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      The firefighters leaned into the Volvo with their hydraulic shears, and after a lengthy effort managed to crack the gnarled metallic shell, extracting the driver—limp and unresponsive—like a sunflower kernel. Now came the hard part; paramedics swarmed around the gurney to begin the rather involved work of sussing out signs of life in the scarlet assemblage of broken parts.

      “Can you hear me?” asked one of the first responders. Out came the penlight. A hand spread each of the eyelids in turn. “Fixed and dilated.”

      “He ain't breathing,” noted another. He swept a few gloved fingers into the victim's mouth, ensuring the airway was clear, and then began CPR.

      One of the first responders yanked aside the neckline of the blood-streaked polo and engaged in a forceful sternal rub; there was a reaction in the victim, but it was a feeble stirring—nothing that would inspire confidence. It was the trembling of a supine housefly on a windowsill—a last gasp.

      From one of the bystanders, the college-aged girl who'd dialed 9-1-1, “He was speeding, but I don't know what made him lose control. One minute, he was trying to pass all of us who'd stopped to watch the sky, and the next he suddenly hooked to the right and flew through the railing.”

      The decision was made to move immediately to the ambulance, and so the gurney was dragged up the incline—away from the heap of twisted metal with Ohio plates, away from the sequence of divots it had left in the field during its precipitous decline, away from the ruptured safety railing it had burst through at no less than seventy miles an hour. The patient was hoisted into the rear of the vehicle, where still others waited to work on him in vain. The whine of a defibrillator could be heard as they rolled him into place; the crinkling of plastic IV tubing and the jangling of vials filled the brightly-lit space like a funerary dirge.

      The ambulance wheeled away from the shoulder and pulled past a line of stopped cars half a mile long. The motorists had stopped initially to see the comet pass, but had stayed to watch the rescue unfold, and now they weaved lazily to one side or the other to make room for the screeching ambulance. The flashing reds and blues chewed up the dusk as the vehicle picked up speed, and the roar of the siren waxed deafening.

      Meanwhile, in the back, the paramedics struggled to work against the gyrations of the speeding ambulance on a man to whom life clung as tenuously as a breath on cold glass. The further their assessments and interventions went, the more destruction they discovered within him. There was more brokenness to the man than wholeness; where they pressed in with their palms to kickstart his hibernating heart, they encountered the clacking friction of displaced and splintered bones, and where they tested his limbs for reflexiveness and sought out a pulse, they found only that blood had begun to accumulate in sectors where blood oughtn't pool. It was a losing battle, and they knew it.

      “He looks young,” lamented one of the paramedics, wiping the sweat from his brow.

      “Probably a student,” suggested the other.

      He was indeed a youthful specimen. From what could be gleaned beneath the veneer of blood and sweat, the victim was possessed of a boyish countenance; though the impression of immaturity may have been owed at least partially to the expression he wore—one of static and terrific alarm. His eyes were thrust wide, and though little light remained in them, they seemed to twinkle with latent horror; his jaw was slack and his mouth drooped open in a silent scream. All this was noted and documented by the paramedics before they rifled through his pockets and produced an ID. The victim was identified as one Erich Tellier, twenty-two years of age, and evidently an undergraduate at the nearby Moorlake University.

      “Stay with us, Erich,” said one of the paramedics as the vehicle whipped into the rear lot of the university hospital, though whether the patient maintained sufficient consciousness to appreciate the use of his name remained unclear. Already one of the EMTs was on the phone with the on-call trauma physician; the young paramedic doled out the dire assessment on one end, and from the other came a series of learned and increasingly despairing grunts.

      The doctor, a ten-year veteran of emergency medicine named Schneider, stood among the personnel that gathered at the rear entrance, and ordered the paramedics to rush the gurney—by then oozing—into the trauma room, where preparations had been made to yank this Level One back from the brink.

      And it was there that the assembled staff, some twenty-five persons thick, toiled to save the life of Erich Tellier for nearly an hour.

      Nurses searched for good veins; respiratory therapists took turns doing chest compressions with clinical supervisors; carts of supplies were thrown open and the cold suite was turned sour and warm by the cloistered breathing of its laborers. And all the while, Schneider stood by, masterfully directing operations like a conductor might direct a symphony—a stone-faced, blood-flecked Leonard Bernstein.

      But it was all for naught.

      Life would not return to Erich Tellier.

      Schneider held up a closed fist and bellowed, “Enough,” past the staff's murmurings and at that moment they all drew away from the gurney, exhausted, not a little distraught, but comforted in the knowledge that they had applied more than 2000 years of medical expertise in their attempted resuscitation.

      “We made a good go of it,” summarized one of the orderlies, his scrub bottoms pink with blood.

      Glancing at the Seiko on his wrist, Schneider noted the time of death on the back of his freshly-scrubbed hand in black ballpoint and strode out of the suite, instructing those remaining to “clean him up”. The time of death that he would transfer onto a progress note some minutes later was 8:45 PM.

      The patient had been lost—the sterile euphemism of choice was “expired”—but there remained a good deal yet to do. To start with, the suite needed cleaned and the body of Erich Tellier made presentable; this former goal could be accomplished with buckets and mops, whereas the latter, considering the patient's miserable final state, would require nothing short of sorcery. The best the nurses could hope for would be to wipe the bulk of the blood from the corpse, to remove the lines from him and to arrange his battered limbs in a hopeless, but respectful, imitation of comfort. There remained, too, the least enviable task, which Schneider would take upon himself—that of contacting the patient's next of kin and breaking the news.

      The physician busied himself at the nurse's station for the next twenty-five minutes, taking down a few pages of detailed notes on the incident. The full extent of Erich Tellier's injuries would be impossible to determine without an autopsy, though Schneider felt comfortable in declaring a number of points in his notes, any one of which might serve as an official cause of death. The patient had suffered from broken ribs; he and the other staff had felt them during compressions. Pneumothorax was suspected. That the patient had bled internally was plain, and what's more, the presence of brain trauma had been made clear by the fixed and dilated pupils. Though he could not say with absolute certainty, the state of the body, coupled with its utter lack of reflexiveness, seemed to point to a spinal injury, and his cursory examination of the spine had yielded no fewer than three fractured vertebrae.

      All this to say, even if they had somehow succeeded in resuscitating him, any spark of life they may have returned to Erich Tellier would have been, at best, transient.

      He had nearly completed his work when he heard the stamping of feet coming down the hall. From around the corner ran a slate-faced nurse, this one fresh out of her residency. She clutched at a damp rag, her legs shaking, and managed to utter the word “Doctor” a few times before motioning limply down the hall—towards the trauma suite.

      “What is it?” asked Schneider, looking up from the chart. He resented the interruption all the more because he was nearly through, and because he was preoccupied with finding a good phrasing for his upcoming phone call. There really wasn't a good way to tell someone, “Your son has died in a catastrophic accident.” Despite years on the job he'd never found a way to soften the blow. Staring up at the nurse, who looked on the verge of fainting, he sat upright. “Well? What?”

      “The patient,” she muttered. “T-The Level One...” She brought the rag up to her breast and then leaned in the direction of the trauma suite, staggering a few steps down the hall and out of sight.

      Baffled, Schneider stood and marched out of the nurse's station, falling into step behind her. He followed her into the suite, where she halted at the threshold and pointed at the corpse. She said nothing more.

      She didn't have to.

      Schneider watched as the corpse's chest rose and fell, as if in labored inhalations. He started at the sight of this, then gave a wry smile, recalling that brief movements are sometimes seen in the dead as the body exhausts its electrical energies. The nurse had probably been cleaning up the body, and had been startled by this sudden shift in the corpse. He, too, had been frightened once as a resident after witnessing something similar.

      And yet, before he could mock her, Schneider noticed that the movements persisted.

      The smile fell from his lips. The doctor took a few steps into the room, towards the body.

      Erich Tellier's eyes were closed now, and his chest kept on moving, up and down, up and down.

      He was breathing.

      Schneider wasn't sure what he said—he was completely outside of himself—but he shouted into the hallway and summoned additional staff. Within moments, the room was filled again and the gurney was surrounded by personnel.

      Earlier that evening, Erich Tellier had breathed his last breath.

      Presently, he breathed his first.
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      “Any questions?” Professor Jennings straightened his reading glasses and looked out across the room. Shuffling a number of papers back into an open binder, he gave a little start as something important evidently returned to mind. “Oh, I meant to mention this earlier. You all may have noticed that our very own Erich Tellier hasn't been around lately. I received an email from him on Monday. It turns out he's in the hospital—had a very bad car accident. A terrible way to start the semester, of course, but he claims he'll be back in class before too long.”

      The class—hitherto lulled into semi-consciousness by a dry lecture on music theory—came to life now with a series of concerned murmurings.

      The professor, a man of fifty-odd years with a painstakingly-shaped pencil mustache ala John Waters, rifled through his leather bag and produced a white envelope. “I actually picked out a card for him. I thought it might be nice if we all signed it. Erich's been in the program for more than three years, after all. He's practically family.” He chuckled, removing the card from the envelope and leaning over the podium to hand it to the girl sitting in the front row.

      This particular class—Music Theory IV—was made up of third and fourth year students in the university's Musical Performance degree program. The program itself was relatively small compared to the university's other offerings, with just over sixty enrolled for the year. This ensured a level of familiarity between the registered students, who'd spent the the bulk of their academic careers in the same classrooms, completing the same prerequisites and being taught by the same professors. As such, among the close-knit musical performance majors, the absence of Erich Tellier in the music building over the preceding week had been conspicuous—though not for the reasons one might expect.

      Erich—a third year who might have been a fourth if not for his repeated and much-talked-about failings of various courses—was little thought of as a musician, and could not have been said to be “close” with his peers. Quite the opposite, despite his perennial presence in the program over the course of three and a half academic years, he'd largely kept to himself. He'd never been one to fraternize with his fellow musicians, made no secret of his disdain for certain of the courses and faculty, and with his passionless approach to music had subsequently sown more dislike among them than anything.

      As can be imagined, news of his accident and hospitalization evoked little pity in the class; rather, where whispered reactions sprang up, they were largely unsympathetic.

      The card made its way around the room. Jennifer Marlow, a pianist of great promise and one of the program's brightest pupils, signed it with a flourish that belied her well-known dislike of its recipient; Doug Stewart, a violist, signed it next, adding a note that Erich “get well soon” despite that very sentiment having been already printed onto the front of the card.

      Eventually, as the other students gathered their things and prepared to depart from the lecture hall, the card was passed to a student in the back row—a pianist with chewed-up fingernails and washed-out green eyes who hurriedly signed the thing “Julian Pinchot” without so much as glancing down at it. Waving the card in the air for a moment so that the ink might dry, he slung his backpack over one shoulder and descended the aisle to hand it back to the professor.

      Lanky Julian, unfailingly polite and hard-working, was generally well-liked. He had a trustworthy countenance on him: Clean-shaven with a gentle arc of a jaw; large, honest eyes, and a warm smile that could be summoned at a moment's notice. Quiet and studious, he earned respect not for his talent—for he had little to speak of—but for his persistence. He was the type to never miss class, and unlike others to whom musical ability came naturally, Julian was known to practice for hours on end in preparation for his recital examinations. When written tests came around, he was always the first to start a study group, and if his instructors needed help with things after class, he routinely volunteered his time.

      Julian handed the card to Professor Jennings as he stepped past the podium. “See you next Wednesday, professor.”

      The professor stopped short of accepting it, however. Tucking his reading glasses into a pouch, he spared Julian a sheepish grin and ran a finger over his lips. “Say, Julian, could I possibly ask you a favor? I actually need to run to my office hours now, and I'm not sure I'll have time today to get to the hospital...” He picked up the empty envelope and held it out. “Could I possibly convince you to deliver it to Erich on our behalf?”

      Julian tended towards agreeableness, but for whatever reason the nature of this particular request saw him hesitate. “Wait, you want me to take it to the hospital? To Erich?” In the instant before the professor responded, Julian tried to determine the cause for his reticence.

      It didn't take much wondering. The fact was that, like the rest, Julian cared little for Erich Tellier.

      “If you could, I'd appreciate it immensely,” said the professor. “I was hoping to do it myself, but I'm sure that Erich will be happy to have you drop by in my place. Poor guy is probably bored out of his mind in the hospital! A visit from you would do him a world of good. You're both third years, aren't you?”

      “We are...” began Julian.

      Sliding the empty envelope across the podium, Professor Jennings arched a brow. “Excellent. So, I can trust you with it, yes?”

      Julian picked up the envelope and slipped the signed card inside. Nodding slowly, he forced his smile back to the surface. “Uh... yeah, sure. I'm done with classes for the day. I'll swing by on my way home.”

      The professor gave Julian's shoulder an appreciative squeeze. “Marvelous. Give him my best!”

      Ordinarily, Julian was all too happy to help, but as he and the professor exited the lecture hall, he couldn't deny feeling a pang of regret. He hooked a right out of the room and started for the parking lot where his Focus was parked. With every step, the weight of the card in his hand seemed to increase. Really, the trip wasn't much of a burden; he'd drive a mile from campus to the hospital, stop at the front desk to ask for Erich's room number, take an elevator...

      The truly troublesome part was that he'd have to sit and talk with Erich, however briefly. He and Erich knew each other's names, but that was about as deep as their acquaintance went. They'd never had a casual conversation—didn't so much as acknowledge one another when their paths crossed on campus. Now Julian was going to barge into the guy's hospital room to hand-deliver a get well card?

      It was going to be awkward.
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      It was a cool day for mid-September; the kind of day that made him wish he'd worn a jacket. The sky couldn't make up its mind, transitioning between pale blue and grumpy gray in the time it took him to pull out of the campus lot, coast down Main Street and start towards the Moorlake University Hospital he knew to sit on Spencer Road. He'd driven by the hulking brown edifice countless times over the years but had never had occasion to go inside. The hospital had a bad reputation among the locals—they considered it run by incompetents—and as he drove towards it he couldn't remember ever having heard a good thing about it.

      He thought, too, about who he was going to visit. What, exactly, did Julian know about Erich Tellier? What conversational topic might he use to break the ice once he got up to his room?

      Virtually everything he knew of Erich had been gleaned secondhand, through rumor. To start with, Erich was an exchange student, and he spoke with an unaccountable accent—not quite American and not quite British. This, he understood, was due to nebulous European parentage.

      The reality of Erich's lifestyle was evidence enough that his parents, wherever they were from, were well-moneyed. He dressed well—very well—and bathed in expensive colognes. A mutual acquaintance claimed that she'd once heard Erich speaking perfect French on the phone, and still another claimed he'd boasted to them once about summering in Alsace, but how much stock could be put into such gossip remained to be seen.

      Judging by the way Erich often came to morning classes looking excessively tired, it was a reasonable assumption that he spent his nights partying. Too often, the cloud of Acqua di Gio he brought with him into the lecture hall served to hide a faint undercurrent of vodka, and he wasn't shy about falling asleep in class—especially on Mondays, after what must have been party-filled weekends. On a few occasions, while out with friends, Julian had spotted Erich at various clubs. They'd never spoken in such venues—hadn't acknowledged one another at all—but in every such case, Erich had always had a drink in his hand and a girl by his side.

      Beyond this, Julian had nothing to go off of. When he had seen Erich speaking to someone, the guy had always seemed brusque; a man of few words who walked the halls briskly, with a high chin, as if feeling superior to those around him. When chosen to answer questions in class, there was a fifty-fifty chance that his reply would be drawn from behind a frown, and with a dismissive shrug. His playing—Erich was a piano performance major, like himself—was relatively poor compared to that of everyone else in the program. Though he seemed to have an ear for music, the sloppiness with which he approached the piano doomed him to mediocrity, and this undisciplined attitude had led him to fail numerous courses over the years. At this point, Erich should have been close to graduating. Instead, he was still trudging through third year material.

      The hospital came into view; a tower of brown brick with three—no, four—floors, and with a squat parking garage couched in its shadow. There was a metal sign posted on the street-side edge of the property, but vandals—either bored students or dissatisfied patients—had scratched away an “R” so that it read WELCOME TO MOO_LAKE UNIVERSITY HOSPITAL. Julian took the left-hand turn and glided into the mostly empty parking lot. There was a section of open spaces near a manicured row of flowering bushes whose signage reserved them for visitors, and he parked his Focus in one of them.

      Before leaving the car, he went through his book bag and pulled out two things—the card he and his classmates had signed, and a folder full of photocopied music theory notes. Prior to driving to the hospital, Julian had stopped off at the campus library to scan and print the week's lessons from his own notes. It was doubtful that Erich would put them to any use, but it was hoped that he'd appreciate the gesture nonetheless, having missed a few class periods. With that, he glanced himself over in the rearview, combed back a chestnut-colored cowlick and stepped out.

      Materials in hand, he shuffled up the sidewalk to the front entrance and found his way into the lobby through a pair of sliding glass doors. The wide, carpeted lobby was a good deal warmer than the outside, and was filled with flimsy-looking furniture covered in fake leather. Sagging plants sprang up from pots scattered around the space, each of them in dire need of sun, water or both. Around the corner in a little alcove, near a row of parked wheelchairs, was a vending machine whose low hum was the loudest thing in earshot. Save for a single secretary seated behind a comically large wooden desk, the lobby was empty. Julian brandished a smile and approached the desk. “Hi, I'm here to visit someone.”

      The young woman, who'd been staring blankly ahead, and who'd only snapped into alertness like a motion-detecting robot upon Julian's entrance, smiled tightly. “Certainly. What floor are they on? I can direct you.”

      “Uh...” Julian hesitated. Professor Jennings hadn't given him any specifics. “Actually, I'm not sure. You see, I just heard that a friend of mine has been admitted. I don't know what room he's in or anything like that. I wanted to pop in and see how he was doing.” His cheeks reddened slightly, and the color deepened further as he meditated on the particular word he'd chosen. Friend. What a strange—and inaccurate—word to use to describe his relationship with Erich.

      The secretary didn't miss a beat and swiveled to the computer monitor at her side. “That's no problem. What's the name?”

      “Erich. Erich Tellier,” he said. Before she could ask, he spelled out the last name. “That's T-E-L-L-I-E-R.”

      The woman's fingers danced across the keyboard. While the system got its act together, she tugged at the collar of her sweater and took a sip from a styrofoam cup full of coffee. Her pink lipstick had left a massive smudge on the cup's rim. Leaning forward and squinting at the screen, she scrolled down a little ways and then nodded. “We have a Mr. Erich Tellier in room 402.” Standing with a grunt, she stepped out from behind the desk and continued through the lobby till she'd arrived at the entrance of a long hall, waving Julian along as she did so. “What you're going to want to do is follow this hall. You'll find a bank of elevators to the left; take one of them up to the fourth floor. Once you exit, the nurse's station will be to your right. Tell one of the nurses you're there for a visit and they'll let you on back.” She glanced at the watch she wore on the inside of her wrist. “Visitation ends in about an hour, just so you're aware.”

      Oh, man, I hope I'm not stuck with Erich for a whole hour, he thought, forcing back a grimace. “Thank you, I appreciate it.” Julian started into the hall.

      Some hundred feet ahead, after passing a number of doorways and approaching what looked like a cafeteria, he arrived at the promised elevators, one of them sitting empty. Stepping into it and hitting the button for the fourth floor, he watched as the door closed jerkily and the lift began its upward climb. The dim floor indicators lit up one at a time until—after a lengthy pause—the door slid open and he found himself on the top level. From there, he exited into a hallway whose air was uncommonly stuffy and scented by harsh cleaning agents. Following the off-putting scent brought him to a pair of propped metal doors crowned with a wall-mounted sign.

      INTERMEDIATE CARE UNIT

      A nurse watched him as he shuffled through, and she stepped out of the station to meet him. “Hello, how can I help you?”

      Julian glanced about the intermediate ward, at the long row of patient rooms that stretched on beyond the nurse's station. “Uh... I'm here to visit someone—a friend.” He frowned. He'd used that word again. “Erich Tellier, room 402?”

      The nurse, a tall blonde who couldn't have been much older than he was, gave him a strange look—strange, because her eyes lit up and a smile spread across her lips. “Oh,” she said, her tone brightening, “you're here to see Erich?”

      Julian nodded.

      “He's a patient of mine, in fact, and he's doing wonderfully. After all he's been through, you'd think he'd be difficult to take care of, but... he's a real inspiration—a model patient.” She nodded at the second door on the left side of the hall and then led him to it. Knocking, she stuck her head in the doorway. “Erich? There's someone here to see you. Should I send them in?” She waited for his reply before waving Julian into the room, and added, “Can I get you anything?” before departing with that undiminished, winning smile.

      Julian stepped inside.

      The room was brightly-lit—located in just the right spot to funnel a generous portion of sunlight on a day where such was scarce. On the nearest wall was a television. Past it, a machine meant for taking vital signs stood beside an outlet. Along the window there was a small dresser, a bedside tray and a trash can. The bed itself sat removed from all of this, behind a thin, ceiling-mounted curtain.

      Upon it he found Erich Tellier.

      Sitting atop the bed in a pale hospital gown that only lent dimension to his swarthiness, legs crossed, Erich studied his visitor intently before offering a sly, somewhat cryptic smile that made his dark eyes narrow. There was amusement in his smile, but there existed other, more complex emotions behind it, too. Keen interest, maybe, or even veiled disdain. Erich made no effort to greet Julian, but merely kept on studying him, smiling. The two of them might have remained in just that state forever if Julian hadn't finally cleared his throat.

      “Hi, Erich.” Julian looked away briefly, feeling accosted by the other's gaze, and licked his lips. “How are you doing?”

      Erich sustained the amused expression for awhile longer. Spreading and then re-crossing his legs the opposite way, he leaned forward. His lips quivered as if he were about to laugh. “Come to see me, have you, Jules?”

      Julian shuddered. His reaction had been automatic, visceral, at having been addressed in such a familiar way by someone he hardly knew. He couldn't put his finger on why the salutation—“hey, Jules”—had so rankled him. Except for his brother, and maybe an ex-girlfriend or two, no one called him that. He recovered quickly though, summoning that ingratiating smile of his and taking a few steps towards the bedside. “Yeah, I, uh... I was in class today. Professor Jennings told us you were in the hospital. We all signed a card for you.” Pausing, he gave the white envelope a shake, and then looked down at the folder in his hands. “I also printed off the week's notes for you. My handwriting can be a little rough, but I thought you might want to know what you'd missed.”

      Julian set both items down on the bedside tray, beside a pitcher of water and a stack of disposable cups, and then stepped back, like he'd made a royal offering to some king and was unsure of its reception.

      Erich's gaze swiveled momentarily to the tray—to the card, the folder—before returning to Julian with that same curious intensity. The smile never faded—maybe it was a permanent fixture now. “That's awfully kind,” he eventually said, though it was impossible to tell from his tone and expression whether he meant it.

      The awkward silence ensued. Julian took another scan of the room, and then said the first thing that crossed his mind. “So, how've they been treating you? I heard you were in a car accident, huh?”

      The smile on Erich's lips finally faded, but that queer, enigmatic quality lingered on in his eyes. “That's right. Car wreck. Was probably cruising at sixty, seventy, when I lost control.” He tapped his breast. “No seatbelt.”

      “Wow, no kidding,” replied Julian. As he listened to Erich, he found himself struck more by the quality of his voice than he did by anything he had to say. Though Erich had always possessed a slight accent, it seemed more pronounced now—undeniably British.

      Erich continued, but first reached into the bedside tray, from which he drew out a piece of folded paper. This, he held out to Julian with his fore and middle fingers. “The doctor said he'd never seen anything like it, and the staff here have been going wild over my recovery. Internal bleeding, broken bones, brain swelling... Doc even said I'd broken my back.” He chuckled inwardly, dropping the paper into Julian's waiting palm. “You can read about it in there. I'm a medical miracle—back from the dead, and in record time.” His eyes widened. “Call me Lazarus.”

      Julian accepted the paper and unfolded it. The header read PROGRESS NOTE in neat, printed characters. Down below, in the hurried hand of a physician, were jottings about Erich's condition. It was the top line that most caught Julian's eye. Time of death: 8:45 PM. He looked up at Erich in surprise. “They thought you died?”

      Erich picked up the pitcher of water and wagged a finger playfully. He slowly filled a plastic cup, and then gave it a swirl. The way he held it, the way he carried himself as he sipped at it, it may as well have been Dom Pérignon. “No, they had it right. I was good and gone.” He arched his brow and brought the cup to his lips again, but this time, he didn't drink. Instead, the cup lingered there, hiding the resurgence of that wolfish smile. “But then I came back. I shouldn't be able to sit upright, to draw breath—I shouldn't even have a pulse. Yet here I am. It's a curious thing, the human body.”

      “Whoa,” replied Julian, folding the paper and setting it down on the tray. He wasn't sure how to respond to that, and the way Erich was recounting the story unnerved him for reasons he couldn't altogether pin down. It was a remarkable survival; perhaps Erich was just happy to be alive, and was more outgoing than usual. “That's really something.”

      “Isn't it?” came Erich's pointed reply. He was sitting up again. Over the course of their conversation, the sunlight had ebbed. As a result, the room became dimmer, and Erich's features darkened somewhat in the resultant shadow. His jaw tensed—it seemed stronger-looking than ever before. His nose, too—there was something different about its shape. Then again, the dimness of the room might have been to blame.

      Burying his hands in his pockets, Julian laughed nervously. “Well, I'll get out of your hair, man. I'm glad you're feeling better. Uh... I guess I'll see you around campus when they finally let you out of here.”

      Erich looked again at the card and the folder, but made no move to inspect either. “Thanks for coming by.”

      Julian turned to leave, stepped past the curtain. Just as he was about to exit the room, Erich's voice broke out from behind—and this time, there was no denying it was tinged with amusement—even mockery.

      “Jules?”

      Julian winced, stopped in his tracks. “Y-Yeah?” Stepping back inside, he peered past the curtain.

      Erich was grinning, sitting on the edge of the bed, legs dangling. “When I get out of here, let's do something together. For class, I mean. Recitals will be coming up at the end of the semester. We should collaborate.”

      “Um...” Julian was dumbstruck. Erich had never shown the least interest in him before; a request that the two of them collaborate on a performance was more than a little unexpected. Further, it was downright bizarre, considering they both played the same instrument, piano. Ever complaisant, and reasonably confident that Erich would forget all about it when the time came, Julian clumsily agreed. “S-Sure, yeah. We can figure... something out. If you want...”

      Erich nodded slowly, mechanically, then turned to the window and stared at it in silence.

      Taking this as a signal that the visit was over, Julian exited the room and pulled the door half-way shut. As he left, he heard something else from the room—the sound of the card and the folder being dumped into the trash can.

      Suddenly, Julian felt his heart thud in his chest. The neckline of his shirt, the edge of his brow, had broken out in sweat. Saliva flooded into his mouth and his stomach groaned. He was overcome by a wave of nausea. He turned back to the door, and as he did so, his ears were plagued by a high-pitched ringing. Wiping his eyes, he tried to pinpoint the source of his discomfort. It had hit him all at once, but he couldn't help feeling that it had built up without his noticing, little by little.

      I've gotta get out of here.

      He realized that his lungs were burning, that he hadn't been breathing, and so sucked in a mouthful of the sterile air. It was only when he'd made it out of the room—out of Erich's sight—that the ice crawling up his spine promptly receded.

      The bright hallway lights seemed to add to his disorientation as he stepped out, and for a dizzy moment, he had to brace himself against a wall. The noise in the hall—the din of heart monitors, the chatter of the staff—seemed distant and muffled to him. Shaking his head, he staggered back towards the elevators. From one of the many dispensers that hung upon the walls, he helped himself to a heap of hand sanitizer. He splashed an entire palm's worth across his hands and fingers, and kept rubbing it in until his skin grew red. Finally, as he passed out of the lobby, the nausea receded and the cool air brought him back to his senses.

      It was a very strange feeling that haunted him as he left the hospital—and he knew he was a fool for entertaining it—but he'd never encountered another human being that'd made him feel so unclean as Erich Tellier just had. Sitting in the driver's seat for some minutes before finally pulling away, he realized what it was that'd bothered him about that look Erich had worn during their chat.

      It'd been somehow familiar. He'd seen it in nature documentaries, in close-ups of flies and mantises and other creepy crawlies in magazines. The look had been conniving—but more than that, it'd been out of place in a human being. It'd struck him as insectoid.
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      Situated between a record shop and a tobacconist, with a glass front that admitted ample sun during daylight hours and which leaked a pleasant orange-yellow glow out onto the street in the evening, was a cafe called Peter Cat. For nearly thirty years it'd been a Moorlake institution, specializing in locally-roasted coffee and used books, located in the heart of downtown. Owned by an alumnus of Moorlake U and staffed largely by current students, it was perpetually busy—especially on nights where they hosted live musicians or open mics.

      It was on a Thursday evening, when one of the latter was set to begin within the hour, that Julian found himself sitting at one of the tables near the counter, the whirring of a grinder filling his ears and the smell of freshly-brewed coffee wafting through the air. He'd come at the behest of a friend, Lee Maxwell, who presently sat beside him, munching contemplatively on a donut. Lee, an English major who hoped one day to become a celebrated poet, often attended these weekly open mics to share his newest work. Ever the artiste, he'd brought it with him on a piece of weathered stationary paper, and had painstakingly written it with a calligraphy pen.

      In the minutes before the open mic began, Lee seemed preoccupied with something besides poetry, however. Setting his half-eaten donut down on a saucer, he took a swig of tea and licked the crumbs from his lips. “Did you see the comet, Julian?”

      Julian, who'd been balancing his chin atop his palm, sat up and reached for his americano. “The comet?” he echoed. “Nuh-uh.”

      More than two weeks ago, the town—hell, most of the world—had been abuzz with talk of a comet sighting. The Comet Aten, whose last fly-by had been more than 1.5 million years ago according to experts, had soared past the planet and dazzled sky-watchers. It'd been touted as the most significant comet since Halley in the 80's—a once-in-a-lifetime event.

      Julian hadn't had much interest in comets; he'd been studying for a test, and had drifted off around the time it appeared. When he'd arisen in the middle of the night to stagger into bed, he'd glanced out the window of his apartment to find the sky dim. Still, the locals had more than made up for his disinterest. Businesses had run “comet sales”, and people all over the city had thrown comet-viewing parties. The appearance of Comet Aten had been used to sell everything from cars to hamburgers.

      Lee stared down at the donut on his plate and picked a sprinkle out of the white frosting. Studying it between his fingers for a time, he glanced over at Julian from the corner of his eye. Lee and Julian had been friends since high school. For their first year of college, they'd roomed together in the dorms. Now, Lee lived in an on-campus arts community building with other budding artists—or dilettantes, depending on how you wanted to look at it—and Julian lived alone in a studio.

      Choosing a single word to describe Lee, one could have done worse than “stocky”. He was a short fellow—looked all the shorter when paired with Julian's lankiness—but very stout, with thick forearms and rough, powerful hands. His dark hair spilled over his ears in corkscrews, and his beard—black and wiry—grew straight out from his chin. Ordinarily he was soft spoken and agreeable like Julian, but when the mood struck him—or when he'd been drinking—he became prone to impassioned or pugnacious outbursts. Merely putting a few beers in him was enough to get him to rage about politics for an entire evening.

      Lee drummed those dense fingers of his against the table in time with the music drifting from the cafe's record player. It was Billie Holiday singing “Gloomy Sunday”. Tonguing his molars, Lee glanced once more to Julian, sparing a weak, watery smile. “I did. I saw it.”

      Julian wasn't sure where his friend was going with this, and so sipped at his drink and sat back.

      Lee continued without invitation. “I went out to the park. You know, the one on Thurston? Near the baseball diamond? Well, I drove out there and walked a mile through the park to get to those big hills that flank the highway. I figured that would be the best place in town to see the thing as it passed, and it turned out I was right. I brought a notebook with me and I hunkered down in the grass, just watching the sky. There was no one else there. I thought I might jot down a few lines, maybe a haiku, if the muse so moved me.” Here, Lee suddenly stopped to take a long slurp of tea. “It wasn't quite dark out when it appeared—it was early in the evening, right? But man, what a sight. I'd never seen anything like it. It just lit up the sky—and the colors!”

      “Yeah, I think I saw some pictures on Twitter,” replied Julian. “Pretty cool.”

      Lee shook his head fervently. “Oh, it's even more breathtaking in real life. Pictures can't do it justice. But...” He looked back down at his donut and gave the saucer a little nudge. He seemed to be stalling. “Anyhow, I was on that hilltop, staring up at it, and... I dunno, I guess I must have been tired, because I drifted off. It was a pretty warm evening. I just passed out right there, in the grass. And while I was sleeping, the comet tearing through the sky above me, I had a dream. I haven't been able to stop thinking about it since. You ever have that happen, where you have a dream and it just sticks with you?” He paused a long while, teasing the piece of parchment he'd left folded beneath his plate. “See, that's what my poem is about. It's about this dream I had. I dreamt of the comet.”

      Julian blinked a few times, an acrid note in his americano inciting his nose to crinkle. “Huh.”

      Stroking his beard for a time, Lee gave a series of quick nods. “I dreamt I was standing outside, in an open field. It was night—pitch dark—except for the light of the moon. Or, at least, what I thought was the moon. Suddenly, my feet leave the ground, and I start floating up, up, up... like a balloon, right? I keep rising; the speed picks up gradually until I'm off the planet completely, barreling into open space. I can see big ol' space rocks, I can see planets and distant stars. And then I become aware—like, really aware—of that bright light from earlier. It's so bright, I know it can't be the moon. It's hard to look at, hard to describe.

      “This thing—this pure, incredible light, is actually moving through space, like me. But it's going in the opposite direction. That is, it seems to be going to Earth, whereas I'm just headed to the very ends of the galaxy.” Lee grit his teeth, and his brow furrowed as he went on. “So, it was the comet, right? Or something like that. A bright, celestial body. But the weird thing—and the thing that's stuck with me the most—is what happened when I crossed paths with it. We're both cruising through space at a million miles per hour, but in the instant we passed one another, I could have sworn that the thing turned and looked at me. And when it did, I just felt the most overwhelming depression—and the most devastating terror—wash over me. I woke up after that, and it was dark out. It was the damnedest thing, and though it's been weeks now, I can still feel that dread. It's nested inside me.”

      The pair sat silently after that, steeping in the noisiness of the cafe as the staff prepared to kick off the night's event. A few tables had been pulled aside to make room for a microphone stand and wooden stool. At nine sharp, the music cut out abruptly and those assembled—some twenty-five or so—watched as a barista stepped out from behind the counter. When he'd located the night's sign-up sheet, he ambled to the mic and offered a brief introduction. “Hey, everyone. Welcome to Peter Cat's weekly open mic. If this is your first time, please be aware we have a five minute time limit. If you'd like to participate, please sign the sheet here—it looks like we have a few spaces left.” He squinted down at the paper. “Our first performer tonight is Clara, who will be doing her comedy routine.” He scanned the room, holding out the microphone. “All ready, Clara?”

      Clara, a twenty-something with dyed blue hair and a jangling assortment of facial piercings, proceeded to run awkwardly through her allotted five minutes. Her jokes dealt with run-of-the-mill subjects; dating, college life. Julian chuckled along with the crowd, but was only half-listening. As he watched various performers behind the microphone, his mind was very much elsewhere. And judging by the way he fidgeted, the way he seldom looked up from his mug of cool tea, Lee was preoccupied as well.

      Julian couldn't wrap his head around the dread this strange comet dream had brought on for Lee. Sure, he could see how it might have been upsetting or confusing in the moment, but to remain bothered by it weeks after the fact? It made little sense to him. What a silly thing to get worked up about. Lee's always been melodramatic, but...

      Then again, Julian had encountered his own species of vague unease lately. Nearly a week had passed since his visit with Erich Tellier at the hospital, and though it turned up in his thoughts less and less with each passing day, the anxiety it inspired in him remained unchanged. Julian could give no straightforward reason why the negative feelings lingered; he hadn't seen Erich since, wasn't even sure that he was out of the hospital yet. Regardless, remembering the strange look on Erich's face while they'd spoken, the familiarity he'd used in addressing him—“Jules”—refreshed the vague animosity, and even brought that odd feeling of disorientation momentarily back to the fore.

      Eventually, after another comedian limped through a routine that had a juggling component to it, and a cute girl with a guitar sang a cover of The Cardigans' “Lovefool”, the mic was turned over to Lee. Though they called his name from the front, it didn't immediately register in his ears, because Lee remained seated, nervously folding the edges of the stationary. Upon realizing his turn had come, he started and gave a bashful smile round the room. Nodding to Julian in a silent plea for good luck, Lee took his piece of parchment and made his way to the front.

      Smoothing out his beard and opening the paper, Lee adjusted the microphone to better accommodate his height and cleared his throat. “Hey, guys. My name is Lee Maxwell. I'm a junior here at the university. Uh... Did any of you see the comet when it passed?” He waited till numerous heads bobbed in the audience before continuing. “Well, after I saw it, I had a dream—a dream about the comet, and it inspired me to write this sonnet. I call it 'The Wandering Star.'”

      Taking a deep breath, Lee read his poem.

      

      
        
        
        “Through the heavens, through the limitless void

        Where I drifted without anchor or pause

        There, beyond distant suns, the astroids

        Whose wanderings persist, sans rhyme or cause

      

        

      
        It was there I met the lonely nomad

        'neath the shadow of a pestilent moon

        In glaring light was the traveler clad

        And upon a steady path was he hewn

      

        

      
        I chanced to ask, 'Sir, whither are you bound?'

        The titan replied, 'I toil for the Earth,

        Where hopeless souls and numbered days abound,

        To hear the prayers of men and weigh their worth'

      

        

      
        I asked what prayer he sought to answer first

        'Death to the living, for life is a curse.'”

      

        

      

      

      Re-folding the piece of parchment, Lee gave a half-bow and stepped away from the mic. The room was filled with enthusiastic applause, and a number of people seated near the front offered him earnest compliments on the composition. Blushing the way he always did when his work got a good reception, Lee issued many thanks while making his way back to the table.

      In truth, Julian saw very little in the poem. It had seemed trite, too on-the-nose, and more amateurish than Lee's usual work. Still, he clapped and complimented his friend all the same, and couldn't deny that the imagery of the sonnet put a face to the dream-borne dread he'd earlier discussed.

      For Lee's part, once he'd read the poem, he seemed to finally relax, and he spent the remainder of the hour watching the other acts, perfectly chipper. He laughed and clapped with uncommon vigor, and it seemed to Julian that the reading of the poem had been somehow therapeutic for him. Now that he'd gotten in front of a crowd and aired things out, he'd shed the burden of fear.

      When the event had finished and the crowd had dispersed throughout the cafe, Julian and Lee remained at their table awhile longer, enjoying another beverage and catching up. Between talk of their course loads, Lee inquired no less than twice after Julian's opinion on his sonnet. “Did you really like it?” he asked, fishing for more compliments.

      Julian had ordered another americano; for whatever reason, coffee always tasted better to him at night, and without classes in the morning, he had no plans for an early bedtime. “I liked it,” he replied. “It was a bit of a downer, though.”

      Lee smiled broadly, plucking the tea bag from his mug and emptying it. “That's not a criticism in my book. As long as it made you feel something, that's the important part.”

      The pair dawdled another half-hour, until the baristas began to flicker the lights and break out the mops. When they'd made some tenuous plans for that weekend, Lee and Julian parted ways—Lee across Main Street, where the arts building was situated, and Julian around the back of the cafe, where he'd parked his car. Dropping into his Focus, he started her up and let the engine warm a little while. The night was pleasantly cool; sitting in the driver's seat for a few minutes, basking in the warm, damp-smelling air that issued from the vents, he settled into his jacket and considered what he'd do for the remainder of the night.

      Pulling out of the lot, he maneuvered onto Main Street, coasting towards the first of its several stoplights. Keeping to the center lane, he rolled to a halt and scanned the sidewalks. Most of the shops along Main were dim, but groups of students had begun accumulating outside the bars and nightclubs that were soon to open. Maybe I'll go out clubbing, he thought, though the notion hadn't even fully crossed his mind before he'd lost all interest in it. He felt more like a night indoors; a hot shower, an hour or two of video games held more allure.

      When the light changed, he glided forward, slipping past a video store, a health food shop. He'd made it as far as Reverend's bar, across from the busy-looking Corner Grill, when he found himself faced with yet another red light. This one, he knew from experience, took ages to change. He hit the brake and leaned back in his seat, toying with the radio while he waited for the green. Meanwhile, throngs of pedestrians made use of the crosswalk, darting across Main in both directions.

      A few turns of the dial brought him to a country station. A few more pulled up the campus radio channel, which was currently airing hip-hop. Julian kept scanning the airwaves, seeking something else, but as he went from station to station he found the sound quality rapidly diminished. The speakers began to spit out nothing but radio static. As the jarring white noise filled the car, it produced a physiological reaction in him—his arms broke out in gooseflesh and his scalp began to itch. He flipped through another couple of channels, and when he found only more static, he shut off the radio with a sigh.

      Julian felt antsy; he was seized by a compulsion to look up. Though, when he did, he saw the light hadn't changed. It stared down at him like a red eye. Instead, bathed in that red light just then, was a single pedestrian whose leisurely stride set him apart from the rest. He was wearing a dark jacket, and walked with his hands in his pockets. Tall and lean, the figure ambled past the car—close enough to reach out and touch the hood—and made it across just as the light sluggishly went green.

      It was Erich Tellier.

      Julian followed the retreating form of Erich with his eyes, watched him as he crossed the street, as he continued to the left, in the direction of the Corner Grill. Julian watched so long that the cars behind him started honking. Brushing aside the chill that now stole over him, he turned back to the road and tapped the accelerator, hanging a clumsy left at the light.

      It seemed Erich was out of the hospital now. He'd looked well by any standard, but for a man who'd been through such a devastating accident, he'd looked remarkably healthy. His recovery had been astounding; every bit the medical miracle his caretakers had claimed. This was a good thing. Wasn't it? Though Julian chastised himself internally, the fact was that this impressive recovery of Erich's provoked a strictly negative reaction in him. He felt pangs of dread, of resentment, whose source eschewed easy identification. Glad everything worked out for him. Happy he's feeling better. Julian forced these and other sentiments through his mind, but they were all hollow. The barest hint of Erich in his mind conjured up their meeting in the hospital. The sterile smell, the dry air, the devilish amusement in his tone as he'd playfully called out, “Jules...”

      Julian wasn't sure whether Erich had seen him as he'd walked past—for some reason, he hoped fervently that he hadn't.
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      On Saturday, Julian joined Lee at the local mall, where they enjoyed a meal in the food court and then took in a matinee. Sunday saw him sleep in; he didn't bother getting out of bed till after noon, and even then he didn't change out of his pajamas. The day had been filled with computer games and Chinese takeout.

      Early on Monday, Julian set out from his apartment and started across campus towards the music building. He'd signed up to use the practice room from nine to eleven, and planned to run through some repertoire. Stopping at the student union on the way to grab a coffee from the Starbucks kiosk, he struck out towards the campus library and crossed a lengthy field whose grass was still thick with dew—something of a shortcut.

      Approaching the music building in this way, one could not avoid passing by the university astrological observatory. A one-story building of hulking width, the observatory and its attached labs had recently been shuttered; as he trudged through the field, he could make out the yellow caution tape still strung up across the doors, could see the neon-orange fliers posted in the windows. Julian hadn't been inside the building since his Freshman year, when he'd chosen to take Astronomy 101 to fill out his science prerequisites, and had no idea what had led to its recent closure. One day, it'd been open, and the next it'd been shut-down and taped-up.

      On this Monday morning, with time to kill before practice began and his curiosity getting the better of him, Julian stepped out onto the empty observatory lot and started towards the dark building. The dome housing the telescope jutted out of the brown structure like a boil. Hopping onto the sidewalk, he made his way to the nearest entrance and—remaining a healthy distance from the yellow caution tape—squinted at the notices posted on the doors.

      THIS OBSERVATORY HAS BEEN CLOSED BY THE FEDERAL BUREAU OF INVESTIGATION UNTIL FURTHER NOTICE.

      A series of letters and numbers, presumably relating to specific laws that gave the FBI authority to seize the facility, were cited in smaller print, though they were Greek to him. He skimmed them under his breath. “In accordance with... warrant... issued pursuant to...” Aside from this, there were numbers printed on the upper left side. These corresponded to the date of the seizure—nearly three weeks previous. Had it really been three weeks now since it had been closed? What could have interested the authorities so much that they'd taken the better part of a month to investigate it? No reasons were given; probably no one, even the university administrators, really knew.

      He turned, studying the empty lot. He didn't see any unmarked vans, any black helicopters in the distance, but decided he'd poked around enough all the same. What could the Feds possibly want with this little observatory? wondered Julian as he tossed his empty cup into a nearby trash can and walked off. Moorlake was a quiet college town; if something sufficiently dangerous to attract the notice of Federal agents had occurred there, then he hadn't heard about it.

      The walk to the music building took another five minutes. Peeling off his jacket and slipping into the practice room before its previous occupant had finished their allotted hours, he sat back and listened to their playing for a few minutes. The player was Issac Hahn, a fourth year whose approach to the violin was considered the most virtuosic in the entire program.

      Issac hadn't noticed Julian's entrance into the practice room, and so ran through the remainder of his piece—one of Paganini's Caprices. When he finished, setting down his bow, he noticed Julian's gaze and turned with a smile. “Oh, is it that time already?” He glanced at the clock on the wall and gave a firm nod. “I'll be out of your hair in a minute, Julian.”

      “No rush,” replied Julian, unpacking his sheet music.

      Issac was a slender fellow, barely five and a half feet tall, with long hair he wore in a neat, golden ponytail. Despite his small stature, he carried himself with the authority of a much larger man; his features appeared carved from rock and his movements—during performances and outside of them—were forcefully deliberate. The slight curve at the tip of his nose, coupled with his longer hair, made him look like a young Mozart; Julian had seen paintings of the young composer in textbooks, and in some, Issac had seemed his doppelganger.

      Issac had packed up his violin and was in the process of storing his music when Julian walked over to the piano and began setting up for his own session. He was off to a lecture next. “I signed up for the 8 o'clock slot this morning, but one of the custodians did me a solid and let me in earlier, at seven. Now I'm going to have to stay awake for a two-hour class with Professor Dobson.” He straightened out his ponytail and stretched.

      Julian laughed. “Good luck with that! I can't keep my eyes open during one of his talks even after a full night's sleep!” Then, recalling the walk over and feeling compelled to make a bit more chit-chat to fill the lull in conversation, he mentioned the observatory closure. “Hey, I was just walking over here, past the observatory. Do you know why they closed it? I see it's been shut down for weeks. What's up with that?”

      Issac shrugged, lifting his violin case and adjusting the strap of his messenger bag. “That's a good question. The facility was seized by the Feds, but there hasn't been a peep about it in the local news.” He winked as he started for the door. “Maybe they found aliens or something.”
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        * * *

      

      It was around noon when Julian made his way downtown in search of a place to study and found himself sitting at the end of a large table at the cafe, Peter Cat. At this time of day an endless string of customers placing orders to-go streamed through the doors, though loiterers like himself were relatively few. When the barista had fixed him up with a latte macchiato he parked himself in a chair, unloaded his backpack and began to pore over the sheet music for Rachmaninoff's Third.

      It was an impressive bit of music, and a composition he hoped to perfect in time for exams, when he'd have to perform in a recital to earn a final grade. During his two hours in the rehearsal space that morning, he'd given the piece his all, though it'd been a struggle. Now that he stared down at the music, the margins blurry with notes he'd laid down in pencil, he found it impossible to read. He blinked hard, went measure by measure and tried working out the passages that'd so confused his fingers during practice, but his reading of these problem areas produced only a headache.

      Leaning back in his chair and kneading at his eyes with his palms, Julian took a sip of coffee and tried to clear his head. He stared out across the quiet cafe. An elderly man sat reading a magazine in the opposite corner, near a large wall-mounted bookcase. The barista across the shop wiped his hands clean with a towel before walking over to the record player and loading up some fresh vinyl; moments after he'd set down the needle warm jazz filled the room like a fine mist and the lights seemed to dim ever so slightly. It was a Jazz Messengers record; Julian wasn't schooled enough in jazz to know which.

      Then, when his tired gaze had nearly completed its circuit around the shop, he noticed a new fixture. The table he was seated at was some ten or twelve feet long, surrounded in chairs, and a gentleman of middle age had silently taken the spot opposite Julian's. He'd done it so quietly that Julian hadn't noticed until that very moment. Staring at this stranger from across the lengthy table, he spared a tight smile and then returned to his music.

      His mind was fried, though, and it wasn't long before he found himself glancing back up at the stranger across the way.

      The man had salt and pepper hair—stick-straight—and wore it styled in a messy crewcut. His face was a mask of sternness coated in a layer of patchy stubble, and as he lowered the hood of his olive-colored sweatshirt, Julian spied a pair of flimsy headphones clinging to his ears. From the pocket of the hoodie, the man drew out a silver, rectangular item and set it down on the table before rummaging through a small canvass bag for a time.

      The object he'd set on the table was a portable CD player.

      Julian couldn't help but stare at the thing. He hadn't seen one since his childhood, and even then they'd been pretty rare. Do they even still make those things?

      The man caught Julian's stare and paused as he fished a small black zip binder from his bag. Nudging one of the headphones out of place, he arched a brow. “How's it goin'?”

      Julian smiled again—tighter this time, his cheeks flushing—then looked down at his music.

      It was too late, though. The guy across the table was looking for a conversation. Picking up his CD player and bag, he stood and walked around the side of the table, selecting a considerably closer seat and bringing with him the scent of cheap cigarettes. Sitting down almost within reach of Julian now, he unzipped the binder, revealing a number of CDs stored in plastic sleeves. He flipped through them casually until he found one that tickled his fancy, and then he plucked it from its sleeve and held it out, skewering it with a finger. “I saw you lookin',” he said with a smirk, his finger writhing playfully through the hole in the middle of the disc. “Bet you've never even bought a CD, am I right?” The man hesitated, looking over at the sheet music Julian had spread out. “Oh, you studying? I don't wanna interrupt ya.”

      Frankly thankful for the interruption, Julian smiled amiably and shuffled the papers into a single stack. “Nah, that's all right. I need a break anyhow.” Nodding at the CD player, he added, “I think my older brother had one of those when we were kids, but by the time I started listening to music it was easier to go the digital route. MP3 players and such. What are you listening to?”

      The man didn't answer this latter question, but spared a wide, bright grin. His teeth were perfectly straight and long—and despite the smell that clung to him, had not been discolored by his smoking habit. “See, that's something young people don't understand. This? This is real. I can hold it. I can feel at one with it. Ain't no one gonna be able to 'delete' it, you know what I mean?” Lightly tapping the disk against the edge of the table, he opened the lid of the CD player with the press of a button. “It's more convenient to download things, sure, but with a physical item, once you've bought it, you own it forever. Not like those digital files you see nowadays. If you can't hold it, ya don't own it!” He chuckled, setting the CD into place and shutting the silver clamshell.

      Julian nodded politely. “Yeah, I guess I can see the allure.”

      The man interjected before Julian could say more. “Now, you might call me paranoid, but I don't like digital media of any kind. Give me a proper newspaper, a hardcover book, a CD—none of those ebooks. I just don't trust 'em.” He gave a dismissive shake of his head. “You know they can edit those things—ebooks—after the fact, don't ya? Suppose you're reading something subversive, something the powers that be don't want ya reading.” He placed a good deal of emphasis on that particular bit—The Powers That Be. “They can just use the backdoor to your device and edit that book to say whatever they want. Or they can just delete it.” He snapped his fingers. “Poof! It's gone. But you buy something physical and they can't do that. Only way to get rid of it then is to come and take it, know what I'm saying? And they won't do it. Government spooks ain't nothing but cowards, always sticking their nose in where it doesn't belong. It's like what they've done recently with that, uh—what do you call it?—the observatory on the campus, there. The telescope? They got no business shutting down buildings on university property, but they've gone and done it and they don't give anyone an explanation. Ain't it absurd?”

      Julian suddenly sat to attention. The matter of the observatory had been out of his mind for a few hours, but now that it had returned it hunkered down with greater weight. “Yeah, the observatory. What's up with that, I wonder? I walked by it this morning, in fact.”

      The man nodded, eyes narrowing. “Yep. And that ain't the half of it. They've gone and shut down a whole lot of 'em in the past few weeks.”

      “Huh?” Julian had been about to take a sip of his drink, but presently set it back down. “Other observatories?”

      With a sharp whistle, the man ran a hand through his hair and slumped back in his seat. He knew he had the youth's attention. “How much time ya got, young fella?” The man—who finally introduced himself as Brock O'Shaughnessy with a rough handshake—flipped through his binder of discs once more. In the very back, tucked behind a scuffed-up copy of Meat Loaf's Bat Out of Hell II, were strips of carefully-clipped newsprint bundled together with a thin rubber band. “I've got a collection goin',” he said, placing the stack atop Julian's sheet music. “Have a look for yourself. Tell me what you think.”

      Picking up the mass of clippings—it appeared twenty or more pages thick—Julian began to unwind the rubber band. The very first in the stack, dated just over three weeks previous, discussed the closure of an astronomical observatory in New Mexico. It was very brief—a trend that would continue into the subsequent clippings—because the reasoning behind the shut-down was, at best, nebulous.

      An observatory in Honolulu, a research facility and solar observatory in rural New York, campus observatories in Duluth, Jacksonville and Rockville, among others, had all been shut down within a 48-hour span nearly three weeks ago. Just as in the case of the Moorlake University observatory, no concrete reasons for closing them had been given. The FBI was cited in several of the articles as the authority behind many of the seizures; others made only vague mentions of “Federal orders” from unnamed government bodies.

      Among the clippings was also an article, dated within the same period, discussing the interruption of many long-running telescope web-feeds, including NASA's own Hubble and James Webb broadcasts. They'd all gone dark almost simultaneously, something that the author considered strange, and which he could not easily explain. “When even experts are being kept from accessing these systems, I can't really blame anyone for entertaining conspiracy theories,” he'd opined at the end of the article.

      Last in the bundle was an article, a bit longer than the rest, detailing the recent sighting of Comet Aten—and its subsequent disappearance from the skies. Allegedly, at approximately 6:45 p.m. ET, the long-awaited comet had been visible throughout much of the Midwest. Then, without warning, at nearly 9 p.m., the brilliant object had suddenly vanished. Experts initially speculated that cloud cover had interfered with its visibility, though this hypothesis was quickly thrown out when the comet did not appear in expected regions with clearer skies.

      The disappearance of Comet Aten puzzled onlookers and researchers alike, and had subsequently led to a deluge of theories, some conspiratorial, regarding the phenomenon and even the true nature of the comet. Some experts insisted that the comet had clearly broken up; that its disappearance was a completely natural, albeit unexpected, thing. Some voices on the fringe maintained that it hadn't been a comet at all, but some near-Earth object that had nearly struck the planet, but which had burned up in the atmosphere prior to impact—or had been leveled by a new, top-secret space weapon operated by the US government. Still others cited the fiasco surrounding Aten as proof of extraterrestrials.

      Julian shaped the articles back into a neat pile and handed them back to Brock, who'd been grinning all the while.

      “Well, what do ya make of that?” asked Brock, waggling his eyebrows.

      “It's... interesting,” was all Julian could think to say. He exhaled hard, cracking his knuckles. “Makes you wonder if it's all related... the comet, the observatories...”

      Slapping a palm against the table, Brock spread the clippings across its face like a deck of cards and began to feverishly arrange them based on some internal system or instinct of his. “Julian, my friend, it ain't just related...” When he'd finished arranging the bits of paper on the table into various clusters, he licked his lips and stood up. “It's coordinated. Look here.”

      Julian stood, did as he was told. Staring down at the whole picture, he waited for Brock to reveal the connections he'd made—and when it was done, he couldn't deny that Brock's ramblings were compelling. In fact, they proved more than a little persuasive.

      “Comet approaches Earth, yeah? Everyone's excited!” Without care for the quiet ambiance of the cafe or the comfort of other patrons, Brock clapped loudly. “Within two or three days, you're gonna be able to see it with the naked eye in your own backyard.” He tapped the bunch of articles dealing with the widespread observatory closures. “But suddenly, the Feds start shutting down telescopes left and right. From here all the way to Hawaii. Boom. For whatever reason, they don't want people lookin' at this thing ahead of time, no sir. We're about to see a comet—one hell of a comet, brightest since Halley—and they just cut all their internet feeds, shut down observatories all across the country. Well, maybe they just closed 'em for routine maintenance, huh?” Brock gave an exaggerated wink, then moved onto the next stack of clippings. “So, the comet gets here.

      “But when it does, the thing don't behave like a normal comet, right? One minute, everyone's out on the lawn, ooh-ing and ahh-ing at the blessed thing, and the next it pulls a friggin' Houdini.” He laughed caustically, running a hand over his stubbled jaw. “No one expected that, huh? Certainly not the experts—who, I might remind you—got chased outta their labs by Uncle Sam two days beforehand! And now everyone's shocked at this thing vanishing out of the sky. A comet ain't supposed to do that, they say. Why, it's almost as if this thing wasn't a comet at all...”

      “OK, so... if it wasn't a comet, then what was it?” Julian's eyes scanned the bits of newsprint in a frenzy as if the answer would surge up out of the woodwork.

      Brock snapped his fingers in time with Art Blakey's drumming, which still oozed from the turntable up front. “Ain't that the million dollar question?” He licked the corner of his lips and gathered the papers with a sigh. “Whatever it was, kid, they don't want none of us to see it.”

      Julian loosed a nervous laugh and shook his head. His initial reaction was incredulity, though the more he pondered the articles—and meditated on the clever connections Brock had made between them—the more his laughter waned. The conclusion was hard to deny; Julian couldn't think of a more elegant theory to piece together these recent events. Now that he'd followed this line of reasoning, he couldn't help but see the logic in it. “That's really weird,” he said, returning to his seat and slipping his sheet music back into a folder. Smiling sheepishly, he tucked his things into his bag and then nodded at the door. “Well, if you figure out what it is they're hiding, be sure to let me know. I've gotta run.”

      Brock settled back into his chair and smoothed out the cord of his headphones. He offered a genial wave and hit the PLAY button on the CD player. “Sure thing, kid. I hang out here all the time, so I'm sure I'll see ya around. Take care of yourself.”

      Julian left the cafe, his mind swirling with anything but music theory.
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      It was Wednesday, and that meant an afternoon lecture with Professor Jennings. Julian was among the first to arrive to the lecture hall, and he took a seat in the back, stretching out his lanky frame so that his feet poked out into the aisle. He'd told himself that he could look over the previous week's notes as a refresher if he got there before class began, but he'd been ultimately compelled to arrive early by a secondary motive.

      Recalling that he'd seen Erich Tellier out and about the previous Thursday, Julian wondered if he'd bother showing up to class. It'd begun as an idle curiosity, but presently, as he sat and watched his fellow students file in, there was something of forcefulness behind it. He gnawed at his lip, fidgeted constantly as he stared at the clock. Curiosity and dread began to flood his mind in equal parts. What if Erich came to class? Would he be able to stand sharing the same classroom as Erich for an entire hour? He ignored these questions, dismissed them as silly. How many class periods had he sat through with Erich over the years? They were beyond counting. Why should this one be any different?

      Deep down, though, he knew why.

      You and Erich have sat through countless classes together, but this time, it's different. Erich has changed...

      Slowly but surely, others moseyed into the lecture hall. Jennifer Marlow took a seat up front; Doug Stewart, looking exhausted, slumped into a seat near the door. A few others found their way in. The professor arrived, too, offering the class greetings as he prepared at the podium.

      The lecture began on the hour with no sign of Erich Tellier.

      Listening from the back of the hall, Julian felt a strange calm in Erich's absence. Sensing that some great threat had passed, the knot in his stomach dissolved, the tension in his limbs evaporated, and the whole anxious business struck him now as completely ridiculous. While copying down the notes the professor had set down on the whiteboard, Julian chuckled to himself. You worked yourself up over nothing. Who cares about Erich, anyway? Having reined in his sense, he devoted his focus to the lecture.

      At five after, there came a sudden interruption in the form of a firm knock. The door opened slightly and someone stepped into the classroom.

      The professor paused mid-sentence, then met the visitor with a wide smile. “Why, if it isn't Erich. Welcome back!” Motioning to the class, he added, “Have a seat.”

      What? Julian's gaze bounced up in time to catch Erich Tellier starting across the classroom. He'd been in the process of jotting down a header for his notes, but now the pen went astray, leaving a wayward splotch on the page.

      With a long, purposeful stride, Erich climbed the stairs. He skipped past several rows, arriving finally at the back. He might have chosen to sit anywhere, but plopped down mere feet from Julian. Settling into a chair, legs crossed beneath his desk, he turned to greet his neighbor with a smirk. “Fancy meeting you here,” he whispered as the professor continued. His eyes gleamed like black jewels as he said it, and even as he turned his attention to the instructor, his lips remained curled in a taut smile.

      Though he presented a relaxed demeanor—a happy one, even—inside, Julian was squirming. He gripped his pen tightly in his fist, doing his best to focus his attention on the lecturer. It was hopeless, though; Professor Jennings' quiet ramblings couldn't overcome the pounding of Julian's heart in his ears. The very air he breathed became tainted by a cloying sweetness. Whatever cologne Erich had put on that day had been over-applied to the extreme and it now invaded his lungs with its artificial harshness. His nasal passages became inflamed; his eyes watered like he'd stumbled into a spell of hay fever.

      A queer, overpowering sensation seized him as Erich idled close-by. The hairs on his arms stood to attention, and despite the coolness of the room, perspiration began to seep from his brow. His mouth felt dry, and no amount of drinking from the water bottle he'd brought could quench his thirst, nor banish the queasiness that set his gut rumbling. He dug the soles of his shoes against the carpet, clutched at the edge of his chair. He felt himself cresting the hill of a monstrous rollercoaster; his stomach was going to drop at any moment.

      He was being subjected to something like a change in pressure; an increase in gravity.

      Calm down, he told himself. It's just Erich. Time and again, he peered over, as if to visually confirm this fact. The confirmation did nothing to assuage his fears, however; quite the opposite, every time he looked to Erich, he became more convinced that something was wrong—that his eyes were deceiving him. His mind flew into a rootless panic.

      Erich wasn't looking at him, but even so, Julian could sense a hard gaze upon his person. It crowded in from all around. He scanned the room, flustered, but saw that no one's eyes were upon him. Julian's right ear began to ring; it soon popped, as if adjusting to a shift in atmosphere. He got to feeling like his head would explode.

      Was it possible for a human being to exert this kind of influence over another? No, of course not—that was what Julian told himself even as he suffered in silence. He was being dominated, crushed by a weighty terror, but he maintained that it must have been a product of his own disordered mind because he couldn't reasonably entertain the alternative. Just relax. It's only Erich. Take a deep breath. His breathing was growing louder, more labored.

      While he should have been focusing on the topic of music, Julian instead began to entertain other things. How, precisely had Erich changed since his accident? The change in him was all too apparent, and yet it escaped description; it seemed obvious, on the tip of his tongue, but remained just out of reach. The presence seated at his right had all the surface hallmarks of Erich Tellier. The change, then, must have been fundamental, beneath the exterior. The feeling was one of imposture; Julian felt this man to be a malign stand-in, somehow.

      Professor Jennings must have told a joke. The rest of the class laughed. Erich, too, could be heard to chuckle. Gritting his teeth, Julian lowered his head. The thrum of his heart in his ears intermittently eclipsed all outward sound. He pressed a hand to his clammy brow. Was he ill with something? Having a stroke? Was there a gas leak? His gaze passed over the room; he could find no signs of similar distress in anyone else. He, alone, was suffering, locked in some private hell. What's the matter with you?

      This wasn't the first time he'd felt this way. While visiting Erich at the hospital, he'd been plagued by similar symptoms. Now they were recurring with increased intensity. Perhaps he really was ill, and this was some disease coming to a head; maybe there was something in the air, something that had affected him both in the hospital and in the lecture hall...

      No. His addled mind could fixate on one thing and one thing only.

      Erich was the common denominator.

      Though he couldn't articulate just how, Julian felt secure in the knowledge that Erich was behind this torment. He needed no proof that a human being could somehow submit his fellows to this kind of psychical distress; he was living it, and that was enough for him. But how? If he could only figure out how Erich was doing it, perhaps he'd be able to make it stop.

      Julian racked his brain. What's changed? What's changed about him? What happened to him after the accident? Recounting the details, something occurred to him. Erich was pronounced dead. He died, briefly. He thought of life and death; what existed between them, in that hazy gulf where Erich had tarried prior to his resuscitation? What was that mode of existence like? Was that where the change had stemmed from? Had Erich's foray into the world of death left him forever altered?

      Is that what you think this is? Supernatural? Julian shrank down in his seat, clutched at his knees and tried to even out his breathing. How long he remained in that pose, struggling against this disembodied oppression, he couldn't say. Pull yourself together. Just pull yourself together!

      Eventually, after what felt like hours, the lecture ended. Professor Jennings made a number of announcements as he packed his materials and stepped away from the podium, though Julian had a hard time focusing on what was said. Finally, the other students began rising from their seats.

      Erich stood, too, and turned to look at Julian narrowly. “Say, you aren't looking too well. You all right?”

      Julian's ear popped again; he brought a hand up to it and nodded dumbly.

      Before the students could file out of the room, Erich cleared his throat and called out loudly enough for all to hear, “Hey, folks. Before you leave, I just wanted to say thank you for the card and the well wishes.”

      Julian hurriedly stashed his things away and rose from his seat, wiping the sweat from his brow. He thought back to that day he'd visited Erich in the hospital as he listened. What the hell is he talking about? He threw that card away without even looking at it. He gulped back his nausea and began weaving towards the stairs. He nearly stumbled as he began the descent. His legs didn't feel like his own; the room spun around him.

      Erich continued. “As it happens, I'm throwing a little party this Friday night. A fete. You're all invited. It'll be at my place. All you can drink.” He flashed a grin, his wide eyes skipping from face to face. It was clear at the mention of this last—the promise of endless alcohol—that he'd secured the attendance of virtually everyone. The other students paused half-way from the door and turned, thanking Erich and inquiring after his address.

      Halting on the stairs and feeling his nausea fade somewhat, Julian held onto the handrail. Instinct told him to flee; to get out of the room as quickly as possible. Instead, he took the steps one at a time, slowly, not sure he could maintain his footing. When finally he reached the bottom—and had built up a respectable distance between himself and Erich—he was released almost instantaneously from his dazedness. It was like the breaking of a fever. The collar of his shirt was drenched in cool sweat. He burst out of the lecture hall and bumped directly into Doug Stewart, who'd been idling nearby.

      Julian apologized profusely.

      Doug thought nothing of it. He'd just punched Erich's address into his phone and was tucking the thing into his pocket when Julian had rushed out into the hallway. “Hey, you hear that? It's gonna be an open bar at Erich's this Friday! You going?”

      Feeling out of breath, Julian only managed to shrug before making a beeline for the exit.
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      He'd requested the ceramic cup for his cafe au lait. The white porcelain had been emblazoned with the words Peter Cat in elegant script. Turning it repeatedly in his hands, sponging up its warmth through his palms, he wondered if the words on the side wouldn't change on the next pass.

      Julian was immersed fully within the din of the cafe; the whir of the grinder, the laughter and banal conversation issuing from other tables, the dull thudding of chairs being repositioned, all melted into something uniform and palatable for the ears. Thus submerged, he stared down at the coffee and dared a sip, his thoughts slapping repeatedly between two sides of his mind like bearings in a pinball machine.

      Is there something wrong with you?

      He swallowed down the coffee, giving the cup another fractional turn before abandoning it on the table altogether.

      No. No, you've felt completely fine ever since. There's nothing wrong.

      He was thinking, of course, of the Music Theory lecture the previous afternoon, where he'd become suddenly nauseous and disoriented. The syndrome had reared its head along with Erich Tellier, and had abated the moment the latter had disappeared from view, but more than a day later the attendant sensations remained fresh in his mind. There'd been no recurrence of the symptoms since, and Julian had written off the episode as nothing but anxiety; anxiety, perhaps exacerbated by the stench of Erich's cologne, or poor sleep, or hunger, or some other thing he couldn't pin down but was sure didn't warrant much concern. It was easier to think of the matter in this way; a day on from the incident, the supernatural alternatives he'd been entertaining seemed utterly insane.

      Pulling his phone from his pocket and setting it down gingerly on the tabletop, he stared at its blank face. Minutes ago, Lee had texted him—a last-minute cancellation. He wasn't going to be able to make it to the open mic this week. He'd put off his coursework too long, deadlines were looming. This had been a great disappointment, though Julian had been floored at just how affected he'd been at being stood-up. Solitude didn't suit him just then; he'd been craving the company of a friend, and now sulked in want of it.

      There had been things he'd wished to discuss with Lee, chief among them the party that Erich Tellier was planning to throw in the next twenty-four hours. Since the invitation had been extended, little else had been discussed amongst his peers at the music building. Virtually everyone in the music performance program was going.

      Under ordinary circumstances, Julian would have gladly attended, despite any ill feelings towards the host. Sitting out such an event, it was possible his absence would stand out. The program was relatively tight-knit, after all. Missing the party and having to later fabricate some excuse was an exhausting exercise.

      Recent events had reordered his priorities, though. Julian couldn't bear the thought of spending time around Erich—that is, unless, he did it on his own terms, and with a mind towards digging deeper into the enigmatic syndrome that seemed to flare up whenever the two spent time together in close quarters. He was toying with the idea of showing up to the party to observe Erich, to gauge his influence in a different environment. He wouldn't do it by himself, though. He needed to enlist someone's help, bring a good judge of character with him so that he could be sure that the oppressive aura surrounding Erich wasn't merely his own delusion.

      For that reason, Julian had invited Lee to the party in a text. So far, there'd been no response. Secretly, Julian wanted his friend to sniff Erich out for himself; to form his own, independent impressions. Only when a trusted mind had weighed in on the matter would Julian be able to make heads or tails of the situation. Was it all in his head, or was there really something about Erich that made him feel out of sorts? Lee would be able to shine some light on this.

      The night's event began. The first name on the sign-up sheet was called and a performer started through the cafe towards the microphone. Julian didn't even look up, couldn't feign the least interest. Some minutes into a droning ballad however, he felt eyes upon him. The feeling got to be so strong that he was yanked from his introspection. Glancing around the room, he soon spied the source of this gaze, and his mood shifted favorably. A smile crawled across his lips.

      Brock O'Shaughnessy, the friendly conspiracy theorist he'd spoken to earlier in the week, had wandered in through the back entrance and was lingering near the shelves of used books. When their eyes met, Brock returned the smile and sauntered towards Julian's table. He motioned to the empty chair across from him, as if to request permission, and Julian granted it with a nod.

      Julian had gotten a kick out of talking with the strange man the last time; his wild theories, if nothing else, would prove a welcome distraction from the other things on his mind that evening. “How are you? Come to perform?” he asked.

      Brock shook his head with a grin. He was dressed in the same olive green hoodie as before, and his headphones were draped around his neck. His stubble had grown denser since their last chat, and the straight, salt and pepper hairs lent his visage a certain squareness. Keeping his voice down so as not to interrupt the performance or distract those invested in it, he leaned forward and whispered, “How's it goin'?”

      Had Julian attempted to sum up his state of mind, it would have come out as word salad, and so he simply replied, “Not too bad.” Toying with the handle of his cup, he added, “Anything new with you? Pick up any new CDs?” He couldn't help but chuckle. “Did you do any more digging on that observatory stuff?”

      Setting his CD player on the table, Brock nodded. His demeanor changed almost immediately; he locked his fingers together and leveled a narrower gaze on Julian. “Matter of fact, I did,” he said in a hushed tone. “You?”

      Julian shook his head. Truthfully, he hadn't thought much about the observatory, about conspiracies in general, since their last meeting. Reunited with Brock however, he found his curiosity rekindled. Recalling the many questions he'd had about the comet and the seemingly coordinated closure of numerous facilities, he asked, “What'd you find?”

      Brock had brought his bag along, and from it he drew out the little binder full of CDs. In the back pocket, bound in a rubber band, were the clippings he'd accumulated. These he quickly unbound and began sorting. Selecting just one, he scanned it briefly with his grey eyes and then set it before Julian with a smirk. “Get a load of this. It's from the university paper—printed the day before the observatory got shut down by Uncle Sam. What do you make of it?”

      The first performer finished his song and the room erupted in warm applause. Julian didn't even notice as the next act was summoned to the mic. He picked up the rectangle of newsprint and began reading.

      It was a piece detailing an alleged incident that'd taken place at the Moorlake University observatory; more specifically, in one of the labs attached to it. It involved an unnamed graduate student in astronomy. For reasons unknown, while working alone in the evening, the student had intentionally set about damaging the facility equipment. Computers had been smashed, delicate mechanisms broken and many notes and books torn to shreds. The student had then boarded themselves up in a storage closet, where they were found the next morning. Subsequently, they'd been taken into police custody. The student's name, motives and any pending charges were not mentioned in the brief writeup. The piece had been published in the September 7th edition of the Moorlake University paper; the day, Julian noted, before the observatory had been officially shut down by the Feds.

      Julian handed the slip of paper back and sighed. “So... is it related?”

      Shuffling the stack of clippings back into shape, Brock offered a little shrug. “Well, it's mighty strange, isn't it? One night, a grad student working late decides to bust up a load of university equipment. Next morning, they get arrested and the FBI moves in to shut the place down. Coincidence is a hell of a thing, but I don't think that's what we're looking at here.”

      “You think it's related to the rest, then? Like... maybe the grad student saw something they weren't supposed to see?”

      Brock nodded. “That's about the shape of it. 'Course, there's no telling, really. Don't have a name, don't know exactly what went down in the lab. It's not enough information to go off of. And I've had a look at every issue of the student paper since this article was pushed out. There hasn't been another mention of the 'incident' since.” He tucked the cut-outs back into the flap gingerly and rubbed at his temples. “If I could follow this thread, I guarantee it would bust the whole thing wide open. If I knew someone on the inside of that department, maybe someone who could tell me what got busted, who the culprit was and what's happened to them, then that would make for a hell of a lead.”

      “Yeah, I suppose so. Someone in the department, huh? Astronomy, you mean?”

      Brock nodded once more.

      “You're probably right. I wish I knew someone in that department, but I'm in music and don't really know anyone studying—” Julian paused, meditated for a moment. He'd overlooked something.

      Taking notice of this change in tone, Brock leaned over. “What is it? You know someone in that program after all?”

      Julian cycled through his memory, cocking his head to the side. “Well,” he admitted, “I might...” He was thinking of someone he knew—an acquaintance, really. During his first year in college, when he and Lee had roomed together in the dorms, the resident advisor on their floor had been an upperclassman named Tyler Wilson. Julian remembered him chiefly for his athleticism—he'd scored a football scholarship to Moorlake U, and was constantly at the campus gym—and for his leniency as an RA. Though a real meathead, the guy had been sharp as a tack, and had been majoring in mathematics at the time, though a few years later, during a subsequent run-in with him, Julian seemed to remember learning that he'd switched majors—that he'd entered the astronomy program.

      “Say,” began Brock, “if you know someone in that department, it wouldn't hurt to drop them a line. They might be able to brighten the corners on this little mystery, eh?”

      Julian began thumbing through his phone contacts. Tyler wasn't listed, though the two of them were friends on social media. He zeroed in on Tyler's profile and considered shooting him a direct message. “I don't really know him that well, truth be told. I think he's in the astronomy program, and he's probably a grad student by now.”

      “You think he's the one who made a mess of things in the lab?” asked Brock.

      “I dunno,” replied Julian. He chuckled nervously. “It's possible, but he doesn't strike me as the type to do that kind of thing.” Taking a brief scan of Tyler's profile—which had been updated numerous times over the past two weeks—Julian felt confident that Tyler hadn't been the guilty party, though it remained possible, even likely, that he was acquainted with them. When his curiosity had reached the breaking point, he decided to send a quick message.

      Hey, Tyler. It's been a long time. I'm sorry to bug you like this out of the blue, but I was wondering if you're still enrolled in the astronomy program. I have some questions about it, if you'd be willing to answer. Thanks!

      The message was sent. Mere minutes later, Julian's phone buzzed with a reply.

      Tyler wrote: It has been a long time! How's it hanging? Yeah, I'm still in astronomy, though it isn't much of a program these days with our building getting shut down. I'd be happy to answer whatever questions you've got. Thinking about switching majors? You were a music guy, weren't you? Your major not working out?

      Now that the lines were open, Julian found himself with an opportunity to dig deeper.

      But did he really want to?

      His conversations with Brock had been interesting enough, but it wasn't as though Julian had a personal stake in these matters. What did he care if the government had shut down the campus observatory?

      While he considered this, Brock's eyes locked onto the phone with a penetrating stare. “Any luck?”

      Julian hesitated, then tapped out a brief reply. I know it's kind of short notice, but I was wondering if you'd be up to talking about it face-to-face. Are you around town? If you're busy, it's no big deal, but it would be easier to ask you these questions in person, rather than through text.

      When he'd hit SEND, Julian set the phone down and folded his hands. The net had been cast. Time would tell if he'd land a catch. The way he saw it, there was no real harm in his pursuing this conspiracy. Indulging his curiosity on these matters would free him from the other troubles that'd lately plagued his mind. Bringing Brock along would complicate things a little, but then he recalled the detailed timeline of events the man had put together, the collection of clippings he'd compiled, and the thrill of adding to that evidence, of shining some light on this mystery, trumped all else.

      His phone buzzed; a reply from Tyler. Sure, yeah. I just finished my workout. I was thinking of heading to the student union for a bite to eat if you want to meet me there. Twenty minutes or so?

      Julian stood, nodding towards the back door. “Looks like he has some time to chat. Want to come along?”

      Brock shoved the CD player back into his pocket and coaxed a cigarette out of a crumpled pack, sticking it behind his ear. “Is the Pope Catholic? Let's hit it.”
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      Brock smoked most of the way to campus and said little. Taking short drags from a cigarette, he left his headphones, still streaming a low pulse of music, around his neck. It sounded to Julian like Prince—he thought he could make out the chorus to “Little Red Corvette” as they started past Main and headed to the campus.

      The student union building sat on the very edge of the university property. A large, circular building of modern design, topped with a glass dome and festooned with bright fluorescent lights, it was divided into several different pieces, like a pie. Some of these slices, like the one containing the cafeteria, closed soon, whereas others, like the one containing the student computer labs, or the arcade, were open as late as 2 AM. Striding through the adjacent parking lot and stepping onto the sidewalk, Julian and Brock headed for the glass doors that led into the cafeteria section.

      The cafeteria was a mess of long, beige tables, and at this late hour only a few were occupied. The kitchen, lights dimmed in preparation for its impending shutdown, offered bland staples like pizza, sandwiches and bottled drinks, and was staffed by students whose enthusiasm for the work was just enough to keep them from ruining the food. The cashiers idled in their lanes, staring up at the digital clock on the wall. A customer stood before the salad bar, rummaging through the basin of romaine in search of a few crisp leaves.

      They found Tyler Wilson seated alone at the end of a table, leaning over a tray of food. He'd picked up two slices of pepperoni pizza, three cartons of chocolate milk and a large salad which he presently doused with ranch from a plastic packet. At first glance, Julian hadn't recognized his former resident advisor; back then, when they'd lived on the same floor of the dorms, Tyler had been beefier. By the looks of it, he was no longer hitting the weights nearly as hard, and had slimmed down appreciably. As the two of them approached, Tyler licked a dollop of ranch from his fingertip and looked over with a smile.

      “Hey, Tyler,” said Julian, sporting a wave. “Sorry to bother you like this. Uh...” He turned to Brock, who remained at his side, hands in the pocket of his hoodie. “This is a friend of mine, Brock. We were just hanging around at Peter Cat and I brought him along. Hope that's all right.”

      Tyler gripped a slice of pizza, folding the crust. “Sure, yeah. Have a seat, guys.”

      Julian was seated at Tyler's right; Brock took the seat to Julian's right.

      “So,” began Tyler, taking a bite of pizza, “you're thinking about switching majors, huh?”

      Julian's cheeks flushed a bit. “Well, not exactly...”

      “Huh?” Tyler picked up a carton of milk and tore it open.

      “I was actually wondering about something else. It has to do with your department, but I'm not looking to switch. I'm still happy with music.” Julian laughed sheepishly. “It's just that the observatory has been closed for awhile now. I was wondering if you knew about it—about why they closed it.” He glanced at Brock in his periphery. “And there was another thing. I read this item in the school paper. It dealt with an incident in the observatory labs. Someone broke a bunch of equipment or something?”

      Tyler emptied the carton before answering, then gave a lengthy “Ahhh...” Wiping his lips with the back of his arm, he glanced over at Julian and Brock in turn. “So, that's what this is about. Well, as a matter of fact, I do know a thing or two about it.”

      “Really?” Julian sat upright.

      “I'm not supposed to say anything,” continued Tyler with a wink. “The higher-ups in the department got a real stern letter from Uncle Sam. They don't want anyone talking about the closure. They want us to act like the observatory never existed. But you know what? Fuck 'em. I can't tell you why they closed it in particular, or when they plan to reopen it, but I know a little bit about what happened before they seized the building.”

      “The night before, when a grad student went wild and damaged things?” began Brock, resting his elbows on the tabletop.

      “Yeah, that.” Tyler worked over a few bites of pizza, talking through them all the while. “I was there that morning. I was the one that found Camille, in fact. The one responsible for damaging our systems was a fellow grad student, Camille Jepson. She and I have worked together in the lab for some time; real sweet girl, and very sharp. She was working there alone that night, before the comet flew by, right? I'm not sure what came over her, but she smashed up a number of computers, some other equipment. She messed with the telescope, too, but thankfully it wasn't irreversibly damaged.”

      “I see. What was she doing there, anyway? Do students usually hang out in the astronomy labs till late at night?” asked Julian.

      “Sure they do,” came Tyler's reply. “But Camille wasn't there to work with the telescope. She was actually doing work in regards to Comet Aten. See...” He sighed, brow furrowing. He was searching for some way to explain a concept to the two of them that would make sense, despite their lack of learning in his field. “OK, comets travel through space, and as they do, they produce these kinds of magnetic oscillations, right? It turns out that these oscillations can be studied, mapped out. And they can be translated, too, into sound.”

      Julian stirred in his seat. “You can hear a comet?” he asked. Something about this either amused or unsettled him; he was too invested in the conversation to know which at that moment.

      “Kind of,” continued Tyler. “Using specialized equipment, you can tune into those magnetic oscillations, pick up on their frequencies. The frequencies are too low to be heard by human ears, but using specialized software, we can translate them into something audible. It sounds kind of eerie, really—if you go on YouTube you can find sonic samples taken from other comets. Anyway, that's what Camille was doing; she'd stayed late to listen to the comet's song, if you will. She was actually writing her thesis on this phenomenon, and was overjoyed at the possibility of witnessing it first-hand.”

      Brock cleared his throat. “Yeah, so, what happened? Why'd she flip?”

      Tyler's broad shoulders gave a shrug as he started into his second slice. “Dunno about that. What I do know is that she destroyed tens of thousands of dollars worth of computer gear and then locked herself in a supply closet. I came in around 5 AM to do some work of my own—it was just me and a janitor in the building. I found that the lab Camille had been working in was locked from the inside, so I asked the custodian to unlock it and let me in. He did so, and I walked in to find the place a mess. At first, I thought that someone had broken in, that it was vandalism. I was worried that something might have happened to Camille, so I went in there, looking for her. I found her sitting in one of the closets, in the dark, behind a shelf full of printer paper. It was clear she'd been crying, and she had a strip of duct tape over her mouth. Her hands and legs were free, though, and the roll of tape was at her feet, which led me to believe that she'd taped her own mouth.

      “I tried to talk to her, figure out what had happened, but she was hysterical. She fought me off like a cornered animal. Finally, I managed to yank the tape away and call for help. The janitor dialed 911. I couldn't get anything out of her—nothing, save for one sentence.”

      “And what was that?” chanced Julian.

      Tyler looked up at the pair, slowly dabbing at his lips with a napkin. “Well, I wasn't sure what to make of it—and I still don't—but she looked me straight in the eye and said, 'I've heard the voice of God.' The cops showed up, and they couldn't get anything out of her. I've heard, through a friend of hers, that she's actually been committed someplace far from Moorlake. The theory is that she had some untreated mental illness—that she had a sudden psychotic break and destroyed the equipment in her delirium.”

      Brock meditated on this with a nod. “And shortly after this incident, the Feds moved in, right?”

      “Mere hours later,” said Tyler.

      “And they didn't give a reason?” asked Julian.

      “Not to me, certainly. The local cops ushered everyone out of the building and closed it while they were trying to deal with Camille. Then, the university administrators received word that the FBI was on their way. They showed up in a couple of black vans, supposedly, spent a few hours in the building, and then closed it. It's been shut down ever since.”

      “No kiddin'.” Brock whistled. “Think the girl saw or heard something that interested the Feds? And for that matter, she seem like the unstable type to you? A little weird that she'd snap out of the blue like that, no? Maybe she picked up on something and it spooked her—something she wasn't supposed to see, yeah?”

      Tyler chuckled, picking up another carton of chocolate milk. “Camille never struck me as the unstable type, no. But I really don't know what could have triggered the episode, or if it's even related to the Feds dropping by—”

      “But the timing,” interrupted Julian, “the timing is more than a little suspicious. It can't be a coincidence, can it?”

      Tyler could only shake his head. “Impossible to say. If the heads of the department know anything, they're keeping their mouths shut.”

      Content with what they'd learned and realizing they could dig no deeper, Julian and Brock left Tyler to his salad and slipped out of the student union into the cool night.

      No sooner had they walked out the door did Brock light up a cigarette. “Ain't that something? Really makes you think...”

      Julian had been left with a very different impression. That was a total waste of time. Tyler had managed to explain the nature of the event documented in the university paper, but knowing that a grad student named Camille had gone crazy while she should have been doing research hardly helped him piece things together. If anything, he had to laugh; it seemed he wasn't the only person in Moorlake who'd lately felt like they were losing their mind. Maybe there was something in the water.

      The riddle of the FBI's seizure remained. “It's another dead end,” Julian finally muttered, slipping his hands into his pockets.

      “Eh, it ain't all bad. We got a name, didn't we? We know what happened in the building the night before the Feds took over. It's good to have the details,” said Brock.

      “True enough, but what are we supposed to do with that? It doesn't answer any of the big questions. And it's not like I'm going to start calling loony bins in order to find Camille.” He licked his lips. Maybe it was something on the wind, but as his tongue returned to his mouth, it brought with it a foul taste that defied easy description. “She said something—that she'd heard the voice of God. What the hell do you think that means?”

      Brock ashed his cigarette and then placed his headphones over his ears. “Dunno, kid. I'm gonna look into it, though. I'll see you around, yeah?” With a nod, he departed to the right, in the direction of the parking lot. Julian stood on the sidewalk a few moments, watching Brock's dark form retreat into the distance.

      There was a buzzing in his pocket. Julian plucked out his phone and found a text from Lee waiting for him. Earlier, at the coffee shop, he'd invited him to Erich Tellier's party, and finally a response had come—an emphatic acceptance. An open bar? Hell yeah, I'll be there! he'd written.

      He put his phone away with a sigh and made the long walk back to his car. Now that the specter of Erich Tellier had been brought to mind, the night's events all faded into the background. As he went, he tried to assuage his growing anxiety. At least Lee will be tagging along. Maybe it won't be so bad with him there. Maybe there's nothing wrong with Erich at all, and this is really all in my head.
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      The day wore inexorably on; Julian awoke early, somewhat unrested, hung around on campus throughout the afternoon and played at studying, and then found himself with mere hours to go before Erich's party was set to kick off. He spent some time at home, wondering what to wear, how long he should stay before bowing out for the night. He wondered, too, if he should go at all. As the minutes crawled by, he realized there was time enough yet for him to back out. He could call Lee with some weak excuse. Attending seemed risky; what if he found himself overwhelmed in Erich's presence again? What if, this time, he couldn't get away?

      He hopped into the shower, changed into a button-down and jeans, spritzed on a little cologne and waited for Lee to arrive. Lee came around at a quarter after seven, and the pair set out from Julian's place at half-past. The night was reasonably warm and the destination somewhat close, and so they went on foot. Lee was excited at the prospect of free booze, and inquired after the host, who he'd never met. “You like the guy, Erich?”

      Julian bristled at the question, but sought to answer it very carefully. He was keenly interested in what Lee's organic opinion of Erich would be—whether he, too, would be afflicted in that terrible way by his presence—and so didn't want to poison him against the host prematurely. He answered vaguely. “I don't know him that well. He's an exchange student—from somewhere in Europe, I think. He was in a bad wreck awhile back, nearly died. The thing is, prior to his accident, he never really talked to me—or anyone in our program. Now, suddenly he's throwing parties and inviting everyone.”

      “Could be that he's just happy to be alive; that he wants to celebrate this new beginning,” offered Lee.

      “I dunno. Maybe.”

      Lee stroked at his beard, nodding. “Well, whatever the case, I hope he's ready, because I'm going to drink him out of house and home.”

      “Good luck with that,” replied Julian. “His parents are loaded. Or so I hear.”

      The address Erich had given corresponded to a rented house some minutes from campus, on the border of a large field at the end of Saint Street. It didn't take much detective work to figure out which was Erich's. They needed only to look for the one surrounded by cars; for the lawn crawling in raucous guests. Even before they'd passed the fire hydrant that signaled the half-way mark to the property, they could make out dim, multicolored lights in the windows of the house at the end. There seemed to be some slow strobe in place, flashing green, purple, then dreamy blue at regular intervals.

      The house was a single story and fronted by a large window that looked in on the living room, which was at that moment crammed full of people. Cars had been parked up and down the street; the narrow driveway and edges of the lawn, too, had been occupied by the cars of visitors. People idled out on the porch, or ambled through the sparse grass, drinks in hand. It seemed the party was already in full swing.

      The pair strode up the lawn, Julian nodding at and greeting those he recognized. Passing through the screen door, they arrived at a wide, carpeted living room done up very much in the fashion of the college-aged male. The furniture was sparse—except for a futon, a couple of wooden chairs and a handful of shelves boasting a TV and stereo system, there was little to see. As a result, most everyone was standing, and those that sat had either to vie for one of the few available seats or plant themselves on the carpet. Numerous guests had done just the latter, and were seated before the futon, nursing beer bottles.

      Sitting before this assemblage at the futon's center, holding court like a king and flanked by smiling women, was Erich. His dark eyes lit up as he saw Julian enter, and he extended his hands in salutation. “Jules, you made it. Now it's a party.”

      Julian smiled the very smile he'd spent the day rehearsing internally, and introduced Lee. “Thanks for having us.”

      Erich wore a pair of khaki shorts whose edges were somewhat tattered and a half-buttoned Hawaiian print shirt. Coarse, black hair peeked out from between the unfastened buttons, and his mane appeared wild and windswept. He raised a single finger and pointed daintily around the corner, toward the kitchen. “You gentlemen can help yourselves to whatever you like. Please, indulge.” It seemed less an invitation and more a command.

      Julian and Lee thanked their host graciously and then departed for the kitchen, where still more guests crowded around the table and counters, deep in conversation. There awaited them an enviable spread; a length of counter space some several feet across was loaded with bottles of spirits and appropriate mixers. Someone opened the fridge to help themselves to a fresh beer—various varieties of which had been stocked to the exclusion of all else. The kitchen table was in all actuality a card table, and it was weighed down with boxes of pizza and bags of snacks.

      Lee rolled up the sleeves of his sweatshirt and began walking the perimeter of the table, reaching for a paper plate. He hiked a thumb at the living room and whispered to Julian, “This dude knows how to throw a party!”

      Julian hovered at the counter, his eyes listlessly scanning the liquor labels. Thirst eluded him. The longer he stood in this house, the further he felt himself wading into something like a waking dream. The atmosphere felt somehow engineered to maximize serenity; though he was surrounded by animated conversations, the revelers seemed bound by some unspoken contract that forbade them from raising their voices. Laughter was polite. Gossip was uttered quietly, as if between librarians.

      The effect was amplified by the sounds issuing from the stereo. It was music, but music of a vaguely ambient type; experimental and difficult to classify even for someone of Julian's learning. The vocals, where they managed to break through the repetitive drum and bass, were muffled. Threaded through the beat was an airy sort of soundscape, which was itself peppered with occasional chirrups or tonal flourishes. Coupled with the dim lights and the fraternal warmth of the bodies that filled in the space around him, the air was nigh amniotic.

      Julian eventually settled for a splash of rum and Coke in a red Solo cup, and he hung around in the kitchen while Lee availed himself of the pizza and tried to select a beer from the numerous imports on offer. He wasn't in the mood to drink, merely carrying the cup around with him like a prop. He'd probably nurse the same thimble's worth all evening. The others in attendance, meanwhile, were already rosy-cheeked and showed no signs of slowing down.

      Waiting to access the fridge was a familiar face. Doug Stewart from Music Theory dropped an empty into the nearby garbage can and reached past Lee for a fresh Stella Artois. As he wrenched off the cap, he raised his fresh beer in salutation. “Hey, Julian. How's it going? Great spread, huh?”

      “Yeah,” offered Julian. “Big turnout.” He noticed then that Doug had something in his other hand; a sheet of folded paper.

      As if suddenly remembering he was holding it, Doug glanced down at the paper and then held it out. “Oh, you see this? Erich had us pass it around. It's his 'death certificate'. Pretty wild.”

      Julian accepted the paper and looked it over casually. He'd seen it already, during his visit with Erich at the hospital. “Oh, yeah. It's something else. A miracle he survived, you know?” Though he'd already seen it once before, and despite his disinterest in its contents, Julian's eye lingered on the page a few moments before he finally handed it back. Something in the doctor's messy pen strokes—a word, a number, maybe—had caught his eye, but as Doug walked off Julian ultimately let it go.

      “So,” asked Lee, sizing up a piece of garlic bread, “what exactly happened to the guy? He was in a car accident and almost died, huh?”

      Julian nodded at Doug's retreating form. “Yeah. The doctor made a bunch of notes there—sounds like he broke some bones, had serious internal bleeding, brain damage. They even pronounced him dead at one point, but he came back, pulled through.” He related the events dispassionately, but he was careful to mask his tone with just enough gravitas to hide the fact he would have preferred a different outcome.

      “No shit?” Lee took a pull from his beer and wiped his hands off on his jeans. Approaching Doug, he asked to see the doctor's note for himself. He walked it back to the sink, where Julian stood, and began reading it under his breath. “Broken vertebrae... internal bleeding... fractured ribs... Hell, how did this guy survive? He must have some friends in high places, huh?” Lee held out the paper to him incredulously.

      “It's a bonafide miracle.” For whatever reason, Julian's eye was drawn to the paper again. Something stirred in his subconscious; the memory, only moments old, that he'd overlooked something of potential significance on the page. He took it from Lee, squinting down at it and trying to figure out what it was that'd jumped out at him earlier.

      The list of injuries and the doctor's opinions meant nothing to him. It wasn't until he glanced up at the header, where the doctor had dated his note, that everything clicked into place.

      September 8th.

      Julian's eyes remained riveted to that date. Suddenly, his mouth felt dry as cotton; he poured the remainder of his cup down his throat but it did nothing. Already, his mind was stretching in various directions, trying to make tenuous connections between disparate kernels of data.

      Erich Tellier's brush with death had occurred on the same day as the passage of Comet Aten—the accident itself had taken place around 8 PM, in fact. At that time, the comet had still been visible. The day before the comet had shown up, the university observatory had been shut down by Federal authorities, as had others around the Country.

      This was the very definition of coincidence, of course. In his talks with Brock, Julian had focused so much on the dates surrounding Comet Aten and the observatory closures that he was now seeing connections where they didn't—couldn't—exist. Still, as he set the paper down on the counter, something nagged at him.

      Suddenly, there arose a caustic laugh from the living room. It was loud enough, haughty enough, to breach the ambiance. A hush fell over the kitchen, allowing the ensuing conversation to be heard by all.

      Julian recognized the voice of the one laughing—it'd been Issac Hahn, the gifted violinist. Presently, he addressed someone in a sharp tone. “You don't know what you're talking about. Since when are you an authority on the violin?”

      So it was an argument, then. There was a pointed silence.

      Before the other could get a word in, Issac continued. “No offense, but you're hardly the one to speak authoritatively about music. It's a miracle you're even still in the program, considering how many courses you've failed. You're a pianist—and not a very good one, at that. What is it you think you know about the violin?”

      Julian knew who Issac was addressing before he even stepped out of the kitchen. He was speaking to Erich; it couldn't be anyone else. He arrived at the entrance to the living room in time to watch Erich's reply.

      Cocking his head to the side, Erich dealt a punishing smirk. “I'll prove it to you. It's a simple piece. I could play it blindfolded.”

      Issac's face was red. “You're full of shit, man.” He nodded to the window, giving his blonde ponytail a little tug. “I've got my violin case in the car. Why don't I bring it in here? You can play for us, huh?” He chuckled, stepping away from the futon.

      “Do it,” replied Erich, hands outspread.

      “Yeah?” Issac's eyes were wide with anger.

      Erich nodded firmly.

      Issac marched out of the house and let the screen door slam behind him. The moment he did so, the room erupted into hushed murmurings.

      Spotting Jennifer Marlow on the floor near the futon, Julian knelt down and asked her, “What's going on? What are they arguing about?”

      She combed a hand through her blonde locks, the bracelets on her wrist jangling. “Eh, they were talking about music—difficult compositions. I guess Issac thought that Erich was getting too uppity, talking about things he didn't understand. It got heated. And now... I guess Erich is going to play violin for us?”

      Julian couldn't smother his laugh. “Erich? Erich's going to play the violin?” He glanced over at the host, who remained on the futon with a sedate smile, legs crossed. “The same Erich that never shows up to class, and who can hardly play his own instrument worth a damn?”

      Jennifer only nodded, eyes wide.

      Moments later, Issac burst back into the house with his violin case in hand. He dropped it at Erich's feet combatively, then stood with arms akimbo. “There ya go. A violin. Why don't you show us how it's done, then? Play us your favorite piece.” When Erich didn't immediately reach for the case, Issac snarled, “What, do you need me to set it up for you, maestro?”

      With eerie calm, Erich leaned forward and opened the case. Staring down at the instrument for a beat, he then turned his icy gaze to the guests surrounding him. “Someone, turn off the music.” Removing the violin and bow, he set them down in his lap, and as the stereo powered down, he cleared his throat and uttered a single command. “I require silence.”

      Those seated nearby drew away from him. The occupants of the kitchen poured out into the living room until the space was packed like a sardine tin.

      “What will you be playing?” asked Issac.

      While tinkering with the violin, Erich glanced up at him. “My favorite piece. Let me tell you all a bit about it.”

      The room remained completely still in anticipation of Erich's playing.
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      Erich Tellier rested the violin against his knee as he addressed the party guests. “I'd like to tell you all a little story. Some of you may be familiar with it. It's a favorite of mine. It deals with the composer Tartini. Ah,” he exclaimed, looking out across the group with a deep-set smirk, “I can see that many of you know what story I'm about to tell. I speak, of course, of Tartini's dream. He dreamt that he'd made a Faustian pact with the Devil himself, and in that dream the Devil played for him a sonata on the violin—a sonata so compelling, so ethereal and devastating in its beauty, that Tartini immediately sought to reproduce it on his instrument upon waking. To this day, Tartini's 'Devil's Trill' remains his best-known composition. And I will play it for you now.”

      Issac, still standing before the sofa, groaned. “Yeah, right...”

      The hush about the room intensified as Erich brought the violin into position and raised his bow.

      What happened next, none in attendance could have expected.

      Music filled the room. The bow passed over the strings with the utmost delicacy and calculation, resulting in a flawless execution of Tartini's first movement. This first passage, the Larghetto affettuoso, flowed neatly. The flourishes scattered throughout were polished, executed without the least hesitation. This contemplative passage continued for two, nearly three minutes. None spoke; in fact, the audience of fifty-odd musicians had been too awed to speak.

      Then the second movement began; the quickened pace of the Allegro moderato unfolded in a blistering display of bravura, and as he played, Erich riveted his gaze to Issac's, his dark eyes seeming to gleam with the demoniac energy that had supposedly inspired the composer. Issac couldn't maintain that gaze; for all his talk, he realized now that he stood face-to-face with a master. No one in the room could so much as guess at where Erich's talent for the violin had come from. Perhaps, some of them mused inwardly, he'd raffled off his soul in exchange for virtuosity.

      Within a quarter of an hour, Erich had run through all four movements. When he was through, he gently set the violin and bow back into the case at his feet and the room surged with applause. Issac knelt down to secure his instrument and slunk out of the room with nary a word as the others in attendance cheered the incredible performance.

      All that while, Julian had listened. The playing had been just about the most revelatory he'd ever heard; so inspired had the performance been that his legs had begun to go weak mere minutes into it. Where did he learn to play like that? Erich hadn't been merely good. He'd been world-class. That such a talent had merely been simmering under the surface, escaping everyone's notice over the years was, frankly, impossible. This was the same Erich that had failed numerous music classes; the same Erich that majored in piano performance, and who—as far as any of his peers could tell—had never so much as touched a violin up to this day.

      Julian clapped with the rest, stood transfixed as though he'd just witnessed a miracle. It wasn't until another minute or two had passed that he regained full control of himself. This, he wagered, is what it must have felt like to watch the old masters play; something like Lisztomania.

      Erich bore the endless praises of his guests with a calm smile. The young women crowded him, red-faced, eyes twinkling in awe. Jennifer Marlow, one of the brightest talents in the program, knelt before him as though he were Nero.

      Snapping his fingers, Erich silenced the room and stood up. “You've done me great honor in listening. Now, let the festivities continue! This is a bacchanal, after all! It would be a pity to let your cups run dry.”

      The room exploded with cheers and the group broke up in search of food and drink.

      Lee, giving the beer in his hand a quick shake before downing it, peered at Julian incredulously. “That was really good. I thought this dude played piano like you, though? Why doesn't he major in violin, instead?”

      Julian had no answer at the ready; his tongue felt too big for his mouth, too uncoordinated to form a reply. He just shrugged and paced into the kitchen to top off his cup. Suddenly, he felt like he needed a drink.

      “I'm going to go talk to him,” said Lee, setting down his bottle. “I'll be back.”

      Julian watched his friend start for the living room. He poured himself a fresh drink and sipped at it contemplatively, wondering if Lee would be able to gain an audience with Erich under the circumstances. The host was in no little demand just then. More to the point, he wondered what Lee's impressions of Erich would be once they'd had a chance to speak. Would he sense Erich's odiousness—his repellant and disorienting qualities? Or were those merely inventions of Julian's own mind, products of his anxiety?

      In the kitchen, all of the discussions dealt with Erich's playing.

      “I've never seen anything like it!” stressed one girl in a group near the back door.

      Doug Stewart, beaming, was in full agreement. Spotting Julian across the room, he threw up his hands and laughed. “What was that about? Who knew he had that in him?”

      “Dinner and a show!” chuckled another.

      Glass bottles clinked and the air was momentarily fouled with the antiseptic sting of liquor. Julian's pour had been more rum than Coke this time, and he let the mixture burn his tongue a bit before finally swallowing. From the other room, the music started up again, and the previous atmosphere was restored by degrees. His cheeks felt flushed, his throat warm.

      And yet, even as the booze calmed him, and the ambient music lulled him, something didn't sit right.

      Julian stood alone in the kitchen, amidst groups of chattering guests. He stared out across the room, studied his surroundings as though he were taking in the details of some fine realist painting. He noted the paint on the walls, the dull shine of the glass bottles under the dimmed lights, the seemingly endless boxes of pizza and other food stacked upon the teetering table in the corner opposite.

      None of it felt real. None of it felt wholesome. Though he hadn't had enough to drink to truly muddy his senses, he didn't feel totally in control of himself, either. A certain disorientation—unease in the stomach, slight dizziness—accosted him, and he found he was already acquainted with it. His impression of the room just then was not unlike his impressions of Erich Tellier back at the lecture hall. It was a feeling that he was seeing one thing but actually experiencing another; a suspicion that his sight wasn't adequate to reveal the true nature of his surroundings. He wondered what he might see if he could only single out what was wrong—what world he might find himself in if only he knew where to pull back the veil.

      Julian struggled to control his breathing as a bolus of dread began crawling up his throat from the pit of his stomach. He tried fighting it back down with drink, to no avail. Overcome with a desire for fresh air, for open space, he burst out of the kitchen, through the living room and rushed for the front door. It opened without resistance; he skipped down the porch and out onto the lawn, the cool September air washing over him like a cleansing spray and banishing the budding terror.

      “Julian?”

      The voice came from behind him, from the door. It was Lee's.

      Julian turned, spilling a bit of drink on his shirt.

      “You OK?” Lee stepped outside.

      Sighing, Julian smiled weakly. “Yeah, I'm good. I just needed some fresh air. It's a little stuffy in there. So many people.”

      Lee nodded.

      “You, uh... you talk to Erich? Compliment him on his playing?” chanced Julian, setting his cup down in the sparse grass.

      “I did,” replied Lee, his eyes lighting up. “I've gotta say, he's a cool dude. I've never met anyone so chill before! I mean, he's just got this way about him, you know? Very deliberate, very sharp. He strikes me as an artist—not arrogant, but supremely confident. And that accent! Very posh.”

      Julian lost his footing for a moment and nudged his cup over. The booze sloshed out onto the lawn. That hadn't been the kind of reaction he'd been expecting out of Lee. “Y-You like him?”

      “The guy was a joy to talk to. So accommodating. You know, we actually spoke a bit about poetry; he wants to meet up with me sometime, discuss my work. I think I might take him up on it. I'd be interested to hear his take on my stuff; he's got a wild vision.”

      He was barely listening as Lee gushed on. Staggering back towards the house, Julian tried to wrap his mind around what he was hearing. “OK, so the two of you talked... You didn't notice anything off about him? There wasn't anything... You didn't feel anything, like...” As he struggled to put his own feelings about Erich into words, he fell short. Bafflement quickly gave way to anger. “I don't get it. He's a... I mean, he...” He swallowed hard; his saliva was like rum-flavored syrup.

      Lee just shrugged. “Maybe he seems kind of standoffish; talented guys like that usually are. I liked him, though, and this is a hell of a party. The guy knows how to entertain, there's no denying that!” He motioned back to the house. “I'm gonna grab another beer. Want anything?”

      Julian felt deflated, felt the strength melt out of his frame. “N-No, I'm good for now.”

      Lee returned to the house, the party, and left Julian alone on the lawn with his thoughts.

      Lee didn't notice anything strange. In fact, no one at this party is acting strangely around him. So, is it all in my head? These feelings—the nausea, the dizziness, the terror—is it all my imagination?

      Try as he might, Julian could think of no other explanation. He'd let Erich under his skin, all right, but the fault was his own. The crushing anxiety he felt whenever he found himself near Erich was strictly psychosomatic.

      As a test, Julian crossed the lawn and re-entered the house. Pausing in the living room, where Erich still sat some feet away, he closed his eyes and waited for the anxiety and oppression to return. He waited to see if his ears would pop, if his stomach would churn, but nothing came. Erich remained seated on the futon, speaking animatedly with his guests.

      Julian marched into the kitchen, ashamed of himself for getting so carried away, and planning now to get good and drunk.
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      Why did he drink? It was simple. He drank in the hopes that he might destabilize himself, attain an otherwise impossible level of vulnerability in the presence of that man he suspected to be a predator. He assumed the role of bait in order to test a hypothesis.

      If Erich seized upon him at his most vulnerable, then he'd been right: By some unknown power, Erich was able to inflict immense fear and discomfort upon him. If he passed the night in Erich's kitchen in a drunken stupor without experiencing the acute physiological torment he'd come to expect of the host, then the opposite was likely true; he'd been mistaken.

      Pounding beers in Erich's kitchen, keeping to himself for the bulk of the night, Julian waited for the terror to descend upon him again. Between swigs of Chimay, he kept his eyes peeled for Erich and combed his senses for those now-familiar pangs of dread. The host made his rounds now and then, stalked about the house like a spider surveying its web, delighting over the clusters of drunken guests as though they were gossamer-bound flies caught up in that same network. But no matter how many times their paths crossed, Julian felt nothing—there was no nausea, no fear. The only dizziness he felt was that associated with drunkenness.

      Lee had a wonderful time schmoozing with the others in attendance. Though he didn't have a musical bone in his body, his breadth of knowledge in other areas made him easy to talk to, and his inebriation awakened that tendency of his to ramble passionately about whatever issues were near and dear to his heart. He talked politics with a number of musicians; raged on about the state of modern poetry to drunken cheers.

      Julian spent the night feeling like a complete fool. For awhile there, he'd felt himself coming apart at the seams, sure that he must have been under the sway of some deceptive and ominous power. Now, the nervous episodes of the preceding days seemed to him nothing but insubstantial panics; anxiety attacks. Perhaps he'd been pushing himself too hard in school, and the stress had chosen to manifest in this jarring and unfamiliar way. He'd never had a panic attack before, but his woozy Googling produced lists of symptoms for such that somewhat matched his own. That's what it was. A panic attack. Everyone has them at one point or another. You're too high strung.

      It wasn't long before he lost himself in the flow of the evening.

      While others caroused and ate, Julian parked himself behind a few bottles of liquor and kept the drip of alcohol going. There was no food in his stomach; the very idea of food was enough to make him retch, and even when the moneyed host paid for another pizza delivery some hours on, Julian didn't touch a slice. His gut gurgled like Mount Pinatubo; slowly, he poured more magma into the caldera. The next morning was going to be hell.

      The ambient music poured from the stereo without surcease. The repeating bass beat kept rumbling on like the pulse of a far-off heart; now and then a feeble syncopation would break the rhythm, like a palpitation. It had been playing so long, and had such an anesthetizing effect on him, that he could only really hear it now if he stopped to listen. The moment he stopped focusing on the music, it became a part of the scenery—a part of him.

      In that stuffy kitchen that reeked of Italian food and alcohol, with the lights dimmed, he dove deep into himself, seeking the meaning behind recent aversions. Why was it he disliked Erich Tellier so much, and why had interacting with him lately inspired Julian's inaugural anxiety attacks? His sluggish mind sank lower and lower; he groped at their earliest associations, sought something that might have functioned as a culprit, but when he resurfaced to re-fill his cup, he came up empty-handed. Erich had never been friendly or motivated, but Julian knew a lot of people like that. He got on perfectly well with many individuals he didn't care for. So, why had this one, in particular, gotten under his skin?

      His thoughts lingered on that encounter in the hospital; he pictured Erich on the hospital bed with all the clarity his drunken mind could muster. Something was lost in translation, though. Julian worked his way through that interaction, the particular moments that'd left him uncomfortable or upset, but try as he might he couldn't give definite shape to the figure of Erich in his mind. At best, it was a caricature; at worst, it was a vaguely human form, vibrating too quickly to leave any definite impression. He blamed the drink, cradled his head in his hands as he tried summoning the finer details of their meeting. Erich had looked at him a certain way, hadn't he? He'd worn a look, presented a queer gaze, that Julian had never seen in human eyes before.

      He looked at me like an insect...

      The figure on the hospital bed was now a giant housefly. Six black limbs raked the air. Bulbous compound eyes looked at and through and past him. A deep buzzing started up in Julian's ears as the hideous vision began beating its massive wings...

      “You doing all right, Jules?”

      Julian was roused from his thoughts by the question. The one who'd posed it stood before him with an arched brow. It was Erich—the real Erich—and as Julian stared up at him, became reacquainted with the lines and features of his face, the image of the giant fly faded from his mind. His lip was quirked in a slight smile, and he had his arm around someone's waist. In that moment, he looked like a young Chet Baker.

      “Me?” hiccoughed Julian, giving his cup a flaccid wave. “I'm swell.”

      Erich chuckled, then strode across the room, towards the refrigerator. Doing so, he relaxed his grip on the tight waist he'd been gripping. Julian now saw that the waist belonged to Jennifer Marlow; it appeared that she and the host were getting rather chummy.

      Jennifer Marlow's beauty was no secret amongst those enrolled in the music performance program. Lithe and naturally blonde, she had about her a nordic beauty that was rare in the Midwest. Rarer still was her talent; of all the pianists in the program, her talents were undisputedly most prodigious. She had the makings of a legendary performer, truly world-class, and had been considering transferring to Julliard. It was only a desire to stay close to her family that had seen her stick around in Moorlake so long. Like Julian, she was a third-year student.

      Along with most of the young men in the program, Julian was enamored with Jennifer Marlow, though his appreciation of her was more than merely superficial. The two of them had made a connection the previous semester. When Julian had been struggling with his year-end final—a Chopin recital—Jennifer had graciously stepped in to coach him. The two of them had spent several hours together over the course of finals week in the rehearsal room, and thanks to her tutelage, Julian had passed. She'd asked him for nothing in return; it had been her love of music and helpful nature that had driven her to assist him, and it was a kindness that Julian would never forget.

      Admittedly, to see her paling around with Erich Tellier stirred up some resentment in him.

      Oh, boy. She's hot for Erich? What is she thinking? Is it just because he played that little ditty on the violin? Julian hiccoughed and slumped in his chair. He fussed over the stubborn cap of a two liter and added a hint of Coke to his rum.

      Erich and Jennifer returned to the living room shortly thereafter. She looked a bit drunk, and hung off of Erich's every word. Julian watched them depart, wondering all the while how someone as sweet and kind as she was could possibly be interested in the likes of Erich. Julian could barely stand the sight of him, had been sent into paroxysms of unease just sitting near him; how could anyone actually like the guy?

      The wee hours of the night had arrived when Lee finally suggested the two of them head out. “You ready to go, Julian?” he asked, nudging his friend who'd nearly passed out at the kitchen table.

      Julian stirred, then rose drowsily from his seat. The house was very nearly empty by then. Only a handful of guests remained, and they, too, seemed to be on their way out. The music was still playing; it seemed quieter now than before. Swaying out into the living room, the world spinning around him, Julian braced himself against one of the walls while sizing up the front door.

      On the living room futon, he saw that Erich and Jennifer were still deep in conversation. She was sitting part of the way on his lap—and didn't look like she planned to leave anytime soon.

      As they walked out, Lee chuckled, jabbing Julian in the ribs. “Look at that. I guess she's staying the night for a violin lesson, huh?”

      Julian made his way out the door, descended the porch and then began shuffling through the lawn. The night was a blur to him. The sights and sounds of the night, the copious amounts of drink he'd consumed—none of it registered within the vaporous hollows of his mind anymore. All that remained was a nebulous fear bunched up in a knot against his heart. He felt like he was forgetting something, that there was something pressing he had to see to, but it was all he could do to focus on walking.

      He and Lee kept on down the empty sidewalks, navigating the length of Saint Street and slowly making their way back to Julian's place. When they finally got to the apartment, it was decided that Lee would crash on the couch. He was too drunk to drive back to campus for the night, and he dove face-down onto the sofa without even taking his shoes off.

      Julian, still nursing that vague apprehension of his, dropped down onto the edge of his bed and palmed at his eyes. He just needed some sleep; surely that was all. He'd had too much to drink and now he had to sleep it off. He reached out for a water bottle on his nightstand, and in the process of opening it he dropped the cap. Taking a pull from the bottle, he dribbled water all over his chin and shirt, and then spilled the remainder all over the nightstand before crawling into bed and burrowing under the covers. Even then, as his body shut down in demand of sleep, he felt that something was awfully wrong.

      Nothing was wrong with him. The trouble wasn't with his bed, with his apartment, either.

      It seemed to him, however foolishly, that the world itself had changed in some fundamental way—and for the worse.

      In waking life, this fear had been utterly indefinite. In sleep, it would prove better-formed.
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      He dreamt he was back at Erich's party.

      The music droned on, somewhat muffled. He drew in a deep breath and tried to remember the beat, but found it slightly changed. The reason fast became clear; the music was now playing backwards.

      Julian was alone in the kitchen; neither Lee, nor Erich, nor anyone else was in sight. What's more, no one could be heard against the repetitious drum and bass. Peering through the doorway, into the living room, there was only velvety darkness to be seen. He was alone in an empty house.

      No. His heart rate quickened for a moment. You're not alone...

      The light above his head burned dully. A dark, citrusy orange glow brought everything on the table before him into murky focus. There were glass bottles there, an impossible amount of them, filled with liquor. He reached out and touched one, wrapped his fist around its neck.

      As he held onto that bottle, he became cognizant of another presence stemming from the living room. He neither saw nor heard this presence; it pinged his radar through instinct alone. Though he could not see it, he could sense it moving closer. Soon, it would join him in the kitchen.

      He clutched the bottle to his chest.

      Who's there?

      No, it wasn't a “who” he needed to concern himself with.

      What's coming?

      Without having employed his five senses, he'd become aware of an impending threat. What process, what internal apparatus had picked up on this presence? Some hitherto neglected sense organ was being fed environmental data; was this what they called intuition?

      He felt the presence creeping closer still from somewhere in that impenetrable darkness outside the kitchen. In its unseen advance, it inspired in him a terrible fear—a fear so great, so incredible in scope, that it threatened to eclipse his being in toto. It was the emotional equivalent of having one's body slowly crushed within a hydraulic press. This fear did not emanate from a thing which could be conquered; no, there was nothing to be done in response to it, except to succumb or run.

      But where could he run to? The kitchen seemed to shrink around him. There was no back door to flee through, nor any windows. He was effectively trapped, unless he dared burst through the doorway and challenge that outer darkness. But he didn't dare; something was lumbering through that blackness, and if he came face-to-face with it...

      His heart staged a mutiny, thrashing in his chest as though it might break free to save itself. His mouth was flooded with saliva, and bile stung his throat. Every pore loosed a fat bead of sweat and the air became appallingly hot and stale. With every passing second, the thing was coming closer. Fear of death all but evaporated as he was crushed by its impending weight.

      He was not afraid to die; he was only afraid to truly know this thing.

      He simply could not bear to know it.

      And so he took the bottle in his hand and did what reason commanded; lifting it above his head, he plunged the neck of the thing directly into one of his eyes. He repeated the motion, gouging out the other. His blood-slick hands let go of the bottle and it smashed upon the tabletop. Groping through the shrapnel, he felt out a large, jagged shard and with it he began to saw off his ears and nose. Even this violence, this self-hatred, paled in comparison to the horror that pressed in on him from every side.

      He was met by the darkness of the blind—had cleaved away the cartilaginous traitors that would have kept him bound to hearing and scent—but his terror was only redoubled at the realization that even this was not sufficient to separate him from the brooding other whose presence still encroached upon him.

      He'd become aware of this intruder not by the machinery of his sense organs, but by something dwelling deeper down, in his marrow. The only antidote to feeling was a complete annihilation of the self, a wholesale rending of the body until the stuff of consciousness had been permanently snuffed out.

      The unnamed horror clambered through the dream space, reared its head.

      Though he could not see, could not hear, the thing was translated into a form Julian could understand. Every neuron sparked, every cell membrane seized up, as a single phrase exploded across the horizon of his mind like fireworks.

      “Hello, Jules.”

      When Julian rolled off the bed in a sweaty heap, he was laughing. The saltiness of tears and sweat tortured his eyes in equal parts as his face met the carpet. In the minutes it took him to raise his sorry head from the floor, the sunlight made progress across the room; it was late in the morning. Lee's snoring still issued from the living room down the hall.

      The scenery of the dream mercifully fled into the ether, but even so he remained in the grip of a potent terror, and he crawled some feet to his right to empty the contents of his stomach into an open sock drawer. The bile tasted like the bitter poison he'd spent the night swilling. No matter how hard he retched, he knew there'd be no purging that seed from whence the dread of recent weeks had grown. Its roots snaked throughout him now—he'd been colonized by it.

      He punched the radio button on his alarm clock to hide the sounds of his retching, and the local public station came on. A grating symphonic flourish drifted through the air as a familiar program started up; it was the weekly Classical Showcase, which aired every Friday morning, and whose re-runs were broadcast on Saturday mornings. Julian had tuned in just in time to catch the previous morning's show. The announcer, in a calm monotone, prattled on. “Today's program is about the composer Giuseppe Tartini. You aren't going to want to miss this one, folks. Very interesting story about Tartini—his most famous composition, the so-called 'Devil's Trill', was inspired by a strange dream the composer had. More on that later; now, for your listening pleasure, here's the 'Devil's Trill' in four movements, performed in 1994 by Russian violinist Vladimir Solinin.”

      Moments later, the tune began, and Julian found even his heaving insides paused to hear the now-familiar “Devil's Trill” ringing out. For an instant, he thought he was back in Erich's living room—that Erich was seated only feet away, playing the infamously difficult piece. In a rush of panic, he reached out and tore the alarm clock's plug out of the socket, re-burying the room in silence. If he could go his entire life without ever hearing that piece again, it would suit him fine.

      An hour later, Lee was up. He found Julian standing in the kitchen, slumped at the table with a glass of water. “How'd you sleep?” asked Lee, staggering towards the fridge. “I slept like shit. Terrible dreams.”

      “You too, huh?” muttered Julian. “What'd you dream about?”

      Lee helped himself to a glass of orange juice. When he'd downed it, he sighed and said, “It was the comet dream again. The Wandering Star. I hadn't had it in awhile—thought I was done with it.” He burped. “What about you?”

      Julian answered as honestly as he could. “I don't really know.”
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      “Do you use any drugs? Have you started using any dietary supplements recently?”

      “No.”

      “How's your appetite? Any changes there?”

      Julian shook his head.

      “Shortness of breath?”

      “No, not really.”

      “Any thoughts of self-harm?”

      Julian tensed, recalling his dream two mornings prior, where he'd cleaved away his sense organs. “N-No,” he said reflexively.

      The nurse practitioner set down her tablet computer and then removed the stethoscope from around her neck. Instructing him to lift his shirt, she took a minute to listen to his heart and lungs. Returning to the tablet for a moment, she then wheeled over a vitals machine and took both his temperature and blood pressure. These values, too, were logged on the tablet. She pulled a small device from a drawer and asked him to extend a finger. “This might hurt a little. I need to check your blood sugar.” With a sterile lancet, she pricked the tip of his pointer finger and gave the digit a squeeze until a bead of blood poured out of the pinhole. Applying this blood to a narrow plastic strip that stuck out of the glucometer, she waited for the machine to do its thinking. When it dinged, she noted the value and then pulled the otoscope from its perch on the wall, checking out his eyes, ears and nose. The assessment didn't end there. Before it was through, she'd had him lie down on the exam table so that she could press on his abdomen, feel his lymph nodes and test his reflexiveness.

      Having jumped through these hoops, Julian sat up on the edge of the table and asked—with not insubstantial hope for good news—“So, what's wrong with me?”

      The nurse practitioner—she'd introduced herself as Astrid—didn't reply at once. She scrolled up and down on the tablet, double-checking various results, and then plopped down onto a stool. Swiveling to face him, she combed a lock of brown hair behind her ear and gave a weak shrug. “Truthfully, I don't know. Looking at the numbers, I'd say you're perfectly healthy. I could call in one of our phlebotomists to pull a full blood draw on you, but odds are that your issues are psychological.”

      “Psychological?” parroted Julian.

      “If I had to guess, I'd say that you were suffering from anxiety. Don't worry—it's a very common thing among people your age.”

      Julian had walked to the campus clinic on Monday morning. He'd entered the squat little office, waited in the stuffy lobby along with two other patients—a guy with an earache and a nauseous-looking girl—and had been called to a cramped examination room after almost an hour. The nurse had asked him to fill out reams of paperwork, including health questionnaires, and had proceeded to asses him, asking questions that he'd already answered on the forms. Finally, Astrid had come in and done her thing. Julian had gone through all of this only to have a professional tell him what he'd already suspected. “Anxiety” was just about the most milquetoast, unilluminating diagnosis out there. What was he supposed to do with that?

      Astrid continued, crossing her legs. “Is it possible you're pushing yourself too hard in school? Or, maybe, you're staying out too late on the weekends? Doing too much drinking, not enough sleeping?” She smiled, standing. “The real cure to anxiety is in pinning down its source. I can refer you to a campus psychologist, if you'd like. There are medications you can try to keep it in check, though you may be able to tackle it without them. If there are sources of stress you can afford to cut out in your life, I recommend you do so.”

      Sources of stress.

      Sure, he had some of those—the same ones that he'd effectively dealt with the preceding three years of college. He'd never had anxiety problems then; what'd changed?

      The only new source of stress he could think of in the moment was the influence of Erich Tellier, though he couldn't for the life of him articulate to the nurse practitioner just what it was about the guy that evoked such an emotional response in him. All that weekend, he'd spent his time at home, pondering that very question, and had come no closer to answering it. The longer he sought the words, the more ludicrous it seemed to him. Finally, he asked, “Are you sure it isn't something else?”

      She smiled politely but started for the door, signaling that she was sure, and that this check-up was over. “If I were a betting woman, I'd put my money on anxiety being the cause. Get plenty of sleep, eat well and do regular exercise.” It was the most generic medical advice imaginable. “I'll write you a referral to our campus psychologist, Dr. Bruno, if you'd like.”

      “No,” replied Julian, starting out of the exam room. He didn't need a shrink; he'd find the cause of this anxiety on his own. “Thank you.” He slipped through the lobby where the nauseous girl was still waiting and left the building, no closer to the truth for his trouble.

      Maybe it really is just in your head.
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      Julian had more than an hour before his scheduled rehearsal time, but felt so aimless he decided to head to the music building to wait. He took the narrow hall to the practice room, passing a number of offices where professors sat in conversation, and dropped into one of the chairs outside. From the rehearsal space there drifted a lush bit of violin; the start of one of Paganini's Caprices. Julian closed his eyes and listened, his book bag sagging in his lap.

      The performer hadn't made it through ten measures before the playing suddenly cut out and an agitated, “Shit!” broke the silence. Julian heard the clatter of chairs being kicked, of an instrument case being jostled. A few minutes later, red-faced and tense, Issac Hahn threw open the door to the rehearsal room—nearly striking Julian as he did so—and strode out into the hallway. His blonde ponytail looked coarse, unwashed; his eyes were bloodshot and wild.

      “Issac—” muttered Julian, standing. “You all right?”

      Nostrils flared, Issac skewered Julian with his gaze. Then, setting his violin case down, he drew out a lengthy sigh. “Oh, Julian...” He ran a hand over his brow. “I'm sorry, I didn't see you there.” Nodding at the door to the rehearsal room, he added, “It's all yours. I'm throwing in the towel.”

      Issac had nearly an hour remaining in his scheduled time; it wasn't like him to bow out early. “Oh, all right. Thanks...” Julian smiled, side-stepping towards the room. “Everything OK?”

      Issac didn't answer at once. His features seemed to convulse; one moment his expression was firm, the next it loosened into seeming despair. He was clearly agitated. Gifted players like Issac were prone to mood swings; some days, when the music didn't flow, they threw fits or damaged their equipment in a rage. Even Julian, on his rougher days, had been known to tear his sheet music to shreds or slam the piano keys in anger.

      Finally, after stewing for an awkward moment, Issac shook his head. “Between you and me, Julian, I'm upset about something. You know what I spent the weekend doing?”

      Julian shrugged.

      “I dug up the sheet music for Tartini's 'Devil's Trill'.”

      At this, Julian reflexively shuddered. That was the piece Erich had played at his party—one that he shouldn't have been able to play at all, having no previous experience on the violin that anyone was aware of. “Oh, yeah?”

      Issac leaned against the wall. “I toyed around with it on Saturday and Sunday, gave it my all. But I still couldn't play it as well as that prick did. I... I don't know how he did it.” He chuckled darkly—at once fuming and ashamed of his jealousy. “Maybe he traded his soul for some actual talent, huh? But then, the soul of a lazy ass like him can't be worth that much.” He started down the hall. “Something is up. A month ago, that guy couldn't play 'Twinkle, Twinkle, Little Star' to save his life. Now I'm supposed to believe he's a secret genius? It's bullshit.”

      Julian didn't disagree; Erich's sudden virtuosity with the violin was more than a little suspicious. Though, he stopped short of suspecting he'd gained it through some Faustian bargain. Maybe, in the accident, Erich had hit his head and somehow re-ordered the contents of his brain. Julian had heard rare instances of brain-damaged individuals returning to consciousness only to find themselves mathematical geniuses or concert pianists. Perhaps that was what had happened to Erich.

      Julian was in no rush to practice; music was the furthest thing from his mind. Idling outside the rehearsal room, he returned to his seat and began rifling through his book bag. Locating the folder full of sheet music, he began flipping through the pages to make certain everything was in the correct order and tried to remember what bits had given him the most trouble the last time.

      While he worked at this, the sound of hurried footfalls down the hall interrupted his focus.

      Julian looked up to find Issac coming back toward him at a generous clip. Something had changed in his face; it wasn't firm or red with anger anymore. It was pale. Issac was white as sheet. “J-Julian, did you hear?”

      Sensing that something was wrong, Julian tucked his folder back into his bag and stood up. “Uh... hear about what?”

      Issac's eyes bulged incredulously. “About Jennifer.”

      “Jennifer?” Julian shook his head slowly. “Jennifer Marlow? No, what about her?”

      Issac's Adam's apple trembled and his voice sank as he replied, “She's dead.”

      Suddenly, Julian lost his balance. Throwing out a hand and steadying himself with the back of his chair, he laughed in disbelief. “W-What? What are you talking about?”

      “It's true,” panted Issac. “I just heard, from Professor Iwata! She... she died yesterday. Killed herself.”

      Julian's bag slipped out of his grasp and hit the floor.
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      Rather than poring over Rachmaninoff, Julian spent his allotted practice time in the atrium of the music building, speaking to others in the program. From these conversations he was able to glean certain facts related to the suicide of Jennifer Marlow. She had allegedly jumped from the roof of her apartment building early the previous morning; those closest to her hadn't spoken to her since Friday, and it was not known whether she'd left a note. Further, her reasons for jumping were a mystery to everyone. Jennifer had always seemed perfectly happy. Everyone was completely blindsided by this news.

      Though he didn't know why Jennifer had chosen to end her life, Julian did know one thing that the others failed to bring up in their discussions of the matter. Perhaps none of them knew, or else thought it inconsequential.

      Jennifer Marlow had spent one of her last nights on Earth with Erich Tellier.

      To his mind, this could not be mere coincidence.

      Julian didn't bring up this fact to his peers as they mourned. No good would come from it, especially since he couldn't readily explain the connection between both events. But that a connection existed he didn't harbor the faintest doubt. Somehow, Erich had played a role in this tragedy. He was certain.

      He left the music building behind him and wandered around campus in a daze for the greater part of the early afternoon. Eventually, his feet led him all the way downtown, to Peter Cat, where he slumped over a black coffee and tried to come to grips with Jennifer's untimely death.

      Memories of her flitted through his mind; the classes they'd attended together, her tutelage the previous semester. People are sometimes skilled at hiding their true minds; depression often lingers behind the biggest smiles, the most vivacious personalities. In the case of Jennifer Marlow however, Julian had never picked up the barest cue that she was faking her happiness. Her suicide was so upsetting precisely because there'd been zero known basis for it; it had seemed off the cuff. Then there was the timing of the whole thing. Perhaps she really had been having suicidal ideations in secret, but what were the odds that the dam should break and her will to live finally shatter a mere day after cavorting with Erich Tellier?

      When last he'd seen her, she'd seemed very much herself. What could have changed in the course of twenty-four hours to extinguish her zest for life? There was only one thing that he could think of. Erich got to her like he did to me. She couldn't handle it, lost her mind.

      His coffee was set aside, untouched, as he began rifling through his bag for a pen and paper. He ended up taking notes on the reverse side of his sheet music, placing it before him length-wise and drawing a long line across the page. This, he intended for a timeline.

      Things were strange in Moorlake; had been strange both within his own life, and outside of it. Aside from his own negative experiences with Erich, there had been the closing of the university observatory, the madness of a grad student in said building, Erich's accident, the appearance and subsequent disappearance of Comet Aten, and Jennifer's sudden suicide. It was his hope that by setting down every aberrant event in recent memory upon the paper in chronological order, he'd be able to make sense of things, find connections if any existed, similar to what Brock had done with his newspaper clippings.

      He began with the passing of Comet Aten. Prior to its arrival, Camille Jepson, graduate student in astronomy, had suffered some kind of psychotic break and damaged university equipment. Within hours, the Federal government had shut down the observatory. Other observatories around the country were also shut down around this time. Then, the night of the comet's approach, when it could be seen around the Midwest, Erich Tellier had been in a horrific car accident. Recalling the “death certificate” that had been passed around at the party, Julian even had a time he could write down to correspond to this particular event: 8:45 PM.

      Seeking to flesh out his timeline further, he went looking on the web for details about Aten's reported disappearance from the skies. One article from a local news source claimed it had disappeared sometime around 9:00 PM—a mere fifteen minutes, in other words, after Erich had been pronounced dead. Julian pressed on; next, he had to contend with his own experiences; more than a week after the accident he'd gone to visit Erich in the hospital and had suffered his first anxious episode at his bedside. A week after that, Erich had been released, and had been sighted walking through downtown Moorlake. Their next meeting had been in class, just the previous Wednesday, where Erich had latterly invited everyone to his house party. Then, on Friday, said party had taken place, stretching on into the early hours of Saturday, at which point Julian had returned home, a drunken mess. Jennifer Marlow had still been there at that time, and had presumably spent the night with Erich. A day later, on Sunday morning, she'd climbed to the roof of her apartment building and jumped.

      There, that was just about everything he could think of; every strange or out-of-place happening in recent memory.

      How, then, did any of this fit together—if at all?

      Puzzling over the timeline, he felt a mixture of frustration and embarrassment wash over him; the former because he couldn't seem to connect various of the events no matter how he tried, and the latter because he was starting to feel unhinged, like a full-on conspiracy theorist. He turned the sheet over and stared blankly at Rachmaninoff. What next? Are you going to start denying the moon landings? Come up with some new lead on who shot JFK?

      Still, there were things he couldn't deny; there was something in the air lately throughout Moorlake, perhaps literally. The behaviors of Camille Jepson had been uncharacteristic and unexpected, Julian himself had never tangled with anxiety until just recently, and Jennifer Marlow had not been known to grapple with depression or suicidal thoughts. Was it possible that something in the local environment—a taint of the water, a blight in the air—had affected the three of them? If so, had others in the area been affected by this unknown environmental scourge as well? Perhaps if he dug into the recent local papers he'd come away with still more strange events. Maybe, he thought, even the changes in Erich Tellier could be traced to such a thing—maybe he, too, was a victim, rather than the vector.

      But this hypothesis lost steam rather quickly. If in fact there had been some environmental anomaly causing acute psychological distress in people, it would not have gone without notice this long—it would have been front-page news, nationwide. There would have been scores of people affected, probably. Unless the headlines hid others, Julian only knew of three in town who'd exhibited such behaviors, himself included.

      It's all unrelated. You're wasting your time.

      It was all he could do to keep from crumpling the sheet music. His blood ran hot with that quiet, inner madness; he would have done just about anything to stifle it. Jennifer was dead, a gifted grad student had been committed and Julian himself was falling apart, grasping at straws. He flipped the page back over and glanced at his work once more.

      The comet, he noticed. Everything started around the time the comet flew by.

      Could comets, in their passage across the heavens, influence life on Earth? Though no scientist, he supposed that their flight might interfere with certain physical properties, such as the tide, or atmospheric conditions, depending on how close they came to the planet. But what of human beings; could a comet alter one's mood, or lace the atmosphere with certain chemicals that might incite psychological changes?

      Recalling his conversations with Brock, Julian paused.

      The FBI had begun closing down observatories and cutting web-feeds before the comet had even arrived.

      Had it really been a comet at all?

      Julian couldn't travel far down this line of thought without feeling like a complete lunatic, and yet it stood to reason that the Federal government hadn't seized a number of facilities across the Country for no reason. Perhaps they had noticed something about this comet in particular; perhaps, in order to minimize some effect or another, they'd shut down telescopes and labs across the US and kept people from observing it too closely. There remained every possibility that it hadn't been a comet, but something else—something that the government didn't want people to interfere with. It hadn't behaved like a comet, after all. The thing had vanished from the skies unexpectedly and no one had been able to account for its disappearance in the weeks since. Experts had offered only hollow guesses as to its fate.

      He flipped through the local papers the cafe had in stock—issues going back the last four days—but found nothing of interest. The results of various sports tournaments, government funding projects and more were mentioned, but as he scanned the pages there was nothing that jumped out at him, nothing that seemed even remotely related to the comet, or to his proposed “madness”.

      A dead-end.
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        * * *

      

      Tuesday came and went uneventfully. On Wednesday, Julian made his way to Music Theory with Professor Jennings. Little work was done; the professor, with a heavy heart, released the students early. More time was spent talking about Jennifer than on the day's subject of tonality. As he sat in the back row, looking down at the rest of the class, Julian would occasionally glance at the front, where Jennifer had often sat. Her absence was strikingly conspicuous.

      And so was Erich's.

      Eric Tellier hadn't shown up to class. Julian hadn't seen him since leaving his party the previous weekend.
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      The barista at Peter Cat had just put on a breezy bossa nova album as Julian walked in on Wednesday evening. Not that he stopped to listen to the music; trudging through the cafe without even stopping to buy a drink, he went straight for the wide seating area in the back to search for Brock. There was no guarantee that Brock would be there; the man's movements were erratic, and despite their associations, Julian had no way to get ahold of him. No phone number, no address. It was all he could do to loiter at Peter Cat in the hopes that the two might enjoy another productive run-in with one another.

      On this occasion, fate smiled upon him. Julian spotted the lone figure seated at a table for two against the wall, beneath a poster-sized print of some dim Grimshaw landscape. He had his headphones on, and was tapping his foot to a private beat, sipping at a can of seltzer water. Julian strode to the table and plopped down into the empty chair across from him without invitation.

      Brock startled, looking up. “Oh,” he said, righting himself and removing his headphones. His beard had grown denser—and more silvery—since their last meeting. Soon, it would be a long, wizardly thing. “How's it going, kid?” It was his custom to joke around at their meetings, to banter, but on this occasion, his brow was red and wrinkled. He seemed preoccupied with something—troubled, even.

      Julian dropped his book bag onto the floor and asked, “So, have you learned anything new since we spoke to Tyler?” During their last rendezvous, the two of them had left the cafe and met with Tyler Wilson at the student union, and it was there that the two of them had learned about graduate student Camille Jepson's episode at the observatory. Quietly digging his crumpled timeline out of his bag, Julian smoothed it out on the table and then passed it over. “I, uh... I've been working on my own thing. It may be pointless, silly, but... I can't help feeling that there's something going on in this town. There's a certain weirdness in the way that some people have been behaving, and I've been experiencing some rather odd sensations myself. Anyhow, I made a timeline, jotting down some of these weird happenings. I don't know that they're connected, but... what do you think?”

      Brock tugged at the collar of his olive hoodie and leaned over the timeline, reading it slowly. His finger passed from event to event as he read under his breath. When he'd reached the end, he had some questions. “Who's this Erich? And Jennifer?”

      Julian explained the matter as simply as he could. Perhaps it was because he knew Brock to be a devotee of conspiracies, but Julian had less difficulty discussing his recent troubles and fears with him than he'd had with anyone else. “So, I have a classmate named Erich. He was in a terrible wreck the night the comet passed. He was pronounced dead, in fact. Somehow, he was resuscitated, though. His visit to the next life and the disappearance of the comet almost overlap, see?” Julian reached over and tapped on the timeline. “Well, ever since then, he's been giving me a weird vibe. Whenever I spend time around him, my skin begins to crawl. I get sweaty, nauseous.” He sported a nervous laugh. “Whenever we're in the same room, I feel like I might die.

      “Well, he threw a party last Friday, and I took a friend. No one else seemed to fall prey to this aura of his, but another classmate of mine, Jennifer, stayed the night at his place. She was a wonderful person, very kind and—if you ask me or her close friends, very stable—but she killed herself on Sunday morning. I don't think it's a coincidence; I think, sometime in the night, when it was just the two of them, she felt what I felt. I think that Erich is behind her suicide.” When Julian finished, he was out of breath. The words had been held back for so long; now that he'd let them flow freely, they'd exploded out of him. His mouth was dry, his lungs burning for air.

      Rather than criticize him or dismiss this testimony out of hand, Brock looked back down at the timeline. There was a definite change in his posture, as if the cause of his previous tension had somehow been eased. “That's interesting...” he said. Handing the paper back to Julian, he pulled something out of his pocket and set it down on the table. It looked like a remote control. “I've been doing some work myself. It's too early to say...” He held his breath for a beat, then finished, “You could be onto something. Lemme explain...”

      Before Brock started into his explanation, Julian ran up to the counter to purchase a seltzer water for himself. Drinking half of it in one go, he returned to his seat. “What ya got?”

      “Your friend, the astronomy guy,” began Brock, “he talked about magnetic oscillations, right? I'm no PhD, mind you, but I started to do a little reading into electromagnetic fields and such, and what I found was kinda confusing—and intriguing. Did you know that every sap on this planet has their own private magnetic field? You, me, the guy making espressos over there—we all got 'em. We generate magnetic fields just by virtue of being alive. And, as I'm sure you're aware, the Earth has its own magnetic field, too. I'll just jump right into it: Lots of things on this planet have magnetic fields of their own, both animate and inanimate, OK? And sometimes, fluctuations in these fields can have unforeseen effects.” He picked up the black device on the table. “This is an EMF reader.

      “You know why the guys on them ghost-hunting shows always carry these suckers around? It's cuz they use 'em to measure fluctuations in magnetic fields. Certain frequencies have been shown to alter human perception, to make people feel certain things, right? Some experts think that electromagnetic anomalies are behind ghost sightings—that all of the sensations of haunting are caused by very strong or very weak electromagnetic frequencies that influence us.”

      Julian listened very closely. Disparate ideas in his mind were beginning to mobilize, to reach out to one another across previously unbridgeable gulfs.

      “They say that anything over 3 milliGauss can affect humans negatively. Now, like I said, I'm hardly a scientist over here, but I reckon that, since everyone is different, with a magnetic field all their own, we're all affected differently by fluctuations in EMF. Some of the symptoms, though... they line up pretty good with what you were talking about. Nausea, panic, all that. There's talk that exposure to higher levels of EMFs can cause cancer, too—that's why people don't recommend you live around power lines and such.” He tapped a button on the EMF reader. A dull red light came on and in the clear plastic window at the top of the device, a black needle barely budged. “I've been testing all kinds of things, wondering about how these frequencies might affect someone. If they could make someone go, say, crazy.

      “Your pal in astronomy told us that the grad student who freaked out in the lab building that night was 'listening' to the comet. For that, she had to tune into its magnetic oscillations, translate them and amplify them into something the human body could process, yeah? Well, based on what I've been readin', that doesn't sound all too healthy to me. Seems like a stupid thing to do, in fact; there's no telling what kind of effect it could have on someone. Suppose that you lock onto this strange object in the sky and get a feel for its magnetic field. How's that going to feel? Could it possibly stir you up? Cause a psychotic episode? I'm thinkin' it can. That's my theory, anyhow.”

      Julian nodded. Neither he nor Brock had spoken to Camille Jepson, and so far as they knew, the cause of her sudden mental break had not been found. This hypothesis seemed sound enough on the surface; whether it would hold up to scrutiny by a more learned mind remained to be seen. There were interesting parallels between this theory and Julian's own experiences, and these were what most intrigued him as he listened.

      “It concerns me,” continued Brock, scratching at his greying scalp, “that you've been feeling off around this Erich character—and weirder still that a girl offed herself after spending the night with him. I don't have a good answer for any of that, but who knows? Maybe it's some lingering effect of the comet—some fluctuation of magnetic fields that hasn't been resolved yet.” He shrugged.

      “Was it really a comet?” asked Julian, arms crossed. “Something has been bothering me. We discussed earlier how the thing disappeared from the sky, right? And the government shut down a number of facilities as if they didn't want anyone to look too closely at it. Is it possible that it wasn't a comet, but something else? Something that could be throwing off a lot of EMF and making people like me, or Camille, or even Jennifer experience strange things?”

      “What, like an ET?” asked Brock. He didn't laugh as he asked; he seemed genuinely curious as to Julian's opinion. “It's possible. And I tell ya what, it makes more sense to me than the comet thing. A comet doesn't just vanish like that. A spaceship might. Some kind of top-secret government weapon might. But not a comet. It's possible that this thing, whatever it was, touched down around here somewhere, and that its presence is affecting certain people...” He sighed. “But who knows for sure?”

      Julian eyed the EMF reader on the tabletop and nodded at it. “Mind if I borrow that thing?”

      “Sure,” replied Brock, handing it over. “What for? You got a plan?”

      “Sort of. I'm thinking that I can use it around campus to find out where the EMF is highest. If I use it in areas where I've had these panicky episodes, maybe I can narrow down a source. It's worth a shot, anyway.”

      Brock nodded sagely. “All right, sounds good. Let me know what happens with it.”
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      The EMF reader became his constant companion.

      Julian took it with him everywhere he went, testing his surroundings for electromagnetic fluctuations above the 3 milliGauss threshold, and took special care in those areas where he had earlier experienced his strange, panic-like attacks.

      There were no standout readings in his apartment, except near certain of the appliances. The microwave, for instance, made the plastic meter go crazy. Various spots around campus—the cafeteria, the library, the bathrooms—yielded little of note.

      It was Friday when he decided to bring it to the music building for a cursory test of the premises, and his findings shocked him.

      They shocked him precisely because the readings throughout the building were normal. The atrium, the practice room, produced spikes only in expected areas; the space outside the building's computer lab, for instance, was a bit higher than expected, but if he'd hoped to stumble upon a great source of unnatural EMFs, he wasn't going to find it there. He even returned to the lecture hall where he attended Music Theory every Wednesday, and no matter how many times he walked around the room he picked up no significant readings.

      Puzzled by these results—or, rather, by the lack thereof—he parked himself in the atrium and toyed with the device. It ran on a pair of AA batteries, and felt quite flimsy; if he squeezed it into his pocket, the plastic housing would creak and bend. He wondered if his lack of results was the machine's fault; was it defective? Were the batteries dying? Tapping on the see-through window, he tested his immediate surroundings and watched the needle twitch minutely.

      The EMF theory had seemed to him a promising one; it had seemed the most elegant explanation behind his otherwise unaccountable anxiety attacks. What's more, though he lacked the authority to make this call with any certainty, the theory that a passing comet or other astrological body might somehow affect magnetic fields throughout the city didn't seem too far-fetched. But unless he was going to carry the device all throughout Moorlake, testing every building, what good would it do?

      Deflated, Julian had been about to place the thing into his book bag when his finger chanced to bump against the button. Suddenly, the machine rattled in his grasp, and startled, he dropped it. The device struck the ground with a clack; worried that he'd broken it, Julian scooped it back up and looked it over. He pressed the button again to make sure it still worked, and to his surprise, the needle shot all the way to the right end of the gauge. The movement was so hard and fast that the mechanism within couldn't help but strain—this had been the cause of its earlier rattling.

      He stared down at it in disbelief. It was detecting an increase in EMFs, but not just any increase. Something in his immediate surroundings was apparently giving off more than 10 milliGauss; the biggest reading he'd yet seen. The gauge was numbered one through ten, with smaller increments indicated by tick marks. The curve upon which the numbers were set was colored; green for the smaller numbers, yellow for the middle range and red for the highest. The needle presently strained against the furthest edge of the red. Whatever he was picking up was easily giving off more than 10 milliGauss.

      Two sensations rippled through him as he sat there, staring down at the device. The first was a shiver. The room was warm and stale, and yet, as though a wintry breeze had just shot through him, his entire body convulsed. The second registered in his ears; solid footfalls coming down the hall, towards the atrium. Julian stuffed the EMF reader into his pocket just as someone stepped into view.

      His breath caught in his throat when he realized the new arrival was none other than Erich Tellier.

      Erich didn't stop; he continued through the atrium and slipped around the corner. What he'd come to the music building for remained unclear; perhaps he was on his way to a lecture, or to speak to one of the professors during their office hours. Julian felt his entire body go slack as he watched Erich pass by. And then came a surge of excitement.

      I'm not going insane.

      This chance encounter had produced results; had confirmed something that Julian had known in his gut all along.

      There was something different about Erich. He couldn't put a name to this change, perhaps, but he could better describe it now. He'd been right all along in thinking that Erich was behind his recent torment; the man was giving off EMFs like a power plant. Why he was doing so, or if he was even aware of it, remained to be seen, but spending time near such a powerful source of electromagnetic energy as Erich, it was little wonder that Julian had suffered the symptoms he had.

      What did this mean? Had Erich been contaminated by something? If EMFs beyond the 3 milliGauss mark were dangerous, as Brock had maintained, then how could Erich's body sustain the constancy of 10 or more? Surely the device had gone haywire...

      But then, Julian had felt the symptoms of high EMF exposure when in close proximity to Erich. It couldn't be a mistake! His palms sweaty, he shoved the thing into his pocket and pawed at its outline in his jeans. He couldn't make heads or tails of this development; he needed to meet up with Brock and talk it over.

      Julian stood, picked up his book bag, and was nearly to the exit when he heard someone call out to him from behind.

      “Hey, Jules.” Standing in the hallway near the restrooms was Erich. When Julian froze in response to this call, Erich quickly closed the gap between them, and brought with him a tidal surge of noxious energy.

      Julian felt his soul quiver in his body, felt his brow grow hot and damp. He spared a queasy smile, leaning against the door and longing for the promise of cool autumn air just beyond it. “H-Hey, Erich,” he stammered.

      “How's it going?” Erich was nonchalant. He was dressed in a white button-down, sleeves rolled past his elbows, and wore khakis and sandals besides. His black hair stuck out in stick-straight licks as though he'd spent the day pulling on it, and his eyes twinkled darkly.

      Julian managed to reply, however unconvincingly. “I'm good. Y-You?”

      Erich took his time in answering; the look in his eye revealed that he'd picked up on Julian's discomfort, and he was now relishing it. Curling his lips into a smirk, he reached past Julian and opened the door. “Let's walk, shall we?”

      “Uh...” A cold breeze broke through the newly-opened exit, but to his abject horror it did nothing to cool him off. Somehow, despite its cold, it felt like dry, desert air. As Julian staggered out of the building with Erich at his side, searching for some reply that would put him off, he felt like his blood was boiling, like he'd just come down with the worst fever of his life.

      Erich made a show of sniffing the fresh air and sank his hands into his pockets. “What are you up to tonight, old friend?”

      The familiarity—the presumptuousness—flared an immense anger in him; it was only by clenching his teeth that Julian avoided cursing at him. “Tonight?” he echoed weakly. “I dunno, I...”

      Erich was in a world of his own. He didn't care what Julian's reply was; he'd come with an agenda, was reading from his own script. “I was hoping we could get together tonight. You, me, and that friend of yours I met at the party last week, the poet.”

      “Lee?”

      “That's the one,” replied Erich. He cast his murky eyes on Julian and smiled afresh. The pale sunlight cascaded across his angular face and there was something in his manner that reminded Julian of old paintings, of classical sculpture. He saw in him parallels to Gustave Doré's Depiction of Satan in Paradise Lost. “It'll be a much quieter affair from the last time. Plenty to drink, of course. I'll see you at ten, yes?”

      “Well, you see...” Julian began to refuse, but at the quirking of Erich's brow, he felt his courage flee. His mouth had gone entirely dry, his tongue shriveled like a worm on a hot sidewalk. He felt a great weight upon the left side of his chest and nearly fell over.

      “I'll hear nothing of refusals, Jules. I want to see the two of you there tonight.” Having given his orders, Erich broke off from his thunderstruck companion and strode leisurely into the distance, away from the music building altogether.

      It wasn't until he'd lost sight of Erich that he found his nerve, but even when he could stand upright again, it took him a few minutes to recall what'd transpired prior to the unwelcome interruption. It was the weight of the EMF reader in his pocket that ultimately reminded him.

      He didn't want to accept Erich's invitation, but recognized the proposed get-together as a great opportunity for gathering more details. The last time he'd gone to Erich's place with Lee, nothing much had happened. Perhaps he'd be able to explore Erich's house a bit; maybe he'd even be able to find an explanation for this excess of EMF that Erich seemed to radiate.

      First, though, it was imperative that Julian share his findings with Brock.

      He set off running for Peter Cat.
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      Julian paced the floor of Peter Cat for over two hours like he was nervously awaiting a hot date.

      As time passed, it became clear he was being stood up.

      Having no way to contact Brock, Julian was in the dark. There was no way to arrange an audience with the guy without a phone number or address. Their previous meetings had all been mere chance; sitting around and hoping for another fateful run-in, it turned out, was a poor way of getting things done. He thought about walking the streets of downtown in search of him, but fearing that they'd miss each other, he opted to remain in the cafe.

      At that moment, there were still some hours before he and Lee were expected at Erich's house. Upon arriving at the cafe, Julian had mentioned the meet-up to Lee in a text, and the latter had responded most favorably. For reasons unknown, Lee had taken a real liking to Erich, and was looking forward to spending time with him again. Julian had played at not feeling well in the hopes that Lee might skip out, but it was now clear that Lee would find his way to Erich's with or without him.

      Another hour ticked by. Not having eaten since breakfast, Julian whiled away the remainder of the afternoon with a bagel and iced tea, and then picked up a latte for a bit more energy when a further half-hour passed without any sign of Brock.

      Growing desperate and wondering if he'd ever show up, Julian slipped out the back door and did a quick walk around the building. It was there, around six in the evening, when he spotted the solitary figure in the green hoodie standing beside a bench and smoking a cigarette.

      “Brock!” Rushing through the parking lot towards him, Julian threw up his hand in a wave.

      Brock acknowledged him with a nod, stopping to ash his cigarette. “Hey, kid.”

      Out of breath, Julian cracked an uneasy smile. “I need to talk to you. I wasn't sure how to get ahold of you—I've been waiting at the cafe for the better part of the day. Don't suppose you have a cell phone, do you? It would make things a lot easier.”

      Taking a pensive drag, Brock shook his head fervently. “Oh, nah. Those things cause brain cancer, don't ya know? And the government spooks use 'em to listen in on you. They know where you're at twenty-four hours a day—can hear you takin' a shit if they want.” He gave a loud belly laugh and then took one last drag from his cigarette before dashing it out against the sole of his shoe. “Anyhow, sorry to have kept ya waiting. I come around here at least once a day, but I'd have come up sooner if I'd known you were waitin' for me. What's up?”

      There was a lot to tell, and Julian wasn't sure where to begin.

      “Find anything interesting with that EMF reader?” asked Brock. He sidled up to the bench and plopped down onto the right side of it with a sigh.

      Julian dug out the EMF reader and took a seat on the left. “As a matter of fact, I did.”

      Brock arched his brows. “Do tell.”

      “I spent Wednesday and Thursday looking for spikes in EMF,” began Julian. “Didn't find much. This little device doesn't care for microwaves or anything like that, but normal, ongoing sources above that 3 milliGauss you mentioned were hard to come by. I looked at home, around campus—and today, I went to the music building and searched there for spikes. Nothing—that is, until that guy I mentioned last time, Erich, showed up.”

      Brock looked up into the sky with a squint. “Eh... that the one that got into the car accident? Almost died?”

      “Yeah, that's him.” replied Julian. “I was sitting there, and as he walked up the reader went crazy. In all my tests, I'd never seen the needle swing that hard to the right; the readings were all the way at the max.”

      Brock pulled out a crumpled pack of Camels and offered one to his young companion. When Julian refused, he gave his blue Bic lighter a shake and lit one for himself. “That's interesting, but... it was probably just someone running a vacuum cleaner or something.” He seemed unimpressed, blowing a tendril of smoke into the air.

      “Nah, it makes perfect sense.” Julian's reply came off rather defensively. He took a moment to compose himself, to get the order of events straight in his head, before he continued. “His presence was the only change in that environment. This wasn't some electrical surge or something; it couldn't have been. And, as usual, when he came up to me, I felt all the same sensations. Dread, nausea, fever—it was a night and day difference.”

      Smacking his lips as though he enjoyed the taste of his smoke, Brock peered down at the glowing tip. “So... what're ya saying, kid? That this Erich fella can somehow, say... manipulate his own magnetic field, emit some serious EMFs that affect the people around him?”

      “I'm just reporting the facts,” was Julian's response. “I didn't say I knew how he was doing it, only that he is. It's beyond doubt, if you ask me. I was hoping you could help me with the 'how' of it.”

      “That's a tall order there.” Brock snickered, running a hand through his facial hair. It sounded like sandpaper as his coarse fingertips traveled across it. “Now, I don't believe for one second that a human being's personal magnetic field is static a hundred percent of the time, all right? It's gotta fluctuate, I'm sure, and there could be spikes in it from time to time. But what you're tellin' me here...” He paused, choosing his next words very carefully. “I'll tell it to you straight: I don't think that's possible for a human being. If someone were constantly throwing off that kind of EMF they'd be a walkin' tumor. Humans just aren't made to house that kind of electromagnetic energy. Now, I suppose that...” He broke off in a chuckle, flicking his cigarette into the parking lot.

      “You suppose what?” Julian wanted to pursue this abandoned line of reasoning.

      Inhaling deeply, Brock crossed his legs. “Nah, it's silly. Damn silly. I like theorizing based on available evidence, but now we're headin' into the fringe, if you will.”

      Julian settled against the back of the bench and spied a pair of small birds peeking out from the tire well of a parked truck. He watched them for a moment, then said, “Well, let's explore the fringe, then. What's on your mind?”

      Chuckling uncomfortably, Brock turned towards him with a smirk. “There's no way that a human being could do what you're reporting. Let's start there. You agree?”

      Julian didn't agree; he'd witnessed Erich's reading on the EMF detector himself. For the sake of argument, he held his tongue. “OK, say I do agree with you.”

      “Suppose...” began Brock, straightening the headphones around his neck, “Suppose we aren't talkin' about a human being, though.”

      “Huh?”

      Another nervous chuckle. Brock held out his fingers as he began addressing a number of points aloud. “Now, as we've been saying from the very start, there's something strange about that Comet Aten, yeah? It disappeared and the Feds didn't want people looking at it too closely.” He raised another finger. “Then it drops outta the sky. Where'd it go? Was it a comet at all, or was it some kinda extraterrestrial thing?”

      “Sure, but—” Julian tried to interrupt, but Brock raised a third finger and kept on.

      “Your buddy totals his car and gets pronounced dead—and it just so happens that his comin' back to life coincides with the comet vanishing?” He spread his hands out wide, his voice dropping in volume. “If we maintain that this thing wasn't a comet at all, we're left with a couple of questions—what in the hell was it, and where did it go? Workin' offa the fact that it could have been... I dunno, some alien intelligence, then maybe it went lookin' for some place to hide.” He cleared his throat. “One thing you never told me is why your friend got into a wreck. Did someone hit him? Had he been drinkin'? What caused the accident?”

      Julian didn't know the answer to that. “I'm... I'm not sure why he crashed. He never told me.”

      Brock nodded inwardly. “There's more to it. You tell me this guy is throwing off EMFs like crazy. OK, fine. Those EMFs make you feel terrible; it's possible this poor girl that spent the night with him got herself a lethal dose and lost her mind before offin' herself. Fine, let's accept that. But there's a connection you're overlooking! What about that girl in the astronomy department who flipped out and started breakin' things. You remember what she was listening to? She'd tuned directly into those magnetic oscillations, kid. She was listening to the comet, or whatever it was. And it made her go insane. Does that seem like coincidence to you?

      “See, if we're following this train of thought, then the picture does get a whole lot clearer, though it ain't the kind of thing I'd hang in my living room, if we're honest. No, this is getting to be some real fringe shit—the kind that you should keep a wide berth from, yeah? If we're even half-right about this—if we're so much as grasping at the hem of its dress—well, it's the sorta thing that a van full of government spooks can make you disappear for. Dunno about you, but I ain't too fond of that.”

      Julian folded his hands in his lap and stared blankly ahead as he walked through the theory Brock had just spun. “So, you think that... Erich may not be Erich? That something might have... co-opted his body?”

      “I'm saying that's one way—an insane way, but a way nonetheless—to read the tea leaves, man.” He cleared his throat again, sounding more uncomfortable than before. “And if we're on the right track, the thing to do is forget all about it. Let the trail go cold and leave it alone.”

      “But... but how can I just pretend this isn't happening?” asked Julian. “Erich wants to see me tonight; he invited me over to his place at ten.”

      Brock's eyes widened and he chortled, crossing his legs the other way. “Well, you've still got some time to give him a call and tell him you can't make it. If you're smart, you'll tell him you have to wash your hair tonight, that your hemorrhoids are actin' up.”

      Julian's cheeks flushed with a subtle outrage. “No, man. I can't just... a friend of mine was invited, too. If I cancel, he'll still go; he actually likes Erich. I can't let him go alone. And anyway, how can you even suggest that we leave this alone? People are losing their minds, dying! It would be cowardly to just turn our backs on this; we might be on the verge of finding the truth.”

      Brock stood up and stretched. He cracked his knuckles and then put on his headphones, preparing to stroll off. “Lemme tell you something about researching conspiracies, kid. You don't do it as long as I have by tryin' to be a hero. Fly too close to the sun and you're bound to lose your wings.” He peered at Julian from the corner of his eye. “If you do meet up with this Erich fella tonight, watch your back. That's all I'm gonna say. The truth ain't worth dying over.”
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      He stared up at the popcorn ceiling of his bedroom, zeroing in on a particular protrusion. It stood out for its bulbousness, and perhaps it was only a trick of light and shadow—there was a lot more of the latter to go around just then than the former—but it looked to him like a human face. A human face frozen in an endless scream.

      Julian had changed his clothes, made himself look generally presentable, and had spent more than half an hour splayed out on the bed, waiting for the numbers on the alarm clock to approach 9:15. That was when he planned to set out for Erich's.

      He'd spent some time watching television, too; for several minutes, he'd watched a documentary program on the Nature channel about ambush predators. He'd found the narrator's voice soothing and pleasant, even as he'd discussed some rather gnarly organisms and their savage feeding habits. It'd been the hunting style of the Trapdoor Spider that'd most stuck with him. The narrator had explained it very well, with an elegance usually reserved for kinder subjects: “The trapdoor spider lives out much of its life within a burrow of its own making, but when a meal draws close, it emerges hastily, dragging the visitor into the depths with it. A true ambush predator.” Eventually, the footage of spiders dismembering their prey got to be too much for him and Julian had shut off the TV.

      Conversations with Brock just a few short hours earlier seemed distant and hazy. Only Brock's warning had possessed any staying power. With all the flair of an action movie hero, he'd stood and wandered off into the building dusk, cigarette dangling from the corner of his mouth. “The truth ain't worth dying over,” he'd said as he'd gone. In retrospect, Julian couldn't help rolling his eyes at that line.

      Not that it hadn't been good advice.

      The air in his bedroom was stale. He couldn't remember the last time he'd opened the window. Still, spread out across the bed, eyes scanning the ceiling, the place felt cozy. Would it be such a bad thing if he skipped the get-together at Erich's? Would he be missed if he decided to remain where he was till morning? It was similar to the battle he fought every Monday before classes, upon waking to his alarm. Do you really need to go? Would it hurt to skip just this once?

      There was more at stake here than a few points for attendance, though. Erich was a dangerous commodity and Julian was the only person on the planet who recognized the threat he posed. He couldn't let Lee stagger unwittingly into the lion's den. His imagining that little house as a lion's den struck him as humorous in the moment; lions weren't much in the habit of inviting lesser animals over for a night of drinking, after all. But the point remained. If Lee spent time alone with Erich, it was possible he'd suffer the same fate Jennifer had.

      Unsure of Erich's motives for inviting the two of them, Julian had devised something of a plan for the evening. So long as nothing strange happened—so long as there were no overt hostilities—he would be content to merely observe Erich in his natural environment, to flesh out his hypothesis. The reasons behind Erich's curious EMF reading remained a mystery, and Julian did his best not to jump to conclusions. Instead, he hoped to dig a little deeper into the phenomenon, uncover a natural cause.

      By then, though, the conspiratorial seed had been planted. Suppose he really is a spaceman. What could such a life form want with a bunch of college students? Looking at the matter in this way, the entire situation seemed to him like a grainy 1960's sci-fi flick; cheesy and preposterous. The idea that some higher form of life might travel through the cosmos in search of a body with which to perform Tartini's “Devil's Trill” didn't hold much water.

      Planning for a cautious evening of observance, Julian stood and gathered his things. He grabbed his wallet and phone from the dresser; the latter lighting up as he took it in hand. It was a new text message from Lee.

      Hey, I just got to Erich's. You coming soon or what?

      “Damn it, Lee.” Julian considered the text with a frown. What was he doing there already, almost an hour early? The damned fool would be alone with Erich; what if something happened to him before Julian got there? They hadn't been expected till ten. I'm heading over soon, was all he managed to reply.

      Stepping hurriedly into his shoes, he plucked his keys from the kitchen counter, locked his door and set out into the cool night. He'd hoped to loiter at home awhile longer, but now time was of the essence. Lee, you damn idiot. You'd better be careful. You don't know what you're in for...
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        * * *

      

      After speeding all the way to the house at the end of Saint Street, after hesitating in the driveway, and after he'd finally gained the courage to exit the car and creep cautiously through the front door, Julian didn't find anything amiss at Erich's. In fact, at first, he picked up only on an unspoiled serenity.

      The air was alive with music, but it wasn't the kind of droning ambient stuff that'd been on during his last visit. This time it was soothing and familiar; Chopin. Julian took a few steps into the empty room, wondering what'd become of its inhabitants. A single lamp burned in the corner; its orange bulb glowed like molten metal. Where did they go? Are they in the house, or did they step out? He thought to call out to them, but stopped short, using their absence as an opportunity to explore.

      He spent a few long moments studying the living room. The futon sat against the far wall, where he remembered it, and the stereo remained on the same perch. There were token books thrust into the shelves and a small television that had been pushed awkwardly into one corner, but aside from this there seemed an obvious dearth of furniture. For a man with a supposedly wealthy family, these didn't seem like awfully comfortable trappings; the room was spartan.

      Julian tread very quietly into the adjacent kitchen, peering around the corner and finding it, too, to be empty. The refrigerator hummed gently from the corner and the tap looked to loose the occasional bead of water. Though it shouldn't have been so curious a sight, Julian found himself disconcerted at the complete lack of dishes in the sink. There wasn't so much as a fork in either of the basins. Possibly, Erich was a neat-freak who kept on top of his housework, but the overwhelming impression was something different. The place seemed somehow un-lived in; there was a hollowness in its cleanly appearance, the same kind of manufactured neatness one might expect from a model home.

      Julian approached the garbage can and nudged the swiveling lid open. Inside was an empty garbage bag. The impression that he'd just set foot in some facade only deepened at this. Certainly it was possible that Erich kept up with his garbage and emptied the bin frequently, but that would make him the first college-aged male in history to do so.

      Having finished canvassing the kitchen, Julian turned back to the living room and set his sights on the dark, narrow hallway leading to the rest of the house. He hadn't much explored this passage during his last visit and wasn't sure what dwelt beyond the first door on the right, which he knew to be a bathroom. He could make out two other doors along this hall, both of them open.

      One of the doorways appeared dimly lit.

      It was possible that Lee and Erich had stepped out; that they'd gone for a walk, or ventured to the store to pick something up. It was possible, too, that they were presently in this dim room at the end of the hall. If the two of them were in the house, though, he couldn't hear them over Chopin's noodling, and this worried him. It was almost as if the music had been put on to mask other sounds. If he dared to turn off the stereo, what furtive shufflings or whispers might come to light?

      He hadn't completed his first step into the hallway before his mind was flooded with nightmarish visions of what awaited him further down. Had Erich done something to Lee? He stepped quietly, careful not to telegraph his approach to any who might lurk ahead, and imagined hideous things; Erich bent over Lee's body, feasting upon it. He imagined finding the carpet just beyond the doorway soaked through with his friend's blood...

      Something subtle teased his nostrils and he halted to make sense of it.

      It was hard to pin down; a smoky, tarry smell. Certain that it was something unnatural—dangerous, even—Julian grit his teeth and resumed his walk. Almost as quickly, he stopped again—this time, in answer to a voice.

      The voice broke out during a lull in Chopin's nocturne. “Nice of you to join us, Jules,” called Erich from the open doorway. “Please, come in.”

      Julian peered down at the carpet and saw that his shadow had given him away. He stepped awkwardly into the open and spied both Erich and Lee in what appeared to be a spare room, scarcely furnished. They sat on the floor, on opposite sides of a small table. Upon that table were various cups and tea implements.

      “Have a seat,” said Erich, patting the carpet beside him.

      Lee had his legs crossed beneath him and was sniffing at the steaming brew in the cylindrical porcelain cup that'd been set before him. “Hey, man.”

      Julian hadn't stepped into a horror film at all; he'd interrupted a tea party. He did as he was told, easing himself down onto the carpet and offering a feeble smile. “How's it going, guys?”

      At the table's center was a bamboo tray, and upon it sat a large, oval-shaped teapot. It looked to be made of cast iron, and had intricate designs hammered into it—leaves and dragonflies. From this teapot, Erich made a slow pour into a third cylindrical cup and then set it down before his new guest. “Please, enjoy. It's a favorite of mine, Lapsang Souchong.”

      Lee blew carefully at his, then dared a small sip. “It's delicious,” he declared, though the difficulty he had in swallowing even that little slurp proved him a liar. “Kind of... strong, though.”

      Julian took a whiff. The liquid was a striking dark brown, almost blackish, and it emitted a strong, smoky aroma. There were earthy notes to it, but these were less discernible than the vaguely burnt, chemical scents that made up the nose. “It smells interesting...” Truthfully, he wasn't sure it was tea at all.

      Taking a long, deliberate slurp from his cup and dividing his unblinking gaze between both guests, Erich exhaled in satisfaction. “It's an acquired taste, to be sure. This unique flavor is produced by smoking the tea leaves. In recent years it's become very fashionable, though it's an exceedingly old style.” He turned briefly to the teapot. “This, too, is an old piece; an antique. I rather love old things, gentlemen. Don't you? Modernity has left things too convoluted, too foolish. I believe in simplicity.”

      Julian hadn't expected a lecture on the virtues of antique tea ware, but followed along anyway. “You drink a lot of tea, Erich?”

      “Now and then,” came the reply. Erich availed himself of another sip, then ran a hand through his midnight-colored locks. He turned to face Julian in particular, and at the same time extended his finger to signal at Lee. “Your friend here is a poet; he's just read me the most fascinating little piece, his 'Wandering Star'. Have you heard it? He's the next Baudelaire.”

      Lee chuckled into his cup, waving off the praise. “It's nothing, really. Just a little verse I wrote down. Hardly publishable.”

      Julian recalled the sonnet, which Lee had read at Peter Cat's open mic some weeks previously. “Yeah, it was really great. The one about the comet, huh?” Bringing the cup to his lips, he took in as much of the foul aroma as he could and then held his breath in a dramatic pause. He'd been curious to see how Erich might react at the mention of Comet Aten, and studied his host's expression carefully.

      Erich didn't offer much of a reaction; his smile remained in place and he turned back to Lee. “It's like I said, I adore old things, gentlemen. And I like very old things all the better. It's only in age that we can begin to understand timelessness. The eons are vast, and the only things that can really be said to endure are those that never go out of style—primordial things. Light and darkness; fire and earth, yes?” He gave his cup a swirl and then emptied it.

      This kind of cryptic, pseudo-philosophical talk left almost as rank an impression as the so-called tea that festered in Julian's cup. It was hard to believe that he was listening to the same Erich Tellier he'd always known—the one whose reputation had always been curtness and sloth.

      Whatever Julian's opinions of the discussion, it was clear Lee was enjoying himself, though.

      “Absolutely. The modern world has made things so complicated. Poetry, for me, is a paring down of the junk—a return to the spiritual simplicity of nature. Anymore, one's eyes aren't enough; I have to write about things to get the shape of them,” said Lee. He took a triumphant sip of his tea, and as he suddenly remembered what he was swilling, he had to grimace hard and force it down.

      “A return to nature, yes,” replied Erich thoughtfully. “In nature there is perfection. I'm reminded of the Trapdoor Spider; are you familiar with it? It lives out much of its life within a burrow of its own making, but when a meal draws close, it emerges hastily, dragging the visitor into the depths with it. A true ambush predator.” He chuckled, pouring himself another cup of tea.

      Julian set his cup down, his mind reaching through the annals for something, though he needn't have strained quite so far. He'd caught a bit of a nature documentary on TV just that evening, and a segment had been devoted to that particularly nasty species. Still, he'd sat and listened to the narrator's pleasant voice as he'd described the arachnid's hunting habits. That was why he'd thought it a bit strange that Erich had just shared that little anecdote—using the exact same words that the narrator had used, no less. Though a few hours had passed since his viewing it, Julian could have sworn that Erich's comment had been pulled from the documentary verbatim. Why, unless he was losing his mind, Erich's voice had even lilted, however temporarily, in that same soothing manner as the narrator's—as if he'd somehow nailed down the very modulation of voice that had been used in the program.

      Before he had a chance to dwell on this strange coincidence any further, Erich adjourned the tea party and stood, waving them out of the room. “Please, gentlemen, let's move out to the living room, shall we? Help yourselves to whatever drinks better suit your palates.”

      Lee and Erich started down the hall, but Julian hung behind. “M-Mind if I use the bathroom?” he chanced as he tailed the others.

      “Of course,” said Erich with a nod. There seemed a knowing twinkle in his dark eyes as he turned and started with Lee for the kitchen.

      Closing the door softly and locking it, Julian exhaled a long-held breath and had a look around the bathroom. It was apparent from the very first that there were no space pods hidden away in the tiny space, nor any shed skins or other horrors strewn about it. He opened the medicine cabinet and had a look inside, but found nothing out of the ordinary; toothpaste, a few bottles of cologne, a box of cotton swabs. The cabinets under the sink housed only extra toilet paper.

      Julian set his sights on the shower stall next. Pulling the curtain away as quietly as he could, he looked for something—anything—that seemed out of place. Once more, he came away with nothing, however. There were bottles of body wash and shampoo arranged on a narrow shelf. A few hairs poked out of the silver drain in the center. One thing did jump out at him as he shifted the plastic curtain back into place, and that was that the shower stall appeared completely dry. Suspicious though he was, even Julian knew he couldn't indict a man for something so minor, but like the living room and kitchen had done, this sight reinforced the impression that this house and its many fixtures had not been much used as of late.

      Flushing the toilet and splashing around in the sink, he dried his hands on his pant legs and stepped back into the hall. Julian and Lee were already seated on opposite ends of the futon, deep in conversation. They were chatting about poetry again; Lee, it seemed, had already sucked down half a beer and was now engaging in one of his favorite pastimes; bashing Henry Wadsworth Longfellow.

      A wooden chair had been pulled out of the kitchen and placed before the futon for Julian's use, and he sat down in it after politely refusing a drink. Conversation continued without him—not that Julian had any strong opinions to share about Christmas Bells or The Song of Hiawatha—and he decided to leaf through some of the books on the shelf that sat within arm's reach.

      He read the titles to himself before selecting one. There were some old, spicy cowboy titles on the top shelf, as well as junky ghost stories—the kind one could pick up for a few dollars at any grocery store, and with ridiculous titles like The Splendor of Fear, and Midnight in a Perfect World—by some hack. On the second shelf there appeared to be a few nonfiction books. Julian snagged one at random and opened to the title page.

      It was titled The Conceit of The Moderns: Reflections. It seemed to be some kind of cultural critique or pseudo-philosophical work, and boasted a price sticker on the back cover that Julian recognized as that of the campus bookstore. Probably, Erich had had to read this tome for a class of his. Flipping to the introduction, Julian's eyes scanned the page disinterestedly. The writing was dry, stilted. The author was railing against what he perceived as the erasure of traditional schools of thought and the effect of this purge on academia. Under no circumstances could the text be considered interesting, but there was a single line, on the bottom of the first page, that called out to him before he put the book back on the shelf. Julian read it once, then three times, sure that he'd heard those very words before—and at that, very recently.

      The author had written: Modernity has left things too convoluted, too foolish. I believe in simplicity.

      Julian looked up at the others, the gears in his head grinding to a temporary halt. What the hell? he thought. Erich used this exact same line while we were in the other room. He just passed it off as his own. Meditating on this, Julian recalled, too, the anecdote Erich had just shared about Trapdoor Spiders, which had also borne the hallmarks of conversational plagiarism. Was Erich simply mining various forms of media for witty or intriguing nuggets to portray as his own? Julian secured a certain pleasure in identifying this phoniness, but stopped short of saying anything about it.

      Where Julian had gone into the evening expecting a fight for his very survival, the reality unfolded in quite a different manner. The night wore on dully; Lee enjoyed his beers and Erich never found himself in want of an interesting or witty rejoinder as they conversed—though how many of Erich's enlightened opinions had been plagiarized from other sources remained to be seen. Julian offered commentary when pressed, but by one in the morning, it became clear that he wasn't really needed. He was a squeaky third wheel, at best.

      It was closing in on 2 a.m. when Erich went looking for some book in his bedroom, leaving Lee and Julian alone in the living room. Using this as an opportunity to speak frankly, Julian leaned in and whispered to his friend, “Dude, let's get out of here. If I have to hear him talk about Baudelaire again I'm going to kill myself.”

      Lee chuckled, thumbing at his red nose. “Hey, man, if you wanna skate, I get it. I'm gonna stick around. I'm having a blast.”

      Julian sulked in his chair. “Man, it's getting late. I really think we should go.” Despite the night's relative normalcy, Julian still didn't feel comfortable leaving Lee alone with Erich. Hours had gone by and Julian had suffered no disorienting attacks, no pressing fear. Even so, this wasn't enough to fully exonerate Erich. Perhaps he'd been behaving himself all night and was setting some kind of trap for them, and would spring it when they least expected. “Come on. You can crash at my place if you want.”

      Lee remained steadfast, however. “No thanks, Julian. I'm gonna stick around awhile.”

      Short of explicitly stating his reasons—and making himself look like a lunatic in the process—Julian could think of no way to convince his friend to leave. Lee was having a good time and felt at ease around Erich; why should he leave? “I don't think it's a good idea,” said Julian, peering into the hall and waiting with bated breath for Erich to emerge from his room. “Why don't we leave, get something to eat? Let's get out of here, yeah?”

      Now Lee was getting annoyed. “Dude, get off my nuts. What are you, my girlfriend? I'm having a good time. I wanna hang out here awhile longer, OK? Don't get all jealous on me, Jules.” He laughed and hiccoughed at that last barb, “Jules.”

      Erich left his room with a hardcover book in hand and started down the hall just as Julian stood from his seat. “I found it. Oh—” He glanced at Julian with evident concern. “Can I get you anything?”

      Annoyed with Lee for his stubbornness and having no way to extract him from the house, save for physically dragging him, Julian shook his head. “No, thanks. I'm just heading out. It's getting late.”

      “I see,” replied Erich, extending a hand to shake. “I'm sorry to see you go, Jules. I hope the two of us will get together again soon.”

      It was with no little effort that Julian reached out and shook the offered hand; though, when he did, he found it didn't feel cold or reptilian, as he'd expected. Erich's hand was soft and warm, his handshake reasonably firm; that is to say, normal. Julian's skin didn't even crawl as their hands met—a strange and unexpected development. “Thanks for having me,” he said, turning for the door. “Call me later, Lee, will you?”

      Lee lifted his beer bottle in reply. “Get home safe.”

      Julian trudged out across the lawn, climbed into his Focus and sped off. At the first stop light he hit, he suddenly punched the steering wheel, a fiery anger surfacing in him.

      Why hadn't anything happened? He'd worked himself up all day, had spouted all kinds of conspiracy theories with Brock earlier that evening, but it'd all been for nothing. Erich hadn't psychically assaulted the two of them; rather, he'd subjected Julian to a few hours of dry book-talk. Part of his anger came from having to leave alone; Lee didn't believe him, and may have placed himself in serious danger by staying with Erich. The rest of his anger flowed from a very different place, however.

      Julian had to consider the possibility that there wasn't any danger at all. He had to consider the idea that he'd been mistaken about everything—about his timeline, his theories with Brock, about Erich, even.

      Feeling completely uprooted, he idled at the light even as it turned green.

      Looking through the windshield at the dark, slumbering town, he felt like he no longer knew it.

      The night had passed so simply, so unremarkably, that Julian was left reconsidering everything he knew, or had thought he'd known.

      When he got back to his apartment, he splayed out on the bed again, stared at the popcorn ceiling, feeling utterly adrift. Nothing made sense anymore. Sleep finally claimed him an hour or so later.
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      Another weekend passed. Saturday rolled on and Sunday shuffled off after it, and all that while Julian felt himself lost on undulating seas. When the tide rose up he felt free of his delusions, clear of mind and silly for having ever indulged in conspiratorial thought. Aliens! EMFs! Men in black vans!His pondering these stupid things had unsettled his mind. If he kept on down that track his grades would inevitably suffer, his mind would rot.

      Now and then, though, in the quiet moments of his Saturday and Sunday, spent shut-in in his apartment with the lights down low and the TV murmuring in the corner as a companion, he wondered at the state of his life and the the things that had so captivated him of late—and whether he was really the kind to go chasing after phantoms, the kind to put stock in poorly-reasoned theories and to get carried away. He debated the question off and on, but the answer remained the same: He was not.

      So, had there been anything of truth in his recent paranoia—had he and Brock stumbled upon something of worth, or had they merely been woolgathering?

      Early on Sunday morning, in the hours before dawn, while nodding off on the sofa, Julian had tuned in to some show on the public TV channel—something about antiques and auctions. A woman had brought in a number of recent acquisitions to be appraised, and the host, a woman with a suave British accent, had gone through the pile, sorting the precious wheat from the worthless chaff. One item in the stack had caught her eye, and she waved over a cameraman to zero in on it, flashing her French-tipped nails in the process. “Oh, my,” she purred, pointing out what appeared to be an old teapot. “Tell us more about this one, darling.”

      The guest rambled on about the item—something about having encountered it while rummaging at a flea market. “I picked it up for only a few dollars,” she admitted, beaming for the host's apparent interest. “What do you think it's worth?”

      In dramatic fashion, the host, a supposed authority on such items, took her time in examining the teapot. It was white porcelain, very well-maintained, and as she studied it, sought out defects, she made a good many “hmmm's” and “ahhh's”, as if to indicate assiduous consideration on her part. Finally, setting it down, she said, “This one is definitely worth a tidy sum. It's an antique—mid 19th century, I estimate—and in such good condition. At auction, you could likely walk away with at least ten-thousand for it, perhaps more.”

      Julian had nearly fallen asleep at this point. He cared nothing about antiques, about teapots. A trail of spittle traveled over the speed bump of his lower lip and crashed onto the armrest of the sofa. It was only when the host continued that he happened to stir briefly awake, and in that instant, as he listened to her coo in the Queen's English, he got the distinct impression somehow that he was being spoken to directly. Groggily, he sat up at attention.

      “I have one like this at home,” the host said, pointing once more to the teapot. “On special occasions I like to break it out for guests. My absolute favorite tea these days is Lapsang Souchong. Have you ever tried it? It was a favorite of Winston Churchill's. It's an acquired taste, to be sure. Its unique flavor is produced by smoking the tea leaves. In recent years it's become very fashionable, though it's an exceedingly old style.”

      The description of this obscure tea registered queerly in his tired ears. The hairs on the back of his neck stood up slightly as he listened. Wasn't that the kind of tea that Erich had served him and Lee on Friday night? And hadn't Erich repeated, almost word for word, this TV hostess' description of said tea? He shook his head from side to side, desperately casting off sleep. Another strange coincidence; another instance of Erich Tellier lifting quotes from other sources and parroting them back as though they were his own. Julian knew a lot of poseurs, but none had ever been this overt in their ideological theft. What's more, Erich's ramblings all seemed to come from recently-aired television programs, or books he owned.

      Something made Julian peer into his bedroom. The lights were off, but from the living room sofa he could see his alarm clock, the red numbers glowing at his bedside. Hosting a shiver, he sat upon the edge of the cushion and recalled something else. The morning after Erich's party, he'd suffered a terrible dream and had vomited. To cover the sounds of his illness from a slumbering Lee, he'd switched on the radio on the thing, and a public program—a re-run from the previous day—had come on. It'd been a showcase of Tartini's music, featuring the famous “Devil's Trill”. The very same virtuosic composition that Erich had awed his guests with the previous evening.

      Now, it was more than possible that Erich had listened to that broadcast during its initial airing on Friday morning, and that he'd paraphrased the story of Tartini's infamous dream based on what he'd heard the presenter say on the radio. What was not possible was that the tune itself—an almost fifteen minute composition in four movements, which even world-famous talents were known to struggle with—could be learned and imitated so keenly as Erich had done after merely listening to it once. And yet, despite his complete lack of experience with the instrument, Erich had picked up the violin and delivered a blistering performance of it.

      Erich had been lifting quotes verbatim from various bits of media lately.

      Was it possible that he'd somehow memorized Tartini after hearing him performed on the radio?

      No, it was ludicrous—unthinkable. The most talented musicians in history, with perfect ears for music, wouldn't be able to memorize so complicated a piece after hearing it just once, and certainly not without having practiced on the violin for years.

      So, why did it seem to him that Erich Tellier had done just that?

      As he considered these strange coincidences, it occurred to him that Lee hadn't reached out to him all weekend. The two had parted under less than favorable terms. In fact, Lee's last barb—shortening his name to “Jules” the way Erich did, and implying that Julian was jealous of his connection with Erich—had left its mark, so that Julian hadn't bothered texting him at all.

      Now, after more than a day of radio silence, he felt the itch to reach out.

      He stayed his hand, though. Saturday and Sunday walked on by and he didn't bother contacting Lee.

      It was early on Monday that his willpower had been sufficiently worn down and he finally shot Lee a brief text. When said text went unanswered for three, then five, then eight hours, Julian began to fear anew.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Twenty

          

        

      

    

    
      Except for once or twice the previous year, Julian hadn't much visited Lee at his place. Lee lived in an on-campus building dedicated to art students—an “arts community”—and the place was usually crawling with unlikable screenwriters and aspiring actors whose pretensions Julian couldn't tolerate. Though it was a bit out of the way, on the opposite corner of campus from the student union, under the circumstances, Julian decided to make the trip. He had to make certain his friend was all right. He knew it was just his nerves, that he would look like a fool checking in on Lee, but he was fixed on doing it anyhow.

      It was a decision he felt self-conscious about. What was Lee going to think when Julian knocked on the door, white with worry? The two had been friends for a long time, but they had never been so close as to harass one another over unanswered text messages. There were a hundred reasons why Lee may not have replied yet. He might have been studying, or out with other friends. Maybe he'd seen the text and flat didn't care to respond.

      There was another possibility, too—one that Julian fervently hoped was not the case, and which he couldn't help imagining as he made the drive through dusky Moorlake for the Arts Village building.

      Did something happen to him?

      Skating into the lot for the Arts Village, Julian sped over a speed bump that set his suspension creaking and then parked crookedly in an available space near a dumpster. He idled in the driver's seat for a few moments, staring down at his phone and praying for a late reply to his earlier text. He would have been relieved at anything—a simple “hey”, an emoticon, a “leave me alone, dude”. None came.

      Stepping out of the car and peering up at the building, a weathered hunk of brick three-stories tall, he racked his brain trying to recall which floor—and room—his friend occupied. Pacing around the corner and finding one of the exterior stairwell doors propped, he slunk in and started for the lobby. He hoped that someone at the front desk would be willing to tell him which room was Lee's, though he didn't even make it that far before a ruckus issuing from up above captured his attention. He heard loud voices, stamping feet on the level above him. He couldn't hear what was being said, but the urgency carried through the ceiling just fine, and clinging to a grain of instinct, Julian decided to turn back to the stairwell.

      Running up the stairs to the second floor, he burst out into a hallway that was in most every aspect identical to the one below, except that this passage was clotted with art students who'd gathered in front of one door in particular. Room 237. No sooner had he read that number under his breath did it register in his memory, and he realized everyone was waiting outside of Lee's room.

      Pushing his way towards the front, Julian tugged at the sleeve of a young guy in flannel who stood near the door. He'd been trying to push his way in, but at finding the door locked had backed off to ask for help. “What's going on?” asked Julian.

      The guy in the flannel pointed at the door. “We've been hearing screams from in there. We think there's something wrong.” He pounded on the door with a closed fist. “Hey, everything all right in there, Lee?”

      Julian's heart sank. “What's happened?” he asked.

      No one had any answers. Someone in the back of the throng said something about hearing screams and thuds from inside the room only minutes ago; others, living nearby, corroborated this.

      A short, red-headed man made his way to the front, easing both Julian and the flannel-clad fellow away from the door. He had a ring of keys in hand, and it became clear that he was the floor's resident advisor. “Stay back, guys.” Then, clearing his throat, he called out to Lee as he sought out the right key. “Lee, it's me, Rich. I'm going to open your door, all right? You OK in there?” Finally, after testing out one or two keys, and sustaining an awful silence from inside the room in the interim, he found the right one. The lock clicked with a loud klunk and the RA carefully pushed the door open.

      Though he carried no authority in the matter, Julian forced his way in behind the man, nearly knocked him to the floor in his haste to get inside.

      The RA didn't say anything at this collision; didn't react at all, in fact. He'd been too distracted at what he'd found inside the room to much notice the jostling. His eyes were wide, and as he stumbled to one side, he barely maintained the wherewithal to right himself.

      Julian had made it a full three steps into the cramped room when he suddenly realized why the RA had reacted in such a way. At that third and final step, Julian became rooted to the floor; stunned into inaction, he found only his eyes could still move. Darting from corner to corner, his gaze soaked up everything in sight. And then, when he'd taken a good look at things for those protracted seconds, he loosed a deep, animal-like groan and felt his heart stall out.

      “C-Call the cops,” shouted the RA, quickly back-tracking through the open doorway. He bumped into others who'd drawn up to the room to take a look, but as word spread about the scene within, they all began stumbling over each other, down the hall.

      Julian's mind had launched into a somersault; a somersault that still hadn't landed. But even as his thoughts rolled on in chaos he had sufficient sense to recognize his friend, Lee Maxwell, slumped against the bottom-left corner of his bed. And he knew with a glance, too, that he was dead.

      The death had been graphically violent, and one did not require a background in criminal justice to see that it was plainly a suicide—but a suicide of the most hideous kind. It was only because Julian had known this man for years—had grown up alongside him—that he could still recognize him despite the lack of ears, eyes and nose. These appendages, his sense organs, had been cleaved away only very recently if the un-clotted blood that yet trickled from them was any indication. Lee had done it with a small craft knife in what must have been a laborious process, and the tool had come to rest finally in his neck, where several deep gouges attested to failed attempts on his part to locate and pierce a vital vessel. Mercifully, he'd struck upon his jugular with his last, and the implement remained wedged in his dripping flesh.

      Whether the tears or vomit came first for him, Julian couldn't say, but they both prepared to stream at full blast as he limped out of the room, a dizzy mess. All around him, students were mashing at their phone screens; some were already breathlessly, tearfully speaking to emergency dispatchers. Feeling as though he might collapse, Julian shambled past them, striking the metal door that led to the stairway like a bag of wet cement. He entered the stairwell and then proceeded to stumble down several steps, his knees smarting all the way. Fighting his way to the first floor, barely able to see for the tears that stung his eyes, he exited the building and tripped face-down into the grass on his way out.

      Crawling and shaking, he clambered to his Focus and threw himself into the driver's seat, where he sucked in as deep a steadying breath as he could manage. It was useless; he wept and shook, and when he tried to force the key into the ignition he found he couldn't even keep ahold of it with his trembling hand, and it fell to the car floor.

      There was one thing that he'd noticed in his flight from Lee's room—something that should have been inconsequential compared to the other horrors, but which asserted itself in his mind with profound weight. As he'd turned to flee, Julian had stamped on something— a crumpled piece of parchment, upon which the handwritten words The Wandering Star had been legible. The messily-carved earlobe that had rested beside this piece of paper had all but declared its significance.

      It had been none other than the Wandering Star himself that had driven Lee to do what he'd done.
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      Somehow, he pulled out of the Art Village parking lot before the police cars and ambulance got there, but only barely, and in doing so he nearly backed into a number of students who'd been hanging around nearby. He fled the scene as though he himself had been responsible for the horrors witnessed in that room; as though the authorities would soon be looking for him.

      It was true that, as a close friend of Lee's, the police might want to ask him questions. Oh, they'd ask him any number of boilerplate questions about how he'd been acting prior to his death, whether or not he'd been depressed, but none of that was going to help them get any closer to the truth.

      Because the truth was that Erich Tellier—or whatever it was that dwelt inside of him—had driven Lee to suicide.

      The authorities would balk at such a suggestion. They'd suspect Julian of being unhinged; would make him piss in a cup before hauling him off in a straightjacket. This was why he didn't run to them, why he didn't find a cop and spill his guts. There was no sense in it; the one responsible for this tragedy was not a run-of-the-mill perpetrator.

      But what was he, and how could he be stopped? Julian had long-passed the point of asking such questions as a mere intellectual curiosity—he needed to know, urgently, how to stop this odious life form from claiming any more lives. Erich was a ticking bomb. He exerted a powerful influence upon those who spent time around him, and his essence was as corrosive as an acid. Rather than working at a physical substrate however, this acid dissolved one's sanity.

      Though shuddering with terror and heartsick, Julian found himself possessed of a monolithic anger, and as he drove through the dim town, half-blind with tears, the only comfort he found was in entertaining the idea that he might carry out revenge. He would put a stop to this menace—a violent stop—not solely for Lee, but for Jennifer Marlow and Camille Jepson, too.

      Riled and distressed though he was, he knew that a predator of this caliber could not be dispatched without a solid plan. In the interest of hatching such, he drove to Peter Cat.

      He was more than an hour in the car, and only went into the cafe when he'd managed to stop crying. The shaking followed him inside, though, and didn't fully subside until the next morning.
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        * * *

      

      By the time he'd arrived at Peter Cat, the place had been within an hour or so of closing. He sat down in the back, studying the face of everyone that came inside and not finding the bearded, hoodie-wearing conspiracy theorist he so needed to speak to. Ten o'clock rolled around and the baristas began vacuuming and flickering the lights. Empty-handed, Julian left for home.

      He had more luck the next afternoon. After having spent his night in bed weeping, breaking things in anger and managing a few hours of tense, dreamless sleep, he drove back to the cafe half an hour past noon, and found Brock sitting in the back corner near the Grimshaw print, legs crossed. He'd set his CD player on the table and was stirring a packet of sugar into a coffee.

      Without a word, Julian slid into the chair across from him, and he must have looked utterly pitiful, because Brock stopped what he was doing and said, “Hell, kid, you OK?” He dropped the stirrer onto the table and gave Julian a hooded once-over. “You all right, man?”

      Julian had trouble responding without breaking down. He had to cradle his abdomen and speak very slowly to keep from losing control. “My friend... is dead,” he managed. “Erich got to him. Just like I feared he would.”

      Brock sat on this for a time, looking stunned. His grey eyes jumped from Julian's haggard face, to his steaming coffee, then back to Julian's face, though he couldn't seem to meet the younger man's gaze. “I'm sorry...” He shook his head, frowning. “That's terrible. I'm very sorry.”

      For some reason, Julian felt a laugh well up in his chest. He let it past his lips, but by then it had withered into a mere chuckle, very dry and devoid of mirth. “I'd been friends with him since high school, since we were kids. I repaid his years of friendship by introducing him to that damned monster.” He inhaled sharply, on the verge of blubbering. A hard gulp brought him back to center. “And when we went over there this past Friday, I left him on his own. I stepped out early. I let this happen.”

      Clumsily pressing a plastic lid onto his cup, Brock flinched at these words. “Please, kid, don't say that. I don't know what happened, but... I know you ain't behind it. Don't blame yourself.” Then, in the next breath, his eyes flickered with a morbid curiosity and he asked, in a lower voice, “So, what happened to him?”

      Gritting his teeth, Julian replied flatly. “He killed himself. He cut off his nose and ears. He plunged a knife through both of his eyes and then slashed his own neck.”

      Brock didn't say anything to that; the horror in his eyes made it clear he was sorry he'd asked in the first place.

      “I had a dream,” continued Julian, “after Erich's party. I dreamt that something was coming after me, and in order to save myself from feeling it, I did the same thing. Destroyed my sense organs. In the dream, I'd wanted to purge this awful feeling, this sickness that I'd felt whenever Erich was around. But it was no use. I never told Lee about my dream, but he chose to go out that same way. You know why?”

      Brock gave a timid shrug.

      “Because he felt it. He felt what I felt around Erich. And it drove him to the edge. This is proof positive. I know now, beyond a doubt, that the same thing happened to Jennifer Marlow, that girl I knew, who jumped from her rooftop after spending the night with him. And that grad student, Camille? She tuned in to listen to that thing in outer space and it drove her fucking nuts. Whatever it was, it found a home in Erich, and it's continuing its work down here. I don't know what he is, but he isn't human—not fully. Someone needs to put a stop to this—to put him down before he does this again.”

      “Whoa, yeah...” Brock scratched hard at his scalp, nodding uncomfortably. “Listen, I get that. And it's not like I disagree, OK? But you can't just... I mean, wanting revenge is completely natural, but...”

      “What, should I just call the cops instead, explain that he's an alien and have them lock him up?”

      “No,” replied Brock. “I wouldn't do that. The cops don't need to know about any of this stuff because, to be frank, they ain't gonna do jack shit about it. Worse, if you start blabbing to the cops, there's every chance they'll tip off the Feds, and if they start sniffin' around they might just haul you off to Guantanamo Bay for some, uh... enhanced conversation, know what I'm sayin'?” He sighed, taking a sip of his coffee. “But still—and it pains me to say this, kid—I don't think there's much you or I can do about this. What, are you going to show up on Erich's doorstep and just shoot him?”

      “That depends,” said Julian. “Know where I can borrow a gun on short notice?”

      “Ah, shit.” Brock glanced around the room narrowly. “Keep it down with stuff like that, OK? Don't let people hear you talk like that. The public's too sensitive about guns and violence, and if we're being honest, you look like you're at the end of your rope. Someone hears a word like 'gun' come out of your mouth and the next thing you know a SWAT team is gonna be kickin' in your door.”

      Julian ran his trembling hands over his face and leaned against the back of his chair. “I was right, Brock. About everything. There was a time, not too long ago, when I still doubted. But this—this seals it for me. And it doesn't matter how. He's got to be stopped. Maybe I can't call the cops to deal with him, but something's gotta be done. I have to do something.”

      “No, you don't!” blurted Brock. “I get where you're comin' from, OK? But you're not gonna fix this by just... tryin' to kill somebody. Come at it with a clear head. If he's as dangerous as all this and you confront him, it may not be too pretty. There has to be a safer way—for both of you—to neutralize this.”

      “So, you still don't believe, huh? For a guy who's into conspiracies, you sure strike me as a skeptic, man. What do you propose, then? Should we just forget all about this? Let him—it—do whatever it wants? Go about our lives like nothing's happened?”

      Brock didn't answer, but the soft expression he wore conveyed that he'd been considering that very course.

      “Fuck it,” said Julian. He struck the table with his fist, sending it wobbling and nearly spilling Brock's coffee in the process. “This is what I'm going to do. I'm going to arrange to meet with Erich at his place again. He's always talking to me, saying that we should get together. Well, this Wednesday, if I see him in class, I'm going to suggest we hang out afterward. And when it's just the two of us at his place, I'm going to confront him. When I know the score...” He mouthed the rest. I'll kill him.

      “But...” Brock began to plead.

      “I'm the perfect bait. I know Erich is a monster, but he doesn't know I know. He doesn't suspect me of anything. I can walk into his home and play dumb until we're within arm's reach of each other, and then I'll drop the bomb. He won't know what hit him. I have the element of surprise on my side because he's expecting an idiot. Understand?”

      “I guess so...”

      Drawing in a deep breath, Julian continued. “I have that timeline I wrote. You have my testimony. I've told you what happened to Lee, to Jennifer. If something happens to me—if I'm unsuccessful in finishing off Erich, then you need to take this to someone. Take it to the men in black, the Navy, I don't give a fuck. Alert someone with more power than the two of us and have them handle the threat. I'm making you the executor of this thing if everything goes to hell, all right? I'm relying on you. You're the only person who knows about this—the only one who can fulfill this role. Can I trust you?”

      Brock cleared his throat a few times, fidgeted in his chair. Finally, he nodded. “Yeah, kid. You can trust me.” He looked at his watch. “Tomorrow is Wednesday. You're gonna meet with him then? I'll wait for you here Thursday—and Friday—and if I don't see you again, I'll assume the worst. In that case, I'll take everything—my clippings, your timeline, the whole lot of it—to the authorities and let 'em sort it out. They might spirit me away, but whatever. It'll be worth it if we can put a stop to this thing.” He didn't sound confident as he said it; rather, he spoke like a weary husband who'd been nagged into submission by his wife.

      “OK, then.” Julian reached across the table and held out the folded piece of sheet music where he'd set down his timeline. When Brock had accepted it, he extended his hand to shake. “It's been a pleasure knowing you, Brock O'Shaughnessy. I hope we meet again—this time Thursday.”

      “It's a date, kid,” replied Brock, shaking the offered hand weakly. As Julian stood to leave, he added in a small voice, “Hey, do me a solid will ya? Don't get killed if you can help it.”

      Julian snorted. “Cause the truth ain't worth dying for, right?”

      Brock was left staring down at his coffee cup dourly.
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      Modality had been the chosen subject for this next class period, though as Professor Jennings got started on Wednesday afternoon, Julian didn't listen to a word. He hadn't come to hear a lecture. He'd shown up in the classroom quite early, claimed his usual seat in the back row and waited.

      Ten minutes before the top of the hour Erich Tellier had walked in.

      It was a difficult thing for him to shield his excitement as the object of his obsession strolled casually into the room, but Julian did his best. He averted his gaze, ignoring Erich's movements and pretending to be focused on his notebook. The flat footfalls up the steps eventually baited his eye, and Julian watched as Erich hunkered down in the back row, a few seats away, as he'd lately been in the habit of doing.

      Julian braced himself.

      Any moment now, he thought, I'm going to feel it wash over me. I'm going to start feeling sick. He clenched his fists in anticipation of the dizziness, the nausea, the feeling of fever, but as the lecture began and Erich sat hunched with his chin resting on his palm, none of these sensations materialized. His cologne smoldered about him in an invisible cloud, a warm tonka base with notes of vanilla, but that seemed to be the only thing he was exuding.

      Thirty minutes into the class, Julian allowed himself to relax. What in the world? Why don't I feel it anymore? Usually, by this point in class, he felt like he was being smothered. He'd thought himself being crushed by an unseen weight during his past run-ins with Erich, but at present, as they sat within arm's reach of one another, he felt nothing.

      He should have been happy about this, but the lack of illness unsettled him and propped up a ghost of a doubt that muttered a single question. Are you wrong about Erich? He had only to think about what'd become of Lee, of Jennifer, to bury this doubt good and deep, but he spent the remainder of the class wondering what had changed. At times, as the clock trudged on, he felt like a condemned man in the electric chair, waiting for the executioner to throw the switch. But the killing bolt never came. Julian never felt the strange symptoms come over him.

      “That's all I've got for today,” announced the professor. He ran a finger across his pencil-thin mustache and added, “Next week we'll be discussing harmony. I have office hours coming up if any of you would like to discuss what we went over today.”

      With the class adjourned, everyone began rising out of their seats, packing their things.

      Julian ratcheted up his courage. It's time to engage the beast. He summoned as convincing a smile as he could and turned to his right. “Hey, I—”

      He couldn't help but pause, giving a little start, as he realized Erich was already looking at him.

      “You missed a fine time this past weekend. A pity you had to leave early,” began Erich. His lips fell into a mock pout. “Thing is, Jules, I was wondering if you wouldn't be interested in getting together tonight. What are you doing, say, around eight this evening?”

      Julian was taken completely off-balance by this solicitation. He'd come to class armed with a plot of his own, and this disruption left him groping for the control he'd thought he'd had. “Tonight?” Julian swallowed hard, standing up. “Yeah, I think I'm free tonight.”

      “Wonderful.” Erich grinned. “I'll see you then. Same place. Eight o'clock.” Backing out from behind his desk, he started descending the steps but suddenly paused, turning once more to Julian. “Jules, how's your friend doing? The poet?”

      Blood surged through Julian's temples. He felt his face getting hot, and instinctively his arms locked up, his hands tightened into fists. The cruelty in his inflection as he'd asked such a monstrously leading question had been unmistakable. Rather than take the bait, Julian pretended not to hear. After several taut seconds, Erich continued his descent and slipped out of the room.

      Shaking with anger, Julian thrust his things into his bag and threw it over one shoulder. He can laugh all he wants for now. Tonight, I'm putting an end to all of this.
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      At home, Julian took a shower—perhaps his last, depending on how things shook out. He changed into fresh clothes and ate a simple meal. Finally, with two hours to spare before he intended to make the drive to Erich's, he went rifling through his toolbox and eventually located his utility knife. This, after checking the sharpness of the long blade insert, he tucked into his pocket.

      It had a blade on it nearly two inches long, and was sharp enough to nick his fingertip with virtually no effort.

      He was confident he could kill a man with it.

      He just hoped it would be enough to kill whatever it was that Erich Tellier had become.

      Sitting on the edge of his bed, he stared at the alarm clock, counting the minutes as they passed for the next two hours. When it came to be 7:30 p.m., he took his keys in hand and started for the car.
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      There seemed an ominous aura around the house at the terminus of Saint Street. Though in his nervousness he must have been reading too much into the sight, the property was suffused with the final rays of the passing day, and for it seemed to possess a singular glow of malignity. This fancy was borne out further in the angular depths of the shadows its one-story bulk cast; shadows which spread and clung to their surroundings like a dense fur.

      In so many ways, it struck Julian as a foul analogue to the lair of that miserable ambush hunter, the Trapdoor Spider. The beast was dwelling inside, and would pounce the moment its prey drew within reach. A crafty thing, the spider was known to surround the entrance to its burrow with lines of silk, which would alert it to the presence of newcomers. As he stared across the lawn, there was no telling where the tripwires had been set. Every blade of grass in the sparse yard may have served such a role.

      He tasted the air as he stepped out from behind the wheel, taking in the ripening of the leaves, and scanned the house's facade for signs of life. Through the large living room window, he noticed the faint glow of that corner lamp, but sensed no movement. A scan of the other window, which looked in on the spare room where he and Lee had joined Erich for tea, yielded little. The blinds were closed and a weak light shimmered in the dusty space between each.

      The moment he set foot in the house, he would be on Erich's turf. Never having been one for confrontation, the angry, jittery energy that coursed through his veins felt unfamiliar and uncomfortable. He abhorred violence, conflict—had always been a people-pleaser. Recent events had changed that and hardened him to the important task ahead, but even so the anticipation left him quaking with apprehension.

      Before he lost his nerve, he reached into his pocket and felt the warm metal handle of the utility knife. Finding resolve in it, he started up the drive, walked up the porch and carefully opened the door.

      No trapdoor spider raced out of the burrow. As before, he entered Erich's house and saw nothing out of place, encountered no one. Unlike the previous two times, there was no music playing this night. He shouldn't have felt disoriented by the quiet, should have used it to his advantage, but as he shut the door softly behind him and started across the carpet, he could not help feeling that he was himself being heard by unseen ears. Silence was a two-way street, after all.

      Crossing the room, he was about to scan the kitchen when he stopped short and turned to the hall. Someone was standing at the end of it, lit faintly by the glow of a lamp in the lefthand room.

      “Welcome, Jules,” said Erich, waving him on from the end of the hallway. He had a bottle of wine in hand. “Come, meet me for a drink. I want to make a toast, my friend.”

      “Sure.” Julian hesitated. Then, putting on an unstable smile, he started into the hall. He could only do so because he felt the weight of the utility knife against his hip; it lent him reassurance. As long as he went through with this, everything would be OK. Lee, Jennifer, Camille—they'd all be avenged. The world would be safe and no one else would have to go through what he'd gone through.

      Erich disappeared into the spare room, and could be heard to plop down into a chair. Julian entered, finding one of the kitchen chairs waiting for him, and he slid onto the cold seat, barely holding onto his fake smile and keeping back his rage. Pretending to get comfortable, he repositioned the chair by a few degrees, putting himself directly in the path of the doorway. This way, if Erich tried to flee into the hall during an altercation, he wouldn't get very far.

      Deftly wielding his waiter's corkscrew, Erich pulled the cork from the bottle of red wine and set it down on a tray he'd placed between their chairs, beside two empty glasses. Taking a moment to sniff at the cork, he studied Julian with amusement and began a slow pour into the glasses; when he was done, he'd split the bottle between them. Holding out Julian's share, he said, “Salud.”

      Julian accepted his glass and played at smelling the wine. He wasn't sure where to make his opening. Expecting hostilities, he decided to try and soften his target with pleasant talk first. “It smells great,” he said. Wishing to keep his wits about him, he dared a small sip and was taken aback by its deep flavor. It was a mouthy wine with a very bitter finish; not at all the kind of thing he would have chosen for himself. Still, he nodded indulgently. “Very nice.”

      “You like it?” asked Erich, giving his cup a brief swirl and taking a swig. “It's a Burgundy, French. The 2013 vintage, from which this bottle came, is renowned for its velvety mouthfeel and incredibly lush flavor. It pairs well with many savory dishes, but I suppose it won't hurt us to enjoy it on its own, eh?” He laughed and took another sip.

      Julian laughed along, and worried for an instant that his laughter was too obviously manufactured. With the taste of the wine still heavy on his tongue, he searched for something else to talk about; for more time. He needed Erich to show his hand—when he'd finally done it, he could proceed with the plan. “So, why did you want me over tonight?” he chanced. “What're we toasting here?”

      Waggling his brows playfully, Erich set his glass down on the tray. “Don't you know?”

      He thought back, wondered if Erich hadn't mentioned something earlier, in the lecture hall. “Uh... no.”

      Erich crossed his legs, a wide grin spanning his face. “Oh, come on. Think. Think hard.”

      Julian set his wine down, his smile slipping. He was getting tired of playing these games, indulging this cutesy back and forth. He hadn't come here to share a bottle of wine with Erich—he'd come here to expose and execute him. Profoundly annoyed at his host's grin, Julian decided it was time. “Tell me, where did you memorize that little bit—about the wine? What program or book did you lift that out of?” Sitting upright, tense, he leveled a steely gaze on Erich.

      “Oh, that?” Erich chuckled. “The Joy of Wine. It was on last night, on the cooking channel.” He admitted it without shame, without hesitation.

      Further enraged by Erich's nonchalance, Julian grit his teeth. “I see. You've been doing a lot of that lately. Quoting documentaries and books like you're an expert on these things. In fact, you've just got a real sharp memory, haven't you? You did the same thing after hearing Tartini on the radio, right?”

      Erich chortled, undeterred by his guest's vicious glare. “Guilty as charged, my friend.”

      “Stop calling me that.” The dam broke. Julian felt a rush of blood surging to his head. “I know, Erich. I know all about it—about you. What you've been doing.”

      Nodding sagely—patronizingly—Erich reached for his glass and took a dainty sip. “Yes, I know.”

      Julian froze. He hadn't anticipated that reply. “W-What?”

      With a sigh, Erich stirred his glass and watched the red liquid slosh around in a short-lived vortex. Holding it up to eye-level, he stared back at Julian through its ruby depths. “I said 'I know'.” A cruel smile flashed across his face. “I know that you know.”

      His night of planning, his violent plot, all dissolved in that moment. Julian felt the strength go out of him, and from the depths of his being there began a slow, familiar churning. It was like his insides were being tied into knots. His pulse quickened, his skin grew hot with fever. “Y-You know... that I've been onto you?”

      Standing up, Erich nodded quickly. He held up his glass, drained it, and then used it to point at Julian. “You asked me earlier what I invited you over for, dear Jules. You wanted to know what we were toasting tonight. Well, let me tell you—but before I do, I suggest you drink up.”

      Julian raised a shaky hand and batted his glass across the room. The wine spilled about the carpet and the glass shattered against the wall.

      “We're toasting you, of course,” continued Erich, dark eyes narrowing wolfishly. “You've outlived your usefulness to me, old boy. So, this is the end. Your send-off. A goodbye.”
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      The wild confusion in Julian's eyes prompted Erich to throw his head back in laughter. “The look on your face, Jules!” He paced around his chair, rubbing his chin drolly. “You thought you were a real sleuth, didn't you? A proper Sherlock Holmes! I say, you may know a thing or two, but anything you know, you've only learned because I've fed it to you. Don't balk—it's true. The truth is a much larger thing than you can possibly imagine—but here you've managed to work out one iota—set a piece into the corner of the puzzle—and you think you know it all. That's human hubris for you. I find it very endearing.”

      Crushed by the sickness, Julian felt woozy. He stood, but the churning in his gut was so overpowering that he had to sit back down. “W-What do you mean?”

      Erich strolled languidly around the room. He placed a hand delicately on Julian's shoulder and leaned in to whisper in his ear. “I'm not lying when I call you a friend, Jules. You've been valuable to me—up to a point. But all things come to an end, don't they? Yes, I'm afraid they do. At any rate, since you've been so sporting, I'm going to fill you in. I'm going to tell you a little something. It would be a shame for you to go to your grave, gibbering and trembling like the rest, without knowing something of the truth.”

      Julian fought back the urge to vomit. He leaned forward and pressed hard against the ground with his feet, but succeeded only in falling sideways, onto the carpet. When he tried to get up once more, he found he could barely move his limbs.

      “Easy. It'll all be over soon,” cooed Erich. “Now, where to begin?” He took a deep breath. “This body,” he began, striking himself in the chest with a closed fist, “was, frankly, ideal. Its injuries had made it so broken as to be nearly unworkable, but I managed. You see, I wanted to know more about your kind, Jules. That's why I took up a vessel. Unaccustomed to human thought, physiology, I admit that there was a steep learning curve. To begin with, I had to focus on the mending of this body. It was no little effort. At the same time, in order to make good use of it, I had to acquaint myself with the machinations of the human mind.

      “What remained of Erich's mind was, shall we say, insubstantial. Severe brain trauma will do that. And so, as the body convalesced, I wormed my way into it and rebuilt. Still, knowing nothing of your world, I had to closely observe my surroundings—pick up on human behaviors, human culture. The language center of his brain was intact, at least, and so I was able to tap into it and understand the conversations of those at my bedside. Furthermore, the night-shift nurses got into the habit of leaving the television on in my room in the ICU, and it was there that I first learned of its usefulness.

      “Soaking up the facts of human existence like a sponge, I found, upon mending and seizing this body, that I could now imitate your kind. But as is the case of all novices, my initial imitations left much to be desired. And so, I interacted a great deal with my caretakers and watched as much television—consumed as much media—as I was able. It was in this way that I developed this delightful patina you've come to admire.” Erich gave an exaggerated wink.

      Julian writhed upon the floor. It was like the ceiling was pressing down on him, like he'd somehow been transported to the bottom of the sea, and was now being crushed by endless tons of water. He could barely breathe, barely grunt as he suffered.

      Erich continued after a pause. “Then, one fine day, you came to visit me. I remember it so well. I remember, in particular, that I somehow offended your sensibilities, didn't I?” He knelt down and took hold of Julian's chin, raising his anguished face to meet his. “My kind, you see, differ from yours a great deal. Our bodies—our essences, if you will—behave differently. Up to that point, no one had much noticed. But you did, Jules. You were sensitive to my presence. I could see it in the way you winced and rushed out of my room. That's when I knew you were different from the rest—and useful. I appreciated your sensitivity and knew that I must capitalize upon it.

      “You became a sort of mirror for me. When I needed feedback—when I needed to know how convincing my imitation had become—I merely sought you out and judged my progress by your reactions. That first day I returned to class, I thought you might die! You certainly looked ill. As time passed however, I learned more tricks, learned how to become more 'authentic'. I threw a party here, invited many people, and it was a rich learning experience. Why, that night, after everyone left, I even came to know a woman...” He chuckled, looking up at the ceiling. “I found her body extremely educational. For her, the encounter was perhaps less satisfactory...

      “By the time of the party, Jules, I had already begun learning to control certain aspects of my essence. I was able to keep myself from appearing on your radar—a thing which I noticed, through your drinking and despondency, confused you terribly. You must have wondered if you'd been imagining the previous experiences. Then, when you and your friend came over this past weekend, I decided to take a gamble. I wanted to see how long I could fool you into overlooking my true nature. And to my surprise, you bailed out before the night was through. I'd finally done it—I'd fooled you into believing I was truly human. I'd passed the biological equivalent of the Turing test.

      “When you'd gone, I quickly bored of your friend. He was a dullard. A few hours after you left, when he'd been planning to leave, I decided to reveal myself to him. Let's just say that he didn't react so well. And that brings us, finally, to this evening, Jules. You can see now why I've allowed you to live up to this point—why I'm thankful for your service—and why I can't allow you to leave here. The truth is, I no longer have need of a mirror. I have successfully paired my essence with a low species that should have been completely incompatible. This human vessel is a temple, and I stand now behind its altar! And now, I can pass for one of you completely. I can walk among men in the light without fear of being found out. I am free to do with this world what I please.”

      Julian thrashed upon the floor, his face pouring sweat and his throat contracting around a bolus of terror. He couldn't draw in enough breath to scream, but the dull grunting he did manage was terrible to hear. He kicked his heels into the floor, managed to worm his way across the room, towards the doorway, but then the air grew even heavier and he felt it descend upon him like a stack of bricks. He was pinned.

      “Now that I have mastered my role, I have no need of you. But as a token of thanks, I will send you to the world beyond with a souvenir. I will let you take a glimpse beneath the mask, Jules. I will allow you to gaze upon the terrible face of he who lords over your kind. I am the one who has toiled through the cosmos, who has probed the coldest reaches, who was born in such darkness where the light of the stars could not penetrate.” With a savage push, Erich rolled Julian onto his back. Leaning over him so that their faces were level and mere inches apart, he opened his mouth wide.

      One more sentence issued from Erich's mouth, though his lips did not move as he said it. The voice had come from deeper in; from the one who dwelt in that body and was now its master. The thing said, “I am the Wandering Star.”

      From that black, straining oval of a mouth, something began to emerge.

      It was at this moment that Julian understood he'd reached the end of the line. His body had been subjected to immense suffering, but in that instant, as the cosmic interloper prepared to reveal its true face, he felt utterly peaceful. His brain did the math; he had strength enough to draw one, perhaps two more labored breaths before his lungs burst. If he tried, he might be able to shut his eyes and keep them closed until death overwhelmed him. Instead, he chose to expend this final spark in another way.

      Julian Pinchot had felt at peace in that moment because he chose to embrace the alternative.

      In his struggling, the utility knife had fallen out of his pocket, and in the subsequent writhing, he'd managed not only to grasp it in his trembling hand, but to extend the blade to its full length.

      Erich hovered so close that Julian didn't even have to take aim. With the last of his strength, Julian swung the blade in arc from the floor and buried it deep in Erich's throat.
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      “How's it going this morning?” Detective Conrad Barrow slipped into the room and closed the door softly behind him to minimize his disturbance of the patient. “It's me again. I was hoping you might feel up to talking. I still have some questions.” Removing his beige jacket and straddling a chair near the hospital bed, he glanced at the pitiable thing resting in it and then immediately averted his gaze.

      The patient didn't say anything; didn't give any cues that he was even aware of the detective's presence.

      After a pause, Barrow went through the motions, repeating the same spiel he'd done during his previous two visits to the ICU. Each had been utterly fruitless, but in the interest of cracking a most perplexing case, he'd come back this morning, hoping like hell that the patient—and only living witness—might be talkative for once. “I know you've been through a lot. I can't imagine. But...” He cleared his throat. “Tell me, what do you remember? What happened that night, in the house on Saint Street?”

      The patient gave no reply. The telemetry monitor dinged a bit, picking a spike in heart rate, but the gaunt figure in the bed barely stirred.

      With a bit more force, the detective continued. “Julian, what happened that night? What caused the explosion, and what happened to Erich Tellier?”

      Again, the telemetry monitor picked up a rise in heart rate. This time, it didn't go down right away.
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        * * *

      

      At hearing the name “Erich Tellier”, Julian felt it all coming back to him. Though he remained in his hospital bed, his mind wandered to that accursed house on Saint Street. He and Erich had been on the ground. With a wild swing, he'd plunged his blade into Erich's neck.

      What had happened after that was hazy; not because he couldn't remember, but because he didn't want to remember. Ever since the incident—the detective had helpfully reminded him it had taken place only four days previous—Julian had sought to bury his memories of what happened next. Whenever they resurfaced, his heart would spring wildly to life and he would cower in his bed, silently praying for death.

      When the decisive blow had been struck, Julian had been freed immediately from Erich's oppression. But the relief had been fleeting. Mortally wounded, Erich had scrambled backwards, clutching at his neck. This motion, too, had been short-lived, because in the next moment the wound had begun to gush—not with blood, but with a blinding light. Erich's mouth had still been wide open, and from it there had begun to stream a column of this same light, which possessed a sweltering, otherworldly heat. It was like Erich's body had housed a chunk of the sun itself, and at being penetrated, the star fragment had exploded out of him.

      In the moments before he lost consciousness, Julian saw Erich's spent body dropping to the floor like a cast-off banana peel, a fleshy husk. After that, there'd been only pain, heat and darkness.
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        * * *

      

      Julian didn't have the strength to explain this to the detective, and even if he had, he would have exhausted himself for naught. Without divulging the background—the theories that had first convinced him of Erich's inhumanity—Julian couldn't hope to impart the whole shape of this thing to Barrow. Nonetheless, there remained someone in the world who could.

      Marshaling his strength, Julian turned to the detective and spoke in a harsh whisper. “Brock... Ask Brock O'Shaughnessy. He can tell you... everything.”

      With a grunt, Barrow stood up and left the room. He shut the door quietly, and as soon as he was on its other side, he cursed to himself. The patient's doctor had been standing in the hallway, and noticed the detective's frustration. “What's wrong?”

      Barrow smiled sheepishly, approaching the doctor. “It's this patient of yours, Julian Pinchot. He's the only living witness to one hell of a case, but he refuses to tell me what happened. I can't get him to talk.”

      “Oh, yes.” The doctor, a Chinese-American man of middle-age, crossed his arms. “It's a terrible situation with him. He shouldn't even be alive after what happened. He ended up with third and fourth degree burns all over his body, and is completely blind. Even if he makes it out of the hospital—which is no guarantee—he'll never know a normal life. It's a tragedy. He's so young.”

      Barrow nodded; he didn't need convincing that this was a tragedy. He needed some answers. “I've got another dead kid his age, but the whole thing is complicated. See, your patient and this friend of his were in a house together and it burned. There was some explosion, but our guys can't say for sure what the cause was. It wasn't a gas line, doesn't seem to be arson, and if it was a bomb, well, there's no sign of it. The entire house came down, though. You know what became of Mr. Pinchot, but the other one is a real head-scratcher. He was an exchange student who'd been through a very serious car accident not too long before this. We found him dead, but the state of the body was... perplexing.”

      The doctor furrowed his brow. “Perplexing how?”

      “Well, maybe you can lend me some insight,” said Barrow. “After his accident, this kid had sustained serious—life-threatening—injuries. Broken vertebrae, ribs, the whole gamut. He shouldn't have lived, but he did.”

      “These things happen sometimes,” offered the doctor. “He must have been very lucky.”

      “Sure, and he made it out of the hospital, fully-recovered, in seemingly record time.” Barrow paused to put his jacket back on. “Trouble is, he gets caught up in this house explosion, right? His luck ran out this time, he didn't make it. But when the body is examined, we find some weird things. To start with, he's got a nasty wound on his neck. He was likely dead before the blast went off. But what really doesn't make sense to me is that his corpse bears all the same injuries that were reported from his earlier hospitalization. Though he'd recovered and been discharged well before this, our autopsy showed that his vertebrae were still broken. Ribs, too. The significant damage to the body, consistent with a serious car wreck, was all still there.”

      “I'm not sure I follow,” said the doctor.

      “Me neither. But it's like the guy's insides had been held together by chewed gum and wishes for a few weeks, and then suddenly, whatever had been propping him up, just disappeared. There wasn't any evidence that the broken bones had ever healed according to our guys. He should have been paralyzed, but for weeks we have reports of his walking around.”

      “Huh...” The doctor considered this strange story for a bit, then shrugged. “I've never heard of such a thing. You say that Mr. Pinchot won't tell you more about what happened that night, though?”

      “That's right.” Barrow chuckled. “He told me the same thing today that he's told me during my previous visits. He gives me a name—Brock O'Shaughnessy—and tells me that this fella apparently has all of the answers.”

      “Sure, so why not find this Brock character and ask him what happened?”

      At this, Barrow turned to leave. “Because there's no such person. I've run database searches, had contacts in other States search that name, and nothing comes up. Certainly no person by that name has ever lived in Moorlake. Earlier, your patient told me that he'd met him at a local cafe, that he's a regular, but I've grilled the staff there pretty hard, and they all deny having seen such a person. So, it's a dead-end.”

      The doctor laughed. “I'll admit, the name sounds kind of made-up. Sure sounds like a dead-end, though. A weird one. I hope you crack it. I tell you, the world is a strange place.” He looked down at his phone as he continued down the hall, adding, “It's like that thing with the comet. You hear about that?”

      Barrow nodded. “Ah, yeah. It turned up in the sky again four nights ago. I actually saw it myself. It appeared around 8:30 p.m. or so. Weirdest damn thing. A bunch of eggheads are arguing about it in the news, trying to figure out how it's possible for a comet to pull off such a vanishing act. It's long gone now, but what a sight it was. Beautiful color on it. A shame we won't be around to see it again; Comet Aten only comes around this dirtball every million and a half years or so.” Waving at the secretary who sat behind the desk at the nurse's station, the detective walked through the unit's sliding doors and started for the elevators. He sighed. “Back to the drawing board, I guess.”
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      I hope you've enjoyed Beyond. If you'd like to know about my future work the moment it's released, join my mailing list at the link below!

      

      Please consider leaving a review for this book. Your reviews are invaluable to me; they help me to hone my craft and help new readers find my books.

      

      Subscribe to Ambrose Ibsen's newsletter here:

      

      http://eepurl.com/bovafj
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