
    

    
      It was Aiden's eyes. Sorrow, like morning dew, rested upon them, and Vestra knew that something had broken between them. Some special bond or unconditional adoration had been chipped at, the piece forever lost. 
    

    
      
    

    
      That was the twist. The killing blow, or so it should have been. But Vestra's heart was iron, hard and cold by design. So though he ached to brush aside his student's hurt, he did so with the ease that comes with a lifetime of practice. 
    

    
      
    

    
      "My life isn't a storybook. Or an art project," this Vestra said with a sneer, purple-tinged eyes locked on Chelsea, "it's never been another's concern who I am or where I'm from."
    

    
      
    

    
      And before Vestra could see the hurt in Aiden's eyes metastasize, he turned toward the door and flung it open. Then, wordless, he passed through it into darkness, welcoming him like an old lover into bed.
    

    
      
    

    
      All followed behind, and if Aiden hesitated. If he stopped to consider if the man he trusted, adored even, was one he should follow into deeper, stranger darkness, none saw. And regardless, he too followed and passed through the door, leaving behind the place where, twice, everything had changed for him.
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      *
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      The armory was a surprise to everyone that followed Vestra. Weapons, familiar–swords, axes, guns–and unfamiliar–devices with no discernable use or things which, once brought to life, sparked and shrieked–lined the wall. Filing cabinets hugged the corners of the room, full to bursting, some with the guts hanging open, others with spittle leaking down. 
    

    
      
    

    
      "Holy shit," Aiden gasped.
    

    
      "I concur," Chelsea remarked, "I know you've fought your fair share of monsters, but I did not expect your equipment to be so varied and…frightening."
    

    
      "You seem prepared for war," Jonathan surmised.
    

    
      Vestra gave a shrug, "One needs to be at the ready when nightmares come to visit. Now, O'Leary, which are you more proficient with, the sword or the gun?"
    

    
      "I took a fair amount of fencing lessons when I was a schoolboy," Aiden responded abstractedly. His eyes had fallen upon everything in the room, jumping from thing to thing before coming to a brief rest on Jonathan. He was, Aiden noted, a beautiful man, tall and with that easy-to-fall-for-distance in his eyes. Like, and Aiden hated to admit this, his Master. It was a look that bespoke tragedy, but not a weariness like so many suffered from, but a hardening. As if the trials and tribulations of life, the hidden and known horrors, had left scraps, bits of steel and rock, with which Jonathon had fashioned a protective shell from. 
    

    
      
    

    
      He had dark eyes, middling hair with streaks of white lacing it, a soft face with a jaw set on edge, and an aloofness to his demeanor. Like nothing meant anything, and anything could mean everything. Jonathan was the sort of man a poor romantic like Aiden could write sonnets about. The type that could fill books with longings and revelations aplenty.
    

    
      
    

    
      And oh fuck, he was looking at Aiden, wasn't he? Just out of the corner of his eye. Time to return focus to Vestra and pretend he had merely dissociated.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Ah, the routine distractions of the bored and rich. Here, take this. It's sharp, do be careful. Get yourself used to its weight, and quickly." 
    

    
      
    

    
      The blade Vestra tossed was long and slender, its blade dark, not black, but muddied and reflective. It made Aiden think of puddles on the dark streets of Chabon, consuming light, mirroring all, but giving it back in sinister hues. The handle was sterling silver, the guard ornate, and a figure of a crow on the pommel.
    

    
      "And you?" Vestra nodded at Jonathan. 
    

    
      "Fencing was always a bit too delicate for me," Jonathan said with a smirk.
    

    
      Vestra chewed on this and took in the man's features. On first impression, he assumed some of the man's imperfections were due to a slapdash reconstruction. Corpses, even posh ones, always had some bits that refused to come together quite right during the resurrection. 
    

    
      But that was not the case. The crooked jaw and bent nose, the odd drooping of the left eye. These were not failures on the part of the reanimated but facets of the person.
    

    
      
    

    
      This told Vestra two things. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Jonathan was a brawler. He could take a beating and give it out and enjoy it. So, it followed that this corpse was a perfect recreation. And that was so fascinating that Vestra almost couldn't stop himself from asking.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Indeed. Lucky for you, I have something for every situation," said Vestra as he scanned the walls, index, and forefinger, tapping each thing it passed. Finally, after a minute or two, his eyes landed on a low spot where a filing cabinet sat askew, dividing the sections. Vestra walked over, pushed the cabinet aside, and called out, "one or two?"
    

    
      "Two," said Jonathan, the quirk of a smile, toothy and a little cruel, skittered across his face. It was like a stone skipping across water, Aiden thought as he watched Jonathan's face.
    

    
      
    

    
      Vestra turned and produced two hatchets with a leather back strap. The handles were solid 
      rowan
      , and the head was ugly, wrought, and rough. The dull gray of the iron was stained, or so it appeared, by old blood. Jonathan took them with glee, giving each a few cursory swings. He felt their weight and enjoyed how the blade drew itself down with what seemed almost like intent.
    

    
      
    

    
      "They've taken a liking to you," remarked Vestra, "I figured they might. I'm certain that the three of you will get great enjoyment out of this night."
    

    
      This time the smile that broke apart Jonathan's face stuck, a lightning gash, or a wound, red lips, red gums, and teeth an uncanny white. The light must have been to blame. The gas lamps gathered up the shadows, and the cool, dark stones of the armory made the darkness slick and dangerous. 
    

    
      "Oh yes," Jonathan said, "These will do nicely."
    

    
      "And for you, girl?" said Vestra, the creep, bitterness, stalking behind each word.
    

    
      "It would not have been proper for a person such as myself, station and condition considered, to play with swords. Riding and archery are more elegant, after all," said Chelsea, lines well rehearsed.
    

    
      "I'm afraid I cannot provide you with any bow. However, you may use this," said Vestra as he grabbed a gun hanging on an adjacent wall. Its barrel was plain, a tarnished gray, with a stockade of bronze, ornate gold inlaid, curling around it, thin as spun sugar.
    

    
      Chelsea grabbed the gun and holster provided to her and gave a simple thanks.
    

    
      "What about you, Mordenroth?" asked Jonathon.
    

    
      'Oh, well. Naturally, as the greatest living swordsman, I'll take along my personal rapier." 
    

    
      
    

    
      Vestra grabbed from the wall a rapier, the elegant guard silver, wrapping about the handle like vines on an ancient tree. The handle was leather-wrapped, and the blade was a deep, dark amber. 
    

    
      
    

    
      "The Bitter-Heart Blight," Vestra elaborated. "It killed one nightmare and shall put another to rest tonight if luck permits."
    

    
      And with that, there was nothing left to say. The four were now armed, and their stomach's roiled like a forgotten pot set to boil. They emerged onto the streets of Chabon and piled into Vestra's carriage. They rode over disheveled roads, a particular sort of loneliness theirs for the taking as the sky darkened. The night was coming, descending like a swarm of locusts, pockets of sunshine poking through shifting gaps. A promise to be devoured or assimilated, hanging in the air like an uncomfortable truth. In this distance, the outline of a row of houses, smudged like wet ink by night, slowly came into focus. Beyond those black doors, none knew what to expect, but there was a feeling like the world had become elastic. And if they pushed hard enough, they would breach the membrane and be in total freefall.
      

    

    
      Pray Your Children Never Sing This Song
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      The good news was that, on the outside, the home Vestra had visited the night prior was much the same. Indeed, if not for the stench it exuded, one might think nothing was wrong. Well, the stench and the low-frequency buzzing that nagged at the ear like two separate recordings of music playing at once. 
    

    
      The streets were empty. Vestra knew why, though he did not say it. His compatriots, willing as they were to join him in putting an end to things, didn't need the neighborhood's fate to weigh them down. Some other horrors and failures waited for them beyond the dull brown door they had saddled up to.
    

    
      "Stay together with weapons at the ready. I don't know what awaits us; if I did, it could not be described. So just be prepared for what is and is not and what will be, what never was, what could not but is and is not all at once.
    

    
      "Be prepared for what cannot be dreamed or imagined or understood, but is and was and will be and will not be all at the same time, yeah?" supplied Aiden, speaking over the lump in his throat.
    

    
      "Precisely that," muttered Vestra. 
    

    
      
    

    
      And then they were inside.
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      *
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      How to describe it? The smell assaulted them first, bringing tears to their eyes and obscuring the home's transformation. It was a damp smell, old and rotting, and it projected the image of a carcass bedded down in wet grass and leaves. The hot sun beating down upon it, bees and worms, butterflies and ants, and all the skittering creatures looking for a stinking, sickly sweet treat. They crawled, danced, buzzed, and bit, carrying off bits of the carcass to their respective hives. Yet that was not all. Underlying the sweet, earthy, multitudinous stink of rot was a musk that was slick and oily. It slid up into the nostrils and kept going, reaching the eyes, so they stung and watered. 
    

    
      Once they had blinked the tears away, the rest of the room came into view. To talk about geometry would be pointless. The layout and dimensions that Vestra had seen were not what awaited him now. The walls breathed, constricting and dilating like bellows, the surface honeycombed, pockmarked. Jonathan broke from the group, mouth agape, and approached one of the honeycombs. A dismal brown film coated the wall, and when Jonathan peaked into the honeycomb, he saw a freshly jellied abomination. A cruel, black eye, no, a thousand, perfectly segmented parts compounded together blinked. Jonathan stumbled back and looked to Vestra, fear and sweat causing his mask of masculine indifference to slip.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Even the dead may know fear in this place," Vestra remarked.
    

    
      Aiden, who had taken to investigating, found solace in the ominous phrase his mentor had offered up. Sometimes it was better to pretend. Let your eyes slide away and allow your mind a temporary reprieve from stray thoughts and facts. The brain was so much more elastic than given credit. Though impressions might remain, reshaping it took more work than people liked to believe. It was a comfort, thinking that you could shatter, that there was a limit to how much you could see and feel before it became a kaleidoscope. But now, oh now that was gone, that beautiful delusion the only thing to shatter. So, as Aiden knelt down, gloved hands prodding into a soft, white casing, one end ruptured open, it was a welcome distraction to think of poetry. To consider how he might take the hook Vestra had given him and make it work in a piece, make the words sing despite their cliche. 
    

    
      
    

    
       Vestra allowed his comrades a moment to adjust to this new reality. He watched them, hawk-eyed, as they tried to make sense of the geometry. Here, where space twisted into a spiral, and fractals flitted like fruit flies through the air. For them, this must have been like waking up from one dream to find yourself in another. For Vestra, it was a reminder, a summary. A triviality.
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      The halls stretched out, elevating, bulbous in some sections and tight in others. It brought to mind the body of a slug pinched off in some areas. Much of the house appeared twisted and melting, like putty holding its shape only to droop. A yellow hue made the air look like fresh vomit. The walls that seemed the most natural excreted a viscous ooze. These excretions stank like old fat and rotting meat.
    

    
      
    

    
      Vestra took the first confident steps of his party. "Follow in behind me and keep your weapons at the ready."
    

    
      
    

    
      His compatriots followed their orders mechanically. This was the part Vestra hated the most about interacting with the uncanny. It twisted everything around itself, like a string on a finger, so everything became the architecture of deceit. 
    

    
      Onward, they passed by repeating pictures and portraits, watching as things bunched together and fell apart. Chelsea kept her eyes trained on what would have been an uninspired work of vanity. She watched, one part horror, two parts fascination, as the portraits morphed in strange and subtle ways. Those of the mother, the most abstract, showed her changing from a smiling, proud woman to a wreck. Light and luster left the eyes and completion, and by slow degrees, the face twisted. In due time, there was nothing of the mother but a swirling mass of color. 
    

    
      At the last portrait, Chelsea halted. There was a whisper, an unspoken sound not unlike the echo of one's own voice in their head. Chelsea plugged her ears and listened. The chorus of sound almost made sense. Chelsea imagined a thread in the center of the cacophony that would put everything in line if she tugged on it. 
    

    
      "Chelsea, what are you doing?" called Vestra. Aiden and Jonathan turned to face her. Chelsea's cheeks flushed; the realization that she had been standing, ears plugged, and eyes glued to this painting made her feel ridiculous. 
    

    
      "I'm sorry. I was just looking at this painting and trying to make sense of it," said Chelsea. Jonathan flinched at the sound of her voice. There was a delay, the information coming secondhand before Chelsea realized she had shouted over that chorus in her head.
    

    
      "Don't," Vestra said. "Ignore what you see and move forward."
    

    
      
    

    
       Chelsea nodded, the shame scorching her cheeks, and rejoined her party. With each step away, the sound faded, though it never left. It remained a distant song, the notes chewing at the inside of her skull, trying to find a place to nest and propagate. 
    

    
      
    

    
      As they walked on, they felt the thick mucous of the floor clench at their feet. All of them felt like they had been traveling for far too long. And, in time, the house opened up, and the four entered a large, dimly lit room. It was impossibly wide; none could see from one end to the other. Vestra continued to push them forward, undisturbed by the warped geometry. But, as time slipped by and nothing changed, a sinking, molten stone of dread bore through him.
    

    
      "This was a mistake. Find the exit," said Vestra. His voice was low and even, but it was a starting gun, and fear ran through Aiden, paralyzing each of his limbs for a few moments.
    

    
      "I've been looking," barked Jonathan, "but there isn't anything."
    

    
      "What about over there?" asked Chelsea. She pointed to a sliver of light on the floor in the shadow-soaked distance.
    

    
      Vestra drew his sword and stepped forward. Everyone followed except Aiden, who lost sight of all three when they stepped forward. 
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      *
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Aiden wandered about the room, pacing from place to place. The lighting of the room shifted as he did so. Pockets of shadow existed, suspended in place at random. Yet, regardless of lighting, the dull brown walls made it impossible for Aiden to gain a sense of direction. Even when he found walls that had been changed into honeycombs, walls that oozed, or walls that shuddered and crawled away at his touch, he found no escape. 
    

    
      That was not to say, however, that there were no changes to the room as Aiden stalked the room. The walls closed tight around him at one point, making movement difficult. Finally, tired of searching for his friends or a way out, Aiden decided to take an opportunity to rest in this alcove. 
    

    
      Aiden leaned against a wall. His eyes grew heavy, and sweat began to carve pathways across his face. Aiden shrugged his coat off after a few minutes, and though his body fought against him, Aiden ran a finger over the wall. It was slick.
    

    
      Aiden opened his eyes and saw that the walls around him ran with moisture. Then, turning his gaze to the floor, he saw that droplets fell from above and splattered onto the ground. In some places, pools of water formed and grew. 
    

    
      With some effort, Aiden shoved himself off the wall. It was time, he thought, to venture forward. But, with each step he took, a wave of exhaustion passed over him, and thought began to slow. Then, finally, at one of the puddles collecting, one which, thanks to some sourceless light, became reflective, Aiden peaked at himself.
    

    
      Pale, with dark pools under the eyes  like so much blood. His dark eyes looked back, fear drained from them and replaced with exhaustion. At Aiden's right shoulder, two antennae the length of his arms peeked out. Another set appeared shorter and closer to Aiden's pinky's length. More followed, so many more that Aiden's brain shrieked its panic and drew a whimper from his lips. And so on it went, antennae of various lengths, a squished face or two appeared, the eyes small, a black dot at the center of white, jellied bodies on some. Others were bark-colored with wings that fluttered quickly before coming to slow rest at their backs, folded overtop one another.
    

    
      
    

    
      The scream that Aiden let loose could have split the sky in half; it was a throaty sound, desperate and colored by memory. Aiden could not help but claw and tear at himself. His nails dug at his skin, pulling it, ripping it. He would not be made food; he would not. He would scream and shred himself, become raw and bloody, but he would not be food!
    

    
      
    

    
      "O'Leary, hold yourself still!" Vestra's voice sliced through the screaming like a knife.
    

    
      Aiden felt hands upon him. Felt the change in orientation, though he did not see any evidence of it. As Aiden thrashed about, hands ripping away the myriad of insects that sliced him with their feet and chewed on him, his arms slammed into something hard. When he turned his head, he found his range of motion limited in the extreme. Something was attempting to hold him still,  but Aiden would have none of it. Nothing would keep him from shedding his skin and becoming free.
    

    
      "Damn it to hell, O'Leary. I thought you were made of sterner stuff," Vestra growled. It had no effect on Aiden. Shame found no purchase in his heart now. No, what slunk through the ventricles of Aiden's heart was a distant hope born of despair. What if he could shed his skin? It did not matter, not really, not now, how Aiden emerged from the hell he found himself in. It only mattered that he did not become food, that he was not reduced to a mottled piece of cloth.
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Meanwhile, Jonathan and Chelsea wrestled a screaming Aiden as Vestra searched his apprentice's body for signs of infestation. Dots had begun to appear on Aiden's flesh as Vestra worked. Where the dots appeared, the fleshed withered, shriveling up and flaking away. It would only be a matter of time, Vestra knew, before the infestation would grow out of hand, and Aiden, as Vestra knew him, would be no more.
    

    
      Lypia's face flashed in Vestra's mind. He would not fail his apprentice the way he had failed his lover. Vestra commanded Jonathan and Chelsea to flip Aiden onto his back, and they obliged. He ripped away Aiden's shirt, eyes scanning, looking for any anomaly, any point of entry for whatever pest resided within Aiden. Vestra's finger traced flesh, cold and clammy and damp, until, ah-ha, a wandering bump!
    

    
      "Hold him steady. A rapier is no replacement for a scalpel, but we will make do."
    

    
      Jonathan looked up and saw Vestra take hold of the Bitterheat Blight. The steely gaze of the mad scientists fixed Aiden's thrashing form 
      with
       told Jonathan all he needed to know. He nodded for his sister to move and lifted Aiden into the air a few inches. Then, letting his weight do the work, Jonathan slammed Aiden against the floor. Some horrible combination of a scream and a wheeze passed through Aiden's lips, followed by blessed silence. Nothing in Vestra's expression changed as he cut a thin and deep line from the bottom of Aiden's left shoulder to the small of his back. 
    

    
      Down on his knees, Vestra pushed his metallic fingers into the cut. Jonathan turned away, squirming at fingers working beneath the flesh. Chelsea, meanwhile, drew closer as if in a trance. The song in her head grew in volume as Vestra worked; the closer his fingers got to the parasite, the more discordant the music became. Chelsea dropped to her knees at the moment Vestra caught the bug. None saw the tiny terror as grabbing it was enough to kill it.
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Time died inside the house. When Aiden woke, he was surrounded by his comrades. 
    

    
      "What?" he said as he tried to sit up. Pain seared through his back, and a small yelp escaped his lips. The thunderstorm trapped in his skull boomed to the forefront moments later. 
    

    
      "Here, take this. It will take care of the pain," said Vestra. He passed Aiden a gelatin capsule filled with a powder he recognized as Crux. He swallowed the pill and blessed the lack of food in his stomach that would make the pill work faster.
    

    
      "What happened to me?" Aiden hissed through the pain.
    

    
      "You freaked the fuck out," Jonathan offered. "We found you trying to rip your own skin off."
    

    
      Aiden winced, partly at the reality of the situation and partly out of embarrassment. 
    

    
      "It was a parasite. Some invader that must have latched onto you when you entered the home. We've all checked over ourselves. It doesn't seem like the rest of us have been compromised," said Vestra.
    

    
      "Oh, how wonderful for me," said Aiden, "after this, I should play the lottery. I'm sure I'll end up owing money with my luck."
    

    
      "It wasn't here," whispered Chelsea. She looked off into the middle distance, where darkness gathered together like old friends. All eyes were upon her, though she paid them no mind. "The egg was laid in you when you saw into that woman's head. Incubation began when you imagined something under your skin."
    

    
      The silence that fell was sharp, the blade of a guillotine. 
    

    
      "How do you know about that?" Aiden asked. His words were sucked into a void. No eyes turned from Chelsea, and none dared repeat the question.
    

    
      How to mark the delay in a place where the time went unnoticed and unmarked? The room the four were in seemed to grow, and, to varying degrees, all felt like they were fading away. It was as if, though they had started as the foreground, each moment that passed by added layers and details. Until, in no time, or in all of it, they were far in the background as smudges. 
    

    
      "They sing me a song, and we paint a picture," Chelsea said.
    

    
      "We shouldn't have brought her here," said Vestra, "we've got to leave. Now." But no one heard it because a sound, one that was hot and alive and textured, like sandpaper, drowned him out. It 
      was a buzzing
      , and it reverberated throughout the room.
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      *
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      The dim light in the room had been gobbled up by clusters of night. Whatever monster flew through that darkness was deadly quiet. It was difficult to tell how near or far the beast was. The flutter of its wings, which must have been enormous, did not register. Not until it sounded like it was right behind your ear, a tickle at the back of the neck. The four fumbled around in the pitch, trying to keep their predator from enacting its will over them. But the home's mutable anatomy made it impossible to gain any significant distance. Walls cloistered tight, causing them to slam into slime-covered surfaces and each other. Often, the four found themselves scrambling on the ground, praying that a palm wouldn't slip on the mucus-covered floor. Or else they would roll about, each doing their best to keep moving. 
    

    
      
    

    
      And then there was a scream. Distorted, as if through a malfunctioning tape recorder, all static and whirring noise. 
    

    
      
    

    
      "Everyone, stack up!" yelled Vestra, "back to back. Here, quick, yes, follow my voice. Get close to each other like you love one another. We need to find a wall."
    

    
      
    

    
      The remaining three did as they were told, practically adhering to Vestra. All huffed and puffed, the mixture of fear and adrenaline constricting their chests, their hearts hammering away in their skulls. Chelsea was worst of all, her breath like a jagged knife cutting into her chest. All was, at the moment, quiet. It burned Vestra. The damned monster was toying with them, giving them a precious few moments to rest, to scream, and beg.
    

    
      
    

    
      Or else to die if it had bitten or stung one of them.
    

    
      "Has it touched any of you?" Vestra asked
    

    
      "Not so far as I can tell," replied Jonathan.
    

    
      "I think you would know if it did," snapped Aiden.
    

    
      "I may have been," said Chelsea, mouse quiet.
    

    
      
    

    
      Vestra sucked on the inside of his cheek. There was no recourse for Chelsea without seeing what it was that hunted them. The sense of relief over the fact that she was not dead from some horrible poison was overwhelmed by the countless and inconceivable other possibilities. An image of Chelsea's skin sloughing off like wadded-up bathroom tissue forced itself upon Vestra. Others followed where her flesh turned papery and flaked off, the slow reveal of the monster she had metamorphosed into. 
    

    
      "Right, listen. Aiden and Jonathan, I need you both at the ready. I am going to produce a flame and use it to guide us toward an exit," said Vestra, "I'm certain this monster won't allow us to leave so easily. We will need to kill it to escape." Assuming it can be killed, Vestra thought. Some horrors would sprout from the limbs or be reborn in forms with only passing similarities.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Are you certain there will be an exit?" asked Aiden, the fear plain in his voice.
    

    
      "What is the point of an inescapable nightmare, O'Leary? Dread comes from hope, and our fear is the most delectable thing to monsters such as these," lied Vestra.
    

    
      "Right. Not like we've many choices but to believe," added Jonathan, "unless we plan to lie down here and be eaten or become the host to some incomparable thing."
    

    
      
    

    
      Chelsea whimpered at that, and Vestra gritted his teeth and readied himself for what was to come. He estimated that he had five bursts of fire before he would need to take time to recharge, seven if his comrades didn't mind carrying him through this house of horrors. The power source grafted to Vestra's spine when his sister gave him his metal arm was a mystery to him. He knew that it drew its power from him but not how. Vestra theorized that it converted nutrients from his food into energy. However, he hated the image the thought left in his mind. Some mashup of Vestra's spin, white, segmented, and laced with red and flesh. Metal, cold and firm, wires bored into bone, shiny and reflective. And, encompassing it all, a casing of something pink, inflated, and translucent. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Snap. A flare throughout the room. Vestra and company scanned their surroundings, the shadows long and morose, the gunk that coated the walls prismatic in the light of the fire before turning the color of an old bruise. Yellow, green, and purple, the heat releasing the funky, complex stench of fermenting scrapes. Some even bubbled, long-trapped gasses releasing.
    

    
      
    

    
      None saw an exit, and all heard the gut-wrenching sound of their assailant's buzzing.
    

    
      
    

    
      Snap. There was still no exit, though the room's configuration had changed considerably. The walls had closed in around them so that only forward existed. Crowning from the darkness that still existed before them was the thing, for what else could it be called but a thing? The body, what there was to see in those spare seconds of sight, was black, lacquered, and smooth. It looked like liquid darkness. The wings moved so fast that they blurred. All of that, awful as it was, seemed mundane compared to the head and the face of the thing. Chelsea attempted a shriek, but it died in her throat, and Aiden and Jonathan cowered and tensed beside Vestra at its sight.
    

    
      
    

    
      It was the boy, the one who had contacted Vestra. His face stuck halfway between a wasp and a human, the features and flesh of its human form stretched tight in some areas and sagging in others. The mouth, oh the mouth, those human lips splitting and pulling apart to reveal the mandibles of the wasp.
    

    
      
    

    
      The worst was the eyes. They had not become the fierce eyes common in the species but were the human, frightful eyes of the man that used to be.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Aiden! Jonathan!" shouted Vestra with another snap. The flame rebuffed the monster. It wasn't much, but it was enough of a distraction that Aiden, shaking and pale, could lunge forward and stab his rapier into the thing's carapace. Jonathan followed up with his hatchets, burying one in the monster's wing and one in its head. 
    

    
      
    

    
      It let out a cry that scraped its boney appendages on the ground. The effect was like nails on a chalkboard, shrill and tingling. All aside from Vestra flinched at the sound. He alone approached the beast and, with his metal hand, traced the shape of the monster. At the base, he checked for a stinger. His flame would have made the search more straightforward, but he was already sweating, and his limbs hung heavy. Like weights were tied to his arms, begging him down, making a concerted effort of every movement. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Ah, it had been so long since Vestra had felt this way. That dim awareness that death had tuned in, its abyssal eye trained on him. The realization brought a change in perspective. Vestra felt like he was looking at himself from across the street. A stranger whose features were warped by some impossible heat. The world stuttered, and the colors of everything bled together as they sweat. Any wrong choice, any sudden movement, and bang. The end.
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      It was invigorating.
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      "No stinger," said Vestra, "so you haven't been poisoned." 
    

    
      "Oh, I'm sure I'm thrilled to hear it," said Chelsea, voice faint.
    

    
      Vestra continued his blind examination of the monster. The carapace was slick and, Vestra imagined, cool. No part of it snagged at him or protruded in a way to state sharpness. 
    

    
      Vestra scowled. There was one place left to check, and it would be delicate work, even with appropriate lighting. Without, well, it would be asking to be afflicted with whatever toxin this monster had. 
    

    
      Of course, this concern didn't apply to Vestra, or he refused to believe it did. So he set to work, feeling his way back to the face of this shared nightmare. He pushed back the image of its face, of its eyes. Stuffed away who this thing had been for later when there were unhealthy and private coping mechanisms to partake in.
    

    
      
    

    
      Once found, Vestra wasted no time in his examination. His metal hand led the change so his flash could follow without fear. Feeling the monster, Vestra got a real tactile sense. The abstract sensation of softness around the jaw and the tiny clicks and clatter of metal against the exoskeleton were contextualized. The soft crevices, Vestra was sure, were the vestigial remains of the human it had been. 
    

    
      
    

    
      The rivets in the exoskeleton, too, gave the scientist pause. The sharp ridges, insidious little knives meant to shred any foolish enough to grapple with it. Each became more treacherous to navigate as Vestra's hands found their way to the beast's soft mouth. 
    

    
      Keep
       the switch off, Vestra reminded himself as he opened a mouth that should not be as it was. One that stretched open like some halfway point between a wasp and a human. Far too wide and extended so that it becomes oblong upon opening.
    

    
      
    

    
      Gingerly, Vestra reached his metal hand into its mouth. His fleshy hand was placed precariously to avoid being wounded by the jagged carapace. Once inside the mouth, he felt the swirling vortex of madness therein. His mind reeled; another vision of himself clad in that leathery black exoskeleton overlooking a city of hives thrusts itself upon him. Vestra fought against this vision of himself by wondering after more mundane, if loathsome, things. He wondered if the soft tissue inside the monster's mouth were the remains from the human form being eroded away. Vestra wondered if the boy, his name forgotten, had faced his end with a brave face. Or if he, like Vestra, had screamed until no air was left in his lungs, and all he could do was gape at the indifferent stars above.
    

    
      
    

    
      Then there came a feeling of hunger, deep and strange. It overwhelmed Vestra for a moment. It was a hunger as familiar and horrible as home. Vestra's stomach turned, and across his tongue, a taste, indescribable, spread. He remembered what it was like, to stand apart, to be at the service of greater intelligence. This hunger, so deep, impossible to sait, rumbled in Vestra's soul and resonated with despair and fear.
    

    
      But then, if this was here, it meant that the progenitor was also. Vestra barked a laugh, "What luck! Jonathan, could you hold this thing's mouth open so I may remove a sample." 
    

    
      
    

    
      "Excuse me?" replied Jonathan, taken aback.
    

    
      "Please, we haven't time for me to repeat myself. Come now, or say your goodbyes to your sister."
    

    
      
    

    
      Jonathan hesitated a moment more before coming to stand by Vestra. Then, with a little direction, Vestra guided his new assistant's hands to the proper place. At the same time, he fetched a scalpel and specimen jar from his satchel. 
    

    
      
    

    
      "It's interesting," began Jonathan.
    

    
      "What is?" supplied Vestra, trying to very carefully extract what he needed.
    

    
      "That you are so quick to risk a stranger's life to save a stranger's life," Jonathan finished a quirk to his voice, the glint of a blade in the lamplight. 
    

    
      Vestra pulled his specimen from the maw of terror and placed it in the jar. "Oh, you give me so little credit."
    

    
      "You'll have to forgive me. I have seen my sister's paintings. I know what darkness and ambition fill your heart, Mordenroth," said Jonathan, demonstrating that that flash of steel was no idle threat.
    

    
      
    

    
      Dusting himself off and placing the jar into his satchel did not lead to the level head Vestra hoped it would. Predictable. 
    

    
      
    

    
      "I'm sure your sister's paintings are lovely but are rather like a camera. Capable of capturing only snapshots," here Vestra paused for effect. Aiden, the only audience member lucid enough to enjoy the show, rolled his eyes.
    

    
      "I asked you to help me because you are a corpse. Oh, I'm sorry. I imagine you prefer being called a former corpse. Well, scientifically speaking, that term is incorrect. You are an enhanced corpse, though I prefer 
      pertinax
       cadaver myself.
    

    
      "We make this distinction because of the changes made to the body. See, Jonathan, you will remain young and beautiful long past when everyone here before you is dead. But don't fret; you have not been cursed with immortality, dear friend. Not that easily, at least. You will rot, the skin sloughing off your bones in great globules like congealed honey.
    

    
      "I'm sure this seems irrelevant, but I want you to appreciate with the appropriate context the small-mindedness you go through every day of your 
      undeath with
      . Those changes to your body render you immune to these abominations in this instance. Your sister has been infected with a larva that will change her body into something akin to this monster. The cellular level at which this takes place is something you are functionally immune to due to your cell death. Hence my choosing you, you snarky little shit."
    

    
      
    

    
      Vestra finished with the ugliest snarl he could muster. He knew it was unfair to be rude to Jonathan, but then the cool bastard had taken every opportunity to stick him in the side. 
    

    
      
    

    
      "I'm sorry," mumbled Jonathan with all the confidence of a child.
    

    
      
    

    
      Vestra nodded, stuck his sample in his pouch, glanced at Jonathan, and felt shame. Vestra had belittled Jonathan the way his father had him. How funny and sad to become the monster you swore you would rather die than become. 
    

    
      
    

    
      "Chelsea, can you stand without assistance?" asked Vestra.
    

    
      "I believe I can," answered Chelsea, meek.
    

    
      
    

    
      Snap: the room was luminous, and for the first time since entering it, Vestra was able to see it rearranging itself. Geometry, space, and physics were all wax, hot, and rapidly cooling into a new, stable shape. The four of them would think of it as a lock or puzzle box with many moving parts interlocked. Embracing briefly, like lovers in secret, before rearranging into more familiar holding patterns. More abstract-minded interpretations ran off with the lovers and imagined the room as those worldly expectations to stay where you were told, even as it kills you.
    

    
      
    

    
      But none of that mattered then. When the walls, floors, and ceilings twirled like ballet dancers, a door was visible. There was no time to contextualize, only act. 
    

    
      
    

    
      They ran together, Vestra and Aiden leading, Jonathan pulling Chelsea along. Her pace was uneven, her lungs burned, and her skin crawled just a bit. Then, in the fading firelight, it looked like something shuffled underneath the flesh. 
    

    
      When Vestra's hand touched the cold bronze door knob, he flung it open and held it tight. His legs and mind agreed that there was more running to be done; why stop, go, go, go!
    

    
      
    

    
      Aiden was the first through, followed shortly by Jonathan and Chelsea, who stumbled over the threshold and fell to their knees. Jonathan turned, his thick locks falling across his sweaty, fearful face, and looked at Vestra. His eyes hit the mark, and he saw something he didn't like, something Jonathan understood in a flash but wanted to pretend he didn't. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Vestra looked back into Jonathan's eyes. There was idle curiosity there, seeing the resurrected look on with such handsome empathy, such lively fear. But the shape of that curiosity was indistinct, buried under refuse. What was there was a cold, dead look, like a deer, long since perished in a thick forest. The sort that doesn't have fear in it, and you wonder how that can be when fear was the last thing it felt. And the fact that it went away long ago makes you wonder about the soul, if it's real and where it goes.
    

    
      
    

    
      Vestra shut the door as he commanded, "Watch over her condition until I return, O'Leary."
    

    
      
    

    
      And then the door was gone, and the three were alone in a room barely large enough for them. There was no exit.
      

    

    
      Housed in its Shell, Singing Softly
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      The room twisted into a spiral, an impossible stairway that led to an up there that could not be. Light shone from above, inviting a promise of salvation, perverse though it was this imitation of heaven. Vestra took his first step and felt his feet sink down, a crunch and a squish, like biting into a honeycomb on toast. He knew it would be a long ascent, but it would be the last, and knowing that made it easier to take each laborious step forward. 
    

    
      It took less time than Vestra thought it would, which was for the best. He felt terrible about lying to Aiden and not only about coming back. But Vestra was convinced 
      that if Aiden
       knew him. If Aiden had glimpsed his soul, could reach inside and feel the beat of his bitter, black heart, he would agree. This was the right way to do it, the moral and compassionate thing to do. 
    

    
      The nightmare was his, after all. He had dragged it here, the languid flow of time bringing it, inch by inch, through that veil and into reality. It had trapped a family and forced them into its twisted world and was at work on another. That horrible world had reached out its hands to touch another by offering Vestra a place again. And it would go on to, spreading down the block, the slow creep of a plague, taking one after another until it bloomed into the awful titan arum.
    

    
      
    

    
      Vestra chuckled. One may grow on him, at the end of it all, at the cusp of waking up and ending the nightmare. Maybe, he mused, a smile secreting across his face, a thief in the night, he could present it to Lypia. If there was something to wake up to after all this, he was allowed to see them.
    

    
      
    

    
      In his way, Vestra was grateful for the wake-up call he had received. The familiar touch of old fear, like fists raining down for so many nights, he stopped counting. He could sense it in its jar, writhing, wriggling, looking for a way in. This one was young and only a slight variation of what Vestra had carried with him for so long. It was the least subtle calling card, and this was after the vision he'd received at the tree earlier that day. 
    

    
      Taking the last few steps, Vestra rolled his eyes. Oh well, he thought; time to finish playing and go back inside. With that, he stepped into the blinding light and found it offered no warm embrace but a bracing cold. Like falling beneath the ice into the dark, still winter waters, his body begging him to gasp and suck it in, the killing blow.
    

    
      
    

    
      Vestra kept his mouth shut. He had more to say before he let it in.
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Chelsea's breathing was a ragged wheeze. The look on her brother's face told her she should be concerned. But, frankly, she didn't see why. Before Vestra had shoved them into what was, ostensibly, a closet, she had felt weak. Her thoughts had become slippery, and trying to hold onto her sense of self had been difficult. The feeling of being tugged away by a parent, no, you can't have that toy; it's too much, had been pervasive. Now Chelsea felt an implacable hunger, her sense of who she was squarely her own. It didn't matter that the faint thrum of the house--sorry, the Hive--was still present and inviting. It susurrated promises, of closure, of strength, of community. If Chelsea closed her eyes, she could become part of that sound. She could be carried away, obliterated, this version of her anyway. So caught up in what she is, what comprises her. Desire and fear, joy and loneliness, lust, hot like coals, and rejection, a downpour of ice water. It would all be gone; Chelsea would be gone. 
    

    
      
    

    
      If Chelsea shut her eyes and ignored the face that peaked out from the fleshy walls. Rotted and full of holes from which things crawled in and out. It was a breezeway between this side of things and wherever all this terror came from. She could be overrun, colonized, though not in the same way as the poor soul, the empty sockets still projecting dread. But, no, Chelsea would not be a victim; she would be an asset so long as she played by the Hive's rules.
    

    
      So Chelsea kept her eyes open and stopped humming along to the buzz no one else heard. And she watched Jonathan fret over her and the other one, Aiden, wrestle with worry over his mentor and his sense of betrayal. She watched and waited, a caterpillar in its cocoon waiting to be transformed.
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      "Great," said Aiden, primarily to himself, "he's gone and left us in the larder."
    

    
      "Who would have guessed the egomaniac would find a way to fuel his ego," said Jonathan sardonically.
    

    
      
    

    
      Aiden turned, eyes lingering on Jonathan for a half beat. Knelt down with his large hands holding onto his sister's. Chelsea's eyes focused and unfocused on a particular spot on the ceiling, which Aiden refused to look upon. He had seen enough. Her skin was pallid and appeared to wriggle in the sick, yellow-green light. Like a mess of centipedes skittering in different directions, moving from a pile in one area and thinning out the further it got from the center.
    

    
      
    

    
      "You've no idea," said Aiden, hoping his face wouldn't flush as he briefly imagined those hands wrapped around his throat. Aiden knew it was an inappropriate time to imagine Jonathan fucking him. But, then again, he was well aware that he might not have many more opportunities to imagine the lewd and lascivious things.
    

    
      "Everything he does is for show. He's fond of saying that kindness and manners engender weakness. Which is hysterical; everything about him is artifice. Even his name," those last words came out barbed and poisonous.
    

    
      Jonathan waited a moment before speaking, letting the silence hang heavy. "You know, I don't believe he did that to hurt you."
    

    
      "Oh, I suppose you might know better than I. You did know who Vestra really is, after all," snarked Aiden.
    

    
      "Come now. The way he talks to me, and I to him, should be enough to discredit that. There's no familiarity there; nothing shared that connects us."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Aye, but Vestra looks at your sister with apprehension, and 
      you like
       a ball of string he would like to unravel. Though, I suppose that's fair, given your condition." Aiden felt anger and anxiety gurgle in the pit of his stomach, ready to make him sick. Each time Jonathan spoke, adding context that further obscured Aiden's understanding of Vestra and his life, his teeth were set keen against each other.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Chelsea has dreamt of Vestra Mordenroth for a long time now. She knows his sorrows and joys with the same depth a spectator knows a character in a play. That is to say, only in the most puerile sense. Still, I think he doesn't like someone having one over on him."
    

    
      Aiden, begrudgingly, gave a bitter chuckle, "His ego, again. You know, some men are ruled by their cocks. Not Vestra. You know, the most I've heard him say about another was to call a colleague "cute."
    

    
      Jonathan chuckled. "I can only imagine that all the nimbleness his fingers show on a cadaver is missing when the subject is alive and expecting."
    

    
      "I doubt there will ever be an opportunity to find out," added Aiden, his frustration melting like snow on the first unseasonably warm day. Indeed, the pair carried on, the room they inhabited orbiting the inner sanctum of an impossible house. Laughing and lingering upon eyes and lips. Both indulging themselves in greater and greater fantasies full of heat, sweat, saliva, and hot breath.
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Atop the stairs, Vestra found himself under a sky with no sun, stars, or moon. An infinite void overhead that, if he stared into, he would find himself falling up, down, or in a multitude of directions. Time and space were meaningless here. In one instance, Vestra stood before his father, transformed into a child with a shadow looming over him. A figure that was supposed to be a symbol of love but was instead a phantasm of torment.
    

    
      
    

    
      But that hallucination was meaningless. Vestra had lived countless nights with this particular beast, and the banal abuses had left their mark upon him. Another damaged machine doing its best to keep from that final, critical malfunction. 
    

    
      The cruelty of this hostile world was those revisited moments with his mother. Her gentle caress and those tired, melancholy eyes wrinkled and ancient before their time. The ghost of her voice, sweet but low so as not to disturb father, was a song to his ears. Beautiful and nostalgic. When, at last, as it must, the phantasm changed its expression to confused and frightened. And Vestra was in front of her, gun pointed at her, a bullet destined for her in the chamber. Vestra remembered this moment more vividly than any of his youth's sweet and tender moments. And that was the real tragedy, that everything that had mattered about their relationship could be so easily obliterated. Being pulled back into this moment, transposed with himself, cracked Vestra's heart wide open. And what spilled forth was anger, more than regret or fear; rage poured out and spread out in all directions. 
    

    
      
    

    
      "Enough," Vestra shouted into that space between spaces, "You will not use my mind against me."
    

    
      
    

    
      With that, the room was cleared like a cloth pulled from a table, and a sudden blank expanse surrounded Vestra. Within a blink of an eye, details were penciled in. First, they came as outlines, sketches of a thing that would not obey the will of its creator. No matter how many lines were added or subtracted, regardless of how they fit together. They connected and took shape, but it was all abstract, smashed together in haste. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Then came color and finer details. Red blending to brown, new blood to old, and hanging down from an open wound of a sky, a papery hive. From a hole emerged an eye, then a slick, monstrous head with jaws like a beetle. Then, freshly jellied, it came down like an angel with terrible, buzzing wings.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Mordenroth," it said, its voice innumerable things skittering and buzzing. The sounds of chitin clicking and the sensation of something, somewhere, crawling across skin. This and many more phenomena came over Vestra when the terror in front of him spoke.
    

    
      "Oh, good. You know my name. That saves us some time. Though I was looking forward to listing my accomplishments if I'm being honest," said Vestra. He removed his coat as he spoke, revealing the shining metal of his arm. His gloves came next, followed by the glasses that Lypia always swore softened his features. 
    

    
      "We did not expect you to come so easily."
    

    
      Vestra shrugged. "You did invite me. Now, what might I call you?"
    

    
      "We are the Flesh Hive," it said, its voice a choir all singing out of sync. 
    

    
      "What a terrible name! The one who came before knew how to evoke terror with a name. Sothos Vain! Truly, a fitting name for a nightmare."
    

    
      "We have no need for a name," the Hive screeched in feedback.
    

    
      "I simply refuse to call you the Flesh Hive. It is far too self-important a title. How does Piyavka sound?"
    

    
      
    

    
      A vision entered Vestra's mind. Innumerable insects crawled all over his body, burrowing into his flesh. He felt as they entered and wiggled, pushing their way through and deeper, gnawing and tearing at him. Hollowing him out into a collection of tunnels, a walking suit for the legion that was the Hive.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Well, it is fitting, at the very least," gasped Vestra.
    

    
      "Your insolence will win you no favor. You are soft and weak. We will eat the weakness and make you a part of us," said Piyavka, their voice a slithering, damp whisper.
    

    
      "Oh, yes. Sorry, I got so caught up in naming you that I forgot to mention. Your invitation is shit, and I have exactly zero interest in becoming a part of whatever you are. Now, I can sense you want to speak. Probably to tell me that you'll kill me or devour me, but listen close. You know who I am. I wouldn't have come without a plan, now would I?"
    

    
      "Your scheming means nothing to us," hissed Piyavka.
    

    
      
    

    
      Vestra puffed his cheeks with air and then let it release slowly, "I'm sure that Sothos said something similar. And how did that play out, if you don't mind reminding me?"
    

    
      
    

    
      A beat of seething silence.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Oh, of course. I killed the nightmare. With my hands, I dragged it out into the light and put two bullets in its head. One for myself and one for Lypia. I suspect a bullet won't do the job, but an explosive? Oh, it will be one hell of a mess."
    

    
      
    

    
      Vestra pressed a cold steel finger against a slight bump at the back of his neck. Words bubbled up, the last breaths of a drowned man, and he remembered a promise to Lyceum he had long ago made. He was supposed to live, rage, kick, and scream at the horrors of the night and cruelties of the day. What was one more failure here at the end? The mourning would be left for the living, no more rumination for Vestra.
    

    
      
    

    
      And so, with force and pain, Vestra dug through his skin and searched for the hard lump embedded in his body.
      

    

    
      Chelsea could hear it. The song that had invited her in now wailed desperately, the harmonious notes now discordant, broken things. It had become so much that Chelsea could hear nothing else. There was a sensation paired with the cacophony that Chelsea found herself lost in. It was as if she were being pressed in, becoming part of something, sinking deeper, deeper, diving into flesh and sinew. 
    

    
      She could feel it. Like a foot stepping into mud too deep, that wet, enveloping sense. Once Chelsea was totally suffused there, the sound of the song muffled by an all-encompassing flesh cocoon, a vision came to her. Like all her prognostications, it was a watercolor of images smeared against madness. And like her other visions, one figure was unmistakable.
    

    
      Vestra Mordenroth stood there, one arm behind his head, fingers pressing, working their way between folds in his skin. Radiating out red and brown and Chelsea knew what it meant. How could she not? The colors were hers, even if the shapes came from elsewhere.
    

    
      
    

    
      Red and brown were for death.
    

    
      
    

    
      A thought sprinted into Chelsea's mind at the realization of what she was seeing. Angry and quick and in desperate need of air. It was prudent, Chelsea knew, to suffocate such thoughts. A lady did not rise to anger nor act out of turn. She had already spit upon decorum by reaching out to this rude, arrogant man and following him into this kaleidoscope of horrors. What was it, then, to alter her painting? Here in Hell, there was no such thing as propriety. 
    

    
      Chelsea reached out. Something about fear and desperation amongst the ranks made the singular mind that ruled this unreality weaker. She stifled a chuckle. How strange to hear the song of fear's fear, to witness the thing nightmares slink away from. Chelsea slipped through a tear in the Flesh Hive and forced it wider. And as she did, she envisioned the change she wanted in her painting and saw a schism opening up between Vestra and his aggressor. A black portal that would open up and swallow this nightmare and return it from whence it came. 
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Vestra had stripped the outer layer of flesh, pulling it away with his teeth grit and tears streaming down his cheeks. He now pressed his fingers to the bloody, angry incision, ready to use his clever fingers to plunge down and find the thing to end all of this. But then there was a rumbling. 
    

    
      Something that shook the whole house and pulled a scream from 
      Piyavka
      . It was a sound unlike sound, one which came with a vision. A flame pressed against flesh to draw out the head of a tick. Or a hacking, violent knife cutting away everything that obscured the worm, coiled and bloated. Vestra could feel it in his bones. Another parasite was spreading through the Hive, turning it against itself. 
    

    
      And then there was nothing. Or that was what it had to be described as. Vestra saw shapes and colors, a new sort of mathematics that explained things that could not be. There was a realm of pain whose inhabitants experienced the tortures of pleasure. A house rose up, black and dripping like wax, in thick globules. Inside every room, the skin was stripped off like clothing. And Vestra found himself in an alabaster library where the shadows glowed autumn. In it were books, of course, and within each book was a story, horrible and prophetic. Within that library, there was always a volume searching for its rightful reader. And all around were wanderers, perusing the shelves searching for their books. Their own little tragedy from beginning to end, prettily bound and portable. There was more, but the words to describe it didn't exist. Taken together, the experience was amorphous and illogical as dreams.
    

    
      
    

    
      When Vestra awoke, it was in the bed the woman had been in. Hovering over him was Aiden, who looked both confused and relieved to see his teacher alive. But how? Vestra questioned. This was not the room he had left them in. Had the house shifted them to where he had gone? Or did this have something to do with whatever sundered the Flesh Hive?
    

    
      These thoughts were abandoned as Vestra witnessed Aiden's relief transform into anger and hurt. He saw those feelings of reverence and kinship bested by skepticism, confusion, and hurt. This vision was a painful reminder that he was still alive and here to bear witness to the suffering he caused.
    

    
      
    

    
      Oh, happy days.
    

    
      
    

    
      Jonathan cradled his sister, whose face was flushed and damp with sweat. Vestra pulled himself from the bed and went to examine her. Aiden followed and filled him in on her condition, which he assured Vestra had been stable until a few minutes ago. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Vestra knelt down and touched her face with his hand, feeling the warmth and stickiness of her skin. He opened an eye, hoping that what he found would not be there.
    

    
      No such luck.
    

    
      Chelsea's eyes contained concentric circles of compounding fractals. An insectoid variation on Vestra's past dalliance with the uncanny.
    

    
      "I'm sorry," Vestra muttered to Chelsea and to Jonathan, "your sister's condition has progressed beyond my ability to do anything. The only mercy now is a quick death."
    

    
      
    

    
      Jonathan leaped upon Vestra, pummeling him with his fists. This was not the first beating Vestra had received after delivering a diagnosis. It was, however, up there amongst the most painful he had received. Jonathan struck him with precision, his fists raining down like boulders, striking Vestra in the face and chest so that breathing was difficult and speech was impossible.
    

    
      Aiden hesitated only long enough for Vestra's nose, already distinct and crooked, to be broken again. Aiden pulled Jonathan off, who looked at him with eyes the color of tar. The intelligence and effortless cool they held was gone, replaced with mindless malice.
    

    
      
    

    
      Vestra righted himself, spitting blood and cleaning his face with painful slowness. "I'm sorry. I failed you both. But beating me to death doesn't change the facts. Unless you want her blood on your hands and her ghost following behind you, I suggest you let me do what needs doing."
    

    
      Jonathan ground his teeth, "How can you be so sure? You look at her eyes, 
      you touch
       her forehead and sign her death warrant?"
    

    
      Vestra sighed, "Look at her eyes. Tell me their color."
    

    
      Jonathan did so, "Purple."
    

    
      "That color indicates the progress of her completion. It is the last sign before her anatomy is forever changed. Within a few days, the parasite within your sister will wear her as a costume." Vestra explained. 
    

    
      "Hold on," said Aiden, eyes narrowed, a look on his face like he was trying to burrow down, dig into Vestra and find something secret. "Your eyes have a purple hue to them. It isn't as pronounced as hers are, but it is there. Why haven't you put a bullet in your head if what you're saying is true? Why are you still here?"
    

    
      
    

    
      The directness of Aiden's question, the emphasis Vestra was sure his student unconsciously added to "bullet" and "here," hit its mark. And Vestra thought that this, too, would be another small thing to put in that place inside him, the one where the hurt was exchanged for effortless shrugs and sarcastic remarks. And the lie disguised as a promise that no, never again would we be hurt this way. But that place was getting full, and Vestra was so tired that it felt like as good a time as any to give up the ghost.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I don't know, Aiden. Maybe because I've been wrong all my life and there is a power sitting on the throne. But, rather than the benevolent ruler we all aspire to serve, it is a cruel-hearted majesty with a particular distaste for me. Or does that make me sound too much 
      the
       solipsist? All I can tell you is that I was marked to join the other side, to become a horror that knows no equal. An avatar of nightmare, lightning, wires, oil and tentacles, invention and discovery above all else. But I denied it, and the strangeness that twists people like Chelsea into a being of indescribable terror stopped." 
    

    
      Vestra stood, eyes wide and wet with tears, his grim countenance broken before his student and a stranger that wanted to beat him to a pulp minutes before. In both of their eyes, Vestra saw the thing he hated most and turned his gaze away.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I do not know how to save her. Worthless bastard that I am," Vestra remarked, voice cracking, fractures forming.
    

    
      
    

    
      Silence settled over them all like a black veil. Vestra would make no move to end Chelsea's life without permission, even as he imagined her anatomy being rearranged. 
    

    
      
    

    
      "You said someone like me couldn't be affected. What would happen if Chelsea died and you brought her back," said Jonathan. His voice was so loud in the hollow house.
    

    
      Vestra was silent and still as the reaper he was asked to be. His mind calculated the possibility of success and disaster and found hope in those calculations. It was a dim and distant star in a sky devoid of such comforts, but it was there. 
    

    
      "She would need to be dead for three days," Vestra said, eyes meeting Jonathan's and finding the same cold resolve in them. "The chances of perfect resurrection decline rapidly after the first twelve hours and continue to decrease as time stretches on."
    

    
      "What do you think her chances are after three days, Mordenroth?"
    

    
      "Near zero," interjected Aiden, cutting in while Vestra hesitated. "It's an unheard-of amount of time, at least if you want her back as more than electrified meat."
    

    
      Both men looked at Aiden. Vestra with pride and Jonathan with bemused disgust.
    

    
      "O'Leary is correct. It is unheard of."
    

    
      "This is an awfully long walk to saying you can't do it," said Jonathan.
    

    
      
    

    
      Vestra smiled. It did nothing to relieve his grim countenance, "Oh-ho-ho. Didn't I tell you once to be more cautious in your assumptions, boy? I am Vestra Mordenroth. My mind is sterling, my hands more clever than any thieves. I can bring your sister back whole three days or a fortnight."
    

    
      
    

    
      For the first time, Jonathan looked upon Vestra not with malice or distrust or hate but with hope, desperation, and preemptive love. And in that look, Vestra found himself anchored. There was work to be done, and none better than him to do it.
    

    
      
    

    
      And so, as always, Vestra moved forward.
      

    

    
      The Dead Know What They’re Doing
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Vestra set to his work and disappeared. The entire lab served him, bending to his will in such a way that Aiden felt uneasy watching him. It had been a strange thing, helping his teacher save Chelsea. Vestra tasked Aiden with concocting strange brews, not the sort that bubbled, smoked, or hissed. But the sort that exuded their own influence, the fumes hallucinatory and strange smelling. The first night back from the house, Aiden didn't sleep, instead working through the night with Vestra.
    

    
      Killing Chelsea was the first and the easiest thing to do. Vestra assured Jonathan that it would be a painless passing. Jonathan made it clear that one whimper of pain equaled a broken finger. A scream for help, and he would shatter Vestra's broken nose. So Vestra gagged Chelsea before administering the shot because there was no such thing as over-prepared. 
    

    
      After that, Vestra and Aiden began filling a vat with a viscous liquid that rippled a rainbow of colors. The ingredient list was strange, even for the task at hand. It was some mix of arcane and folky, the sort of thing would-be witches would have in their atelier and more tried and true ingredients. Nonetheless, Vestra took those items, things Aiden would have sworn his master would label as occult nonsense. 
    

    
      When confronted, Vestra simply stated, "I contain multitudes."
    

    
      
    

    
      Those baubles and oddities of would-be witches and gothic poets behaved in Vestra's hands like they feared him, however. Skulls clattered, and teeth rattled while the various eyeballs, some familiar creatures, and some twisted and strange items plucked from the void. 
      It all
       
      cowered
       in Vestra's sure hands, and at every turn, his lab was there. Where Aiden would need to work, move things, and apply pressure and precision to achieve results, Vestra reached for it, and it was there. At a thought, things came into being around Vestra.
    

    
      It became apparent to Aiden that he was a glorified courier in this situation. So, devoid of the opportunity to learn, he turned to other matters. Aiden prepared food and drink aplenty for himself and Vestra, and Jonathan. He continued his studies and wrote of science and beauty and madness. 
    

    
      
    

    
      On the second day, while he was in the kitchen, chiffonading red leaf lettuce and mint to make a small, refreshing salad, Jonathan came and sat at the counter to watch. In a clay pot set on hot coals, pork braised with plenty of aromatics simmered. The smell of peppercorn, bay leaf, star anise, and the holy trinity of carrot, onion, and celery filled Vestra's humble home. It wasn't enough to mask the scents of the various experiments that had nestled so deep into the house's structure that they were part and parcel of the home. Somewhere in that crowd of smells were the first experiments Aiden had performed. Most of which had resulted in noxious gasses that, at best, had Vestra and Aiden hallucinating for the better part of a day. And, at worst, they were forced to fling the windows open and note their thanks for Vestra's foresight in building a home far from others near the sea. Typically while at a cafe or restaurant.
    

    
      
    

    
      It was a dead, craggy, lonely place, Vestra's House. But it brought him the boyish joy that trips to the country might Aiden. 
    

    
      
    

    
      "Do you want to hear something funny?" Jonathan asked, watching as Aiden clumsily repositioned his knife. The food was good, but Jonathan, who was used to precise cuts and perfectly balanced flavors, couldn't help but notice the inconsistencies in Aiden's cooking.
    

    
      "Sure."
    

    
      "When I was alive. In the natural sense, I mean. I never cared all that much about food. It was always an obligation to eat it, you know. Keep my strength up, keep from dying. But now that I don't need it? I never forsake a chance to eat."
    

    
      
    

    
      Aiden smiled, "A bit of a gourmand, are you?"
    

    
      "Oh, very much so. Chelsea was so worried when I came back that my sudden interest in food would cause an issue. Like I wouldn't be able to digest it. She used to make me vomit at night to ensure I didn't develop a distended belly full of rotting food. Turns out she needn't have worried herself over it."
    

    
      "It is odd that your resurrector didn't explain your condition," said Aiden as he used the sharp end of his knife to scoot the salad into a glass bowl and 
      hand-tossed
       it.
    

    
      "Yes, well, my resurrection was unconventional, I'm given to understand. Oh, and use the back of the blade. You'll dull it the way you're doing it."
    

    
      "Unconventional, how?"
    

    
      "You'd need to get me sufficiently schnockered before I'm willing to get into all that, I'm afraid," said Jonathan, a coy smile tugging at his lips.
    

    
      
    

    
      Aiden smiled back and grabbed two crystal glasses, a jar of peppercorns, and a sweet brandy. "Would you like your brandy with or without peppercorn?"
    

    
      Jonathan cocked an eye, "I've never had it with peppercorn before. Is it good?"
    

    
      "It's different. Vestra drinks 
      his that
       way, and I've picked the habit up myself. You can try some of mine if you'd like."
    

    
      "I would like that quite a lot," Jonathan beamed.
    

    
      
    

    
      Aiden blushed at the toothy smile Jonathan favored him with. He scurried off, like prey in vein escape. Aiden set to heating his brandy enough to extract the flavor of the peppercorns (a combination of white, pink, and red) and make it almost too hot to drink.
    

    
      Once the glasses had been warmed and found their way to the pair's lips, it wasn't long before the conversation began to flow as freely as the spirits. The pair stayed in the kitchen, leaning on countertops, hands inching closer and closer. And, much later in the night, they lay on the floor, staring at the grease-stained ceiling. 
    

    
      The question of death and rebirth, the impetus for all the booze that became sweeter and easier to drink as hours stretched and as braised meat fell to succulent pieces, was brushed aside. Instead, Aiden found himself speaking passionately of poetry, his first love, reciting lines that hinted at his affair with the sciences. Meanwhile, Jonathan applauded or laughed as was needed and reflected on his past life's malaise.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I liked drinking and fighting. I was a rough child before I died," Jonathan said.
    

    
      "And while you were rough and rowdy, I was holed up in rooms writing about my feelings," said Aiden, a brandy-soaked smirk splashed across his face.
    

    
      "Oh, do you have any poems left from that time?"
    

    
      "No, no. I made sure to get rid of those. I don't need a potential lover or any nosy friends reading my clumsy attempts at linking sorrow to butterflies and joy to the sun peaking over dark seas."
    

    
      "When you put it that way, it sounds quite good, actually."
    

    
      "Well, who doesn't put a clever spin on the trite bullshit they were doing as a child," said Aiden, reaching for his glass, ready to imbibe greater amounts of alcohol. But, alas, he was interrupted by Jonathan, who, quick as a wild rabbit, came in and stole a kiss from Aiden's lovely lips.
    

    
      
    

    
      Aiden flushed and locked eyes with Jonathan. Those eyes, which had been dark as night amid a nightmare, were currently hazel flecked with amber. It 
      was
       a stunning appearance. A part of Aiden composed a poem, and a part of him rifled through a rolodex of conditions responsible for the discoloration. It was the whole of Aiden that returned the kiss with zeal. And from there it was only a matter of batted lashes, sloppy kisses, pulled hair, and peeled-off clothing until they were intertwined with one another. The moans and gasps that escaped their lips were little treasures each got to keep. And when all was said and done, they lay wrapped around each other on the kitchen floor. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Food bubbling at the fire heads swimming, vision blurred, the pair let the night's sweetness go on indefinitely. Fuck the morning and all the horrors it held. This night was theirs to cherish in all its splendor and pleasure. 
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      The lab was cold. It had to be that way, or else bacteria might grow and spoil the meat slab on the table. But did it still work that way? Vestra didn't know or even care. The spirals that danced in his vision, the equations that comprised reality glittering text all about him, made it hard to care about such small things. Currently, the lab bent toward him; a simple rearranging of his surroundings made the world what he needed it to be. At least here, in his small domain, anyway.
    

    
      He hadn't left the lab since the procedure had begun. Everything was going according to his plan. The transformation had been halted, and from what Vestra had seen, the thing itself had died inside Chelsea. 
    

    
      Vestra had been 
      thorough
       too. He had cut into her stomach and forearms, looking for that strange geometry. Or the uncanny movement within that hinted at the stranger that was set to emerge from the familiar flesh of its victim. It was time now for Chelsea to begin to wake up. Of course, she would not be the same when she did; being newly undead would be the most obvious change. But even with her invader dead, she would find herself a half-step away from humankind.
    

    
      A person could not be touched by that twisting, strange horror without coming away different. The particulars of Chelsea's change and how they would interact with her unlife were lost on Vestra, and that fact excited him. He hated himself for that. The very process by which his mind changed Chelsea from a person. From a collection of thoughts and memories, of ambitions and desires, into an object. A set of variables and outcomes, of theory and hypothesis, as if people were merely a means to an end. And, worst of all, that end was always and forever a well-spring of Vestra's curiosity. One he would always return to and drink down long, deep gulps of. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Despite all the hatred and recrimination, Vestra was parched and knew he would never slake his thirst.
    

    
      "Why couldn't I die? What dread power refuses me that simple pleasure of oblivion?" Vestra bemoaned, not for the first time that day.
    

    
      This time, however, Vestra received an answer, "I'm unwilling to let my works make their own choices." It was a meek reply, and for a small moment, Vestra thought some divine being had answered him. But then his eyes 
      fell
       like twin vultures upon the slab Chelsea lay upon, and he saw her lavender eyes were open. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Vestra fell upon her at once, at once relieved to see that he had succeeded and infuriated by her words. Why was she taking credit for his survival? 
    

    
      Vestra grabbed her shoulders, and the light in his lab changed. The flames which flickered grew suddenly steady. An overlay of sickly green and yellow was placed askew so that slivers of the natural world remained, spared the rewriting of reality Vestra's presence brought.
    

    
      
    

    
      "You did this," Vestra hissed. His breath was hot and stank of fetid water. It was not a question but an accusation.
    

    
      
    

    
      With surprising strength, Chelsea pushed Vestra to the floor and found her feet. A red welt formed where her palm had connected, tightening and swelling within seconds. A faint buzzing tickled the back of Vestra's ears. 
    

    
      
    

    
      "Did what?" roared Chelsea, her voice joined by an inexplicable, invisible chorus, "kept you alive? Yes. I pushed against the tear in that place, one you made yourself."
    

    
      "You are a fool. Look what you've become as a result. Do you see it? The geometry of reality? Yes, look around, really see. You've taken a small step into their world, and now you cannot come back. Better still, you're undead. A thing you and your brother can share along with your sense of entitlement," said Vestra, now on his feet. Where Chelsea manifested a chorus of insects to join her voice and give her strength, Vestra's corruption was altogether different.
    

    
      
    

    
      The floor turned black beneath and as that darkness spread, a sulfurous, dead stench perfumed the room. When it reached where Chelsea stood, she felt cold settle into her, a sensation that she became aware that she had been without in the brief beginnings of her second life and that she had no right to feel. Around her, the room corroded, rust eating at metal, mold, and filth colonizing wood. Where beneath that inky mass Vestra summoned, Chelsea could sense writhing.
    

    
      
    

    
      Chelsea could feel its hunger, akin to her own but stronger and somehow stranger.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Do you still feel secure in your choice, eh? You see me as I am now that you have become what you are."
    

    
      The man in front of Chelsea looked the same as he ever had. Did he think he was so inscrutable, so hard as to be unreadable? Desperation was splashed across his face in sunflower yellow, a warm longing for brighter days long past. Vestra never changed his colors, the same sad collection time and again, with moments of respite here and there.
    

    
      So it was not the scientist himself that caused Chelsea to take a step back, but the shadow which towered over him. Was there something familiar in that shadow, a resemblance, a promise, broken but not forgotten? Yes, yes. Chelsea saw it, a painting she sobbed while she committed to canvas. 
    

    
      
    

    
      The son 
      come
       home and the great beast 
      slouching
       forward behind him, hungry, hungry, hungry. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Until it wasn't.
    

    
      
    

    
      Chelsea summoned her courage and held it tight, "What does dying solve, Vestra? Does it bring back your mother or father? Does it make Lyceum or Aiden proud? Will it bring you back to Lypia? Or are you just afraid to do the work that needs doing" She said this and took a step forward until she was face to face with Vestra. That shadow behind him expanded, reaching out to envelop them both.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Maybe it sets things right. If I die, then I'm no anchor for that world. Maybe if I do that, it's enough of an apology," whispered Vestra. His voice quivered, singling for tears to come, but that well had long since dried up, and there seemed no end to the drought. So Vestra shook and shuddered and got no relief.
    

    
      An image came to Chelsea, obscuring her vision briefly. It pushed her into the past and showed her a secret, shameful moment that had left its mark on Vestra's soul. It was a long figure, rail thin, wreathed in the colors of death, though the light blue of life still poked out from that mire. It was Vestra, Chelsea knew. A pulpit stood, wooden and splinted as the bench which Vestra rested upon. Ahead of Vestra, a large, golden man stood, looking like the sun, his words coming down like rays of sunlight on his congregation. Vestra sat apart from the rest, for he did not belong, and at his touch, the pews hissed in resistance, smoke rising, burning that pitiful being. But the light of those words shone upon him, regardless of sin or iniquity. 
    

    
      
    

    
      But those words, now smudged and faded, so only the impression of them remained, lifted some of the death that clung to Vestra. Those words of promise, of something beyond the flesh that was a dream. All softness and warmth lived in that golden figure's words, and Vestra walked away from the congregation, the sermon lightly inscribed on his heart. That rotting pulpit and its celestial preacher had bolstered him and made him feel strong enough to weather any storm.
    

    
      But Chelsea could see Vestra's heart now. Those words, their etchings, were still there. Though scars had obscured them. 
    

    
      
    

    
      "Vestra, living your life looking for a way to apologize for it isn't going to make that hurt disappear. And dying only shifts it onto others. If you want to do better, then do better. Bemoaning your lot and leaving your heart in the past won't fix you or brighten your future."
    

    
      Vestra scoffed and opened his mouth to belittle Chelsea but was cut off, "I've been playing chicken with oblivion ever since I was small. You noticed it, I'm sure. Someone with less wealth would have died long ago. Someone with worse luck would be dead now, or worse, I suppose. I felt sorry for my existence every moment of it, and when my and Jonathan's parents died, I was robbed of my chance to justify my own life. Do you think that's a way to live?"
    

    
      Silence fell like snow in the night, softly and without an end in sight. Then, finally, the room returned to normal around them, and whatever anomalies or aberrations the pair summoned were dismissed. Outside, the wind howled its lonely song as the third night gave way to a 
      grey
       morning.
    

    
      In time, Chelsea broke the silence. "It's not equations or 
      maths
       that I see. It's…what I hear more than anything."
    

    
      "What?" said Vestra, pulled out of himself.
    

    
      "I mean. What I see is inconsequential. I hear music. I don't know what it is, but the voices want me to join it," Chelsea elaborated.
    

    
      "What would happen if you did?"
    

    
      "I'm not sure. When I did it before, I was able to cut that thing off from here. If I did it again, well, I don't know if it would be me that would come back. Is this what it's like for you?"
    

    
      "No," said Vestra, "I've always been alone. No songs or promises of subsumption. Just me."
    

    
      Chelsea reached out and took hold of Vestra's arm. "I'm sorry. But it doesn't have to be just you. Maybe it's time to start letting people in. 
    

    
      Vestra sighed, releasing a breath, feeling the pressure lessen. The pit lodged in his chest was, for the moment, gone, and he felt like there was something up ahead in time to walk toward. Like the future held a promise other than pain and loneliness, he only needed to take that first step toward it.
    

    
      
    

    
      "You're right. I think it's time I stopped keeping secrets."
      

    

    
      And somewhere unseen, something that looked like old flesh, at one time mixed with saliva and chewed upon until the collagen and fat became gelatin and pliable, now dry and old, cracked open. A pink abdomen writhed, and beneath it pulsed an angry red wound. Now it only needed to wait; food would come soon, it was sure. It had been patient so long already; a little more was inconsequential.
      

    

    
      Confessions were to be made in the library. Vestra had chosen the spot and summoned both Aiden and Jonathan there. He knew Aiden would take it as a slight, that Vestra would spill his guts to a stranger the same as his apprentice. But, anxiety was a tight coil in his chest, Vestra hoped his vulnerability would make Aiden understand.
    

    
      The idea of cutting himself open for an audience and asking them to inspect his rotten heart caused Vestra's stomach to turn. After a lifetime of running from hard home truth told him he would be rejected. In whispers as sinister as any from the other side, his heart assured him it was still capable of breaking. But, there was nothing for it now, and Vestra knew better than anyone that moving forward despite pain was always hard.
    

    
      
    

    
      In one way or another, the past finds a person. All anyone can do is attempt to manage the fallout and hope for the best.
    

    
      
    

    
      So it was then that, with everyone gathered around, Vestra Mordenroth gave his statement. He told of fears and ambitions, glorious discovery and terrible knowledge, and all the folly that followed him like a bloodhound at his heel. It took him a full three glasses of brandy to tell his story. Tears rolled down Aiden's cheeks, a waterfall, strong and powerful. Jonathan wrapped an arm around the assistant and looked at Vestra. Not with pity or malice this time, not even with empathy. What Jonathan tried to communicate to Vestra was as impossible as anything the scientist had ever experienced. Moreso, even, as there was humanity in that incomparable look. There was something more powerful than kindness there. And, though the well was dry for Vestra, that only meant certain cracks and faults were ready to expand. 
    

    
      The entire time, Chelsea stood by Vestra's side. She never reached out to him, which Vestra was grateful for. Her presence alone gave him the strength to complete his task here.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I'm sorry," were the first words anyone said. They came from Aiden, who looked at Vestra in that peculiar way one looks at a friend who has confessed their bleakest thoughts with candor and acceptance. The kind that was full of empathy, confusion, and anger at both parties. Where a gesture of help was hollow, but silence felt like an insult, so all that was left was an issue of apology. For a life they had no control over and a universe devoid of anything but indifference. And for their failure to rid you of that blackest darkness which hangs like an executioner, 
      axe
       at the ready.
    

    
      Vestra shrugged it off with perfect nonchalance. "It is the past. The lesson has been learned from it, so there's no use dwelling on it."
    

    
      "You could have told me, you know. It wouldn't have changed anything between us," said Aiden, and they both knew it was a lie.
    

    
      But Vestra acquiesced regardless. "I know. I'm sorry."
    

    
      "So what now? We've pushed it back. Do we all go our separate ways now?" asked Jonathan. Vestra smiled at him, a small gesture of thanks for the question. Jonathan gave a slight nod in acknowledgment. 
    

    
      "Not exactly," said Vestra, pushing himself unsteadily to his feet. "We removed the bloom but not the root. So it is still anchored to this city."
    

    
      "How can you be sure of that? I mean, it let out a hell of a scream for something we just scared off," said Jonathan.
    

    
      Vestra grimaced, "Well," he drew out the word, "it's a little complicated to explain, to be honest."
    

    
      "Does it have something to do with how you used your lab?" asked Aiden. Vestra smiled, seeing the pity and hand-me-down sorrow leave his assistant's face. It was replaced by contemplation over whatever this puzzle was in front of him. 
    

    
      "Astute as always, O'Leary. Yes. I mentioned that I have a connection to that place. 
      Blutdurchgang
      , the Blood Passage. It marked me. A different sort than what Chelsea was marked by. Some commonalities exist, however. We can see the stuff that makes up physical reality. For me, they are equations, and for her, a combination of song and brush strokes."
    

    
      "So, what, you can solve the equations and change things?" interjected Jonathan.
    

    
      "No, I don't think 
      solve
       is correct," murmured Aiden, "Rearrange, maybe? But, change the equation, change its outcome, and you've got a new reality."
    

    
      Vestra clapped his hands together, "Oh, Aiden O'Leary, I could kiss you. Now, no need for the side-eye, Jonathan; I would never. You've summed it up so well. Let us carry on with your explanation for the time being."
    

    
      
    

    
      Aiden tilted his head, but Vestra waved him away as Jonathan said, "So, you can remake the world on a whim, then?"
    

    
      "Currently, yes. Typically, no. I never progressed far enough and never made it to the end of the 
      Blutdurchgang
      . Nevertheless, I can see the possibility of things and know how things might be arranged if only a few variables were adjusted. Seeing the equations is something of a constant, I'll admit."
    

    
      "So you know because you are on the Blood Passage now?"
    

    
      "Precisely, Jonathan. The whole city is there now. You might be less of a dull brute than I gave you credit for, you know."
    

    
      "Is it the same for you, Chelsea?" Aiden asked.
    

    
      "I don't know. But I don't think so. It feels different somehow. Like, it's less concerned with variables and possibility. It feels like it wants annihilation, like, to tear down the barrier between what makes you yourself and me who I am."
    

    
      Aiden shivered. "Vestra's seems more benevolent."
    

    
      Chelsea looked ashamed, "It's not like I plan to start singing or anything. I like being me and knowing what that means."
    

    
      Vestra placed a hand on her shoulder, "Neither are roses. Besides the torture of knowing what the world could look like, of what people could be if certain obstacles were removed, the thorns curl and dig in. I'm sure you saw when we worked on the solution to change Chelsea from living to undead. The blinking eyes, sweating skulls, and chattering teeth. That cold, damp, and stinking atmosphere that overlays my laboratory. No matter my intention, it is always, always twisted. The resplendent bloom of the rose belies the bloodthirsty thorns ready to dig into the flesh of any unwise enough to pluck one."
    

    
      "I'm going to write that down. I'm certain I can wrangle a poem out of that," remarked Aiden, pen, and paper ready.
    

    
      "We are getting side-tracked here. The facts are this: Chelsea and I have the dread power we do because the barrier separating our realm from theirs has thinned. The Blood Passage is clear. What Chelsea did only solved the problem temporarily, but we must set to work to root this weed before it propagates."
    

    
      "If we fail, it's the end of the world, I take it," said Jonathan.
    

    
      Vestra chuckled, "Not so! The world will still be here, but it will twist just a bit. The real problem is that our new neighbors are not so keen on cohabitation. One of, perhaps, their only relatable traits, I'd wager."
    

    
      "Right," said Aiden, drawing out the first word, like collecting spit to drown out or swallow a bitter taste. "So, what, we hit the streets and do our best to find it before it can gather its strength."
    

    
      "Precisely that," replied Vestra.
    

    
      "Oh, great. We only have the comb through the whole city," remarked Jonathan, sardonic.
    

    
      "Well, when you put it that way, it sounds impossible. But, luckily, we have something at our disposal that our foes could not anticipate."
    

    
      "And what's that?" 
    

    
      "Your sister," said Vestra, a smile like a spider's web, on thread hung for support at either end, wove its way across the scientist's face. "She can hear their song."
      

    

    
      What the Spider knows that the Fly Forgets
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      It didn't take long; how could it? There was plenty to feed on, to hitch a ride on. A plethora of ways into a life that had plodded along with only the everyday interruptions to impede it. But how could we forget that circumstance and choice intersect? The hidden strings at play that maneuver us, sometimes with subtlety and grace such that even the most expert puppeteers would hang their heads and shame. At other times they tug with all the delicacy of a toddler fiddling about, hard, unsteady jerks this way and that. The strings all knotted and twisted, puppets colliding in spectacular displays of abandon, a joyful giggle at the heart of it all. That which is called fate is only the bastard of our choices, those we make and those we pretend we make.
    

    
      
    

    
      The Flesh Hive had only to wait for a single person or animal to chance by. Perhaps a child running through the streets, out of their parents' grasp, for a few heart-pounding moments. Might they pick up a strange insect out of curiosity or simply be within distance for a hitchhiker to find a ride to more amicable surroundings? Even a wandering cat or stray dog could be enough, carrying its infestation into the depths of Chabon and depositing home or near food stalls and eateries. 
    

    
      
    

    
      The precise details are unimportant. As Vestra and Chelsea reached out, 
      her
       
      trying
       to find the counter melody to the song she heard, and 
      him
       looked to his equations to find a disturbance. Or while Jonathan and Aiden ran through the slick, stone streets under cover of darkness. Seeking with their torches for a paper hive, a wound in the dirt, a tree, or evidence of a person splitting apart, the Flesh Hive fed.
    

    
      They found nothing, solved nothing. 
    

    
      And so it grew, subtle and strange. It gorged itself for over a week and found ample time to cackle at the unknown frustrations of its pursuers. Until, at last, a shadow swallowed the sun, and a chorus of buzzing fell over the city. All those creatures underfoot, all the strange, the sick and infected, with swollen, pus-spitting lesions, came out into the street. They looked up, the mad, the forgotten, the trampled, and infested, and watched as the sky cracked open like an egg. Slowly, painfully, something started to emerge, one spindly, black leg after another.
    

    
      
    

    
      And when the splitting finished, from the bites and boils and rashes and hives burst free an army. Those were the lucky ones. The rest screamed and ran and huddled together for safety and comfort, which eluded them. These sorry souls were taken for food or building materials. The hive began to take shape in the sky, around the legs that had cracked the foundations of reality.
    

    
      Only Vestra and Chelsea knew this. They felt this change, felt their innards bubble, floating to the top, caught in a sticky raft. They would be made pure and clear, a consomme.
    

    
      So overwhelmed by the violent thrust of this nightmare, Vestra and Chelsea fell, screaming, into a more profound torment. Jonathan and Aiden could only watch and were content to; hope and fire drained from them in the face of a once-in-a-generation tragedy. Later, they would hate themselves for that weakness, but there was nothing for it. Tears and prayers were ash and acrid, and the Flesh Hive reigned supreme.
      

    

    
      Visions of Bodies
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Vestra and Chelsea slept. Under the piles of covers that Aiden and Jonathan had piled atop them in a vain effort to stop their shivering, their flesh roiled. Vestra, locked out of his own body, was in freefall. Above him was a red sky, angry and throbbing like an old wound, a frothing, milk-white streak screaming across it like puss. Below, a deep, dark pool, the stink of which filled his nostrils. In the half-light below, Vestra could see the heart of his nightmares. Clad in a dark purple carapace, eyes two hateful beads that bore through him, and a mouth somewhere between a squid and a bat.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sothos reached out toward Vestra, something like the madness of discovery and the cruelty of genius in his gaze. And past Sothos? Some unnamed thing which undulated in that pit. One which shimmered on the rare occasion that the sick red light skimmed over it. It was a shimmer of dark green and pale yellows, rimmed with a film of white. 
    

    
      Vestra fell into this. Absorbed into his nightmare. His physical body developed a patina of slime like the scum atop still waters. His complexion paled so much that one could see into him, wherein his organs twisted into a horrible helix of madness. Even Vestra's metal arm was affected, the joints grinding together, the sound like a recorded scream, desperate and broken.
    

    
      Next to Vestra, Chelsea fared little better. Her body, too, had begun to change under the sheets. Though where Vestra stank, his metamorphosis was one of writhing shapes beneath deep, dark waters. Chelsea's torment was burrowing, shedding one shell for another, and being hollowed out and refilled with almost too much to contain.
    

    
      Threads of silk lay weaved together into an intricate pattern. Already, Jonathan had to avert his gaze from it a few times. Now, Jonathan and Aiden make sure to go into the room in pairs, one to tend to their comrades, the other to make sure that no wicked spells bind the other. Underneath the silk threads that bind and harden, Chelsea's body alternates between a solid state and a thick stew. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Far away from her form, Chelsea hears a symphony that promises her everything. Completion, an end to loneliness, and an escape from those nagging fears. There is no doubt in the Hive, the innumerable they whisper. Chelsea can see herself at work, every part of her body busy with glorious purpose. Constructing and sculpting the world, her body now the brush, some more excellent mind making her move.
    

    
      A part of her, like Vestra, desired to sink further down. To be gobbled up by the monster and suffused in the strange light. The temptation to abdicate responsibility to the body, the world, hell, and even the soul had both Vestra and Chelsea in freefall for a period that could be a moment or eternity. Their heads are so full, their senses overstimulated by the repeating swirls of color or the endless stream of fractions.
    

    
      Yet, despite the whispered sweet-nothings of a million crawling things, or the promise of knowledge, both held onto themselves. White-knuckled, the pair sought reasons to stay. Old promises to dead friends, commitments to the living, and a dogged desire to be more than an instrument or decoration.
    

    
      Their bodies did not stop gurgling, melting, shifting, and boiling, but their minds were torn away. If they would not be the clergyman, tempted by the demon, or the child cowering at the sight of the monster. If they refused to be architects of a glorious new world, their senses would be blasted, turned alabaster, clean, and clear of thought or desire. 
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Aiden and Jonathan sat in the kitchen together, enjoying a nightcap as they had every night for two weeks. Or so they assumed it had been two weeks. Earlier, they had moved Vestra and Chelsea into the lab. Aiden hoped that being down there would, somehow, make the changes stop. Or, at least, slow them enough that he could work something out to help them. But, unfortunately, neither had the courage or stomach to check on them since the move. 
    

    
      Aiden swirled the amber liquid in his glass. His reflection looked back at him with the same weary expression. He heard Vestra's voice in his ear, singing his praises. It made him want to retch. Instead, he took a gulp of his booze, draining it and then refilling it for another go.
    

    
      Jonathan 
      quirked
       an eyebrow, "I had always assumed that people as rich as myself were the only ones capable of drinking enough that a fish might drown. But you and Mordenroth are real mother fuckers."
    

    
      Aiden's smile was involuntary, "To be honest, Vestra can't hold his liquor for shit. One glass, and he is sloshed."
    

    
      Jonathan's smile displayed all his teeth, lined up in perfect, pearly rows. "I'm not so sure. Drunk and able to keep secrets doesn't mix, in my experience."
    

    
      "He told me things that made him blush," said Aiden as he poured another round for himself and Jonathan. "I think he kept quiet about himself because he wasn't drinking to forget.
    

    
      Jonathan chewed on this. Vestra may be utterly contemptible, but he had saved Chelsea, and the man had been through the unimaginable. And this, Jonathan thought with some amusement, was no small feat considering he had died once before. 
    

    
      "He's certainly embraced being a miserable bastard," said Jonathan.
    

    
      Aiden mumbled, "Not always, or even often, to be honest."
    

    
      "I find this hard to believe. Everything I've seen of Vestra, he's grouchy, demeaning, and arrogant. And when he isn't any of those things, he is, pardon my saying, bound and fucked by his own misery."
    

    
      "Everything you know of Vestra comes from your sister and about two hours of conversation with him," Aiden said.
    

    
      "Fair enough. But he lied to you."
    

    
      "I never asked him about his past."
    

    
      "A lie by omission is still a lie. Think about what Vestra told you. He killed his lover because he was so obsessed with being the smartest man in the room. Those are details you need to know about a person," said Jonathan. He drained his glass and tapped it so that Aiden would refill it.
    

    
      Aiden obliged with a sigh. These arguments were familiar ground. He and Jonathan would move their pieces, taking and ceding ground. Occasionally one would showcase some inspired move and really make the other sweat. But it always ended the same way, with Aiden's drunken mind wandering away from Vestra and his thoughts lingering on Jonathan's blue-tinged lips.
    

    
      Some small part of Aiden's mind sparked to life with interest. This new Chabon, this particular divergence of the Blood Passage, had had an effect on Jonathan. In this new world, bathed in a decayed light, like the sun was moth-eaten, the undead became more corpse-like. There was no smell, but Aiden could see it in Jonathan's face, the slight sag and the notable exhaustion. He was feeling his death; the chill of the void had wrapped itself around him. The arms of a mother around a child. Vestra would have loved to see this, and that thought got up and placed a rock in Aiden's chest that he could not dislodge.
    

    
      The lips. The lips. Aiden's mind found its way back to them, and he imagined them as cold. He thought about what it might be like for his mouth, warm and pink, to be upon Jonathan's now. What would he find there? Would a shiver run through him as something dark and cold was passed from Jonathan to him? Or would Aiden breathe a momentary spark of life into the man sitting across from him? Aiden longed to know the answer, to shut Jonathan up and make him think, not of Vestra, but of him, there now.
    

    
      "Why do you hate him so much? Aiden once asked. It was at the beginning of everything, back when he used to look out the window at Chabon. When Aiden would watch houses turn into papery masses and manholes into mounds where colonies of something between human and ant made a nest. Their antenna protruded from their foreheads, their eyes split and mouths full of teeth, lips parted to a grimace by mandibles. Aiden hated seeing them, with their eyes so full of anguish and confusion. 
    

    
      At night, early on, he would go out with Vestra's sword and kill as many as he could find. It was a mercy, he thought. He stopped when he found himself thinking that killing Vestra and Chelsea would also be a mercy.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Because men like him create problems in this world. Obsessed with being right and with innovation, blind to the cost of their actions and achievements."
    

    
      "He saved your sister. He saved me, too," Aiden said. He had been staring out the window, barely paying attention to the words coming from his mouth. 
    

    
      Jonathan's response was lost on Aiden. Outside, a giant slug squirmed along the ground, a viscous green slime left in its wake. Aiden could see, in real-time, the face being consumed by this new flesh. Some part of him thought about the body rebelling against itself, of one's flesh being an unfathomable horror out to destroy the person trapped within.
    

    
      Jonathan had grabbed his shoulder with some force and spun him around. Aiden caught the anger, a lingering image of frustration at being ignored. But, slowly, it faded, and Aiden watched Jonathan's eyes, at first screaming for answers. Then, with a minute movement, 
      finding
       them out on the street.
    

    
      Jonathan had wrapped Aiden so tight in his arms that Aiden felt ashamed for feeling so cold. He knew Jonathan wanted this brief display of affection to right all the wrongs Aiden had absorbed into himself. 
    

    
      "I'm sorry I keep bringing him up," Jonathan said in the present. His words slurred together into a colorless mush. 
    

    
      Aiden remained silent, and eventually, both men went to bed alone. The fire burned cherry red for a few more hours, warming no one in particular. In his own room, Aiden wished that he would come unglued from the moment, float away, and leave his shell there to nod along. That way, he could move through this segment of his life to its end. All without having to feel or think about a thing. Aiden's stomach turned at this; he wondered if this was the beginning of his metamorphosis and feared the ugly thing he would become.
    

    
      
    

    
      Jonathan, meanwhile, promised himself he would shut up for once. It was true, everything he said to Aiden. Vestra was a bastard. His kindness was a few dolled-out pats allowed by a wild dog, a mix of wholesome and exhilarating, before the inevitable snap. The man was a miasma, poisoning everything he touched. But this was not the time to argue over something so trivial. Chabon was being colonized and devoured. Chelsea and Vestra were in some state of fluctuation, and all Jonathan could do was try and have the last word on something inconsequential. Tomorrow, he said, into the dark, for the third night in a row. I'll be better tomorrow.
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Time passed with little to make its comings and goings. Above them, Johnathan and Aiden settled into domestic life. They took turns making each other coffee and breakfast in what passed for mornings. They decided on arguments about who was responsible for the cleaning that day with children's games. Laughter filled the house, and the windows were boarded up, and the shutters were drawn. Neither man needed to see the world outside their home any longer.
    

    
      Each night, Aiden would sneak down. To the basement where his master and Chelsea slept. Their forms had maintained a sense of humanity. However, Vestra's mouth had elongated and hardened into a beak, and his skin fluctuated between bright colors. His eyes, upon inspection, were black as midnight with lavender irises. 
    

    
      Chelsea, beside him, required that the silk threads covering her be removed each morning now, a task Jonathan attended to at Aiden's behest. The truth was, Jonathan would rather have avoided seeing his sister in this state and, for that matter, Vestra. His stomach knotted at the sight of her, his guts twisting into an impossible spiral that made him want to scream, weep, and vomit. And as for Vestra? Despite all his misgivings, Jonathan was not immune to wild empathy. Kindness, like dogs in the distance, hounded him, and so he found himself taking time to clean Vestra's face and speak to him each morning.
    

    
      Meanwhile, Vestra and Chelsea shared a vision of the world. They traveled the city, a pair of ghosts cursed to wander the blustery streets of Chabon. Everything came to them in waves, and each step propelled them with such speed that their surroundings blurred. They knew that they must return to their bodies. 
    

    
      "We are spirits," Chelsea exclaimed. She passed through the mounds that had begun to overtake Chabon. Inside, she heard a strangled scream. At her feet, a body thrashed as so many crawling things covered him. Chelsea could hear their voices.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Eat, eat, fill, fill, eat."
    

    
      
    

    
      Vestra came to join her. Before his eyes, fractals bloomed like flowers. The forbidden geometry and madman's arithmetic dirtied the air like so much pollen. The temptation was there to rearrange the scene and recalibrate it to the outcome he desired.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Stop," Chelsea whispered, and the writhing ground came to a standstill. 
    

    
      Vestra grabbed her and pulled back, pulling them away from the scene.
    

    
      "Why did you do that!" Chelsea demanded. Around her, a chorus of buzzing began. Vestra thought of an orchestra, tuning their instruments before launching into a violent cacophony.
    

    
      "I told you, didn't I? Whatever gift you think you've been given is a compass that leads you along the 
      Blutdurchgang
      ," Vestra said with a sneer.
    

    
      "Saving one person will not damn me," replied Chelsea, turning from Vestra.
    

    
      "Is that what you believe? Would you like me to show my work? More blood on these hands of mine hardly matters."
    

    
      Before Chelsea could speak, Vestra set to work. The world trembled as his hands set to work, fissures formed in the center of Chabon, and the ground exhaled. From the crack spilled many scaly and shelled things. Some click-clacked on legs like crabs, and some crawled like worms on the floor. Still, others swam through the air, weaving in and out of sight as they passed through the folds of the world. 
    

    
      There was nothing human about their features.
    

    
      "What have you done," Chelsea gasped. Her voice struck a note somewhere between fear and awe. 
    

    
      Vestra smiled. He had forgotten the seductive pull of this gift. Then, in his ear, he heard a voice he recognized immediately. Strained and garbled and coarse, like it wasn't made for speaking, like it was trying to enunciate through a mouth full of salt. 
    

    
      "I demonstrated what trying to change this place does. Would you like to see that man again?"
    

    
      
    

    
      Vestra held out a hand. Chelsea looked upon Vestra, looked at the shadow he cast, the smile that split his face. 
    

    
      "You are scaring me," the words leaked out of her.
    

    
      Vestra's fingers curled back in on themselves like a dead spider. His smile retracted as well, his neutral grimace returning. But the invitation stood, and Chelsea couldn't help herself. Though her body shook with fear, a part of her wanted to know, to catalog this horrid landscape.
    

    
      "Take me to him," said Chelsea. The words came out dry and cracked.
    

    
      She took Vestra's hand and held it tight as they vanished, twin phantoms in a city slowly corroded by hell. 
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      It was Jonathan's turn to cook, and while Aiden could make a hearty stew, for Jonathan, cooking was an art form as much as a labor of love. That last word, love, brought Jonathan up short as he roasted a medley of root vegetables over an open flame. 
    

    
      He had only known Aiden for a short time, and now, with the state of Chabon, it was impossible to tell how long. Time lurched forward and backward, shifted to the side, and curved. Once, Jonathan woke and saw his room overrun by unidentified insects, mildew, mold, and moss. When he'd burst through the door, the silence of his dead heart a maddening absence, he found the rest of the house intact. That night, and for several after, Jonathan slept in Aiden's room and held him tight.
    

    
      Now when Jonathan thought of Aiden, his pale, freckled face and the unruly curls of red, he was forever running his hands through. When Jonathan thought of those dark eyes, the light in them a fire in the distance, the dark circles under them proof of obsession, he disappeared. He got so lost in his fantasies of Aiden, of the details of his face, the peculiarities of his mannerisms, that he almost burned the vegetables.
    

    
      "It smells good," said Aiden as he rounded a corner. In his arms was a stack of old, leather-bound volumes. They were dark and dusty, with pages that rattled like bones when one was turned.
    

    
      "Thanks," said Jonathan, who had dropped the tongs into the pan, splattering hot oil on his bare arms. "Any luck finding something to help in Vestra's journals?"
    

    
      "Hmm. Maybe. I found this one here," Aiden said, holding up the most significant book in the stack. On it, a raven had been etched with some care. For an eye, it had a piece of silver that glimmered in the light of the fire. "It's called, A Treatise on the Unreal."
    

    
      
    

    
      Jonathan rolled his eyes and said, "Naturally."
    

    
      Aiden stifled a chuckle. "It is primarily a journal insofar as I can tell. There are some sections detailing various abominations and aberrations. It contains a myriad of forbidden knowledge. For example, on page two hundred fifty, there is, or was, a formula for creating a Philosopher's Stone. But look at this illustration of it."
    

    
      Aiden flipped the book around, and Jonathan drew in closer. On the page was an irregular ruby, or at least Jonathan assumed as much based on its color. The jewel came to three points, and inside it, a shock of white, like a puff of smoke. It resembled a face in agony.
    

    
      A memory flared to life for Jonathan with the ferocity of a fire fed oil at the sight of the jewel. In it, Jonathan is trapped in a tank shaped like a bell jar. Around him, several other tanks, their outlines barely visible in the dim light of the room, sit. But then, the muffled click of a switch being moved into place changed everything. Fists pound, and low moans mix with shrill shrieks for freedom. 
    

    
      "Too late," Jonathan said, his mind still in the bell jar. His body had gone rigid, braced for the cold, snot-like liquid to cover it. His head pounded as the air was cut off and past pain, like a ghost in an old home, resumed its haunt of Jonathan's limbs. For a few terrifying moments, Aiden watched as, impossibly, his dead lover suffocated. Then, Jonathan cleared his lungs with a wet cough and began to sway. 
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      "Are you okay, Jon?" said Aiden as he guided Jonathan to a seat. 
    

    
      "What?" croaked Jonathan, his head finding respite in his palms.
    

    
      "Your eyes glazed over, and you got wobbly. I brought you over here before you could fall," explained Aiden. "You mumbled something.”
    

    
      The vision had already begun to burn at the edges. The details faded, but the emotions remained strong.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Don't show me any other pictures in the book, please." Jonathan's voice barely broke as he spoke, but it was enough to stab Aiden in the heart.
    

    
      "I'm sorry," said Aiden.
    

    
      Head still swimming and stomach still churning like stormy waters, Jonathan planted a kiss on Aiden's cheek. "I don't expect apologies for mistakes so long as no malice was intended."
    

    
      Aiden's cheeks turned the color of cherries, and clearing his throat, he said, "Right, well, I'll finish my research in Vestra's study. To be sure of your safety."
    

    
      And with that, both were alone with hearts that fluttered like butterflies in the spring. A terrible cliche that both found too cozy to repudiate.
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Vestra and Chelsea watched, the latter in abject horror and the former in genuine curiosity, as the Anthill Man was dragged away. Vestra's influence had further altered Chabon. The sea had spoiled, its putrid waters lapping against its shores, corroding what it could and salt crusting the structures that withheld its onslaught. Two monsters, their features warped, a slimy shimmer to their skin, and metal and wires fused to their bodies, dragged the man. A third beast hugged its face, hooked arms looping into the man's flesh. It covered the mouth of the man, his eyes proof of the screams that would go forever unheard.
    

    
      "What are they going to do to him?" asked Chelsea.
    

    
      Vestra sucked at his lips in an attempt to remove the small smile he could not deny, "do you want to know? I can show you."
    

    
      Chelsea considered this for a moment. Her eyes passed over the man, slowly passing from their line of sight. Following behind these new horrors was a trail of ants. Chelsea could hear their thoughts, singular and forceful. This man was theirs, and if they could not have him while he was whole, they would take what pieces were left. 
    

    
      It wasn't much. A sketch, the lines converging into the beginnings of something, but it was enough. Chelsea could see the man on a slab of cold, dark steel. She saw the movement of the image, of scalpels at deft and cruel work. Muscles and fat, organs, bits of stomach and brain, picked and plucked, rearranged and replaced. 
    

    
      This man would be remade. The ants would take the removed parts and grow stronger and stranger. One day, Chelsea knew, Vestra's monsters and hers would meet, and something stranger would result from it.
    

    
      
    

    
      "No," Chelsea said, "I know enough of what will happen to him. Would it have been less awful if I had saved him? Or if I had left him in the anthill?"
    

    
      "No one wins when comparing tragedy and trauma. It would have been different; it would have been awful. Will the specifics help you?" asked Vestra.
    

    
      "No," there were tears in Chelsea's eyes. She refused to let them fall. There would be no solace in weeping, no rest in grief, so she stowed it away. In the years to come, Chelsea might wail in the night, the sound of things skittering filling her head. The image of that man's face as he was dragged away to his death, a phantom in the night asking why, why, why.
    

    
      
    

    
      The pair returned to their search for their bodies, roaming Chabon. Conversation ebbed and flowed between them as they passed more horrors hard at work and dwindling humans in the process of dying or changing. Vestra's monsters, though smaller in number, worked fast, and more and more, the pair saw people rearranged and viscera out in piles for the scavengers and insects to deal with. In Chelsea's view, the worst were those that struck a balance between her nightmare and Vestra's.
    

    
      Chelsea found a woman stuck to her bed in an unremarkable house that she and Vestra passed through. When she thrashed about or tried to pull herself upright, thick, red, and white strands would keep her rooted in place. Hair and skin rested next to the woman, a few inches away, and though her voice had gone and the pain never ceased, the woman struggled on.
    

    
      Above her, only barely in view, a pair of antennae, long, thin, and with a curl at the end, poked out. A face followed, human flesh partially covered by a brown exoskeleton. The lips pursed, and the mouth reconfigured. Two small protrusions, thin lines that worked independently of the chattering mouth, wriggled in the air.
    

    
      There was more, a body like a man's, arms and legs in some vestigial state, a viscous fluid keeping them affixed to the side. Long and hairy legs that moved the too-large body with unsettling deftness. But Vestra and Chelsea moved too fast to see. The knowledge of what came next for the woman, of what had happened to the man, pounded on their skulls like a landlord ready to evict his tenants.
    

    
      
    

    
      "You told Jonathan that whatever all this is doesn't affect the dead," said Chelsea.
    

    
      "I did," replied Vestra.
    

    
      "Why does it affect me, then?"
    

    
      "Your transformation started before you died. The connection was set," explained Vestra.
    

    
      "Okay. So I can hear the Hive's song because of what happened in that house–"
    

    
      "No," Vestra cut in, "before that."
    

    
      Before the house? "My visions are part of this?"
    

    
      "It seems like the most likely cause to me."
    

    
      "But why?"
    

    
      In reply, Vestra shrugged, and silence passed freely between them for a few beats.
    

    
      "Why am I able to keep progressing down the Blood Passage?"
    

    
      "That I don't know," Vestra replied, and it sounded to Chelsea that he was as surprised by his ignorance as she was.
    

    
      "Not even a guess?"
    

    
      "None. I don't know anything about the Hive. Wherever the Blood Passage forked for me, it led me somewhere else. There is no use for the dead in my hell."
    

    
      
    

    
      And the pair walked on through the city until the few homes holding on and the mounds and hives fell away. There, before them, a house that would on any other day look bitter and cold sat and beamed like a lighthouse in the distance. Vestra and Chelsea passed through walls, floated past Jonathan, who scrubbed dishes. A light flickered in Vestra's study; a glance showed Aiden hard at work reading and notating. 
    

    
      Both saw how twisted they had become when they came to their bodies. Vestra's metal arm thrashed about every handful of minutes and, at one point, shot straight up. The palm opened like a maw, and a mouth lined with suckers spiraling round and round shrieked. A great eye opened below the pointer finger, ringed with purple, shining, and hungry.
    

    
      Chelsea fared no better. The threads of silk that lay on her had hardened. While neither Aiden nor Jonathan could see what transpired beneath, Chelsea could. Her legs had fused to her, and an exoskeleton had begun to form. Tiny protrusions, her new vestigial legs, wriggled, and, should she be flipped over, a meaty and greasy stench would permeate the room. Her skin sloughed off to reveal skin only slightly darker, and the beginnings of wings began to form. Chelsea could feel them, right between her shoulder blade, a trivial discomfort. She knew they would be magnificent if they were allowed to mature, and her heart yearned to unfurl them and take flight.
    

    
      
    

    
      "What do we do now?" Chelsea asked.
    

    
      "We wait."
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Realization struck like lightning and boomed like thunder for Aiden. Jonathan, who had been napping, jolted awake and scrambled into Vestra's study to see Aiden gathering his papers into his arms.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Jon! Excellent timing. Grab the book and follow me," said Aiden as he brushed past Jonathan without waiting for a reply. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Jonathan sprang into action, awkwardly grabbing A Treatise on the Unreal and scrambling after Aiden. For his part, Aiden threw the door to the laboratory open and began gathering all manner of solutions and instruments. Jonathan stood at the entryway, watching. The lab did not bend to Aiden as it did Vestra, but it didn't rebuff him either. Jonathan found himself thinking that this place allowed Aiden to work. As the thought passed through Jonathan's mind, the room swelled up as if taking a breath. Jonathan blinked and waited for a few breaths to see if he would catch it again. His mind burned, and his vision fluttered, but he maintained his vigil, a silent prayer, like begging, on a loop in his brain. 
    

    
      But if there was anything to see, Jonathan did not notice it. Instead, he returned his gaze to Aiden, still at work, gently swirling a liquid that alternated in color as it warmed over low heat. The colors, flashing, beating like a heart, reminded Jonathan of the sea creatures an old flame, a cabin boy, had once described to him.
    

    
      
    

    
      "It looked like the colors were winking at you," he'd said, "and the way those colors would touch each other–"
    

    
      "Speaking of touching."
    

    
      "Jonathan, come here. I need you for this next part," called Aiden.
    

    
      "I would like to know what the first part of this is if it's all the same to you," said Jonathan, coming to stand by Aiden.
    

    
      
    

    
      "This potion is one of Vestra's. He used it on the woman in the house before, well, everything," explained Aiden.
    

    
      "What did it do?"
    

    
      "I'll get to that. But, first, give me the book and look here," Aiden grabbed the book from Jonathan before he could adequately hand it over. He flipped to a page and pointed at a scribbled line Jonathan had to squint to read.
    

    
      "There are stages of perfection. In the eyes of the Machinists, a sound system is built upon piece by piece. The flesh is stripped away to make way for metal, and what organic material is left is sculpted. The body is putty, soft and pliable. The weakness of it is removed, and the quirks are smoothed over until all that remains is the system. Cold, cruel, and calculating. Interested in nothing but progression.
    

    
      "It is a machine built upon madness. The logic that fuels it, that keeps the gears turning is understood only by those who have succumbed to the mercurial high of its revelations. But it is a system nonetheless, one which I can manipulate."
    

    
      Further down, Jonathan skimmed the details of Vestra's tests. They were laid out like a cadaver, weighty facts that did nothing to hide their inherent grisliness. Nevertheless, one particular section caught Jonathan's eye, and 
      try
       as he might to wrest his gaze from the passage, he was drawn into it.
    

    
      
    

    
      It read:
       "you never forget the sensation of consuming another's essence. There is a succulence to it. Taste? None in any way that would translate to a typical understanding. But such a sensation, taste, or touch is meaningless. Even as I reach within, my fingers 
      opening
       the tear duct, at first too large and clumsy but always becoming smaller, more precise. I work past the lacrimal canals and feel bone and cartilage as I pursue my meal. At this stage, the victim is just that. 
    

    
      "Though, to call the subject prey might imply a chase. But this is not so. When a man crushes an ant, it is an exchange without substance. It is a simple act, like breathing. 
    

    
      "The part that comes next is hard to describe. Have you ever consumed another, the fullness of them? Their thoughts, hopes, and desires, even those secret feelings of shame and lofty, bloody ideals they think make them good? Drain them of all of that and take it into yourself. That sensation of digging in with force and scooping it all out until all that's left is the possibility of what this husk might be. That, followed by the heady thrill of reconstruction, whets my appetite; it is the sweet whisper of a forbidden lover.
    

    
      "Stay a moment longer, won't you? Please. For me? And how can I resist when those dead eyes look at me, begging to be filled?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Fuck me," Jonathan breathed. 
    

    
      "Fascinating, isn't it?" said Aiden. His emerald eyes shone vast and wild. Jonathan was at once enthralled by the beauty of those eyes, filled to overflowing with speculation and passion and disgusted. A tight spiral replaced Aiden's irises for a blink. There was something frightening in their hunger to honestly know what Vestra detailed. Jonathan was sure Vestra would be proud of his apprentice.
    

    
      
    

    
      Even at your best, Jonathan thought, you can't help but hollow out others and make them in your own image.
    

    
      
    

    
      Jonathan read on. The subsequent sections were ramblings, a chronicle of hunger. Many passages focused on desire and lust and their role in human achievement. That word appeared a lot, human. The statements and musings read like clinical observations, as if, Jonathan thought, written by a veterinarian that hated animals. 
    

    
      Toward the end, Vestra seemed possessed by a sudden lucidity. The Machinists will not permit me to die. I can abstain like a fucking monk; I can feel the white-hot hunger sluice through my being. I can double over and retch all I want, but I will remain this way. Turning back is not so easy as refusing to work, not when you've traversed this far. I wonder what it's like for those that took a different path.
    

    
      
    

    
      "What does he mean by a different path?" Jonathan asked, too tired and sick to read on. 
    

    
      "Further on, if you read, you'll see Vestra's theories on the possibility of branching pathways along the Blood Passage," said Aiden, nodding at the book.
    

    
      Jonathan glared at Aiden, "No. You can jump to the point of this dreadful display."
    

    
      Aiden looked at Jonathan aghast, "Sorry," he said, but Jonathan could see it. Aiden wasn't hurt because he had crossed a line by showing these passages to Jonathan. Instead, he was upset because Jonathan refused to share in them and declined to wade into those strange waters that Aiden had so willingly followed Vestra into.
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      "To put it simply, Vestra used himself as a test subject to discover a way to return to a more human state. He had previously achieved success and needed to replicate it. He theorized that there might be different paths and destinations during this time. At the time, there was nothing he could do to verify this. But what he was able to do is halt the physical changes long enough to, as he puts it, leap off the path and reverse the process."
    

    
      "I don't understand," Jonathan said flatly. 
    

    
      "I won't lie to you and say I understand. However, when Vestra brought the first victim of the Hive here, he injected her with a serum. It brought the thing that had taken her mind to a stop."
    

    
      "But it didn't save her."
    

    
      "No. It did not. Vestra…well, we killed her. A mercy, I am sure."
    

    
      Jonathan's fingernails pressed into the palms of his hands. The half-moons he left behind ran red. "Then what is the point of it," Jonathan chewed the words and spat them.
    

    
      "The point is that I believe we can use this to bring them back to us, Jon. Listen, Vestra used this on himself and succeeded. It didn't work before because that woman was unlike my master and your sister. She was a victim of it; they are…I dunno, recipients of some grand, strange gift."
    

    
      "What the fuck are you talking about, Aiden? A gift? You can't honestly believe that whatever this is, is a gift," Jonathan shouted, his voice rising with each word until it moved dangerously close to a shriek.
    

    
      "Don't be dense, Jonathan. It doesn't suit you. It's a gift to them."
    

    
      Jonathan sneered, "Chelsea never asked for this. She isn't like Mordenroth. She isn't a monster without the influence of that place." 
    

    
      
    

    
      Aiden pinched the bridge of his nose and channeled Vestra to put on his best scowl. The result was unimpressive; Aiden did not possess the requisite amount of pretension and general disgust to make it convincing. But what he lacked in ego, he made up for in tone and blistering words.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Listen here, you self-righteous cadaver. We can do this the same way we've been for night after night. You can pick apart Vestra's character and make baseless assumptions about the corridors of your sister's heart and soul. And when, in the end, that ends with you alone in your bedroom, made miserable by your own hand, Chelsea and Vestra will be here, changing. Vanishing before your eyes so that something else can wear their flesh and use their lips, words, and voices to remake the world. 
    

    
      "Or, and pay close attention here, you can shut the hell up, push down your childish emotions, and set to work."
    

    
      
    

    
      Jonathan said nothing, merely nodded his acquiescence. Thought and feeling had been obliterated, and Jonathan refused to let them reform. Instead, he moved his body per Aiden's direction and thought, let me be nothing but a golem, and so slipped into that role for the next hour.
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      When Aiden injected the serum into Vestra and Chelsea, the reaction was immediate and violent. Vestra's being became unstable, his flesh stretching, warping, and at one point, he shot up. His eyes were lavender and hungry and malicious and alien. This Not Vestra got onto its feet, the face flickering between Vestra's, hawkish and gaunt, and something more perfect. A cowl grew from his neck and shrouded his eyes, and sleek, red protrusions grew from his shoulders. The mouth stayed much the same, but when it opened, it was a spiral lined with teeth wound counterclockwise. Vestra lifted his metal arm, and a dozen mouths opened, tongues lolling out. Each one gibbered a maddening stream of equations and theories. Each utterance spoke a new horror into existence before erasing it, the smudges on reality plain to see as Vestra sought out the perfect nightmare to let loose on the waking world.
    

    
      Chelsea, on the other hand, did not stand. Instead, wings with veins that looked like a rainbow spread and took her into the air. Jonathan and Aiden marveled despite themselves at how vibrant those colors were. Even in the lackluster light of the laboratory, they dazzled. Where she hovered, fine dust fell. The dust grew legs as it touched the ground and, in its short-lived existence, it skittered outward. Each generation of the dust got further than the last, and as it spread across the floor, a chorus began to gain volume. On top of Chelsea's head antenna grew, and her arms ran with the same garish color as her wings. Then, with a flick of her wrist, she painted a red gash into the air, adding a pool of shining yellow below. From the gash spilled all the insects of hell, and the chorus grew in volume with their emergence.
    

    
      Aiden and Jonathan could do nothing but watch in horror. Neither was aware of time, which had seemed to end then and there. But, somewhere along that unknown stretch of road, there was a change. Vestra's mouths all came to a sudden stop, pausing like children hushed by their angry mother. And then they shrieked, and the air went funny, ripples spreading across nothing before a final silence fell. There, in front of Aiden, stood Vestra, eyes stained lavender and an uncustomary smile on his face.
    

    
      Vestra barked a laugh. Adjacent to him, Chelsea's wings seized up. The chorus lost its lead as the wings crumbled into dust and the pests summoned, without direction, failed to maintain the song. There were no screams. There was a moment of cacophony before the music was lost forever, and the things Chelsea painted dried and flaked apart. Chelsea stood among the dust, paint chips, and corpses of insects. She was framed by yellow pollen in the pale light of the lab, a desperate, uneasy smile struggling against the tears that rolled down her cheeks.
    

    
      "Chelsea," whispered Jonathan before his feet propelled him forward. He wrapped his arms around his sister, felt her cold, and remembered that he had almost lost her twice now. The tears that followed were undignified. The howl that escaped Jonathan's lips came from his gut and went on without regard for Aiden or Vestra's presence. 
    

    
      
    

    
      "Good work, Mr. O'Leary," said Vestra, straightening his outfit.
    

    
      
    

    
      Aiden, with tears like prisoners rattling their bars, did not think. He stepped forward and hugged Vestra. The tears stayed put until Vestra returned his students' embrace. Then Aiden was a mess, sobbing silently, hot tears soaking through Vestra's shirt. 
    

    
      
    

    
      "I was so afraid it wouldn't work," Aiden whimpered.
    

    
      "I know, Aiden. You really shouldn't have been. I knew you'd figure it out. Your mind is sterling. You wouldn't be here if it wasn't," Vestra rasped. The suggestion of tears made his eyes sting.
    

    
      
    

    
      Later, after the tears had dried, after food and happy words and affirmations, when what passed for night descended upon them all, dread settled in like an old friend. That familiarity made it feel cozy after a fashion. The next step was before them all, and there was nowhere else to go but forward. And in that distance, gravestones waited atop a hill, the names impossible to read at this distance. All there was to do was see if the graves were open, waiting for them to step in, or if those markers were there to denote a place to put the nightmares to bed.
      

    

    
      Playing Chicken with Oblivion
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      It was a lovely week, Vestra thought as he gathered everything he thought he might need. He had insisted upon taking the extra time before the final assault. Why not? There was no guarantee that he would make it as far as he needed for his plan to work. Vestra had tried to parlay once with the Hive, and that ended with Chelsea rending it in two and weakening it for a time. But, then again, better to die on the approach than wait for the end to come to him.
    

    
      If there was one hope Vestra had, a single prayer he wanted to be answered before he went off to die, it would have been to be allowed to go without having to face his comrades. To be able to walk into the heart of terror and meet it without the pleading eyes of friends lingering in his mind or their soft, desperate pull on his limbs, the ghost of their touch still alive on his skin. 
    

    
      
    

    
      But what reasonable person would expect even this wish to be granted? In a world where nightmares slipped between spaces, there would be no comfort. 
    

    
      
    

    
      "You're going to try it again, aren't you?" asked Chelsea.
    

    
      
    

    
      Vestra was hunched over his desk. He had gathered what he needed and was currently rifling through various keep-sakes. Trinkets and treasures old friends and comrades had gifted him. One, an elegant quill, lightly used, the feather of a raven's, the nib sterling, Vestra turned over in his hands without responding.
    

    
      
    

    
      His chest tightened as he choked out, "I'm putting an end to this while it can still be done."
    

    
      "Killing yourself is what you are doing. And you're doing it because you're too frightened and lazy to find another solution!" Chelsea belted, shaking with anger.
    

    
      Vestra wheeled on her, "Don't be a fucking child. Look in the sky. See how the Hive grows! Do you think it would be content to feed on this city? Of course not. It has to be destroyed, utterly and completely. I can do that. What does it matter if it costs my stupid life?"
    

    
      "Why do you get to decide that? What makes you so sure, so qualified to be the one? Why not me or Jonathan, hmm? We've died once. Our lives met their end, and we scoffed at it. Maybe this was why," Chelsea retorted, tear-stained anger coloring her words.
    

    
      "Bah!" Vestra spat, batting at the air as he went to brush past her, "What drivel. You got a second chance to live. It has nothing to do with making some noble sacrifice somewhere down the road. Life isn't a story; it isn't as neat as all that."
    

    
      "Then what is this for you? I’ve seen your life, Vestra Mordenroth. I've painted it in all my colors, and the one that always comprises you is the color of guilt and grief. Look at me and tell me that you aren't going off to die to ease your pain. Do it now," said Chelsea, her hand wrapped around his wrist, white-knuckled.
    

    
      
    

    
      Vestra glared at her from the corner of his vision and said nothing. He freed himself and walked away, leaving Chelsea in his office, shaking with anger and sorrow. The scientist was greeted with a fist on the other side of the door. One he assumed to be Jonathan's but, based on the amount of pain he was in, was unmistakably Aiden's.
    

    
      
    

    
      "How dare you!" his apprentice growled through gritted teeth.
    

    
      "What?" Vestra slurred, the taste of his blood metallic with notes of pond scum rich on his tongue.
    

    
      "You keep giving up. Every time it gets a little too hard for you, you give up. Why? Is the Mordenroth genius not all it's cracked up to be? Or are you all a bunch of pitiful, spoiled brats!" Aiden spat the words at Vestra. Flecks of saliva sprayed his cheek.
    

    
      
    

    
      "You have no idea the strength it takes to live the life I've had. A little peek behind the curtain, and you're comfortable making such a statement? Ha! What a fool I was, thinking your mind was any more special than a worm's." Vestra snarled as he attempted to brush past his apprentice.
    

    
      This time Jonathan stopped him, not with a punch but a firm shove, pushing him hard against the wall. Vestra's head hit hard, and his vision swam. For a moment, Vestra could do nothing but live inside that pain. It cut him like a serrated knife, ripping and tearing through him for a few heartbeats.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Don't upset yourself too much, Aiden," droned Jonathan. His black eyes were fixed on Vestra, "people like Mordenroth always crumble in the crunch."
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      The pain in Vestra's head grew and widened. It expanded until it took up all the space in his skull and threatened to split his head. He cradled his head and found himself trapped within it. The world around him, his friends, sounded distant, muffled, like voices underwater. Vestra's memories passed by like a flipbook, enough for impressions, enough for the ghost of joy. Or the almost cold embers of past love, the eidolon of a memory. All before that withered, blackened hand to squeeze his heart and remind him of how it all ends. And somewhere, at the end of memory, where there was darkness and Vestra, all alone, there was the slow, unearthly chortle of that original nightmare. 
    

    
      And then the darkness exploded, and the pain subsided, and Vestra woke to find himself cradled in Chelsea's arms. Aiden and Jonathan both knelt beside him, worry and guilt on their faces. In his ear, a song, soft and soothing, a hot summer night's chattering of insects.
    

    
      Vestra righted himself and wiped his face. Blood and tears mixed, streaking across and stinging him. He laughed at that. The well was not so dry after all, it seemed. 
    

    
      Jonathan handed Vestra a cream-colored handkerchief, "I'm sorry. I didn't mean to hurt you."
    

    
      Vestra accepted it and promptly cleaned the blood and tears from his face, "No need to apologize. I had it coming."
    

    
      "No," said Jonathan firmly, "I was more than unkind, and violence like that, the words I spoke, were untoward. I offer no excuse, only an apology and a promise to do better."
    

    
      "I, too, am sorry," said Aiden. "I shouldn't have hit you. I just, I don't want--"
    

    
      "I know. Aiden, I know. I'm sorry. I'm being selfish. I just can't think of any other way to end it than to blow it to hell," said Vestra, biting off the "me along with it" part.
    

    
      "I wish you would let go of whatever is trying to drag you into the void. I wish it were that easy," said Chelsea. But Vestra only heard part of it before his mind reeled back to the past, the day his arm was ripped away.
    

    
      
    

    
      Vestra recalled the thing that took it with such sharp clarity it sliced right through him. The landscape was a swirling nightmare. Chelsea might have compared it to a surrealist painting, with swirls of clashing colors, a sky that one could tumble into if one looked up for too long. Landscapes shifted, the distance between two points imprecise or, perhaps, the road between was malevolent. Always trying to bring a person to their doom or keep them in place so they may never escape it. At times all would melt away, shedding, flaking off like the skin of some poor plague victim and leaving a canker as a reminder of what was.
    

    
      For Vestra, it had been a curse thrown at all he believed, like spitting in the eye of a God. The whole place had been heresy, an act of rebellion against the order of things. Vestra's mind had worked to find some sense, to find any semblance of the familiar. He had failed and had marveled at the beauty of it all. A defense mechanism, trauma response, or the revealing of his soul, it didn't matter. The enigma of the other was splendid and something that ensorcelled him. 
    

    
      If only he hadn't been screaming so much. Was it that beast? The lobster-like monstrosity, its carapace rough, unyielding, and lacking in comfort. Its torso was solid and rigid, and its abdomen stretched back, the legs like needles, hooking into the hard ground. Its mouth, horizontal, tiny appendages wiggling, eager and ready to pull in flesh, bone, and muscle so that a set of teeth could do the hard work. Vestra still felt the pain of his arm being ripped off, the taut pull of skin and muscle, the pop and slow crack of a bone, and the agonizing, mind-rending sensation of joints being forced to part. 
    

    
      
    

    
      He had lost so much there and then. The arm hardly mattered. Vestra remembered his cowardice, watching as Sothos took Lypia and shattered their sanity. He remembered fleeing in fear and telling himself it was all for them, all to find help. But really, he had done what he had always done. Like when his father was the monster that haunted shadowed hallways. Or, much later, when he sought to right his sins, or now. Vestra had run and run and run, holding onto one justification or another, and all it had gotten him was blood he could never wash away.
    

    
      Vestra laughed, and his comrades looked at him like he was mad, and maybe he was. He had given himself to that place, had walked into the world beyond the Blood Passage, and thought he could tame it by wading into the abyss. Now, however, he was struck by the thought that he could plan to move forward, to try and walk past the carnage of a life made lavish with misery.
    

    
      
    

    
      He could let go, and not only in a metaphorical sense.
    

    
      
    

    
      Vestra flexed his steel fingers and looked at his friends, "I have a plan."
      

    

    
      Raised from the Pit and Set High
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Night-time at the beginning of the end stretched on, elastic and strained, ready to snap and break open and let the morning and its monsters through. The sound of screaming had died off, and none asked why; no answer would lead to peaceful sleep or a whole heart. With some aid and some prodding, Vestra's compatriots found rest while the scientist looked out at the city, rum-spiked with milk of the poppy in hand. It was a foul drink for a nasty night.
    

    
      
    

    
      "You know, I never know if I want to see your face in moments like these or not," Vestra said into the menacing quiet. He swirled his drink, ice clinking against the glass, and gulped down what was left, lip curling in disgust, body shuddering.
    

    
      
    

    
      Already Vestra's mind felt slippery, thoughts coming loose and pushing to get out. It was potent stuff that he had had, and it made for a perfect excuse to talk to ghosts.
    

    
      
    

    
      "There are apologies that need making, and all the people that need to hear them are long dead," said Vestra. In his mind, he saw Lypia as they were, sweating and filthy as they worked to uncover hidden things and make sense of them. His mother’s image  followed, her raven dark hair, tired, tender smile, and a face aged prematurely. "I suppose the words are worthless now, eh? Well, that's alright. That's for the best. I could never do it face-to-face anyway; I'm too weak for that. I thought I was too much of a coward to keep living, too, after everything. But I'm also too much of a coward to stop. So now I must be brave enough to move on, and I have to pray that that is a sufficient apology."
    

    
      
    

    
      The rest of the words died on Vestra's tongue, but his mouth kept moving. Then, finally, tears began to flow as he crumpled and folded in on himself. And they wouldn't stop because the well had been refilled. Now only sleep could be the cure; only the tiny death of dreams could bring Vestra home.
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Morning and it was feet on cobblestone. The city had become papery. More often than not, as Vestra and his friends raced through the streets, they heard the cracking and snapping of dry, dead things underfoot. The source of the crunch: none dare brave a glance at. The fear that it was someone they knew, either another resident or some approximation of a lost love, parent, or friend, staring and asking why, why, why. That alone was enough to keep their eyes trained toward the cancer that was the Flesh Hive.
    

    
      The streets had already been repopulated by fearsome creatures. Some had shells, shining and speckled, slick and reflective, or matte and textured. A few had wings that stretched and fluttered rapidly without taking off. Their mouths, a horrible hybrid between human and insect, pincers lined with teeth, elongated mouths narrowing at the end into something the size of a pinhole. In some cases, the newborns or those in the transformation process would stumble out. A shriek like the buzz of a wasp or the soft gurgle of a crab would escape malformed lips. Wings, wet and webbed in old flesh and after birth, sprouted from the back, or a single horn pushed its way through the skull. 
    

    
      
    

    
      The four of them tried to ignore what they saw. For Vestra, it was easiest. In a way, the current state of Chabon was like home to him. Despite himself, Vestra found comfort in the strangeness of the new world, and he refused to dwell on what that said about him. For Chelsea, it was a matter of separating from herself. All she had to do was view this with the same distance one considered the events in a play or a novel. Chelsea knew she could absorb anything and process it into her art if she did that. Later, she would hate herself for this. Aiden followed her example.
    

    
      Jonathan found comfort in thinking of himself as meat. A sack of fat and bones, electrified and capable but otherwise devoid of any spark from the universe. 
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Some corridors the would-be saviors ran down twisted like a spiral, threatening to constrict them like a great and hungry snake. But as slick, cold stone touched their skin, it retracted like the intake of breath, and Vestra and company were free.
    

    
      
    

    
      When at last, this cavalcade of horrors thinned, and the city opened up like the legs of a lover, all saw the throbbing pustule responsible for this twisting hellscape. In the distance, the Flesh Hive had been a blurred image, but up close, it came into horrifying focus. Looking upon that horrific mass, Aiden and Jonathan saw only disgust. Their stomachs churned, and their eyes desperately wished to find purchase on something more familiar. Still, they were denied even the simplest of pleasures. The Hive roiled, exhaled, and a miasma of dread flew through the air. Everywhere it touched, it wounded, and the sky shuttered above as the world around it burned and coiled like a cigarette.
    

    
      
    

    
      "It's beautiful," Vestra and Chelsea intoned, atonally, mouths agape. 
    

    
      
    

    
      The eyes of their companions turned toward them. Jonathan and Aiden looked upon their friends as if they were strangers, and both saw a silhouette of what might have been. In Vestra, Aiden saw a tall and sleek figure whose mind and whims were law. It was a being that could rewrite the world around them and always find themselves in the same nightmare. 
    

    
      It made Aiden think of a poem he had once read about the minotaur in its maze. The words were fuzzy, indistinct things, but the poem's heart was something he could still touch. In it, the minotaur was an intellectual. The maze was filled with doors, and the minotaur, who had forgotten everything save his ego, was sure he had found the right door. Every door was the correct one for him, and the minotaur ran to another death each time. The cycle was unending.
    

    
      In Chelsea, Jonathan saw the artist supreme. He had never known his sister to sing, hum yes, but never sing. But, joined in with that chorus that had sought her out, Chelsea's every idea was executed as soon as it crossed her mind. The world she would make would be putty, always turned over, reworked, and reshaped. The ghost of the real before the following inevitable change. Nothing was settled in the world Jonathan saw, it was all potential, and Chelsea would work to craft something perfect. Something which her fingertips might brush against but that she could never hold. 
    

    
      
    

    
      "What do you mean by beautiful, Vestra?" Aiden asked, knowing the answer.
    

    
      
    

    
      When Vestra turned to see his apprentice, he felt his head clear just a bit. She turned to Chelsea and shook her free of the spell the Flesh Hive had placed them under. 
    

    
      
    

    
      "I'm sorry. For a minute there, I think I lost myself," replied Vestra, his voice like sandpaper.
    

    
      "I think the same happened to me," Chelsea intoned similarly.
    

    
      "Right. Lovely to find out that that thing can brainwash you," said Jonathan, sardonic.
    

    
      "That's not entirely accurate. It's more like it invites us to imagine a world where we are in control," Vestra corrected.
    

    
      "I can't speak to 
      yours
      , Vestra, but for me, it is being in control of something I am in union with. Having it respond and work to do as I please, without fail or question," said Chelsea.
    

    
      Vestra cocked an eyebrow, "Is that so? I have always had command over something, but it was never a union or partnership. I stood above them, superior." 
    

    
      "Go figure," Aiden whispered to Jonathan, who stifled a snicker as his sister said, "what a lonely monster you would make for. Does it not sound better to somehow be subsumed by a thing while retaining your sense of self?"
    

    
      "No, honestly, it sounds exhausting," Vestra answered.
    

    
      "I don't think this is doing anything for us," said Jonathan. "I mean, if you want to air out your toxic traits, we can do that, but it might be nice if we wait until after you, ya know, stop this thing.
    

    
      "Right. Yes. Well, you know the plan then. Let's 
      set to it
      ," said Vestra, and on cue, Jonathan and Aiden flanked Chelsea, hands on their respective weapons. As they did, she began to sing. It started as a lonely hum, almost inaudible. But, before long, more voices joined, some singing in harmony, others countering it, and still more adding depth to it or a slight buzzing. Indeed, after a few minutes, the sound grew so much that one could not help but imagine what would seem to be an unkempt, vacant field. But, among the swaying grasses, the disparate, struggling vegetation, a world unseen thrived, moving, scuttling, and building. 
    

    
      
    

    
      And once Chelsea's song reached its zenith where no more voices would join, a shudder ran through the air around them and everything warped like a reflection in a funhouse mirror. For her part, Chelsea did her best to imagine the world as it had been and only as it had been. She thought of those voices joined with hers as an extension, a part of her, a tool to use to paint what she wanted to see.
    

    
      Yet even as she thought of them as such, there were those odd sour notes to contend with. The kind that threw Chelsea off a bit and tempted her to alter the song and change the melody to match her vision with the Hive's. Some dream of herself holed up in silk spoke of what might happen if she indulged. Chelsea saw herself, skin stained a light pink, eyes large, silver, reflective. She had wings resplendent with vibrant colors that would make all the flowers on earth wilt with jealousy. 
    

    
      
    

    
      But Chelsea stayed true. She focused on her vocalizations, feeling the ground she stood on and the tension in her shoulders. The dull ache in her feet and calves, all the physical sensations she could so long as they anchored her to herself. 
    

    
      Far away, unseen and unfelt by any of them, creatures stirred from the depths of the surrounding sea. Mad hermits came out of caves, and human forms clad in chitin and with wires pumping foul fluid in their veins emerged from their shells. With glorious, terrible certainty, they marched toward the song. These shadows of a different nightmare would come to protect the Hive if it meant they could keep their place in the birth of this new world.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Right. That should keep it busy. Try and keep yourselves from dying, if you don't mind. Some of you are already on your second round, and I would rather not add a third," said Vestra.
    

    
      "Same to you, Vestra," said Aiden, "I would rather not have my education end here."
    

    
      Vestra smiled, "Naturally. Besides, it would be a waste if a mind like mine were gone from this world. Or any other, for that matter."
    

    
      "The trademark Mordenroth humility," said Jonathan with a chuckle, "now, if you can back your words up for once, I'll be impressed."
    

    
      "I look forward to seeing your face when I return, in particular." With that, Vestra turned, whipping his black coat around him dramatically as he did.
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      The inside of the Hive was foul. Vestra's steps echoed in his ears as his boots squished and sloshed through its sticky, wet innard. A gurgle and squelch emanated from some secret depth of the Hive that reminded Vestra of tar, a thick, languorous sound full of menace. As he walked, Vestra found himself struggling to keep balance. The floor shifted underfoot like the Hive was inhaling a slow, deep breath. Or else twitching and contracting, pulling away from him in some cases so that he almost sank into sudden nothingness. Or contracting so tight that he had to cut himself free from its grasp. 
    

    
      Once a ripple went through the floor, its folds became bulbous and exuded a slippery, viscous liquid. Vestra was forced to lean against a wall when this happened and, as he brushed against it, first one, then three, then dozens of mouths opened. Some were humanoid, their teeth protruding, and a few had tongues that jutted out, greedy, ready to lap up whatever had awakened them. Others were far stranger, reminiscent of fish or squids or the mandibles of ants, beetles, or wasps. Teeth were mixed and matched, and when Vestra pulled away, falling as he did, the mouths began to yap and vocalize. It was a discordant song that cut through thought, cauterizing logic so that there was only fear.
    

    
      Unthinking, Vestra scrambled to his feet and raised his arm. He snapped his fingers, directing fire at the wall and silencing the mouths that mocked him there.
    

    
      As soon as the mouths were silenced,  a shriek rose from the Hive. It was high-pitched and angry, and Vestra knew his mistake for what it was and ran. He worked through the mathematics of reality, creating small moments of obfuscation. He knew that, inside the Hive, every solution would only turn its million, million eyes toward him.
    

    
      Outside, Jonathan and Aiden stood by Chelsea as her song continued. How long 
      had
       it been since Vestra went into the Hive? Neither could be sure. What passed for the sun in Chabon had waned, its light diminishing, though it never extinguished. In fact, this dimming only lasted a few minutes before the light returned, dragged across the city like a curtain opened to let it wash over everything. 
    

    
      
    

    
      When the light reached where Jonathan and Aiden stood, it narrowed, focusing on their group before strobing across the city. Hues of blue, yellow, and red washed over the city, intense as an explosion. Each color change corresponded to some shift in Chabon. Some were welcome change--at a glance--people populating the streets wrapped up in dull tasks. But a keen eye, like Aiden's, trained to notice and catalog subtleties, widened as they drank in the terror of the unraveling. The cityscape peeled back at the edges like i'll-applied wallpaper. It revealed a network of insects, all chewing and nesting, turning the edges of things slimy so that they slithered down before falling away in gooey globules. 
    

    
      Other changes were less subtle. Chabon became a factory, an abattoir of some sort with people lined up in long, even columns, all tending to gashes in the building. Some of the wounds throbbed, quivering and making odd, gulping sounds. Those were fed, the human workers supplying something just out of sight. But what did sight matter here? The Hive communicated through the senses of a thousand tiny aberrations. And so the trio had no choice but to know, to see and watch as small clusters of what he had taken for people picked apart their flesh with a multitude of tiny, thin, hooked legs. 
    

    
      Jonathan could not help himself. He retched and vomited onto the floor or street. Or was it into the sky, in the dirt, or in nothing at all? It changed and changed again, the horrors of so many realities flashing past them and imparting its suffering on them.
    

    
      Chelsea sang her song all the while, not entirely oblivious to the changes and their effect but ignoring them. She took comfort in a knowledge that was hers alone. All that she saw, all that Aiden and Jonathan experienced, was a test, a nudge to get her to amend her song. Chelsea resisted, though, and sang on. She kept her music at odds with the Flesh Hive and saw in her mind's eye flashes of normalcy. A sketch of old, proper Chabon before the Hive erased it again. 
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      The smell of burnt flesh and hair perfumed the air so heavily that the sweet notes and the harsh, acrid undercurrent became almost pleasant to Vestra. He had stopped drawing on his own power to burn the Hive. Instead, he used bottles of volatile liquid that, when in contact with air, caused minute explosions. As a result, little fires populated the innards of the Hive, smoking and burning near black as they chewed away the ineffable.
    

    
      Then, all at once, everything came to a standstill. A flame that flickered in the corner of Vestra's vision halted, a blurred image of something made for movement in respite. Ahead of Vestra stood the warden of the Flesh Hive, its visage just as horrible as it had been before.
    

    
      "Ah, it's about time. I'd been wondering when you would show up, erm…." Vestra snapped his fingers, trying to recall the name he had given the monster. Meanwhile, his eyes darted about the room, finding and configuring the strange mathematics of unreality. Fractals filled his mind, their spirals tightening around him, something like arms but not. It was something like a lover's embrace, or the bite of a knife, or a mother's gentle kiss. Something like the ghost of an answer or the hidden implications of a smile filtered through Vestra. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Needless to say, it made remembering the name of this particular nightmare difficult.
    

    
      
    

    
      "We are…" it began before Vestra cut it off.
    

    
      "No, no. I remember that whole bit. But your name, the one I gave you. I seem to have forgotten it. It doesn't matter. The dead don't require titles."
    

    
      "Your arrogance surpasses everything you are. Whatever Sothos and his charter saw in you, we find missing and exaggerated, Mordenroth," said Piyavka, the name coming to Vestra with a crash.
    

    
      "You are the second person to tell me that in as many days," the scientist said with a chuckle.
    

    
      "I am not a person, Mordenroth; I am a collective," roared Piyavka in the voice of uncountable insects. Vestra felt an itch spread over him, starting at the small of his back and extending outward. The sensation of tiny legs skittering across bare flesh, the existential threat of a sting or a bite at any perceived slight, seeped into his mind. By the time the itch reached the top of his scalp, Vestra could not help but squirm, desperate to shake off whatever touched him. And from there, it was a small leap to infestation. Whether the tenuous reality he resided in reflected him being swarmed by a mass of chitinous beings or he imagined it, none could say. Everything in the Flesh Hive was elastic. 
    

    
      The only things Vestra could be sure of 
      were
       the laugh from this avatar of the Hive, a sound like the slight rattle of termites eating away at the foundations of a home. That, and the knowledge that this itch reached deep, deep down. In a space impossible to ignore or to satisfy completely.
    

    
      Panic began to rise in Vestra's mind, a specter ready to haunt the halls and bring torment and death. Vestra looked out at the world, his vision scanlines interrupted by the insects which danced across his eyeballs. Was there pain there? Or had this phantasm only convinced Vestra that he should feel pain? 
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      It was strange to see. Even as Chabon shuddered around them, like the city itself was a child, fearful of a dark alleyway, seeing a nightmare emerge within a nightmare was an oddity. Aiden grabbed hold of Jonathan before he could process what he was seeing. Some portion of his mind told him that looking upon these new terrors would be too much.
    

    
      
    

    
      "We have to go," Aiden hissed. "Now."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Why? Aiden, what's…" but the next words would not come. Jonathan saw them and let his eyes linger for a few moments. Before him, a trio of things. They were closer to humans than the things the Hive spewed forth. Still, this surface commonality did nothing to alleviate Jonathan's nausea. The bodies of the monsters stalking along were simmering. One, in the middle, was translucent, the hellscape behind it filthy and warped by its body. Another, clad in reflective chitin, had a face like a sucker fish and eyes like a person. The last, clothed in a lavish robe of lavender that spilled to the ground and rippled like water, was a kaleidoscope of colors. Each had jutting machinery, one with iron rods that stiffened its legs so that it hobbled forth. Another, like Vestra, had an arm made of metal, and yet another had a helmet with protrusions that dangled down.
    

    
      All three brought large tardigrades, the long, thick protrusion from its head brushing against the ground. One lifted up what Jonathan thought of as its head and swiveled it about for a bit before, at last, stopping right and staring right at Chelsea.
    

    
      It opened its mouth. The protrusion split like skin down almost to its stubby legs. Along the side, wires and sharp, metal teeth and a whirring sound erupted, growing in intensity as the other two joined in.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Jon!" Aiden shouted. He had grabbed hold of Chelsea's arm and was staring at Jonathan now, pleading.
    

    
      
    

    
      But Jonathan knew they couldn't go far. Vestra had said so himself. They had to remain close to the Hive for Chelsea's song to do its job. Otherwise, she would be unable to find her audience, trace the scar she had created once before, and reopen it enough for her own use.
    

    
      Jonathan ran forward and drew one of his axes. Adrenaline perfected his aim as all he saw was the maw of the tardigrade, open, hungry, and horrible. He threw the 
      axe
       with all his might and struck true and deep. The 
      axe
       buried itself in the beast, and it fell silent. 
    

    
      The other two and their three handlers ran toward Jonathan then. He drew his second 
      axe
      , ready to fight, but Aiden had other plans. He grabbed his new lover and, with surprising strength, pulled. 
    

    
      "We can't go too far," Jonathan said as he ran.
    

    
      "I know. We need an alley. Somewhere we can get our backs to a wall," said Aiden.
    

    
      "That doesn't sound safe either.
    

    
      "No. But if we can find somewhere close, Chelsea might be able to help."
    

    
      It was easy to find a dead end. Even before the Flesh Hive enacted its will, Chabon was a mazelike city. Indeed, one could take circuitous and tedious routes that were almost arcane. More than one person had written about dark conspiracies and how Chabon's layout matched this set of constellations or used made-up mathematics that mapped onto some celestial meaning. Until very recently, Aiden had assumed these writings to be total bullshit. Now, anything was possible, and Aiden resented that.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Okay, Chelsea. I know you need to focus on thinking of Chabon as it was. But I need you to call some friends to our side. Or have the walls gobble up those things. I need it now, or we die," said Aiden.
    

    
      Chelsea, who was no fool. She had known that these additions of Vestra's were coming as soon as they'd neared the Flesh Hive and had already amended her song. She could not have the walls gobble up anything, and the more enormous beasts of the Hive were not part of her song. But Chelsea knew that, sometimes, the small details make all the difference. A painting was built upon layers, a constant adding of details and textures and colors until the vision coalesces.
    

    
      So Chelsea added details. And the floor began to crawl and wriggle beneath the feet of these new monsters. Then, disturbed from their rest, they began to crawl and bite. The shrieks were horrific and deafening as, first, the tardigrades were overrun, infested, and devoured. 
    

    
      Their masters fared little better, save the one in purple, who, like Vestra, rewrote the world around itself.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Weak," it gurgled, sounding like its lungs were filled with fluid.
    

    
      
    

    
      And then it was before them all. Jonathan was the first, close as he was, to feel its cold, wet hands grip him. It lifted him by the throat into the air and glared down at Aiden as he did so. Aiden, in imitation of his master, cowered. 
    

    
      Aiden, like Vestra, saw the surreal beauty of its figure. He saw the glory of the calculations, the numbers dancing in the air before him, enticing him with easy answers. Meanwhile, the robed horror, the lone survivor of the Machinists, opened its mouth. It cracked as it did and sounded like dry, brittle bones. 
    

    
      Jonathan felt its hard, cold mouth against his ear. He whimpered at the sensation of its tongue, long and slender and curious, moving through him. And then he was gone, a cascade of color and sound filling his mind. He was propelled through the world and wound up in a great white expanse. There was nothing, no sound, no feeling, and Jonathan thought, well, this is the end.
    

    
      
    

    
      Meanwhile, Chelsea sang her song as tears rolled down her cheeks, hot and useless.
    

    
      
    

    
      Meanwhile, Aiden, still shuddering, did the only thing he could. He knew there was no such thing as a single use, Aiden knew that the 
      rose
       of probability would prick him with its thorns. And that even a tiny amount of blood was enough to damn him. But he needed his blade to strike true, and if it made him a monster to save his lover, he would gladly be a monster.
    

    
      And so Aiden, with a shaking hand, rearranged the scene before him. His blade skewered the monster So that Jonathan fell to the ground. So Aiden could gather him into his arms and look into those fluttering eyes.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Please be okay," Aiden whispered. Tears dropped onto Jonathan's face, rolled down to his lips, and seeped into his mouth. Aiden could see it all now, the geometry of life. He could see it, and he knew with cold certainty 
      that if he
       could rewrite and recreate until he made a world with Jonathan, well and at his side. He knew, too, that if Jonathan's eyes did not stop their fluttering soon, and if he did not speak to Aiden, he would do it. He would damn the world then and there if he must.
    

    
      "I've never been more glad," Jonathan croaked, "to be dead than today."
    

    
      
    

    
      Aiden sobbed and laughed in tandem. Behind him, a smile on her lips, Chelsea sang and summoned more insects. Her vision of this particular alleyway had become muddy, overwrought to fuck, but she hardly cared. No more monsters would find their way to them with ease. She would make sure of that.
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      This pain is meaningless, Vestra reminded himself and recalled his previous agonies and lacerations. He drew comparisons between his past and present, reflecting the open hand slaps and the clenched fists his father showered him with in place of love. His arm, as it stretched, stretched, stretched, further and further, bone popping and skin suddenly so elastic. Vestra still woke in the night because of that one. That first tear seared into his mind so thoroughly that it hung in the air before him, an apparition. What could this leech do to compete with these old scars? How could it ever inflict the kind of damage he had done to himself when his ego and foolishness brought him before his love with a gun in hand, two bullets, one with their name on it, one with his mother's?
    

    
      So Vestra continued to put his equations together, subtly manipulating himself until everything slid into place with a satisfying click that may or may not have been there. And Vestra laughed, the euphoria intoxicating. So much so that his cackle became staccato and piercing. It broke through the itch underneath his skin and caused the Hive to fall silent. The undulations of its flesh were the only sounds when the laughter ceased. The deep gurgle beneath and the rising moisture at Vestra's feet rooted the mad scientist, even as his mind threatened to toddle off.
    

    
      Piyavka looked quizzically at Vestra, small fits of laughter still pushing past the scientist's lips. The leech was stunned into silence. When at last all that remained was the memory of the effervescent joy that Vestra had demonstrated, the avatar of the Hive asked, "Have you finally given into madness, Mordenroth?"
    

    
      
    

    
      A few stray giggles escaped Vestra's lips, threatening to bring him back to that mindless state, but instead, he said, "Oh, no, no. I was thinking how funny it 
      will
       be to hear you scream and curse my name."
    

    
      
    

    
      Piyavka made a face. It was as indescribable and nightmarish as any it had previously made. Its mouth, which Vestra took a moment to look at, parted. Sticky tendrils of something come apart as it did, like strands of honey unwilling to break apart. Its whole body shuddered and shifted. Its mouth, a horrible thing, a sucker and a thin needle parting the lips, stayed the same. But its body changed so that it was light brown save for one black splotch at the stomach. A gloss overcame most of Piyavka's body, hardening and becoming reflective. The squishier, more flesh-like parts of Piyavka that were still exposed oozed something that smelled like tepache.
    

    
      But the sound Piyavka wanted to make, assuredly some taunt or reprimand, or perhaps an order for the Flesh Hive to torment Vestra further, was cut out. Instead, a fire began to spread from Piyavka's mouth. There was no scent as Piyavka burned, but there was a hissing sound as air escaped the cracks in the carapace it was clad in.
    

    
      Behind Vestra, a door opened. A million skittering builders ran, finding their forever home in the pyre. All Vestra had to do was turn, walk away, and shut the door behind him, and that would be the end. The Flesh Hive would burn out of this world, and Chabon would return to its previous state.
    

    
      But Vestra Mordenroth could not and would not pass up on an opportunity to elaborate on his own greatness.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I think I lied. You can't scream when your tongue becomes ashes. But the sound of steam cracking you apart as you burn will be more satisfying. I'm sure, behind all the pain and panic, you're curious about the how. I wonder, in your last moments, would context help? Would knowing that my friends made this door while robbing you of power and resources out there make this easier for you? Oh, or what about my performance, hmm? Panicking and setting fire to parts of you. Digging at myself until, yes, I drew blood. That was a good one on your part. But I've worked under worse conditions. And I've seen so 
      much
       of you already."
    

    
      
    

    
      Vestra snarled, and his final lines, years of contempt steeped in his heart bubbling up like sick, "But I've seen you. I know what you are," (was this a trick, a few solved problems so that his voice boomed throughout the Hive and Chabon alike? Or something deeper…a seed finally taken root, the peeking head of a sapling?) "I have turned my eye upon you. Call yourself a nightmare, aberration, stranger, fractal, or fear itself. But I see you here and now, and I drink all of what you are in, even as you burn!"
    

    
      With that, Vestra turned to the door, but alas, as he went to close it, Piyavka lunged forth and grabbed hold of Vestra's metal arm. Piyavka opened its mouth, a furnace from hell, the last squirming, screaming vestiges of all that composed this steward of infestation, of toxic transformation, reached through and down. They tore the fabric that hid Vestra's arm and hooked onto it. As those impossible appendages turned ash, more came to take their place. By slow degrees, they began to find purchase in the small gaps in Vestra's prosthetic. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Vestra pulled away and felt the tight grip of his captor root him in place. His sister's connections to his nervous system strained, sending an agonizing warning to Vestra's brain. Keep going, it said, and it will hurt like before. 
    

    
      
    

    
      And with that in mind, Vestra ground his teeth and hissed, "If you want a keepsake so badly, take it." He pulled again with all his strength, thinking, of course, and as always, of Lypia. Vestra remembered them, not as a victim, raised up by some horror and destroyed by it. Instead, he recalled his love as a beacon of light. He thought of them as fire, warm and comforting in the cold, but dangerous, wild, and requiring respect before a person could ever hope to get close.
    

    
      Vestra remembered Lypia the way they deserved to be, and when the breeze kissed Vestra, he would swear in private he heard Lypia whisper, "Let go."
    

    
      So he did, with a cry, let go and so fell out of the nightmare. Vestra passed into the welcome embrace of oblivion, even though it was a temporary reprieve. And, upon waking and finding himself propped up in some muck-covered alleyway. With the detritus of the Flesh Hive around and covering him, Vestra's first words were, "I suppose it's time to visit my sister," before falling asleep. 
    

    
      This time he found himself in a dream, sweet and easy as flowers blooming in spring. The contents 
      his
       to cherish in the moment and gradually lose on waking, but even that was beautiful to him in the end.
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