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        Curse of the Blood Corn


        
The red corn is fed on blood spilled in guilt and a­nger.
—Tales of Hor­ror From the Ge­paul Co­un­try­side

Korl took a step for­ward and lift­ed both of his hands. The tum­ble of corn stalks piled in front of him shud­dered twice and then lift­ed into the air. With a twist of his fi­ngers, husks and corn-silk were peeled off the cobs in a ex­plo­sion of green and yel­low. The smell of fresh earth and the dusty smell of ripe corn washed over him.

He drew his hands apart and the shucked corn se­parat­ed from the chaff. He drew one hand back and the corn lined up to stream to his left. He didn’t have to look back to know it would be stre­a­ming a few hun­dred feet to a wag­on wait­ing be­hind them.

The silk flew in a se­parate stream to an­oth­er wait­ing wag­on while the stalks and husks were thro­wing to the side into a long pile be­ing formed by the har­vest.

He lo­wered his hand as a tremor of ex­haus­tion rip­pled along his arms. They had been work­ing for close to three hours with­out a break but they were al­most to the end of the field.

A­head of him, Pasir steadi­ly drew his scythe through the stalks. The mas­sive blade eas­i­ly cut through near the base. The fi­nal sweep of the blade dragged the corn in a wide cir­cle to de­posit be­hind him as he drew back, took an­oth­er step for­ward, and sliced through it a­gain. Un­like Korl, Pasir didn’t stop or hesi­tate. His tal­ent was endu­rance, the abil­i­ty to keep swi­n­ging the blade with­out his mus­cles burn­ing or his back protest­ing. Not even his shirt was so­aked with sweat.

Korl stepped for­ward and raised his hands, lift­ing and se­parat­ing the corn to keep up.

Pasir gru­nted and sliced through an­oth­er few feet of corn. “How are you do­ing back there?”

“Ke­e­ping up, ke­e­ping up.”

Pasir turned slight­ly and gri­nned, his dark brown beard al­most ob­scu­ring his lips. He nod­ded with his chin be­hind them. “What a­bout the oth­ers?”

First team to the end of the vil­lage field got a cask of stout for the wi­nter. Korl lo­oked be­hind but there was only a nar­row aisle be­tween the corn stalks that went back al­most a quar­ter mile. He could see the flash of blades in the dis­tance.

Korl said, “No one is even close. We’re go­ing to win a­gain this year.”

Then his eyes fo­cused on the woman walk­ing to­ward them. She had on a bright blue dress and car­ried a bas­ket in her arms. It was Ri­an, Pasir’s wife. A mem­o­ry rose up of Ri­an’s legs wrapped a­ro­und Korl’s hips. He could al­most smell her per­fume in the air.

Bla­n­ching, he forced the smile from his lips and turned back. “Your wife is co­ming, take a break?”

Pasir heft­ed his scythe. “Keep go­ing, Old Man. We cut un­til she shows up.”

Korl an­swered by lift­ing the stalks a­head of him and be­gan to se­parate them. His eyes glazed over as he used his mind and mag­ic to send the har­vest back to the wag­on. It was a steady stream of white and yel­low, the corn for the town’s har­vest would e­nsure eve­ry­one had e­nough to eat for the co­ming wi­nter.

There was a flash of red.

He frowned and turned a­ro­und. The stream of corn froze as did the silk, husks, and every­thing else. A­bout twen­ty feet away, he spot­ted a blood-red cob hove­ring in the air. With one hand, he beck­oned for it and it se­parat­ed from the hove­ring line and sailed back.

Korl re­laxed and wait­ing for the cob to land in his hand. He half ex­pect­ed to see rust or a di­se­ased cob, but it lo­oked per­fect­ly nor­mal ex­cept for be­ing crim­son. He flipped it over and then a­gain.

“What’s that?” asked Pasir.

“This looks strange.”

Pasir fi­nal­ly stopped swi­n­ging his scythe. He flipped it over to the blade hung over his head and then slammed the haft down to bury it into the gro­und. It swayed for a mo­ment and then stead­ied. He wiped his per­pet­u­al­ly su­nburned hands on his over­alls be­fore walk­ing over. “Let me see that.”

Korl ha­nded it over just as Ri­an came up.

“Hel­lo, boys. Need a break?”

The smell of fresh­ly baked bread brought a rum­ble to Korl’s stom­ach. His eyes rose to meet her gaze as he held out his hand.

Ri­an smiled sweet­ly at him, then glanced over at Pasir.

He was still lo­o­king at the red cob.

Her eyes came back and her grin turned more se­duc­tive. She part­ed her lips and stuck out her to­ngue for a mo­ment.

His ma­n­hood twitched. He knew what to do with that mouth.

“It’s a blood cob,” Pasir said.

Korl snapped his head back and no­ticed Ri­an did the same. A faint blush burned his cheeks but he knew it would be hid­den by his farmer’s tan.

Pasir heft­ed it for a mo­ment and then shook his head sad­ly. He tossed it to the side. “You know the sto­ry, only the guilty find them.” His voice was low, a rum­ble of disi­n­ter­est­ed knowl­edge.

Korl’s face whi­tened. He glanced at Ri­an who lo­oked back in fear. Then he re­al­ized he was be­ing obvi­ous and snapped his head back. “Do you be­lieve it?”

Pasir shrugged. He held out his hand for the bas­ket. “Doesn’t mat­ter, does it? I didn’t find it. Hope you a­ren’t guilty of any­thing, I heard that no one sur­vives the day they find it.” He gave Korl a broad smile. “You still feel­ing bad a­bout steal­ing Farmer Jon’s ap­ples?”

Korl tried not to think a­bout his hands on the in­sides of Ri­an’s thighs. “That was thir­ty-five years ago and you were the one who hopped the fence.”

Pasir hesi­tat­ed for a mo­ment and then shrugged. “Nope, don’t feel guilty at all. Those were damn good ap­ples.”

“Yeah, they were,” Ri­an said qu­iet­ly. She set down the bas­ket. “I-I… need to tell the oth­ers that you’ve filled the wag­on.”

Korl flinched as she hiked up her dress from her an­kles and hur­ried away. He turned slight­ly to watch her wide hips and wo­nder­ful ass for a few yards be­fore he re­mem­bered the blood corn and turned back.

“Wo­nder what that is a­bout?” asked Pasir. He knelt next to the bas­ket and fetched a large skin filled with stout, two loaves of bread wrapped in a tow­el, and a hunk of Farmer Tail’s sharp che­ese. He broke the che­ese in half and ha­nded it over to Korl.

Streaks of mud had smeared along the che­ese but Korl took it any­way. He wiped it off on a clean spot of his own shirt be­fore tak­ing a bite.

“Think we could hur­ry up? I want to win this co­ntest and get go­ing on the sec­ond. I’m bet­ting we can get three lines done be­fore the oth­ers catch up.”

The che­ese choked Korl and he gulped hard to ease it down his throat. “Good idea, just let me get an­oth­er two bites and I’m ready to go.”

Pasir stood up. He gath­ered his scythe and be­gan to cut through the stalks.

Swal­lo­wing as fast as he could, Korl hur­ried up and fin­ished eat­ing. He heft­ed the blood corn for a mo­ment and then sent it to the side, toss­ing it in the pile with the rest of the stalks and husks. Try­ing to not think a­bout it, he fo­cused on lift­ing, se­parat­ing, and send­ing the va­ri­ous parts to their re­spec­tive piles.

With the fall sun beat­ing down on them, they worked in si­lence. The steady rhythm of step, se­parate, step, let the min­utes pass into a haze. It was al­most re­lax­ing ex­cept for a faint burn in his shoul­ders and a twitch in his fi­ngers. Us­ing mag­ic to lift corn wasn’t as ex­haust­ing as do­ing it him­self but it still took en­er­gy to send the har­vest corn down to the wag­ons.

Then he re­al­ized Pasir’s strokes were co­ming fast and hard­er. The scythe blade had steadi­ly ac­cele­rat­ed, swi­n­ging in a wide swoop that e­nded with a rat­tle of some piece. The sharp end sparkled in the light as Pasir drew back and slammed it through an­oth­er few feet of stalks and dirt.

Korl thought a­bout the blood corn. He was guilty of some­thing, Ri­an. They had been fuck­ing each oth­er on the sly for a­bout three months. It was most­ly stolen mo­ments in the barn or while Pasir was ru­n­ning a load into the vil­lage, but she even oc­casi­on­al­ly stopped by his house on her er­rands for a roll on the bed, some con­ver­sa­tion, and then to hur­ry out the back door.

Pasir’s strokes con­ti­nued to grow faster. They so­u­nded hard­er, more vi­o­lent.

Korl gulped and con­cen­trat­ed on his du­ties but his eyes kept fo­cus­ing on the blade as it swung back to­ward him be­fore stop­ping with a thud. He skipped a step to keep some space be­tween them and con­ti­nued on. He just ne­eded to get through the day, maybe not do any­thing with Ri­an for a week or so un­til things calmed down.

Step, slash, thud. Pasir moved with re­lent­less force. He drove into the stalks and slashed through them. They cas­cad­ed to the gro­und be­hind him and Korl fo­und him­self strug­gling to keep up.

The scythe sud­den­ly stopped at the end of the stroke, the force of the move­ment stop­ping with al­most a shud­der of the air.

Korl froze, his heart beat­ing faster as sweat prick­led down his neck.

“It’s Ri­an, isn’t it?”

Korl gulped.

Pasir turned, his brown eyes al­most burn­ing. “That’s what you’re guilty a­bout, isn’t it? You’re sle­e­ping with my wife.”

To be hon­est, Korl and Ri­an had nev­er slept to­geth­er. They were u­su­al­ly too busy talk­ing or fuck­ing to do any­thing as mu­ndane as sleep.

The tip of the scythe drew back but Pasir was still fac­ing Korl.

Sweat burned Korl’s eyes as he reached out for the stalks at his feet. They quiv­ered as he felt them. He didn’t know what Pasir was go­ing to do but there wasn’t much that could stop the scythe blade.

“How could you do this? We’ve been fri­ends since we were t-three.” Pasir’s voice cracked with his emo­tions.

Korl couldn’t lie, not to Pasir. They were fri­ends. He felt tears burn­ing his eyes as he held up his hands. “It wasn’t what I meant to do, it just—”

The scythe whis­tled as Pasir swung it with a grunt.

Pan­icked, Korl threw up the stalks at his feet. The ones to block the blade were eas­i­ly sliced through but more of them caught the blunt haft of the in­stru­ment and slowed it down. De­spite pre­pa­ring for it, he wasn’t ex­pect­ing the sheer strength and pow­er as the curved blade came a­ro­und to­ward his side.

The tip sliced into his up­per arm be­fore the corn stopped the strike.

A gout of blood sprayed to the gro­und, paint­ing some for­got­ten husks red with crim­son.

A­gony ex­plod­ed from the wo­und as the blade twist­ed and ripped open mus­cle.

Pasir snarled, his knuck­les white a­ro­und his scythe. “You can’t have my wife!”

Korl used his right hand to reach out. His mag­ic caught on the corn and stalks still lined up next to their lane. Be­fore Pasir could try to pull back, Korl ya­nked his palm for­ward and the cobs ripped out of their husks. Fu­eled by his mag­ic, they whis­tled as they slammed into Pasir, each one shov­ing him back a few inch­es.

More corn ripped out of the stalks, peppe­ring him with a stream of heavy weight.

The scythe blade ripped out of his arm. He felt the shock as more blood sprayed across the gro­und.

Pasir stag­gered. His face was bru­ised and bloody from the tele­ki­net­i­cal­ly thrown corn. He got a tighter grip on his scythe. “You bas­tard!”

Korl ig­nored the se­a­ring hot liq­uid po­u­ring down his left side to rip more of the corn from the field and throw it into a heavy stream to­ward his chest. He wa­nted to say some­thing but us­ing mag­ic was too much for him. He couldn’t af­ford to let his im­promp­tu de­fens­es down.

Pasir stag­gered back, the im­pacts of the corn sha­king his body vi­o­lent­ly as he stum­bled. Then, he sud­den­ly tensed and slammed his feet down.

Corn cobs bounced off his face and chest, the sharp edges te­a­ring at his skin and rip­ping at his beard. Crim­son dripped down his face as he pulled back his lip with a snarl. “You can’t steal her from me!”

He la­unched him­self off the gro­und, the scythe fla­shing in the air.

Spot­ting an op­por­tu­ni­ty, Korl ya­nked his hand up. The corn stalks on the gro­und shot up like spears, slam­ming into Pasir and toss­ing him high­er into the air. He gasped and forced out the words. “Steal her!? I don’t want her!”

Pasir hit the gro­und hard. The scythe rolled from his hand, thud­ding loud­ly on the blood-flecked dirt. His mouth o­pened up but no so­und or air came out of it. He closed it with a snap and flailed at the gro­und.

Korl ripped more corn from the stalks a­ro­und him. They swirled in the air above him be­fore he brought his fist up. Then, the cobs formed into a mas­sive ham­mer, one that would crush the life out of Pasir. He stag­gered up and lo­oked into the oth­er man’s eyes.

When he saw tears, he stopped.

“Do it!” snarled Pasir. “Do it or I will kill you.”

Korl couldn’t. Pasir was his fri­end. Too many decades had bound them to­geth­er. His fist shook as he stared down. It would be so easy to end it, to crush Pasir and end the threat.

He was be­ing hon­est that he didn’t want Ri­an. Not as a wife. She was fun, she had so much en­er­gy, but it wasn’t for­ev­er for him.

“End it.” Blood flecked Pasir’s lips and beard.

Korl shook his head as he strug­gled with the words. “D-D… Do you know what she talks a­bout?”

“How your shaft feels—”

“You!” bel­lowed Korl. “She talks a­bout you!”

Pasir o­pened his mouth to say some­thing but Korl spoke quick­ly. “She talks a­bout how she miss­es you! She talks a­bout how there is no more pas­sion in your life. How much she wants to just… talk to you.”

Korl gasped as his voice grew soft­er. “Ri­an miss­es the old you.”

Pasir’s lips tight­ened but his body didn’t lose any of its ten­sion.

Korl stepped back and re­leased the corn. It rained down a­ro­und them but he made sure not a sin­gle cob la­nded on his fri­end. “That’s how all this start­ed. You lost your love.”

“And you want her.”

“No, I mean… she’s a great…” No, that was not the thing to say. Korl gulped and re­mem­bered how she lo­oked a few days ago as they spoke un­der the mil­lio tree. “When was the last time you just sat down and talked to her?”

Pasir pushed him­self into a sit­ting po­si­tion. “Every night! Every night I tell her I love her. Twice even!”

Pa­in radi­ated from Korl’s arm. He clutched and his palm smacked a­gainst the hot blood. He felt the urge to run away and lash out at the same time, it felt like a rope un­der ten­sion. “No, not just the words. Show it.”

Pasir gro­und his teeth to­geth­er.

“She still loves walk­ing in the fog, you re­mem­ber that?”

“Yeah, of course. That’s how we met.”

“When did you do that?” Korl stag­gered, he was hav­ing trou­ble re­ma­i­ning stand­ing.

Pasir’s face paled and he closed his mouth.

Korl gasped and lo­oked a­ro­und. He couldn’t seem to stop the blood no mat­ter how much he pressed down. “What a­bout ma­king love?”

“Two nights ago.”

“Ring her bell?”

“Of course,” Pasir said as he fold­ed his arms over his chest. His teeth gro­und a­gainst each oth­er.

Korl sighed and sank to his knees. “Did you take more than six­ty sec­onds?”

Pasir lo­oked guilty.

“Then you didn’t ring that bell. I know beca­use she came to vis­it me af­ter you rolled over and fell asleep. Three times that night and I made sure she rang that bell every time. She takes a while, you know that. It takes time to do it prop­er­ly. When did you make a po­int of ma­king sure she came first?”

He al­ready know why Pasir lo­oked even guilti­er.

“That’s what she talks a­bout. Not just the sex, not just the talk­ing. She missed the pas­sion when you two were oblivi­ous twen­ty-some­things get­ting in trou­ble beca­use you were kiss­ing in the vil­lage squ­are. I re­mem­ber dis­tract­ing the may­or while you two sne­aked out of town.” Korl gave a weak smile.

Pasir shoved him­self to his feet. Blood dripped from his hand as he limped clos­er.

Korl tensed, wait­ing for his fri­end to pick up the scythe.

Pasir ya­nked open the bas­ket and pulled out the cloth wrapped a­ro­und the bread. He fold­ed it over and came over to wrap it a­ro­und Korl’s arm.

Korl pa­nted, his world was still sway­ing. He lo­oked up with dizzy vi­sion. “I’m sor­ry for Ri­an, I re­al­ly am. I just… she ne­eded so­me­one and I hate to see her cry, you know that. I was wrong there.”

Thick fi­ngers tight­ened the ban­dage. It was al­ready so­aked with blood.

With a sigh, Pasir shook his head. “I’ll apo­lo­gize to­mor­row.”

“No, don’t do that. She nev­er be­lieves you. Just cha­nge. Show her love, damn it. Make her a meal or take her on a walk. She’s been talk­ing a­bout check­ing out the stalls in the vil­lage. Just… stroll a­ro­und and let her dream a­bout the things she could buy with­out telling her you can’t af­ford it. Or, just ring that bell of hers, loud and clear.”

“Eas­i­er said than done. I may last for hours.” Pasir ges­tured to his crotch. “But he doesn’t.”

He sighed and fin­ished ty­ing the ban­dage a­ro­und Korl’s arm.

“Then learn to adapt. Maybe take your time to taste that ap­ple.”

Pasir pulled a face.

Korl chuck­led dry­ly and shook his head. A wave of dizzi­ness took him and he al­most fell over. “If you can e­njoy a stout, you can learn to e­njoy some cider. You know that. Just get on your knees and make her feel like the vil­lage qu­e­en. If you are lucky, she’ll do the same.”

He wa­nted to say some­thing more but his to­ngue felt sticky.

Pasir shook his head. “I’m sor­ry.”

Korl tried to smile but he felt weak. He slumped to the side, his cheek smack­ing a­gainst Pasir’s arm. He lo­oked down to see blood pool­ing on the dirt. It was al­ready so­a­king into the gro­und. “Yeah, I guess that red corn was cursed, wasn’t it?”

Pasir slipped his arm un­der­neath Korl and then stood up, pick­ing him off the gro­und. He swung Korl over his shoul­der.

Korl threw up, splat­te­ring che­ese and bread a­gainst Pasir’s side.

“Come on.” Pasir gru­nted as he stomped to­ward the wag­ons. His feet crushed the cobs that had dropped from the air when their fight had start­ed. “We both need more time and I’m not go­ing to let my fri­end die be­fore that hap­pens.”

Korl smiled as much as he could as he drift­ed to­ward dark­ness.
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