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The John Dies at the End bonus adventure! Not available in print!

The below tale of wonder and horror was written a couple of years ago as a "sequel" to my horror novel John Dies at the End. This unfinished adventure is not included in the print edition of JDatE that is coming out this fall, and right now is an online exclusive.

I intend to write the remaining 2/3 of the tale one of these days when JDatE is no longer dominating my life. Later this year or maybe 2010.

Most men can't make it through even five words of what I'm about to tell you. For most, the horror is just too much. Others are just humongous pussies.

Either way, this is your chance to turn back. Before it starts, before those terrible five words.

0

Will you press on? My name is David Wong, and this is my challenge to you.

I'll give you a second to think about it. In the mean time, tell me if you know what this is a picture of:

Here's another view. Recognize it?

If you answered "a brain cell under a microscope," you're right. For the second one.

The first, is a picture of the universe.

0

The little bright dots are galaxies. Who's holding the camera? I don't know. God, I guess. A team of scientists
 published it.

Here they are, side by side. The universe, and a single brain cell.

“ Pics by VisualComplexity.com
 , as seen in The NY Times
 .

Yeah.

A related question: Would you be willing to spend the night with a corpse?

Just you, alone, in a pitch black room, with a dead body propped up on the sofa? Would you get a good night's sleep if I made you share the bed with the corpse?

Probably not. In fact, I know people who would physically fight their way out of the room if they were even threatened with having to do such a thing.

Why? I can't find a single example, anywhere in history, of anyone ever being attacked by a dead body. Dead people seem to be the least dangerous people on the planet.

And yet... the only ones among us who don't fear the dead are those who've been carefully trained not to. Why?

Do you wonder why almost all humans are born with a fear of the dark? It's not the rational fear of sleepily tripping over the dog, either. No, a child left alone in a lit room, when the lights go off, ceases to feel alone.

And even now, when you pass darkened doorways or blackened

windows at night, don't you sometimes feel like if you had turned fast enough, you could have caught a face there, looking back at you? And when you do look and see nothing, the unspoken thought is always, "See, there's nothing there. Now."

I can tell you about them, about the... things in the shadows. But this is your warning. Once you know them, they'll know you, too. And they're a bunch of assholes.

Scoff, tell me you don't believe in the supernatural, fine. Whatever. Just ask yourself, do we live here...

0

...Or do we live here?

I think you're almost ready. One more picture:

0

Check it out. That's his ear hair.

Okay, let's do this. It begins with five words. I once saw a grown man, after hearing these words, press his palms over his ears and run from the room, muttering nonsense to block it out. Five words, and you'll know what kind of story this is...


0



0
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So there I was, naked.

I was in my bathroom, standing in front of the shower, half asleep. Naked, like I said. I was staring sleepily at the floor, realizing that the hair on my ass was actually visible in my shadow.

So anyway, I reach out to turn on the shower and the water, it just stops in mid-air.

I don't mean the water hovered there, frozen in time. That would be crazy. No, the spray was coming down about twelve inches from the nozzle, then breaking and splattering as if hitting something solid. Like it was blocked by an invisible hand.

I stood there outside the shower stall, squinting in dull confusion. I'm not the smartest guy at any time of the day but at six in the morning I have an IQ of about 75. I vaguely thought it was some kind of plumbing problem.

I glanced to my left and recoiled at the sight of a pale sasquatch thing in the vanity mirror, then realized it was my own reflection. Do they make back hair trimmers?

I looked back into the shower, at the interrupted umbrella-shaped spray of water, resisting the impulse to reach out and touch the space the water couldn't seem to pass through. Fear was slowly bubbling up into my brain. Hairs stood up on my back.

Then, the spray changed. The part of the flow furthest from me slowly returned to normal, the water shooting past the invisible obstruction in a gentle arc. The unseen thing was passing out of the spray. It wasn't until the falling water looked completely normal again that I realized this meant the invisible thing that had been blocking the water was now moving toward me.


Q
 Q
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NOTICE: YOU HAVE UNTIL JULY 1, 2010 TO FINISH READING THIS!

I jumped back, waking up fast. I moved so quick that I thought the half-open shower curtain had blown back from the wind of it. But that wasn't right, because the curtain didn't return right to its normal shape. It stayed bulged Table of
 outward, something unseen pushing against it.
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The curtain fell straight again. Now there was no sign of the thing, nothing in JDatE
 bathroom but the radio static sound of the shower splattering against tile.
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 I stood there, heart pounding so hard I was getting dizzy. I slowly put a hand
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 out, tentative, toward the curtain, through the space the unseen thing had

passed...

Nothing.

I decided to forget about the shower. I cranked off the water, turned toward the door and

I saw something. Or I almost did. Just out of the corner of my eye, a dark shape, a black figure whipping through the doorway just out of sight. Like a shadow without the man.

I couldn't have seen it for more than a tenth of a second, but I did see it. The shape, black, formless, like a walking ink blot. It was imprinted in my brain from that flash of a glance.

I had seen it before.

Q
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I stepped out of the bathroom wearing only a freezing layer of sweat. I surveyed my bedroom and saw nothing unusual.

I hurriedly dressed, pulling on khakis. Still naked from the waist up, I crept through the house, looking for signs of the shadow thing. The only sound was a percussive hammering inside my ears. My own heartbeat.

I noticed two green beer bottles had been knocked off the coffee table, but I think they were already like that. The dog was asleep in the kitchen.

See? There's nothing there. Now.

I stood in the middle of my living room, breathing like I had run a marathon. Actually, that would equal no breathing at all because if I ever tried to run a marathon I'd drop dead of a heart attack after the first quarter mile.

I finally retreated to my room, grabbing a black T-shirt with a store logo on the back. I had de-wrinkled it by leaving it on a hanger for 24 hours.

On the way back through the living room I stopped and propped the front door open. I figured the dark thing might float out on its own, like a fly. What else could I do? I was already late for work.

And as if all this wasn't bad enough, I couldn't find my name tag. Shit. And here I had just gotten onto a guy for not wearing his not two days ago. It wasn't in my truck.

I let the dog out and slammed the door behind me, trembling all over, sweat drying in itchy patches all over my body. Figures made of shadow flicked across my mind. I tried to push down my fear with anger, the only thing inside me strong enough for the job.

Something came into my house, I told myself. An intruder came and scared the shit out of me, and it had no damned right.

I never found my name tag. Maybe the Shadow Man stole it and was working the counter at the video store right now.

I threw myself inside my Bronco and pulled away, watching my little bungalow shrink in my rear view mirror. Freaking shadow people. In my house. And one thought pulsing through my brain, over and over:

It's starting again.
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It's my own fault, everything that happened later. My first mistake was I didn't tell anybody about what I saw that morning, not at first. And by "anybody" I mean my one friend, John, and my girlfriend Amy.
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Amy would just get worried, I figured, and she had enough on her mind with college and all. John, he would go online and tell all his internet friends about it. David saw a ghost again! WoooooooOOO!

I hate that shit. I hate talking about it, any of it. The type of people who want to listen aren't worth telling the story to. Not you, of course, but the nutjobs, the ones who are just so ready to believe. How do they know I'm not crazy? It pisses me off.

The only ones worse are the people who do think I'm crazy. Arrogant bastards, they piss me off even more. Get me talking about this and I wind up pissing in every direction. Set me in the yard and use me as a lawn sprinkler.

So I took what I saw that morning and stuffed it into the glove compartment of my mind, along with all of the unpaid parking tickets and most of my memories of high school. Still, it made for long nights in that empty little house, laying in bed and staring into the shadows. Like a little kid, studying the closet for monsters. You shouldn't still be doing that shit at age 25. You shouldn't still be working at a video store at that age, either, I guess, or signing petitions with the name Thong Bonerstorm.

Anyway, my point is that by the time the Shadow People entered my life again a few weeks later, I had almost forgotten about the incident. Almost.

What happened was I was visiting Amy, who - as I think I mentioned - was away at college. The school is a little more than two hours from here.

(You'll notice, by the way, that I'm intentionally leaving out any city names along with any other clues that would help you pinpoint where all this happened. The last time we went public with this stuff, kids started showing up here, driving past the house and snapping pictures with little digital cameras to post on their blogs and leaving empty beer cans on my lawn. Needless to say, the names aren't real, either.)

Where was I? Oh yeah, I was visiting Amy and we had to go to their on-campus clinic late at night because she threw out her back after she "accidentally" had a "fall" from the "top bunk of her bed" while we were "porking." It's an amusing story that she has asked me not to tell. Anyway, I was in their waiting room and flipping through some kind of newsletter for their medical school. Like a slap in the face I see:

Experiment Glimpses the 'Shadow Man' Inside

Researchers on campus are drawing worldwide attention, thanks to some new findings that may shed light on the hallucinations and feelings of paranoia common in patients suffering from schizophrenia and other psychiatric diseases. The experiment, conducted by cognitive neuroscientist Marvin Welsh and assisted by psychologist Fredrick S. Pratt and research assistant Kelly Glass, was performed on a 32 year-old patient with no history of psychiatric illness. However, using electrical stimulation of the temporoparietal cortex, researchers were able to reproduce the sensation of a ghostly "shadow person" in the room.

The patient described the being as silent and of indeterminate sex, usually standing behind him or otherwise "just out of sight." He spoke of the being as sentient and said phrases such as, "It doesn't want us doing this."

"Here you have a schneiderian symptom of schizophrenia in a patient with absolutely no history of the disease, brought on completely by electrical stimulation," said Dr. Welsh. "But remember this is one patient and there are plans for a larger—

There was a black and white photo of two guys who looked like professors and a girl who looked like she was really hot. I skipped to the end of the article and saw an e-mail address for the guy in charge, Dr. Welsh.

I dug a scrap of paper from my pocket, a receipt from a trip to the drug store that morning for Cheetos and condoms and two bottles of Mountain Dew Code Red. On the back I jotted down the e-mail address and snapped the magazine closed before Amy could come back and start a conversation about it.

That next day I drove back home, rushed in the door and turned on my television to watch Ultimate Fighting. I had completely forgotten about the whole experiment thing.

A week later, though, I went through those pants as I was about to throw them in the wash and the scrap of paper fell out. I sat down and fired off an e-mail to the guy, told him I saw a shadow person in my bathroom while it was taking a shower and wanted to know if I could get ahold of the guy in the experiment to tell him he wasn't crazy. They weren't keen on that idea, confidentiality I guess. They wanted to talk to me instead.

They convinced me to meet with them, partly by offering me money but mostly because I am a retard. They wanted to hook my brain up to the machine with the electrodes, like the guy in the experiment. I agreed, in what has to be one of the all-time most monstrously stupid decisions in human history.

I couldn't help it. Somehow the idea of gathering together smart people, in a well-lit lab, talking about all this... I don't know. I don't know what I was expecting. I guess I pictured them making this shadow thing appear and somehow we all see it, not just me, and then this whole thing would become someone else's problem. Also, they promised me money.

So I ducked out of town that Saturday and drove back to the college, telling John I was visiting Amy and telling Amy I was visiting John, hoping I didn't somehow run into her on campus. Yes, I was lying to the people closest to me. I did it according to this equation:

l = E x ~

Which can be translated as "One small lie saves an infinite amount of explanation." I use it all the time. I've used it on you already.

I had been picturing a big well-lit lab with huge computers lining the walls with those reel-to-reel things on them. It turned out to be a crappy little office on campus with broken air conditioning. I was sweating the whole time (this was in late August). I got there at nine in the morning and they greeted me and shook my hand and thanked me for coming. I filled out a stack of release forms a half inch thick. Then, the questions started.

It was excruciating. Hours passed. They asked me question after question after question, about my mom and how she was in and out of institutions, about how I never knew my dad, about whether I had headaches and what kind of food I ate.

The main guy was a huge man with a black goatee with silver streaks in it. He was Dr. Welsh, it turned out. There was the Psychologist, Dr. Pratt, who asked me to call him Fred. There was a girl there helping out, Kelly, who I remembered from the photo in the newsletter. She had a tiny ring in her nose and black hair and an adorable, round face. She oozed sweetness and kept giggling and touching my arm when we talked.

What a stupid bastard I was, not to see it coming.

Questions and questions and questions. All the way through lunch time. They even did the thing with the ink blots, like in the movies, showing me ten pieces of white cardboard with blobs on them, the guy sitting behind me and tapping on his laptop so fast I think he was trying to take down everything I said. All I could hear was that clattering of the keys and it made me a nervous wreck. Was that part of the test?

Dr. Fred: Just take your time. You can turn the cards around if it helps you.

Me: Okay.

It looks like a wolf, a mutant wolf with four eyes.

0

Two ducks, high-fiving each other after winning the Super Bowl.

Two hermaphrodites fucking a model of one of the fighter spaceships from Independence Day.

A guy running over me on a motorcycle. I can see the bottom of his boots sticking out the sides, like I'm looking up at him at the moment it runs over my face.

A Moth Man, with snapping jaws on his wings.

A pool of blood with a severed penis laying at the top. Aftermath of a cock bomb.

Two hands about to thumb wrestle.

A predatory bird, wings folded, staring right at me. It's pissed.

A clown with pointy hair, a grin full of sharpened teeth spread wide. The thing at the bottom is a potato he's eating sideways.

Two crabs puking up chunks of a turkey they had just eaten.

They kept sending me out to this waiting room while they went and huddled in the office and probably talked about how crazy I was.

Then, finally, they took me to a different building near the clinic me and Amy had been to on my last visit. The facility was mostly empty on a Saturday. They took me down a hall, me and the huge Dr. Welsh and Fred the friendly psychologist and Kelly the button-cute assistant in the tight T-shirt.

The four of us piled into the little room with the machine and all the wires. Only three of us would come out.

Pic from Abandoned Photography
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It took 45 minutes for them to wire me up, the girl shaving tiny spots in my skull to hook up the little wires. They huddled around computer monitors and calibrated instruments and muttered to each other and peeled off the wires and stuck them back on again about 37 times. It occurred to me that maybe I Table of
 didn't have the exact brain they were expecting. Oh, well.
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They muttered to each other some more before finally the enormous Dr. JDatE
 Welsh stepped in front of me.
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"No. I have wires and shit stuck to my head. But it's okay."

I saw the girl, Kelly, smile behind him.

"It won't be much longer. We appreciate all of your patience."

He walked around behind me. I was a bundle of nerves. I felt an ache from my fingers and realized I was gripping the arm rests of the chair.

I made eye contact with Kelly. She gave a small smile and said, "Are you nervous?"

"I don't think that's the word for it."

"Don't worry about it. We're here in case anything goes wrong."

"I'm not worried about things going wrong. Look, guys, I'm not sure this was a good idea."

Welsh reappeared to my left, said, "It's completely up to you, David," in a voice that barely concealed his desire to punch me.

"Okay," I said, "just remember, we start this thing, the second I ask you to turn it off, you turn it off. Right?"

"Of course, of course."

"The very second. Because if this dark bastard appears, I'm gonna stop this thing real fast."

"Of course."

"And if I ask everybody to run out of the room as fast as they can, they'll do it, right?"

Kelly giggled. She studied my face and abruptly stopped giggling.

"I'm serious, guys."

"We completely understand," said Welsh. "Just try to remain calm and remember that nothing you're seeing is real. We're monitoring your heart rate and Kelly here will be watching you so even if you are unable to-"

"-Wait, wait, wait. How do you know it's not real?"

"Well... as we explained earlier, we're stimulating a very specialized part of the brain that helps you differentiate the self from the outside world. We believe overactivity of this area causes us to project a 'shadow' self that..."

"Yeah, yeah. That's your theory. But how do you know the shadow people aren't really there, but just invisible to most of us? And that this thing you're stimulating is just the part of us that let's us see them?"

"Is that what you believe?"

"I don't know, I'm just saying. As scientists, you know. Got to keep an open mind."

"Now, again, you've just seen them the one time, isn't that correct? The encounter in your bathroom?"

I wish.

"Pretty much. I think I may have seen them once or twice otherwise."

If the electrodes on my skull had been hooked to a lie detector, it would have exploded into flames.

"Are you sure you want to go through with this?"

"Yeah, turn it on."

"If we do, and we're able to manufacture these halluc-these phenomena, would you consider seeking treatment?"

"Probably not."

"Why?"

"Can't afford it."

"No other reason?"

"No."

I pictured bits of flaming lie detector flying across the room.

I let out a breath and said, "Let's do this.

They hesitated, then turned some dials and flipped some switches and muttered to each other.

Nothing happened. At first.

Kelly came into view. I smiled at her, she smiled back. A college campus was a dangerous place for a man already engaged to another woman. Fred the Psychologist also stepped into view, a good looking guy with black hair in a Ceasar cut. The gigantic Dr. Welsh was behind me, still operating the equipment, I guess.

Dr. Fred said, "Everything okay?"

"I think so. Still hot in here."

"We'd bring that fan closer but it interferes with the equipment."

"It's okay. The air is broken in my truck so I'm used to - OH HOLY FUCK! THERE IT IS! THERE!"

A figure, black as midnight, casually stepped into view. Silent. Standing right there in the room, next to a little table with a coffee maker on it. The coffee maker had a "Mr. Coffee" logo on the front. The shadow passed across it, moving to the center of the room and - I swear I saw this - the moment it passed the coffee machine the logo changed from "Mr. Coffee" to "Braun."

What the fuck?

Kelly, new to this, flinched and put her hands over her mouth. She was in the room with an actual crazy person. Dr. Fred was more controlled. He asked, "Where is it now, David?"

My guts jumped, feeling like the cables had been cut on my elevator. My eyes were locked on the shadow thing, drifting across the room like an airborne oil slick. In a flash I thought I saw a pair of burning embers where its eyes would be, the only interruption of color in a being that was otherwise the deep black of outer space.

When it wasn't moving it gave a perfect impression of a man-shaped hole carved into reality with a surgeon's scalpel. A hole that revealed absolutely nothing behind it. Nothing at all.

"It's standing right next to you! Turn it off! Fuck! Turn it off! What the shit was I thinking?!?"

Dr. Welsh was already working behind me. I started ripping wires off my head.

Dr. Fred said, "Okay, okay. He's turning it off now. Do you still see it?
 
1



Kelly crossed her arms and pushed hair behind her ear, glancing nervously at the two men. The shadow thing moved toward her, not three feet away. She had no idea it was there. No idea what was about to happen.

"WE HAVE TO GET OUT OF HERE! NOW! OH, SHIT, WHY AM I SO FUCKING STUPID?!?"

I stood up in the chair, yanking some box off the table behind me because it was still attached. I threw aside a wire and took a step toward Kelly, snatching out at her arm.

"COME ON!"

She flinched away from me, a look of terror and revulsion that only panhandlers are usually treated to. The shadow man slid closer to her, inches away. I reached out to grab her arm and felt arms around me, holding me back.

I was being restrained by Dr. Welsh, the man having probably 70 pounds and six inches on me. He shouted calming things into my ear, told me to settle down. I screamed something about him being a retard and that we had to get out and get out now.

A whisp of blackness drifted off the shadow man, something like an arm but without any bones, limp and serpentine. It brushed Kelly's cheek.

She screamed. She bent over at the waist, hands clawing at her hair, shrieking like she was trying to break a window with the sound.

look of crippling dread and confusion unlike anything I had ever seen on a face before.

Her scream turned into the garbled squeal of a dying animal. The hands were no longer holding me, I was no longer struggling. Everything in the room went still, everything but the choking screams.

The shadow man moved across the girl, drifting over her like an eclipse. It passed, moved on across the room, and shrunk itself into a stream floating through the air like a puff of cigar smoke. It poured itself into a spot on the wall where I noticed a picture hung, a photo of a dozen or so guys in lab coats. The shadow man's remains spilled into the photo like it was a window. Then, it was gone. The photo, I noticed, suddenly seemed to be missing three or four people.

I looked back at Kelly in time to see her fall to pieces. Fingers, a hand, a forearm, all fell to the carpet in neat, dry chunks, like pieces of a broken doll.

Next, shoulders and chest and abdomen fell off in slices and blocks, bits of shirt still neatly in place, tumbling softly to the carpet as if she had been made of cans of spam. I watched numbly as the mangled face landed atop a scattered pile of pink parts of what had been Kelly Glass. Disassembled.

The parts melted into the floor in a puddle of marbled pink and brown syrup. One second later the puddle vanished, leaving behind empty carpet.

Welsh's meaty arms let go of me and I went to the floor, on my hands and knees. I couldn't breathe.

My fault. My fault. My fault. Oh, Kelly, I'm so sorry...

"Are you okay?"

That was Dr. Fred, from the back of the room.

From the floor, I said, "Please tell me you saw that."

"Saw what, David? Did you see the shadow man?"

"The girl, asshole. Kelly. Did you see what happened to her?"

"The girl? Do you see a girl, David?"

I sat back, on the floor, crossing my legs. I looked a the photo on the wall. Eight guys in lab coats. I shook my head but didn't say anything. Dr. Welsh spoke up.

"Can you describe her? Is she here now?"

"Kelly. Her name was Kelly." I tried to remember her name from the article. "Glass, Kelly Glass."

I craned my neck and caught Dr. Fred giving Welsh a raised eyebrow. Kelly who?

Welsh said, "Would you mind if we tried that again? On another day maybe?"

"I'm going home."

I stood and walked out. Before I left campus, I walked over to the waiting room of the clinic, found the newsletter and flipped to the article about the experiment...

Experiment Glimpses the 'Shadow Man' Inside

Researchers on campus are drawing worldwide attention, thanks to some new findings that may shed light on the hallucinations and feelings of paranoia common in patients suffering from schizophrenia and other psychiatric diseases. The experiment, conducted by cognitive neuroscientist Marvin Welsh and assisted by psychologist Fredrick S. Pratt and research assistant Mark Hoagland, was performed on a...

In the black and white photo, instead of Kelly Glass there was some tall geeky guy with poof ball hair.

So sorry, Kelly, I thought. So, so sorry.

0
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I drove home. Once again, I didn't say a word about it to anybody.

Weeks passed. Nothing happened. The leaves changed color, to be sheared off the branches by gusts of wind. Halloween decorations appeared. People started playing football. Eventually, I stopped leaving a light on at night.

Maybe, I thought, I was wrong. Maybe the dark thing that strode into that little room hadn't looked me right in the eye, maybe it hadn't torn that girl out of reality just to teach me a lesson. Maybe it wasn't all about me, after all.

Then, exactly 64 days after they hooked that machine up to my brain and opened the door to that dark place and let that thing in, I found something in my bed. Or rather, it found me.
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There exists in this world a spider the size of a dinner plate, a foot wide if you include the legs. It's called the Goliath Bird-Eating spider, or the "Goliath Fucking Bird-Eating Spider" by those who have actually seen one.
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 It doesn't eat only birds - it mostly eats rats and insects - but they still call it the

"Bird-Eating Spider" because the fact that it can eat a bird is probably the 
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 most important thing to know about it. If you run across one of these things,

like in your closet or crawling out of your bowl of soup, the first thing
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 somebody will say is, "Watch it, man, that thing can eat a fucking bird."
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I don't know how they catch the birds. I know the Goliath Fucking Bird-Eating Spider can't fly because if it could, it would have a different name entirely. We would call it "Sir" because it would be the dominant species on the planet. None of us would leave the house unless a Goliath Fucking Flying Bird-Eating Spider said it was okay.

I've seen one of these things, at a zoo when I was in High School. I was 15, face breaking out in acne and getting fatter by the day, staring open-mouthed at this monster pawing at the glass wall of its cage. Big as both of my hands. The guys around me were giggling and punching each other in the arm and some girl was squealing behind me. But me, I didn't make a sound. I couldn't. There was nothing but a pane of glass between me and that thing.

For months after I'd watch the dark corners of my bedroom at night, for hairy legs as thick as a finger, poking out from behind a stack of comic books and video game magazines. I expected to find strands of spider web as thick as fishing line in my closet, bulging in clumps of half-eaten sparrows. Or spider droppings in my shoes, little turds laced with bits of feather. Or piles of pink eggs, yolked with baby spiders already the size of golf balls.

And even now, ten years later, I glance between the sheets at night before pushing my legs in, some part of my subconscious still looking for the huge spider crouching in the shadows.

I bring this up now, in the wake of the Shadow Man incident, because the Goliath was the first thing that popped into my mind later that fall when I woke up with something biting my leg.

I had been dead asleep, wrapped up like a burrito against the autumn chill in the room. I felt a pinch on my ankle, like digging needles. The Goliath Fucking Bird-Eating Spider leapt out of the fog of my sleepy imagination as I flung the blankets aside. I fully expected to find eight furry legs and a bundle of shiny black eyes looking back.

I didn't. It was too dark.

I sat up and squinted down at my leg. Movement, in the shadows. I swung my leg off the bed and I could feel the weight of whatever was biting me, clinging to the ankle and heavy as a can of beer.

A spastic jolt of panic ripped through me and I kicked out with the leg, grunting in the chill air of my dark bedroom, trying to shake off the little biting whatever-it-was. The thing went flying across the room, passing through a shaft of moonlight spilling in around my blinds. In that brief second I saw a flash of jointed legs - lots of legs - and antennae and a tail. Armored plates like a lobster. The whole thing was as long as my forearm.

What in the name of-

Q
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The creature flew across the bedroom and hit the wall, landing behind a basket of laundry. I stood up out of the bed, squinting, edging around the room. I couldn't see anything in the darkness. I backed up, heart hammering, felt the wall press against my back.

My eyes flicked around the room, looking for something to use as a weapon. Too freaking dark. I pawed around at the jumble of objects on my night stand, saw something jutting out from under a copy of Entertainment Weekly. Round and slim, I thought it maybe was the hilt of a knife.

I grabbed it and threw it, realizing only after it was airborne that it was my asthma inhaler. I reached again, grabbed for what looked like the heaviest object on the table, something shaped like a can of soup. I chucked it. It clanged lightly off the opposite wall and I remembered it was an empty can of Slim-Fast.

I grabbed the table lamp, a novelty item that consisted of a naked bulb jutting out of a stained glass sculpture of a turkey. A birthday present from John. I yanked the cord from the wall and raised the turkey by the neck, holding it over my shoulder like a quarterback photographed in mid-throw. I saw the creature move.

It skittered across the floor, out the door, into the living room. I got another quick look at the little monster. It had legs all over it, walking on half a dozen legs with another half dozen sticking up in the air like dreadlocks, like the thing was made to keep running even on its back. The sight of the thing froze me. That awful, primal, paralyzing terror that only comes with seeing something completely alien.

I lowered the lamp and forced myself to take a step forward. I tried to control my breathing, standing there only in boxer shorts. I risked a glance down at my leg and saw a crimson stripe bleeding down from the bite. The little bastard.

I slooooowly peered through the doorway to the living room. Not quite as dark in here, the street light outside spilling half-hearted ribbons of light on the floor, writhing among shadows of wind-blown tree branches. No sign of the creature. I heard a scratchy rustle from the kitchen tiles to my left and felt my bowels loosen. It was the dog.

Molly stepped sleepily toward me, a knee-high reddish shape topped by two eyes reflecting bluish moonlight. I caught the faint blur of a wagging tail behind her. She was looking right at me, wondering why I was up, wondering why I smelled like terror sweat, wondering if I had any snacks on me. I looked to the

wall across the room and squinted to find the light switch over there. Ten feet of floor between me and it. My feet had never been so bare.

I brandished the turkey lamp and watched the floor as I took a tentative step toward the switch. Those little naked toes. That bug thing probably looks at those like the ears on a chocolate bunny. A second step, a third, half way there—

Something heavy thumped onto my head, twitchy legs tangling in my hair. I threw my hands up and the monster climbed over my ear and onto my shoulder. I felt itchy little legs all over my face and neck. I heard the turkey lamp hit the floor with a crash.

I grabbed the little monster around the body, rigid little legs bending under my hands. I tried to pull it off. I couldn't, the feet were sticky somehow and the skin stretched away from my shoulder with it. I heard a screeching sound, like steam from a teapot, and vaguely realized it was me.

Sharp mandibles filled the view in my right eye and a second later I felt a stab of pain that seared through my skull. I lost vision in that eye and thought the fucker had plucked out my eyeball. I let out a scream of rage and grabbed bundles of legs with both hands, ripping them away from the skin. I felt wetness and realized the bastard had left one leg behind, the foot still attached to my shoulder. But I was free of the monster now, the thing thrashing around in my hands like a chicken.

Look at that mouth, I thought, wildly. You could fit a golf ball in there.

I looked around with my one good eye, trying to find a container I could cram the creature into. I thought of the laundry basket I had in my room. I headed that way.

Into the bedroom. I kicked over the plastic basket, dumping the clothes. I dunked the beast inside and turned the basket over, imprisoning it. I stomped a foot down on top of the basket and looked around the room for something heavy.

I reached over and knocked the shit off my night stand. I picked it up, the drawers falling onto the floor as I did, and laid it sideways on top of the basket. Good and heavy. There were vertical slots in the basket and the creature stuck a leg through. It couldn't crawl out but I suspected it could bite through the plastic eventually. I'd have to watch it.

I sat heavily on the bed, breathing through my mouth. Face wet and sticky. Cringing, I lifted a tentative hand to the right side of my face, expecting to find a squishy eyeball laying on my cheek. I didn't. I winced as I felt around the eyelid, raw skin stinging at my touch. Everything felt torn and ragged up there. I blinked and tried looking through the eye, found I could a little bit. It was already swelling shut, though.

I looked around on the carpet among the stuff I spilled from the nightstand and found my cell phone. I dialed the only person on planet Earth I could call in a situation like this. John's number rang twice before I glanced down, let out a disgusted hiss, and dropped the phone to the bed.

The creature's leg, the one that broke off when I was pulling it off me, was still stuck to my shoulder. I grabbed it and pulled it and it would not come free, just pulling up the skin like a circus tent. The foot was hooked in somehow, dug in like a tick. I pinched the skin between two fingers and tried to get a close look at it. Too close to my face to see clearly. I felt the panic creep back in.

I couldn't tell the exact point where the severed leg ended and the patch of skin on my shoulder began. It was like the leg had fused to it somehow. I pulled and twisted. Nothing, like trying to pull off one of my own fingers.

I was getting seriously pissed off at this point. I stomped out of the bedroom and into the kitchen. I yanked open several drawers until I found a utility knife, just a handle with a little one-inch razor blade that extends from the end. Molly came trotting in behind me, figuring maybe I was making a snack and she could get some scraps.

I pulled out a long wooden spoon and stuck it sideways in my mouth to give me something to bite down on. I stabbed the tip of the blade in at the base of where the monster's foot was wedged into my skin, and started prying. I growled and cursed around the spoon. A thick droplet of blood ran down my chest like candle wax.

It took twenty minutes. At the end I had the six inch-long jointed leg in my hand, like a baby crab leg, with a little dot of bloody skin and fat on the end that used to be part of me. I held a bundle of wet paper towels to the wound, smears of blood making my abdomen look like a finger painting. I took the monster's leg and put it in a plastic container from my cabinet. I leaned against the counter, eyes closed, taking slow breaths.

I had taken one step back toward the bedroom when a knock came at the door.
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I froze, decided not to answer it, then realized it may be John. Probably saw my number on his caller ID and knew things must have taken a turn for the shitty, since it's three in the morning and all. I went into the bedroom, glancing down at the caged beast. It had two legs through a slot in the plastic but had made no progress toward biting its way out. I put on a pair of sweatpants and opened the door.

It was a cop.

A young guy. I knew him, name was Franky something. Went to high school with me.

I straightened up and said, "What can I do for you, officer?"

He glanced down at my torso, where I was holding a pink and red wad of paper towels over a freely bleeding wound, and then back to my face where one eye was swollen shut under a ragged eyelid caked with dried blood. He had a hand resting on the butt of his gun, not tense at all but alert, the way cops are.

He began with, "Who else is in the house, sir?"

"It's fine. I mean, uh, nobody. I live here alone. I mean, my girlfriend lives here with me, but she's away at school right now. So it's just me. Everything's fine. I just have a problem with, uh-"

Think. Say the dog did it. NO, don't do that. They'd take her to the pound. Tell him it was a possum. No! A badger!

"-Something, uh, came into the house. Some kind of, um, animal."

"You mind if I come in, sir?"

No right answer to that, since he clearly thought I had a butchered prostitute in here somewhere. I stepped aside without a word. Sir. That "sir" shit was irritating me. He was my age. I went to parties with this guy in school, watched him play teabag twister with underwear on his head.

Burgess, I thought. That's his name. Franky Burgess.

He walked past me and I flipped on the living room light. The place was a mess. I mean, it had been a mess before - the blood I dripped on the carpet actually blended with a nearby coffee stain. But a few steps into the house gave a clear view into the open kitchen, where drawers had been flung open and a roll of paper towels had fallen onto the floor and a pile of plastic lids had spilled out of a cabinet.

A couple of steps after that and he would have a view of the main bedroom, where it looked like a bomb had gone off. And where an alien monster was trapped under an overturned laundry basket with a piece of furniture piled on top of it.

He moved into the kitchen and I followed him. He stopped to pat Molly on the head in passing. I heard a skittering sound from the bedroom, whipped my head around and saw the monster trying desperately to escape between the plastic bars of his laundry basket prison. I glanced at the cop. He gave no notice.

Can't he hear that?

He looked at the bloody box-cutter on the counter, then glanced back at me and my several bloody wounds. I walked casually backward, stopping in front of the bedroom door, leaning against the door frame as if I wasn't somehow trying to block the view of the room with my body.

"Yeah, that," I said, nodding toward the little knife, "I cut myself a few times, no big deal, I was... trying to get this thing off me. I think it was a possum or-"

-Badger! Say badger!

"-Something, I couldn't get a look at it. It was clawing me up pretty bad."

"Can you step aside, sir?"

Screw it. Let this thing bite his eyes out, what do I care. Go right in, Franky.

I stepped aside and Franky the Cop entered the bedroom. His eyes flicked around the room, surveying the carnage, then finally landed on the overturned basket. Five armored little legs writhed around between the plastic slats. The cop casually looked away and glanced into my closet. He looked back at me, seeming bored.

"So, did you kill it or what?"

I glanced down at the beast in the basket. In full view. Jaws clicking against the plastic, a sound like a dog gnawing on a bone. It had gotten a few legs entirely through the basket and was now pulling its body through. Strong for its size. All this went entirely unnoticed by Officer Burgess.

He doesn't see it.

"Uh, no. I tried to trap it."

I looked down at the basket. The thing had its head out now. Franky looked down. Bored. Looked back at me.

"Have you had anything to drink tonight, sir?"

"Couple of beers, earlier. Six hours ago."

"Have you taken anything else?"

"Like meth? No."

"Can you tell me what day it is?"

The alien creature had a third of its body out of the basket. There was a thick piece of armor around its abdomen that was wedged in the plastic now. It had four legs working on the problem.

"Tuesday ni-uh, I mean, I guess it's Wednesday morning. October 29th. I'm not high."

"Who's the president of the United States?"

Al Go-

"George Bush. Come on, I'm fine."

"The neighbors are worried about you. They heard a lot of noise in here..."

"You try waking up with some animal biting you in your sleep."

"This isn't the first time we've been out here, is it?"

I sighed.

"No."

"You put some weight on top of that basket there."

"I told you, I was trying to trap it-"

"-No, the basket was you trying to trap it. I'm thinking the weight is on there because you thought you had trapped it."

"What? No. It was dark. I-"

The monster pulled the widest piece of shell through the bars. Half way out, the hard half.

"Is it possible you made all those cuts yourself? With that knife in there?"

"What? No. I-"

I don't think so...

"Why do you keep looking down there?"

I took a step back out of the room.

"No reason."

"Do you see something down there, Mr. Wong?"

I turned my eyes up to the cop. I was sweating again.

"No, no."

"Have we been seeing things tonight?" I didn't answer.

"Because this wouldn't be the first time, would it?"

"That was... no. I'm fine, I'm fine."

I focused on not looking down at the basket. The sounds, the sounds of biting and of cracking plastic, had stopped.

I couldn't hold out any more. I looked down.

It was gone.

I felt my guts turn to lead. I glanced around the room, checked the ceiling. Nowhere.

The cop turned and left the room.

"Why don't you come with me, Mr. Wong, and I'll take you to the emergency room."

"What? No, no. I'm fine. The cuts are no big deal."

"Don't look minor to me."

"No, no. It's fine. Put it in your report that I refused treatment. I'm fine."

"You got any family that live here in town?"

"No."

"Nobody? Parents, aunts, uncles?"

"Long story."

"There a friend we can call?"

"I called somebody already. John."

I said John's last name and the cop recognized it. He asked me what John was doing these days and I mumbled something, glancing everywhere trying to find the creature.

"And John's on his way?"

"Hopefully."

"Well, tell you what, I'll hang out here until John gets here. Keep you company. In case the animal comes back."

I couldn't think of anything that would make this guy leave, short of punching him and forcing him to haul me in. That hardly seemed like a solution, though.

I heard a thump on the floor nearby and realized Molly was curling up to go back to sleep. Situation appeared under control to her, I guess.

The cop can stay as long as he wants, I thought. ^s long as he doesn't go to the tool shed.

Franky the Cop turned to me at that moment and said, "I'm going to have a look around outside."

I let the cop go out the back door, but didn't offer to follow him. I guess he wanted to do a walkaround of the yard to make sure there wasn't a corpse out there. Let him.

Just not the shed, man, please. Not the shed.

As soon as he was out of sight I moved back through the kitchen, into the living room and then through to the bedroom looking for-

-Wait, was that it? A blur, around the corner into the second bedroom.

I crept along the wall and looked into the little room. Stacked along the back wall was cardboard boxes I had failed to unpack when I moved in three years ago. Next to them was a little computer desk and an old computer I barely used. Some old shoes on the floor. I flipped on the light, checked the ceiling, checked everywhere. No monster.

I backed out and backtracked through the living room. I heard the sound of steps through crackling leaves and saw the cop outside, passing the window. He was doing a cursory look around the yard with a flashlight. I headed for the bathroom, soaked a wash cloth and cleaned the dried blood off me. I gave a nervous glance toward the shower.

I got a Band-Aid on my shoulder and cleaned up the eyelid, flinching with every stinging touch. I went into the bedroom, searching for the monster, even looking in the laundry basket in case the thing had decided to return for some reason. I put on a shirt and fixed my hair in the mirror, thinking I could present a picture of a stable citizen for the cop, make him feel better about leaving.

Before he asks to see the tool shed.

I grabbed my phone from the bed and dialed John again. Three rings and then-

"Hello?"

"John? It's me. Are you on your way?"

"What? Where?"

"I called earlier. What are you doing?"

"I was just enjoying some nice sleeping. Right before you called I was actually having a nightmare that I had woken up, but then I actually thought, 'no, I'm not awake, this is just a nightmare and in reality I'm sleeping and it's awesome. I sure am glad I'm sleeping.' Well, I gotta get up for work so I'm gonna get off here. Bye."

"No, John... are you still there? We got a situation."

"Can it wait until after work tomorrow?"

"No. There's something in my house. A-"

I glanced around for the cop.

"-A creature. It took a chunk out of my leg and then it went for my eye."

"You kill it?"

"No, it's hiding somewhere. It's small."

"How small?"

"Size of a squirrel. Built like an insect. A lot of legs, maybe twelve. It had a mouth like-"

I turned and saw the cop standing in the bedroom doorway.

I nodded sideways toward the phone and said, "This is John. He's on his way."

"Good." He nodded toward the back door. "Do you have a key to that tool shed outside?"

Son of a bitch.

I closed the phone without saying goodbye to John.

"Oh, no. I've lost the key, I mean. I haven't been out there in months."

"I've got a pair of bolt cutters out in my trunk. Tell you what, let me open that up for you."

"No, no, that won't be necessary."

"I insist. Let me get the bolt cutters, you don't want to be stuck without your lawn implements. You can finally rake all these leaves out here."

We stared each other down. Man, this just kept getting better and better. I found myself wishing the bug thing would jump down and eat this guy.

"Actually, I think I have a key."

"Good. Get it."

I reached past the cop's shoulder and plucked the tool shed key off the nail next to the back door, where it had been in glaringly plain view this entire time.

I put on some shoes and stepped outside. He let me lead the way out to the shed, staying a few steps back so that he could have time to shoot me in case I decided to wheel on him with fists of fury.

I held out the key and took a deep breath.

Q Q
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"What's in here... don't freak out or anything. I collect things. It's a hobby, that's all. And as far as I know, there's nothing illegal here."

Though you could say some of it is, uh, imported.

"Could you go ahead and step back, Sir?"

I stepped back. The cop opened the little shed and stabbed the darkness with a flashlight beam.

I held my breath. He went right to the floor with the light, where a body would be, I guess. He spotlighted my lawnmower. Just a little push mower, Briggs and Stratton. A crust of grass on the wheels.

Then he flicked the flashlight beam to the set of metal shelves along the back and side walls of the toolshed. The beam hit a glass jar the size of a can of paint and illuminated the murky liquid inside.

Officer Franky Burgess stared at it, waiting for his brain to register what he was seeing. Eventually he would figure out it was a late-term fetus, a head the size of a fist, its eyes closed. It had no arms or legs. Its torso had been replaced by a jointed mechanical apparatus that hooked around to a point like the tail of a Seahorse.

I manufactured a chuckle and said, "Heh, uh, I got that off ebay. It's a, uh, prop from a movie."

The cop glanced at me. I glanced away.

He shined his light back onto the shelf. Next to the jar was an ant farm, a children's toy made of two panes of glass with a half-inch layer of sand in between. A colony of ants lived inside and you could watch them make tunnels and lay eggs and scurry around. On this particular ant farm, the tunnels had been dug neatly to spell out the word "HELP."

Next to that was my old XBox, the cables wrapped around it.

He moved the light down a foot, to the shelf below. He passed over a stack of old magazines, not noticing that the top one was an issue of Time depicting a swarm of Secret Service agents around a dead Bill Clinton, the words "WHO DID IT?" blasting across the picture in red.

Next to the magazines was a stuffed red "Tickle Me Elmo" doll, the fur faded with dust. At the moment the light hit it, its sound box crackled to life and in a cartoony voice it said, "Ha ha ha! Five point six inches erect!"

Franky stared at it in puzzlement for several seconds.

"It's, uh, broken," I said, finally.

Franky the cop inched the beam to the next object, a human skull with a single thorn-like protrusion of bone from the middle of the forehead, about the length of a finger and sharpened to a needle point.

He went to the next object and again stopped for much too long for comfort. It was a 38 caliber stainless steel revolver. This one wasn't going to get used in the commission of any crime, though, as the barrel ended it a twisted lump of molten metal that looked like chewed bubble gum.

Next to it was a mason jar containing a twisted, purple tongue suspended in clear liquid. Next to it was a duplicate jar, only with two human eyes floating side by side, trailing a tangled tail of nerves and blood vessels. The cop didn't notice that when the beam swept past the jar, the eyes turned to follow it. Next to the jars was an old battery from my truck, matted with smears of black grime. Where do you throw away one of those things?

The light made it to the bottom, where it found a red plastic gasoline can sitting on the floor next to an old CRT computer monitor with a screen that had been shattered by a gunshot. Next to it was the one thing I didn't want the cop to see. The Box.

We heard crunching leaves behind us.

"Yo, what's up?"

The cop and I turned to see a dark figure with one hand swinging the orange coal of a burning cigarette. John. The cop put the flashlight on him for a second, maybe to make sure he wasn't armed. John wore a flannel shirt and a black baseball cap with the word "HAT" on it in all caps.

I introduced the two and Franky the cop thanked John for coming over. I was hoping Franky would back out of the tool shed because each minute he stood there made me more and more nervous. My eye was throbbing where that thing had bit it. I wondered if I shouldn't have that looked at after all. The wind shifted and I picked up the scent of alcohol from John.

The cop swung the flashlight beam around and spotlighted the floor of the tool shed again. Light fell on The Box.

It was olive green, a military color, and about the size of a microwave oven. The walls were ribbed in a way that suggested it was reinforced or armored somehow. There was no visible latch or lock, and if you tried to open it you'd realize the top wouldn't budge and in fact there was no good place to even put your fingers for leverage. Across the front, stenciled in yellow, were a series of markings that looked like Egyptian hieroglyphs.

It looked like a serious box. It looked like something you'd want to look inside of, if your job was to keep people safe.

Franky nodded toward it.

"What's in the green box there?"

"Don't know."

That was sort of true, I guess.

John said, "We found it in the woods. Layin' in a dent of mud, like it had been dropped there..."

That was pretty much true. I decided maybe I should let John do the talking from now on.

Then he said, "I think it fell out of a UFO."

I closed my eyes and sighed. I said, "You can take it back with you, if you want. Put it in the Lost and Found at the police station."

The cop clicked off the flashlight, then asked John if they could go inside and talk. He then gestured toward the tool shed with the flashlight and said to me, "You want to close that up, Mr. Wong, while I have a word here with John?"

I said that seemed like a fine idea and they headed toward the light of my back door, shoes crunching through the leaves. I shut the tool shed door and clicked the padlock shut, then let out a sigh of relief. The relief lasted approximately four seconds, the time it took me to realize John and Franky the cop were now back inside the house with the murderous bug thing that had tried to eat my eyeball earlier.

I hurried back inside, emerging into the kitchen. I saw John and the cop in my living room having a low conversation out of my hearing, the cop I guess was asking John to babysit me and to call if I showed more signs of craziness. I moved closer and barely heard John say, "...Been real depressed lately..." and wondered what kind of portrait he was painting in there.

I scanned the kitchen for the bug monster, being sure to check the high ground. No sign of it. I closed some of the open drawers and cabinets, tried to straighten up. I made it all the way out of the room before I turned and realized that cabinets would be an ideal hiding place for the bastard. I'd be getting out my cereal tomorrow morning and the thing would launch itself at me. Could I search through them without drawing Franky's attention? Better wait.

I checked the bedroom, again under the guise of straightening up. I lifted my mattress and box springs, I pushed around the clothes in my closet, I checked behind the door. No monster. I got the drawers back in my night stand. My turkey lamp was broken at the base but the light still worked when I plugged it in.

When I came out I saw John and the cop were on the front porch now. Progress. I heard John out there thanking the man for coming out, that he hoped that he would remember me in his prayers because I could really use it right now because my life was really a mess and I was just a complete pathetic loser struggling with my weight and financial problems and alcohol and erectile dysfunction.

I decided to step out onto the porch before John could destroy my reputation further. The cop was already walking back toward his patrol car as John said, "...And his girlfriend is away and she's only got one hand. She lost it in an accident. You can imagine the problems that causes."

Franky was desperately trying to escape the conversation, talking into the little radio mounted on the shoulder of his uniform, letting headquarters know that everything was under control here. John and I stood side by side, said goodbye to his back and watched him go.

We heard a skittering sound at our feet and saw the fucking bug monster run past our shoes. It jumped off the porch and scurried along the leaves and grass, heading right toward the cop. It vanished into the darkness.

John looked down at it, then off at Franky. He turned to me.

"Now... did he bring that thing with him?"

I jumped off the porch, waving my hands. "Wait! Franky! Officer Burgess! Wait!"

He stopped just short of the cop car and turned to me. I opened my mouth to say something but the words retreated back into my throat. A bundle of little armored legs appeared over Franky's left shoulder, touching his bare neck. And he couldn't feel a thing.

From behind me John said, "Franky! Franky! Don't move, man! You got something on you!"

Franky put his hand on the butt of his gun again, looking alertly between me and John as if his crazy person troubles had just multiplied. The monster crawled over Franky's shoulder and put legs on his cheek.

John screamed, "Franky! Do this!" John made a brushing motion on his own cheek, as if waving away a fly. "Seriously! You got something on your face!"

Franky, oblivious to his situation, did not follow these instructions. He started to say something about us not moving any closer.

I threw my hands toward the little monster. I never made it. Franky did something to me that dropped me to my knees, gasping for air. It was some kind of chop to the throat and man, it worked.

I looked up from my knees and for the second time tried to warn Franky and for the second time I was unable to. As I watched, the bug thing crawled around to Franky's chest and then, in a blur, burrowed into his mouth.
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The monster now had the cop's attention. He flung himself to the ground in front of me, his head thunking painfully against the squad car's door on the way down. Franky clawed at his mouth with his hands, gasping, choking, spasming.
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I backed away, crawling backward on my ass through the leaves. As I retreated John advanced, saying, "Franky! Franky! Hey!"

Franky wasn't responsive. His arms were locked in front of him, fingers curled, like he was being electrocuted. John turned to me and said, "We gotta get him to the hospital!"

I sat there on the ground, frozen, wishing I could just go back inside and crawl under the covers again.

Q

Illustration by Nedroid


John threw open both back doors of the cop car. He dug his hands under Franky's shoulders.

"Dave! Help me!"

I got to my feet and took Franky's ankles. We got him into the back seat of the squad car, John backing out through the opposite door. We closed him up and John took the wheel. I sat down beside him and watched as John hunted around the console for a switch. He found it, flipped it. A siren pierced the night.

He threw it in gear and tore down the street, red and blue flashing off every window in the neighborhood as we raced past.

We blew through an intersection. I pulled on my seatbelt and braced my hands against the dash.

"That thing came in my house, John! It came into my house!"

"I know, I know."

"I woke up and that thing was biting me. In my bed, John!"

"Dude, I'm tryin' to drive."

We turned the corner, rounding a closed restaurant with "FOR SALE" painted on the windows in white shoe polish. We passed the blackened shell of a hardware store that had burned down last year, we passed a trailer park and a used car dealership and a 24-hour adult book store and a skanky motel that never had any vacancies because lots of poor people lived there full-time.

"It was in my house, John! Do you get what I'm saying here? That thing ain't from this world, John. Franky can't even see it. It was on his face and he couldn't see it. It ain't from this world but it was in my house."

I felt my body push against the arm rest on the door and heard squealing tires. John was taking a corner car chase-style. Two blocks up I could see the concrete parking garage for the hospital, the lit windows of the hospital itself looming up behind it. I turned and looked through the wire screen separating us from Franky, who was laying motionless across the back seat, eyes open. His chest was heaving so he wasn't dead.

"Almost there, man! Hold on, okay?"

I turned to John.

"It crawled in his mouth! Did you see it?"

"I saw it."

"Are they gonna be able to help him? You really think the doctors can do somethin'?"

We squealed into the parking lot and followed a sign that said "EMERGENCY" and skidded to a stop in a covered drive-up to the emergency room. We threw open the back door and started dragging Franky through a set of glass doors that slid open for us automatically. Before we got five feet inside, a couple of guys, orderlies I guess, came and started barking questions at us that we had no answers to. Somebody rolled up a gurney.

John started talking, telling the guys that the cop had some kind of a seizure, that he had something in his throat, definitely to check his throat.

I saw a flicker of red and blue lights out of the corner of my eye. Outside the glass doors I saw a second cop car turning in fast, across the parking lot. They probably saw me and John tearing ass through town and followed us here.

The orderlies were rolling away Franky and a third guy showed up, a doctor I guess, taking his vitals. I turned to John to tell him about the second cop car but he had already spotted it. He stepped out through the double doors, onto the sidewalk near Franky's parked patrol car. I followed him out.

"Think we should hang around?" He asked.

"I don't think so. I got that thing with those parking tickets."

"Dude, they're gonna come get us. They'll wanna know what happened."

"Nah, I don't think this thing's gonna be a big deal. Probably send us a nice card for getting Franky to the hospital. Come on."

We took off walking, since it didn't seem wise to go back home in the stolen cop car. We went around the edge of the lot as the approaching police car zipped past us. We watched as it skidded to a stop next to Franky's vehicle and two cops spilled out and went inside.

We silently cut across the lawn, crossed a street with a traffic light blinking yellow. We cut through the darkened parking lot of a chinese restaurant called Panda Buffet, which did not in fact serve panda meat as far as we knew.

John lit a cigarette and asked, "So what do you think that thing was?"

"How would I know?"

"You think it came from, you know. The other place?"

I didn't answer. I found myself scanning the dark plane of the parking lot, studying the shadows. Looking for movement. I noticed my steps were carrying me unconsciously toward the pool of light under the next street lamp.

We passed into the parking lot of a tire place with a ten-foot tall tire mascot standing by the street. The thing was made of real tires, with mufflers for arms and a chrome wheel for a head. Somebody had used white spray paint to draw a penis on front of it. We were behind it but I knew the penis was there because I drove past it every day.

John said, "So that thing crawled into his mouth, what do you think it was doing?"

I didn't bother answering that. I wanted quiet, wanted to process this. Knowing what it meant but not wanting to admit it. I willed John to stay quiet. Instead he asked the question I was straining not to.

"You think it's starting again?"

I stopped, and at that moment a blur of red and blue zipped by. Cop car, lights flashing. Thirty seconds later, another one.

We watched them go. John said, "Man, these guys really gather around one of their own, don't they?"

"Maybe there's something else going on. Bank being robbed."

"No, look. They're turning off down at the hospital. Emergency entrance."

We walked on, hesitant, a sick feeling in my gut.

Two more cop cars flew by. One had different markings, state cop I guess.

"John?"

"I don't know, man."

"Let's get home, we'll see if they got anything about it on TV."

He turned, squinted in that direction.

"Can't see much. We'll get a better view if we just walk back down there."

"We'd just be in the-"

I stopped at the sound of what I thought was a distant scream. From the direction of the hospital? Maybe not a scream, a bird screeching or something. Sure.

John said, "You hear that?"

"No."

Another cop car zipped past. How many of those did we have in this town?

"Come on, Dave."

John took off walking back the way we came, toward the hospital, toward the crisis we had just worked so hard to pry ourselves away from. I stood my ground. I didn't want to go back there, but - and I'm not ashamed to admit this - I also didn't want to walk back to my place alone, in the dark. Not in this town. I'm not stupid.

I raised a hand to touch the spot on my eye where I had been bitten, raw flesh under a Band-Aid. I winced as the pain in my shoulder stopped me before I could get my hand up there. The chunk taken out of my skin there was getting sorer by the minute.

I was about to tell John he could go fuck himself when-

*Pop! Pop-Pop!*

-The sound of distant gunshots, like firecrackers.

What the hell?!?

John started jogging back across the tire store parking lot, toward the hospital. I let out a breath, then followed.
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We arrived to see that all hell had broken loose at the local hospital. Six cop cars were parked haphazardly around the emergency room entrance, lighting up the parking lot like a dance floor.
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 People were standing everywhere. There was a clump of people on the far

side of the lawn that included three or four wheelchairs, maybe 50 yards from the building. It looked like they were gathering patients there, getting them away from the hospital. One cop was talking to them and gesturing with his hand, karate chopping the air with each barked command. His other hand held a pistol pointed at the sky.

There were other people on the lawn, milling around, some of them probably people from the neighborhood who heard the commotion, others looked to be hospital staff.

*POP! POP! POP!POP!POP!*

Around us, a hundred heads ducked simultaneously at the sound of the gunshots, even muffled by the walls of the building. A woman screamed. Half a dozen more shots from inside.

John, possessing a genetic defect that makes him walk toward danger, strode down toward where it looked like some cops were trying to set up a perimeter around the chaos. Somewhere, Charles Darwin nodded and smiled a knowing smile.

We came upon two cops blocking the sidewalk, a fat black cop with glasses and an older guy whose face was all mustache. John stepped off the sidewalk as if to walk right past them on the grass. Black Cop put out an hand and told us to stop in words that were polite and in a tone that suggested if we didn't stop he would beat us so hard we would travel backward in time.

We backed off, stepping aside as paramedics hustled the bleeding head lady past us. She was crying, holding her head, saying over and over again, "HE WOULDN'T DIE! HE JUST WOULDN'T DIE! THEY SHOT HIM OVER AND OVER AGAIN AND HE-"

She broke down into sobs.

John tapped my shoulder and pointed. A boxy truck was pulling up, blue with white letters on the side. I thought it was some kind of paddy wagon but when the doors opened, a SWAT team spilled out.

Holy shit.

They all went inside the building, except for two guys. One ran toward the parking garage with a long rifle on his back, the other disappeared around the side of the building.

John moved off to the left, off the sidewalk and up onto the lawn area in front of the building. There were some benches there, and a 10 foot-tall bronze statue of a lady in old-timey nurses' garb. Florence Nightingale? I followed John and we joined a small crowd of onlookers. That raised spot gave a good vantage point of the emergency entrance where all the action was going down, and people were congregating there.

Gunshots. Rapid shots, dozens of them. Gasps from the audience. I could barely see down there but I could make out people running out of the building, frantic. One lady fell down and got kicked hard in the face. Then, a man came out supported on the shoulders of two hospital staff, his right leg missing from the knee down. Or at least that's what it looked like, keep in mind we were still far enough away that the door looked about the size of a postage stamp. That's why I can't be totally sure about what happened next.

First, a man in a black SWAT outfit came running out of the building, screaming something. I couldn't hear him from where we were standing but to this day John insists the man was screaming, "Run away!"

Then, shots. Loud, sharp, close. Next came the screams. Screams from every single human being close enough to the lobby to see what was going on. Three cops near the entrance ducked behind the parked patrol cars and trained guns on the sliding doors.

A man lumbered out and every gun barrel followed him.

It was officer Franky Burgess.

He was wearing his cop uniform pants and a red shirt... no, that's not right. It was a white undershirt, stained with blood over 80% of its area. I was a long way away, like I said, but there was a pink blob on his head and I'm pretty sure he had been shot there.

People crowded around, blocking my view. John craned his neck and said, "It's Franky. Everybody's got their guns on him, like he's dangerous. Did he shoot all those people? Hey, move, buddy. I can't see."

Frustrated, John went to the nurse statue and, to my horror, started climbing on it. He got up to where both hands were on her shoulders, his shoes planted on her forearms. Florence's face was planted in John's crotch.

I waved at him. "John! Get down from there!"

"I can see him up here. It looks like they're talking to him. I don't see a gun.

Oh, shit. Look at his arm. Dave, his right arm is broken. And I mean it's almost broken at a right angle, and Franky doesn't even act like he notices. What do you think happ-oh, wait. Something's going on..."

A cop voice from nearby said, "Get down from there! You! Get down!" John ignored him.

There was a burst of gunfire, like a pack of firecrackers. Everybody ducked.

"They're shooting him!" shouted John. "They're shooting a lot! You can see bits of him flying off! He's still up! Holy shit he's - HOLY SHIT! He just grabbed one of the SWAT guys. He grabbed him by the ankles and is swinging him around like a baseball bat! He's knocking the other guys down!"

"Bullshit! John, get down from there!"

H
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"No, I can totally see it! He's biting a guy now! He's eating him! A cop! He's got him by the neck!"

"WHAT?!?"

More shots. Screams. People were running.

John jumped down from the statue, and ran. Over his shoulder he yelled, "DAVE! HE'S COMING!"

I took two steps, and somebody slammed into me. My face bounced off wet grass. I climbed to my knees. It was a stampede.

A woman nearby screamed at the top of her lungs. I spun and between running figures saw a shirt stained red with blood. Franky stood there, left arm jutting grotesquely just under the elbow, blood dripping to the grass from a protruding shard of bone.

I heard shouting police in the distance, commanding us to get down before we were turned into swiss cheese.

How did he beat them here? He cleared half a football field in five seconds.

Franky's torso was riddled with puckered bullet wounds, leaking red. His chest heaved with excited breaths, his punctured lungs whistling with each inhale.

Cops ran into position. I saw one SWAT guy fumbling to cram a new magazine into the little sub machine gun he had. They shouted orders at each other, at the crowd.

Franky opened his mouth, opened wide like a yawn. And just for a second, I thought I saw the face of the bug thing, nesting there behind his teeth, filling the cavity with its insectile body. Then, the Franky let out a noise like I had never heard before.

It was a shriek, like microphone feedback. But more organic and pained, like the sound a whale would make if it were on fire.

The ground shook from it. My bowels quivered. I think I pooped a little. I saw people hitting the ground all around me, saw guns fall from the hands of cops I clapped my hands over my ears as the pained shriek of Franky the Monster filled the world.

I looked up at Franky one last time, his back arched, his mouth opened to the sky, howling. Blood spurting from a dozen bullet holes. It was the last thing I saw before the world swam away and went black.
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I woke up, scrambled to my feet, realized some time had passed. People were standing around, nobody running, no sign of the bloody, shrieking thing that had been Franky the cop. I saw John about ten feet away, on his feet but bent over at the waist, gripping his pants at the knees. He was blinking, as if trying to focus his eyes.

The sky was a little lighter. Maybe an hour or so had passed.

"John? You all right?"

He nodded, still looking at the ground.

"Yeah. I'm thinkin' that sound he made melted our brains. Did they get him?"

"Don't know. I just came to."

I saw a white truck pull up with a dish apparatus on the back. It had a TV station logo on the side so I guess this was their satellite uplink truck. Live TV.

I tried to fix my hair with my hands.

I walked around a bit, trying to stay out of the way. The staff were walking people back into the building. It looked like every policeman in the state was here, taking statements from people. I realized John and I should probably get going, before we got asked a bunch of questions that, once again, we didn't have any non-crazy answers for. Not just about tonight, either, but everything.

The sun was rolling up over the horizon, casting a glow on a layer of fog settling in the low areas like ghost puddles. I went to find John, giving one pair of cops a wide berth along the way. I wandered around for probably 20 minutes, thought about just going home without him. Then, dammit, I saw him standing out by the street, talking to a fucking reporter.

I stomped over there, walked right in front of the camera and smacked John on the arm.

"Come on. Let's get the fuck out of here before somebody else decides to give us an interview."

We made our way back by the exact same path we should have followed a couple of hours earlier, when we tried to leave the first time.

John said, "Did you hear? They never found him."

"Wonderful."

"What do you think happened? You think that bug thing took over his brain?"

"Hey, why not."

"You think he's gonna turn up again?"

Yes.

"I don't know, John. I'm tired."

"So... you think it's starting again?

* * * * *

I woke up in a strange place. I was cold, and every inch of my body was in pain. I heard a crunching sound, like the jaws of a predator grinding through bone. I pulled open my eyes.

I saw a dragon, standing proudly atop a hill before me.

The dragon was on a TV screen, a rectangular liquid crystal screen from Toshiba. Beneath it was a video game console with a loop of cords snaking across stained carpet. I blinked, squinted at the sun burning in through a cracked window. I turned, hearing my neck creak as I did, and saw John sitting at a computer desk in the corner, staring into the monitor and holding a bottle full of a clear liquid that I'm sure you wouldn't want to try to put out a fire with.

I sat up, realizing I had been covered up with something in my sleep. I thought for a moment John had thrown a blanket over me but closer inspection revealed it to be a beach towel.

John glanced back at me from his computer chair and said, "Sorry, I used my spare blanket when I got that leak in my car."

I still heard that animal crunching sound. I looked around for the source. I found Molly laying behind the couch, with her head crammed inside an open box of Captain Crunch cereal. She was eating as fast as she could, trying to use her paws to keep the box in place.

"You're letting her do that?"

"Oh, yeah. Cereal is stale anyway. I don't have any dog food here."

The dragon sat frozen on the television, the intro screen for a video game he had apparently been playing while I slept on his couch.

"What time is it?"

"About ten."

I stood, felt my head swim, rubbed my eyes, almost screamed in pain from rubbing the wounded eye. My shoulder felt like it had taken a bullet and it felt like a pair of elves were trying to escape my skull through my temples using tiny pickaxes. It wasn't the first time I had woken up at John's place feeling like this.

A musical chime emerged from my pants. I reached into my front pocket and pulled out my cell phone. The display read, "AMY." I closed my eyes, sighed, and answered.

"Hey, baby."

"Hi! David! I'm watching the news! What happened?"

"Shouldn't you be in class?"

Amy had failed a pretty basic English class last semester because it was an eight o'clock class and she kept oversleeping. I mean, that's her native language and she failed it.

She said, "They cancelled it. Oh, it's on again. Turn to CNN."

I talked around the phone to John, told him to switch over the TV. He did, found CNN, and watched as an early-morning shot of the chaos at the Hospital filled the screen. The name of the city was displayed along the bottom. National news.

John turned up the sound and we heard a female reporter say,

"...No history of drug use or mental illness. Frank Burgess had been with the department for three years. Authorities are combing the area for Burgess but police say the number of wounds he sustained in the standoff make his turning up alive, quote, 'highly unlikely.'"

They cut to a shot of our enormously fat chief of police, giving a sound bite in front of a bank of microphones.

To Amy I said, "Man, our chief of police is getting huge."

"Did you guys hear about this last night? When it was all going on? They said thirteen people were hurt and I think three people died. Could you hear shots and stuff from your house?"

A pause on my end. Too long. I could hear the same news broadcast playing simultaneously on this TV and from Amy's TV over the phone. Finally I said, "We heard about it, yeah."

"Uh-oh."

"What?"

"David... were you there? Were you guys in on this?"

"What? No, no. Of course not. Why would you think that?"

"David..."

"No, no. It was nothing. Guy just went crazy, that's all."

"Are you lying?"

"No, no. No."

She said nothing. An old trick of hers.

Filling the silence, I said, "I mean, we were there but we weren't really involved..."

"I knew it! I'm coming down."

"No, Amy. It's nothing, really. It's over. We just happened to be in the area."

"What's that sound?"

"Molly's eating a box of cereal."

I heard John say, "Hey! It's me!" I turned to the television.

Sure enough, John's face filled the screen. The reporter's voiceover covered the audio, saying, "...And for every hour Burgess remains at large, fear and paranoia are bound to keep growing in this small city."

On TV, John's voice faded in:

"...And then we saw a small creature crawl into his mouth. I wasn't two feet away. That thing wasn't from this world. I don't mean alien, I mean probably interdimensional in nature. I think it's obvious from what happened tonight that this being possessed some powers of mind control."

I closed my eyes again, groaning audibly this time.

Amy said, "I'm coming down. I'll take the bus."

Amy had never learned to drive.

"Forget it, you're not gonna spend three hours on the bus. Your classes are more important. If you fail English again I think they can kick you out of the country. I think it's in the Patriot Act."

"This weekend, then. I'll be home on Friday."

"Amy... I'm gonna be honest with you, okay? I don't know that it's safe here."

"Ooh, I'll definitely be home then. You need me."

"Amy..."

"Gotta go, honey. I'm late for class."

"You said you didn't-"

She was gone. I closed the phone and stuffed it back into my pocket. I looked for my shoes.

"You goin' back home?"

"I can't stay here, John."

"Yeah. But, you know. You had that thing in your house."

"You think there's another one?"

"I don't know, but-"

"-What do you want me to do, have the place sprayed?"

"No, I'm just sayin'. That thing, it crawled inside Franky and seemed to take him over. Well, that thing turned up in your bed. Are you assuming that's an accident? Because maybe we should consider that it was there for you."

I can always trust John to think of things like this.

"It don't matter. Okay? Your couch ain't long enough. It kills my neck on the armrest. So, it's moot."

"Well, you ain't gettin' the bed."

I took away Molly's cereal box, which was now just empty cardboard bent in the shape of a dog head. We headed out.

* * * * *

There was a porsche parked on my street. To say that was unusual is a ridiculous understatement. This was White Trash lane, one house without a front door, another sealed shut with yellow police tape. My little bungalow usually had my 1998 Ford Bronco parked in the front, the vehicle I was driving now. Sitting in the driveways of the next three houses was a 1985 Pontiac Fiero, a '95 Geo Tracker and a PT Cruiser woody. At least my property taxes were low.

The porsche was pewter, crouched low along the gravel shoulder in front of the doorless house I thought was abandoned, three doors down from mine. The gleaming machine looked like it had been warped here right off a showroom floor. Even the tires looked scrubbed down to a pure layer of factory rubber.

I made it to my driveway, stepped out and made a walkaround of the house with Molly. Nothing unusual. I was going to have to clean those gutters soon. The gigantic tree back there was dying and dropped every leaf by the first week of November. The leaves were ankle-deep but I knew they'd eventually blow into my neighbor's yard. The old guy who lived there seemed to like doing yard work so I think that worked out for everybody.

I let the dog poop in the yard and let myself in the back door. I passed into the living room and there was some fucking guy sitting there.

He sat in my recliner, making himself right at home. Probably 40 or so years old, dark hair with a little gray at the temples, about three days' growth of beard stubble that followed an angular jawline. He had a chin butt. He wore a leather jacket that had been manufactured specifically to look worn and faded right off the rack, over a button-up shirt that sat open at the collar with the top three buttons undone. He wore jeans and cowboy boots, legs crossed casually. He looked like he had been clipped out of a catalog.

I said, "I think you wandered into the wrong house, buddy."

He did exactly what I knew he was going to do, which is reach into an inside pocket and pull out a little leather ID wallet. He flipped it open.

"Good morning, Mr. Wong. I'm Detective Vance Falconer. You and I are gonna have a talk."
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"Pretty dog. How long have you had her?"

I hesitated, thinking at first this question was some kind of a trap. He was a cop, after all. Then I decided that was silly and that he was just trying to be polite. Then I realized his being polite was itself a method of getting me relaxed and accustomed to answering his questions, and that in fact it was part of a trap.

"She's my girlfriend's dog."

Vance Falconer glanced over at a framed picture propped on a little stand on top of my television. It was a picture of me, looking chubby and pale and my hair standing like it was being blown around in a hurricane, standing behind Amy with my arms wrapped around her, looking over her, her mop of red hair under my chin. She wore sunglasses and a huge smile, I wore the expression of a man worried that a stranger was about to steal my camera.

"That your girl?"

"Yeah. Amy Sullivan. We're engaged."

"She live here?"

Get to the point, asshole. I don't have all day.

"She's away at school. Learning to be a programmer."

"Can I ask what happened to her hand?"

The guy was good. Amy's normal right hand was visible in the picture, holding a stuffed elephant I had won her at a carnival game. Her left arm hung down almost out of frame. But if you were observant, down at the very edge of the photo you could see a little sliver of blue sky where the arm ended at the wrist.

"She lost it in a car accident when she was a kid."

"Did you go to see her last night? Is that where you've been?"

"No."

"Well, you've been gone all night," Falconer said. "Where you go?"

I felt my heart start to thump. Animal reaction to being pushed toward a corner.

"A friend's house. What did you do, break in?"

"Door was unlocked. I had reason to think you had been the victim of a violent crime so I let myself in."

"I'm pretty sure you can't do that, Detective."

"I'll give you a phone number where you can call to complain. I have my own entry on the voice mail tree. You probably heard about the incident down at St. Francis. Since this address was the scene of the very last call Franky Burgess took before he went on his shooting rampage, I thought maybe he had started with you. I was worried you may be in here bleeding to death."

"That's very kind, thank you. I'll give you a call if this sort of thing happens again. That door you came in works as an exit, too."

"A moment of your time, please. You understand we're in the middle of the biggest manhunt this state has ever seen. I don't see a whole lot of chance Franky is still drawing breath but you can imagine why we'd like to find him and put everybody's fears to rest."

"Why aren't you out helping them?"

"I had to make sure he wasn't here, didn't I?"

"Well, you're free to have a look around. I just got home myself."

"Thank you, I did. He's not here. But I'm still working on it. Only instead of wandering around the woods and abandoned trailers and empty storefronts of this shitty town, I've decided to work backwards, try to get inside Franky's broken head. Maybe shed some light on this nightmare. He was here last night, though, wasn't he?"

"Yeah."

"Right before he started shooting and biting people at the hospital. Just minutes before, in fact. About three in the morning, right?"

"Yeah."

"And was he acting strange at all?"

I could feel my face getting hot, the heat radiating up from my jawbone.

Maybe you should have said Franky was never here...

"No, he wasn't ranting or anything. He didn't say much."

"He was responding to a call from a neighbor saying you were making lots of noise and screaming..."

"Yeah. I mean, it wasn't all that. There was a thing in my house, it woke me up. Bit me."

"A 'thing?'"

"Yeah. I think it was a squirrel or a raccoon or something."

"Big difference between a squirrel and a raccoon."

"It was dark."

"Hey, could have been a stray cat. Or a beaver."

"I don't know. Anyway. It got in the house somehow and bit me and I freaked out. Neighbor called, Franky came to make sure I was okay."

"What happened to the animal?"

"Oh. I don't know. Ran outside I guess. I, uh, chased it around."

"Is that when you hurt your head there?"

He waved a finger toward my forehead. I touched the Band-Aid there.

"Oh, yeah. It bit me."

"It got close enough to bite your face but you still couldn't see it well enough to know if it was a cat or a beaver?"

"I'm sorry, are you investigating the beaver problem in this town or the killing spree at the hospital?"

"When officer Burgess left here last night, he seemed normal?"

"Yeah, yeah, like I said. Just told me to be careful. He was more worried about me than anything."

"And you and your friend John didn't drive Franky to the hospital? Because four witnesses saw you. And your friend even talked to a member of the staff. He said Franky had some kind of seizure."

"Oh, right, right. That's right."

"But you said he seemed normal when he left."

I mean... he was normal when he walked out. It was out by his car, he started having problems. We loaded him in his car and drove him to the hospital."

"Nothing led up to the seizure? No strange behavior? No tics or spasms or words not making sense?"

"No, no. He seemed fine. You know, he didn't seem like he was on drugs or anything."

"Drugs? Who mentioned drugs?"

"Come on, detective. What are you doing?"

"People rarely just 'go crazy' Mr. Wong. I mean, it seems like it to us because most of us are self-centered assholes who can't identify another human in pain. But afterward, you look back, we see all the warning signs. Especially if you were there ten seconds before the breakdown."

"Okay."

"But Franky seemed okay when he was here."

"Yeah."

"What was in his throat?"

I was taken aback. I had been looking around the room, avoiding the detective's eyes. But when he said that, my attention snapped right to him. He noticed.

"What do you mean?"

"Your friend, John, he told the staff to check Frank's throat."

"Oh, yeah. Yeah. I don't know, when he started having his seizure or whatever, he started grabbing at his throat. Like he was choking."

"Had he been eating something?"

"No."

"Smoking a big cigar, maybe? Got surprised and swallowed it? Maybe he had a wad of chewing tobacco?"

"I don't know, I don't know. We were just trying to help."

"Why are you lying?"

"I'm NOT."

I almost screamed it.

"Come on. You haven't offered a damned thing. If I'd played it like I didn't know Franky had been here, you'd have let me walk out without saying a word about it. Why?"

"I'm just freaked out about this thing, like everybody."

"No, you're concealing something. Have you heard of the Leonard Farmhand case?"

"No. Wait... was that the guy that was kidnapping women and performing surgery on them in his basement? Up in Chicago?"

"That's right. Well, I caught Farmhand. He had an IQ of 175 but I caught him. And do you know why? Because I got in the same room with Farmhand. That's all it took. See, I have an internal bullshit sensor that has yet to be beaten. And every time you open your mouth, Wong, it blinks red."

"So you're saying I need a lawyer."

"Only if you're guilty."
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He continued, "Here's my theory, as it stands right now. I think you knew Franky somehow, before all this. And I think you had something to do with his going bananas."

"Well, that's your opinion," I said, lamely. "Seriously, we didn't know each other. I hadn't seen him in six or seven years, probably since high school. You can verify that easy enough. And how exactly do you think I went about driving Franky crazy? Mind control?"

That's right, have fun connecting these dots, asshole. Stick your hand in this hole and you'll draw back a bloody stump.

"Maybe he wasn't a friend. Maybe he was a fan."

"I don't have fans, detective. I work in a video store. John does, he has a band."

"He has a blog, too."

I shrugged, said, "Doesn't everybody?"

"When I came down last night, the first thing the local cops did was ask me to read it."

"You've read it more than I have, then."

"Really? Because your name is on every page. David Wong."

"Okay."

"What's 'the fifth wall?'"

"What?"

"He uses that phrase all the time. It's the name of John's blog. 'The Fifth

Wall.'"

"Oh. It's hard to explain."

"So you guys believe this town is haunted?"

I sighed.

"No."

"Really? You and John don't talk about this? Because he says that sometimes you guys see dead people. Like that kid in the movie. And demons. And monsters."

"It's just something he wrote."

"What's Zyprexa?"

"What?"

"You have it in your medicine cabinet."

"Oh. Yeah. That was... that was nothing. I saw a guy this summer. I had some problems, stress and, just, it was bullshit. They listen to your problems and then they throw pills at you. It's the lowest dosage they give out, he said I probably didn't even need them."

"That's why you're not taking them? By my count only three were gone."

"Everything worked out. On its own. I'm fine now."

"But you see monsters."

"That's John's thing. His blog and all that, like you said."

"The people posting at that blog seem to think it's real. They organize trips here, to this shitty town, hoping to see the freak show. The guys down at the station, hearing them talk about you, they think you're in some kind of a cult. They say three neighbors moved away in the last year alone, because they were scared of you."

"People are retarded."

"You know, at the hospital Franky tore out an old woman's throat with his teeth."

I felt myself take an unconscious step back toward the door. I was feeling more trapped in here by the second.

"Is that right? That's terrible."

"He was also heard speaking another language."

I didn't answer.

"So here's my theory, Wong. My theory is that last night wasn't Franky's first visit out here. I think he's a part of your little cult following, and I think you did what two-bit cult leaders have been doin' since we emerged from the caves. I think you scrambled his brain, convinced him he was a vampire or a demon or whatever your mythology is built around. I think he came here and whatever was said after he arrived set him off. And I think he killed a whole bunch of people because of it."

"That's not what happened. And if it did happen, I'm not even sure that crime is on the books."

"And yet, you're lying to me. That's what's got me stumped. You know the thing about the crazy people, they don't know when to lie, they don't know exactly what to lie about. So you've got something up your sleeve. I'm gonna find out what it is. So why don't you tell me the truth so I can go back to doing real police work?"

YOU CAN'T HANDLE THE TRUTH!

"You wouldn't believe me if I told you."

"About Franky?"

"No. About me and John. About this town. About this world. About the Fifth Wall, all that. So why don't you just write us off as crazy and go on about your day. The world's full of crazy people, right? And they're not worth listening to. So I'm not gonna waste the breath."

"Try me."

"Really?"

"I'm not asking."

I shrugged.

"Okay. Come with me."

It turned out the porsche was his. I have no idea how he afforded such a car and I thought it would be impolite to ask. Maybe he sold drugs on the side.

The thing sat so low to the ground you had to squat to get into it. The interior smelled like the leather shop at the mall. I saw I had dragged some muddy leaves from outside onto the spotless carpet and I felt like I had desecrated it. How could you drive a car like this without going nuts with worry? How could you eat a burrito in this thing? You'd be in constant fear of squirting refried beans everywhere.

"Go up and take a left at the sign," I said. "We're going to the mall."

We drove across town. From a quarter mile away we could see the swarm of construction workers crawling over the sprawling decay of the city's abandoned shopping mall. The half-finished building sat empty for a total of seven years, rain water collecting on the floors and squirrels nesting in a million square feet of retail space that was supposed to rent for twelve bucks a foot.

The workers here weren't building the mall, they were tearing it down. Somebody had finally bought the land, I guess. I directed Falconer to pull up off the side of the work site, near a row of blue plastic booths that contained chemical toilets for the laborers. Port-A-Pottys.

"Okay," I said, leaning back in the leather seat.

"What?"

"Just watch the shitters, Detective Falconer. Just watch the shitters and prepare to be amazed."

There were three of them set up. In the next fifteen minutes two workers came and went, uneventfully. We sat in the porsche, not talking, watching the shitters.

Finally Falconer said, casually, "You know if I find out you're fucking with me, stalling me here so you can chuckle about it with your friends later, I'm gonna nail your ass for obstructing an investigation."

"There. That guy. With the beard."

A 40-ish guy with a ragged goatee and a beer gut strode up to the first Port-A-Potty, limping like he was favoring his left leg. He stepped in and closed the door.

I said, "Don't take your eyes off it. I mean it, don't even glance away. Okay?"

"Okay."

"Good. Now we wait."

A minute passed. Falconer said, "You said you work at a video store, right?"

"I'm a manager."

"Ever been to school?"

"I had a semester of college. Dropped out because I couldn't take the bullshit."

"You seem like a smart guy. You never wanted more outta your life?"

"Is now the time to be having this conversation?"

We both were staring straight ahead. No movement from the shitter.

"You don't like having this conversation, do you? I mean, I look at this town, boarded up stores and this moldy old shopping mall-"

"-It's a rough time, man. Some factories closed down, people aren't working."

"Okay, whatever. What I'm saying is there's whole stretches of town where I swear there are more stray dogs than people. The average person here seems to be 60 years old. I'm from a town like this, an old coal mining town that died when environmentalists decided the coal had too much sulfur in it to be used. It was just like this, the jobs moved away and the only people left were the ones who didn't have the means to escape. The rest, they go off to school, get careers, don't come back. It's a sort of opposite Darwinism, the only people left are the losers and the failures and old guys shuffling around their trailers with their cats. And here you are. Smart guy, maybe a big ego guy, workin' the counter at a video store. Serving those people."

"So, what?"

"Guy with an imagination like yours, I gotta think you'd be pretty desperate for ways to make your life more exciting. Maybe fantasizing a little bit? Maybe a part of your brain slips a gear, you start dreaming up dragons for you and your buddy to slay? Tell me, did you stop seeing ghosts and demons when you were on Zyprexa?"

"No. And I didn't lose my magical ability to make John have the exact same hallucinations as me."

"Yeah, about that. John, he's got that band, right? Going around playing garages and basements. And a Class Clown type, cops around here say he got arrested trying to hook a fart machine on the governor. One guy told a story, said John got up to speak at a friend's funeral and had this huge dildo down his pants, up there cryin' and he's got this huge bulge in his pants the whole time-"

"-That's out of context. Kurt would have loved that if he'd been alive to see it."

"What I'm saying is he's an attention addict. And now, he takes your crazy stories and blogs them and people eat it up. Got all these lonely web junkies to start treating you like rock stars. So maybe, just maybe John is-"

"-He's still in the shitter, by the way."

Falconer glanced quickly down at his watch, then back.

"It's been nine minutes."

"He's not coming out."

"Probably ate a lot of cheese. You know the transition from real life to hallucination is completely seamless, right?"

"I'm tellin' you, detective. We can sit here all day, he's not comin' out of there. But we don't even gotta wait that long. Few minutes from now, somebody else is gonna go in there. They're gonna open the door and you're gonna see it's empty. Mr. Beard will be nowhere."

"And you know this how?"

"Because I've seen it happen before. John and I are out here all the time."

We fell silent. Three minutes. Five.

I said, "Look, go up there and knock on the door. As long as he's been in there, he's probably passed out or something at the very least."

Five more minutes. Without a word, Falconer threw open his door and walked toward the shitter. I followed, struggling to waddle out of the low-slung porsche. Freaking thing had to sit six inches off the ground. You had to do a full sit-up to get out.

By the time I made it to my feet, Falconer had already ducked across the barrier of yellow construction tape and was walking up to the door of the blue shit booth. He rapped on the door. Nobody answered.

He did it again, this time saying something through the door. Nothing. He did it again.

By now three or four guys had stopped working and were staring. Falconer talked to a guy and gestured toward the Port-A-Potty, presumably asking somebody to come open it. The guy followed Falconer back, worked a mechanism on the door, popped it open.

I stepped up beside Falconer. The door swung open. And inside was...

TA DA!

...Nobody.
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Falconer looked at me, eyes narrowed, his brain going a mile a minute. A kid trying to figure out the magician's trick.

From behind him the worker said, "Them doors get stuck sometimes. You swing 'em closed real hard and that latch can fall shut."
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 Falconer pointed over my shoulder and growled, "Go wait in the car."
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 I did, hearing my back pop as I curled myself into a car that probably cost

twice what my house did. I sat for several minutes and watched Falconer
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 question construction workers, probably asking them about a coworker with a
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 goatee and a limp. Their blank expressions told the story.

Falconer had left the keys in the car and I twisted the ignition so I could turn on the radio. He had a CD in. Some kind of jazz. I turned it off.

He gathered three guys together and they moved the Port-A-Potty, Falconer scraping around the gravel underneath with his boot, like he thought he'd find a trap door there. He argued with the guys some more.

Ten minutes later he stomped back to the car, throwing himself into the driver's seat so hard it shook the porsche on its suspension. He turned the key and the engine rumbled to life. He cranked the wheel and hit the gas and a cloud of dust chased us from the construction site.

"Tell me where he went," commanded Falconer.

"Your guess is as good as mine. John and I got his binoculars and watched the site for three weeks when they started construction. The whole thing seemed suspicious."

"What? Why?"

"It's a long story. I'll tell you later. Things happen at that mall. Anyway, we waited for somethin' weird and we found it. One of the three toilets, the person who went inside never came out. Blind luck John happened to notice that. We had a plan, were gonna come in at night, plant a little wireless camera inside there, see if we could catch anything but, you know. We didn't want to have to watch hours of sweaty guys pissing and shitting."

"Bullshit. Bullshit. Everybody's playin' games with me here. As soon as I walked into the police station, conversations got real quiet when I walked by. There's subjects you bring up about this town and nobody says nothin', everybody just casts little glances at each other. What in the glass fuck is going on in this fucking town? Tell me. And don't give me ooga-booga bullshit, demons and shit. Tell me what's really going on."

"I don't know. I don't even know where to start."

"What happened to that bearded guy?"

"He broke through the fifth wall."

Falconer didn't answer, just let out an angry chuckle with a slow shake of his head. The speedometer on the porsche crept past 60, then 70. He came up on a creeping pickup truck and whipped around it, back in his own lane in less than two seconds.

I said, "Listen to me. These are coherent sentences here. There are doors all over this town that don't go anywhere. You step through, you don't come out the other side. And they move, they're never in the same place. There are people walking around this town that know about them, that use them. And sometimes, things come out."

"Things."

"Yeah, things. Dead people. Things that were never people. Things that look like people but aren't."

"Show me."

"I can't. You wouldn't be able to see them."

"Fuck you. Fuck you and your delusional bullshit."

"You saw the guy disappear, right? That ain't possible. Not in this universe. Can we agree on that?"

"You drugged me, that's what you did. Same as you did to Franky."

"Go get a tox screen on yourself. I'll wait. Of course when they come back and say you're clean, your first thought will be to wonder if those results are not also part of the delusion. And so on."

Welcome to the party, fucker.

"No, I'll tell you exactly what's gonna happen. I'm gonna sit down and devote about sixty minutes' worth of thought to it, and then it'll hit me, the truth. How you did that trick back there, the nature of the little scam you're running. It'll come clear to me, like the truth always does. And when it does I'll laugh out loud, be embarrassed for exactly thirty seconds and then I'll remember that I'm the best at what I do and I drive a porsche and you're a pathetic, small little liar. You make yourself feel smart by fooling people and then smirk yourself to sleep at night, sleeping next to a dusty little fan in the summer because you can't afford to run the air." "If that happens, if you see right through all this shit and figure it out, give me a call. Explain it to me. Because that'll be a weight off my shoulders forever and ever. You tell me a way that all this makes sense and I'll fall to my knees and cry tears of joy." "You're good, I'll give you that. You sell it well."

I involuntarily leaned forward in my seat as Falconer hit the brakes. He turned hard off the highway, heading toward my house it looked like. Driving it like he stole it.

I said, "I have to be at work at two. I'm closing tonight. Am I free to do that? Or are you charging me with something?"

"Tell me what happened to Franky. Your version. Never mind that I won't believe you, I wanna know what you think happened when viewed through the lenses of your Crazy Goggles."

"A thing showed up in my house, a big bug the size of an expensive lobster. It bit me. It went for my face. Franky showed up. The thing crawled in his mouth. Not by accident, either. It went right for it. John and I got him to the hospital, but apparently nothing could be done because the moment that thing was in him, Franky was no longer Franky."

The car slid to a stop, tires mashing down wet leaves at the edge of my lawn. Without a word, Falconer ejected himself from the car and slammed the door in my face, walking up onto my porch. I followed.

He said, "Let me in. You've agreed to let me search this place."

"I have?"

"Yep. You're about to invite me in."

"You already searched it."

"I didn't know what I was looking for then."

"Do you now? What do you think you're going to find in here, detective?"

"Answers."

I slid in my house key and turned the doorknob, held it. I faced Falconer.

"Okay, detective. Come on in. Tear the place apart. Cut open my mattress, sniff the little baggie of weed in my closet, crawl around under the floors. Take as long as you want. Then bring in an army and tear apart this town. Shine a spotlight into every shadow, peek behind every bush. Do it here, and in the next town over, and then the rest of the state. Fan out an army of men with flashlights and move shoulder-to shoulder across this country until you've studied and catalogued every square inch of the USA, and then the world. You go right ahead. Because if you could somehow put every single last corner of this universe under the microscope, right now, you still wouldn't find the bearded guy who went into that shifter."

I pushed the door open an inch, then faced him again.

"And you wouldn't find Franky Burgess, either. Because I'm thinking that thing that took over Franky wanted to go back home. And I'm thinking nobody will ever see Franky again."

I turned away from the detective. I pushed open the door, took one step inside, and came face to face with Franky Burgess.
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tried to twist out of the grip of the man behind me. I could hear Dr. Fred back there rustling around in a box or drawer, probably trying to come up with a sedative for me.

"Kelly!" I screamed. "KELLY! HEY! Look at me!"

She raised her head, still screaming, pausing only to take in harsh swallows of breath to fuel the next one.

"Kelly! Run!"

The shadow man reached over, silently swiping a black hand across Kelly's chin.

Her lower jaw disappeared.

Her tongue flopped uselessly in front of her neck, nothing to support it. A row of upper teeth hovered with nothing to bite down against, surrounded by a grotesque clown's smile of exposed muscle and torn skin. I could see that little dangling thing hanging in the back of her throat. The girl's eyes bulged with a
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I fell on my ass, tasting blood in my mouth. I looked up to see a guy with a beer gut and a runaway goatee that grew down his neck. He wore an orange vest and a white T-shirt. I noticed a tattoo of an eagle or some kind of bird was Table of
 sort of visible on his chest, through the thin shirt that was stretched against his


Contents
 gut.
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 It was the guy from the construction site, the one who disappeared into the

shitter. He flung the shower curtain out of his way and stepped out. He
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 glanced down at me, spat on my floor, then delivered a sharp kick to my ribs.
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He left the room and, with some effort, I got to my feet to follow.

My front door was open. People were shouting.

Shirtless, I ran out, clutching my ribs. I saw the construction worker throw Franky's body over his shoulder like a sack of potatoes. Falconer had his gun out, shouting at the construction worker, wearing a look on his face that should be printed in every dictionary next to the phrase, "Are you shitting me?"

John popped out of the door behind me, a half-eaten banana in his hand. He looked at me and said, "When did that guy get he-"

Gunshots cut off his words, Falconer shooting at the construction worker's back. The big man stumbled back, almost lost his dead weight load, then pressed on, lumbering toward my Bronco.

Falconer reloaded. Construction Worker threw Franky's headless corpse in my passenger seat and ran around to the driver's side, back bleeding in half a dozen places. He planted himself in the driver's seat as Falconer fired again, punching spiderweb patterns in my windshield. Blood splattered inside my truck.

Undisturbed, the construction worker fired up the engine - without the keys -and not only stole my Bronco but tore a muddy skidmark in my yard as he peeled out.

Falconer stuffed his gun into a shoulder holster and sprinted off to his Porsche. John took off toward his Caddie, still chewing on banana. I stayed put, rubbing my ribs. I spat blood off my porch. John looked back over his shoulder and said, "Dave! Car chase!"

I groaned and reached inside my door, grabbing my jacket off the coat tree. I put on the black leather jacket over my bare chest and wished I had time to go put on five or six gold chains to complete the look. I ran out and jumped off my porch and ran to the waiting passenger seat of John's Caddie. We were moving before I even had my foot all the way inside.

Up ahead, my Bronco vanished around a corner. Falconer's Porsche was right on its ass.

"Who was that guy?" asked John as he tossed a banana peel out of the driver's side window. I pictured a car behind us running over it and spinning off the road.

"He was at the mall, at the construction site. He disappeared into a shitter."

I braced my hands on the dash as we rounded the corner. This was all I got done these days, racing around town and shouting. What kind of life was this for a man?

We were heading North, away from the civilized part of town.

John said, "He took Franky's body! Did you see that!"

"Yes, John."

"What do you think he's gonna do with it?"

"I don't know but he apparently didn't need the head."

All three cars blew through the stop sign at a four-way intersection on the edge of town. John's stereo was playing rapid banjo music. We took a curve and transitioned to a rural paved road with no painted lines.

We were falling behind. The Bronco was a speck on the horizon, the shiny little Porsche glimmering behind it like a drop of mercury.

A minute later, up ahead we saw a little rooster tail of dust fly off the side of the road, to the left. The Bronco had cut off onto a dirt road, heading toward a row of enormous, low, blue buildings.

"Oh, shit!" Yelled John, "it's the turkey factory!"

We hit the turn and took it so hard I thought we were going up on two wheels. The Caddie bumped and growled on the dirt road, rear end fishtailing like we were on ice. We were driving through the dust cloud from both vehicles, bits of gravel smacking the windshield with a sound like popcorn.

Ahead, my Bronco jumped off the road, drove across a patch of lawn and smashed into the wall of the first building. Through the wall.

Falconer's Porsche stopped on the grass, ass end skidding sideways. He jumped out, gun in hand, and ran toward the ragged Bronco-sized hole the construction worker had punched in the wall with my truck. I could see another awkward conversation with my insurance company in my future.

John and I stopped and dismounted. Falconer looked back and screamed for us to stay back. I stopped, John kept going. I followed.

Turkeys ambled out of the hole in the building, looking confused. Falconer accidentally kicked one as he approached the hole in the wall. He ducked around, cautiously, then moved inside. I got closer and I could see inside the building a little, could see the rear of the Bronco. It looked like it had run into a support beam and come to a stop. The driver's side door was open.

John went around me, into the building. I went in close behind him and...

The fucking smell. Holy shit. It was one of those stinks that seemed to generate its own warmth. It hit me like a wall. Mold and poop and rotten meat.

It looked for a moment like there was a foot of snow inside the building, just white as far as the eye could see. Turkeys. Turkeys so thick you couldn't see the ground, white feathers and thin little twitchy heads and, here and there, a rustle of flapping wings.

There was a turkey commotion to our left, birds jumping and flapping and squawking and flailing through the air, demonstrating turkey flight as one of God's failures. It was the construction worker, hauling Franky's corpse. He was maybe 30 yards ahead of us in this impossibly huge building, the whole thing probably two football fields from end to end. The construction worker's load slowed him down.

We saw Falconer running at full speed, cutting through and creating a Red Sea opening of turkey. He caught up to the construction worker and threw a shoulder into his lower back, sending three bodies sprawling into a blur of flapping white wings and a cloud of feathers.

Falconer got to his feet, knees caked with mud and turkey shit. He put his gun on the construction worker and screamed, "IF YOU MOVE I WILL FUCKING KILL YOU."

John and I stopped about ten feet away from the scene. Falconer seemed to have it under control.

Q

Illustration by Nedroid


The construction worker, flat on his back, put out his hands, palm-up. Then, in a blur of a motion he snatched a nearby turkey and heaved it at Falconer. The bird whizzed gobbling through the air, smacking the detective in the chest and sending him to the ground. The construction worker jumped to his feet two seconds before his skull exploded.

Shots roared, turkeys stampeded. Falconer was shooting, and shooting, and shooting. A dozen shots or more, brass shell casings jumping from the gun.

The top half of the construction worker's head was gone, everything above the eyes turned to shreds of skin and shards of bone and clumps of spongy pink brain matter.

The man fell, dead. Falconer was reloading. We walked up, got close enough to see the big dead man. Before anyone could comment on this, John said, "Look! His brain!"

Something was moving in the man's skull. A strand of something like spaghetti whipped across the open wound. Another strand. Another. What took shape was a flimsy creature maybe eighteen inches wide, made up entirely of these spaghetti-thin tentacles, all joined at the center. This thing, emerging from the dead man's open skull, looked like something from the ocean floor.

It used its spaghetti limbs to push itself free, then floated up, hovering impossibly in the air.
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The dictionary rendering of Falconer's "Are you shitting me" face from earlier would have to be revised with the one he wore now.
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Falconer aimed his gun at the creature, uncertain. The thing whizzed away, tumbling through the air as if blown by a fan. It landed among a crowd of turkeys. John turned to Falconer and said, "Quick! We need your extra gun! We didn't bring one!"

Something happened. I didn't catch it but the turkeys were going crazy where the thing landed. I could see the spaghetti thing and it appeared to be attached to a turkey somehow. Then, one of its tentacles shot out, becoming rigid and five times as long. It impaled four turkeys on the tentacle, punching through them with little sprays of blood and feather.

It extended another tentacle and did it again. Four more turkeys skewered. Again.

Now there were four rows of turkeys joined at the central point where the spaghetti creature's body was.

The X-shaped cluster of turkeys rose as one body, as tall as a man. Two rows of turkeys forming legs, two forming arms. One "arm" of turkeys curled around the body of Franky Burgess and picked it up with little effort. Turkey feet took strides forward and soon the turkey thing was hauling Franky's body across the building.

Falconer shot at the birds, producing puffs of feathers and no other noticeable effect. John and I followed him, mainly to see what would happen.

The turkey man finally reached a small closet on the other side of the building, basically a booth with pipes running out of the top, probably holding valves for water and shovels to scoop up turkey poop. It couldn't have been five feet deep.

But when the turkey man reached the door and ripped it open, beyond was a vast, dark room, with some kind of large machinery vaguely visible inside. Turkey man roughly threw Franky's body through the door and slammed it shut.

It turned on us. I couldn't help noticing that the two turkeys it was using as feet had been pulverized into a pink, feathery mess.

The thing advanced. We ran away. Falconer, too.

We ran across the building, kicking turkeys as we went, all the way back through the hole in the wall left by my Bronco. We followed Falconer's lead as he dove across the hood of John's Caddie and took cover behind it. He leaned around, aiming his automatic around the headlight as me and John fell in behind him.

The turkey man ran to our position, then past us. It ran off across the lawn, across a weedy field, and into the woods to start a new life. We never saw it again.

We stayed crouched behind the Caddie for a long time, nobody quite sure what to say. Without a word, Falconer stood and walked back inside the building. When me and John got back inside I noticed three workers standing around, watching us from across the building. Falconer went right to the door Franky had been sent through. He ripped open the door and saw...

Shovels, in a small utility closet barely large enough to stand in. And a pitchfork. What was the pitchfork for? I pictured them skewering birds and handing them to customers that way.

Tentatively, I said, "You saw in there before, detective? When he opened it?"

He didn't answer.

John said, "There was a room. Dark, like a basement."

Again, no answer from the detective.

John said, "You're probably wondering how they do that. Me and Dave have been studying them for a long time and our theory is that they're using magic."

I said, "Did you see how bloated Franky's body was?"

Falconer sort of nodded.

"And they wanted his body back pretty badly, right?"

Falconer cleared his throat and said, "Who's 'they?'"

"Don't know. But my point is, whoever they are, all animals protect their young. Right, Detective?"

"Excuse me?"

"I'm thinking that thing in Franky's mouth laid eggs. A lot of them."

He turned on me.

"I didn't see no fucking thing in his mouth."

I heard sirens in the distance. Falconer must have called in backup during the

chase.

"Come on, detective. Detect. Put together the facts you've got and make a conclusion out of it."

"Shut up. Shut up and let me think."

John lit a cigarette and said, "Let me tell you how it is, Detective. When I was a kid, about fifteen, my dad brought me out here. This very place, Featherball Farms. Middle of the summer, right? And my dad's drunk because it's Thursday. And it's the middle of the night and he drives me out here, it's me and my dad and a friend of his."

John blew a cloud of smoke. He rubbed the back of his neck with his cigarette hand.

"And we parked right out there, not by this building but the next one over. We sneak inside and we're greeted by twenty thousand turkeys. I mean, we are literally an island of human in an ocean of turkey. And at the sound of that door every turkey head in the building snaps toward us. I guess they thought it was feeding time. So it's me and my dad and Tom, that's dad's friend, he's outside in the Camaro, the getaway driver I guess. So anyway, Dad pulls out this little sawed off baseball bat that he keeps around for bar fights. My dad, he steps carefully around amongst the turkeys, this bat raised over his shoulder, and he's trying to find the fattest one. And these turkeys, they got no idea what's comin', you understand? So Dad raises that baseball bat and he clubs this one turkey over the head. The thing falls over dead, instantly. He picks it up and hands it to me, by the feet. I could barely carry the thing, it felt like it was 50 pounds. He runs out and I'm dragging this thing, its limp head flopping along the ground. So we run out to the car and we speed away, and I got this warm, smelly turkey in the back seat with me. We drive and go out to the country, a piece of woods behind my dad's place, along the river south of town. My dad, he makes a fire and pulls out that huge pocket knife he carried. He skins the turkey, pulling off this bloody, slimy layer, feathers and all. He pulls out the guts and leaves them in a pile. Then he shoves a sharp stick through it like a rotisserie. Just propped it up and let it cook right there, over the flames. We sat around the fire and told ghost stories and tore off pieces of turkey, eating it with our bare hands and drinking bottles of Pabst Blue Ribbon from his cooler. And I'm telling you, detective, it was the best turkey I ever had."

I looked at John, Falconer continued to stare off into nothing.

I said, "What the hell was the point of that?"

"I'm just sayin', my dad was crazy. And that sometimes meat you kill yourself is the sweetest. Also, some of the people in this town turn into monsters. With magic."

I said, "We gotta find Franky's body."

Falconer didn't voice agreement or disagreement, either one. Sirens arrived outside the building.

John blew out another stream of smoke and said, "Okay, here's what we tell the cops..."
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Two hours later I was behind a counter, trying to peel the magnetic anti-theft tag off a DVD with my fingernail. I had a swollen lip, a bandage on my shoulder, a Band-Aid on my eye and my ribs gave me a jolt of pain every time I took a breath. I stank of turkey.

I would have called in, but I had used up all of my sick days for the year and couldn't take off again until January. I take a lot of sick days, most of them self-declared Mental Health days. Meaning I wake up in a mood that I know will lead me to assault the very first person who asks me if the Two Day Rentals have to be back on Wednesday or Thursday.

I had worked at Wally's Videe-Oh! for five years, been a manager for two. I started right after I dropped out of college. I remember hearing that Quentin Tarantino got discovered working at a video store, and I think I had it in my head to try work here and write a screenplay. It was going to be about a cop in the future with a flamethrower for an arm. At age 19, that seemed like a pretty sound plan. The thing about not having parents is you don't have anyone to tell you you're heading down a path paved with retardedness.

The people who raised me, and I'll leave their names out of this, they did what they could. Nice people, real religious. Kind of treated me like I was a little African refugee kid they had rescued. They knew my story, knew that I had never known my Dad. When I got in trouble at school and got kicked out, because of that kid that died, they were real supportive. Took my side all the way through, then shortly after moved to Florida and hinted that maybe things would be better if I stayed behind.

My birth mom is living in Arizona, I think, staying with a dozen other people in an arrangement that could be called a "compound." Some kind of commune, I don't know. She sent me a letter two years ago, thirty pages scribbled on lined notebook paper. I couldn't make it past the first paragraph.

I scraped the plastic theft sticker off the DVD, put it back in its case, then picked another case off the stack. Pulled out the disc, started scraping off the tag. I looked around, saw there was only one customer it the store. A guy wearing a cowboy hat. His jeans looked like they were painted on.

The TV we had mounted in the far corner of the store was turned to the news, the sound down and the Closed Captioning turned on. They had been going back to the "death" of the "hospital shooting" "suspect" every 20 minutes or so. It was hard to tell from the bits and pieces I picked up between customers, but it looked like the story Falconer fed to them was similar to the one John suggested. Franky apparently had an accomplice, meaning the construction worker. The construction worker sawed off Franky's head, then brought it to my house for some reason. We confronted him and he led us on a chase to the turkey warehouse where he was shot dead by an agent from a "federal task force." It never occurred to me that Falconer hadn't told us what agency he worked for and the news didn't mention it. Hmmm.

Falconer had apparently omitted one part of John's story, which was the part where the turkeys ate Franky's body. The news said the body was still missing and a few people would look for it over the next few days, but otherwise the manhunt was called off. Everything could go back to normal since Franky's severed head was pretty much confirmation he was no longer a danger. I pictured Franky's corpse swelling to eruption with hundreds of baby mouth bugs and begged to differ.

The cowboy came up to the counter with a copy of Basic Instinct 2 and 2001: A Space Odyssey. How could he walk in those jeans? I could make out the exact hang of his penis in those things. Did they inflate when he farted?

I glanced up at the TV, saw a reporter standing in front of the turkey building as a tow truck hauled my Bronco out, front end smashed and windshield clouded white with cracks. I still drove it home, though. Give credit to the people at Ford.

The cowboy gave me his membership card and I punched in the number. His account came up as:

NAME: James DuPree

OVERDUE: -

ACCT STATUS: A

COMMENTS: THIS MAN HAS WORN THE SAME TROUSERS SINCE HE WAS A TODDLER

Many memos had circulated at Wally's about abusing the Customer Comment box on the computer. We have John to thank for that. He worked here a few years ago, after I begged the manager to let him on. John was fired a few months later, but not before he managed to add something to the "Comment" field for pretty much every single customer he served.

NAME: Carl Gass

COMMENTS: If he doesn't have late charges, and you tell him that he does, he LOSES HIS FUCKING MIND.

NAME: Lisa Franks

COMMENTS: Had sex with her on 11/15

NAME: Kara Bullock

COMMENTS: Thinks I have an English accent. Don't forget.

NAME: Chet Beirach

COMMENTS: Always smells like fish. I think he fishes for a living. He's sensitive about it so don't bring it up.

NAME: Rob Arnold

COMMENTS: It's the white Patrick Ewing!

NAME: Cheryl Mackey

COMMENTS: Had sex with her on 7/16

I gave the cowboy his change, glancing over his shoulder at the TV every chance I could get. They were back at the hospital, the camera showing closeups of bullet holes in walls and shell casings on the floor.

The cowboy turned to follow my gaze, saw the TV. "That's some scary shit, ain't it?"

I said, "Yeah."

"Whole world's comin' to an end, that's what I think."

"Yeah, probably. Have a nice day."

The cowboy left. He stuffed his wallet into his back pocket and I imagined it shooting back out again, squeezed by the sheer pressure of the fabric.

These days John was working at a warehouse that stored government documents. Apparently most agencies have gone to a paperless system, all the records on computer, and they have to destroy all their old paper forms after a couple of years because there's no money in the budget to store them. John got a job on the document destruction team. It seemed like a perfect job for him. I mean, how can you screw up destroying papers? John told me they pile up all the papers and shoot them with flamethrowers, but I suspect they just have a big shredder or something.

I met John when I was 14, in an Intro to Computers class in high school. Mr. Gertz. Huge guy with a mustache who used to interrupt lessons on Windows 95 to give speeches about atheism. Everybody liked John. He could play guitar and do card tricks and stand on his head. On the other end, most people found me to be unlikable in the way that most people find dogs to have fur.

I grabbed a DVD and went back to peeling off stickers. I had gotten written up six weeks ago because more DVD's were stolen on my watch than either of the other two managers. Not sure what I was supposed to be doing to stop it, I guess running out and tackling the kids who tried to walk out with the goods.

The problem, I decided, was the magnetic anti-theft tags that would activate the door alarm were in the DVD cases, so it only took the thieves minutes to figure out they just had to pop the disc out of the case and stuff it in their pocket, leaving the case and the theft tag behind. So I wrote up this angry email, saying the anti-theft system was retarded and that if they were serious about people not stealing discs, then they should put the anti-theft tags on the discs themselves. After all, it was the disc that was valuable, not the case.

They agreed, and me and two other employees spent about twelve hours sticking these stiff little stickers to all of the new releases in the store. The plan worked beautifully. That is, until last Thursday, when a customer brought in a disc that had been scratched to hell because the theft sticker came unstuck inside his DVD player. It jammed the little tray when it tried to eject the disc and he had to pry it out. Two days later, a customer brought in a broken DVD player. When his disc got stuck thanks to the sticker, he wound up breaking the disc tray on the machine trying to free it.

I wasn't at the store that day, I was on one of my many sick days. But when I came back I was greeted by 27 e-mails from managers and regional managers and other people I had never heard from before, telling me that every anti-theft sticker had to be removed from every DVD by November 1st.

I bring this up, again, in case you were wondering why in the holy hell I felt the need to come in to work in the middle of the apocalypse. The answer is that if I took one more sick day I would be fired, and if I didn't get these stickers off by the deadline I would be fired, and even if I could talk my way out of one firing I sure as hell couldn't talk my way out of both. And if I was fired, soon after society would decide I wasn't earning my electricity and water and my house and my food. And they'd be right. If you think that's a bad reason to come to work in the middle of this, then I'm guessing you're still living with Mom and Dad.

I glanced up at the TV and saw something new. Security camera footage, from the hospital. In color, but in a frame rate that made the people appear to blink down the hallway, teleporting five feet at a time. There was a shot of a woman running in terror. They cut to a live shot of some older guy in a suit, an expert of some kind they had brought in. Then they cut back to the security video and I froze.

I heard the DVD I had in my hand fall to the counter.

Did I just see that?

They played it again. The first frame was Franky, in the hall of the hospital, gun in hand, holding a nurse around the throat. The frames rolled forward, slowly, everybody making jerky movements. A security guard came into frame, hand out, trying to talk Franky down. Next frame, same players, limbs in different positions. Looked to be about one frame per second. The next frame was what got me.

At the top of the screen appeared a man in black. Not a Shadow Man, a regular man, in black clothes, black sunglasses. Next frame - one second later - he was gone.

I stared. They cut back to the anchor. The closed captioning lagged behind but I didn't think I saw any mention of the mysterious man in the hall.

My cell phone rang. On the screen it said, "JOHN." I picked up.

"Yeah."

"Dave? Can you get to a television?"

"We got one on here. I saw it."

"Man in black, in the hall?"

"Yeah."

"So who's this asshole now?"

"I don't know, John. I'm still peeling off stickers."

"I'm still at your place, everything seems okay here. I've got the crossbow."

"You've got the what?"

"Hey, have you heard from Falconer?"

"No. I figured they sent him home. His case is over, right?"

"Yeah. I'm sure that was the end of it. The thing with the turkeys."

"Yeah. Probably."

"Yeah."

". . ."

*****

I had to close the store, so it was midnight before I turned into my driveway. John's Caddie was there, parked along the street. So he apparently really had staked out my place all night, during which time I'm guessing he ate most of my food. He must have heard me pull up because he appeared at the front door before I could even get out of my truck.

I asked, "Any monsters in there?"

"I wasn't paying attention. I got wrapped up in a movie. I'm going home. I left the crossbow."

"Well, thanks for watching the place."

"Sure. Hey, I think something got into your fridge because all of that leftover pizza is gone now."

I pushed through the front door, threw my keys on the table, glanced at the answering machine and saw I had no messages. A little surprised Amy hadn't called. I surveyed the room, the lamp inside the front door raising an island of light in the dim little house. Nothing stirred.

I went toward the kitchen, casting sideways glances along the way. Something flew across the big window in the living room and I gave a start. Probably a bird, though. I see owls around here from time to time. Molly was asleep on my couch.

I flipped on the kitchen light, opened all the cabinets, saw nothing hiding in there. Not much food, either. I tried the freezer, found no monster hiding in there, either. I did find a box of Hot Pockets, little frozen pastries with meat and cheese inside them. It's the kind of food they feed to prisoners of war to keep them alive.

I took one step toward the microwave, and stopped. A shadow had moved on the floor. Not my own, either.

The dark shape grew, up over the drawers to my left, spilling onto the counter top.
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I had time to notice the shadow had no left hand. It spoke.

"Hey."
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"I know! Amy, you should have stayed aw-"

My words were interrupted by Amy throwing her arms around my ribs, squeezing like she was trying to deflate me. I hissed in pain. The construction worker may well have cracked a rib there.

"John told me what happened! Isn't that crazy? What was he saying about the-"

Amy was interrupted by my pulling her shirt over her head.

"-the turkeys, what was with that?"

"I don't know, I don't know," I said, working the zipper on her pants. "It's been a crazy 24 hours."

"I heard they brought in that detective, the one who works all those serial killer cases? The guy who's always doing the interviews on Court TV? What's his name?"

We were both naked by the time she made it to the question mark.

* * * * *

"What was that guy's name?" she asked again, an hour later. "The detective?"

I was half asleep, curled up against her in the bed, Amy in the sweats and T-shirt she wore as pajamas.

"Falconer."

"That's right. John says you guys talked to him."

"Mmmm Hmmm."

"Do you think he'll want to talk to me?"

"Why would he?"

"I don't know. Because I know you. I don't know."

"Well, if he does, he does."

"And there's not anything I should tell him? Or not tell him?"

"We're telling him the truth. Well, not the truth, you know, but the truth the way we tell it to people. You know what I mean."

"Okay."

I closed my eyes.

"David?"

"Hmmmmm?"

"Do you ever wish you didn't know any of this? Like if you could just erase it from your brain so you'd be like everybody else?"

"Sure. Actually... no. Because if somebody came along and offered me the chance, like if they told me if I took a certain pill I could make it all go away, I wouldn't do it. I'd be afraid the good stuff would go away, too. Like maybe I imagined all of it but then maybe I imagined you, too."

"I'm not saying you imagined it all, obviously."

"That's exactly what you would say, if you also were imaginary."

"All right, go to sleep."

"Hey, you started it."

Silence. I drifted off.

"I have this class," she said, "on Social Psychology. And the guy who teaches it, he said the amount of the universe a human can experience is statistically, like, zero percent. You've got this huge universe, trillions of trillions of miles of empty space between galaxies, and all a human can perceive is a little tunnel a few feet wide and a few feet long in front of our eyes. So he says we don't really live in the universe at all, we live inside our brains. All we can see is like a blurry little pinhole in a blindfold, and the rest is filled in by our imagination. So whatever we think of the world, whether you think the world is cruel or good or cold or hot or wet or dry or big or small, that comes entirely from inside your head and nowhere else."

We laid in silence for a while. Finally, I said, "Wouldn't it be nice if that was true?"

Amy's answer was a soft snore.

* * * * *

I woke up, realized I couldn't move my body, then questioned whether or not I was actually awake. I was on my back, one arm flung over my head, faced turned sideways to see the door of the bedroom.

I tried to move again. The blankets were stone. My limbs belonged to a stranger.

I stared at the wall and realized that a man was standing there, next to the door. Weird, because I had always been looking at that spot and I realized he had always been there. Seeing the man was like seeing an optical illusion take shape. And stranger, I registered he was there but I also felt like he had control of my registering him. I can't describe it. I didn't get the sense he was invisible, just that he could decide whether or not he would be noticed.

This had to be a dream. There was no sound. Not the rustling of leaves or cars rumbling past outside the barking of the neighbor's fucking dog. You don't realize how impossible silences like this are until you hear one.

I couldn't even hear my own breathing. Or Amy's. I saw a black speck of something near the bed and when I focused on it, I realized it was a fly, suspended in mid-air, wings caught in mid-flap. It was as if time had frozen.

The man in black did not move, just watched me. I say he didn't move but I then realized he wasn't frozen like the rest of the room. He casually leaned against the wall, arms crossed. He shifted his weight leisurely from one foot to the other. He wore sunglasses, had extremely pale skin and a small, pursed mouth.

Suddenly, I was outside. With no transition, the way it is in dreams. I was walking with the man in black, down my street, through that world of absolute quiet. Fallen leaves hovered a foot off the ground, blown by a gust of wind that had been frozen in the moment. When I went to walk on the leaves I realized I could step over them, they would support my weight from their position in midair. They could not be moved.

I said, "Who are you?" though I can't be sure I made any sound.

The man didn't answer, only kept walking. We walked toward the highway, then followed it south, into the middle of town. We passed a car that was half way through an intersection, a puff of exhaust hovering frozen from its tailpipe, the driver inside a perfect mannequin. We walked toward one of the city's two elementary schools, not the beautiful new one they built on the edge of town a few years ago but the other one, the one I went to, a brick building built in

1915 and patched up over the decades like an old tire.

We walked across the lawn, grass poking pin-pricks in my bare feet as the blades would not bend under my weight. We approached the front door and I first thought it was locked and then realized it wouldn't matter if wasn't, the door surely couldn't be moved either way.

It was moot, because a moment later we were inside the building, again skipping ahead in that dream-like way. We were in a dank basement, stocked with metal shelves full of cardboard boxes of cleaning supplies and toilet paper and paper towels. The man in black led me down to the end of the room to a metal door, paint peeling around the edges and stained with rust. The door looked like it hadn't been opened in years. There were boxes sitting in front of it.

In a blink we were through that door, in a dark room lit only by a shaft of moonlight spilling in from a tiny window to our left. Exposed bricks on every wall, black with grime and patched with spider webs. There was a massive machine to our right and I knew we were in an old boiler room, shut down and closed off after modern furnaces were installed to replace this rusting behemoth, probably before I was even in school here.

We walked around the old boiler, the thing looking like a huge, armored barrel laying on its side. And there, on the floor, was Franky Burgess.

I only knew it was Franky because the head was missing and he was still wearing some of his old clothes. It seemed unlikely there would be two headless men dressed that way.

But now Franky's body had ballooned to three times its previous size. The pants and bloody shirt had ripped at the seams, stretched to the breaking point, the unbroken elastic digging trenches in the swollen flesh. Franky was 400 pounds now if he was a pound, his abdomen bulging in a way that not even obesity could have accomplished for him.

I turned to the man in black, about to ask him why he was showing me this, to ask who he was and who he worked for.

I was back in bed. I threw aside the covers and jumped to my feet. Amy shifted and mumbled in her sleep. I left the room, walking around the empty house.

Nobody home.

I went into the bathroom, splashed water on my face.

I looked up and in the split second before I blinked the water out of my eyes, I saw movement behind me. Amy getting up, I thought. But when I went back into the bedroom she was still asleep. Molly?

I turned and, sure enough, found her standing a few feet away in the living room, sniffing the air. I let out a breath.

I noticed for the first time that sitting on my coffee table was an object about two feet long, black plastic with a stock at one end like a rifle and a system of wire and pulleys at the other. A short arrow with a razor tip rested along its length. A crossbow.

I could picture this idiotic thing going off and impaling the mailman the first time somebody accidentally kicked it getting off the couch. I reached down to take out the arrow but was stopped by the faint sound of my cell phone.

My pants were still on the floor of the kitchen. I went in there, dug into the pocket and found the phone.

"Hello?"

"Is this David Wong?"

Angry.

"Uh... maybe. Who's this?"

"This is detective Vance Falconer. Did one of you fuckwits take my head?"

"I'm sorry?"

"Frank Burgess's head. From the morgue. It's missing."

"I've been asleep-"

Have I?

"Are you at home?"

"Yeah."

"A car is coming to pick you up. If you leave that house, you're a fugitive."

I started to say something, realized I was talking to a dead phone.
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The sun was thinking about rising outside, the shadows retreating in the house a little. I went back into the bedroom and dug out clean clothes. I dressed and brushed my teeth and kissed Amy on the forehead. I left her a note on the bathroom mirror telling her I had to go to the police station and Table of
 that I'd be back soon unless they put me in jail.
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 We drove past the elementary school and the dream popped back into my

mind. I said to the cop, "Hey, did they ever find Frank Burgess' body?"

He didn't answer. I don't think cops have to answer questions from that part of the car.

We arrived at the police station, a depressing place that stank of disinfectant and burned coffee. He lead me back to a small room with a table and a mirror that I knew was one of their interrogation rooms. I had been in here before.

There was a television in the corner of the room, on a wheeled stand. It had a VCR attached to it.

I sat for half an hour before Falconer burst in. He closed the door, looked up at the corner of the room where there was a security camera, then reached up and pulled its coaxial cable from the wall. That got my attention.

He glared at me, crossed his arms, paced around the room. Finally he said,

"Who are you?"

I didn't answer.

"They went over Frank Burgess' head. The medical examiner. I asked him to. You know what they found? His tongue had been eaten."

"Well, that bug thing probably-"

"THERE WASN'T A FUCKING BUG."

Loud.

"Okay."

"I even looked at the head while it was laying in your fucking yard. There was

nothing there.

"Okay."

"You think there was."

"I'm afraid you're going to hit me if I say yes."

"I might hit you anyway."

"I looked at the head, too, detective. Same time you did. The bug thing was in there. And the tongue being gone makes sense, there are parasites that do that with fish. They crawl into the mouth, eat the tongue, and glue themselves to the mouth. When the fish tries to eat, it's just feeding the parasite..."

"Wait, wait, wait. You think the bug thing was there when I looked."

"I think it's there now."

"How."

"Are you really asking me?"

A pause.

"Yes."

"Okay. Understand, when Franky came to my house that night, the thing was plainly visible. The bug thing was in my room, crawling around, and Franky couldn't see it. It was right in front of him."

"Okay."

"Well, that's it. I mean, you can't see everything, right? You want to know if you're getting the flu, you can't just cut yourself and look at the blood to see the virus swimming around in there. It's too small. The virus is still real, a physical thing in this world, but you can't see it. Okay? You can't see it for a completely arbitrary reason, which is that your eyeball just happens to not be able to see things unless they're a certain size. And most of the world around you is like that. You can't see the air you're breathing, you can't see the radio waves flying through the air, you can't see the gravity that holds you to the ground, you can't see heat, or the thoughts in my head, or the events that are going to take place five seconds from now. Almost everything in existence is invisible to you. These creatures are just one more thing. Why is that so freaking hard? Why do people find it so hard to believe in invisible things when almost everything is invisible at any given moment?"

"But you can see them, of course."

"Yes."

"Why?"

"I don't know. I just can."

"You lied just then."

"Holy shit. How do you do that?"

"It saves lives. Why do you think you can see this shit?"

"I think at one time all humans could see that world, the other world. Not 24 hours a day but I think they could see it with focus, with training. I think the ability has gotten lost in our species. It wasn't an accident, either. The things, the hidden things, the things in the shadows, it was to their advantage to not be seen. I think the key to understanding this world is realizing that the influence of the supernatural didn't diminish when we stopped believing in it. It grew. Even the people who do believe in it, most of what they believe is bullshit and dogma and scams run by con men and corrupt televangelists."

Falconer rubbed his eyes. A tired man.

I said, "It's the Fifth Wall. You've heard the term 'the fourth wall,' right? Like in a movie, where the character talks to the screen? Ferris Bueller? You watch a movie and you can only see three walls and the fourth wall is the movie screen, it's the audience. And the people in the movie don't know you're there but when somebody stops and talks to the audience, they say they're breaking the fourth wall. Well, John calls this other thing the fifth wall. The level of reality above and beyond us. And most people can't perceive it."

"But you, you're one of the special few, right? Just like the guys in straight jackets who think they're the whole world is an Illuminati conspiracy and they're the only ones smart enough to spot it."

"No. This ability to see, to see across dimensions or whatever, there was an intentional effort to restore it, to bring back that ability in humans. They tried it with a bunch of people but almost all of them died."

"Who did? The government? Can they read your mind, too? Would wearing a tin foil hat block them?"

"No, it wasn't anybody on our side. It was the other side who did it."

"So you've got this all worked out, don't you?"

"You tell me, detective. Am I lying?"

"Did you take the head?"

"You're going to have to put that into some kind of context."

"Franky Burgess' head is missing. I told you on the phone, they had it at the

morgue, locked up. Now it's gone."

"Oh. I thought you were speaking metaphorically. I didn't take it."

"Somebody did."

"Did anybody see a huge monster made of turkeys in the building?"

" What?"

"You know, like at the turkey farm."

"That's not what I saw."

"Then you see what you want to see. Do they have a security video from the morgue?"

"They do. I've seen it. All we know is there was probably more than one guy. Neither guy was in frame, we just saw them toss the head. Like a basketball. One guy probably waiting by the door, the other in the storage room. They tossed the head to stay out of the camera view."

"And they somehow got out of the building without getting caught by the cameras? How?"

"We're working on it."

I looked at Falconer, then at the VCR. Suddenly, it clicked.

"You want me to look at the security video, don't you?"

He didn't answer.

"You want to see if I see something there that you don't."

"I didn't say that."

"But you've got it, don't you? The tape? I bet it's already in that machine over there. Come on, why else would you bring me here?"

"My reasons are my own fucking business."

"Fine, whatever. Play the tape."

Falconer paused long enough to demonstrate that the decision to push "play" was his and his alone. He did, and after a slate of color bars the screen blinked to a black and white shot of a room with what looked like an embalming table in the foreground. I had a feeling that the camera existed mostly to make sure morgue employees didn't steal valuables off dead people.

A few seconds of nothing, then...

A blur zipped across the center of the screen. Straight across, a dark shape. Indistinct.

Falconer rewound and played it again, on a slower speed. The image was grainy but you could see pretty clearly an object zip by, about five feet off the ground. Dark hair, a face. Franky Burgess' severed head.
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My mouth went dry. He rewound, played it again. The head floating past.

Sweat droplets prickled along my neck.

"Nobody's tossing that head, detective. The fucking head is flying on its own."

Falconer glanced at me. "I can think of at least two things wrong with that theory."

I didn't respond. My heart was pounding. The realization of what I had done didn't start with my brain, it started in my gut and grew out from there.

No way. No way. Oh, shit, shit, shit...

Memory flashed in my mind. Leaning over the sink, washing my face...

Falconer was talking, I couldn't hear what he said. I got up from the table and went to the door.

He wheeled on me, said, "What the fuck are you doin'?"

"You have to get me home, detective. Now. Right now."

"Why?"

...splashing the water on my face and looking up, in time to see something moving in the mirror, back in the bedroom...

I pulled on the door. Locked. I pounded it with my fist.

"Wong! What the hell?"

"It's at my house, Falconer! It's at my fucking house!"

* * * * *

We drove like hell was chasing us. It was the third time in just over a day I had found myself whipping through town in a car. I dialed my home number from the passenger seat in Falconer's Porsche, dialed and let it ring and ring and ring and ring and ring, muttering, "Come on, come on, come on..."

No answer.

It couldn't have taken four minutes, but it was the longest ride of my life.

We made it to my house. I opened the passenger door of the Porsche before it had stopped, jumped out, fell to my knees in the damp leaves, scrambled to my feet and charged toward the front door. I dropped my keys twice trying to get it open, hands shaking.

I flung open the door and screamed for Amy. No answer. I ran across the living room and into the bedroom.

Empty bed.

Empty bathroom.

I ran back through the living room, passed Falconer, who stood with his automatic in both hands, sweeping the room with it.

I ran into the second bedroom, saw bits of wood on the floor and saw the closet door was closed, saw a hole in the door, ragged edges torn inward, like someone had thrown a bowling ball through it.

"AAAAMMMYYYY!!!!"

I yanked open the door and saw the inside was splashed with blood.



a
 a



Page 21 ->



Go back to the first page



Go to Table of Contents


NOTICE: YOU HAVE UNTIL JULY 1, 2010 TO FINISH READING THIS!



Table of
 Contents



JDatE



JDatE



Forums




This is one of those feelings that everyone has felt but that we don't have a word for. It's the numb, weightless sensation you feel at the moment you realize all the remaining years of your life have just changed for the worst.

It's seeing the girl walk crying out the door and knowing it's the last time, it's waking up in a hospital bed and realizing you can't feel your legs, it's getting a phone call at five in the morning from the cops telling you your friend has died in a car wreck.

Amy must have felt that a few years ago, when she woke up from surgery on her mangled hand only to realize that, while she was under, they decided to amputate instead.

That feeling, whatever they call it, hit me when I opened the closet in my bedroom, the closet I knew Amy was in, and saw the blood dripping down the inside of the door. Thick drops of red clinging to splinters around a ragged hole in the wood.

That feeling, like falling, the way it must feel driving a car off a bridge. Nothing between you and the dark below you, a darkness that turns out to be the black line drawn down the center of a life. Every event thereafter is defined according to on which side of the line it occurred, doomed to always be saying things like, "Now that was about two years after Amy died..." and feeling the same hot sting behind the eyes every motherfucking time.

When I looked down, nothing registered with me but meat and blood. And fur.

Molly lay dead, her throat torn out, the blood soaking into the carpet on the floor of the closet.

Amy was next to her, upright against the wall. Those green eyes, open, unblinking. There were smears of blood on her cheek.

I stared into those open eyes for an eternity of seconds. Suddenly, the irises flicked up to meet mine. I heard a mechanical click.

I jumped back, saw she was aiming John's crossbow at me, realized she had squeezed the trigger. If there had been an arrow in it, it would now be protruding from my chest.

"AMY!"

She flung aside the crossbow and jumped up and threw her arms around me and made panicked noises. She was yammering and pointing at something across the room.

"It's okay, it's okay, it's okay... Shhhhhhh..."

I twisted away enough to see Falconer looking down at the floor, at Franky Burgess's severed head. The feathers of a short arrow jutted from its open mouth. Falconer nudged the head with his foot and it rolled over. A metal razor arrowhead protruded two inches out of the base of its skull.

"It killed Molly! David! It killed Molly! I woke up in bed and I could feel breathing, breath against my face and I thought it was you and I opened my eyes and there was this thing hovering there and I kicked it and I ran out and I was screaming for you and I couldn't find you and I grabbed that thing and got in the closet and dragged Molly in there and was yelling for you and..."

Falconer looked over the busted closet door with his "are you shitting me" expression. His face was going to freeze like that. He touched the jagged hole in the middle of the door, the thing looking like it had been hit by a civil war cannon.

"It busted through! David! It just rammed the door with its face, just rammed it and rammed it and I was screaming and Molly was barking at it. And she had her paws up on the door and it just explodes, just explodes in and bits of wood are everywhere and Molly starts yelping and this thing is biting her throat, it's thrashing around and blood is everywhere and she yelps and falls down and I can see this thing through the hole, this face, and I shot it and I couldn't tell if I got it..."

"You got it, Amy." I looked down at the head, eyes open, arrow impaling the bug thing perfectly. "You got it."

She pulled away, I wouldn't let her. I had fistfulls of her shirt in each hand. I decided I would never let go of her again.

She craned her neck to look past me. I watched her eyes grow.

She said, "Are you Vance Falconer?"

Falconer nodded. "I am." He walked over and put a hand on her shoulder. "Are you okay?"

"Yeah, I'm fine, I'm fine." She looked at me. "Where were you?"

"He called me because he thought somebody had stolen the head. By the time we figured out it was here we had wasted a bunch of time. We got here as soon as we could."

I finally let go of her, then brought out my cell phone and punched in John. I got his voicemail, wondered if he had gone to work. I had to glance at my watch to even figure out what day this was. Thursday morning. I disconnected

and tried again...

"Yeah."

"John?"

"Yeah. What time is it?"

"Hey, Franky's head is here, Amy shot it with a crossbow. It killed Molly. I gotta go. Bye."

I pocketed the phone. Amy was talking to Falconer, telling him how lucky it was that we got there when we did.

Amy asked him, "Did the government send you because of all the weird stuff that's going on? Like with the San Mateo Strangler? You wound up getting in a fight with that guy on top of a train, right? We saw the movie. I thought George Clooney did a good job as you."

I said, "So, detective, you look in the mouth of that head down there, what do you see?"

He gave me a hard look, then went and knelt next to the head.

"The tongue has been gnawed off, like I said." He ran a finger along the shaft of the arrow, or bolt, I guess is what they call them when fired from crossbows. He pulled open the jaw a bit and stuck a finger inside.

"I wouldn't do that-"

"-There's nothing here, Wong. I can see all the way down to the-OW! Shit!"

Falconer drew back his hand. I saw red along one finger.

"What happened?"

"Something got me!"

I went and leaned over the head. Inside, the bug thing, impaled on a freaking arrow, was twitching. Its sharpened mandibles flexed, as if trying to bite.

"Shit! The thing bit you! It's still alive!"

I heard the door open and slam shut from the living room, heard footsteps pounding across the floor. John appeared at the door and said, "What did I miss?"

I said, "The thing inside Franky's head bit Falconer just now."

"Let me see it."

John approached Falconer, who told him to back off. John approached anyway, and said, "Oh, shit. David, look at this."

I did, saw a red gash along Falconer's second knuckle...

...and around the wound, a tiny spot of black. Like a single drop of motor oil.

I said, "Okay, we got to wash this, right fuckin' now."

Falconer, sharing none of our sense of urgency, followed us to the bathroom. He stood with the finger under the faucet while I asked John if we should get some disinfectant on it.

"Dave, I absolutely do not know. What the hell do you disinfect this shit with?"

"What?" asked Falconer. "What's 'this shit?'"

John said, "Soy sauce."
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"Is it poison?"

"That's not an easy question to answer. John, go in the kitchen, I've got some rubbing alcohol under the sink."

John left the bathroom. Amy asked if we could move the operation to the kitchen, so she could use the bathroom to clean up. She had gotten Molly's blood on her hand and it was all over her face and hair and shirt.

She was freaking out about that, and the whole thing, a lot less than I would have. But then again, Amy Sullivan had a pretty horrifying hand dealt to her by life, from the car accident that took her parents and her hand, to the death of her brother just a few years later. And still she kept getting up in the morning and turning over the next card, day after day, and usually smiling. That was Amy. A hundred and five pounds, snorted when she laughed, had seen Moulin Rouge sixty-five times and on the inside, she was iron.

We walked out of the bedroom and met John, carrying not a bottle of rubbing alcohol but a picture in a wooden frame. It was the black velvet painting of Jesus that he had taken from the wall in the other bedroom. The crappy painting was Amy's lone contribution to the house's decor.

"Here," said John, and began rubbing the painting on Falconer's finger. "It's Jesus."

"Okay, okay," said Falconer, out of patience. "Back off. It's too early in the morning for this. Tell me what that black shit does."

"Let me put it this way," I said. "Before John and me got that stuff inside us, we were perfectly normal people."

Falconer stared hard at me and I realized after a moment he was doing his lie detector thing. Watching my eyes.

Amy emerged, dressed in jeans and a gray button-up shirt she wore a lot. I put an arm around her. John went into the bathroom and I heard the water start on my tub.

I leaned in. "What are you doin'?"

"I want to dunk that head. I want to drown that bug thing before it bites anybody else."

"How do you know it can't breathe water?"

"We'll find out. If water doesn't work, we'll use fire."

John left the room. Falconer said, "Wait, no. Here's what's gonna happen, I'm gonna take that head and I'm gonna get a team looking at it. We'll put it under a microscope, look at it on infrared, or ultrasound, or fucking radar, whatever. And we'll see what we can see in Franky's throat."

"That's perfectly fine," said John, from the bedroom behind us. "After I drown it."

John appeared in the door holding Franky's head. Falconer turned around to face him, glanced down at the head, and froze.

"Ho-lee... shit." He didn't blink.

I said, "You see it now, don't you?"

He didn't answer. He didn't need to.

John walked past Falconer, bumping his shoulder, pushing through into the bathroom. Falconer ran a hand through his hair, staring into space.

I said, "That, right there, their bite, that's their entire purpose for being here I think. They bite and infect us and, BAM, suddenly you're living in their world. I've seen people put a bullet into their skull, or tear out their own eyes, or both, after getting this stuff inside them. And who knows, maybe you get enough in you and you become one of them. But the people who survive, they can see. That's what these things are doing here, I think. Spreading the word, in a way."

There was six inches of water in the tub now. John dunked the head and immediately the bug thing started thrashing around inside the mouth, mandibles barely visible behind Franky's teeth. Amy came in, holding herself as if there was a chill in the room. I put my arms around her again and we all stood around the tub, watching. The thing stopped thrashing. The water became still.

Amy was crying. She said, "I want to bury Molly."

"We will."

"Before we do anything else. She deserves it. She was a good dog."

"I know. We will."

I felt Falconer step up behind me. "So you and John, you got bit? Is that it? You got bit at some point and that's when all this started?"

"No," I said. "John ran into a guy who had it, that black shit, little jars of it. Selling it like a drug. We took it and started seeing things and never stopped seeing things."

John said, "Amy can, too. Now. She never took the stuff directly but, uh," he paused, to give me an awkward glance. "I guess David rubbed off on her."

Amy rolled her eyes.

"The guy who was selling it, where'd he get it?"

"No idea."

"And do you know where this guy is now?"

"Dead. He exploded."

I turned to face Falconer and said, "Welcome to the party."

He put up a hand. "All right. That thing, in his mouth, I accept that it's there. I accept it because I can see it and touch it. Don't smirk at me like I'm a fool for not believing your spiel earlier and don't expect to me to suddenly buy everything you're saying wholesale now. I accept that the bug is an animal in this universe, somethin' not in the science books yet, because of my own observation and no other reason. And fine, it has some method for hiding itself from sight and it has the ability to affect human behavior. My own observation of Franky's actions tell me that. That is the information I have and that's what I know based on it. I know nothing else and anything else you say, I'll accept only after I can observe it myself. It's called critical thinking, Mr. Wong."

I said, "Whatever. Do you accept that this thing maybe could lay eggs, too? And that maybe, like some insects, it lays them in a host so that the babies will have something to eat when they hatch?"

"I don't know that. But I want Franky's body, either way."

"Well, detective, I have good news. I think I know where it is."

"Do I want to know how you know it?"

I shrugged. "Guy came to me in a dream and told me."

John said, "Who?"

"A man in black. I think it's the same guy from the hospital security video."

I looked at Falconer and said, "We saw it on the news."

"Okay. Fine. We'll go where you think it is and either it's there or it's not. Regardless of how you know."

"Great."

"So where is it?"

"I'll tell you. But first we're going to bury my dog."

* * * * *

Amy wrapped Molly in a sheet and John and I carried the bundle out behind the tool shed. I only had one shovel and after watching me poke clumsily around in the soil with it for a few minutes, Falconer took the shovel from my hands and efficiently dug a nice hole, using the blade of the shovel to chop through some tree roots along the way. We put Molly in the ground and John volunteered to say the eulogy:

"This here is Molly. She was a good dog. And when I say 'good dog' I don't mean it the way other people mean it, when they're talking about a dog that never shit on the floor or bit their kids. No, I'm talking about a dog that died saving Amy's life. By my rough count, that's half a dozen times Molly saved one of our lives. How many dogs can say that? Hell, how many people can say that? One time, Dave was in a burning building, and Molly here rescued him by getting behind the wheel of his car and driving into the building. You know that couldn't have been easy for her.

Anyhow, Molly died, in the way that all really good things die, fast and brutal and for no apparent reason. They say that even though it often appears that God just really, really doesn't give a shit about what happens here, that that's just an illusion and that He really does care after all, and that it's all part of his great plan to make it appear that He doesn't give a shit. Though what fucking point that serves I can't possibly imagine. I think God probably just wanted Molly for Himself, and I guess I can't blame Him.

So, here you go, God. Here's your dog back, I guess. We hereby commit Molly to doggy heaven, which is probably nicer than regular heaven, if you think about it. Amen."

Amy and me said, "Amen" and I noticed she was crying again and felt utterly helpless to stop it. She buried her face in my chest and I stroked her tangled mess of red hair.

Falconer pulled out his gun, popped out the magazine, checked the holes drilled in the side that showed how many bullets were in it.

He turned and crunched his way through the dead leaves, toward my back door.

"Okay, then," he said. "Tell me where Franky's body is."

We followed him and I said, "Hamilton Elementary School. It's the old school downtown. They still use it though. They built the new one when they consolidated the districts, but there's still kids at this one. You understand what I'm saying? There'll probably be a couple hundred kids there when this thing hatches. The body's in the basement. Boiler room."

"And you saw this in a dream."

"Yes."

"Fine. You've bought that much credibility and it's not like we got anything else to go on."

Falconer slid the magazine back into the gun, pulled back the slide and clicked the safety. He stuffed it into his shoulder holster, then stopped at my back door and turned to face us.

"But understand, there's no magic, Wong. Call this what you want, but it ain't magic. Magic is what we used to call lightning. We thought thunder was the voice of God. And back then, when you got sick, you went to an old man in a robe who waved a stick at you and chanted and two days later you died anyway. I know you don't understand and I know you think I'm just a prick. But I ain't goin' back to that shit, to hidin' in the caves, scared of the demons in the shadows. Billions of good people have lived like slaves, under the hand of smooth-talking assholes who threatened them with curses or Hell or the wrath of God. Fuck that. Fuck all of that. We're animals who have climbed to the top of the animal kingdom and that's all we are and you know what, that's enough. We got our brains and our balls and our desire to stay at the top of that pyramid and we built a world on that. And all this, it's just one more mystery, Wong. And I will solve it. I don't lose."

Falconer opened my door, took two steps into my kitchen, then raised his gun and said, "Freeze!"

We pushed in the door, looked and saw he was aiming his gun at thin air.
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John gave me a confused look. He said, "Detective, what are-"

"-Who are you?" barked Falconer, to no one.
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We stood around in awkward silence for a few moments, waiting for Falconer to come to his senses. Then, the man in black stepped out from behind the nothing he had been hiding behind.

Wait, that's not right. It's difficult to explain. He suddenly became visible, but it wasn't like he just appeared. It was obvious he had already been in the room. It was like... sort of like he had stepped out of a fold in a curtain.

The man in black was just a man, it appeared. Pale, impossible to guess his age. Could have been 25 or 55. He had black hair, slicked down and combed to unnatural perfection, looking almost like the painted hair on a ventriloquist dummy. He wore sunglasses.

He said, "Well, now that we're all here, I think we should have a talk."

The man in black stepped out of the kitchen and into the living room. In the center of the room he calmly sat down, onto nothing. Not on the floor; I mean his ass stopped two feet off the ground as if on an invisible stool.

Falconer, his gun still on the man, said, "I ask again, and for the last time. Who are you?"

The man in black said, "My name is Dick Bitchwhistle. I am-"

"Wait," said John. "Waitwaitwait. Did you just say your name was 'Charlie Tardfart?'"

"You each heard the name you wanted to hear. Now do you want me to say my real name or would you like to all go on living?"

Falconer said, "I'm in one of my moods. In these moods I'm liable to shoot somebody right in the kneecap, just for the hell of it. So don't threaten me."

Without changing expression, the man in black said, "I can have that gun whenever I want, detective Falconer."

"Oh, yeah? Well be careful because the barrel will be real hot when you touch it. Who do you work for?"

"They."

"Who?"

"They. We're 'They.' When somebody says, 'They always screw the little guy,' or, 'They have a car that runs on water,' or "They only teach you what they want you to know," we're the 'They' they're talking about. What the government is to you, we are to the government."

Falconer said, "Fine. How did you do that thing back there? When you, cloaked yourself or whatever."

"It's not magic, so you have that fact to comfort you. You could even do it, with a few decades of practice. One just stands where no one in the room is looking. All magic is just honed technique and manipulated confusion. But you know that."

John said, "And how about the thing now, with the invisible chair?"

"That actually is magic."

Falconer lowered his gun, but didn't put it away.

I said, "You were at the hospital, weren't you? The night of the shooting?"

"I was. I'm on assignment. I have to turn in a report on all this by Monday."

Falconer said, "Great. Why don't you give us the summary so we'll know what the hell is going on and I can get back home? I only got my hotel until noon."

"If you were waiting for someone like me to provide answers, detective, you were wasting your time. After all, there's a man right in this room who can tell you everything you need to know."

The man in black looked squarely at me.

Everyone was staring. I looked around the room and said, "What?!?"

"Tell them about the shadow, David."

"Oh."

I glanced nervously at Amy and said, "Back in the Summer, that first week you went back to school for the fall semester, I went on campus that weekend and met with some guys. Scientists. They had written a thing about crazy people who see shadow people, I saw it in the college newsletter. So I talked to them and I didn't tell you guys because I didn't want you to-anyway, I went in and they hooked some wires to my brain and they made me see a shadow man."

John said, "Holy shit, Dave."

I said to Falconer, "People see them from time to time. Go look it up. Figures made of black. John, me, Amy, we've all seen them. Anyway, the point is

there was a girl there, in the lab. A grad student I guess, helping with the experiment. And when the shadow man appeared it... took her."

Amy covered her mouth with her one hand, went a shade paler than she normally was.

Falconer said, "Took her? How?"

"This thing passed over her and a few seconds later she was just gone. Empty space where she had been standing."

"All right. And if I go check I'll find a police report on this?"

"No. Nobody misses her. Nobody remembers her."

I took a deep breath, rubbed my eyes. "Even the scientists, the guys in the room, you go ask and they'll have no memory of her ever being there."

"Uh huh," said Falconer. "So, what, the shadow thing erased her from their memory, too? What's that, like the way they cover up the crime?"

"No. If you go to that newsletter, when I first read it she was mentioned in the article. Go read it now, she's not in there. Go check the registry at the school, you won't find her enrolled. Go look at her high school yearbook, you won't find her picture. Go ask her parents, and they'll say she died in childhood, or was stillborn, or that they never had a daughter and that you must have them confused with somebody else."

Falconer shrugged. "I don't get it."

"When the shadow people take you, they take all of you. Past, present, future. They reach back and rip you out of the past, like tearing up a plant by the roots. If a man kills you, you're gone. If a shadow man kills you, you never were."

Falconer scratched his forehead with the rear sight of his gun. He squeezed his eyes shut as if to release the pressure of a headache. "Do you know what it's like for me to listen to you say this shit and to watch three other people nod like it's the time and temperature? What the hell is wrong with this town?"

The man in black said, "It's about to get a lot worse, detective." He turned to me, eyes hidden behind those glasses. I couldn't put my finger on what was wrong with the man. There was something... artificial about him I guess. He said, "Finish it, David. Tell him the rest."

[image: ]


NOTICE: YOU HAVE UNTIL JULY 1, 2010 TO FINISH READING THIS!

I hesitated for a long time, not sure where to start.
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"Okay."

"And do you ever hear on TV that an actor has died, and you swear that you heard about that guy dying like five years before? I mean, you can clearly remember the memorial bits they did on TV and everything and now, here they are, doing it again."

Falconer actually nodded this time. "Yeah, actually. Yeah. Richard Pryor."

"Okay. Okay. Now, have you ever woken up one day and felt like something just wasn't right with the world? No, no, don't get that look. I don't mean in general, people being mean to people and little kids shot in gang wars. I mean specifically. Like all of a sudden you wake up and something has changed, maybe something small but maybe not. Something's... off. And the whole world goes on about it like it's nothin' and you're the only one who thinks it's strange?"

"No."

"You will, now. One guy, he wrote me a letter, saying he came home and stood there expecting his dog to greet him, then remembered he didn't have a dog. Another lady, she swore to me the thing with eating meat with the blood still in it was something she had never heard of until last year. She says she can clearly remember a time when serving somebody a steak that was red in the middle would get the cook fired. Now, you ask for the thing cooked and it means you're a redneck. Me, I hear gangsta rap, see 13 year-old girls with their iPods singing along with a guy who's celebrating how well he just mutilated a whore and think, that doesn't belong in this universe. It's wrong. Not morally wrong, but... incorrect. Because I can pretty clearly picture a world without it."

There was a pause where Falconer gave himself away, where I could see he was taking time to consider this. He wasn't going to admit it, not here and not now, but I knew I had struck a chord with him. All he said was, "Get to your

point."

"Take what I said about the shadow man, and the girl. Expand it. These beings, whatever they are, wherever they come from, think what they could do to the world. They can reach back, make changes, change events in chain reactions to sculpt the world to whatever shape they want."

I stopped, hoping to let that sink in. John said, "I sort of remember Al Gore being president."

Falconer shrugged and said, "Well, hell, so do I..."

"No, no, no," said John. "Not the recount shit. I remember him becoming president in 1997 because Bill Clinton was assassinated, by an anti-abortion nut. Al Gore became president and ran in 2000 as the incumbent. I wake up one day and I see the governor of Texas on screen and every channel is carrying his press conference and I'm thinking, what, did this guy get caught with a hooker or something? Since when do we care what George Bush's kid has to say? And then I see the tag on the screen and it's talking about 'Oval Office Address' and I get this muddy feeling in my head, like waking up to a hangover, and I think, oh, yeah, that's right. He's president."

Nobody responded to that. John pulled out his pack of cigarettes. "A girl in Ohio mailed me a magazine. She found it in the basement at her library. Issue of TIME, from July of 1997. Bill Clinton on the cover, dead as Lincoln. I remembered the cover the second I saw it. But you go back and look at the actual TIME archives and that week's issue has a picture of that Mars rover. And obviously Bill Clinton is still out there now, alive. But that magazine, that one issue, it's real. I've held it in my hand. Somehow it survived."

John lit his cigarette.

Falconer suddenly looked very uncomfortable. He waited for one of us to go on and when we didn't, he stammered, "I don't even... I mean, what the fuck do you even want me to do with that? Come on."

John said, "It's the Fifth Wall. Go behind the wall and I think these things are behind it, the shadow people. Like the people behind the camera, in the control room."

I looked at the man in black, said, "Well? Is that about it? Why don't you just tell us and then we'll know?"

He brushed some lint off his knee and said, "They are the X'ellnuu, the offspring of Gornoth the Zuulnaarrk."

John said, "Are you just making up words?"

"Yes. And so are you, when you call them 'demons' or 'ghosts.' Come now, what percentage of existence do you really think can be described by words you know?"

John said, "But I've heard they don't like crosses. And music, pretty music drives them away. I think it's in the Bible."

Falconer said, "Crosses? So would the Ankh work, too? You know, the Egyptian symbol for life the Christians borrowed the cross from?"

"I don't know, we've never tried it. Holy water, that also works."

"Yeah, yeah," said Falconer. "Like regular water only with the Holy molecule attached to the two Hydrogens and one Oxygen."

Falconer slid his gun into his shoulder holster and said, "Okay. I'm going to the elementary school to collect Franky's body. You guys can sit around and hash this out. I don't give a fuck at this point. Pile myth on top of myth until you're scared to leave the house. Turn off the lights, shine a flashlight under your chin. But don't bother me with any of it until you have evidence. I don't have room in my head."

He turned to the man in black. "Nice meeting you. Fax me a copy of your report and I'll add it to the file."

"How can you just shut all this out of your mind?" I said. "After everything you've seen..."

"What do you want, Wong? Seriously. I'm on the clock here. If I go to that school and find a bigfoot crapping leprechauns, I'll document it for the file and move on. But I'm not playing this game."

He turned to leave.

"Is that your choice, detective?" said the man in black.

Falconer stopped, said, "Yes. Thank you."

"Are you sure? Because there's something you should know before you leave."

"And that is?"

"The answer to my question. Is that your choice? Or was the choice made for you?"

" What?"

"When's the last time you've eaten, detective?"

"I'm gone."

He headed for the door again.

"I understand you, detective," said the man in black. "You believe only in what you can see and touch and label and measure with a machine. Well, let me tell you what we can see and touch and quantify, detective Falconer. You."

Falconer stopped once more, his back to us.

The man in black said, "We have a scanner. It can trace the workings of your entire brain, down to the neuron, in real time. I've seen it, it looks like a sombrero. When you made that decision to leave the room just now, I could have hooked up your brain and showed you exactly which of the 1,102,576,226,996,453 synapses fired first, the rest falling like dominoes, to form your 'decision.' I can rewind it, show you the exact stage of your physical development when that particular connection formed between two neurons, trace back the exact series of impulses from your eyes and ears that triggered the chemical response. I can take you on a tour of your brain, show you the exact physical roots of the neural pattern you call 'justice' and another that you call 'love' and even the one you call 'critical thinking.'"

"Who gives a shit. Really."

"Very old and very powerful parties give a shit. You do believe in ghosts, detective. The ghost in the machine. Every time you speak of the 'mind' or you claim to 'choose' what you do. These kids call it a soul, you call it your 'self' or' personality.' Both of you are speaking of mysterious, ghostly things haunting a meaty, wet web of cells inside your skull. A force that somehow chooses to do one thing or another, to make one synapse fire instead of another. And you believe, despite knowing that the rest of the entire physical universe is nothing but a series of physical reactions, just pebbles bouncing down a board. The only object in fifteen billion light years in every direction that can choose rests inside the boney bowl atop your shoulders. Right?"

"Look, I'm responsible for what I do. That's all I know. That's why I have to-"

"-Are you sure?"

"That I'm responsible? Yes."

"Then you've set yourself as their enemy. The shadow people, as David calls them. They're watching us. If you, as a man, if you're just protoplasm, cells lumped together and crawling over this rock like maggots on a piece of meat, then you're no threat. You're a plant, a fungus, a bacterium. Raw material for them to grow and use and harvest."

The man paused, turned his head slightly and I thought he was looking at me.

"But if you can really choose," he continued, "as you said you could just seconds ago, then you're sitting on a bolt of lightning. Will, detective. The magical ability to alter the world that almost every human thinks he has. The most powerful magic this universe knows. The only magic it knows. I've seen the future, detective. I've seen mankind leave this planet, and land on the next planet in ships. And then the next solar system, and the next, the species

flashing across the surfaces of worlds like wildfire. Nature spends five billion years carving the surface of a world and here comes man, cutting and shaping it according to his own imagination in a blink. According to his will. Can you choose, detective? Can you? Because if you can, then you've thrown down chips in a very high stakes game. Because human will is about to explode across this universe like a Hydrogen bomb."

The man in black stood, lifting himself from his non-existent chair.

"Look at the girl over there, Detective. She's missing her left hand. You know, when we miss a limb we often feel 'ghost' sensations, itching or heat or pain, in the missing appendage. Let's see how infectious that bite was, detective. Look at her wrist. Look at the space where the hand should be."

Falconer did. Amy fidgeted, not comfortable with him staring at the scarred stump where her hand was years ago. She wanted to cross her arms.

Falconer said nothing. Then, his mouth fell slowly open.
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The man in black asked, "Do you see it?"

Falconer's eyebrows came together, trying to think his way through the impossible. Again.
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Falconer was seeing her hand. I know, because, I can do it whenever I want. It's not easy, it takes concentration. Like choosing to see water spots on your windshield instead of the road outside. I tried it now, and in seconds I saw Amy with two perfect hands. I blinked, and the left disappeared again. I could see it, for the same reason I could see the shadow people, or those strange creatures from the other side.

The man in black said, "The ghost in the machine, detective."

Falconer slowly shook his head, back and forth. But said nothing. His mouth never did close all the way.

I said to the man in black, "The bug thing, it showed up in my bed. Did it come for me? If so, why?"

"It didn't come for you. It came because of you."

"I don't understand."

"You don't want to. Haven't you ever wondered why these events seem to follow you? You're fond of saying this town is haunted. And it is. By you."

Falconer turned to me, something clicking into place in his brain.

He said, "It's you, isn't it? You're the one doing all this."

"No, no. No. It's not like that."

"You're one of them, whatever they are."

I didn't answer. John and Amy stayed silent as well.

The man in black said, "It's not his fault. By the way, you never answered my other question."

"I'm sorry, I've lost track," Falconer said. "What question is that?"

"When's the last time you've eaten?"

I... what? I don't know. I'll get drivethrough on the way back from the school.

I... I gotta get outta this fucking house...

"Think about it, detective. This isn't an idle question." The man in black took a step toward him and again asked, "When's the last time you've eaten? Think."

Falconer started to dismiss him, started to leave, then stopped himself.

The man in black said, "It's been more than 24 hours, hasn't it?"

"I... I haven't been hungry. Too much going-"

"-Maybe you should go look in a mirror, detective."

And there, with that phrase, came fear in the detective's face. The first time I had seen it, through all this.

"Why?"

"How's your finger? Where the creature bit you?"

"What?"

"Why don't you go look in a mirror. You'll be surprised what you can see now."

Falconer stood there, maybe feeling the same falling sensation I felt earlier, my hand on the closet door.

Finally he said, "Go to Hell."

He turned and went to the front door and went out into the day. He slammed the door behind him. I heard his car door open a moment later.

I said to the man in black, "You came to me in a dream, right? You showed me Franky's body. Is it in the school?"

The man in black put up one hand, to silence me. I stopped talking. We all stood like that for a moment, as if anticipating a sound.

From outside, we heard a single gunshot.

We all froze, the moment when we had to decide whether a gunshot meant "run away" or "run to." As usual, John made the decision. Amy was next out the front door, I went last. We ran to the Porsche.

From outside the car we could see Falconer was slumped over, sideways. John circled around to the driver's side door and yanked it open.

Amy gasped. Blood ran down the leather headrest of the driver's seat.

Falconer had shot himself. In the mouth, it looked like. John made a show of checking the man's pulse but it was pretty obvious he was done.

Amy said, "Why? Why would he do that? David, why would he do that?"

"Maybe they... did something to him. Made him do it. I don't know. John, what are you-"

John was leaning into the car. He leaned over Falconer's body. The dead man's eyes were open. John leaned over, face just inches from Falconer's, bracing himself with one hand against the armrest of the passenger door.

"John, don't do that..."

"Oh, shit. Dave, look at this."

"I'm most definitely not looking at that."

John pushed himself back out of the car. He looked up into the morning sky. It looked like rain.

"He had one of those mouth bugs in him."

"What? No. No, we would have seen it."

"Go look."

I had a better idea, which was to go inside and punch the man in black several times. I turned and crossed the yard and charged in my front door.

Nobody home. Not that I could see, anyway. John and Amy came in behind me.

John said, "What an asshole."

Amy said, "So... he left us here with the severed head of a dead cop in the bath tub and a whole dead cop in a car in the front yard?"

"This is what you get for skipping class."

John said, "We're clear on both of them though. I think. As far as going to jail you know..."

I said, "Either way, we got to get to the school before the cops show up here."

"I agree."

John turned to Amy and said, "We'll need you to open the box for us."

I put a hand on his chest.

"NO."

"Dave, we got no choice."

"No, John."

"I'll take full responsibility. Come on, somebody probably called in the gunshot already."

He strode off toward the kitchen, plucked the tool shed key off my wall, and went out my back door. Amy gave me an uncertain look, then followed him.

I followed them out.

John had the shed open already, dragging the green cooler-sized box onto the lawn. I glanced around for witnesses. Thunder rumbled in the distance.

I said before that there was no visible latch or lock on the box. That was true. But there was an invisible one.

I stared at the front of the box, and focused. A simple lever swam into view. Just like with Amy's missing hand.

I sighed and said, "Okay. Do it."

Amy leaned over and, to an outside observer, held the stump of her left wrist a few inches from the box. To my eyes, her hand grasped the hidden lever and pulled.

The lid rose slowly, on its own.

Inside the box was what looked like a gray lump of fur the size of a football. It was actually metal, and the "fur" was thousands of rigid metal strands, thinner than needles, standing straight up. I said the thing looked like a steel porcupine, John said it looked like a wig for a robot.

The only part of the device not covered by the metallic fur was the simple metal grip at the end, where it could be picked up. On the handle, was a trigger.

John had told Franky the other day that we found the box in the woods. Actually, somebody else had found it in the woods, near their house, and drove here to give it to me and John. The guy who found it was a fan, and thought we would know what to do with it. He couldn't open it, of course. All he had was the strange markings on the front to creep him out.

We had the box for several days before we figured out the ghost latch. We had looked at the thing, which John labeled the "furgun" because it had a trigger and we decided it was some kind of weapon. Later, John and I got good and drunk and had taken the furgun out to a field late at night to test it.

John set up three green Heineken beer bottles on a log. We stood about 50 feet back. John had pointed the furry gun thing and squeezed the trigger.

The thing made a sort of honking sound, like some people can make when they blow their nose. There was a strange ripple in the air, like the heatwarped space above a fire. The beer bottle on the far right was suddenly five times bigger than it was before.

John had cheered and whooped and declared the device to be an enlarging ray. He said he'd point it at corn fields and use it to cure world hunger. We decided to test it again, shooting at the next bottle. It stayed the same size, only turned white. When we approached it we realized the bottle had been turned into a bottle-shaped pile of mashed potatoes. John stated that he would still use it to cure world hunger.

We fired it at the third bottle and it immediately turned into a double-ended dildo. A black one. John shot at the first bottle again, the one that had been made huge, and it turned it back into normal size. Only instead of Heineken it was now Old Milwaukee.

He handed the furgun to me, and I fired at the first bottle. The bottle, and the other two bottles, and the log, were consumed in a fire so bright it looked like a miniature sun had landed in the middle of the field. The light was so intense that John and I were blinded for half an hour and saw blue-white spots in front of our eyes for most of a day.

When it ended, there was a twenty-foot circle of earth in front of us that had been scorched into black glass. The papers said the light was reported by witnesses six miles away.

We declared the furgun to be both useless and dangerous. We put it back in the box and never spoke of it again.

Until today. John reached in and took the furgun by the handle. He hefted it, aiming it at the sky.

"I don't know about this, John."

"Let's go."
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It was a little before seven AM so there were no kids at the school yet. There was a couple of cars in the parking lot, staff I guess. We parked in a visitor's spot out front, behind a white van that I thought was a moving van but it had a colorful logo painted on the side that said "Book Mobile."
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We walked up the concrete steps and stopped in front of the wooden doors I had seen in my dream the night before. There was a little cardboard skeleton on the door, a Halloween decoration. Halloween was tomorrow.

I didn't think about it until later, but the skeleton was also on the door when I visited it in my "dream." That would have been pretty important to a smarter person, like Falconer. But then again, what did smart get him?

John said, "Okay. We go in, go downstairs, we haul out Franky's body, we put it in the back seat of the Caddie. We go down by the river and dunk the whole thing under water."

"Man, I don't know that we'll be able to move him. I bet he weighs twice what he used to."

"I know the janitor here. It's Rick Reimer, remember him? Played drums in my band for a couple of weeks? We'll get him to help."

Amy said, "I seriously do not want to drive around with that thing in the back seat. What if he, you know, erupts or whatever. Shooting those little bugs everywhere..."

I said, "I bet he's more likely to do that when we try to move him, if anything." "Assuming he's even actually here," added John. It was a good point. "Well," I said. "I'm sure once we get down there a plan will occur to us." Amy said, "Wait, wait. What if he's already hatched and there's thousands of those mouth bugs crawling around already, just waiting for us to open that door?"

John and I said, simultaneously, "We'll burn down the school."

"Okay," I said, with a deep breath. "Let's do it. Amy, you wait here."

"No."

"Okay."

John grabbed the brass handles on the door, pulled. Locked.

"Shit."

We all stared at the locked door like a bunch of chimpanzees looking at a computer. John said, "I think I can pick it."

He couldn't. We stood around, fidgeting, while John pressed his body against the door and tried to surreptitiously pick the door lock with the corkscrew on his Swiss Army knife. It looked like he was trying to open it with his dick.

Twenty minutes later I was about to tell him to stop, when a lady in her 40's, in a navy pants suit and a wide-brimmed hat, walked up with keys jingling in her hand.

"Can I help you," she asked in that officious way of those who spend their day ordering around people who are less than four feet tall.

John said, "Don't worry. We're alumni. Thought we'd, you know. Come back for a visit."

She looked down at the trash bag John had sat at his feet and said, "What's in the bag?"

"Oh, nothing. It's a, uh, melon. From my garden."

She looked at it, then at John and then at me. Longer at me, for some reason.

"You'll need to come back during school hours, gentlemen. You can talk to the man at the door. We have a guard now."

John said, "Oh, that's fine. We're just gonna hang around until then."

"I'm going to have to ask you to step back while I unlock the door."

We all glanced at each other. John reached down and picked up the bag with the furgun in it.

I said, "Look, lady, I'm gonna level with you. This is an emergency."

She took a step toward me and thrust up her shoulders, trying to make herself taller. She said, "Well then I suggest you call the emergency department, fart -herder."

""We don't have time to... wait, what?"

She took another step. Right in my face. Her lips trembled when she said, "If you want to monkey the train, you'll need to shark the turd tank. Now please fudge strangle manatee cheese panties pork boat."

I turned to John and before I could say a word, a blunt force bashed me on the side of the head and sent me to the ground. I looked up through watering eyes to see the lady had swung her purse at me. Amy screamed.

John reached out to grab the purse and the lady retaliated by grabbing his crotch and twisting. John grunted and cursed and fell to the ground. The lady began shrieking like a banshee, getting John in a stranglehold and forcing her weight down on him.

I got to my feet and came up behind her. I grabbed wildly for her, got the brim of her hat. The hat came off in my hand... along with her hair.

I looked stupidly down at the wig, then looked at the lady and sucked in a breath. Most of her skull was gone. From the ears up, it looked like. I could see the white insides of her skull and two twitching pink blobs at the other end that I'm pretty sure was the backs of her eyes.

I heard a rustling to my left and saw Amy was wrestling the furgun out of the trash bag. She pointed it and squeezed her eyes shut. Before I could tell her to stop, the gun fired with its honking sound.

Out from the end of the furgun came a large, ripe watermelon. It slammed into the banshee's back, splattering in a spray of red and green.

The banshee thing barely noticed. I ran up and got on her back. She threw an elbow and caught me across the chest. I stumbled back, fell again, scraping up my hands on the sidewalk.

The lady held her lock on John's neck. John's struggling was slowing, one arm flopping listlessly.

Then, from John's pants, came music.

Does that make me craaaaaaazzay...

Does that make me craaaaazzay...

Probably...

Gnarls Barkley. John's ringtone on his cell, in his pocket.

The reaction was immediate from the banshee. She threw her hands to her ears, screeching like an even bansheeier banshee. She let go of John's neck and he turned and punched her squarely in the stomach.

Amy fired the furgun again, it honked, and the banshee's pants suit turned from navy to powder blue, with black buttons.

You really think you're in control?

Well I think you're craaaaaazzay...

I think you're craaaaazzay...

Just like me...

The lady screeched and finally collapsed, not like a corpse but like a building. She fell in a rough pile as if every bone had turned to bits the size of pebbles.

And then, rising from her back like a man climbing off a wrecked motorcycle, was a shadow man.

It was the shadow man. The one I had seen on campus all those months ago.

I don't know how I knew, but I did.

It backed away, maybe still repelled by John's ringtone. It floated toward the front door of the school and slipped through the quarter-inch crack between the two doors.

"Shit!" wheezed John, face red, trying to catch his breath. "Find the keys! The lady's keys!"

Amy and I hunted around, frantically. Behind me I heard John say, "Yeah" and realized that he had answered his cell phone.

I found the key ring off in the grass by the sidewalk. John, on his phone, said, "No, I'm doing something with Dave. Come by at three. No. No. No. Beer. Bye."

I tried every key on the ring, couldn't get one in the lock, then started over and got the second one to work in my shaky fingers. I pulled open the heavy wooden doors and we plunged inside. I took two steps, then ran gut-first into a rusting Ford sedan. Amy slammed into my back.

I spun around and realized, belatedly, that we were not, in fact, inside the elementary school. Rows of broken cars grew in a field of yellow weeds all around us.

We had gone through the door at the school and come out at the junk yard south of town.

"FUCK!" screamed John, smacking the hood of a car with his hand. "He did that trick with the door!"

I turned and hoped to see the door to the school behind us, still open with a view of the street. No such luck. Just the junk yard.

I looked for the shadow man, saw no one.

"Where'd he go!?"

I scanned the row of car asses and broken tail lights behind us. Then a shadow passed over the sun and when I looked up, I saw a car flying toward us in the air.

We ran screaming in three directions as the thing landed with a thunder of rupturing metal and glass.

I stumbled and got a face full of dried weeds. I scrambled to my feet and screamed for Amy, found her crouching behind a hatchback.

John screamed, "There! There!" and we turned to see a shrunken, dried up old man who looked about 90. He was maybe 25 yards away, standing near a 20 foot-tall faded fiberglass statue of a smiling man holding a muffler.

The old man bent over, wrestled an old engine block out of the dirt, and threw it with one hand like it was a softball. The 400-pound hunk of metal turned in the air, little sprays of rainwater flying out of its cylinders. We dodged again, moments before the engine crushed the roof of the hatchback in a cloud of glass bits.

John turned, raised the furgun and fired.

The old man recoiled, his hands flying to his face. When his hands came away I observed that he now had a thick, black beard.

The man advanced. John fired again. The man's beard grew twice as long.

The old man was running now, terrifyingly fast, arms pumping. Running right at us. We ran away. John tried to turn and fire the furgun. The shot went wild and suddenly the fiberglass muffler man had a huge beard.

The man closed on John with sickening ease, then tackled him like a quarterback. John fired wildly with the furgun, hitting a nearby stack of camper shells. A family of rats spilled out from underneath, each of them with tiny black beards.

The furgun flew from John's hand and rolled away. I ran for it, then was sent sprawling with a blow to my back that knocked the air out of my lungs. I hit the ground, gasping. I rolled over to see the old man ready to swing a car bumper at me a second time.

Q
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I reached over and grabbed the furgun and pointed it up at the old fart. I squeezed the trigger.

The gun went off with a booming sound that shook the Earth. The man flew up into the air with the impact. Way up. He kept flying upward, in fact, until he became a speck in the sky and disappeared into a storm cloud.

"Well, shit," said John.

"Look!"

That was Amy. We both turned and saw the shadow man, a little slip of black standing next to a blue Chevy Beretta. It floated our way, not really walking as it had no feet. Its "legs" fading to nothing a foot off the ground.

I pointed the furgun and fired. The Beretta started steaming, then melted into the weeds like it had been made of painted butter. The shadow man was unaffected as far as we could tell. It moved closer. We started edging back.
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"WAIT!" shouted Amy, digging into her pocket. "John! Get out your phone!"

He did, held it out like it was a can of mace. Amy dialed and music again poured forth...
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 John moved toward the van and, staying well away from the doors, peered

inside.

"Come on! It's a kitchen!"

"It's a what?"

John disappeared into the van. Amy and I went that way and, sure enough, through the open doors of the van was visible, not a van's interior, but a large room with a row of stainless refrigerators and grease-tanned walls. Kitchen at a restaurant or something.

We went through the doors and emerged in a kitchen that smelled like detergent and vaporized animal fat. There was a walk-in freezer door to our right, to our left was a swinging door that probably led to the dining area of the restaurant.

Cautiously, John pushed through the doors, turning down a short hall and passing a small wooden door marked "PRIVATE" that was probably a manager's office. We emerged into a room full of round tables. The building was silent, the restaurant closed. We could hear a soft drumming on the roof. The rain had started.

Along one wall was a bar lined with bottles and two big-screen TV's that would be showing some kind of sporting event if it weren't early morning. The opposite wall was covered with a mural depicting a smiling cartoon buffalo, eating a burger.

"Oh. Buffalo burger," John said, unnecessarily. We had all eaten here before. Yes, the burgers were made from buffalo meat. We were maybe a mile away from the school.

I glanced at my watch. "All right, let's get back to the school. Somebody call a-OOOMPH!!"

I hit the floor. The chair that had bashed me in the back clattered to the tiles next to me.

I heard running footsteps. A chubby, balding guy in his 50's was racing across the room, heading for the bar. He had emerged from the hall, from the little office I guess.

When he passed another chair he grabbed it with one hand and flung it our way, not even looking our direction when he did it. John ducked and the chair smashed a window behind us.

The man jumped over the bar, landing on the floor behind it.

I had lost the furgun, then saw Amy pick it up and aim it toward the bar, cautiously. I stood, looked at the solid wooden door at the front of the restaurant and wondered if we could get through it or if it could be unlocked without a key...

John said, "Hey! Buddy! Are you just a guy or are you under the influence of that shadow demon?"

We got no answer. Then, the guy popped up from behind the counter with a shotgun.

There was a BOOM and a shatter of glass behind us. We all hit the floor.

Amy squeezed her eyes shut and fired the furgun blindly in his direction. A small block of cheese landed softly on the bar.

I said, "Give me that!" and twisted it from her hand. "I'll shoot, you guys run for the door!"

I raised up, aimed the furgun. John and Amy scrambled between tables. The man behind the bar never appeared.

"DAVE! OVER THERE!"

I turned to my right and saw the bald guy had crawled out of the waist-high door at the side of the bar, giving him a straight path to the front door. He got there ahead of John and Amy, put his back to the door and aimed the shotgun.

I fired the furgun.

A huge, black blur the size of a minivan flew through the air, a furry shape that bellowed with a sort of grunting moo.

In the split second it was airborn I somehow registered what the object was. It was a buffalo. And I mean a real buffalo, huge and furry and trailing a stink like wet dog.

The buffalo hurtled toward the man, its dangling feet flailing as it soared through the air. It smashed into the bald guy, crushed him, blowing the door off its hinges. Man and door flew onto the sidewalk in a cloud of splinters and chunks of door frame. It must have broken every bone in his body.

"YEAH!" screamed John, triumphantly. "That's what you get! THAT'S WHAT YOU GET!"

The buffalo turned on us. It snorted, belched, farted, sneezed. It charged, loping across the floor tiles, each hoof landing with a sledgehammer impact that I could feel in my gut.

Amy screamed. The beast was tossing aside tables and chairs like they were doll furniture. I grabbed her arm and turned to try to run. I tripped over a chair and fell. Both of us went down. John took the furgun, leveled it at the beast and fired.

The buffalo recoiled, stopping in its tracks. It suddenly had a thick beard, black with streaks of gray, as big as a man's torso.

"RUN!"

I don't remember who said it, but none of us needed to be told. We dodged and juked around tables, went around the buffalo. It was trying to get turned around, knocking over six tables in the process.

We flew through the door, stepped over the broken body of the bald man, emerging onto a sidewalk downtown. Rain hammered the street and soaked our clothes immediately. Two seconds later the buffalo blew through the door, tearing off another foot of door frame on every side.

We ran across the four lanes of street, looking for cover. The buffalo followed, then was hit by a semi.

The truck skidded to a stop, scraping a half ton of buffalo meat along the pavement and leaving a crimson skidmark that stretched for a block and a half.

"YEAH!" screamed John, again. "That's what you get!"

BOOM!

The windshield of the car next to us shattered, bits of glass bouncing off my face.

The bald man was up again, walking on what looked like two broken legs. He worked the pump mechanism and aimed again.

John fired the furgun. The man instantly grew a thick beard.

The man fired, and John went down. The furgun went flying. This time, both

Amy and I screamed. John's shirt started to turn red right at the bottom of his ribcage.

"SHIT! DAMMIT! SHIT!" I tried to drag John around behind a parked car. I heard a voice, a guy shouting, figured it was the truck driver. I heard a shotgun blast and the shouting stopped.

We got John sort of around the car, the side of the car was facing the guy and we got John leaning against the front bumper, so his body was mostly shielded. I rounded the car and the guy shot at me, hit the ground right next to my foot. Bits of hot pavement hit me all over and I think I caught a ricochet in the shin.

I grabbed the furgun with a shaky hand, fired it at the guy.

The gun honked.

Nothing happened.

The man had stopped in the street, as if to anticipate the result of the shot. He looked around. Nothing.

He pumped the shotgun, aimed it at me. My feet froze in place, a panic reaction. Rain ran into my eyes.

Then, from the upper limits of my vision, I saw a speck in the sky. A dark shape, tiny. It grew. Falling.

The bald man saw me look up, looked up himself.

A limp object fell directly on the bald man's head, bashing him to the pavement. All that registered of the object was that it was a large bundle of clothes, but then I saw it was the body of a man. It was the old man from the junk yard.

I ran back around the car, saw John sitting up. He had his shirt up, was looking at a wound that spilled red down onto his pants.

"Oh, son of a bitch it hurts like hell." He took a deep breath and hissed with pain. "Oh, yeah. It broke a rib. I think it was just one of the pellets, maybe a couple."

"Can you stand?"

"Hold on."

John gingerly got to his feet, brushing wet hair out of his eyes. He nodded to me.

I looked toward the semi and saw the driver hiding behind the grill, standing on the carcass of the buffalo. I scanned around us for the shadow man and once more saw it, standing near the busted door under the Buffalo Burger sign.

The door, laying flat on the sidewalk, suddenly tilted upward. The shadow man spilled itself into the ground under the door.

We followed. No one suggested doing otherwise. Maybe it would have been smarter to steal a car and go to the elementary school, but I think all three of us had the sense that the thing was on the run. That was fucking idiotic, of course, but we were all pumped with adrenaline at the time and couldn't have known what was going to happen next.

I made it to the door, reached down for the brass handle and picked it up. Instead of sidewalk, I saw open landscape. Dirt and stacks of boards and brick. It was dizzying, looking down and seeing the horizon at my feet.

I stepped through, felt a flutter in my guts as gravity changed, like a loop on a roller coaster. I stumbled forward, saw the ground rush up at me and smack my hands. I looked up and saw I was on my hands and knees in mud, cold rain pounding down my back.

I grunted as John stepped on the back of my leg. A moment later Amy had to grab my shirt to stabilize herself as she came through.

I got to my feet, soaked from head to toe, mud caked on my knees and shoes. I squinted through the pouring rain. Thunder rumbled overhead.

We were at the mall construction project. We were alone. John had taken off his flannel shirt and wrapped it around his ribs. Still, his T-shirt and front pocket of his pants was stained dark with blood.

Not only was the shadow man nowhere to be found, but there were no workers present, either too early or else they had called it because of rain. Trucks full of debris were parked everywhere, the building itself down to a wood and metal skeleton. Boards and bricks and roofing material and broken glass littered the site and it struck me that the deconstruction project was a sort of slow-motion explosion.

We weren't too far from the spot Falconer and I had stood, I saw the row of blue Port-A-Potty's standing behind us.

I felt a hand on my upper arm, gripping it. Amy. I heard her suck in a breath and when I looked at her, she said, "Look. David... look."

I saw the shadow man, in the distance.

Then I saw another one. And another.

They grew out of the shadows, three and four at a time. Each time my eyes focused on one spot, walking shadows would appear where I wasn't watching. It was like trying to count snowflakes after they landed.

There was an army of them. Too many to count. The landscape was entirely black in places, patchy, like an oil slick.

But Amy wasn't looking at them. She was looking up, her eyes bouncing up and down as if taking in the length of something. I followed her gaze and saw nothing at all, nothing but gray sky and the hazy wash of the rain. But there was something there, something invisible to me. I blinked, as if trying to adjust to the light in a dark room.

When I finally saw it, I almost lost my feet. My knees buckled and I suddenly couldn't catch my breath.

A tower. Wide as the mall at its base, stretching impossibly high. I couldn't see the top, it pierced the clouds. It was a dirty white color, a texture like rough stone. There were no windows, no design, no color scheme, not one second's consideration of the human eye and sensibility.

"It's skulls," said John. "Look, man. It's made of skulls!" I couldn't verify that, not in the rain. He may have just seen that on an album cover somewhere.
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The size of the thing leveled me, crushed me, suffocated me under the weight of my own insignificance. I've been to the city, I've seen skyscrapers, I've been up in the World Trade Center. But this thing, out here in the middle of flat land that was barely interrupted by gentle rolling hills and patches of woods, it was an obscenity.

The crowd of shadows spilled out from the base. I tried to unsee the tower, to see the broken mall again. I could almost do it, could almost see the mounds of dirt and trucks and dumpsters with the construction company logo on the side. But it was like talking to a naked man and trying not to see his penis.

I looked in every direction and found the shadows had surrounded us.

I said, "John, your phone..."

"It's gone, back in the street somewhere."

I felt Amy push her body against me. Huddling together, a primal reaction.

John said, "The furgun, Dave."

"Not against these guys, John. This is... a whole other level."

"No. No. You can control that thing, I know you can. You shot out a buffalo at Buffalo Burger. That came from your head, Dave. You just got to focus, that's all."

The shadow people moved in. So, so slowly. A dark tide creeping in on an island of mud maybe twenty feet in every direction and shrinking. Beyond it, were the shadows. Glowing eyes, little pinpricks of light appeared on dark, featureless faces.

"Focus? On what?"

"I don't know, I don't know. The most powerful thing you can imagine."

John bumped into me, from the other side. Packed together, looking like a bundle of three humans held together with straps. The shadow people were right there, and I mean right there next to us on every side.

Amy shrieked, screaming, "NO! NO! NOOO!" in short, barking bursts, the single word over and over again. A shadow man was approaching her, a few feet away now.

She had her hand out, holding her little gold cross necklace like a talisman.

I pulled her back, wild with terror, but there was no place left to go. John was yelling, saying, "FUCK! David! Fuck! FUCK!"

Amy held out the cross and the shadow man walked right into it, right into her hand. My stomach turned as I watched her hand dissolve and vanish completely, the necklace falling free and landing silently in the mud. She pulled back a stump, her left hand gone forever. But, no, that must have been the confusion of the moment because of course her left hand had always been gone, the accident and all that.

I raised the furgun. My mind was blank.

I reached out and grabbed Amy's other hand and squeezed. I closed my eyes
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In that one second before I squeezed the trigger, a face came to mind. The face was the same one that would have come to probably 75% of Americans, if put in the same situation. A bearded face that was purely from the imagination of some long-lost Italian painter, a face that looked nothing like a middle-eastern Jew. I suddenly remembered two dozen horrible kids shows my adopted parents made me watch on VHS, where in the final scene the main character always turned toward the camera and basically said, "I know how we'll solve this problem! With Christianity."

Well, their programming worked. When terror drove everything out of my mind, I fell back on the iconic face and all I could picture in my head was that painting, that shitty velvet Elvisey Jesus that hung on my wall. I think now that with Amy's hand clasped in mine it created some kind of chain reaction, because I'm pretty sure that both of us were picturing the same face.

I opened my eyes.

I squeezed the trigger.

A flash of white light poured forth from the device in my hand.

The whiteness condensed down to a shape. Small.

Square.

Suddenly, hovering there before us, was that stupid-ass painting.

The painting swiveled, faced the dark hordes. The eyes on the face burned with white fire. The mouth opened, and let loose an inhuman roar.

Painting Jesus faced the shadow man that had taken Amy's hand. White laser beams fired from his eyes.

The shadow man exploded.

The eyes lit up again, fired. Another shadow man left the world.

The painting turned in mid-air, sped back toward us. We hit the dirt. The painting buzzed overhead, and John said, "THE SHITTERS! GO TO THE SHITTERS!"

He was right. The painting was leading us toward the Port-A-Potty's.

Beams of white fired left, then right, clearing swaths through the shadows, piercing the darkness.

We headed toward the third shitter, the shitter, the one we knew could work as a door.

There was a single shadow man standing in the way, blocking the door as if determined to let no one pass.

Painting Jesus flew toward the shadow man, then circled behind him. Painting Jesus screeched like an animal and the mouth on the painting opened wide. The painting launched itself at the shadow man, and then Painting Jesus bit his head off.

The shadow man's body evaporated like a cloud of car exhaust. I walked through the spot, grabbed the metal handle of the shitter.

I squeezed my eyes shut, concentrated again. I knew this was necessary somehow, that I had to think of where I wanted it to take us.

I opened my eyes, ripped open the door, and plunged myself through it.

Bright sunlight. No rain. I found myself standing on pavement. I squinted around and was relieved to find we had arrived back at the school. I saw John's Caddie in front of me, still parked in the visitor spot.

I had emerged from the rear door of the Book Mobile truck, the one we had parked behind. Through the open door I could see shelves of children's books with cartoonish covers. Then John and Amy popped out of thin air and almost made me shit my pants.

As John climbed out of the truck, he pointed behind him and said, "When they write the new Bible, that is definitely gonna be in there."

I said, "Hey, at least it stopped raining."

John looked up at the clearing sky, confused. He glanced at his watch, then sprinted back toward the Caddie. He leaned inside the car, looked at the dashboard and swore to himself.

He ran back and said, "It's almost ten!"

" What?"

"We lost time! Going through the door! You must have fucked it up somehow."

I turned toward the school. A building full of children. I let out a breath.

"Okay, let's go."

I aimed the furgun at the sky and jogged toward the front door. I pulled it open and felt a jolt of relief when I saw just the main hallway of the school, decorated with kiddie Halloween characters.

John said, "Ahead, to the left. There's a door that's always locked that goes downstairs. I'll have to pick it."

Behind us, a woman screamed.

We all wheeled around to see an enormously fat, blond lady standing in the open doorway to a classroom. I couldn't figure out what she was screaming at, then I looked down to see my pants were caked with mud, and that John had a shirt wrapped around his blood-soaked abdomen, and that we all had soaking wet hair matted down around eyes blown wide with terror, and that I appeared to be holding a metallic porcupine by the tail.

The woman was screaming a man's name, presumably the security guard that other lady had mentioned before she tried to kill us.

We didn't wait for the guy to show up. John pulled out his knife and went to work on the door, sliding the blade around the jamb in a way that I was pretty sure would open no door in the world.

The security guard jogged into view, a man somehow even fatter than the teacher who had alerted him.

"Hey! What are you doing there? Sir!"

The guard waddled our way, keys on his belt jingling with every step like a tambourine.

Amy said, "Wait! Wait!" but the man would not be deterred. He swung a meaty arm around John and threw him away from the basement door. John and the guard tangled, the guy getting John in an awkward headlock and shouting commands at him. John got a hand around the man's belt and I heard a klink as the ring of keys hit the floor.

John pulled out of the headlock, his hair a swirling mess. He took off running down the hall, looking back over his shoulder and screaming, "I'M SHOOTIN' THE SCHOOL! HERE I GO!"

The guard wasn't sure it was safe to leave me and Amy, but didn't want to let John go. He took a step after John, then looked back and glanced down at the furgun. I tried to look innocent. Amy said, "We were trying to stop him!"

I lifted up the furgun and started combing my hair with it.

The guard turned took off after John, rounding a corner and disappearing from sight.

I snatched the keys off the floor and on the fourth try, found one that fit in the lock.

I pushed in the door, hearing a sound like running water splashing around in a

sink.
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The sound turned out to be fifty thousand insect legs clicking up a set of stairs. The baby mouth bugs, each small enough to sit in palm of your hand, covered the floor and moved with sickening speed. Amy screamed.

I let out a disgusted squeal, tried to pull the door shut. The little monsters spilled over my shoes and fanned out into the hall behind me. I couldn't get the door to close all the way, the act of closing it had mashed up several hundred bugs in the half-inch of space between door and floor.

"DAVE! What the hell?"

John was sprinting down the hall, having done a U-Turn at some point.

"We're too late!" I screamed, shaking bugs off my shoes and pants. I felt pinching little bites around my ankles. "He's hatched! Shit!"

"Let's get the fuck outta here!"

We ran.

We pushed through the front doors. When we looked back, we saw screaming children spill out of the fat lady's classroom. The bugs smelled them and swarmed them under in seconds, the bugs crawling over little faces and hands and jamming their bodies into tiny mouths.

"Shit!" I said, to no one. "That's fucked up!"

"Shut the door!"

No argument there. We got the door closed but had no means to lock it. I leaned my body against it, felt weight on the other side trying to force it open. The screams from beyond the door were so constant it became one sound.

John took off and I heard a door shut on his Caddie. He fired up the engine. I turned to see him back into the street, then turn hard onto the sidewalk and across the lawn. He hit the bottom of the short flight of concrete steps below where I was standing, and hit the gas. The front tires thudded up the stairs and I stepped aside. He edged the grill of the Caddie against the wooden doors, bracing them shut.

John climbed out of the car and circled to the trunk. He popped it open. "Guys! Come back here."

We did. He said, "We all know what we gotta do here, right? Each kid in there can hatch thousands of those things, and each person they infect can hatch thousands more, right? Right?"

I nodded.

"So we know what we gotta do."

John grabbed the long UPS shipping container I had seen in his trunk earlier. He ripped it open, and pulled out a long device with a pistol grip.

He handed it to Amy. She said, "What is-"

"-It's a speargun. They use it to shoot whales. You see the trigger there, that thing there is a safety mechanism. There, it's off now. It fires a harpoon four feet long, but you only got one shot. So wait until you've got four or five kids lined up before you fire, see if you can impale them all at once."

John reached into the trunk and pulled out my chainsaw. He pulled the cord. The engine growled to life. He pulled the trigger and the teeth spun in a blur.

"Okay," said John, taking a deep breath. "Remember, these are children. Aim low."

"Wait!" Amy said, making an impatient gesture with her hand. "Wait. This... this doesn't seem right."

"In what way?"

"Look... okay, we went through that door and, like, traveled a couple of hours into the future..."

I said, "Right..."

I heard glass break from just behind the door. The sound of desperate fists thumping on the wood grew louder.

"Okay, then why can't we go back? Go back, before this, back far enough so that we can stop him from, giving birth or whatever. If we lost three hours coming through we should be able to gain it going back."

"There is no evidence that can be done. Going into the future is no big deal, hell, we're doing it right now. But going back, that's another thing..."

"Bullshit!" said John. "Those shadow bastards do it all the time! What have we been talking about?"

"Well, yeah, they can do it. But that doesn't mean we-"

"I don't think we can, either. But I think you can."

A beat of silence, as I stared hard at John, making sure he knew that I knew what he was implying.

"No," I said. "I am not going through there and winding up by the mall and that tower thing. I'll get swallowed up."

"Then concentrate on going somewhere else," said Amy, getting exasperated. "David, we have to try this. I'm not going to spend the rest of the day helping you kill children."

Fine. I jogged back toward the Book Mobile. I closed the rear door, left my hand on the latch. I took a deep breath. I opened the door.

Books.

I closed it again. I heard glass breaking, saw two boys climbing out of a window of the school. Pale little dots spilled down the bricks around them. Escaping bugs.

I opened the door. Still books.

I closed it again, breathed again, tried to concentrate on going back, to before all this. And going somewhere safe. Like my house.

I opened the door.

I saw a small, bright room. And water, running down from above.

I went in.
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I did just that and I saw... myself. I saw my own body, dressed in filthy clothes, standing with hands on the metal frame of a truck door, frozen.

I realized, just then, that I had left my body. I understood then, on some level, that going back meant doing it this way. But what could I accomplish?

I decided to press on. The water rained down in front of me, and when I went fully through I found myself standing in it. Beyond the water was a plastic curtain, and it was only my general confusion over the situation that kept me from recognizing it as my own shower. I could feel the water drumming on my head now, but knew I wasn't getting wet from it. I reached out a hand to pull back the curtain, but saw no hand extend.

I wasn't sure what to do about this, but a moment later a hand appeared from the other side of the curtain and ripped it back.

It was me. Naked. I looked at myself, and not without some disgust. It was an awkward moment. I wasn't sure if the naked me could see the out-of-body me, but I did look awfully confused.

I tried to slowly and inconspicuously move out of the shower and leave the room. What day was this? Where had I taken myself? I passed through my bedroom and entered the living room.

It all seemed very confused and pointless. My view started changing, going lower as if I was crouching. I realized I was sinking through the floor. I panicked a little and concentrated on trying to stand, to make the floor solid. I found I could do it, with effort.

I looked at the little table next to me, the one by the door. I tried experimentally to move several objects, difficult since I couldn't see my hand. I was able to push a coin a few inches, though, much to my surprise. I tried to pick up the phone, couldn't. I could sense it as a physical object, but it felt impossibly heavy to me.

I tried something lighter, the plastic Wally's name tag I had thrown down next to my keys. I picked it up, with some effort, and felt proud of myself. What was I doing here again? Oh, yeah.

I heard myself come stomping through the bedroom, and moved to duck behind my coat tree. I felt ridiculous for hiding from myself. Did I say I ducked behind the coat tree? I actually ducked through it. It was a terrible, itchy sensation. I crouched down, or thought I did, and was fascinated to see that I could look right into the middle of my coats. Thin layers of insulated lining, wadded-up tissues in the pockets.

It occurred to me that I still had the nametag and the other me might spot it floating near the coat tree. I pulled it in and after several attempts was able to cram it into the inside pocket of the black leather jacket hanging next to me.

I watched myself wander by, looking paranoid and crazy and fat. It was slowly coming to me that I remembered this day, back before all this. The three hours I had been trying to get back by going through the door turned out to be closer to three months.

I watched the physical me go out the front door, off to a bad day at work. I made my way toward the bathroom again. Molly padded by and I wished I could take her back with me, for Amy's sake. Even if it were possible, it'd probably disrupt some kind of time continuum.

I faced the shower stall. There was no door for me to go through this time, but that was okay, I thought. I think this would be a one-way thing for something in a body, like the trucker who had arrived here presumably from the shitter at the construction site. But I, in my present state, should be able to pass through. A wall was no impediment at this point.

I concentrated, tried to aim for a time closer to when I had left. Just a little before, enough time to affect a change. I went through...

I landed back in my body with a jolt, a feeling like you sometimes get just as you're falling asleep and twitch yourself awake. I found myself running toward the front door of the school, pants caked with mud. John's Caddie wasn't at the door.

I stopped, said, "Wait! Wait!"

Damn. I had only gone back about twenty minutes, to the moment when we first came back from the construction site. So, should I try again? Fuck it.

I said, "Franky's already hatched. The bug things are crawling all over that basement. We open the door and they'll come flying out."

John said, "How do you-"

"-It doesn't matter. We go charging in there, everything's gonna fall apart. They'll get the guard on us, and it doesn't matter because we're too late to move Franky anyway. No. No, we got to get the kids outta there, that's the big thing now."

"Okay," said John. "Good idea. Hey, why don't we call in a bomb threat?"

"From my cell phone? I'd still like to stay out of jail, if possible."

Amy piped up. "We can just pull the fire alarm."

"Good!" I said. "We still gotta get inside the building, though. And we look like shit."

"Amy's not bad. No blood at least. They wouldn't stop her, would they?"

"Oh!" I said, digging in my inside pocket. "Check this shit."

I pulled out my Wally's manager name tag, still in the spot where I had put it months/seconds ago. It was just a plastic tag painted to look like brass, with "D. WONG" etched on it in black. I held it up.

"D. Wong. Could stand for anything. You stick this bad boy on her shirt and ain't nobody gonna stop her."

"Even better," John said, walking back to his trunk. He opened it and pulled out a cardboard box, about a foot on each side. He pulled back one flap to reveal it was full of smaller boxes of ink pens.

"I brought these home from work. Carry this, that guard asks you what it is and you can say, 'I got your fuckin' ink pens. I'm supposed to put them in the cafeteria.' Cafeteria's all the way on the other side of the building so he'll let you go."

I said, "They've got those red levers for the alarm by every entrance. I say go down and turn right in that first hall. Out toward the side door. Pull it and get the hell outta there."

"But I need those pens back," John said. "So don't drop them."

Amy picked up the box. "So... what do we do once all the kids are out?"

"We set a fire, obviously." I pinned the name tag on her shirt. "Burn those little bug bastards before they can get out."

"Okay."

"All right," said John. "I can't think of anything that can go wrong with this plan."

We sent Amy inside, with her box. John and I went to the Caddie and drove away.

Actually, we just pulled away and parked it in the lot of the closed muffler shop next to the school. We didn't want it to be remembered near the school if there should be an arson investigation later. We got out and walked around the side of the school, staying across the lawn and out near the street.

I scanned a series of small windows at the base of the building and said, "There. Third one from the left. I think that's it, I remember from the dream. See how part of it's painted over? I think I remember that."

We waited. I looked at the furgun, wondered if it had a limited number of shots.

Fire, I thought. Just think about fire and squeeze the trigger. Fire. Fire. Fire—

I heard a sharp ringing from inside the building.

The first person out was Amy, jogging toward us from the metal door on the side of the building. She didn't have the box.

John said, "Where's my pens?"

"The guard has them! He insisted on carrying the box for me! I think he liked me. He took them to the cafeteria and I told him I had to use the bathroom. I just pulled the thing and ran out."

We crossed the street and walked inconspicuously around the sidewalk, near a closed muffler shop. We watched as the teachers herded the kids out onto the lawn. Kind of deliberate about it, I thought, but then again they probably thought it was just a drill or something.

After the last person left the school, we waited ten minutes, looking for any stragglers.

I walked, alone, across the lawn and toward the window I was pretty sure lead to the boiler room.

I glanced around for witnesses. There were about two hundred.

About twenty feet away, I pointed the furgun, thinking fire, fire, fire...

I squeezed the trigger.

Nothing. It made the sound, but that was it.

Someone was heading toward me, a lady, a teacher I guess. Probably telling me to get away from the building.

I backed off, held up a hand to tell her I understood. I walked back toward John and Amy, when I heard a whistling sound from above.

Above me I saw a yellow streak of light, followed by a thin trail of smoke.

A meteor.

I ran. I heard screams and gasps.

With a howl of rushing, burning air, the meteor impacted the school right at the base, a dead shot at the window.

There was a thunderous crunch of smashed bricks and exploded boards. A hunk of flying brick smacked me in the back and almost knocked me over.

I kept running. Then, maybe three seconds after impact, there was a heavier explosion as the boiler ruptured. A ball of fire and black smoke spilled out of a hole big enough to drive a van through. A group of children cheered and clapped behind me.

John and Amy were already running toward his car. I walked, not wanting to look conspicuous. As if somebody could actually blame me for causing a meteor strike.

We piled into the Caddie, Amy in the back. John clicked his seatbelt, pointed down at the furgun in my lap and said, "THAT thing is goin' back in the fuckin' box."

We drove away, making one pass of the school on the way through. The remaining windows along the base of the building had blown out from the heat. It was an inferno in there.

Amy said, "You know, those things might, like, eat fire or something. We don't actually know that it kills them."

We didn't say anything. She could be a bitch sometimes.

"Probably should have, maybe flooded it instead. Broke a water line or something."

I shrugged. "We'll do that next time. I'm sure it's fine."

I heard a fire engine wailing its siren in the distance.

"Well," said John. "I say we get cleaned up, then take me to the hospital."

I told him to go to my place, since it was closer.

"So," said Amy, "Did you guys see that tower thing? What was that?"

"Was?" said John. "You mean that thing right there?"

He pointed out the side window, to the west. I saw nothing, blinked, then saw a tower that filled the window and obscured the horizon. Massive.

I forced myself not to see it. It sickened me.

"Why couldn't they just eliminate us?" asked Amy. "The shadow people, I mean. Why can't they just go back in the past and wipe us out?"

"Maybe they can't," offered John. "Or maybe they like it better this way."

"Or," Amy said, "Why couldn't they change the past in such a way that we had no choice but to do exactly what they wanted?"

I thought for a moment, then said, "How do you know they didn't do that?"

"Well," said John, around his cigarette. "It's over now, either way. That's the important thing. Everything can go back to normal."

"Yep," I said, with some satisfaction. "All in all, it was a pretty thorough job."

We turned down my street and saw three police cars in my yard.

Crime scene techs were examining Vance Falconer's Porsche and, presumably, his slumped-over dead body.

John let out an annoyed breath.

I said, "Let's go to your place instead. I don't wanna deal with this right now."

John turned around in a driveway four houses down from mine. We headed back toward town.

He shook his head, and flipped his cigarette out of his window. "Man, it's always somethin', isn't it?"

"We could always move."

"I think we should," said John. "As soon as we see what's inside that tower."
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Chapter 1: The Fake Jamaican





"It be openin' up doors to other worlds, mon."

There used to be a late-night infomercial psychic that turned semi-famous for one reason or another. Big black woman who faked a Jamaican accent. I forget her name now, and I couldn't pick her out of a lineup if my life depended on it. But I can still remember that horrible fake accent she used. I remember being embarrassed by it, even though I had never met the woman. This guy used the same exact accent.

What the hell was her name? Connie? Clara? That's going to drive me nuts.

When he spoke, I knew what he was going for, but it just wasn't working, and I almost told him so. Probably a drama student from the local community college doing real-world practice to get his character down. They call it "living the role." Well, at least I call it that. I'm not sure if other people do because I don't know any drama students. I also call it "artsy fag bullshit," but since this particular artsy fag was presently inserting a freshly-burned needle into my forearm, I figured I'd hold my critique.

"Damn, duder. You could have waited for it to cool off a little."

Robert blew a thin stray dreadlock away from his eye and grinned. I wondered if those were natural or if he did the old glue/stick trick.

"The pain is only temporary, mon," he smirked. "In a few minutes, you be seein' how silly it'all is."

Definitely glue and stick. Doesn't look dirty enough to be real dreads.

"Can I ask you a question, John?"

"You're injecting free drugs into my arm right now. Ask anything you want. Hell, for you, I'll even consider answering."

Had a Ms. or a Mrs. in front of her name. Ms. Cathy? Mrs. Cl-Mrs. Cl-something...

Robert unbuckled the belt that was cinched around my bicep and let it fall to the floor. Slowly, he began easing the plunger down. Seeping through the needle was what he called "soy sauce." It looked like liquefied coal. Just black, black, black.

"Why do you do dis? Drugs 'n shit? I just met ya an hour ago, and now we be sittin' here lettin' me put shit into your veins."

Warmth. Snaking up my arm and around my shoulder. It was like getting a massage from the inside out.

"I dunno. Probably the same reason you do them. It quiets the moral conflict I feel before setting a homeless guy on fire."

Up the left side of my neck. It almost felt soft. Fuzzy.

Like he had injected a dozen heated cotton balls into me. It was creeping up around my ears now, and I was suddenly very aware of my own heartbeat. 59.4 beats per minute, fluctuating by only .02 of a beat every seventeen seconds.

What the fuck?

"That's funny, mon," he said as he studied my eyes.

"What's funny?"

"You. You do drugs so you don't have to think. Don't you find that ironic?"

"Why would I find that ir-"

His accent was gone. Actually, that's not quite correct. It was still there, but all of a sudden, I could hear another voice underneath. There was a subtle drawl on each "R" that I never noticed before. Just a hint, like drinking from a glass that hasn't been rinsed well; that minute film of soap tainting the taste of the water. Hearing his natural voice was like drinking a bottle of Dawn.

"Ah ha," he chuckled. "Ya be feelin' it now, mon. I can tell. Tell me what ya see."

Mrs. Cl-No. That's not her name. Her real name is Joanna Parker, and she actually is Jamaican. She was born there in 1964, but she moved to America when she was two. The accent is fake, though. Since she was raised in California, she grew up with an American accent. She ran her ads for three months 3

under her normal accent and nearly went broke. Her business partner convinced her to try it as a Jamaican, claiming that Americans would associate her with voodoo. That year, she made 4.7 million dollars. Two years later, she was bankrupt. She's now on welfare and living with her mother. Her dad died in a construction accident one month after moving to the States, and the only memory she has of him is when he spanked her with a coat hanger for breaking the knob off of the TV.

"What the fuck did you put in me?"

"Nothin' that wouldn't have found its way into you in da first place. Now, tell me, mon. What do you see," he demanded. The sudden urgency in his voice would have frightened me if the drug hadn't been there to keep my nerves in check.

He's looking for something. Something very personal that he's lost. Watch his eyes. The way they scan your face. The way the skin just under his bottom eyelashes scrunch up when he asks a question. He's hunting, using you for information. Right now, you're his Google.

"I don't know. Is this shit gonna make me hallucinate?"

"Concentrate. Your mind is starting to jump around. It happens. It's like walking a dog. Your thoughts want to sniff every tree and every fire hydrant, but you have to steer it. Walk it. Don't let it walk you. Close your eyes and take a deep breath. Relax."

I did. I don't know why, but I wasn't surprised to find that his entire accent had been replaced. And I was sure that if
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anyone else had been in the room, they wouldn't have heard it. To them, he would still be the same fake Jamaican drug dealer, trying to impress everyone with cheap parlor tricks and exotic demeanor.

"Now, slowly... calmly... open your eyes and tell me what you see."

Search results for "crazy fucked up earth-shattering shit": 1.

"I... uh. I don't see anything differ-"

"WHAT DO YOU SEE?!"

I took another breath and considered tearing the room apart, looking for hidden cameras. But two seconds of concentration told me that this was no prank, and this was definitely not a Robert Marley magic trick. I did as he asked.

"You're not black. You're a white guy. Older. Forty-seven to be exact. You're balding, but only in the early stages. You can't see through to the scalp yet, but it's definitely thinning on the top. You have a manager's mustache. The kind old porn stars from the seventies used to have. Kind of like John Holmes in 'Saturday Night Beaver.'"

Robert gazed at me like a trailer park welfare mom who just won the lottery... reading the ticket over and over with that "there must be some mistake" look, not believing what was she was holding.

"What's my name?"

I studied each wrinkle of his aging face. Each rustled hair. Each swollen capillary in the corners of his eyes. It was like watching a biography on every second of a man's life, all crammed into a five second show. I knew this man. I had never met him or seen him before, but I knew him intimately. Robert Marley did not.

"Your name was Don Caroll. You were born here in Illinois. This town, actually. You had a wife, two teenage boys and a preteen girl. None of them remember you. You used to work at the post office as a cashier.

Occasionally, you'd fill in for the carriers when they got sick or went on vacation. None of your coworkers remember you, either."

"And my parents," he asked, knowing the answer before I even said it.

"Your father is dead. Natural causes. Your mother is in a private nursing home. Her mind left her years ago. She sits around for hours at a time, asking to see you. She has a nurse who spends most of her time trying to explain to her that she never had any children."

"And my body? Did I die?"

I tried to probe deeper, but everything was so fuzzy. Memories bounced and collided and intersected on so many levels, it was hard to pick out what was real and what wasn't. It was like seeing every possible version of his life played out all at once. One timeline showed him completing college and moving to Chicago. One version 6

was of him dropping out and working in the old drain cleaner factory as a materials handler (fancy phrase for "guy who lugs around heavy fucking boxes for minimum wage").

Concentrate. The story is all there. It's in the coffee stains on his teeth and the calluses on his fingertips. It's in his breath and his posture and the pours of his skin. Walk the dog, man.

"No. Your body isn't dead. But it isn't alive, either. It's not here. It never was here."

"That's what I was afraid of."

"I don't understand. I can see you living your life, but it's like someone wrote out a book in pencil and then went back and erased it all. If I concentrate enough, I can still read what was originally written from the indents in the page, but at the same time, the story has been destroyed."

"If I'm right, you're not far off. God, I hope I'm not right."

"What do you mean? What the fuck did you do to me?"

Robert slid the syringe into my jacket pocket and stood.

"You'll want to get rid of that. Burn it when you get a chance."

"Robert? Don? Whoever the fuck you are, you need to be letting me in on what's going on because I'm starting to freak out, and that's not a good thing when you combine it with losing my temper. What did you do to me? Is this
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just part of the high? Me thinking I can see shit and hear shit? What is this - acid?"

No, it's not acid, and it's not a trick. You know that. You can see him clear as day. You can feel those memories when you let yourself. They're real, and you know it. Concentrate. Nine years ago, he spent half a year in jail for feeling up his fifteen year old babysitter. That happened. You can feel his arousal. His nervousness as he's doing it. His guilt when he gets caught. There he is, just two weeks later, getting beaten in his cell until he pisses his pants. He's crying like a baby, and the guards are just letting it happen. And you know that if you do some research, you'll find no record of any of it. The guy has been erased.

"I'm sorry, John. I really am. I just had to know. I had to be sure. I'm sorry I had to use you for it."

He was gathering up his belongings now. Fast. Stuffing his lighter, cigarettes, and scorched spoon into the pockets of the beaten up army jacket as if his mother were outside of his bedroom, demanding to be let in.

"All of the questions you're thinking of," he started, "you don't need me to answer them. If you concentrate enough, you'll see the answers. At least for a little while. I suggest you do that on the way home because we don't have much time. Do you need a ride?"

"Um... no. No, I have the Flap Wagon."

"Good. Can I have a ride?"

"Sure. I just have to pick up Head. It's his van."

Don't bother. He's dead.

Robert looked at me. Studied my eyes for a second. Saw that I knew what he knew. I pulled the keys from my pocket, suddenly glad that I was the designated driver for the evening, even though I had drank twice as much as everyone at the party and currently had half a syringe full of whatever coursing through my veins.

They're all dead. The ones who aren't soon will be, and there's nothing you can do to stop it. If you get out of here quickly, you'll have a fighting chance. If you sit here trying to analyze the situation, you'll be on that list. Stand up and start walking right... now.

I did. Robert Marley followed, the image of Don Caroll having faded with the last of the Rastafarian's questions.

* * * * *

"It's up here on the right, mon."

His accent was back. I guess it never did actually leave, but at the moment, I wasn't noticing the Midwestern drawl as much. Surprisingly, the pretend accent wasn't as annoying as the real one. God, I hate the way people speak in this part of the country. Travel one hour north, and they call you a hick. Travel one hour south, and they call you a "Yankee." All based on the way you pronounce your R's and O's. A guy from this area could give a six hour lecture on advanced thermodynamics, and nobody 9

would take him seriously because he says "a-burnin'" instead of "burning."

"You still feelin' it," he asked over the mufflerless battle cry of the Flap Wagon.

I concentrated on the steering wheel. Just two inches below my right thumb was a trace of semen, not visible to the naked eye, but it was there. I could smell it. I could almost hear it. The DNA matched that of our drummer, Head. Twenty-two days ago, he hired a prostitute after a show and drove out into a cornfield. He made her get topless and sing "I Saw Red" by Warrant, while he masturbated. She charged him an extra ten dollars because she hated that song. After he finished, he waited five minutes and then asked her if she knew any songs from the Footloose Soundtrack. She lied and said she didn't.

"Yeah. It's still working. How long does it last?"

"As long as it decides it needs to. This is the longest I've seen it stay active, though. I'm the last trailer here."

I parked the van and pulled the handle, the door opening with a sharp *pop*. Robert halted his exit and turned to me as if I had just slapped one of his kids.

"I don't recall inviting you in, mon."

He sat frozen in the passenger seat, eyes locked on me as if he expected me to pull a gun. I don't know why, but this made me angry.

"I don't recall asking your permission," I said, pushing the door fully open. I stepped out of the Flap Wagon and slammed the door shut. That part wasn't out of anger, though. If you don't slam the door to the Flap Wagon, it doesn't close all the way, and the dome light runs down the battery. Robert paused for a second and decided to exit as well. As we walked to his front door, he continued a weak protest.

"I'm not really up for company right now, John. Not feelin' too well. I drank a lot of beer tonight, and I'd just like to go to-"

"Robert, I would like nothing more than to go home and sleep, too, but I can't."

"Why? The soy sauce keeping you up? I've never seen it give anyone speed side effects before."

"Your accent is gone again," I mocked. "Mon."

"Yeah, I know. It was annoying even me. Look, if you need something to bring you back down, I have some shit in the bathroom that'll work in like fifteen minutes."

"The sauce isn't making me speed. In fact, I'm tired as fuck. If I laid down right now, I'm sure I'd sleep all night without a problem. But I can't do that."

"Why?"

"Because it's telling me that I have to go in there. I don't know what it means, and I'm not sure why I have to listen to it, but I just do. My brain is telling my lungs to take in air and my heart to beat. The sauce is telling me that I have to go into your trailer right now. If my heart or lungs disobey my brain, I'll die. I'm fairly certain that if I disobeyed the sauce, I'd end up with the same result. So I'm sorry that you're not up for company right now, but you're about to have some."

He looked at me for only a few seconds before scanning the sparse woods around his run down home.

He knows the feeling. He understands. And that frightens the shit out of him. Look at him. Looks like he expects the trees to come to life and start shitting demons at us.

".........Get inside," he whispered. "Now."

I didn't see anything creeping around us, but suddenly I felt the urgency as well, pulsing in me like a car alarm. The only thing that could silence it was entering that door. We broke into a full sprint and burst through the door three steps later.

Robert spun and bolted the door shut. Then, silence. We were both holding our breath.

Ten seconds passed, the air turning hot in my lungs, begging to be released. I resisted, my eyes jumping from the door to the windows behind his cigarette-burned piss-stained couch. Five more seconds. I could feel my heart pounding in my ears. Robert stood motionless, his
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shoulder bracing the door in preparation of whatever might try to kick it in. From the looks of that lock, I doubted it would take much more than that to send it flying off of its hinges.

In unison, the air burst from our lungs as if we'd been punched in the stomach, a fit of coughing and gasping, shattering the short-lived silence.

"Holy shit," he gagged. "I've got to stop smoking."

"Oh, man, you're not shittin'. I feel like I swallowed a campfire."

And then laughter. That kind of noiseless laughter you get when you hear something genuinely funny and you can't control or subdue it.

"God, I feel like an idiot," I chirped out, holding my gut.

"Believe me, you look like one, too!"

"Me," I wheezed. "You're the one bracing that rickety-ass door! What do you think you're keeping out?"

He shot out another cackling, breathy laugh and bent over.

"Nothing. It's what I'm keeping in!"

"What do you mean," I asked, suddenly not feeling so humorous.

"Big changes are coming to Deadworld, asshole. Your father's cock rots in his own mouth. Your soul will drown in pools of vomit and mucus and shit and blood and cum. You will see it. You will cause it. Cocksucking pig-fucker. You will drown. You all will drown in it."

Well, that wasn’t very nice.

Robert Marley's fingers gripped my throat like a vice and slammed my skull into the wall behind me. I felt the paneling give as a shock ripped through my body. His face was six inches from mine when he began to open his mouth as if he were going to bite my nose off.

I tore at his wrists, feeling little strips of skin peeling off and lodging under my fingernails. This didn't seem to faze him, so I threw a flurry of punches at his face, each landing weakly due to the short distance from my own body. His mouth opened wider, and a sickening pop made me freeze, even through the pain. He was unhinging his jaw like a snake.

His head distorted and twisted as the jaw dropped down another three inches. I could have fit both fists into his mouth, and it was still opening. A low, inhuman growl rolling from his gut.

"Robert," I squeezed from my pinched throat. "Robert Marley! Robert, help me!"

I know it sounds stupid, but it was something I saw on an old ghost movie, and it was all I could think to do. Teeth on my scalp now. I could smell the rot on his breath as it 14

began to ease down on the top of my head. I fought frantically to escape his grip, but it had me locked tight against the wall. I wasn't going anywhere.

When I was in high school, we had a psychology class where they made us describe our own death and write a newspaper obituary about it. When I felt this thing's tongue press against my forehead, the only thing I could think of was how I wished to God that I had thought of this.

"Don," I called out. "Don Caroll! Don, I need your help!"

Nothing. The Jamaican head-sucker was now down to my ears. His teeth scraping my nose. Tongue licking and tasting my face as he slowly ingested me.

"DON! You child-molesting sack of fucking shit! I helped you! You owe me! YOU OWE ME, MOTHERFUCKER!"

With a long, slow, sucking sound, the beast pulled off of my head. Its throaty growl changing steadily into a high pitched scream. A human scream. The hand loosened its grip on my throat, and I swung at him hard. My knuckles cracked the bone of its cheek, and it stumbled backwards, though I'm sure that it was already falling anyway, regardless of my punch.

The scream was nearly deafening now. When it hit the floor, I dropped to my knees and gasped for breath. I just needed a few seconds to gather my strength, and then I'd be running through that door like a... well, like a man who was about to be swallowed whole by a fake Jamaican.
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You can't go through the door. He'll catch you easily. You'll make it precisely 411 feet from the top step before he tackles you and breaks your neck.

Ok, so I'd need a weapon. I glanced into his kitchen, scanning for any silverware on the counters.

Weapons won't work, either. You can't beat him. He doesn't operate on the same rules as you. You need a distraction. Think.

"Deadworld rot fucking filth and hate. You fuck your mother with razor blades. Blood cum cunt shit. You will all drown. You will all drown in - Run, John. Run. I can't hold him more than a few seconds. It's infested in here. He's completely infested with them."

"Don," I gasped, pulling myself to my feet. "Don, fight it. You can-"

"RUN, YOU FUCKER RUN dead maggots drinking shit fucking puke..."

I ran in the opposite direction of the exit. Down the hall. Past the first bedroom. Past the bathroom. The entire trip took seven steps. I didn't even pause at the end of the hall to open the door. I just burst through, sending splinters across the room. The door slammed into the paneled wall, and the knob poked through, lodging it in place. It took two full-strength yanks to free it, and even then, there was no way of fully closing it again. In my frenzy, I had broken off the latch.

Fuck. Now what. Think. Think, think, think.

Footsteps pounded the hall as I frantically scanned the room for an escape route. I spotted a window and took a step towards it.

Are you fucking stupid? From the front door, you'd make it 411 feet. From this window, you won't even make it 50. You're in here, bub. Now calm the hell down and think. Walk the dog, man. Don't let it walk you. Think, think, think.


	
Chapter 2: Muppet Boobs and Body Paint





Silence.

No more footsteps. No more screaming. The only sound was that high-pitch ring your ears produce when there’s nothing else to hear. Like there’s nothing to keep them busy, so they create their own noise to fill in the gap.

“You’re thinner than I pictured.”

The voice came from the bed, and it was one that I recognized from when I was a kid. It belonged to Fozzie Bear from The Muppet Show. It was so dead-on that when I turned to face it, I was more surprised to find that it wasn’t Fozzie than if it were actually him.

Instead, it was Yoda. With two enormous, naked breasts protruding from his green chest. I found my gaze lingering on his erect nipples, so out of politeness, I deflected my stare to the wall beside him.

“Um_ any chance you could... I don’t know, put a shirt on or something?”

“I’m afraid I have no control over that. You see me how you want to see me,” he said as he shimmied off the edge of the mattress. “It’s a safety precaution.”

I’m going to stop right here for a second because I kind of suck at writing, and I don’t know how to flower up this next part. I know you’re reading a sort-of “novel,” but I’m 18

not a novel writer. I’m just a guy trying to retell a story as best as I can remember it... with a few lies and embellishments thrown in to help hold your interest. I wish I knew how to create suspense and use symbolism and imagery and all that, but the truth is when I attempt it, it sounds straight-up retarded.

But what I want you to understand is that exactly the point that Yoda’s feet hit the floor and he began to shuffle across the room, nothing surprised me anymore. Maybe it’s because just seconds ago, my head was being eaten by an ex-child molester who had been erased from existence and replaced with a fake Jamaican. Maybe it’s because the drugs that were in my system had given me the ability to analyze the exact molecular structure of the carpet in this room. Or maybe it was because I had lost my mind years ago and just never realized it.

Regardless of the reason, when the big-tittied Fozzie-sounding Yoda pulled out a paintbrush and told me to get naked, that request seemed absolutely unquestionably normal. I did as he asked, and then he motioned for me to stand against the wall.

“Close your eyes,” he said as he pushed a small button on the side of the brush. The tip turned white as if the bristles were being filled with paint from the inside out. “This may tickle a little, but I need you to hold perfectly still.”

He started just above my belly button, a cold dollop of thick white paint dotting my skin and matting the hair to my abdomen. I closed my eyes and let out a slow breath so as not to mess up his work.
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“When you get to my penis, you’ll need a bigger brush. Like maybe a roller or something.”

He didn’t respond. I think he already knew that.

The brush stayed pressed against my belly, unmoving, but I could feel the paint spreading slowly across my body. When I was a kid, I used to smash the tip of a marker into paper and watch the colored dot grow as the ink got sucked into the fibers like a sponge. That’s kind of what it felt like.

“You know, I had a really dirty dream one time that started out a lot like this.”

The brush pulled back from my belly and was replaced two inches higher.

“I’m going to tell you something that may disturb you,” he said after some hesitation.

These aren’t the most beautiful balls you’ve ever seen? Say that.

I decided not to say that, though even today I wish I would have.

“The last person I told this to ended up bleeding to death after cutting off eight of his own fingers and his genitals with a pair of scissors. After that, I was told to keep this information to myself, so you’ll have to promise me that you won’t tell anyone that I told you.”

Hey, Jim, the other day, when I was naked and being painted on by Topless Yoda, he told me a secret. He said I couldn’t repeat it, but I just have to tell someone!

“I think you’re pretty safe with me.”

“Good. I want you to do me a favor. I want you to think back to the most pleasant dream you’ve ever had. One that you’re sure to remember most of your life. Tell me what happened.”

“Hmmm_ ever? Well, I don’t know if it’s the best one of my whole life, but when I was fifteen, I had a dream that I was at a party and ended up having sex with Michelle Pfeiffer. It was the first real sex dream I ever had, but I think the most pleasant part about it was the fact that she wanted me as much as I wanted her. The sex was just incidental.”

Even though I couldn’t see his face, I was pretty sure that Yoda was smiling.

“And what about the most terrifying dream you’ve ever had?”

“Not too long ago, I had a dream that I was playing bass for the band Poison, and we were playing Unskinny Bop on stage. That was pretty terrifying all by itself, but in the middle of the song, some guy starts booing and making fun of my makeup. So I jump down off of the stage and get into a fight with the guy, and I’m beating the living piss out of him, when he pulls a knife and swings for my chest. Right as it goes in, the dream ends, and I wake up.” 21

He placed the brush two inches to the left and the paint began spreading again. It may have just been my imagination or the fact that I was naked, but it felt like it was getting colder.

“Good. Now, I want you to keep those two stories fresh in your mind when I tell you this, and please remember that I need you to continue holding perfectly still.”

I relaxed my muscles as much as I could and briefly wondered what happened to Bob Marley. Yoda interrupted the thought.

“There’s no such thing as dreams.”

He paused for what I assumed was dramatic affect as that statement hung in my head. He continued painting in silence, as calm and collected as if he had told me something common knowledge like the sky is blue or water is wet. Everything outside of my body was absolutely serene. Inside, a volcano of memories erupted in my head, spewing burning columns of violent, bizarre scenes that had just moments ago been confined to my sleep.

He was letting them stew on purpose. Four more sections of my body were complete before he spoke again.

“So tell me\^ now, what is your most terrifying dream?”

“I murdered my father.”


	
Chapter 3: John Shares a Nightmare with Yoda





“My dad is a big guy. Six feet five inches tall and around two hundred and fifty pounds. In high school, he was a star basketball player. Won two state championships and was one of those hometown hero type of guys. Everyone loved him. Everyone had a funny story that began, ‘I was at a party one time with your dad, and.' All of my stories about him started with, ‘So my dad comes home drunk from a party, and he’s totally pissed off...' And all of those stories ended with a dollar amount followed by the phrase ‘bail money.’

“About half of the time, he was a jovial fun drunk. We’d all load up in the car and drive the back country roads while he slammed beer and vodka. Sometimes he’d let us drive. Other times, he’d drive himself - me and my brother both underage and riding shotgun without seatbelts. He wrecked so many cars that I literally lost count after a while.”

Twenty-seven. Never caught driving drunk a single time, either.

“The other half of the time, he was mean. Violent mean. How me or my brother kept our sanity living with that man, I’ll never know, but it was horrible. His moods changed so often and so dramatically that we spent every waking minute in fear. If he told a joke, we laughed no matter if it was funny or not because not laughing meant -well, it was just bad.

“Anyway, one night, I have this dream about him. I must have been about fourteen or fifteen years old. I don’t remember the exact age, but I know I wasn’t old enough to drive yet. In that dream, I was back in the days when he was playing basketball, and I was walking the high school halls with some dude who was a friend of mine. He wasn’t anyone in particular - just some faceless person that sometimes shows up in dreams.

“So we’re walking the halls, and I see my dad, only seventeen years old, walking to class with a group of people who are fawning over him, and I get mad. The whole time he has this group of sort-of fans, and I’m thinking about all the wicked shit I’ve seen him do to me and my brother, and I just want to run over and maim him.

“My friend starts telling me to do shit to him. Starts saying things like, ‘He needs to pay for what he’s done to you, doesn’t he? Just go over there and jam your pencil into his throat. He deserves it.’ Sadistic shit, but hey it’s just a dream, right? So the more my friend talks to me, the more he’s making sense, and eventually, I lose it. I run over to my dad and start stabbing him in the hip. I don’t know why I chose the hip, but that’s where I stab him, and I didn’t just do it once. I must have stabbed him there for the rest of the whole dream. Hundreds of times. And everyone around him is standing there watching, and you can see by the looks on their faces that they’re soaking it all up so they can tell a good story later. They don’t give a shit about him or me. They just care about how cool the story is going to be at the next party.

“My faceless friend stands there with them, but he’s enjoying the attack. I can’t see an expression because he has no face, but I can feel the excitement in him. I can feel that anger and violence and satisfaction as I’m crippling my father.

“In the dream, he bleeds to death long before I stop jamming that pencil in him. I know he’s dead, but I keep stabbing anyway for two reasons - and this is what makes it terrifying to me - 1.) because I’m afraid that he’ll jump back up and kill me for attacking him... and 2.) I’m enjoying hurting him. Even thinking back on it now, the revenge I got in that dream is euphoric.”

Yoda continued to work on my body, and I realized I was breathing heavily. Not from him painting on me because that would be gay. From recalling the dream, you pervert. I tried to calm myself as he adjusted his brush to compensate.

“So anyway, when I wake up, my dad is sitting in the front room, and he has a cane beside him. His hip is totally fucked. He has a disease called aseptic necrosis, and it’s caused him to go on disability. He’s been that way for as long as I can remember, but just for a split second, I swore that he had been totally normal until that dream.”

Yoda pulled the brush from my torso and stood in silence for about ten seconds. Even though my eyes were closed, I could tell that he was studying my face. That ringing had settled in my ears again, and I could feel the room getting colder. It wasn’t just my nakedness that was making it feel that way. It was actually dropping in temperature. Like 25

someone had opened a window... perhaps taken out a whole wall.

“So,” he began, “that ‘split second’ that you believed the dream had changed him-“

“I didn’t say I thought the dream had changed him.”

“You believed it. For no matter how long, you believed it. I’m going to need you to believe that again. I need you to be in the same frame of mind.”

“It was just a dream.”

He sighed, and I was sure he was about to scold me for not being able to lift my ship out of the swamp. I decided against making a joke about it.

“So am I a dream? All this that is happening right here right now, is this a dream? Are you sleeping right now?”

“I. I don’t know,” I stammered. “It doesn’t feel like a dream.”

“Dreams never do when you’re in them, do they?”

“No, I guess you’ve got a point there.”

“But there’s a flaw in my statement.”

“Dreams don’t exist.”

Saying it out loud made much more sense than hearing it coming from another person... or large-breasted muppet. But I was sure he did that on purpose.

The brush pressed into my chest as he continued.

“The same frame of mind. Do you think you could achieve it?”

“Well, I guess I probably could if I tried real-“

“Right now,” he said, as serious as his body wasn’t.

That scared me. There was an urgency in his voice that I didn’t expect. It wasn’t impatience; it was life or death.

“Now,” I asked, a little shaken. “Well, that was like fifteen years ago, and even then, it-“

“You hear those footsteps outside of this doorway?”

I listened.

“No.”

“Right. What does that tell you?”

“That he’s gone?”

“Wrong. He’s still out there. In mid-stride.”

He was right. Just a second of concentration told me that he was. This wasn’t a dream, and I wasn’t safe. Even the 27

soy sauce couldn’t tell me how, but he was still out there, running towards me.

“Look,” said Yoda, still painting, “I would love to have an eternity to explain to you the way things really work in this universe. I would derive great enjoyment from destroying the beliefs that you hold so dear... the things you ‘know.’ But the fact is we simply don’t have the time. If you lived to be a thousand years old and time was slowed even to this level that you’re currently experiencing, we still wouldn’t cover it all.

“You’re going to have to accept the fact that you’re ignorant in most facets of life. In doing that, you’re going to have to trust me for no other reason than I’m claiming to help you survive. Do you believe I’m trying to help you, John?”

I considered opening my eyes, then decided to leave them shut.

“Well, if you’re just a perv who gets off on painting naked men, you picked a fucked up time to do it.”

The brush pulled away from my chest.

“Wha-“

“Yeah, I trust that you’re trying to help me.”

“Oh. Ok, good. Then what I n-“

“But sooner or later, you’ll be painting my balls, and that makes you gay. A sick, gay Yoda who likes painting manballs.” “I don’t have to help you, you know. My survival is guaranteed regardless of your own.”

“Justify it any way you want. You’ll still be painting my hairy, sweaty, bouncy-“

“Will you just listen?!”

“Ball-painter.”

“That’s it. I’m leaving.”

“No, no, no, I was just kidding. Making jokes is just the way I deal with stress. Please keep painting.”

He sighed. “Ok. Now, as I was saying-“

“My balls. Paint my balls, you sick fag.”

Complete silence for five seconds.

“Ok,” I assured. “I’m done. Please continue.”

Five more seconds of silence. I figured at this point, I’d better hold back a little. Even I know where the line is.

“I need you in that frame of mind again. The frame of mind that tells you things your logical mind doesn’t want to believe. Was your father normal before that dream?
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Maybe and maybe not. But your mind told you that he was completely healthy before the dream, even if that belief was only for a second. You have to believe again.”

I believe that you’ll enjoy painting my balls. Say that.

“And what will that accomplish,” I asked instead. “Is that what’s going to save my life?”

“That, I don’t know. But it will save your best friend’s.”

David.

“What’s going to happen to David?”

“If you do your job, nothing. But your job starts right now, and you have to be ready to believe. Are you ready to believe, John?”

I opened my eyes and looked down to my chest. I can’t describe what I saw there, so I won’t. Not yet, at least. All I can say about it is that I stared for over two hours. Yoda claims that I only glanced. We both agree that I wept when I saw it, though I did cry in a manly, heroic sort of way.

None of that is important, though. The important thing is that I did agree to give it a shot. Whatever that was supposed to mean.

“Your mind wants to wander. It wants to reach out and grab on to the logical. To find what it knows. It’s looking for safety and security, but you can’t let it find it because what it ‘knows’ is wrong.”

I thought of David. Tried to concentrate on where he was -what he was doing. Instead, I pictured beer and this really cute chick I saw at the party earlier. Just one of her boobs was half the size of my head.

“It’s going to look for the familiar. But the familiar is what inhibits it. Holds it back. Get rid of the familiar.”

I shook it off and concentrated on David again, even though it sort of went against what Yoda was asking. I started with his face, just to get a reference point. I could see it pretty plainly. Dark hair, almost black, rustled from being up too long and not giving a crap about a comb. Face plain and slightly chubby. Tired eyes and a five o’clock shadow. Long, furry, rust-colored nose.

Huh?

“Dreams don’t exist,” he repeated. “Not even daydreams. Remember that and concentrate.”

I glanced back up at David’s eyes again. Large and brown, the whites tinted brownish yellow. His forehead sloped down dramatically, sprouting two floppy, hairy ears. A loose dangly necklace hung around his chest, sporting a dirty round medal, reading, “Hi! My name is Molly!” David barked, and I opened my eyes.


	
Chapter 4: Robert North





I woke up in my own bed, the clock flashing 12:07 from a recent power outage. My head throbbed in sync with it, and I regretted drinking for the tenth time that week. Slowly, I sat up, afraid to waken my stomach too quickly. Swinging my legs over the edge of the bed, I placed my feet on the floor and rubbed my temples as a cold wave washed over my naked skin.

You’ve got to stop drinking, dude.

I stood and pulled on a pair of old shorts and my “No, fuck YOU!” t-shirt and removed the cordless phone from its hook.

I stubbed my toe six times on the way to the kitchen, tripping over beer bottles and pizza boxes. I think there was a video game system somewhere in there. Somebody must have cleaned up a little. Usually, I don’t make it there without having to flip on a light.

Shuffling my way to the sink, I found a glass and smelled it.

Doesn’t stink. Must have been used for water.

I filled half way up and hit “Speed Dial 1” on the phone. Four rings and then, “You’ve more than likely dialed a wrong number. Leave a message, apologizing for your incompetence.”

“Hey, Dave, it’s John. Call me before you go into work. The power went out, and I won’t know what time it is until... until you wake up and tell me what time it is. Don’t forget because if you do, I’ll have to tell Wally that it was your fault that we were late. I’m going back to bed.”

I hung up and brought the water to my lips.

“I wouldn’t advise that.”

My glass fell into the sink and shattered as I wheeled on the intruding voice. Splinters of glass bounced onto the counter and floor.

"Don't worry, I'm not here to hurt you," he said.

"What the fuck?"

The voice came from a dark figure sitting on my recliner, the least broken piece of furniture in the house. As far as I could make out he was dressed completely in black, his features wrapped comfortably in shadow.

He stood and moved towards me. I picked up the nearest sharp object and took a step backwards. Unfortunately, pizza cutters aren't very threatening, especially when there are still dried slivers of mushroom and cheese stuck to the side.

"If you don't want to end up as eight perfect triangles on the floor, I suggest you stay where you are."

"Don't worry, I'm not here to hurt you," he repeated in the same tone. No, that's not quite correct. It was the same exact voice. Like a recording or a soundboard.

Still, he strode in, and as his head passed by my window, the moonlight robbed him of his camouflage. I froze. Just for a second. Just long enough to feel the pizza cutter being removed from my hand. His eyes locked onto mine, and I found sympathy behind them. I wasn't worrying. He wasn't there to hurt me.

I'm trying to think of a word to describe his face, but the only thing that comes to mind is "floppy," and I don't want to say that because "flop" and all of its forms is funny to me. And there was nothing funny about this dude's face. It was like it had been burned off years ago and was still undergoing plastic surgery to put it back together. Except the plastic surgeon was drunk and had no hands and was out of plastic. It was the opposite of Michael Jackson's face.

I felt myself staring and realized that I should have felt that ten seconds ago. I averted my gaze to the window, which I was sure wasn't insulting to him at all.

"Who - who are you?"

"Knowing who I am would do you more harm than good at the moment. It would set you down the wrong path. Suffice it to say that I am a messenger of sorts, and the messages I deliver tonight are of utmost importance, so please pay attention. Consider them warnings."

I nodded my understanding to the window and decided to brave another glance at his eyes. They were in the same position as before.

The shadowy freak held up the pizza cutter between us and with his other hand, he turned on the water. Keeping his eyes locked to mine, he ran the world's most worthless makeshift weapon under the stream and then shut the faucet back down. Five seconds later, the circular blade began to steam and then melted off of the handle and down the drain.

"What the fuck was that," I yelled.

"That was the first message. Let go of the familiar. The familiar will likely get you killed here."

"Melting my silverware will likely get you killed here," I retorted.

"The utensil was not the point."

"The hell it wasn't. I stole that for a birthday gift for myself at Pizza Barn last year. Where the hell am I going to find another one of those for free?"

He shot me a confused glance and asked, "You are John, right?"

"Yeah."

"John Cheese? Friend of David Wong?"

"Yes." "And there's not another John Cheese in this town somewhere who also happens to be friends with David Wong?"

"No, just me. David doesn't have any friends who aren't named John Cheese, either."

He stared at me for a second, but I couldn't tell if it was in disbelief or annoyance. Instead of responding, he reached into the other side of the sink and pulled out a glass. It was the one I had broken just minutes ago, except it wasn't broken anymore. I knew it was the same glass because it's the only one I had that wasn't made of plastic or paper.

"This is message number two."

"Holy shit," I gasped. "You have the power to control dishes!"

"Remember, John, that-what?"

"Man, that's incredibly cool, but what the hell could you even possibly do with a power like that?"

"No," he began, "you're missing the poi-"

"What a rip-off, huh? Of all the powers you could have been born with - flying, clairvoyance, shooting fire out of your ass - you get stuck with the power to manip-"

"I don't have the power to manipulate dishes. What is wrong with you? I'm just here to deliver you a few messages, and you're completely missing the whole point."

"Oh, yeah. 'Message number two: if you happen to drop a plate, don't go out and buy another one. I've got that shit covered. Also, I hope you don't mind eating your pizza in one piece because I melted your fucking-"

He turned and strode for the door.

"Hey, where are you going? Is that it? You just melt my silverware, fix my glass, and then take off?"

He continued leaving.

Without turning around, he opened the door and said, "The third message is 'Walk the dog.'"
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So there I was, naked.

I was in my bathroom, standing in front of the shower, half asleep. Naked, like I said. I was staring sleepily at the floor, realizing that the hair on my ass was actually visible in my shadow.

So anyway, I reach out to turn on the shower and the water, it just stops in mid-air.

I don't mean the water hovered there, frozen in time. That would be crazy. No, the spray was coming down about twelve inches from the nozzle, then breaking and splattering as if hitting something solid. Like it was blocked by an invisible hand.

I stood there outside the shower stall, squinting in dull confusion. I'm not the smartest guy at any time of the day but at six in the morning I have an IQ of about 75. I vaguely thought it was some kind of plumbing problem.

I glanced to my left and recoiled at the sight of a pale sasquatch thing in the vanity mirror, then realized it was my own reflection. Do they make back hair trimmers?

I looked back into the shower, at the interrupted umbrella-shaped spray of water, resisting the impulse to reach out and touch the space the water couldn't seem to pass through. Fear was slowly bubbling up into my brain. Hairs stood up on my back.

Then, the spray changed. The part of the flow furthest from me slowly returned to normal, the water shooting past the invisible obstruction in a gentle arc. The unseen thing was passing out of the spray. It wasn't until the falling water looked completely normal again that I realized this meant the invisible thing that had been blocking the water was now moving toward me.
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I jumped back, waking up fast. I moved so quick that I thought the half-open shower curtain had blown back from the wind of it. But that wasn't right, because the curtain didn't return right to its normal shape. It stayed bulged outward, something unseen pushing against it.

The curtain fell straight again. Now there was no sign of the thing, nothing in bathroom but the radio static sound of the shower splattering against tile.

I stood there, heart pounding so hard I was getting dizzy. I slowly put a hand out, tentative, toward the curtain, through the space the unseen thing had passed...

Nothing.

I decided to forget about the shower. I cranked off the water, turned toward the door and

I saw something. Or I almost did. Just out of the corner of my eye, a dark shape, a black figure whipping through the doorway just out of sight. Like a shadow without the man.

I couldn't have seen it for more than a tenth of a second, but I did see it. The shape, black, formless, like a walking ink blot. It was imprinted in my brain from that flash of a glance.

I had seen it before.

Illustration by Nedroid

I stepped out of the bathroom wearing only a freezing layer of sweat. I surveyed my bedroom and saw nothing unusual.

I hurriedly dressed, pulling on khakis. Still naked from the waist up, I crept through the house, looking for signs of the shadow thing. The only sound was a percussive hammering inside my ears. My own heartbeat.

I noticed two green beer bottles had been knocked off the coffee table, but I think they were already like that. The dog was asleep in the kitchen.

See? There's nothing there. Now.

I stood in the middle of my living room, breathing like I had run a marathon. Actually, that would equal no breathing at all because if I ever tried to run a marathon I'd drop dead of a heart attack after the first quarter mile.

I finally retreated to my room, grabbing a black T-shirt with a store logo on the back. I had de-wrinkled it by leaving it on a hanger for 24 hours.

On the way back through the living room I stopped and propped the front door open. I figured the dark thing might float out on its own, like a fly. What else could I do? I was already late for work.

And as if all this wasn't bad enough, I couldn't find my name tag. Shit. And here I had just gotten onto a guy for not wearing his not two days ago. It wasn't in my truck.

I let the dog out and slammed the door behind me, trembling all over, sweat drying in itchy patches all over my body. Figures made of shadow flicked across my mind. I tried to push down my fear with anger, the only thing inside me strong enough for the job.

Something came into my house, I told myself. An intruder came and scared the shit out of me, and it had no damned right.

I never found my name tag. Maybe the Shadow Man stole it and was working the counter at the video store right now.

I threw myself inside my Bronco and pulled away, watching my little bungalow shrink in my rear view mirror. Freaking shadow people. In my house. And one thought pulsing through my brain, over and over:

It's starting again.

Page 3 ->

Go back to the first page

Go to Table of Contents

Table of Contents

JDatE

JDatE Forums

It's my own fault, everything that happened later. My first mistake was I didn't tell anybody about what I saw that morning, not at first. And by "anybody" I mean my one friend, John, and my girlfriend Amy.

Amy would just get worried, I figured, and she had enough on her mind with college and all. John, he would go online and tell all his internet friends about it. David saw a ghost again! WoooooooOOO!

I hate that shit. I hate talking about it, any of it. The type of people who want to listen aren't worth telling the story to. Not you, of course, but the nutjobs, the ones who are just so ready to believe. How do they know I'm not crazy? It pisses me off.

The only ones worse are the people who do think I'm crazy. Arrogant bastards, they piss me off even more. Get me talking about this and I wind up pissing in every direction. Set me in the yard and use me as a lawn sprinkler.

So I took what I saw that morning and stuffed it into the glove compartment of my mind, along with all of the unpaid parking tickets and most of my memories of high school. Still, it made for long nights in that empty little house, laying in bed and staring into the shadows. Like a little kid, studying the closet for monsters. You shouldn't still be doing that shit at age 25. You shouldn't still be working at a video store at that age, either, I guess, or signing petitions with the name Thong Bonerstorm.

Anyway, my point is that by the time the Shadow People entered my life again a few weeks later, I had almost forgotten about the incident. Almost.

What happened was I was visiting Amy, who - as I think I mentioned - was away at college. The school is a little more than two hours from here.

(You'll notice, by the way, that I'm intentionally leaving out any city names along with any other clues that would help you pinpoint where all this happened. The last time we went public with this stuff, kids started showing up here, driving past the house and snapping pictures with little digital cameras to post on their blogs and leaving empty beer cans on my lawn. Needless to say, the names aren't real, either.)

Where was I? Oh yeah, I was visiting Amy and we had to go to their on-campus clinic late at night because she threw out her back after she "accidentally" had a "fall" from the "top bunk of her bed" while we were "porking." It's an amusing story that she has asked me not to tell. Anyway, I was in their waiting room and flipping through some kind of newsletter for their medical school. Like a slap in the face I see:

Experiment Glimpses the 'Shadow Man' Inside

Researchers on campus are drawing worldwide attention, thanks to some new findings that may shed light on the hallucinations and feelings of paranoia common in patients suffering from schizophrenia and other psychiatric diseases. The experiment, conducted by cognitive neuroscientist Marvin Welsh and assisted by psychologist Fredrick S. Pratt and research assistant Kelly Glass, was performed on a 32 year-old patient with no history of psychiatric illness. However, using electrical stimulation of the temporoparietal cortex, researchers were able to reproduce the sensation of a ghostly "shadow person" in the room.

The patient described the being as silent and of indeterminate sex, usually standing behind him or otherwise "just out of sight." He spoke of the being as sentient and said phrases such as, "It doesn't want us doing this."

"Here you have a schneiderian symptom of schizophrenia in a patient with absolutely no history of the disease, brought on completely by electrical stimulation," said Dr. Welsh. "But remember this is one patient and there are plans for a larger—

There was a black and white photo of two guys who looked like professors and a girl who looked like she was really hot. I skipped to the end of the article and saw an e -mail address for the guy in charge, Dr. Welsh.

I dug a scrap of paper from my pocket, a receipt from a trip to the drug store that morning for Cheetos and condoms and two bottles of Mountain Dew Code Red. On the back I jotted down the e-mail address and snapped the magazine closed before Amy could come back and start a conversation about it.

That next day I drove back home, rushed in the door and turned on my television to watch Ultimate Fighting. I had completely forgotten about the whole experiment thing.

A week later, though, I went through those pants as I was about to throw them in the wash and the scrap of paper fell out. I sat down and fired off an e-mail to the guy, told him I saw a shadow person in my bathroom while it was taking a shower and wanted to know if I could get ahold of the guy in the experiment to tell him he wasn't crazy. They weren't keen on that idea, confidentiality I guess. They wanted to talk to me instead.

They convinced me to meet with them, partly by offering me money but mostly because I am a retard. They wanted to hook my brain up to the machine with the electrodes, like the guy in the experiment. I agreed, in what has to be one of the all-time most monstrously stupid decisions in human history.

I couldn't help it. Somehow the idea of gathering together smart people, in a well-lit lab, talking about all this... I don't know. I don't know what I was expecting. I guess I pictured them making this shadow thing appear and somehow we all see it, not just me, and then this whole thing would become someone else's problem. Also, they promised me money.

So I ducked out of town that Saturday and drove back to the college, telling John I was visiting Amy and telling Amy I was visiting John, hoping I didn't somehow run into her on campus. Yes, I was lying to the people closest to me. I did it according to this equation:

l = E x «

Which can be translated as "One small lie saves an infinite amount of explanation." I use it all the time. I've used it on you already.

I had been picturing a big well-lit lab with huge computers lining the walls with those reel-to-reel things on them. It turned out to be a crappy little office on campus with broken air conditioning. I was sweating the whole time (this was in late August). I got there at nine in the morning and they greeted me and shook my hand and thanked me for coming. I filled out a stack of release forms a half inch thick. Then, the questions started.

It was excruciating. Hours passed. They asked me question after question after question, about my mom and how she was in and out of institutions, about how I never knew my dad, about whether I had headaches and what kind of food I ate.

The main guy was a huge man with a black goatee with silver streaks in it. He was Dr. Welsh, it turned out. There was the Psychologist, Dr. Pratt, who asked me to call him Fred. There was a girl there helping out, Kelly, who I remembered from the photo in the newsletter. She had a tiny ring in her nose and black hair and an adorable, round face. She oozed sweetness and kept giggling and touching my arm when we talked.

What a stupid bastard I was, not to see it coming.

Questions and questions and questions. All the way through lunch time. They even did the thing with the ink blots, like in the movies, showing me ten pieces of white cardboard with blobs on them, the guy sitting behind me and tapping on his laptop so fast I think he was trying to take down everything I said. All I could hear was that clattering of the keys and it made me a nervous wreck. Was that part of the test?

Dr. Fred: Just take your time. You can turn the cards around if it helps you.

Me: Okay.

It looks like a wolf, a mutant wolf with four eyes.

Two ducks, high-fiving each other after winning the Super Bowl.

Two hermaphrodites fucking a model of one of the fighter spaceships from Independence Day.

A guy running over me on a motorcycle. I can see the bottom of his boots sticking out the sides, like I'm looking up at him at the moment it runs over my face.

A Moth Man, with snapping jaws on his wings.

A pool of blood with a severed penis laying at the top. Aftermath of a cock bomb.

Two hands about to thumb wrestle.

A predatory bird, wings folded, staring right at me. It's pissed.

A clown with pointy hair, a grin full of sharpened teeth spread wide. The thing at the bottom is a potato he's eating sideways.

Two crabs puking up chunks of a turkey they had just eaten.

They kept sending me out to this waiting room while they went and huddled in the office and probably talked about how crazy I was.

Then, finally, they took me to a different building near the clinic me and Amy had been to on my last visit. The facility was mostly empty on a Saturday. They took me down a hall, me and the huge Dr. Welsh and Fred the friendly psychologist and Kelly the button-cute assistant in the tight T-shirt.

The four of us piled into the little room with the machine and all the wires. Only three of us would come out.

Pic from Abandoned Photography
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It took 45 minutes for them to wire me up, the girl shaving tiny spots in my skull to hook up the little wires. They huddled around computer monitors and calibrated instruments and muttered to each other and peeled off the wires and stuck them back on again about 37 times. It occurred to me that maybe I didn't have the exact brain they were expecting. Oh, well.

They muttered to each other some more before finally the enormous Dr. Welsh stepped in front of me.

"Are you comfortable, David?"

"No. I have wires and shit stuck to my head. But it's okay."

I saw the girl, Kelly, smile behind him.

"It won't be much longer. We appreciate all of your patience."

He walked around behind me. I was a bundle of nerves. I felt an ache from my fingers and realized I was gripping the arm rests of the chair.

I made eye contact with Kelly. She gave a small smile and said, "Are you nervous?"

"I don't think that's the word for it."

"Don't worry about it. We're here in case anything goes wrong."

"I'm not worried about things going wrong. Look, guys, I'm not sure this was a good idea."

Welsh reappeared to my left, said, "It's completely up to you, David," in a voice that barely concealed his desire to punch me.

"Okay," I said, "just remember, we start this thing, the second I ask you to turn it off, you turn it off. Right?"

"Of course, of course."

"The very second. Because if this dark bastard appears, I'm gonna stop this thing real fast."

"Of course."

"And if I ask everybody to run out of the room as fast as they can, they'll do it, right?"

Kelly giggled. She studied my face and abruptly stopped giggling.

"I'm serious, guys."

"We completely understand," said Welsh. "Just try to remain calm and remember that nothing you're seeing is real. We're monitoring your heart rate and Kelly here will be watching you so even if you are unable to-"

"-Wait, wait, wait. How do you know it's not real?"

"Well... as we explained earlier, we're stimulating a very specialized part of the brain that helps you differentiate the self from the outside world. We believe overactivity of this area causes us to project a 'shadow' self that..."

"Yeah, yeah. That's your theory. But how do you know the shadow people aren't really there, but just invisible to most of us? And that this thing you're stimulating is just the part of us that let's us see them?"

"Is that what you believe?"

"I don't know, I'm just saying. As scientists, you know. Got to keep an open mind."

"Now, again, you've just seen them the one time, isn't that correct? The encounter in your bathroom?"

I wish.

"Pretty much. I think I may have seen them once or twice otherwise."

If the electrodes on my skull had been hooked to a lie detector, it would have exploded into flames.

"Are you sure you want to go through with this?"

"Yeah, turn it on."

"If we do, and we're able to manufacture these halluc-these phenomena, would you consider seeking treatment?"

"Probably not."

"Why?"

"Can't afford it."

"No other reason?"

"No."

I pictured bits of flaming lie detector flying across the room.

I let out a breath and said, "Let's do this."

They hesitated, then turned some dials and flipped some switches and muttered to each other.

Nothing happened. At first.

Kelly came into view. I smiled at her, she smiled back. A college campus was a dangerous place for a man already engaged to another woman. Fred the Psychologist also stepped into view, a good looking guy with black hair in a Ceasar cut. The gigantic Dr. Welsh was behind me, still operating the equipment, I guess.

Dr. Fred said, "Everything okay?"

"I think so. Still hot in here."

"We'd bring that fan closer but it interferes with the equipment."

"It's okay. The air is broken in my truck so I'm used to - OH HOLY FUCK! THERE IT IS! THERE!"

A figure, black as midnight, casually stepped into view. Silent. Standing right there in the room, next to a little table with a coffee maker on it. The coffee maker had a "Mr. Coffee" logo on the front. The shadow passed across it, moving to the center of the room and - I swear I saw this - the moment it passed the coffee machine the logo changed from "Mr. Coffee" to "Braun."

What the fuck?

Kelly, new to this, flinched and put her hands over her mouth. She was in the room with an actual crazy person. Dr. Fred was more controlled. He asked, "Where is it now, David?"

My guts jumped, feeling like the cables had been cut on my elevator. My eyes were locked on the shadow thing, drifting across the room like an airborne oil slick. In a flash I thought I saw a pair of burning embers

where its eyes would be, the only interruption of color in a being that was otherwise the deep black of outer space.

When it wasn't moving it gave a perfect impression of a man-shaped hole carved into reality with a surgeon's scalpel. A hole that revealed absolutely nothing behind it. Nothing at all.

"It's standing right next to you! Turn it off! Fuck! Turn it off! What the shit was I thinking?!?"

Dr. Welsh was already working behind me. I started ripping wires off my head.

Dr. Fred said, "Okay, okay. He's turning it off now. Do you still see it?"

Kelly crossed her arms and pushed hair behind her ear, glancing nervously at the two men. The shadow thing moved toward her, not three feet away. She had no idea it was there. No idea what was about to happen.

"WE HAVE TO GET OUT OF HERE! NOW! OH, SHIT, WHY AM I SO FUCKING STUPID?!?"

I stood up in the chair, yanking some box off the table behind me because it was still attached. I threw aside a wire and took a step toward Kelly, snatching out at her arm.

"COME ON!"

She flinched away from me, a look of terror and revulsion that only panhandlers are usually treated to. The shadow man slid closer to her, inches away. I reached out to grab her arm and felt arms around me, holding me back.

I was being restrained by Dr. Welsh, the man having probably 70 pounds and six inches on me. He shouted calming things into my ear, told me to settle down. I screamed something about him being a retard and that we had to get out and get out now.

A whisp of blackness drifted off the shadow man, something like an arm but without any bones, limp and serpentine. It brushed Kelly's cheek.

She screamed. She bent over at the waist, hands clawing at her hair, shrieking like she was trying to break a window with the sound.

I tried to twist out of the grip of the man behind me. I could hear Dr. Fred back there rustling around in a box or drawer, probably trying to come up with a sedative for me.

"Kelly!" I screamed. "KELLY! HEY! Look at me!"

She raised her head, still screaming, pausing only to take in harsh swallows of breath to fuel the next one.

"Kelly! Run!"

The shadow man reached over, silently swiping a black hand across Kelly's chin.

Her lower jaw disappeared.

Her tongue flopped uselessly in front of her neck, nothing to support it. A row of upper teeth hovered with nothing to bite down against, surrounded by a grotesque clown's smile of exposed muscle and torn skin. I could see that little dangling thing hanging in the back of her throat. The girl's eyes bulged with a look of crippling dread and confusion unlike anything I had ever seen on a face before.

Her scream turned into the garbled squeal of a dying animal. The hands were no longer holding me, I was no longer struggling. Everything in the room went still, everything but the choking screams.

The shadow man moved across the girl, drifting over her like an eclipse. It passed, moved on across the room, and shrunk itself into a stream floating through the air like a puff of cigar smoke. It poured itself into a spot on the wall where I noticed a picture hung, a photo of a dozen or so guys in lab coats. The shadow man's remains spilled into the photo like it was a window. Then, it was gone. The photo, I noticed, suddenly seemed to be missing three or four people.

I looked back at Kelly in time to see her fall to pieces. Fingers, a hand, a forearm, all fell to the carpet in neat, dry chunks, like pieces of a broken doll.

Next, shoulders and chest and abdomen fell off in slices and blocks, bits of shirt still neatly in place, tumbling softly to the carpet as if she had been made of cans of spam. I watched numbly as the mangled face landed atop a scattered pile of pink parts of what had been Kelly Glass. Disassembled.

The parts melted into the floor in a puddle of marbled pink and brown syrup. One second later the puddle vanished, leaving behind empty carpet.

Welsh's meaty arms let go of me and I went to the floor, on my hands and knees. I couldn't breathe.

My fault. My fault. My fault. Oh, Kelly, I'm so sorry...

"Are you okay?"

That was Dr. Fred, from the back of the room.

From the floor, I said, "Please tell me you saw that."

"Saw what, David? Did you see the shadow man?"

"The girl, asshole. Kelly. Did you see what happened to her?"

"The girl? Do you see a girl, David?"

I sat back, on the floor, crossing my legs. I looked a the photo on the wall. Eight guys in lab coats. I shook my head but didn't say anything. Dr. Welsh spoke up.

"Can you describe her? Is she here now?"

"Kelly. Her name was Kelly." I tried to remember her name from the article. "Glass, Kelly Glass."

I craned my neck and caught Dr. Fred giving Welsh a raised eyebrow. Kelly who?

Welsh said, "Would you mind if we tried that again? On another day maybe?"

"I'm going home."

I stood and walked out. Before I left campus, I walked over to the waiting room of the clinic, found the newsletter and flipped to the article about the experiment...

Experiment Glimpses the 'Shadow Man' Inside

Researchers on campus are drawing worldwide attention, thanks to some new findings that may shed light on the hallucinations and feelings of paranoia common in patients suffering from schizophrenia and other psychiatric diseases. The experiment, conducted by cognitive neuroscientist Marvin Welsh and assisted by psychologist Fredrick S. Pratt and research assistant Mark Hoagland, was performed on a...

In the black and white photo, instead of Kelly Glass there was some tall geeky guy with poof ball hair.

So sorry, Kelly, I thought. So, so sorry.

Illustration by Nedroid

I drove home. Once again, I didn't say a word about it to anybody.

Weeks passed. Nothing happened. The leaves changed color, to be sheared off the branches by gusts of wind. Halloween decorations appeared. People started playing football. Eventually, I stopped leaving a light on at night.

Maybe, I thought, I was wrong. Maybe the dark thing that strode into that little room hadn't looked me right in the eye, maybe it hadn't torn that girl out of reality just to teach me a lesson. Maybe it wasn't all about me, after all.

Then, exactly 64 days after they hooked that machine up to my brain and opened the door to that dark place and let that thing in, I found something in my bed. Or rather, it found me.
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There exists in this world a spider the size of a dinner plate, a foot wide if you include the legs. It's called the Goliath Bird-Eating spider, or the "Goliath Fucking Bird-Eating Spider" by those who have actually seen one.

It doesn't eat only birds - it mostly eats rats and insects - but they still call it the "Bird-Eating Spider" because the fact that it can eat a bird is probably the most important thing to know about it. If you run across one of these things, like in your closet or crawling out of your bowl of soup, the first thing somebody will say is, "Watch it, man, that thing can eat a fucking bird."

I don't know how they catch the birds. I know the Goliath Fucking Bird-Eating Spider can't fly because if it could, it would have a different name entirely. We would call it "Sir" because it would be the dominant species on the planet. None of us would leave the house unless a Goliath Fucking Flying Bird-Eating Spider said it was okay.

I've seen one of these things, at a zoo when I was in High School. I was 15, face breaking out in acne and getting fatter by the day, staring open-mouthed at this monster pawing at the glass wall of its cage. Big as both of my hands. The guys around me were giggling and punching each other in the arm and some girl was squealing behind me. But me, I didn't make a sound. I couldn't. There was nothing but a pane of glass between me and that thing.

For months after I'd watch the dark corners of my bedroom at night, for hairy legs as thick as a finger, poking out from behind a stack of comic books and video game magazines. I expected to find strands of spider web as thick as fishing line in my closet, bulging in clumps of half-eaten sparrows. Or spider droppings in my shoes, little turds laced with bits of feather. Or piles of pink eggs, yolked with baby spiders already the size of golf balls.

And even now, ten years later, I glance between the sheets at night before pushing my legs in, some part of my subconscious still looking for the huge spider crouching in the shadows.

I bring this up now, in the wake of the Shadow Man incident, because the Goliath was the first thing that popped into my mind later that fall when I woke up with something biting my leg.

I had been dead asleep, wrapped up like a burrito against the autumn chill in the room. I felt a pinch on my ankle, like digging needles. The Goliath Fucking Bird-Eating Spider leapt out of the fog of my sleepy imagination as I flung the blankets aside. I fully expected to find eight furry legs and a bundle of shiny black eyes looking back.

I didn't. It was too dark.

I sat up and squinted down at my leg. Movement, in the shadows. I swung my leg off the bed and I could feel the weight of whatever was biting me, clinging to the ankle and heavy as a can of beer.

A spastic jolt of panic ripped through me and I kicked out with the leg, grunting in the chill air of my dark bedroom, trying to shake off the little biting whatever-it-was. The thing went flying across the room, passing through a shaft of moonlight spilling in around my blinds. In that brief second I saw a flash of jointed legs - lots of legs - and antennae and a tail. Armored plates like a lobster. The whole thing was as long as my forearm.

What in the name of—
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The creature flew across the bedroom and hit the wall, landing behind a basket of laundry. I stood up out of the bed, squinting, edging around the room. I couldn't see anything in the darkness. I backed up, heart hammering, felt the wall press against my back.

My eyes flicked around the room, looking for something to use as a weapon. Too freaking dark. I pawed around at the jumble of objects on my night stand, saw something jutting out from under a copy of Entertainment Weekly. Round and slim, I thought it maybe was the hilt of a knife.

I grabbed it and threw it, realizing only after it was airborne that it was my asthma inhaler. I reached again, grabbed for what looked like the heaviest object on the table, something shaped like a can of soup. I chucked it. It clanged lightly off the opposite wall and I remembered it was an empty can of Slim-Fast.

I grabbed the table lamp, a novelty item that consisted of a naked bulb jutting out of a stained glass sculpture of a turkey. A birthday present from John. I yanked the cord from the wall and raised the turkey by the neck, holding it over my shoulder like a quarterback photographed in mid-throw. I saw the creature move.

It skittered across the floor, out the door, into the living room. I got another quick look at the little monster. It had legs all over it, walking on half a dozen legs with another half dozen sticking up in the air like dreadlocks, like the thing was made to keep running even on its back. The sight of the thing froze me. That awful, primal, paralyzing terror that only comes with seeing something completely alien.

I lowered the lamp and forced myself to take a step forward. I tried to control my breathing, standing there only in boxer shorts. I risked a glance down at my leg and saw a crimson stripe bleeding down from the bite. The little bastard.

I slooooowly peered through the doorway to the living room. Not quite as dark in here, the street light outside spilling half-hearted ribbons of light on the floor, writhing among shadows of wind-blown tree branches. No sign of the creature. I heard a scratchy rustle from the kitchen tiles to my left and felt my bowels loosen. It was the dog.

Molly stepped sleepily toward me, a knee-high reddish shape topped by two eyes reflecting bluish moonlight. I caught the faint blur of a wagging tail behind her. She was looking right at me, wondering why I was up, wondering why I smelled like terror sweat, wondering if I had any snacks on me. I looked to the wall across the room and squinted to find the light switch over there. Ten feet of floor between me and it. My feet had never been so bare.

I brandished the turkey lamp and watched the floor as I took a tentative step toward the switch. Those little naked toes. That bug thing probably looks at those like the ears on a chocolate bunny. A second step, a third, half way there—

Something heavy thumped onto my head, twitchy legs tangling in my hair. I threw my hands up and the monster climbed over my ear and onto my shoulder. I felt itchy little legs all over my face and neck. I heard the turkey lamp hit the floor with a crash.

I grabbed the little monster around the body, rigid little legs bending under my hands. I tried to pull it off. I couldn't, the feet were sticky somehow and the skin stretched away from my shoulder with it. I heard a screeching sound, like steam from a teapot, and vaguely realized it was me.

Sharp mandibles filled the view in my right eye and a second later I felt a stab of pain that seared through my skull. I lost vision in that eye and thought the fucker had plucked out my eyeball. I let out a scream of rage and grabbed bundles of legs with both hands, ripping them away from the skin. I felt wetness and realized the bastard had left one leg behind, the foot still attached to my shoulder. But I was free of the monster now, the thing thrashing around in my hands like a chicken.

Look at that mouth, I thought, wildly. You could fit a golf ball in there.

I looked around with my one good eye, trying to find a container I could cram the creature into. I thought of the laundry basket I had in my room. I headed that way.

Into the bedroom. I kicked over the plastic basket, dumping the clothes. I dunked the beast inside and turned the basket over, imprisoning it. I stomped a foot down on top of the basket and looked around the room for something heavy.

I reached over and knocked the shit off my night stand. I picked it up, the drawers falling onto the floor as I did, and laid it sideways on top of the basket. Good and heavy. There were vertical slots in the basket and the creature stuck a leg through. It couldn't crawl out but I suspected it could bite through the plastic eventually. I'd have to watch it.

I sat heavily on the bed, breathing through my mouth. Face wet and sticky. Cringing, I lifted a tentative hand to the right side of my face, expecting to find a squishy eyeball laying on my cheek. I didn't. I winced as I felt around the eyelid, raw skin stinging at my touch. Everything felt torn and ragged up there. I blinked and tried looking through the eye, found I could a little bit. It was already swelling shut, though.

I looked around on the carpet among the stuff I spilled from the nightstand and found my cell phone. I dialed the only person on planet Earth I could call in a situation like this. John's number rang twice before I glanced down, let out a disgusted hiss, and dropped the phone to the bed.

The creature's leg, the one that broke off when I was pulling it off me, was still stuck to my shoulder. I grabbed it and pulled it and it would not come free, just pulling up the skin like a circus tent. The foot was hooked in somehow, dug in like a tick. I pinched the skin between two fingers and tried to get a close look at it. Too close to my face to see clearly. I felt the panic creep back in.

I couldn't tell the exact point where the severed leg ended and the patch of skin on my shoulder began. It was like the leg had fused to it somehow. I pulled and twisted. Nothing, like trying to pull off one of my own fingers.

I was getting seriously pissed off at this point. I stomped out of the bedroom and into the kitchen. I yanked open several drawers until I found a utility knife, just a handle with a little one-inch razor blade that extends from the end. Molly came trotting in behind me, figuring maybe I was making a snack and she could get some scraps.

I pulled out a long wooden spoon and stuck it sideways in my mouth to give me something to bite down on. I stabbed the tip of the blade in at the base of where the monster's foot was wedged into my skin, and started prying. I growled and cursed around the spoon. A thick droplet of blood ran down my chest like candle wax.

It took twenty minutes. At the end I had the six inch-long jointed leg in my hand, like a baby crab leg, with a little dot of bloody skin and fat on the end that used to be part of me. I held a bundle of wet paper towels to the wound, smears of blood making my abdomen look like a finger painting. I took the monster's leg and put it in a plastic container from my cabinet. I leaned against the counter, eyes closed, taking slow breaths.

I had taken one step back toward the bedroom when a knock came at the door.
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I froze, decided not to answer it, then realized it may be John. Probably saw my number on his caller ID and knew things must have taken a turn for the shitty, since it's three in the morning and all. I went into the bedroom, glancing down at the caged beast. It had two legs through a slot in the plastic but had made no progress toward biting its way out. I put on a pair of sweatpants and opened the door.

It was a cop.

A young guy. I knew him, name was Franky something. Went to high school with me.

I straightened up and said, "What can I do for you, officer?"

He glanced down at my torso, where I was holding a pink and red wad of paper towels over a freely bleeding wound, and then back to my face where one eye was swollen shut under a ragged eyelid caked with dried blood. He had a hand resting on the butt of his gun, not tense at all but alert, the way cops are.

He began with, "Who else is in the house, sir?"

"It's fine. I mean, uh, nobody. I live here alone. I mean, my girlfriend lives here with me, but she's away at school right now. So it's just me. Everything's fine. I just have a problem with, uh-"

Think. Say the dog did it. NO, don't do that. They'd take her to the pound. Tell him it was a possum. No! A badger!

"-Something, uh, came into the house. Some kind of, um, animal."

"You mind if I come in, sir?"

No right answer to that, since he clearly thought I had a butchered prostitute in here somewhere. I stepped aside without a word. Sir. That "sir" shit was irritating me. He was my age. I went to parties with this guy in school, watched him play teabag twister with underwear on his head.

Burgess, I thought. That's his name. Franky Burgess.

He walked past me and I flipped on the living room light. The place was a mess. I mean, it had been a mess before - the blood I dripped on the carpet actually blended with a nearby coffee stain. But a few steps into the house gave a clear view into the open kitchen, where drawers had been flung open and a roll of paper towels had fallen onto the floor and a pile of plastic lids had spilled out of a cabinet.

A couple of steps after that and he would have a view of the main bedroom, where it looked like a bomb had gone off. And where an alien monster was trapped under an overturned laundry basket with a piece of furniture piled on top of it.

He moved into the kitchen and I followed him. He stopped to pat Molly on the head in passing. I heard a skittering sound from the bedroom, whipped my head around and saw the monster trying desperately to escape between the plastic bars of his laundry basket prison. I glanced at the cop. He gave no notice.

Can't he hear that?

He looked at the bloody box-cutter on the counter, then glanced back at me and my several bloody wounds. I walked casually backward, stopping in front of the bedroom door, leaning against the door frame as if I wasn't somehow trying to block the view of the room with my body.

"Yeah, that," I said, nodding toward the little knife, "I cut myself a few times, no big deal, I was... trying to get this thing off me. I think it was a possum or-"

-Badger! Say badger!

"-Something, I couldn't get a look at it. It was clawing me up pretty bad."

"Can you step aside, sir?"

Screw it. Let this thing bite his eyes out, what do I care. Go right in, Franky.

I stepped aside and Franky the Cop entered the bedroom. His eyes flicked around the room, surveying the carnage, then finally landed on the overturned basket. Five armored little legs writhed around between the plastic slats. The cop casually looked away and glanced into my closet. He looked back at me, seeming bored.

"So, did you kill it or what?"

I glanced down at the beast in the basket. In full view. Jaws clicking against the plastic, a sound like a dog gnawing on a bone. It had gotten a few legs entirely through the basket and was now pulling its body through. Strong for its size. All this went entirely unnoticed by Officer Burgess.

He doesn't see it.

"Uh, no. I tried to trap it."

I looked down at the basket. The thing had its head out now. Franky looked down. Bored. Looked back at me.

"Have you had anything to drink tonight, sir?"

"Couple of beers, earlier. Six hours ago."

"Have you taken anything else?"

"Like meth? No."

"Can you tell me what day it is?"

The alien creature had a third of its body out of the basket. There was a thick piece of armor around its abdomen that was wedged in the plastic now. It had four legs working on the problem.

"Tuesday ni-uh, I mean, I guess it's Wednesday morning. October 29th. I'm not high."

"Who's the president of the United States?"

Al Go-

"George Bush. Come on, I'm fine."

"The neighbors are worried about you. They heard a lot of noise in here..."

"You try waking up with some animal biting you in your sleep."

"This isn't the first time we've been out here, is it?"

I sighed.

"No."

"You put some weight on top of that basket there."

"I told you, I was trying to trap it-"

"-No, the basket was you trying to trap it. I'm thinking the weight is on there because you thought you had trapped it."

"What? No. It was dark. I-"

The monster pulled the widest piece of shell through the bars. Half way out, the hard half.

"Is it possible you made all those cuts yourself? With that knife in there?"

"What? No. I-"

I don't think so...

"Why do you keep looking down there?"

I took a step back out of the room.

"No reason."

"Do you see something down there, Mr. Wong?"

I turned my eyes up to the cop. I was sweating again.

"No, no."

"Have we been seeing things tonight?"

I didn't answer.

"Because this wouldn't be the first time, would it?"

"That was... no. I'm fine, I'm fine."

I focused on not looking down at the waste basket. The sounds, the sounds of biting and of cracking plastic, had stopped.

I couldn't hold out any more. I looked down.

It was gone.

I felt my guts turn to lead. I glanced around the room, checked the ceiling. Nowhere.

The cop turned and left the room.

"Why don't you come with me, Mr. Wong, and I'll take you to the emergency room."

"What? No, no. I'm fine. The cuts are no big deal."

"Don't look minor to me."

"No, no. It's fine. Put it in your report that I refused treatment. I'm fine."

"You got any family that live here in town?"

"No."

"Nobody? Parents, aunts, uncles?"

"Long story."

"There a friend we can call?"

"I called somebody already. John."

I said John's last name and the cop recognized it. He asked me what John was doing these days and I mumbled something, glancing everywhere trying to find the creature.

"And John's on his way?"

"Hopefully."

"Well, tell you what, I'll hang out here until John gets here. Keep you company. In case the animal comes back."

I couldn't think of anything that would make this guy leave, short of punching him and forcing him to haul me in. That hardly seemed like a solution, though. I heard a thump on the floor nearby and realized Molly was curling up to go back to sleep. Situation appeared under control to her, I guess.

The cop can stay as long as he wants, I thought. As long as he doesn't go to the tool shed.

Franky the Cop turned to me at that moment and said, "I'm going to have a look around outside."

I let the cop go out the back door, but didn't offer to follow him. I guess he wanted to do a walkaround of the yard to make sure there wasn't a corpse out there. Let him.

Just not the shed, man, please. Not the shed.

As soon as he was out of sight I moved back through the kitchen, into the living room and then through to the bedroom looking for--Wait, was that it? A blur, around the corner into the second bedroom.

I crept along the wall and looked into the little room. Stacked along the back wall was cardboard boxes I had failed to unpack when I moved in three years ago. Next to them was a little computer desk and an old computer I barely used. Some old shoes on the floor. I flipped on the light, checked the ceiling, checked everywhere. No monster.

I backed out and backtracked through the living room. I heard the sound of steps through crackling leaves and saw the cop outside, passing the window. He was doing a cursory look around the yard with a flashlight. I headed for the bathroom, soaked a wash cloth and cleaned the dried blood off me. I gave a nervous glance toward the shower.

I got a Band-Aid on my shoulder and cleaned up the eyelid, flinching with every stinging touch. I went into the bedroom, searching for the monster, even looking in the laundry basket in case the thing had decided to return for some reason. I put on a shirt and fixed my hair in the mirror, thinking I could present a picture of a stable citizen for the cop, make him feel better about leaving.

Before he asks to see the tool shed.

I grabbed my phone from the bed and dialed John again. Three rings and then-

"Hello?"

"John? It's me. Are you on your way?"

"What? Where?"

"I called earlier. What are you doing?"

"I was just enjoying some nice sleeping. Right before you called I was actually having a nightmare that I had woken up, but then I actually thought, 'no, I'm not awake, this is just a nightmare and in reality I'm sleeping and it's awesome. I sure am glad I'm sleeping.' Well, I gotta get up for work so I'm gonna get off here. Bye."

"No, John... are you still there? We got a situation."

"Can it wait until after work tomorrow?"

"No. There's something in my house. A-"

I glanced around for the cop.

"-A creature. It took a chunk out of my leg and then it went for my eye."

"You kill it?"

"No, it's hiding somewhere. It's small."

"How small?"

"Size of a squirrel. Built like an insect. A lot of legs, maybe twelve. It had a mouth like-"

I turned and saw the cop standing in the bedroom doorway.

I nodded sideways toward the phone and said, "This is John. He's on his way."

"Good." He nodded toward the back door. "Do you have a key to that tool shed outside?

Son of a bitch.

I closed the phone without saying goodbye to John.

"Oh, no. I've lost the key, I mean. I haven't been out there in months."

"I've got a pair of bolt cutters out in my trunk. Tell you what, let me open that up for you."

"No, no, that won't be necessary."

"I insist. Let me get the bolt cutters, you don't want to be stuck without your lawn implements. You can finally rake all these leaves out here."

We stared each other down. Man, this just kept getting better and better. I found myself wishing the bug thing would jump down and eat this guy.

"Actually, I think I have a key."

"Good. Get it."

I reached past the cop's shoulder and plucked the tool shed key off the nail next to the back door, where it had been in glaringly plain view this entire time.

I put on some shoes and stepped outside. He let me lead the way out to the shed, staying a few steps back so that he could have time to shoot me in case I decided to wheel on him with fists of fury.

I held out the key and took a deep breath.
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I slipped the key into the padlock and snapped it open. I pulled the tool shed door slightly ajar and turned to the cop.

"What's in here... don't freak out or anything. I collect things. It's a hobby, that's all. And as far as I know, there's nothing illegal here."

Though you could say some of it is, uh, imported.

"Could you go ahead and step back, Sir?"

I stepped back. The cop opened the little shed and stabbed the darkness with a flashlight beam.

I held my breath. He went right to the floor with the light, where a body would be, I guess. He spotlighted my lawnmower. Just a little push mower, Briggs and Stratton. A crust of grass on the wheels.

Then he flicked the flashlight beam to the set of metal shelves along the back and side walls of the toolshed. The beam hit a glass jar the size of a can of paint and illuminated the murky liquid inside.

Officer Franky Burgess stared at it, waiting for his brain to register what he was seeing. Eventually he would figure out it was a late-term fetus, a head the size of a fist, its eyes closed. It had no arms or legs. Its torso had been replaced by a jointed mechanical apparatus that hooked around to a point like the tail of a Seahorse.

I manufactured a chuckle and said, "Heh, uh, I got that off ebay. It's a, uh, prop from a movie."

The cop glanced at me. I glanced away.

He shined his light back onto the shelf. Next to the jar was an ant farm, a children's toy made of two panes of glass with a half-inch layer of sand in between. A colony of ants lived inside and you could watch them make tunnels and lay eggs and scurry around. On this particular ant farm, the tunnels had been dug neatly to spell out the word "HELP."

Next to that was my old XBox, the cables wrapped around it.

He moved the light down a foot, to the shelf below. He passed over a stack of old magazines, not noticing that the top one was an issue of Time depicting a swarm of Secret Service agents around a dead Bill Clinton, the words "WHO DID IT?" blasting across the picture in red.

Next to the magazines was a stuffed red "Tickle Me Elmo" doll, the fur faded with dust. At the moment the light hit it, its sound box crackled to life and in a cartoony voice it said, "Ha ha ha! Five point six inches erect!"

Franky stared at it in puzzlement for several seconds.

"It's, uh, broken," I said, finally.

Franky the cop inched the beam to the next object, a human skull with a single thorn-like protrusion of bone from the middle of the forehead, about the length of a finger and sharpened to a needle point.

He went to the next object and again stopped for much too long for comfort. It was a 38 caliber stainless steel revolver. This one wasn't going to get used in the commission of any crime, though, as the barrel ended it a twisted lump of molten metal that looked like chewed bubble gum.

Next to it was a mason jar containing a twisted, purple tongue suspended in clear liquid. Next to it was a duplicate jar, only with two human eyes floating side by side, trailing a tangled tail of nerves and blood vessels. The cop didn't notice that when the beam swept past the jar, the eyes turned to follow it. Next to the jars was an old battery from my truck, matted with smears of black grime. Where do you throw away one of those things?

The light made it to the bottom, where it found a red plastic gasoline can sitting on the floor next to an old CRT computer monitor with a screen that had been shattered by a gunshot. Next to it was the one thing I didn't want the cop to see. The Box.

We heard crunching leaves behind us.

"Yo, what's up?"

The cop and I turned to see a dark figure with one hand swinging the orange coal of a burning cigarette. John. The cop put the flashlight on him for a second, maybe to make sure he wasn't armed. John wore a flannel shirt and a black baseball cap with the word "HAT" on it in all caps.

I introduced the two and Franky the cop thanked John for coming over. I was hoping Franky would back out of the tool shed because each minute he stood there made me more and more nervous. My eye was throbbing where that thing had bit it. I wondered if I shouldn't have that looked at after all. The wind shifted and I picked up the scent of alcohol from John.

The cop swung the flashlight beam around and spotlighted the floor of the tool shed again. Light fell on The Box.

It was olive green, a military color, and about the size of a microwave oven. The walls were ribbed in a way that suggested it was reinforced or armored somehow. There was no visible latch or lock, and if you tried to open it you'd realize the top wouldn't budge and in fact there was no good place to even put your fingers for leverage. Across the front, stenciled in yellow, were a series of markings that looked like Egyptian hieroglyphs.

It looked like a serious box. It looked like something you'd want to look inside of, if your job was to keep people safe.

Franky nodded toward it.

"What's in the green box there?"

"Don't know."

That was sort of true, I guess.

John said, "We found it in the woods. Layin' in a dent of mud, like it had been dropped there..."

That was pretty much true. I decided maybe I should let John do the talking from now on.

Then he said, "I think it fell out of a UFO."

I closed my eyes and sighed. I said, "You can take it back with you, if you want. Put it in the Lost and Found at the police station."

The cop clicked off the flashlight, then asked John if they could go inside and talk. He then gestured toward the tool shed with the flashlight and said to me, "You want to close that up, Mr. Wong, while I have a word here with John?"

I said that seemed like a fine idea and they headed toward the light of my back door, shoes crunching through the leaves. I shut the tool shed door and clicked the padlock shut, then let out a sigh of relief. The relief lasted approximately four seconds, the time it took me to realize John and Franky the cop were now back inside the house with the murderous bug thing that had tried to eat my eyeball earlier.

I hurried back inside, emerging into the kitchen. I saw John and the cop in my living room having a low conversation out of my hearing, the cop I guess was asking John to babysit me and to call if I showed more signs of craziness. I moved closer and barely heard John say, "...Been real depressed lately..." and wondered what kind of portrait he was painting in there.

I scanned the kitchen for the bug monster, being sure to check the high ground. No sign of it. I closed some of the open drawers and cabinets, tried to straighten up. I made it all the way out of the room before I turned and realized that cabinets would be an ideal hiding place for the bastard. I'd be getting out my cereal tomorrow morning and the thing would launch itself at me. Could I search through them without drawing Franky's attention? Better wait.

I checked the bedroom, again under the guise of straightening up. I lifted my mattress and box springs, I pushed around the clothes in my closet, I checked behind the door. No monster. I got the drawers back in my night stand. My turkey lamp was broken at the base but the light still worked when I plugged it in.

When I came out I saw John and the cop were on the front porch now. Progress. I heard John out there thanking the man for coming out, that he hoped that he would remember me in his prayers because I could really use it right now because my life was really a mess and I was just a complete pathetic loser struggling with my weight and financial problems and alcohol and erectile dysfunction.

I decided to step out onto the porch before John could destroy my reputation further. The cop was already walking back toward his patrol car as John said, "...And his girlfriend is away and she's only got one hand. She lost it in an accident. You can imagine the problems that causes."

Franky was desperately trying to escape the conversation, talking into the little radio mounted on the shoulder of his uniform, letting headquarters know that everything was under control here. John and I stood side by side, said goodbye to his back and watched him go.

We heard a skittering sound at our feet and saw the fucking bug monster run past our shoes. It jumped off the porch and scurried along the leaves and grass, heading right toward the cop. It vanished into the darkness.

John looked down at it, then off at Franky. He turned to me.

"Now... did he bring that thing with him?"

I jumped off the porch, waving my hands. "Wait! Franky! Officer Burgess! Wait!"

He stopped just short of the cop car and turned to me. I opened my mouth to say something but the words retreated back into my throat. A bundle of little armored legs appeared over Franky's left shoulder, touching his bare neck. And he couldn't feel a thing.

From behind me John said, "Franky! Franky! Don't move, man! You got something on you!"

Franky put his hand on the butt of his gun again, looking alertly between me and John as if his crazy person troubles had just multiplied. The monster crawled over Franky's shoulder and put legs on his cheek.

John screamed, "Franky! Do this!" John made a brushing motion on his own cheek, as if waving away a fly. "Seriously! You got something on your face!"

Franky, oblivious to his situation, did not follow these instructions. He started to say something about us not moving any closer.

I lunged.

I threw my hands toward the little monster. I never made it. Franky did something to me that dropped me to my knees, gasping for air. It was some kind of chop to the throat and man, it worked.

I looked up from my knees and for the second time tried to warn Franky and for the second time I was unable to. As I watched, the bug thing crawled around to Franky's chest and then, in a blur, burrowed into his mouth.
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The monster now had the cop's attention. He flung himself to the ground in front of me, his head thunking painfully against the squad car's door on the way down. Franky clawed at his mouth with his hands, gasping, choking, spasming.

I backed away, crawling backward on my ass through the leaves. As I retreated John advanced, saying, "Franky! Franky! Hey!"

Franky wasn't responsive. His arms were locked in front of him, fingers curled, like he was being electrocuted. John turned to me and said, "We gotta get him to the hospital!"

I sat there on the ground, frozen, wishing I could just go back inside and crawl under the covers again.
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John threw open both back doors of the cop car. He dug his hands under Franky's shoulders.

"Dave! Help me!"

I got to my feet and took Franky's ankles. We got him into the back seat of the squad car, John backing out through the opposite door. We closed him up and John took the wheel. I sat down beside him and watched as John hunted around the console for a switch. He found it, flipped it. A siren pierced the night.

He threw it in gear and tore down the street, red and blue flashing off every window in the neighborhood as we raced past.

We blew through an intersection. I pulled on my seatbelt and braced my hands against the dash.

"That thing came in my house, John! It came into my house!"

"I know, I know."

"I woke up and that thing was biting me. In my bed, John!"

"Dude, I'm tryin' to drive."

We turned the corner, rounding a closed restaurant with "FOR SALE" painted on the windows in white shoe polish. We passed the blackened shell of a hardware store that had burned down last year, we passed a trailer park and a used car dealership and a 24-hour adult book store and a skanky motel that never had any vacancies because lots of poor people lived there full-time.

"It was in my house, John! Do you get what I'm saying here? That thing ain't from this world, John. Franky can't even see it. It was on his face and he couldn't see it. It ain't from this world but it was in my house."

I felt my body push against the arm rest on the door and heard squealing tires. John was taking a corner car chase-style. Two blocks up I could see the concrete parking garage for the hospital, the lit windows of the hospital itself looming up behind it. I turned and looked through the wire screen separating us from Franky, who was laying motionless across the back seat, eyes open. His chest was heaving so he wasn't dead.

"Almost there, man! Hold on, okay?"

I turned to John.

"It crawled in his mouth! Did you see it?"

"I saw it."

"Are they gonna be able to help him? You really think the doctors can do somethin'?"

We squealed into the parking lot and followed a sign that said "EMERGENCY" and skidded to a stop in a covered drive-up to the emergency room. We threw open the back door and started dragging Franky through a set of glass doors that slid open for us automatically. Before we got five feet inside, a couple of guys, orderlies I guess, came and started barking questions at us that we had no answers to. Somebody rolled up a gurney.

John started talking, telling the guys that the cop had some kind of a seizure, that he had something in his throat, definitely to check his throat.

I saw a flicker of red and blue lights out of the corner of my eye. Outside the glass doors I saw a second cop car turning in fast, across the parking lot. They probably saw me and John tearing ass through town and followed us here.

The orderlies were rolling away Franky and a third guy showed up, a doctor I guess, taking his vitals. I turned to John to tell him about the second cop car but he had already spotted it. He stepped out through the double doors, onto the sidewalk near Franky's parked patrol car. I followed him out.

"Think we should hang around?" He asked.

"I don't think so. I got that thing with those parking tickets."

"Dude, they're gonna come get us. They'll wanna know what happened."

"Nah, I don't think this thing's gonna be a big deal. Probably send us a nice card for getting Franky to the hospital. Come on."

We took off walking, since it didn't seem wise to go back home in the stolen cop car. We went around the edge of the lot as the approaching police car zipped past us. We watched as it skidded to a stop next to Franky's vehicle and two cops spilled out and went inside.

We silently cut across the lawn, crossed a street with a traffic light blinking yellow. We cut through the darkened parking lot of a chinese restaurant called Panda Buffet, which did not in fact serve panda meat as far as we knew.

John lit a cigarette and asked, "So what do you think that thing was?"

"How would I know?"

"You think it came from, you know. The other place?"

I didn't answer. I found myself scanning the dark plane of the parking lot, studying the shadows. Looking for movement. I noticed my steps were carrying me unconsciously toward the pool of light under the next street lamp.

We passed into the parking lot of a tire place with a ten-foot tall tire mascot standing by the street. The thing was made of real tires, with mufflers for arms and a chrome wheel for a head. Somebody had used white spray paint to draw a penis on front of it. We were behind it but I knew the penis was there because I drove past it every day.

John said, "So that thing crawled into his mouth, what do you think it was doing?"

I didn't bother answering that. I wanted quiet, wanted to process this. Knowing what it meant but not wanting to admit it. I willed John to stay quiet. Instead he asked the question I was straining not to.

"You think it's starting again?"

I stopped, and at that moment a blur of red and blue zipped by. Cop car, lights flashing. Thirty seconds later, another one.

We watched them go. John said, "Man, these guys really gather around one of their own, don't they?"

"Maybe there's something else going on. Bank being robbed."

"No, look. They're turning off down at the hospital. Emergency entrance."

We walked on, hesitant, a sick feeling in my gut.

Two more cop cars flew by. One had different markings, state cop I guess.

"John?"

"I don't know, man."

"Let's get home, we'll see if they got anything about it on TV."

He turned, squinted in that direction.

"Can't see much. We'll get a better view if we just walk back down there."

"We'd just be in the-"

I stopped at the sound of what I thought was a distant scream. From the direction of the hospital? Maybe not a scream, a bird screeching or something. Sure.

John said, "You hear that?"

"No."

Another cop car zipped past. How many of those did we have in this town?

"Come on, Dave."

John took off walking back the way we came, toward the hospital, toward the crisis we had just worked so hard to pry ourselves away from. I stood my ground. I didn't want to go back there, but - and I'm not ashamed to admit this - I also didn't want to walk back to my place alone, in the dark. Not in this town. I'm not stupid.

I raised a hand to touch the spot on my eye where I had been bitten, raw flesh under a Band-Aid. I winced as the pain in my shoulder stopped me before I could get my hand up there. The chunk taken out of my skin there was getting sorer by the minute.

I was about to tell John he could go fuck himself when-

*Pop! Pop-Pop!*

-The sound of distant gunshots, like firecrackers.

What the hell?!?

John started jogging back across the tire store parking lot, toward the hospital. I let out a breath, then followed.
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We arrived to see that all hell had broken loose at the local hospital. Six cop cars were parked haphazardly around the emergency room entrance, lighting up the parking lot like a dance floor.

Wait - seven cop cars now. And there was an ambulance, its rear doors open. The sliding doors at the entrance had apparently been locked open because they didn't move as people came running out, most of them with their heads down like they were running the trenches in a war zone. One lady came out in aqua blue scrubs, her blonde hair matted down with blood on the entire left side of her head.

People were standing everywhere. There was a clump of people on the far side of the lawn that included three or four wheelchairs, maybe 50 yards from the building. It looked like they were gathering patients there, getting them away from the hospital. One cop was talking to them and gesturing with his hand, karate chopping the air with each barked command. His other hand held a pistol pointed at the sky.

There were other people on the lawn, milling around, some of them probably people from the neighborhood who heard the commotion, others looked to be hospital staff.

*POP! POP! POP!POP!POP!*

Around us, a hundred heads ducked simultaneously at the sound of the gunshots, even muffled by the walls of the building. A woman screamed. Half a dozen more shots from inside.

John, possessing a genetic defect that makes him walk toward danger, strode down toward where it looked like some cops were trying to set up a perimeter around the chaos. Somewhere, Charles Darwin nodded and smiled a knowing smile.

We came upon two cops blocking the sidewalk, a fat black cop with glasses and an older guy whose face was all mustache. John stepped off the sidewalk as if to walk right past them on the grass. Black Cop put out an hand and told us to stop in words that were polite and in a tone that suggested if we didn't stop he would beat us so hard we would travel backward in time.

We backed off, stepping aside as paramedics hustled the bleeding head lady past us. She was crying, holding her head, saying over and over again, "HE WOULDN'T DIE! HE JUST WOULDN'T DIE! THEY SHOT HIM OVER AND OVER AGAIN AND HE-"

She broke down into sobs.

John tapped my shoulder and pointed. A boxy truck was pulling up, blue with white letters on the side. I thought it was some kind of paddy wagon but when the doors opened, a SWAT team spilled out.

Holy shit.

They all went inside the building, except for two guys. One ran toward the parking garage with a long rifle on his back, the other disappeared around the side of the building.

John moved off to the left, off the sidewalk and up onto the lawn area in front of the building. There were some benches there, and a 10 foot-tall bronze statue of a lady in old-timey nurses' garb. Florence Nightingale? I followed John and we joined a small crowd of onlookers. That raised spot gave a good vantage point of the emergency entrance where all the action was going down, and people were congregating there.

Gunshots. Rapid shots, dozens of them. Gasps from the audience. I could barely see down there but I could make out people running out of the building, frantic. One lady fell down and got kicked hard in the face. Then, a man came out supported on the shoulders of two hospital staff, his right leg missing from the knee down. Or at least that's what it looked like, keep in mind we were still far enough away that the door looked about the size of a postage stamp. That's why I can't be totally sure about what happened next.

First, a man in a black SWAT outfit came running out of the building, screaming something. I couldn't hear him from where we were standing but to this day John insists the man was screaming, "Run away!"

Then, shots. Loud, sharp, close. Next came the screams. Screams from every single human being close enough to the lobby to see what was going on. Three cops near the entrance ducked behind the parked patrol cars and trained guns on the sliding doors.

A man lumbered out and every gun barrel followed him.

It was officer Franky Burgess.

He was wearing his cop uniform pants and a red shirt... no, that's not right. It was a white undershirt, stained with blood over 80% of its area. I was a long way away, like I said, but there was a pink blob on his head and I'm pretty sure he had been shot there.

People crowded around, blocking my view. John craned his neck and said, "It's Franky. Everybody's got their guns on him, like he's dangerous. Did he shoot all those people? Hey, move, buddy. I can't see."

Frustrated, John went to the nurse statue and, to my horror, started climbing on it. He got up to where both hands were on her shoulders, his shoes planted on her forearms. Florence's face was planted in John's crotch.

I waved at him. "John! Get down from there!"

"I can see him up here. It looks like they're talking to him. I don't see a gun. Oh, shit. Look at his arm. Dave, his right arm is broken. And I mean it's almost broken at a right angle, and Franky doesn't even act like he notices. What do you think happ-oh, wait. Something's going on..."

A cop voice from nearby said, "Get down from there! You! Get down!" John ignored him.

There was a burst of gunfire, like a pack of firecrackers. Everybody ducked.

"They're shooting him!" shouted John. "They're shooting a lot! You can see bits of him flying off! He's still up! Holy shit he's - HOLY SHIT! He just grabbed one of the SWAT guys. He grabbed him by the ankles and is swinging him around like a baseball bat! He's knocking the other guys down!"

"Bullshit! John, get down from there!"
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"No, I can totally see it! He's biting a guy now! He's eating him! A cop! He's got him by the neck!"

"WHAT?!?"

More shots. Screams. People were running.

John jumped down from the statue, and ran. Over his shoulder he yelled, "DAVE! HE'S COMING!"

I took two steps, and somebody slammed into me. My face bounced off wet grass. I climbed to my knees. It was a stampede.

A woman nearby screamed at the top of her lungs. I spun and between running figures saw a shirt stained red with blood. Franky stood there, left arm jutting grotesquely just under the elbow, blood dripping to the grass from a protruding shard of bone.

I heard shouting police in the distance, commanding us to get down before we were turned into swiss cheese.

How did he beat them here? He cleared half a football field in five seconds.

Franky's torso was riddled with puckered bullet wounds, leaking red. His chest heaved with excited breaths, his punctured lungs whistling with each inhale.

Cops ran into position. I saw one SWAT guy fumbling to cram a new magazine into the little sub machine gun he had. They shouted orders at each other, at the crowd.

Franky opened his mouth, opened wide like a yawn. And just for a second, I thought I saw the face of the bug thing, nesting there behind his teeth, filling the cavity with its insectile body. Then, the Franky let out a noise like I had never heard before.

It was a shriek, like microphone feedback. But more organic and pained, like the sound a whale would make if it were on fire.

The ground shook from it. My bowels quivered. I think I pooped a little. I saw people hitting the ground all around me, saw guns fall from the hands of cops. I clapped my hands over my ears as the pained shriek of Franky the Monster filled the world.

I looked up at Franky one last time, his back arched, his mouth opened to the sky, howling. Blood spurting from a dozen bullet holes. It was the last thing I saw before the world swam away and went black.
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I woke up, scrambled to my feet, realized some time had passed. People were standing around, nobody running, no sign of the bloody, shrieking thing that had been Franky the cop. I saw John about ten feet away, on his feet but bent over at the waist, gripping his pants at the knees. He was blinking, as if trying to focus his eyes.

The sky was a little lighter. Maybe an hour or so had passed.

"John? You all right?"

He nodded, still looking at the ground.

"Yeah. I'm thinkin' that sound he made melted our brains. Did they get him?"

"Don't know. I just came to."

I saw a white truck pull up with a dish apparatus on the back. It had a TV station logo on the side so I guess this was their satellite uplink truck. Live TV. I tried to fix my hair with my hands.

I walked around a bit, trying to stay out of the way. The staff were walking people back into the building. It looked like every policeman in the state was here, taking statements from people. I realized John and I should probably get going, before we got asked a bunch of questions that, once again, we didn't have any non-crazy answers for. Not just about tonight, either, but everything.

The sun was rolling up over the horizon, casting a glow on a layer of fog settling in the low areas like ghost puddles. I went to find John, giving one pair of cops a wide berth along the way. I wandered around for probably 20 minutes, thought about just going home without him. Then, dammit, I saw him standing out by the street, talking to a fucking reporter.

I stomped over there, walked right in front of the camera and smacked John on the arm.

"Come on. Let's get the fuck out of here before somebody else decides to give us an interview."

We made our way back by the exact same path we should have followed a couple of hours earlier, when we tried to leave the first time.

John said, "Did you hear? They never found him."

"Wonderful."

"What do you think happened? You think that bug thing took over his brain?"

"Hey, why not."

"You think he's gonna turn up again?"

Yes.

"I don't know, John. I'm tired."

"So... you think it's starting again?

* * * * *

I woke up in a strange place. I was cold, and every inch of my body was in pain. I heard a crunching sound, like the jaws of a predator grinding through bone. I pulled open my eyes.

I saw a dragon, standing proudly atop a hill before me.

The dragon was on a TV screen, a rectangular liquid crystal screen from Toshiba. Beneath it was a video game console with a loop of cords snaking across stained carpet. I blinked, squinted at the sun burning in through a cracked window. I turned, hearing my neck creak as I did, and saw John sitting at a computer desk in the corner, staring into the monitor and holding a bottle full of a clear liquid that I'm sure you wouldn't want to try to put out a fire with.

I sat up, realizing I had been covered up with something in my sleep. I thought for a moment John had thrown a blanket over me but closer inspection revealed it to be a beach towel.

John glanced back at me from his computer chair and said, "Sorry, I used my spare blanket when I got that leak in my car."

I still heard that animal crunching sound. I looked around for the source. I found Molly laying behind the couch, with her head crammed inside an open box of Captain Crunch cereal. She was eating as fast as she could, trying to use her paws to keep the box in place.

"You're letting her do that?"

"Oh, yeah. Cereal is stale anyway. I don't have any dog food here."

The dragon sat frozen on the television, the intro screen for a video game he had apparently been playing while I slept on his couch.

"What time is it?"

"About ten."

I stood, felt my head swim, rubbed my eyes, almost screamed in pain from rubbing the wounded eye. My shoulder felt like it had taken a bullet and it felt like a pair of elves were trying to escape my skull through my temples using tiny pickaxes. It wasn't the first time I had woken up at John's place feeling like this.

A musical chime emerged from my pants. I reached into my front pocket and pulled out my cell phone. The display read, "AMY." I closed my eyes, sighed, and answered.

"Hey, baby."

"Hi! David! I'm watching the news! What happened?"

"Shouldn't you be in class?"

Amy had failed a pretty basic English class last semester because it was an eight o'clock class and she kept oversleeping. I mean, that's her native language and she failed it.

She said, "They cancelled it. Oh, it's on again. Turn to CNN."

I talked around the phone to John, told him to switch over the TV. He did, found CNN, and watched as an early-morning shot of the chaos at the Hospital filled the screen. The name of the city was displayed along the bottom. National news.

John turned up the sound and we heard a female reporter say, "...No history of drug use or mental illness. Frank Burgess had been with the department for three years. Authorities are combing the area for Burgess but police say the number of wounds he sustained in the standoff make his turning up alive, quote, 'highly unlikely.'"

They cut to a shot of our enormously fat chief of police, giving a sound bite in front of a bank of microphones.

To Amy I said, "Man, our chief of police is getting huge." "Did you guys hear about this last night? When it was all going on? They said thirteen people were hurt and I think three people died. Could you hear shots and stuff from your house?"

A pause on my end. Too long. I could hear the same news broadcast playing simultaneously on this TV and from Amy's TV over the phone. Finally I said, "We heard about it, yeah."

"Uh-oh."

"What?"

"David... were you there? Were you guys in on this?"

"What? No, no. Of course not. Why would you think that?"

"David..."

"No, no. It was nothing. Guy just went crazy, that's all."

"Are you lying?"

"No, no. No."

She said nothing. An old trick of hers.

Filling the silence, I said, "I mean, we were there but we weren't really involved..."

"I knew it! I'm coming down."

"No, Amy. It's nothing, really. It's over. We just happened to be in the area."

"What's that sound?"

"Molly's eating a box of cereal."

I heard John say, "Hey! It's me!" I turned to the television.

Sure enough, John's face filled the screen. The reporter's voiceover covered the audio, saying, "...And for every hour Burgess remains at large, fear and paranoia are bound to keep growing in this small city."

On TV, John's voice faded in:

"...And then we saw a small creature crawl into his mouth. I wasn't two feet away. That thing wasn't from this world. I don't mean alien, I mean probably interdimensional in nature. I think it's obvious from what happened tonight that this being possessed some powers of mind control."

I closed my eyes again, groaning audibly this time.

Amy said, "I'm coming down. I'll take the bus."

Amy had never learned to drive.

"Forget it, you're not gonna spend three hours on the bus. Your classes are more important. If you fail English again I think they can kick you out of the country. I think it's in the Patriot Act."

"This weekend, then. I'll be home on Friday."

"Amy... I'm gonna be honest with you, okay? I don't know that it's safe here."

"Ooh, I'll definitely be home then. You need me."

"Amy..."

"Gotta go, honey. I'm late for class."

"You said you didn't-"

She was gone. I closed the phone and stuffed it back into my pocket. I looked for my shoes.

"You goin' back home?"

"I can't stay here, John."

"Yeah. But, you know. You had that thing in your house."

"You think there's another one?"

"I don't know, but-"

"-What do you want me to do, have the place sprayed?"

"No, I'm just sayin'. That thing, it crawled inside Franky and seemed to take him over. Well, that thing turned up in your bed. Are you assuming that's an accident? Because maybe we should consider that it was there for you."

I can always trust John to think of things like this.

"It don't matter. Okay? Your couch ain't long enough. It kills my neck on the armrest. So, it's moot."

"Well, you ain't gettin' the bed."

I took away Molly's cereal box, which was now just empty cardboard bent in the shape of a dog head. We headed out.

* * * * *

There was a porsche parked on my street. To say that was unusual is a ridiculous understatement. This was White Trash lane, one house without a front door, another sealed shut with yellow police tape. My little bungalow usually had my 1998 Ford Bronco parked in the front, the vehicle I was driving now. Sitting in the driveways of the next three houses was a 1985 Pontiac Fiero, a '95 Geo Tracker and a PT Cruiser woody. At least my property taxes were low.

The porsche was pewter, crouched low along the gravel shoulder in front of the doorless house I thought was abandoned, three doors down from mine. The gleaming machine looked like it had been warped here right off a showroom floor. Even the tires looked scrubbed down to a pure layer of factory rubber.

I made it to my driveway, stepped out and made a walkaround of the house with Molly. Nothing unusual.

I was going to have to clean those gutters soon. The gigantic tree back there was dying and dropped every leaf by the first week of November. The leaves were ankle-deep but I knew they'd eventually blow into my neighbor's yard. The old guy who lived there seemed to like doing yard work so I think that worked out for everybody.

I let the dog poop in the yard and let myself in the back door. I passed into the living room and there was some fucking guy sitting there.

He sat in my recliner, making himself right at home. Probably 40 or so years old, dark hair with a little gray at the temples, about three days' growth of beard stubble that followed an angular jawline. He had a chin butt. He wore a leather jacket that had been manufactured specifically to look worn and faded right off the rack, over a button-up shirt that sat open at the collar with the top three buttons undone. He wore jeans and cowboy boots, legs crossed casually. He looked like he had been clipped out of a catalog.

I said, "I think you wandered into the wrong house, buddy."

He did exactly what I knew he was going to do, which is reach into an inside pocket and pull out a little leather ID wallet. He flipped it open.

"Good morning, Mr. Wong. I'm Detective Vance Falconer. You and I are gonna have a talk."
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Molly went right to the stranger in my living room. He scratched her behind the ears, then she curled up at his feet.

"Pretty dog. How long have you had her?"

I hesitated, thinking at first this question was some kind of a trap. He was a cop, after all. Then I decided that was silly and that he was just trying to be polite. Then I realized his being polite was itself a method of getting me relaxed and accustomed to answering his questions, and that in fact it was part of a trap.

"She's my girlfriend's dog."

Vance Falconer glanced over at a framed picture propped on a little stand on top of my television. It was a picture of me, looking chubby and pale and my hair standing like it was being blown around in a hurricane, standing behind Amy with my arms wrapped around her, looking over her, her mop of red hair under my chin. She wore sunglasses and a huge smile, I wore the expression of a man worried that a stranger was about to steal my camera.

"That your girl?"

"Yeah. Amy Sullivan. We're engaged."

"She live here?"

Get to the point, asshole. I don't have all day.

"She's away at school. Learning to be a programmer."

"Can I ask what happened to her hand?"

The guy was good. Amy's normal right hand was visible in the picture, holding a stuffed elephant I had won her at a carnival game. Her left arm hung down almost out of frame. But if you were observant, down at the very edge of the photo you could see a little sliver of blue sky where the arm ended at the wrist.

"She lost it in a car accident when she was a kid."

"Did you go to see her last night? Is that where you've been?"

"No."

"Well, you've been gone all night," Falconer said. "Where you go?"

I felt my heart start to thump. Animal reaction to being pushed toward a corner.

"A friend's house. What did you do, break in?"

"Door was unlocked. I had reason to think you had been the victim of a violent crime so I let myself in."

"I'm pretty sure you can't do that, Detective."

"I'll give you a phone number where you can call to complain. I have my own entry on the voice mail tree. You probably heard about the incident down at St. Francis. Since this address was the scene of the very last call Franky Burgess took before he went on his shooting rampage, I thought maybe he had started with you. I was worried you may be in here bleeding to death."

"That's very kind, thank you. I'll give you a call if this sort of thing happens again. That door you came in works as an exit, too."

"A moment of your time, please. You understand we're in the middle of the biggest manhunt this state has ever seen. I don't see a whole lot of chance Franky is still drawing breath but you can imagine why we'd like to find him and put everybody's fears to rest."

"Why aren't you out helping them?"

I had to make sure he wasn't here, didn't I?

"Well, you're free to have a look around. I just got home myself."

"Thank you, I did. He's not here. But I'm still working on it. Only instead of wandering around the woods and abandoned trailers and empty storefronts of this shitty town, I've decided to work backwards, try to get inside Franky's broken head. Maybe shed some light on this nightmare. He was here last night, though, wasn't he?"

"Yeah."

"Right before he started shooting and biting people at the hospital. Just minutes before, in fact. About three in the morning, right?"

"Yeah."

"And was he acting strange at all?"

I could feel my face getting hot, the heat radiating up from my jawbone.

Maybe you should have said Franky was never here...

"No, he wasn't ranting or anything. He didn't say much."

"He was responding to a call from a neighbor saying you were making lots of noise and screaming..."

"Yeah. I mean, it wasn't all that. There was a thing in my house, it woke me up. Bit me."

"A 'thing?'"

"Yeah. I think it was a squirrel or a raccoon or something."

"Big difference between a squirrel and a raccoon."

"It was dark."

"Hey, could have been a stray cat. Or a beaver."

"I don't know. Anyway. It got in the house somehow and bit me and I freaked out. Neighbor called, Franky came to make sure I was okay."

"What happened to the animal?"

"Oh. I don't know. Ran outside I guess. I, uh, chased it around."

"Is that when you hurt your head there?"

He waved a finger toward my forehead. I touched the Band-Aid there.

"Oh, yeah. It bit me."

"It got close enough to bite your face but you still couldn't see it well enough to know if it was a cat or a beaver?"

"I'm sorry, are you investigating the beaver problem in this town or the killing spree at the hospital?"

"When officer Burgess left here last night, he seemed normal?"

"Yeah, yeah, like I said. Just told me to be careful. He was more worried about me than anything."

"And you and your friend John didn't drive Franky to the hospital? Because four witnesses saw you. And your friend even talked to a member of the staff. He said Franky had some kind of seizure."

"Oh, right, right. That's right."

"But you said he seemed normal when he left."

"I mean... he was normal when he walked out. It was out by his car, he started having problems. We loaded him in his car and drove him to the hospital."

"Nothing led up to the seizure? No strange behavior? No tics or spasms or words not making sense?"

"No, no. He seemed fine. You know, he didn't seem like he was on drugs or anything."

"Drugs? Who mentioned drugs?"

"Come on, detective. What are you doing?"

"People rarely just 'go crazy' Mr. Wong. I mean, it seems like it to us because most of us are self-centered assholes who can't identify another human in pain. But afterward, you look back, we see all the warning signs. Especially if you were there ten seconds before the breakdown."

"Okay."

"But Franky seemed okay when he was here."

"Yeah."

"What was in his throat?"

I was taken aback. I had been looking around the room, avoiding the detective's eyes. But when he said that, my attention snapped right to him. He noticed.

"What do you mean?"

"Your friend, John, he told the staff to check Frank's throat."

"Oh, yeah. Yeah. I don't know, when he started having his seizure or whatever, he started grabbing at his throat. Like he was choking."

"Had he been eating something?"

"No."

"Smoking a big cigar, maybe? Got surprised and swallowed it? Maybe he had a wad of chewing tobacco?"

"I don't know, I don't know. We were just trying to help."

"Why are you lying?"

"I'm NOT."

I almost screamed it.

"Come on. You haven't offered a damned thing. If I'd played it like I didn't know Franky had been here, you'd have let me walk out without saying a word about it. Why?"

"I'm just freaked out about this thing, like everybody."

"No, you're concealing something. Have you heard of the Leonard Farmhand case?"

"No. Wait... was that the guy that was kidnapping women and performing surgery on them in his basement? Up in Chicago?"

"That's right. Well, I caught Farmhand. He had an IQ of 175 but I caught him. And do you know why? Because I got in the same room with Farmhand. That's all it took. See, I have an internal bullshit sensor that has yet to be beaten. And every time you open your mouth, Wong, it blinks red."

"So you're saying I need a lawyer."

"Only if you're guilty."
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Falconer rose from the chair. He was a good four inches taller than me, even without the cowboy boots.

He continued, "Here's my theory, as it stands right now. I think you knew Franky somehow, before all this. And I think you had something to do with his going bananas."

"Well, that's your opinion," I said, lamely. "Seriously, we didn't know each other. I hadn't seen him in six or seven years, probably since high school. You can verify that easy enough. And how exactly do you think I went about driving Franky crazy? Mind control?"

That's right, have fun connecting these dots, asshole. Stick your hand in this hole and you'll draw back a bloody stump.

"Maybe he wasn't a friend. Maybe he was a fan."

"I don't have fans, detective. I work in a video store. John does, he has a band."

"He has a blog, too."

I shrugged, said, "Doesn't everybody?"

"When I came down last night, the first thing the local cops did was ask me to read it."

"You've read it more than I have, then."

"Really? Because your name is on every page. David Wong."

"Okay."

"What's 'the fifth wall?'"

"What?"

"He uses that phrase all the time. It's the name of John's blog. 'The Fifth Wall.'"

"Oh. It's hard to explain."

"So you guys believe this town is haunted?"

I sighed.

"No."

"Really? You and John don't talk about this? Because he says that sometimes you guys see dead people. Like that kid in the movie. And demons. And monsters."

"It's just something he wrote."

"What's Zyprexa?"

"What?"

"You have it in your medicine cabinet." "Oh. Yeah. That was... that was nothing. I saw a guy this summer. I had some problems, stress and, just, it was bullshit. They listen to your problems and then they throw pills at you. It's the lowest dosage they give out, he said I probably didn't even need them.

"That's why you're not taking them? By my count only three were gone."

"Everything worked out. On its own. I'm fine now."

"But you see monsters."

"That's John's thing. His blog and all that, like you said."

"The people posting at that blog seem to think it's real. They organize trips here, to this shitty town, hoping to see the freak show. The guys down at the station, hearing them talk about you, they think you're in some kind of a cult. They say three neighbors moved away in the last year alone, because they were scared of you."

"People are retarded."

"You know, at the hospital Franky tore out an old woman's throat with his teeth."

I felt myself take an unconscious step back toward the door. I was feeling more trapped in here by the second.

"Is that right? That's terrible."

"He was also heard speaking another language."

I didn't answer.

"So here's my theory, Wong. My theory is that last night wasn't Franky's first visit out here. I think he's a part of your little cult following, and I think you did what two -bit cult leaders have been doin' since we emerged from the caves. I think you scrambled his brain, convinced him he was a vampire or a demon or whatever your mythology is built around. I think he came here and whatever was said after he arrived set him off. And I think he killed a whole bunch of people because of it."

"That's not what happened. And if it did happen, I'm not even sure that crime is on the books."

"And yet, you're lying to me. That's what's got me stumped. You know the thing about the crazy people, they don't know when to lie, they don't know exactly what to lie about. So you've got something up your sleeve. I'm gonna find out what it is. So why don't you tell me the truth so I can go back to doing real police work?"

YOU CAN'T HANDLE THE TRUTH!

"You wouldn't believe me if I told you."

"About Franky?"

"No. About me and John. About this town. About this world. About the Fifth Wall, all that. So why don't you just write us off as crazy and go on about your day. The world's full of crazy people, right? And they're not worth listening to. So I'm not gonna waste the breath."

"Try me."

"Really?"

"I'm not asking."

I shrugged.

"Okay. Come with me."

It turned out the porsche was his. I have no idea how he afforded such a car and I thought it would be impolite to ask. Maybe he sold drugs on the side.

The thing sat so low to the ground you had to squat to get into it. The interior smelled like the leather shop at the mall. I saw I had dragged some muddy leaves from outside onto the spotless carpet and I felt like I had desecrated it. How could you drive a car like this without going nuts with worry? How could you eat a burrito in this thing? You'd be in constant fear of squirting refried beans everywhere.

"Go up and take a left at the sign," I said. "We're going to the mall."

We drove across town. From a quarter mile away we could see the swarm of construction workers crawling over the sprawling decay of the city's abandoned shopping mall. The half-finished building sat empty for a total of seven years, rain water collecting on the floors and squirrels nesting in a million square feet of retail space that was supposed to rent for twelve bucks a foot.

The workers here weren't building the mall, they were tearing it down. Somebody had finally bought the land, I guess. I directed Falconer to pull up off the side of the work site, near a row of blue plastic booths that contained chemical toilets for the laborers. Port-A-Pottys.

"Okay," I said, leaning back in the leather seat.

"What?"

"Just watch the shitters, Detective Falconer. Just watch the shitters and prepare to be amazed."

There were three of them set up. In the next fifteen minutes two workers came and went, uneventfully.

We sat in the porsche, not talking, watching the shitters.

Finally Falconer said, casually, "You know if I find out you're fucking with me, stalling me here so you can chuckle about it with your friends later, I'm gonna nail your ass for obstructing an investigation."

"There. That guy. With the beard."

A 40-ish guy with a ragged goatee and a beer gut strode up to the first Port-A-Potty, limping like he was favoring his left leg. He stepped in and closed the door.

I said, "Don't take your eyes off it. I mean it, don't even glance away. Okay?"

"Okay."

"Good. Now we wait."

A minute passed. Falconer said, "You said you work at a video store, right?"

"I'm a manager."

"Ever been to school?"

"I had a semester of college. Dropped out because I couldn't take the bullshit."

"You seem like a smart guy. You never wanted more outta your life?"

"Is now the time to be having this conversation?"

We both were staring straight ahead. No movement from the shitter.

"You don't like having this conversation, do you? I mean, I look at this town, boarded up stores and this moldy old shopping mall-"

"-It's a rough time, man. Some factories closed down, people aren't working."

"Okay, whatever. What I'm saying is there's whole stretches of town where I swear there are more stray dogs than people. The average person here seems to be 60 years old. I'm from a town like this, an old coal mining town that died when environmentalists decided the coal had too much sulfur in it to be used. It was just like this, the jobs moved away and the only people left were the ones who didn't have the means to escape. The rest, they go off to school, get careers, don't come back. It's a sort of opposite Darwinism, the only people left are the losers and the failures and old guys shuffling around their trailers with their cats. And here you are. Smart guy, maybe a big ego guy, workin' the counter at a video store. Serving those people."

"So, what?"

"Guy with an imagination like yours, I gotta think you'd be pretty desperate for ways to make your life more exciting. Maybe fantasizing a little bit? Maybe a part of your brain slips a gear, you start dreaming up dragons for you and your buddy to slay? Tell me, did you stop seeing ghosts and demons when you were on Zyprexa?"

"No. And I didn't lose my magical ability to make John have the exact same hallucinations as me."

"Yeah, about that. John, he's got that band, right? Going around playing garages and basements. And a Class Clown type, cops around here say he got arrested trying to hook a fart machine on the governor. One guy told a story, said John got up to speak at a friend's funeral and had this huge dildo down his pants, up there cryin' and he's got this huge bulge in his pants the whole time-"

"-That's out of context. Kurt would have loved that if he'd been alive to see it."

"What I'm saying is he's an attention addict. And now, he takes your crazy stories and blogs them and people eat it up. Got all these lonely web junkies to start treating you like rock stars. So maybe, just maybe John is-"

"-He's still in the shitter, by the way."

Falconer glanced quickly down at his watch, then back.

"It's been nine minutes."

"He's not coming out."

"Probably ate a lot of cheese. You know the transition from real life to hallucination is completely seamless, right?"

"I'm tellin' you, detective. We can sit here all day, he's not comin' out of there. But we don't even gotta wait that long. Few minutes from now, somebody else is gonna go in there. They're gonna open the door and you're gonna see it's empty. Mr. Beard will be nowhere."

"And you know this how?"

Because I've seen it happen before. John and I are out here all the time.

We fell silent. Three minutes. Five.

I said, "Look, go up there and knock on the door. As long as he's been in there, he's probably passed out or something at the very least."

Five more minutes. Without a word, Falconer threw open his door and walked toward the shitter. I followed, struggling to waddle out of the low-slung porsche. Freaking thing had to sit six inches off the ground. You had to do a full sit-up to get out.

By the time I made it to my feet, Falconer had already ducked across the barrier of yellow construction tape and was walking up to the door of the blue shit booth. He rapped on the door. Nobody answered.

He did it again, this time saying something through the door. Nothing. He did it again.

By now three or four guys had stopped working and were staring. Falconer talked to a guy and gestured toward the Port-A-Potty, presumably asking somebody to come open it. The guy followed Falconer back, worked a mechanism on the door, popped it open.

I stepped up beside Falconer. The door swung open. And inside was...

TA DA!

...Nobody.
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Falconer looked at me, eyes narrowed, his brain going a mile a minute. A kid trying to figure out the magician's trick.

From behind him the worker said, "Them doors get stuck sometimes. You swing 'em closed real hard and that latch can fall shut."

Falconer pointed over my shoulder and growled, "Go wait in the car."
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 Falconer had left the keys in the car and I twisted the ignition so I could turn on the radio. He had a CD in. Some kind of jazz. I turned it off.

He gathered three guys together and they moved the Port-A-Potty, Falconer scraping around the gravel underneath with his boot, like he thought he'd find a trap door there. He argued with the guys some more.

Ten minutes later he stomped back to the car, throwing himself into the driver's seat so hard it shook the porsche on its suspension. He turned the key and the engine rumbled to life. He cranked the wheel and hit the gas and a cloud of dust chased us from the construction site.

"Tell me where he went," commanded Falconer.

"Your guess is as good as mine. John and I got his binoculars and watched the site for three weeks when they started construction. The whole thing seemed suspicious."

"What? Why?"

"It's a long story. I'll tell you later. Things happen at that mall. Anyway, we waited for somethin' weird and we found it. One of the three toilets, the person who went inside never came out. Blind luck John happened to notice that. We had a plan, were gonna come in at night, plant a little wireless camera inside there, see if we could catch anything but, you know. We didn't want to have to watch hours of sweaty guys pissing and shitting."

"Bullshit. Bullshit. Everybody's playin' games with me here. As soon as I walked into the police station, conversations got real quiet when I walked by. There's subjects you bring up about this town and nobody says nothin', everybody just casts little glances at each other. What in the glass fuck is going on in this fucking town? Tell me. And don't give me ooga-booga bullshit, demons and shit. Tell me what's really going on."

"I don't know. I don't even know where to start."

"What happened to that bearded guy?"

"He broke through the fifth wall."

Falconer didn't answer, just let out an angry chuckle with a slow shake of his head. The speedometer on the porsche crept past 60, then 70. He came up on a creeping pickup truck and whipped around it, back in his own lane in less than two seconds.

I said, "Listen to me. These are coherent sentences here. There are doors all over this town that don't go anywhere. You step through, you don't come out the other side. And they move, they're never in the same place. There are people walking around this town that know about them, that use them. And sometimes, things come out."

"Things."

"Yeah, things. Dead people. Things that were never people. Things that look like people but aren't."

"Show me."

"I can't. You wouldn't be able to see them."

"Fuck you. Fuck you and your delusional bullshit."

"You saw the guy disappear, right? That ain't possible. Not in this universe. Can we agree on that?"

"You drugged me, that's what you did. Same as you did to Franky."

"Go get a tox screen on yourself. I'll wait. Of course when they come back and say you're clean, your first thought will be to wonder if those results are not also part of the delusion. And so on."

Welcome to the party, fucker.

"No, I'll tell you exactly what's gonna happen. I'm gonna sit down and devote about sixty minutes' worth of thought to it, and then it'll hit me, the truth. How you did that trick back there, the nature of the little scam you're running. It'll come clear to me, like the truth always does. And when it does I'll laugh out loud, be embarrassed for exactly thirty seconds and then I'll remember that I'm the best at what I do and I drive a porsche and you're a pathetic, small little liar. You make yourself feel smart by fooling people and then smirk yourself to sleep at night, sleeping next to a dusty little fan in the summer because you can't afford to run the air." "If that happens, if you see right through all this shit and figure it out, give me a call. Explain it to me. Because that'll be a weight off my shoulders forever and ever. You tell me a way that all this makes sense and I'll fall to my knees and cry tears of joy."

"You're good, I'll give you that. You sell it well."

I involuntarily leaned forward in my seat as Falconer hit the brakes. He turned hard off the highway, heading toward my house it looked like. Driving it like he stole it.

I said, "I have to be at work at two. I'm closing tonight. Am I free to do that? Or are you charging me with something?"

"Tell me what happened to Franky. Your version. Never mind that I won't believe you, I wanna know what you think happened when viewed through the lenses of your Crazy Goggles."

"A thing showed up in my house, a big bug the size of an expensive lobster. It bit me. It went for my face. Franky showed up. The thing crawled in his mouth. Not by accident, either. It went right for it. John and I got him to the hospital, but apparently nothing could be done because the moment that thing was in him, Franky was no longer Franky."

The car slid to a stop, tires mashing down wet leaves at the edge of my lawn. Without a word, Falconer ejected himself from the car and slammed the door in my face, walking up onto my porch. I followed.

He said, "Let me in. You've agreed to let me search this place."

"I have?"

"Yep. You're about to invite me in."

"You already searched it."

"I didn't know what I was looking for then."

"Do you now? What do you think you're going to find in here, detective?"

"Answers."

"Okay, detective. Come on in. Tear the place apart. Cut open my mattress, sniff the little baggie of weed in my closet, crawl around under the floors. Take as long as you want. Then bring in an army and tear apart this town. Shine a spotlight into every shadow, peek behind every bush. Do it here, and in the next town over, and then the rest of the state. Fan out an army of men with flashlights and move shoulder-to shoulder across this country until you've studied and catalogued every square inch of the USA, and then the world. You go right ahead. Because if you could somehow put every single last corner of this universe under the microscope, right now, you still wouldn't find the bearded guy who went into that shitter."

I pushed the door open an inch, then faced him again.

"And you wouldn't find Franky Burgess, either. Because I'm thinking that thing that took over Franky wanted to go back home. And I'm thinking nobody will ever see Franky again."

I turned away from the detective. I pushed open the door, took one step inside, and came face to face with Franky Burgess.
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Franky opened his mouth. A thin stream of liquid squirted out as a greeting.

I had the thought to throw up an arm to shield my face from whatever it was, but before the muscles could twitch into action there was a BANG and a blue-ish flash. I felt the ground hit me in the back. I stared at the sky, ears ringing, vaguely realizing that the stuff Franky was spitting had combusted in mid-air with enough force to knock me on my ass.
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perfectly not-wounded Franky looked. Also, he seemed to have gained 30 pounds.




JDatE



Forums
 Franky took a step toward Falconer and two gunshots shattered the air, back to


back.



Franky was unfazed. He jumped, flew forward through the air like Michael Jordan, and threw a forearm across Falconer's neck. Falconer went to his knees but held onto the gun. He jammed it into Franky's gut and pulled the trigger. Exit holes exploded out of the small of Franky's back, throwing bits of meat across the yard. Franky kept his feet.

I saw movement behind me, turned to see John's "new" orange 1978 Cadillac Coupe Deville skid to a stop behind Falconer's porsche. John flung himself out, sprinted toward me shouting, "YOUR KEY! I NEED YOUR SHED KEY!"

I didn't have a chance to answer him. Shed key? What was he doing? Borrowing my lawnmower?

Behind me I heard Falconer let out a frustrated, growling scream. I spun and saw Franky grab the detective around the base of the skull. He forced Falconer's head down to waist level, then turned his body away from him. Holding Falconer's face directly in front of his buttocks, Franky farted. Falconer collapsed to the leaves, as if dead.

I heard running feet behind me and then my front door banging shut. John. I decided to follow him but before I could get to my feet, Franky was on me. He landed on me with all his weight, his legs straddling my chest.

I looked right into his eyes, and saw the gaping stare of a terrified young man. He was hissing something at me, a whisper from deep in the throat. He leaned his face down close to mine, his hands clutching my shirt. I couldn't make out his words, choking sounds like an old man on a respirator. He leaned closer. I could smell his breath.

"Help me! Help me! Nothing moves! Do you understand me?!?"

"Franky! Can you hear me? Get off me!"

"Listen, listen! Don't die! Don't die, man! Nothing moves! Don't ever die because nothing moves there!"

Franky screamed. A long, segmented thing came out from his mouth, out from the bug thing hiding within. It looked like a pale earthworm, but longer, with a little spike on the end like on a scorpion's tail. I was expecting the thing to come down and sting me or something. Instead it curled up toward Franky's own eye. Franky screamed. The worm thing plunged into his eyeball.

I heard a small engine rev to life, from around the house. I had the crazy thought that I'd see John racing around the house with my lawnmower, screaming, "Thanks for letting me borrow this!" before throwing it in his car and driving off.

Blood dripped down on me from Franky's punctured eye. His hands found their way to my face and throat, clawing at me mindlessly. The engine sound got closer, real close now. Something blocked the sun. A figure stood above us.

John. Something in his hands, something big.

The engine sound revved to a mechanical scream, then bogged down as if with effort. There was a sound like carrots in a blender. Wetness rained down on me.

Blurred metal teeth of a chainsaw ripped through Franky's neck. John worked the machine down, rocking it back and forth as it tore through spine and muscle and tendons, his hands streaked with red. Franky's head fell free from his shoulders, his wet hair bonking me in the face.

His body held itself above me for a few seconds, then pounded down on me with dead weight that knocked the air from my lungs.

The saw shut off and I could hear John yelling questions at me. His hand

appeared on Franky's shoulder and together we rolled the corpse off me. I sprang to my feet, looked down at my sweatshirt in disgust. It looked like the shirt an infant had worn to all-you-can-eat rib night.

"PUT IT DOWN!"
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We both turned to see Falconer, on his knees and holding his gun on John, who was wielding a chainsaw over the headless corpse of an ex-cop.

"You're back," I said. "I was afraid he had farted you to death."

"Set the chainsaw on the ground!"

John did. He pulled out a cigarette and lit it. He asked, "What happened to the Stihl, Dave?"

"The what?"

"Your old chainsaw, it was a Stihl."

"Oh. It got stolen."

"I don't like this one. There's no weight, you can't control it."

"It's a Black and Decker."

"Well, whatever it is it sucks."

Falconer gained his feet and walked toward us. "Back off! Back away from him!"

John and I obeyed, watching Franky's body and head carefully to make sure there were no surprises. Neither one moved. Where John cut it, I was pretty sure he had sawed the bug thing in half. I wasn't going to get close enough to inspect, though. I had noticed earlier that Franky seemed to have gained weight and he had. His blood-splotched T-shirt was stretched by a swollen abdomen. I wasn't sure why that particular thing disturbed me in the middle of all this, but it did.

Falconer stuffed his automatic into a shoulder holster and looked down at Franky in disgust. Then he turned his eyes on John, and somehow looked even more disgusted.

"What the hell are you doin' here?"

"Savin' your sorry ass."

"When I ask you a question, you give me a real answer. Don't you ever answer me with an action movie one-liner, ever again."

"I called Dave's house and didn't get an answer. I was afraid one of those bug things had gotten him. He don't answer his cell unless it's his girlfriend, so..."

I said, "I really got to get cleaned up for work."

John said, "And I gotta get back home. I can't be seen out. I called in at the warehouse and told them I had to stay home because I had gotten shot at the hospital."

Falconer looked like he was going to start shooting everybody within range.

"Neither one of you jerkoffs is going anywhere until I give you express written permission."

John looked down at Franky's corpse and said, "Okay, here's what we tell the cops..."

"He is the cops, John."

"Both of you shut the fuck up."

I said, "Go home, Detective Falconer. It's over. Or your part is, anyway."

"Wait," interjected John. "Are you Vance Falconer?"

"Shut up or I will shoot you in the face."

"You're the detective who caught the Father's Day killer, right? Didn't you throw him out of a helicopter?"

Falconer didn't answer. John turned to me. "He's famous. I saw this whole thing about him on A&E."

Falconer walked away, without a word. He produced a cell phone, paused to think of how he was going to call this in, and dialed. He talked for thirty seconds, then stashed the phone and came back to us.

I said, "Look, it's gonna be a lot easier for you to explain what happened here without us. Because we're gonna tell them about the guy farting on your head. Let us go, tell them whatever you want."

Falconer clenched his jaw, aimed a finger at us and said, "Don't leave town."

We walked inside the house, John mashing his cigarette into a flower pot on my porch. Inside, I said, "I'm thinking we should leave town."

"Why? Things are just getting good. Hey, I might come back here after the cops are gone, stake the place out while you're at work. See if one of those bug things show up."

"I'm serious, man. This town is cursed. And we're cursed because we live here."

"You ever think this town is cursed because we live here?"

"Maybe it's you. Maybe I'm cursed because I'm friends with you."

"I don't know, Dave. I'm just glad I bid on that speargun on ebay."

I left John in the living room and closed myself in the bathroom, stripping off my blood-soaked sweatshirt. I gave my habitual nervous glance at the shower, resisting the urge to pull back the curtain and make sure the stall was empty.

I plugged the sink and ran water. I leaned down to splash my face, thought for a moment, then walked over to the shower. I pushed aside the curtain and looked and did, in fact, find it empty.

I went back to the sink, splashing my face, watching my hands tremble all the way up. There was blood in my hair. Disgusting.

I left the sink full of water and pushed my sweatshirt into it to let it soak. I couldn't throw it away, it was 40 bucks. I went to the shower and threw aside the curtain. A fist shot out and punched me in the face.
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I fell on my ass, tasting blood in my mouth. I looked up to see a guy with a beer gut and a runaway goatee that grew down his neck. He wore an orange vest and a white T-shirt. I noticed a tattoo of an eagle or some kind of bird was sort of visible on his chest, through the thin shirt that was stretched against his gut.

It was the guy from the construction site, the one who disappeared into the shitter. He flung the shower curtain out of his way and stepped out. He glanced down at me, spat on my floor, then delivered a sharp kick to my ribs.
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 He left the room and, with some effort, I got to my feet to follow.
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 My front door was open. People were shouting.
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 Shirtless, I ran out, clutching my ribs. I saw the construction worker throw
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 Franky's body over his shoulder like a sack of potatoes. Falconer had his gun out,

shouting at the construction worker, wearing a look on his face that should be printed in every dictionary next to the phrase, "Are you shitting me?"

John popped out of the door behind me, a half-eaten banana in his hand. He looked at me and said, "When did that guy get he-"

Gunshots cut off his words, Falconer shooting at the construction worker's back. The big man stumbled back, almost lost his dead weight load, then pressed on, lumbering toward my Bronco.

Falconer reloaded. Construction Worker threw Franky's headless corpse in my passenger seat and ran around to the driver's side, back bleeding in half a dozen places. He planted himself in the driver's seat as Falconer fired again, punching spiderweb patterns in my windshield. Blood splattered inside my truck.

Undisturbed, the construction worker fired up the engine - without the keys - and not only stole my Bronco but tore a muddy skidmark in my yard as he peeled out.

Falconer stuffed his gun into a shoulder holster and sprinted off to his Porsche. John took off toward his Caddie, still chewing on banana. I stayed put, rubbing my ribs. I spat blood off my porch. John looked back over his shoulder and said, "Dave! Car chase!"

I groaned and reached inside my door, grabbing my jacket off the coat tree. I put on the black leather jacket over my bare chest and wished I had time to go put on five or six gold chains to complete the look. I ran out and jumped off my porch and ran to the waiting passenger seat of John's Caddie. We were moving before I even had my foot all the way inside.

Up ahead, my Bronco vanished around a corner. Falconer's Porsche was right on its ass.

"Who was that guy?" asked John as he tossed a banana peel out of the driver's side window. I pictured a car behind us running over it and spinning off the road.

"He was at the mall, at the construction site. He disappeared into a shitter."

I braced my hands on the dash as we rounded the corner. This was all I got done these days, racing around town and shouting. What kind of life was this for a man?

We were heading North, away from the civilized part of town.

John said, "He took Franky's body! Did you see that!"

"Yes, John."

"What do you think he's gonna do with it?"

"I don't know but he apparently didn't need the head."

All three cars blew through the stop sign at a four-way intersection on the edge of town. John's stereo was playing rapid banjo music. We took a curve and transitioned to a rural paved road with no painted lines.

We were falling behind. The Bronco was a speck on the horizon, the shiny little Porsche glimmering behind it like a drop of mercury.

A minute later, up ahead we saw a little rooster tail of dust fly off the side of the road, to the left. The Bronco had cut off onto a dirt road, heading toward a row of enormous, low, blue buildings.

"Oh, shit!" Yelled John, "it's the turkey factory!"

We hit the turn and took it so hard I thought we were going up on two wheels. The Caddie bumped and growled on the dirt road, rear end fishtailing like we were on ice. We were driving through the dust cloud from both vehicles, bits of gravel smacking the windshield with a sound like popcorn.

Ahead, my Bronco jumped off the road, drove across a patch of lawn and smashed into the wall of the first building. Through the wall.

Falconer's Porsche stopped on the grass, ass end skidding sideways. He jumped out, gun in hand, and ran toward the ragged Bronco-sized hole the construction worker had punched in the wall with my truck. I could see another awkward conversation with my insurance company in my future.

John and I stopped and dismounted. Falconer looked back and screamed for us to stay back. I stopped, John kept going. I followed.

Turkeys ambled out of the hole in the building, looking confused. Falconer accidentally kicked one as he approached the hole in the wall. He ducked around, cautiously, then moved inside. I got closer and I could see inside the building a little, could see the rear of the Bronco. It looked like it had run into a support beam and come to a stop. The driver's side door was open.

John went around me, into the building. I went in close behind him and...

The fucking smell. Holy shit. It was one of those stinks that seemed to generate its own warmth. It hit me like a wall. Mold and poop and rotten meat.

It looked for a moment like there was a foot of snow inside the building, just white as far as the eye could see. Turkeys. Turkeys so thick you couldn't see the ground, white feathers and thin little twitchy heads and, here and there, a rustle of flapping wings.

There was a turkey commotion to our left, birds jumping and flapping and squawking and flailing through the air, demonstrating turkey flight as one of God's failures. It was the construction worker, hauling Franky's corpse. He was maybe 30 yards ahead of us in this impossibly huge building, the whole thing probably two football fields from end to end. The construction worker's load slowed him down.

We saw Falconer running at full speed, cutting through and creating a Red Sea opening of turkey. He caught up to the construction worker and threw a shoulder into his lower back, sending three bodies sprawling into a blur of flapping white wings and a cloud of feathers.

Falconer got to his feet, knees caked with mud and turkey shit. He put his gun on the construction worker and screamed, "IF YOU MOVE I WILL FuCkING KILL YOU."

John and I stopped about ten feet away from the scene. Falconer seemed to have it under control.
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The construction worker, flat on his back, put out his hands, palm-up. Then, in a blur of a motion he snatched a nearby turkey and heaved it at Falconer. The bird whizzed gobbling through the air, smacking the detective in the chest and sending him to the ground. The construction worker jumped to his feet two seconds before his skull exploded.

Shots roared, turkeys stampeded. Falconer was shooting, and shooting, and shooting. A dozen shots or more, brass shell casings jumping from the gun. The top half of the construction worker's head was gone, everything above the eyes turned to shreds of skin and shards of bone and clumps of spongy pink brain matter.

The man fell, dead. Falconer was reloading. We walked up, got close enough to see the big dead man. Before anyone could comment on this, John said, "Look! His brain!"

Something was moving in the man's skull. A strand of something like spaghetti whipped across the open wound. Another strand. Another. What took shape was a flimsy creature maybe eighteen inches wide, made up entirely of these spaghetti-thin tentacles, all joined at the center. This thing, emerging from the dead man's open skull, looked like something from the ocean floor.

It used its spaghetti limbs to push itself free, then floated up, hovering impossibly


in the air.
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The dictionary rendering of Falconer's "Are you shitting me" face from earlier would have to be revised with the one he wore now.

Falconer aimed his gun at the creature, uncertain. The thing whizzed away, tumbling through the air as if blown by a fan. It landed among a crowd of turkeys. John turned to Falconer and said, "Quick! We need your extra gun! We didn't bring one!"


Table of



Contents
 Something happened. I didn't catch it but the turkeys were going crazy where the thing landed. I could see the spaghetti thing and it appeared to be attached to a
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turkey somehow. Then, one of its tentacles shot out, becoming rigid and five times as long. It impaled four turkeys on the tentacle, punching through them with JDatE
 little sprays of blood and feather.
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It extended another tentacle and did it again. Four more turkeys skewered. Again.

Now there were four rows of turkeys joined at the central point where the spaghetti creature's body was.

The X-shaped cluster of turkeys rose as one body, as tall as a man. Two rows of turkeys forming legs, two forming arms. One "arm" of turkeys curled around the body of Franky Burgess and picked it up with little effort. Turkey feet took strides forward and soon the turkey thing was hauling Franky's body across the building.

Falconer shot at the birds, producing puffs of feathers and no other noticeable effect. John and I followed him, mainly to see what would happen.

The turkey man finally reached a small closet on the other side of the building, basically a booth with pipes running out of the top, probably holding valves for water and shovels to scoop up turkey poop. It couldn't have been five feet deep.

But when the turkey man reached the door and ripped it open, beyond was a vast, dark room, with some kind of large machinery vaguely visible inside. Turkey man roughly threw Franky's body through the door and slammed it shut.

It turned on us. I couldn't help noticing that the two turkeys it was using as feet had been pulverized into a pink, feathery mess.

The thing advanced. We ran away. Falconer, too.

We ran across the building, kicking turkeys as we went, all the way back through the hole in the wall left by my Bronco. We followed Falconer's lead as he dove across the hood of John's Caddie and took cover behind it. He leaned around, aiming his automatic around the headlight as me and John fell in behind him.

The turkey man ran to our position, then past us. It ran off across the lawn, across a weedy field, and into the woods to start a new life. We never saw it again.

We stayed crouched behind the Caddie for a long time, nobody quite sure what to say. Without a word, Falconer stood and walked back inside the building. When me and John got back inside I noticed three workers standing around, watching us from across the building. Falconer went right to the door Franky had been sent through. He ripped open the door and saw...

Shovels, in a small utility closet barely large enough to stand in. And a pitchfork. What was the pitchfork for? I pictured them skewering birds and handing them to customers that way.

Tentatively, I said, "You saw in there before, detective? When he opened it?"

He didn't answer.

John said, "There was a room. Dark, like a basement."

Again, no answer from the detective.

John said, "You're probably wondering how they do that. Me and Dave have been studying them for a long time and our theory is that they're using magic."

I said, "Did you see how bloated Franky's body was?"

Falconer sort of nodded.

"And they wanted his body back pretty badly, right?"

Falconer cleared his throat and said, "Who's 'they?'"

"Don't know. But my point is, whoever they are, all animals protect their young. Right, Detective?"

"Excuse me?"

"I'm thinking that thing in Franky's mouth laid eggs. A lot of them."

He turned on me.

"I didn't see no fucking thing in his mouth."

I heard sirens in the distance. Falconer must have called in backup during the chase.

"Come on, detective. Detect. Put together the facts you've got and make a conclusion out of it."

"Shut up. Shut up and let me think."

John lit a cigarette and said, "Let me tell you how it is, Detective. When I was a kid, about fifteen, my dad brought me out here. This very place, Featherball Farms. Middle of the summer, right? And my dad's drunk because it's Thursday. And it's the middle of the night and he drives me out here, it's me and my dad and a friend of his."

John blew a cloud of smoke. He rubbed the back of his neck with his cigarette hand.

"And we parked right out there, not by this building but the next one over. We sneak inside and we're greeted by twenty thousand turkeys. I mean, we are literally an island of human in an ocean of turkey. And at the sound of that door every turkey head in the building snaps toward us. I guess they thought it was feeding time. So it's me and my dad and Tom, that's dad's friend, he's outside in the Camaro, the getaway driver I guess. So anyway, Dad pulls out this little sawed off baseball bat that he keeps around for bar fights. My dad, he steps carefully around amongst the turkeys, this bat raised over his shoulder, and he's trying to find the fattest one. And these turkeys, they got no idea what's comin', you understand? So Dad raises that baseball bat and he clubs this one turkey over the head. The thing falls over dead, instantly. He picks it up and hands it to me, by the feet. I could barely carry the thing, it felt like it was 50 pounds. He runs out and I'm dragging this thing, its limp head flopping along the ground. So we run out to the car and we speed away, and I got this warm, smelly turkey in the back seat with me. We drive and go out to the country, a piece of woods behind my dad's place, along the river south of town. My dad, he makes a fire and pulls out that huge pocket knife he carried. He skins the turkey, pulling off this bloody, slimy layer, feathers and all. He pulls out the guts and leaves them in a pile. Then he shoves a sharp stick through it like a rotisserie. Just propped it up and let it cook right there, over the flames. We sat around the fire and told ghost stories and tore off pieces of turkey, eating it with our bare hands and drinking bottles of Pabst Blue Ribbon from his cooler. And I'm telling you, detective, it was the best turkey I ever had."

I looked at John, Falconer continued to stare off into nothing.

I said, "What the hell was the point of that?"

"I'm just sayin', my dad was crazy. And that sometimes meat you kill yourself is the sweetest. Also, some of the people in this town turn into monsters. With magic."

I said, "We gotta find Franky's body."

Falconer didn't voice agreement or disagreement, either one. Sirens arrived outside the building.

John blew out another stream of smoke and said, "Okay, here's what we tell the cops..."
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Two hours later I was behind a counter, trying to peel the magnetic antitheft tag off a DVD with my fingernail. I had a swollen lip, a bandage on my shoulder, a Band-Aid on my eye and my ribs gave me a jolt of pain every time I took a breath. I stank of turkey.
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I would have called in, but I had used up all of my sick days for the year and couldn't take off again until January. I take a lot of sick days, most of them selfdeclared Mental Health days. Meaning I wake up in a mood that I know will lead



me to assault the very first person who asks me if the Two Day Rentals have to be back on Wednesday or Thursday.

I had worked at Wally's Videe-Oh! for five years, been a manager for two. I started right after I dropped out of college. I remember hearing that Quentin Tarantino got discovered working at a video store, and I think I had it in my head to try work here and write a screenplay. It was going to be about a cop in the future with a flamethrower for an arm. At age 19, that seemed like a pretty sound plan. The thing about not having parents is you don't have anyone to tell you you're heading down a path paved with retardedness.

The people who raised me, and I'll leave their names out of this, they did what they could. Nice people, real religious. Kind of treated me like I was a little African refugee kid they had rescued. They knew my story, knew that I had never known my Dad. When I got in trouble at school and got kicked out, because of that kid that died, they were real supportive. Took my side all the way through, then shortly after moved to Florida and hinted that maybe things would be better if I stayed behind.

My birth mom is living in Arizona, I think, staying with a dozen other people in an arrangement that could be called a "compound." Some kind of commune, I don't know. She sent me a letter two years ago, thirty pages scribbled on lined notebook paper. I couldn't make it past the first paragraph.

I scraped the plastic theft sticker off the DVD, put it back in its case, then picked another case off the stack. Pulled out the disc, started scraping off the tag. I looked around, saw there was only one customer it the store. A guy wearing a cowboy hat. His jeans looked like they were painted on.

The TV we had mounted in the far corner of the store was turned to the news, the sound down and the Closed Captioning turned on. They had been going back to the "death" of the "hospital shooting" "suspect" every 20 minutes or so. It was hard to tell from the bits and pieces I picked up between customers, but it looked like the story Falconer fed to them was similar to the one John suggested. Franky apparently had an accomplice, meaning the construction worker. The construction worker sawed off Franky's head, then brought it to my house for some reason. We confronted him and he led us on a chase to the turkey warehouse where he was shot dead by an agent from a "federal task force." It never occurred to me that Falconer hadn't told us what agency he worked for and the news didn't mention it. Hmmm.

Falconer had apparently omitted one part of John's story, which was the part where the turkeys ate Franky's body. The news said the body was still missing and a few people would look for it over the next few days, but otherwise the manhunt was called off. Everything could go back to normal since Franky's severed head was pretty much confirmation he was no longer a danger. I pictured Franky's corpse swelling to eruption with hundreds of baby mouth bugs and begged to differ.

The cowboy came up to the counter with a copy of Basic Instinct 2 and 2001: A Space Odyssey. How could he walk in those jeans? I could make out the exact hang of his penis in those things. Did they inflate when he farted?

I glanced up at the TV, saw a reporter standing in front of the turkey building as a tow truck hauled my Bronco out, front end smashed and windshield clouded white with cracks. I still drove it home, though. Give credit to the people at Ford.

The cowboy gave me his membership card and I punched in the number. His account came up as:

NAME: James DuPree

OVERDUE: -

ACCT STATUS: A

COMMENTS: THIS MAN HAS WORN THE SAME TROUSERS SINCE HE WAS A TODDLER

Many memos had circulated at Wally's about abusing the Customer Comment box on the computer. We have John to thank for that. He worked here a few years ago, after I begged the manager to let him on. John was fired a few months later, but not before he managed to add something to the "Comment" field for pretty much every single customer he served.

NAME: Carl Gass

COMMENTS: If he doesn't have late charges, and you tell him that he does, he LOSES HIS FUCKING MIND.

NAME: Lisa Franks

COMMENTS: Had sex with her on 11/15

NAME: Kara Bullock

COMMENTS: Thinks I have an English accent. Don't

forget.

NAME: Chet Beirach

COMMENTS: Always smells like fish. I think he fishes for a living. He's sensitive about it so don't bring it up.

NAME: Rob Arnold

COMMENTS: It's the white Patrick Ewing!

NAME: Cheryl Mackey

COMMENTS: Had sex with her on 7/16

I gave the cowboy his change, glancing over his shoulder at the TV every chance I could get. They were back at the hospital, the camera showing close-ups of bullet holes in walls and shell casings on the floor.

The cowboy turned to follow my gaze, saw the TV. "That's some scary shit, ain't it?"

I said, "Yeah."

"Whole world's comin' to an end, that's what I think."

"Yeah, probably. Have a nice day."

The cowboy left. He stuffed his wallet into his back pocket and I imagined it shooting back out again, squeezed by the sheer pressure of the fabric.

These days John was working at a warehouse that stored government documents. Apparently most agencies have gone to a paperless system, all the records on computer, and they have to destroy all their old paper forms after a couple of years because there's no money in the budget to store them. John got a job on the document destruction team. It seemed like a perfect job for him. I mean, how can you screw up destroying papers? John told me they pile up all the papers and shoot them with flamethrowers, but I suspect they just have a big shredder or something.

I met John when I was 14, in an Intro to Computers class in high school. Mr. Gertz. Huge guy with a mustache who used to interrupt lessons on Windows 95 to give speeches about atheism. Everybody liked John. He could play guitar and do card tricks and stand on his head. On the other end, most people found me to be unlikable in the way that most people find dogs to have fur.

I grabbed a DVD and went back to peeling off stickers. I had gotten written up six weeks ago because more DVD's were stolen on my watch than either of the other two managers. Not sure what I was supposed to be doing to stop it, I guess running out and tackling the kids who tried to walk out with the goods.

The problem, I decided, was the magnetic antitheft tags that would activate the door alarm were in the DVD cases, so it only took the thieves minutes to figure out they just had to pop the disc out of the case and stuff it in their pocket, leaving the case and the theft tag behind. So I wrote up this angry e-mail, saying the antitheft system was retarded and that if they were serious about people not stealing discs, then they should put the antitheft tags on the discs themselves. After all, it was the disc that was valuable, not the case.

They agreed, and me and two other employees spent about twelve hours sticking these stiff little stickers to all of the new releases in the store. The plan worked beautifully. That is, until last Thursday, when a customer brought in a disc that had been scratched to hell because the theft sticker came unstuck inside his DVD player. It jammed the little tray when it tried to eject the disc and he had to pry it out. Two days later, a customer brought in a broken DVD player. When his disc got stuck thanks to the sticker, he wound up breaking the disc tray on the machine trying to free it.

I wasn't at the store that day, I was on one of my many sick days. But when I came back I was greeted by 27 e-mails from managers and regional managers and other people I had never heard from before, telling me that every antitheft sticker had to be removed from every DVD by November 1st.

I bring this up, again, in case you were wondering why in the holy hell I felt the need to come in to work in the middle of the apocalypse. The answer is that if I took one more sick day I would be fired, and if I didn't get these stickers off by the deadline I would be fired, and even if I could talk my way out of one firing I sure as hell couldn't talk my way out of both. And if I was fired, soon after society would decide I wasn't earning my electricity and water and my house and my food. And they'd be right. If you think that's a bad reason to come to work in the middle of this, then I'm guessing you're still living with Mom and Dad.

I glanced up at the TV and saw something new. Security camera footage, from the hospital. In color, but in a frame rate that made the people appear to blink down the hallway, teleporting five feet at a time. There was a shot of a woman running in terror. They cut to a live shot of some older guy in a suit, an expert of some kind they had brought in. Then they cut back to the security video and I froze.

I heard the DVD I had in my hand fall to the counter.

Did I just see that?

They played it again. The first frame was Franky, in the hall of the hospital, gun in hand, holding a nurse around the throat. The frames rolled forward, slowly, everybody making jerky movements. A security guard came into frame, hand out, trying to talk Franky down. Next frame, same players, limbs in different positions. Looked to be about one frame per second. The next frame was what got me.

At the top of the screen appeared a man in black. Not a Shadow Man, a regular man, in black clothes, black sunglasses. Next frame - one second later - he was gone.

I stared. They cut back to the anchor. The closed captioning lagged behind but I didn't think I saw any mention of the mysterious man in the hall.

My cell phone rang. On the screen it said, "JOHN." I picked up.

"Yeah."

"Dave? Can you get to a television?"

"We got one on here. I saw it."

"Man in black, in the hall?"

"Yeah."

"So who's this asshole now?"

"I don't know, John. I'm still peeling off stickers."

"I'm still at your place, everything seems okay here. I've got the crossbow."

"You've got the what?"

"Hey, have you heard from Falconer?"

"No. I figured they sent him home. His case is over, right?"

"Yeah. I'm sure that was the end of it. The thing with the turkeys."

"Yeah. Probably."

"Yeah."

I had to close the store, so it was midnight before I turned into my driveway. John's Caddie was there, parked along the street. So he apparently really had staked out my place all night, during which time I'm guessing he ate most of my food. He must have heard me pull up because he appeared at the front door before I could even get out of my truck.

I asked, "Any monsters in there?"

"I wasn't paying attention. I got wrapped up in a movie. I'm going home. I left the crossbow."

"Well, thanks for watching the place."

"Sure. Hey, I think something got into your fridge because all of that leftover pizza is gone now."

I pushed through the front door, threw my keys on the table, glanced at the answering machine and saw I had no messages. A little surprised Amy hadn't called. I surveyed the room, the lamp inside the front door raising an island of light in the dim little house. Nothing stirred.

I went toward the kitchen, casting sideways glances along the way. Something flew across the big window in the living room and I gave a start. Probably a bird, though. I see owls around here from time to time. Molly was asleep on my couch.

I flipped on the kitchen light, opened all the cabinets, saw nothing hiding in there. Not much food, either. I tried the freezer, found no monster hiding in there, either.

I did find a box of Hot Pockets, little frozen pastries with meat and cheese inside them. It's the kind of food they feed to prisoners of war to keep them alive.

I took one step toward the microwave, and stopped. A shadow had moved on the floor. Not my own, either.
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I had time to notice the shadow had no left hand. It spoke.

"Hey."

I spun, saw pale skin and freckles and red hair.

"Amy!"
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 My words were interrupted by Amy throwing her arms around my ribs, squeezing like she was trying to deflate me. I hissed in pain. The construction worker may well have cracked a rib there.

"John told me what happened! Isn't that crazy? What was he saying about the-"

Amy was interrupted by my pulling her shirt over her head.

"-the turkeys, what was with that?"

"I don't know, I don't know," I said, working the zipper on her pants. "It's been a crazy 24 hours."

"I heard they brought in that detective, the one who works all those serial killer cases? The guy who's always doing the interviews on Court TV? What's his name?"

We were both naked by the time she made it to the question mark.

* * * * *

"What was that guy's name?" she asked again, an hour later. "The detective?"

I was half asleep, curled up against her in the bed, Amy in the sweats and T-shirt she wore as pajamas.

"Falconer."

"That's right. John says you guys talked to him."

"Mmmm Hmmm."

"Do you think he'll want to talk to me?"

"Why would he?"

"I don't know. Because I know you. I don't know."

"Well, if he does, he does."

"And there's not anything I should tell him? Or not tell him?"

"We're telling him the truth. Well, not the truth, you know, but the truth the way we

tell it to people. You know what I mean."

"Okay."

I closed my eyes.

"David?"

"Hmmmmm?"

"Do you ever wish you didn't know any of this? Like if you could just erase it from your brain so you'd be like everybody else?"

"Sure. Actually... no. Because if somebody came along and offered me the chance, like if they told me if I took a certain pill I could make it all go away, I wouldn't do it. I'd be afraid the good stuff would go away, too. Like maybe I imagined all of it but then maybe I imagined you, too."

"I'm not saying you imagined it all, obviously."

"That's exactly what you would say, if you also were imaginary."

"All right, go to sleep."

"Hey, you started it."

Silence. I drifted off.

"I have this class," she said, "on Social Psychology. And the guy who teaches it, he said the amount of the universe a human can experience is statistically, like, zero percent. You've got this huge universe, trillions of trillions of miles of empty space between galaxies, and all a human can perceive is a little tunnel a few feet wide and a few feet long in front of our eyes. So he says we don't really live in the universe at all, we live inside our brains. All we can see is like a blurry little pinhole in a blindfold, and the rest is filled in by our imagination. So whatever we think of the world, whether you think the world is cruel or good or cold or hot or wet or dry or big or small, that comes entirely from inside your head and nowhere else."

We laid in silence for a while. Finally, I said, "Wouldn't it be nice if that was true?"

Amy's answer was a soft snore.

I woke up, realized I couldn't move my body, then questioned whether or not I was actually awake. I was on my back, one arm flung over my head, faced turned sideways to see the door of the bedroom.

I tried to move again. The blankets were stone. My limbs belonged to a stranger.

I stared at the wall and realized that a man was standing there, next to the door. Weird, because I had always been looking at that spot and I realized he had always been there. Seeing the man was like seeing an optical illusion take shape. And stranger, I registered he was there but I also felt like he had control of my registering him. I can't describe it. I didn't get the sense he was invisible, just that he could decide whether or not he would be noticed.

This had to be a dream. There was no sound. Not the rustling of leaves or cars rumbling past outside the barking of the neighbor's fucking dog. You don't realize how impossible silences like this are until you hear one.

I couldn't even hear my own breathing. Or Amy's. I saw a black speck of something near the bed and when I focused on it, I realized it was a fly, suspended in mid-air, wings caught in mid-flap. It was as if time had frozen.

The man in black did not move, just watched me. I say he didn't move but I then realized he wasn't frozen like the rest of the room. He casually leaned against the wall, arms crossed. He shifted his weight leisurely from one foot to the other. He wore sunglasses, had extremely pale skin and a small, pursed mouth.

Suddenly, I was outside. With no transition, the way it is in dreams. I was walking with the man in black, down my street, through that world of absolute quiet. Fallen leaves hovered a foot off the ground, blown by a gust of wind that had been frozen in the moment. When I went to walk on the leaves I realized I could step over them, they would support my weight from their position in mid-air. They could not be moved.

I said, "Who are you?" though I can't be sure I made any sound.

The man didn't answer, only kept walking. We walked toward the highway, then followed it south, into the middle of town. We passed a car that was half way through an intersection, a puff of exhaust hovering frozen from its tailpipe, the driver inside a perfect mannequin. We walked toward one of the city's two elementary schools, not the beautiful new one they built on the edge of town a few years ago but the other one, the one I went to, a brick building built in 1915 and patched up over the decades like an old tire.

We walked across the lawn, grass poking pinpricks in my bare feet as the blades would not bend under my weight. We approached the front door and I first thought it was locked and then realized it wouldn't matter if wasn't, the door surely couldn't be moved either way.

It was moot, because a moment later we were inside the building, again skipping ahead in that dream-like way. We were in a dank basement, stocked with metal shelves full of cardboard boxes of cleaning supplies and toilet paper and paper towels. The man in black led me down to the end of the room to a metal door, paint peeling around the edges and stained with rust. The door looked like it hadn't been opened in years. There were boxes sitting in front of it.

In a blink we were through that door, in a dark room lit only by a shaft of moonlight spilling in from a tiny window to our left. Exposed bricks on every wall, black with grime and patched with spider webs. There was a massive machine to our right and I knew we were in an old boiler room, shut down and closed off after modern furnaces were installed to replace this rusting behemoth, probably before I was even in school here.

We walked around the old boiler, the thing looking like a huge, armored barrel laying on its side. And there, on the floor, was Franky Burgess.

I only knew it was Franky because the head was missing and he was still wearing some of his old clothes. It seemed unlikely there would be two headless men dressed that way.

But now Franky's body had ballooned to three times its previous size. The pants and bloody shirt had ripped at the seams, stretched to the breaking point, the unbroken elastic digging trenches in the swollen flesh. Franky was 400 pounds now if he was a pound, his abdomen bulging in a way that not even obesity could have accomplished for him.

I turned to the man in black, about to ask him why he was showing me this, to ask who he was and who he worked for.

I was back in bed. I threw aside the covers and jumped to my feet. Amy shifted and mumbled in her sleep. I left the room, walking around the empty house.

Nobody home.

I went into the bathroom, splashed water on my face.

I looked up and in the split second before I blinked the water out of my eyes, I saw movement behind me. Amy getting up, I thought. But when I went back into the bedroom she was still asleep. Molly?

I turned and, sure enough, found her standing a few feet away in the living room, sniffing the air. I let out a breath.

I noticed for the first time that sitting on my coffee table was an object about two feet long, black plastic with a stock at one end like a rifle and a system of wire and pulleys at the other. A short arrow with a razor tip rested along its length. A crossbow.

I could picture this idiotic thing going off and impaling the mailman the first time somebody accidentally kicked it getting off the couch. I reached down to take out the arrow but was stopped by the faint sound of my cell phone.

My pants were still on the floor of the kitchen. I went in there, dug into the pocket and found the phone.

"Hello?"

"Is this David Wong?"

Angry.

"Uh... maybe. Who's this?"

"This is detective Vance Falconer. Did one of you fuckwits take my head?"

"I'm sorry?"

"Frank Burgess's head. From the morgue. It's missing."

"I've been asleep-"

Have I?

"Are you at home?"

"Yeah."

"A car is coming to pick you up. If you leave that house, you're a fugitive."

I started to say something, realized I was talking to a dead phone.
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The sun was thinking about rising outside, the shadows retreating in the house a little. I went back into the bedroom and dug out clean clothes. I dressed and brushed my teeth and kissed Amy on the forehead. I left her a note on the bathroom mirror telling her I had to go to the police station and that I'd be back soon unless they put me in jail.

I waited on the porch and a patrol car arrived about ten minutes later. The guy, a Table of
 fat cop who I thought I remembered seeing at the Hospital the previous night, Contents
 made me ride in the back but didn't put handcuffs on me or anything.
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 He didn't answer. I don't think cops have to answer questions from that part of the car.

We arrived at the police station, a depressing place that stank of disinfectant and burned coffee. He lead me back to a small room with a table and a mirror that I knew was one of their interrogation rooms. I had been in here before.

There was a television in the corner of the room, on a wheeled stand. It had a VCR attached to it.

I sat for half an hour before Falconer burst in. He closed the door, looked up at the corner of the room where there was a security camera, then reached up and pulled its coaxial cable from the wall. That got my attention.

He glared at me, crossed his arms, paced around the room. Finally he said,

"Who are you?"

I didn't answer.

"They went over Frank Burgess' head. The medical examiner. I asked him to. You know what they found? His tongue had been eaten."

"Well, that bug thing probably-"

"THERE WASN'T A FUCKING BUG."

Loud.

"Okay."

"I even looked at the head while it was laying in your fucking yard. There was nothing there."

"Okay."

"You think there was."

"I'm afraid you're going to hit me if I say yes."

"I might hit you anyway."

"I looked at the head, too, detective. Same time you did. The bug thing was in there. And the tongue being gone makes sense, there are parasites that do that with fish. They crawl into the mouth, eat the tongue, and glue themselves to the mouth. When the fish tries to eat, it's just feeding the parasite..."

"Wait, wait, wait. You think the bug thing was there when I looked."

"I think it's there now."

"How."

"Are you really asking me?"

A pause.

"Yes."

"Okay. Understand, when Franky came to my house that night, the thing was plainly visible. The bug thing was in my room, crawling around, and Franky couldn't see it. It was right in front of him."

"Okay."

"Well, that's it. I mean, you can't see everything, right? You want to know if you're getting the flu, you can't just cut yourself and look at the blood to see the virus swimming around in there. It's too small. The virus is still real, a physical thing in this world, but you can't see it. Okay? You can't see it for a completely arbitrary reason, which is that your eyeball just happens to not be able to see things unless they're a certain size. And most of the world around you is like that. You can't see the air you're breathing, you can't see the radio waves flying through the air, you can't see the gravity that holds you to the ground, you can't see heat, or the thoughts in my head, or the events that are going to take place five seconds from now. Almost everything in existence is invisible to you. These creatures are just one more thing. Why is that so freaking hard? Why do people find it so hard to believe in invisible things when almost everything is invisible at any given moment?"

"But you can see them, of course."

"Yes."

"Why?"

"I don't know. I just can."

"You lied just then."

"Holy shit. How do you do that?"

"It saves lives. Why do you think you can see this shit?"

"I think at one time all humans could see that world, the other world. Not 24 hours a day but I think they could see it with focus, with training. I think the ability has gotten lost in our species. It wasn't an accident, either. The things, the hidden things, the things in the shadows, it was to their advantage to not be seen. I think the key to understanding this world is realizing that the influence of the

supernatural didn't diminish when we stopped believing in it. It grew. Even the people who do believe in it, most of what they believe is bullshit and dogma and scams run by con men and corrupt televangelists."

Falconer rubbed his eyes. A tired man.

I said, "It's the Fifth Wall. You've heard the term 'the fourth wall,' right? Like in a movie, where the character talks to the screen? Ferris Bueller? You watch a movie and you can only see three walls and the fourth wall is the movie screen, it's the audience. And the people in the movie don't know you're there but when somebody stops and talks to the audience, they say they're breaking the fourth wall. Well, John calls this other thing the fifth wall. The level of reality above and beyond us. And most people can't perceive it."

"But you, you're one of the special few, right? Just like the guys in straight jackets who think they're the whole world is an Illuminati conspiracy and they're the only ones smart enough to spot it."

"No. This ability to see, to see across dimensions or whatever, there was an intentional effort to restore it, to bring back that ability in humans. They tried it with a bunch of people but almost all of them died."

"Who did? The government? Can they read your mind, too? Would wearing a tin foil hat block them?"

"No, it wasn't anybody on our side. It was the other side who did it."

"So you've got this all worked out, don't you?"

"You tell me, detective. Am I lying?"

"Did you take the head?"

"You're going to have to put that into some kind of context."

"Franky Burgess' head is missing. I told you on the phone, they had it at the morgue, locked up. Now it's gone."

"Oh. I thought you were speaking metaphorically. I didn't take it."

"Somebody did."

"Did anybody see a huge monster made of turkeys in the building?"

" What?'

"You know, like at the turkey farm."

"That's not what I saw."

"Then you see what you want to see. Do they have a security video from the morgue?"

"They do. I've seen it. All we know is there was probably more than one guy.

Neither guy was in frame, we just saw them toss the head. Like a basketball. One guy probably waiting by the door, the other in the storage room. They tossed the head to stay out of the camera view."

"And they somehow got out of the building without getting caught by the cameras? How?"

"We're working on it."

I looked at Falconer, then at the VCR. Suddenly, it clicked.

"You want me to look at the security video, don't you?"

He didn't answer.

"You want to see if I see something there that you don't."

"I didn't say that."

"But you've got it, don't you? The tape? I bet it's already in that machine over there. Come on, why else would you bring me here?"

"My reasons are my own fucking business."

"Fine, whatever. Play the tape."

Falconer paused long enough to demonstrate that the decision to push "play" was his and his alone. He did, and after a slate of color bars the screen blinked to a black and white shot of a room with what looked like an embalming table in the foreground. I had a feeling that the camera existed mostly to make sure morgue employees didn't steal valuables off dead people.

A few seconds of nothing, then...

A blur zipped across the center of the screen. Straight across, a dark shape. Indistinct.

Falconer rewound and played it again, on a slower speed. The image was grainy but you could see pretty clearly an object zip by, about five feet off the ground. Dark hair, a face. Franky Burgess' severed head.
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My mouth went dry. He rewound, played it again. The head floating past.

Sweat droplets prickled along my neck.

"Nobody's tossing that head, detective. The fucking head is flying on its own."

Falconer glanced at me. "I can think of at least two things wrong with that theory."

I didn't respond. My heart was pounding. The realization of what I had done didn't start with my brain, it started in my gut and grew out from there.

No way. No way. Oh, shit, shit, shit...

Memory flashed in my mind. Leaning over the sink, washing my face...

Falconer was talking, I couldn't hear what he said. I got up from the table and went to the door.

He wheeled on me, said, "What the fuck are you doin'?"

"You have to get me home, detective. Now. Right now."

"Why?"

...splashing the water on my face and looking up, in time to see something moving in the mirror, back in the bedroom...

I pulled on the door. Locked. I pounded it with my fist.

"Wong! What the hell?"

"It's at my house, Falconer! It's at my fucking house!"

We drove like hell was chasing us. It was the third time in just over a day I had found myself whipping through town in a car. I dialed my home number from the passenger seat in Falconer's Porsche, dialed and let it ring and ring and ring and ring and ring, muttering, "Come on, come on, come on..."

No answer.

It couldn't have taken four minutes, but it was the longest ride of my life.

We made it to my house. I opened the passenger door of the Porsche before it had stopped, jumped out, fell to my knees in the damp leaves, scrambled to my feet and charged toward the front door. I dropped my keys twice trying to get it open, hands shaking.

I flung open the door and screamed for Amy. No answer. I ran across the living room and into the bedroom.

Empty bed.

Empty bathroom.

I ran back through the living room, passed Falconer, who stood with his automatic in both hands, sweeping the room with it.

I ran into the second bedroom, saw bits of wood on the floor and saw the closet door was closed, saw a hole in the door, ragged edges torn inward, like someone had thrown a bowling ball through it.

"AAAAMMMYYYY!!!!"

I yanked open the door and saw the inside was splashed with blood.
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This is one of those feelings that everyone has felt but that we don't have a word for. It's the numb, weightless sensation you feel at the moment you realize all the remaining years of your life have just changed for the worst.






It's seeing the girl walk crying out the door and knowing it's the last time, it's waking up in a hospital bed and realizing you can't feel your legs, it's getting a phone call at five in the morning from the cops telling you your friend has died in a car wreck.

Amy must have felt that a few years ago, when she woke up from surgery on her mangled hand only to realize that, while she was under, they decided to amputate instead.

That feeling, whatever they call it, hit me when I opened the closet in my bedroom, the closet I knew Amy was in, and saw the blood dripping down the inside of the door. Thick drops of red clinging to splinters around a ragged hole in the wood.

That feeling, like falling, the way it must feel driving a car off a bridge. Nothing between you and the dark below you, a darkness that turns out to be the black line drawn down the center of a life. Every event thereafter is defined according to on which side of the line it occurred, doomed to always be saying things like, "Now that was about two years after Amy died..." and feeling the same hot sting behind the eyes every motherfucking time.

When I looked down, nothing registered with me but meat and blood. And fur.

Molly lay dead, her throat torn out, the blood soaking into the carpet on the floor of the closet.

Amy was next to her, upright against the wall. Those green eyes, open, unblinking. There were smears of blood on her cheek.

I stared into those open eyes for an eternity of seconds. Suddenly, the irises flicked up to meet mine. I heard a mechanical click.

I jumped back, saw she was aiming John's crossbow at me, realized she had squeezed the trigger. If there had been an arrow in it, it would now be protruding from my chest.

"AMY!"

She flung aside the crossbow and jumped up and threw her arms around me and made panicked noises. She was yammering and pointing at something across the room.

"It's okay, it's okay, it's okay... Shhhhhhh..."

I twisted away enough to see Falconer looking down at the floor, at Franky Burgess's severed head. The feathers of a short arrow jutted from its open mouth. Falconer nudged the head with his foot and it rolled over. A metal razor arrowhead protruded two inches out of the base of its skull.

"It killed Molly! David! It killed Molly! I woke up in bed and I could feel breathing, breath against my face and I thought it was you and I opened my eyes and there was this thing hovering there and I kicked it and I ran out and I was screaming for you and I couldn't find you and I grabbed that thing and got in the closet and dragged Molly in there and was yelling for you and..."

Falconer looked over the busted closet door with his "are you shitting me" expression. His face was going to freeze like that. He touched the jagged hole in the middle of the door, the thing looking like it had been hit by a civil war cannon.

"It busted through! David! It just rammed the door with its face, just rammed it and rammed it and I was screaming and Molly was barking at it. And she had her paws up on the door and it just explodes, just explodes in and bits of wood are everywhere and Molly starts yelping and this thing is biting her throat, it's thrashing around and blood is everywhere and she yelps and falls down and I can see this thing through the hole, this face, and I shot it and I couldn't tell if I got it..."

"You got it, Amy." I looked down at the head, eyes open, arrow impaling the bug thing perfectly. "You got it."

She pulled away, I wouldn't let her. I had fistfulls of her shirt in each hand. I decided I would never let go of her again.

She craned her neck to look past me. I watched her eyes grow.

She said, "Are you Vance Falconer?"

Falconer nodded. "I am." He walked over and put a hand on her shoulder. "Are you okay?"

"Yeah, I'm fine, I'm fine." She looked at me. "Where were you?"

"He called me because he thought somebody had stolen the head. By the time we figured out it was here we had wasted a bunch of time. We got here as soon as we could."

I finally let go of her, then brought out my cell phone and punched in John. I got his voicemail, wondered if he had gone to work. I had to glance at my watch to even figure out what day this was. Thursday morning. I disconnected and tried again...

"Yeah."

"John?"

"Yeah. What time is it?"

"Hey, Franky's head is here, Amy shot it with a crossbow. It killed Molly. I gotta go. Bye."

I pocketed the phone. Amy was talking to Falconer, telling him how lucky it was that we got there when we did.

Amy asked him, "Did the government send you because of all the weird stuff that's going on? Like with the San Mateo Strangler? You wound up getting in a fight with that guy on top of a train, right? We saw the movie. I thought George Clooney did a good job as you."

I said, "So, detective, you look in the mouth of that head down there, what do you

see?'

He gave me a hard look, then went and knelt next to the head.

"The tongue has been gnawed off, like I said." He ran a finger along the shaft of the arrow, or bolt, I guess is what they call them when fired from crossbows. He pulled open the jaw a bit and stuck a finger inside.

"I wouldn't do that-"

"-There's nothing here, Wong. I can see all the way down to the-OW! Shit!"

Falconer drew back his hand. I saw red along one finger.

"What happened?"

"Something got me!"

I went and leaned over the head. Inside, the bug thing, impaled on a freaking arrow, was twitching. Its sharpened mandibles flexed, as if trying to bite.

"Shit! The thing bit you! It's still alive!"

I heard the door open and slam shut from the living room, heard footsteps pounding across the floor. John appeared at the door and said, "What did I miss?"

I said, "The thing inside Franky's head bit Falconer just now."

"Let me see it."

John approached Falconer, who told him to back off. John approached anyway, and said, "Oh, shit. David, look at this."

I did, saw a red gash along Falconer's second knuckle...

...and around the wound, a tiny spot of black. Like a single drop of motor oil.

I said, "Okay, we got to wash this, right fuckin' now."

Falconer, sharing none of our sense of urgency, followed us to the bathroom. He stood with the finger under the faucet while I asked John if we should get some disinfectant on it.

"Dave, I absolutely do not know. What the hell do you disinfect this shit with?"

"What?" asked Falconer. "What's 'this shit?'"

John said, "Soy sauce.
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I said, "That's just what we call it. There was a little bit of black stuff around your-"

"-I saw it. What was it?"

"Venom. Or something. These things secrete it I think."

"These things? The invisible things that take over people's heads?"
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 "That's not an easy question to answer. John, go in the kitchen, I've got some Forums
 rubbing alcohol under the sink."

John left the bathroom. Amy asked if we could move the operation to the kitchen, so she could use the bathroom to clean up. She had gotten Molly's blood on her hand and it was all over her face and hair and shirt.

She was freaking out about that, and the whole thing, a lot less than I would have. But then again, Amy Sullivan had a pretty horrifying hand dealt to her by life, from the car accident that took her parents and her hand, to the death of her brother just a few years later. And still she kept getting up in the morning and turning over the next card, day after day, and usually smiling. That was Amy. A hundred and five pounds, snorted when she laughed, had seen Moulin Rouge sixty-five times and on the inside, she was iron.

We walked out of the bedroom and met John, carrying not a bottle of rubbing alcohol but a picture in a wooden frame. It was the black velvet painting of Jesus that he had taken from the wall in the other bedroom. The crappy painting was Amy's lone contribution to the house's decor.

"Here," said John, and began rubbing the painting on Falconer's finger. "It's Jesus."

"Okay, okay," said Falconer, out of patience. "Back off. It's too early in the morning for this. Tell me what that black shit does."

"Let me put it this way," I said. "Before John and me got that stuff inside us, we were perfectly normal people."

Falconer stared hard at me and I realized after a moment he was doing his lie detector thing. Watching my eyes.

Amy emerged, dressed in jeans and a gray button-up shirt she wore a lot. I put an arm around her. John went into the bathroom and I heard the water start on my tub.

I leaned in. "What are you doin'?"

"I want to dunk that head. I want to drown that bug thing before it bites anybody else."

"How do you know it can't breathe water?"

"We'll find out. If water doesn't work, we'll use fire."

John left the room. Falconer said, "Wait, no. Here's what's gonna happen, I'm gonna take that head and I'm gonna get a team looking at it. We'll put it under a microscope, look at it on infrared, or ultrasound, or fucking radar, whatever. And we'll see what we can see in Franky's throat."

"That's perfectly fine," said John, from the bedroom behind us. "After I drown it."

John appeared in the door holding Franky's head. Falconer turned around to face him, glanced down at the head, and froze.

"Ho-lee... shit." He didn't blink.

I said, "You see it now, don't you?"

He didn't answer. He didn't need to.

John walked past Falconer, bumping his shoulder, pushing through into the bathroom. Falconer ran a hand through his hair, staring into space.

I said, "That, right there, their bite, that's their entire purpose for being here I think. They bite and infect us and, BAM, suddenly you're living in their world. I've seen people put a bullet into their skull, or tear out their own eyes, or both, after getting this stuff inside them. And who knows, maybe you get enough in you and you become one of them. But the people who survive, they can see. That's what these things are doing here, I think. Spreading the word, in a way."

There was six inches of water in the tub now. John dunked the head and immediately the bug thing started thrashing around inside the mouth, mandibles barely visible behind Franky's teeth. Amy came in, holding herself as if there was a chill in the room. I put my arms around her again and we all stood around the tub, watching. The thing stopped thrashing. The water became still.

Amy was crying. She said, "I want to bury Molly."

"We will."

"Before we do anything else. She deserves it. She was a good dog."

"I know. We will."

I felt Falconer step up behind me. "So you and John, you got bit? Is that it? You got bit at some point and that's when all this started?"

"No," I said. "John ran into a guy who had it, that black shit, little jars of it. Selling it like a drug. We took it and started seeing things and never stopped seeing

things."

John said, "Amy can, too. Now. She never took the stuff directly but, uh," he paused, to give me an awkward glance. "I guess David rubbed off on her."

Amy rolled her eyes.

"The guy who was selling it, where'd he get it?"

"No idea."

"And do you know where this guy is now?"

"Dead. He exploded."

I turned to face Falconer and said, "Welcome to the party."

He put up a hand. "All right. That thing, in his mouth, I accept that it's there. I accept it because I can see it and touch it. Don't smirk at me like I'm a fool for not believing your spiel earlier and don't expect to me to suddenly buy everything you're saying wholesale now. I accept that the bug is an animal in this universe, somethin' not in the science books yet, because of my own observation and no other reason. And fine, it has some method for hiding itself from sight and it has the ability to affect human behavior. My own observation of Franky's actions tell me that. That is the information I have and that's what I know based on it. I know nothing else and anything else you say, I'll accept only after I can observe it myself. It's called critical thinking, Mr. Wong."

I said, "Whatever. Do you accept that this thing maybe could lay eggs, too? And that maybe, like some insects, it lays them in a host so that the babies will have something to eat when they hatch?"

"I don't know that. But I want Franky's body, either way."

"Well, detective, I have good news. I think I know where it is."

"Do I want to know how you know it?"

I shrugged. "Guy came to me in a dream and told me."

John said, "Who?"

"A man in black. I think it's the same guy from the hospital security video."

I looked at Falconer and said, "We saw it on the news.

"Okay. Fine. We'll go where you think it is and either it's there or it's not. Regardless of how you know."

"Great."

"So where is it?"

"I'll tell you. But first we're going to bury my dog."

*****

Amy wrapped Molly in a sheet and John and I carried the bundle out behind the tool shed. I only had one shovel and after watching me poke clumsily around in the soil with it for a few minutes, Falconer took the shovel from my hands and efficiently dug a nice hole, using the blade of the shovel to chop through some tree roots along the way. We put Molly in the ground and John volunteered to say the eulogy:

"This here is Molly. She was a good dog. And when I say 'good dog' I don't mean it the way other people mean it, when they're talking about a dog that never shit on the floor or bit their kids. No, I'm talking about a dog that died saving Amy's life. By my rough count, that's half a dozen times Molly saved one of our lives. How many dogs can say that? Hell, how many people can say that? One time, Dave was in a burning building, and Molly here rescued him by getting behind the wheel of his car and driving into the building. You know that couldn't have been easy for her.

Anyhow, Molly died, in the way that all really good things die, fast and brutal and for no apparent reason. They say that even though it often appears that God just really, really doesn't give a shit about what happens here, that that's just an illusion and that He really does care after all, and that it's all part of his great plan to make it appear that He doesn't give a shit. Though what fucking point that serves I can't possibly imagine. I think God probably just wanted Molly for Himself, and I guess I can't blame Him.

So, here you go, God. Here's your dog back, I guess. We hereby commit Molly to doggy heaven, which is probably nicer than regular heaven, if you think about it. Amen."

Amy and me said, "Amen" and I noticed she was crying again and felt utterly helpless to stop it. She buried her face in my chest and I stroked her tangled mess of red hair.

Falconer pulled out his gun, popped out the magazine, checked the holes drilled in the side that showed how many bullets were in it.

He turned and crunched his way through the dead leaves, toward my back door.

"Okay, then," he said. "Tell me where Franky's body is."

We followed him and I said, "Hamilton Elementary School. It's the old school downtown. They still use it though. They built the new one when they consolidated the districts, but there's still kids at this one. You understand what I'm saying? There'll probably be a couple hundred kids there when this thing hatches. The body's in the basement. Boiler room."

"And you saw this in a dream."

"Yes."

"Fine. You've bought that much credibility and it's not like we got anything else to go on."

Falconer slid the magazine back into the gun, pulled back the slide and clicked the safety. He stuffed it into his shoulder holster, then stopped at my back door and turned to face us.

"But understand, there's no magic, Wong. Call this what you want, but it ain't magic. Magic is what we used to call lightning. We thought thunder was the voice of God. And back then, when you got sick, you went to an old man in a robe who waved a stick at you and chanted and two days later you died anyway. I know you don't understand and I know you think I'm just a prick. But I ain't goin' back to that shit, to hidin' in the caves, scared of the demons in the shadows. Billions of good people have lived like slaves, under the hand of smooth-talking assholes who threatened them with curses or Hell or the wrath of God. Fuck that. Fuck all of that. We're animals who have climbed to the top of the animal kingdom and that's all we are and you know what, that's enough. We got our brains and our balls and our desire to stay at the top of that pyramid and we built a world on that. And all this, it's just one more mystery, Wong. And I will solve it. I don't lose."

Falconer opened my door, took two steps into my kitchen, then raised his gun and said, "Freeze!"

We pushed in the door, looked and saw he was aiming his gun at thin air.
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John gave me a confused look. He said, "Detective, what are-"

"-Who are you?" barked Falconer, to no one.

We stood around in awkward silence for a few moments, waiting for Falconer to come to his senses. Then, the man in black stepped out from behind the nothing he had been hiding behind.
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Could have been 25 or 55. He had black hair, slicked down and combed to

unnatural perfection, looking almost like the painted hair on a ventriloquist dummy. He wore sunglasses.

He said, "Well, now that we're all here, I think we should have a talk."

The man in black stepped out of the kitchen and into the living room. In the center of the room he calmly sat down, onto nothing. Not on the floor; I mean his ass stopped two feet off the ground as if on an invisible stool.

Falconer, his gun still on the man, said, "I ask again, and for the last time. Who are you?"

The man in black said, "My name is Dick Bitchwhistle. I am-"

"Wait," said John. "Waitwaitwait. Did you just say your name was 'Charlie Tardfart?'"

"You each heard the name you wanted to hear. Now do you want me to say my real name or would you like to all go on living?"

Falconer said, "I'm in one of my moods. In these moods I'm liable to shoot somebody right in the kneecap, just for the hell of it. So don't threaten me."

Without changing expression, the man in black said, "I can have that gun whenever I want, detective Falconer."

"Oh, yeah? Well be careful because the barrel will be real hot when you touch it. Who do you work for?"

"They."

"Who?"

"They. We're 'They.' When somebody says, 'They always screw the little guy,' or, 'They have a car that runs on water,' or "They only teach you what they want you to know," we're the 'They' they're talking about. What the government is to you, we are to the government."

Falconer said, "Fine. How did you do that thing back there? When you, cloaked yourself or whatever."

"It's not magic, so you have that fact to comfort you. You could even do it, with a few decades of practice. One just stands where no one in the room is looking. All magic is just honed technique and manipulated confusion. But you know that."

John said, "And how about the thing now, with the invisible chair?"

"That actually is magic."

Falconer lowered his gun, but didn't put it away.

I said, "You were at the hospital, weren't you? The night of the shooting?"

"I was. I'm on assignment. I have to turn in a report on all this by Monday."

Falconer said, "Great. Why don't you give us the summary so we'll know what the hell is going on and I can get back home? I only got my hotel until noon."

"If you were waiting for someone like me to provide answers, detective, you were wasting your time. After all, there's a man right in this room who can tell you everything you need to know."

The man in black looked squarely at me.

Everyone was staring. I looked around the room and said, "What?!?"

"Tell them about the shadow, David."

"Oh."

I glanced nervously at Amy and said, "Back in the Summer, that first week you went back to school for the fall semester, I went on campus that weekend and met with some guys. Scientists. They had written a thing about crazy people who see shadow people, I saw it in the college newsletter. So I talked to them and I didn't tell you guys because I didn't want you to-anyway, I went in and they hooked some wires to my brain and they made me see a shadow man."

John said, "Holy shit, Dave."

I said to Falconer, "People see them from time to time. Go look it up. Figures made of black. John, me, Amy, we've all seen them. Anyway, the point is there was a girl there, in the lab. A grad student I guess, helping with the experiment. And when the shadow man appeared it... took her."

Amy covered her mouth with her one hand, went a shade paler than she normally was.

Falconer said, "Took her? How?" "This thing passed over her and a few seconds later she was just gone. Empty space where she had been standing."

"All right. And if I go check I'll find a police report on this?"

"No. Nobody misses her. Nobody remembers her."

I took a deep breath, rubbed my eyes. "Even the scientists, the guys in the room, you go ask and they'll have no memory of her ever being there."

"Uh huh," said Falconer. "So, what, the shadow thing erased her from their memory, too? What's that, like the way they cover up the crime?"

"No. If you go to that newsletter, when I first read it she was mentioned in the article. Go read it now, she's not in there. Go check the registry at the school, you won't find her enrolled. Go look at her high school yearbook, you won't find her picture. Go ask her parents, and they'll say she died in childhood, or was stillborn, or that they never had a daughter and that you must have them confused with somebody else."

Falconer shrugged. "I don't get it."

"When the shadow people take you, they take all of you. Past, present, future. They reach back and rip you out of the past, like tearing up a plant by the roots. If a man kills you, you're gone. If a shadow man kills you, you never were."

Falconer scratched his forehead with the rear sight of his gun. He squeezed his eyes shut as if to release the pressure of a headache. "Do you know what it's like for me to listen to you say this shit and to watch three other people nod like it's the time and temperature? What the hell is wrong with this town?"

The man in black said, "It's about to get a lot worse, detective." He turned to me, eyes hidden behind those glasses. I couldn't put my finger on what was wrong with the man. There was something... artificial about him I guess. He said, "Finish it, David. Tell him the rest."
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I hesitated for a long time, not sure where to start.

I took a deep breath and said, "Have you ever noticed that when you hear a new word, a word you've never heard in your life, you'll hear it again within 24 hours? From a completely different source?"


	
	
"I don't know," Falconer said, through a sigh. "I guess."





	

Table of
 Contents



	
"And have you ever noticed sometimes when you're driving along, you'll see like one shoe on the road?"
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"Okay."
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"And do you ever hear on TV that an actor has died, and you swear that you heard about that guy dying like five years before? I mean, you can clearly remember the memorial bits they did on TV and everything and now, here they are, doing it again."

Falconer actually nodded this time. "Yeah, actually. Yeah. Richard Pryor."

"Okay. Okay. Now, have you ever woken up one day and felt like something just wasn't right with the world? No, no, don't get that look. I don't mean in general, people being mean to people and little kids shot in gang wars. I mean specifically. Like all of a sudden you wake up and something has changed, maybe something small but maybe not. Something's... off. And the whole world goes on about it like it's nothin' and you're the only one who thinks it's strange?"






"No."

"You will, now. One guy, he wrote me a letter, saying he came home and stood there expecting his dog to greet him, then remembered he didn't have a dog. Another lady, she swore to me the thing with eating meat with the blood still in it was something she had never heard of until last year. She says she can clearly remember a time when serving somebody a steak that was red in the middle would get the cook fired. Now, you ask for the thing cooked and it means you're a redneck. Me, I hear gangsta rap, see 13 year-old girls with their iPods singing along with a guy who's celebrating how well he just mutilated a whore and think, that doesn't belong in this universe. It's wrong. Not morally wrong, but... incorrect. Because I can pretty clearly picture a world without it."

There was a pause where Falconer gave himself away, where I could see he was taking time to consider this. He wasn't going to admit it, not here and not now, but I knew I had struck a chord with him. All he said was, "Get to your point."

"Take what I said about the shadow man, and the girl. Expand it. These beings, whatever they are, wherever they come from, think what they could do to the world. They can reach back, make changes, change events in chain reactions to sculpt the world to whatever shape they want."

I stopped, hoping to let that sink in. John said, "I sort of remember Al Gore being president."

Falconer shrugged and said, "Well, hell, so do I..."

"No, no, no," said John. "Not the recount shit. I remember him becoming president in 1997 because Bill Clinton was assassinated, by an anti-abortion nut. Al Gore became president and ran in 2000 as the incumbent. I wake up one day and I see the governor of Texas on screen and every channel is carrying his press conference and I'm thinking, what, did this guy get caught with a hooker or something? Since when do we care what George Bush's kid has to say? And then I see the tag on the screen and it's talking about 'Oval Office Address' and I get this muddy feeling in my head, like waking up to a hangover, and I think, oh, yeah, that's right. He's president."

Nobody responded to that. John pulled out his pack of cigarettes. "A girl in Ohio mailed me a magazine. She found it in the basement at her library. Issue of TIME, from July of 1997. Bill Clinton on the cover, dead as Lincoln. I remembered the cover the second I saw it. But you go back and look at the actual TIME archives and that week's issue has a picture of that Mars rover. And obviously Bill Clinton is still out there now, alive. But that magazine, that one issue, it's real. I've held it in my hand. Somehow it survived."

John lit his cigarette.

Falconer suddenly looked very uncomfortable. He waited for one of us to go on and when we didn't, he stammered, "I don't even... I mean, what the fuck do you even want me to do with that? Come on."

John said, "It's the Fifth Wall. Go behind the wall and I think these things are behind it, the shadow people. Like the people behind the camera, in the control room."

I looked at the man in black, said, "Well? Is that about it? Why don't you just tell us and then we'll know?"

He brushed some lint off his knee and said, "They are the X'ellnuu, the offspring of Gornoth the Zuulnaarrk."

John said, "Are you just making up words?"

"Yes. And so are you, when you call them 'demons' or 'ghosts.' Come now, what percentage of existence do you really think can be described by words you know?"

John said, "But I've heard they don't like crosses. And music, pretty music drives them away. I think it's in the Bible."

Falconer said, "Crosses? So would the Ankh work, too? You know, the Egyptian symbol for life the Christians borrowed the cross from?"

"I don't know, we've never tried it. Holy water, that also works."

"Yeah, yeah," said Falconer. "Like regular water only with the Holy molecule attached to the two Hydrogens and one Oxygen."

Falconer slid his gun into his shoulder holster and said, "Okay. I'm going to the elementary school to collect Franky's body. You guys can sit around and hash this out. I don't give a fuck at this point. Pile myth on top of myth until you're scared to leave the house. Turn off the lights, shine a flashlight under your chin. But don't bother me with any of it until you have evidence. I don't have room in my head."

He turned to the man in black. "Nice meeting you. Fax me a copy of your report and I'll add it to the file."

"How can you just shut all this out of your mind?" I said. "After everything you've seen..."

"What do you want, Wong? Seriously. I'm on the clock here. If I go to that school and find a bigfoot crapping leprechauns, I'll document it for the file and move on. But I'm not playing this game."

He turned to leave.

"Is that your choice, detective?" said the man in black.

Falconer stopped, said, "Yes. Thank you."

"Are you sure? Because there's something you should know before you leave."

"And that is?"

"The answer to my question. Is that your choice? Or was the choice made for you?"

" What?'

"When's the last time you've eaten, detective?"

"I'm gone."

He headed for the door again.

"I understand you, detective," said the man in black. "You believe only in what you can see and touch and label and measure with a machine. Well, let me tell you what we can see and touch and quantify, detective Falconer. You."

Falconer stopped once more, his back to us.

The man in black said, "We have a scanner. It can trace the workings of your entire brain, down to the neuron, in real time. I've seen it, it looks like a sombrero. When you made that decision to leave the room just now, I could have hooked up your brain and showed you exactly which of the 1,102,576,226,996,453 synapses fired first, the rest falling like dominoes, to form your 'decision.' I can rewind it, show you the exact stage of your physical development when that particular connection formed between two neurons, trace back the exact series of impulses from your eyes and ears that triggered the chemical response. I can take you on a tour of your brain, show you the exact physical roots of the neural pattern you call 'justice' and another that you call 'love' and even the one you call 'critical thinking.'"

"Who gives a shit. Really."

"Very old and very powerful parties give a shit. You do believe in ghosts, detective. The ghost in the machine. Every time you speak of the 'mind' or you claim to 'choose' what you do. These kids call it a soul, you call it your 'self' or' personality.' Both of you are speaking of mysterious, ghostly things haunting a meaty, wet web of cells inside your skull. A force that somehow chooses to do one thing or another, to make one synapse fire instead of another. And you believe, despite knowing that the rest of the entire physical universe is nothing but a series of physical reactions, just pebbles bouncing down a board. The only object in fifteen billion light years in every direction that can choose rests inside the boney bowl atop your shoulders. Right?"

"Look, I'm responsible for what I do. That's all I know. That's why I have to-"

"-Are you sure?"

"That I'm responsible? Yes."

"Then you've set yourself as their enemy. The shadow people, as David calls them. They're watching us. If you, as a man, if you're just protoplasm, cells lumped together and crawling over this rock like maggots on a piece of meat, then you're no threat. You're a plant, a fungus, a bacterium. Raw material for them to grow and use and harvest."

The man paused, turned his head slightly and I thought he was looking at me.

"But if you can really choose," he continued, "as you said you could just seconds ago, then you're sitting on a bolt of lightning. Will, detective. The magical ability to alter the world that almost every human thinks he has. The most powerful magic this universe knows. The only magic it knows. I've seen the future, detective. I've seen mankind leave this planet, and land on the next planet in ships. And then the next solar system, and the next, the species flashing across the surfaces of worlds like wildfire. Nature spends five billion years carving the surface of a world and here comes man, cutting and shaping it according to his own imagination in a blink. According to his will. Can you choose, detective? Can you? Because if you can, then you've thrown down chips in a very high stakes game. Because human will is about to explode across this universe like a Hydrogen bomb."

The man in black stood, lifting himself from his non-existent chair.

"Look at the girl over there, Detective. She's missing her left hand. You know, when we miss a limb we often feel 'ghost' sensations, itching or heat or pain, in the missing appendage. Let's see how infectious that bite was, detective. Look at her wrist. Look at the space where the hand should be."

Falconer did. Amy fidgeted, not comfortable with him staring at the scarred stump where her hand was years ago. She wanted to cross her arms.

Falconer said nothing. Then, his mouth fell slowly open.
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The man in black asked, "Do you see it?"

Falconer's eyebrows came together, trying to think his way through the impossible. Again.

Falconer was seeing her hand. I know, because, I can do it whenever I want. It's not easy, it takes concentration. Like choosing to see water spots on your
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the same reason I could see the shadow people, or those strange creatures from
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Falconer slowly shook his head, back and forth. But said nothing. His mouth never did close all the way.

I said to the man in black, "The bug thing, it showed up in my bed. Did it come for me? If so, why?"

"It didn't come for you. It came because of you."

"I don't understand."

"You don't want to. Haven't you ever wondered why these events seem to follow you? You're fond of saying this town is haunted. And it is. By you."

Falconer turned to me, something clicking into place in his brain.

He said, "It's you, isn't it? You're the one doing all this."

"No, no. No. It's not like that."

"You're one of them, whatever they are."

I didn't answer. John and Amy stayed silent as well.

The man in black said, "It's not his fault. By the way, you never answered my other question."

"I'm sorry, I've lost track," Falconer said. "What question is that?"

"When's the last time you've eaten?"

"I... what? I don't know. I'll get drivethrough on the way back from the school. I... I gotta get outta this fucking house..."

"Think about it, detective. This isn't an idle question." The man in black took a step toward him and again asked, "When's the last time you've eaten? Think."

Falconer started to dismiss him, started to leave, then stopped himself.

The man in black said, "It's been more than 24 hours, hasn't it?"

"I... I haven't been hungry. Too much going-"

"-Maybe you should go look in a mirror, detective."

And there, with that phrase, came fear in the detective's face. The first time I had seen it, through all this.

"Why?"

"How's your finger? Where the creature bit you?"

"What?"

"Why don't you go look in a mirror. You'll be surprised what you can see now."

Falconer stood there, maybe feeling the same falling sensation I felt earlier, my hand on the closet door.

Finally he said, "Go to Hell."

He turned and went to the front door and went out into the day. He slammed the door behind him. I heard his car door open a moment later.

I said to the man in black, "You came to me in a dream, right? You showed me Franky's body. Is it in the school?"

The man in black put up one hand, to silence me. I stopped talking. We all stood like that for a moment, as if anticipating a sound.

From outside, we heard a single gunshot.

We all froze, the moment when we had to decide whether a gunshot meant "run away" or "run to." As usual, John made the decision. Amy was next out the front door, I went last. We ran to the Porsche.

From outside the car we could see Falconer was slumped over, sideways. John circled around to the driver's side door and yanked it open.

Amy gasped. Blood ran down the leather headrest of the driver's seat.

Falconer had shot himself. In the mouth, it looked like. John made a show of checking the man's pulse but it was pretty obvious he was done.

Amy said, "Why? Why would he do that? David, why would he do that?"

"Maybe they... did something to him. Made him do it. I don't know. John, what are you-"

John was leaning into the car. He leaned over Falconer's body. The dead man's eyes were open. John leaned over, face just inches from Falconer's, bracing himself with one hand against the armrest of the passenger door.

"John, don't do that..." "Oh, shit. Dave, look at this."

"I'm most definitely not looking at that."

John pushed himself back out of the car. He looked up into the morning sky. It looked like rain.

"He had one of those mouth bugs in him."

"What? No. No, we would have seen it."

"Go look."

I had a better idea, which was to go inside and punch the man in black several times. I turned and crossed the yard and charged in my front door.

Nobody home. Not that I could see, anyway. John and Amy came in behind me.

John said, "What an asshole."

Amy said, "So... he left us here with the severed head of a dead cop in the bath tub and a whole dead cop in a car in the front yard?"

"This is what you get for skipping class."

John said, "We're clear on both of them though. I think. As far as going to jail you know..."

I said, "Either way, we got to get to the school before the cops show up here."

"I agree."

John turned to Amy and said, "We'll need you to open the box for us."

I put a hand on his chest.

"NO."

"Dave, we got no choice."

"No, John."

"I'll take full responsibility. Come on, somebody probably called in the gunshot already."

He strode off toward the kitchen, plucked the tool shed key off my wall, and went out my back door. Amy gave me an uncertain look, then followed him.

I followed them out.

John had the shed open already, dragging the green cooler-sized box onto the lawn. I glanced around for witnesses. Thunder rumbled in the distance.

I said before that there was no visible latch or lock on the box. That was true. But there was an invisible one.

I stared at the front of the box, and focused. A simple lever swam into view. Just like with Amy's missing hand.

I sighed and said, "Okay. Do it."

Amy leaned over and, to an outside observer, held the stump of her left wrist a few inches from the box. To my eyes, her hand grasped the hidden lever and pulled.

The lid rose slowly, on its own.

Inside the box was what looked like a gray lump of fur the size of a football. It was actually metal, and the "fur" was thousands of rigid metal strands, thinner than needles, standing straight up. I said the thing looked like a steel porcupine, John said it looked like a wig for a robot.

The only part of the device not covered by the metallic fur was the simple metal grip at the end, where it could be picked up. On the handle, was a trigger.

John had told Franky the other day that we found the box in the woods. Actually, somebody else had found it in the woods, near their house, and drove here to give it to me and John. The guy who found it was a fan, and thought we would know what to do with it. He couldn't open it, of course. All he had was the strange markings on the front to creep him out.

We had the box for several days before we figured out the ghost latch. We had looked at the thing, which John labeled the "furgun" because it had a trigger and we decided it was some kind of weapon. Later, John and I got good and drunk and had taken the furgun out to a field late at night to test it.

John set up three green Heineken beer bottles on a log. We stood about 50 feet back. John had pointed the furry gun thing and squeezed the trigger.

The thing made a sort of honking sound, like some people can make when they blow their nose. There was a strange ripple in the air, like the heat-warped space above a fire. The beer bottle on the far right was suddenly five times bigger than it was before.

John had cheered and whooped and declared the device to be an enlarging ray. He said he'd point it at corn fields and use it to cure world hunger. We decided to test it again, shooting at the next bottle. It stayed the same size, only turned white. When we approached it we realized the bottle had been turned into a bottle-shaped pile of mashed potatoes. John stated that he would still use it to cure world hunger.

We fired it at the third bottle and it immediately turned into a double-ended dildo. A black one. John shot at the first bottle again, the one that had been made huge, and it turned it back into normal size. Only instead of Heineken it was now Old Milwaukee.

He handed the furgun to me, and I fired at the first bottle. The bottle, and the other two bottles, and the log, were consumed in a fire so bright it looked like a miniature sun had landed in the middle of the field. The light was so intense that John and I were blinded for half an hour and saw blue-white spots in front of our eyes for most of a day.

When it ended, there was a twenty-foot circle of earth in front of us that had been scorched into black glass. The papers said the light was reported by witnesses six miles away.

We declared the furgun to be both useless and dangerous. We put it back in the box and never spoke of it again.

Until today. John reached in and took the furgun by the handle. He hefted it, aiming it at the sky.

"I don't know about this, John."

"Let's go."
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It was a little before seven AM so there were no kids at the school yet. There was a couple of cars in the parking lot, staff I guess. We parked in a visitor's spot out front, behind a white van that I thought was a moving van but it had a colorful logo painted on the side that said "Book Mobile."

We got out and John insisted on taking the furgun. He found a black garbage bag in his trunk to hide it in. In my mind it made the object just as suspicious as having Table of
 it out in the open, but there wasn't time to argue. Before John could close his


Contents
 trunk, I noticed he had packed my chainsaw and a long cardboard UPS shipping

container.


JDatE


We walked up the concrete steps and stopped in front of the wooden doors I had JDatE
 seen in my dream the night before. There was a little cardboard skeleton on the


Forums
 door, a Halloween decoration. Halloween was tomorrow.

I didn't think about it until later, but the skeleton was also on the door when I visited it in my "dream." That would have been pretty important to a smarter person, like Falconer. But then again, what did smart get him?

John said, "Okay. We go in, go downstairs, we haul out Franky's body, we put it in the back seat of the Caddie. We go down by the river and dunk the whole thing under water." "Man, I don't know that we'll be able to move him. I bet he weighs twice what he used to."

"I know the janitor here. It's Rick Reimer, remember him? Played drums in my band for a couple of weeks? We'll get him to help."

Amy said, "I seriously do not want to drive around with that thing in the back seat. What if he, you know, erupts or whatever. Shooting those little bugs everywhere..."

I said, "I bet he's more likely to do that when we try to move him, if anything." "Assuming he's even actually here," added John. It was a good point. "Well," I said. "I'm sure once we get down there a plan will occur to us." Amy said, "Wait, wait. What if he's already hatched and there's thousands of those mouth bugs crawling around already, just waiting for us to open that door?" John and I said, simultaneously, "We'll burn down the school." "Okay," I said, with a deep breath. "Let's do it. Amy, you wait here."

"No."

"Okay."

John grabbed the brass handles on the door, pulled. Locked.

"Shit."

We all stared at the locked door like a bunch of chimpanzees looking at a computer. John said, "I think I can pick it."

He couldn't. We stood around, fidgeting, while John pressed his body against the door and tried to surreptitiously pick the door lock with the corkscrew on his Swiss Army knife. It looked like he was trying to open it with his dick.

Twenty minutes later I was about to tell him to stop, when a lady in her 40's, in a navy pants suit and a wide-brimmed hat, walked up with keys jingling in her hand.

"Can I help you," she asked in that officious way of those who spend their day ordering around people who are less than four feet tall.

John said, "Don't worry. We're alumni. Thought we'd, you know. Come back for a visit."

She looked down at the trash bag John had sat at his feet and said, "What's in the bag?"

"Oh, nothing. It's a, uh, melon. From my garden."

She looked at it, then at John and then at me. Longer at me, for some reason.

"You'll need to come back during school hours, gentlemen. You can talk to the man at the door. We have a guard now."

John said, "Oh, that's fine. We're just gonna hang around until then."

"I'm going to have to ask you to step back while I unlock the door."

We all glanced at each other. John reached down and picked up the bag with the furgun in it.

I said, "Look, lady, I'm gonna level with you. This is an emergency."

She took a step toward me and thrust up her shoulders, trying to make herself taller. She said, "Well then I suggest you call the emergency department, fart -herder."

"We don't have time to... wait, what?"

She took another step. Right in my face. Her lips trembled when she said, "If you want to monkey the train, you'll need to shark the turd tank. Now please fudge strangle manatee cheese panties pork boat."

I turned to John and before I could say a word, a blunt force bashed me on the side of the head and sent me to the ground. I looked up through watering eyes to see the lady had swung her purse at me. Amy screamed.

John reached out to grab the purse and the lady retaliated by grabbing his crotch and twisting. John grunted and cursed and fell to the ground. The lady began shrieking like a banshee, getting John in a stranglehold and forcing her weight down on him.

I got to my feet and came up behind her. I grabbed wildly for her, got the brim of her hat. The hat came off in my hand... along with her hair.

I looked stupidly down at the wig, then looked at the lady and sucked in a breath. Most of her skull was gone. From the ears up, it looked like. I could see the white insides of her skull and two twitching pink blobs at the other end that I'm pretty sure was the backs of her eyes.

I heard a rustling to my left and saw Amy was wrestling the furgun out of the trash bag. She pointed it and squeezed her eyes shut. Before I could tell her to stop, the gun fired with its honking sound.

Out from the end of the furgun came a large, ripe watermelon. It slammed into the banshee's back, splattering in a spray of red and green.

The banshee thing barely noticed. I ran up and got on her back. She threw an elbow and caught me across the chest. I stumbled back, fell again, scraping up my hands on the sidewalk.

The lady held her lock on John's neck. John's struggling was slowing, one arm flopping listlessly.

Then, from John's pants, came music.

Does that make me craaaaaaazzay...

Does that make me craaaaazzay...

Probably...

Gnarls Barkley. John's ringtone on his cell, in his pocket.

The reaction was immediate from the banshee. She threw her hands to her ears, screeching like an even bansheeier banshee. She let go of John's neck and he turned and punched her squarely in the stomach.

Amy fired the furgun again, it honked, and the banshee's pants suit turned from navy to powder blue, with black buttons.

You really think you're in control?

Well I think you're craaaaaazzay...

I think you're craaaaazzay...

Just like me...

The lady screeched and finally collapsed, not like a corpse but like a building. She fell in a rough pile as if every bone had turned to bits the size of pebbles.

And then, rising from her back like a man climbing off a wrecked motorcycle, was a shadow man.

It was the shadow man. The one I had seen on campus all those months ago. I don't know how I knew, but I did.

It backed away, maybe still repelled by John's ringtone. It floated toward the front door of the school and slipped through the quarter-inch crack between the two doors.

"Shit!" wheezed John, face red, trying to catch his breath. "Find the keys! The lady's keys!"

Amy and I hunted around, frantically. Behind me I heard John say, "Yeah" and realized that he had answered his cell phone.

I found the key ring off in the grass by the sidewalk. John, on his phone, said, "No, I'm doing something with Dave. Come by at three. No. No. No. Beer. Bye."

I tried every key on the ring, couldn't get one in the lock, then started over and got the second one to work in my shaky fingers. I pulled open the heavy wooden doors and we plunged inside. I took two steps, then ran gut-first into a rusting Ford sedan. Amy slammed into my back.

I spun around and realized, belatedly, that we were not, in fact, inside the elementary school. Rows of broken cars grew in a field of yellow weeds all around us.

We had gone through the door at the school and come out at the junk yard south of town.

"FUCK!" screamed John, smacking the hood of a car with his hand. "He did that trick with the door!"

I turned and hoped to see the door to the school behind us, still open with a view of the street. No such luck. Just the junk yard.

I looked for the shadow man, saw no one.

"Where'd he go!?"

I scanned the row of car asses and broken tail lights behind us. Then a shadow passed over the sun and when I looked up, I saw a car flying toward us in the air.

We ran screaming in three directions as the thing landed with a thunder of rupturing metal and glass.

I stumbled and got a face full of dried weeds. I scrambled to my feet and screamed for Amy, found her crouching behind a hatchback.

John screamed, "There! There!" and we turned to see a shrunken, dried up old man who looked about 90. He was maybe 25 yards away, standing near a 20 foot-tall faded fiberglass statue of a smiling man holding a muffler.

The old man bent over, wrestled an old engine block out of the dirt, and threw it with one hand like it was a softball. The 400-pound hunk of metal turned in the air, little sprays of rainwater flying out of its cylinders. We dodged again, moments before the engine crushed the roof of the hatchback in a cloud of glass bits.

John turned, raised the furgun and fired.

The old man recoiled, his hands flying to his face. When his hands came away I observed that he now had a thick, black beard.

The man advanced. John fired again. The man's beard grew twice as long.

The old man was running now, terrifyingly fast, arms pumping. Running right at us. We ran away. John tried to turn and fire the furgun. The shot went wild and suddenly the fiberglass muffler man had a huge beard.

The man closed on John with sickening ease, then tackled him like a quarterback. John fired wildly with the furgun, hitting a nearby stack of camper shells. A family of rats spilled out from underneath, each of them with tiny black beards.

The furgun flew from John's hand and rolled away. I ran for it, then was sent sprawling with a blow to my back that knocked the air out of my lungs. I hit the ground, gasping. I rolled over to see the old man ready to swing a car bumper at me a second time.

Illustration by Nedroid


I reached over and grabbed the furgun and pointed it up at the old fart. I squeezed the trigger.

The gun went off with a booming sound that shook the Earth. The man flew up into the air with the impact. Way up. He kept flying upward, in fact, until he became a speck in the sky and disappeared into a storm cloud.

"Well, shit," said John.

"Look!"

That was Amy. We both turned and saw the shadow man, a little slip of black standing next to a blue Chevy Beretta. It floated our way, not really walking as it had no feet. Its "legs" fading to nothing a foot off the ground.

I pointed the furgun and fired. The Beretta started steaming, then melted into the weeds like it had been made of painted butter. The shadow man was unaffected as far as we could tell. It moved closer. We started edging back.
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"WAIT!" shouted Amy, digging into her pocket. "John! Get out your phone!"

He did, held it out like it was a can of mace. Amy dialed and music again poured forth...

"Does that make me craaaaaaazzzayy...."

The shadow man stopped, then turned. The two rear doors of a van popped open Table of
 on their own and the shadow man floated inside.
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John moved toward the van and, staying well away from the doors, peered inside.


JDatE


"Come on! It's a kitchen!"


JDatE



Forums
 "It's a what?"

John disappeared into the van. Amy and I went that way and, sure enough, through the open doors of the van was visible, not a van's interior, but a large room with a row of stainless refrigerators and grease-tanned walls. Kitchen at a restaurant or something.

We went through the doors and emerged in a kitchen that smelled like detergent and vaporized animal fat. There was a walk-in freezer door to our right, to our left was a swinging door that probably led to the dining area of the restaurant.

Cautiously, John pushed through the doors, turning down a short hall and passing a small wooden door marked "PRIVATE" that was probably a manager's office. We emerged into a room full of round tables. The building was silent, the restaurant closed. We could hear a soft drumming on the roof. The rain had started.

Along one wall was a bar lined with bottles and two big-screen TV's that would be showing some kind of sporting event if it weren't early morning. The opposite wall was covered with a mural depicting a smiling cartoon buffalo, eating a burger.

"Oh. Buffalo burger," John said, unnecessarily. We had all eaten here before.

Yes, the burgers were made from buffalo meat. We were maybe a mile away from the school.

I glanced at my watch. "All right, let's get back to the school. Somebody call a-OOOMPH!!"

I hit the floor. The chair that had bashed me in the back clattered to the tiles next to me.

I heard running footsteps. A chubby, balding guy in his 50's was racing across the room, heading for the bar. He had emerged from the hall, from the little office I guess.

When he passed another chair he grabbed it with one hand and flung it our way, not even looking our direction when he did it. John ducked and the chair smashed a window behind us.

The man jumped over the bar, landing on the floor behind it.

I had lost the furgun, then saw Amy pick it up and aim it toward the bar, cautiously. I stood, looked at the solid wooden door at the front of the restaurant and wondered if we could get through it or if it could be unlocked without a key...

John said, "Hey! Buddy! Are you just a guy or are you under the influence of that shadow demon?"

We got no answer. Then, the guy popped up from behind the counter with a shotgun.

There was a BOOM and a shatter of glass behind us. We all hit the floor.

Amy squeezed her eyes shut and fired the furgun blindly in his direction. A small block of cheese landed softly on the bar.

I said, "Give me that!" and twisted it from her hand. "I'll shoot, you guys run for the door!"

I raised up, aimed the furgun. John and Amy scrambled between tables. The man behind the bar never appeared.

"DAVE! OVER THERE!"

I turned to my right and saw the bald guy had crawled out of the waist-high door at the side of the bar, giving him a straight path to the front door. He got there ahead of John and Amy, put his back to the door and aimed the shotgun.

I fired the furgun.

A huge, black blur the size of a minivan flew through the air, a furry shape that bellowed with a sort of grunting moo.

In the split second it was airborn I somehow registered what the object was. It was a buffalo. And I mean a real buffalo, huge and furry and trailing a stink like wet dog.

The buffalo hurtled toward the man, its dangling feet flailing as it soared through the air. It smashed into the bald guy, crushed him, blowing the door off its hinges. Man and door flew onto the sidewalk in a cloud of splinters and chunks of door frame. It must have broken every bone in his body.

"YEAH!" screamed John, triumphantly. "That's what you get! THAT'S WHAT YOU GET!"

The buffalo turned on us. It snorted, belched, farted, sneezed. It charged, loping across the floor tiles, each hoof landing with a sledgehammer impact that I could feel in my gut.

Amy screamed. The beast was tossing aside tables and chairs like they were doll furniture. I grabbed her arm and turned to try to run. I tripped over a chair and fell. Both of us went down. John took the furgun, leveled it at the beast and fired.

The buffalo recoiled, stopping in its tracks. It suddenly had a thick beard, black with streaks of gray, as big as a man's torso.

"RUN!"

I don't remember who said it, but none of us needed to be told. We dodged and juked around tables, went around the buffalo. It was trying to get turned around, knocking over six tables in the process.

We flew through the door, stepped over the broken body of the bald man, emerging onto a sidewalk downtown. Rain hammered the street and soaked our clothes immediately. Two seconds later the buffalo blew through the door, tearing off another foot of door frame on every side.

We ran across the four lanes of street, looking for cover. The buffalo followed, then was hit by a semi.

The truck skidded to a stop, scraping a half ton of buffalo meat along the pavement and leaving a crimson skidmark that stretched for a block and a half.

"YEAH!" screamed John, again. "That's what you get!"

BOOM!

The windshield of the car next to us shattered, bits of glass bouncing off my face.

The bald man was up again, walking on what looked like two broken legs. He worked the pump mechanism and aimed again.

John fired the furgun. The man instantly grew a thick beard.

The man fired, and John went down. The furgun went flying. This time, both Amy and I screamed. John's shirt started to turn red right at the bottom of his ribcage.

"SHIT! DAMMIT! SHIT!" I tried to drag John around behind a parked car. I heard a voice, a guy shouting, figured it was the truck driver. I heard a shotgun blast and the shouting stopped.

We got John sort of around the car, the side of the car was facing the guy and we got John leaning against the front bumper, so his body was mostly shielded. I rounded the car and the guy shot at me, hit the ground right next to my foot. Bits of hot pavement hit me all over and I think I caught a ricochet in the shin.

I grabbed the furgun with a shaky hand, fired it at the guy.

The gun honked.

Nothing happened.

The man had stopped in the street, as if to anticipate the result of the shot. He looked around. Nothing.

He pumped the shotgun, aimed it at me. My feet froze in place, a panic reaction. Rain ran into my eyes.

Then, from the upper limits of my vision, I saw a speck in the sky. A dark shape, tiny. It grew. Falling.

The bald man saw me look up, looked up himself.

A limp object fell directly on the bald man's head, bashing him to the pavement. All that registered of the object was that it was a large bundle of clothes, but then I saw it was the body of a man. It was the old man from the junk yard.

I ran back around the car, saw John sitting up. He had his shirt up, was looking at a wound that spilled red down onto his pants.

"Oh, son of a bitch it hurts like hell." He took a deep breath and hissed with pain. "Oh, yeah. It broke a rib. I think it was just one of the pellets, maybe a couple."

"Can you stand?"

"Hold on."

John gingerly got to his feet, brushing wet hair out of his eyes. He nodded to me.

I looked toward the semi and saw the driver hiding behind the grill, standing on the carcass of the buffalo. I scanned around us for the shadow man and once more saw it, standing near the busted door under the Buffalo Burger sign.

The door, laying flat on the sidewalk, suddenly tilted upward. The shadow man spilled itself into the ground under the door.

We followed. No one suggested doing otherwise. Maybe it would have been smarter to steal a car and go to the elementary school, but I think all three of us had the sense that the thing was on the run. That was fucking idiotic, of course, but we were all pumped with adrenaline at the time and couldn't have known what was going to happen next.

I made it to the door, reached down for the brass handle and picked it up. Instead of sidewalk, I saw open landscape. Dirt and stacks of boards and brick. It was dizzying, looking down and seeing the horizon at my feet.

I stepped through, felt a flutter in my guts as gravity changed, like a loop on a roller coaster. I stumbled forward, saw the ground rush up at me and smack my hands. I looked up and saw I was on my hands and knees in mud, cold rain pounding down my back.

I grunted as John stepped on the back of my leg. A moment later Amy had to grab my shirt to stabilize herself as she came through.

I got to my feet, soaked from head to toe, mud caked on my knees and shoes. I squinted through the pouring rain. Thunder rumbled overhead.

We were at the mall construction project. We were alone. John had taken off his flannel shirt and wrapped it around his ribs. Still, his T-shirt and front pocket of his pants was stained dark with blood.

Not only was the shadow man nowhere to be found, but there were no workers present, either too early or else they had called it because of rain. Trucks full of debris were parked everywhere, the building itself down to a wood and metal skeleton. Boards and bricks and roofing material and broken glass littered the site and it struck me that the deconstruction project was a sort of slow-motion explosion.

We weren't too far from the spot Falconer and I had stood, I saw the row of blue Port-A-Potty's standing behind us.

I felt a hand on my upper arm, gripping it. Amy. I heard her suck in a breath and when I looked at her, she said, "Look. David... look."

I saw the shadow man, in the distance.

Then I saw another one. And another.

They grew out of the shadows, three and four at a time. Each time my eyes focused on one spot, walking shadows would appear where I wasn't watching. It was like trying to count snowflakes after they landed.

There was an army of them. Too many to count. The landscape was entirely black in places, patchy, like an oil slick.

But Amy wasn't looking at them. She was looking up, her eyes bouncing up and down as if taking in the length of something. I followed her gaze and saw nothing at all, nothing but gray sky and the hazy wash of the rain. But there was something there, something invisible to me. I blinked, as if trying to adjust to the light in a dark room.

When I finally saw it, I almost lost my feet. My knees buckled and I suddenly couldn't catch my breath.

A tower. Wide as the mall at its base, stretching impossibly high. I couldn't see the top, it pierced the clouds. It was a dirty white color, a texture like rough stone. There were no windows, no design, no color scheme, not one second's consideration of the human eye and sensibility.

"It's skulls," said John. "Look, man. It's made of skulls!" I couldn't verify that, not in the rain. He may have just seen that on an album cover somewhere.
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The size of the thing leveled me, crushed me, suffocated me under the weight of my own insignificance. I've been to the city, I've seen skyscrapers, I've been up in the World Trade Center. But this thing, out here in the middle of flat land that was barely interrupted by gentle rolling hills and patches of woods, it was an obscenity.

The crowd of shadows spilled out from the base. I tried to unsee the tower, to see the broken mall again. I could almost do it, could almost see the mounds of dirt and trucks and dumpsters with the construction company logo on the side. But it was like talking to a naked man and trying not to see his penis.

I looked in every direction and found the shadows had surrounded us.

I said, "John, your phone..."

"It's gone, back in the street somewhere."

I felt Amy push her body against me. Huddling together, a primal reaction.

John said, "The furgun, Dave."

"Not against these guys, John. This is... a whole other level."

"No. No. You can control that thing, I know you can. You shot out a buffalo at Buffalo Burger. That came from your head, Dave. You just got to focus, that's all."

The shadow people moved in. So, so slowly. A dark tide creeping in on an island of mud maybe twenty feet in every direction and shrinking. Beyond it, were the shadows. Glowing eyes, little pinpricks of light appeared on dark, featureless faces.

"Focus? On what?"

"I don't know, I don't know. The most powerful thing you can imagine."

John bumped into me, from the other side. Packed together, looking like a bundle of three humans held together with straps. The shadow people were right there, and I mean right there next to us on every side.

Amy shrieked, screaming, "NO! NO! NOOO!" in short, barking bursts, the single word over and over again. A shadow man was approaching her, a few feet away now.

She had her hand out, holding her little gold cross necklace like a talisman.

I pulled her back, wild with terror, but there was no place left to go. John was yelling, saying, "FUCK! David! Fuck! FUCK!"

Amy held out the cross and the shadow man walked right into it, right into her hand. My stomach turned as I watched her hand dissolve and vanish completely, the necklace falling free and landing silently in the mud. She pulled back a stump, her left hand gone forever. But, no, that must have been the confusion of the moment because of course her left hand had always been gone, the accident and all that.

I raised the furgun. My mind was blank.

I reached out and grabbed Amy's other hand and squeezed. I closed my eyes.
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In that one second before I squeezed the trigger, a face came to mind. The face was the same one that would have come to probably 75% of Americans, if put in the same situation. A bearded face that was purely from the imagination of some long-lost Italian painter, a face that looked nothing like a middle-eastern Jew. I suddenly remembered two dozen horrible kids shows my adopted parents made me watch on VHS, where in the final scene the main character always turned toward the camera and basically said, "I know how we'll solve this problem! With
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 Christianity."
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Well, their programming worked. When terror drove everything out of my mind, I JDatE
 fell back on the iconic face and all I could picture in my head was that painting, that shitty velvet Elvisey Jesus that hung on my wall. I think now that with Amy's JDatE
 hand clasped in mine it created some kind of chain reaction, because I'm pretty


Forums
 sure that both of us were picturing the same face.

I opened my eyes.

I squeezed the trigger.

A flash of white light poured forth from the device in my hand.

The whiteness condensed down to a shape. Small.

Square.

Suddenly, hovering there before us, was that stupid-ass painting.

The painting swiveled, faced the dark hordes. The eyes on the face burned with white fire. The mouth opened, and let loose an inhuman roar.

Painting Jesus faced the shadow man that had taken Amy's hand. White laser beams fired from his eyes.

The shadow man exploded.

The eyes lit up again, fired. Another shadow man left the world.

The painting turned in mid-air, sped back toward us. We hit the dirt. The painting buzzed overhead, and John said, "THE SHITTERS! GO TO THE SHITTERS!"

He was right. The painting was leading us toward the Port-A-Potty's.

Beams of white fired left, then right, clearing swaths through the shadows, piercing the darkness.

We headed toward the third shitter, the shitter, the one we knew could work as a door.

There was a single shadow man standing in the way, blocking the door as if determined to let no one pass.

Painting Jesus flew toward the shadow man, then circled behind him. Painting Jesus screeched like an animal and the mouth on the painting opened wide. The painting launched itself at the shadow man, and then Painting Jesus bit his head off.

The shadow man's body evaporated like a cloud of car exhaust. I walked through the spot, grabbed the metal handle of the shitter.

I squeezed my eyes shut, concentrated again. I knew this was necessary somehow, that I had to think of where I wanted it to take us.

I opened my eyes, ripped open the door, and plunged myself through it.

Bright sunlight. No rain. I found myself standing on pavement. I squinted around and was relieved to find we had arrived back at the school. I saw John's Caddie in front of me, still parked in the visitor spot.

I had emerged from the rear door of the Book Mobile truck, the one we had parked behind. Through the open door I could see shelves of children's books with cartoonish covers. Then John and Amy popped out of thin air and almost made me shit my pants.

As John climbed out of the truck, he pointed behind him and said, "When they write the new Bible, that is definitely gonna be in there."

I said, "Hey, at least it stopped raining."

John looked up at the clearing sky, confused. He glanced at his watch, then sprinted back toward the Caddie. He leaned inside the car, looked at the dashboard and swore to himself.

He ran back and said, "It's almost ten!"

" What?'

"We lost time! Going through the door! You must have fucked it up somehow."

I turned toward the school. A building full of children. I let out a breath.

"Okay, let's go."

I aimed the furgun at the sky and jogged toward the front door. I pulled it open and felt a jolt of relief when I saw just the main hallway of the school, decorated with kiddie Halloween characters.

John said, "Ahead, to the left. There's a door that's always locked that goes downstairs. I'll have to pick it."

Behind us, a woman screamed.

We all wheeled around to see an enormously fat, blond lady standing in the open doorway to a classroom. I couldn't figure out what she was screaming at, then I looked down to see my pants were caked with mud, and that John had a shirt wrapped around his blood-soaked abdomen, and that we all had soaking wet hair matted down around eyes blown wide with terror, and that I appeared to be

holding a metallic porcupine by the tail.

The woman was screaming a man's name, presumably the security guard that other lady had mentioned before she tried to kill us.

We didn't wait for the guy to show up. John pulled out his knife and went to work on the door, sliding the blade around the jamb in a way that I was pretty sure would open no door in the world.

The security guard jogged into view, a man somehow even fatter than the teacher who had alerted him.

"Hey! What are you doing there? Sir!"

The guard waddled our way, keys on his belt jingling with every step like a tambourine.

Amy said, "Wait! Wait!" but the man would not be deterred. He swung a meaty arm around John and threw him away from the basement door. John and the guard tangled, the guy getting John in an awkward headlock and shouting commands at him. John got a hand around the man's belt and I heard a klink as the ring of keys hit the floor.

John pulled out of the headlock, his hair a swirling mess. He took off running down the hall, looking back over his shoulder and screaming, "I'M SHOOTIN' THE SCHOOL! HERE I GO!"

The guard wasn't sure it was safe to leave me and Amy, but didn't want to let John go. He took a step after John, then looked back and glanced down at the furgun. I tried to look innocent. Amy said, "We were trying to stop him!"

I lifted up the furgun and started combing my hair with it.

The guard turned took off after John, rounding a corner and disappearing from sight.

I snatched the keys off the floor and on the fourth try, found one that fit in the lock.

I pushed in the door, hearing a sound like running water splashing around in a sink.

Illustration by Nedroid


The sound turned out to be fifty thousand insect legs clicking up a set of stairs. The baby mouth bugs, each small enough to sit in palm of your hand, covered the floor and moved with sickening speed. Amy screamed.

I let out a disgusted squeal, tried to pull the door shut. The little monsters spilled over my shoes and fanned out into the hall behind me. I couldn't get the door to close all the way, the act of closing it had mashed up several hundred bugs in the half-inch of space between door and floor.

"DAVE! What the hell?"

John was sprinting down the hall, having done a U-Turn at some point.

"We're too late!" I screamed, shaking bugs off my shoes and pants. I felt pinching little bites around my ankles. "He's hatched! Shit!"

"Let's get the fuck outta here!"

We ran.

We pushed through the front doors. When we looked back, we saw screaming children spill out of the fat lady's classroom. The bugs smelled them and swarmed them under in seconds, the bugs crawling over little faces and hands and jamming their bodies into tiny mouths.

"Shit!" I said, to no one. "That's fucked up!"

"Shut the door!"

No argument there. We got the door closed but had no means to lock it. I leaned my body against it, felt weight on the other side trying to force it open. The screams from beyond the door were so constant it became one sound.

John took off and I heard a door shut on his Caddie. He fired up the engine. I turned to see him back into the street, then turn hard onto the sidewalk and across the lawn. He hit the bottom of the short flight of concrete steps below where I was standing, and hit the gas. The front tires thudded up the stairs and I stepped aside. He edged the grill of the Caddie against the wooden doors, bracing them shut.

John climbed out of the car and circled to the trunk. He popped it open. "Guys! Come back here."

We did. He said, "We all know what we gotta do here, right? Each kid in there can hatch thousands of those things, and each person they infect can hatch thousands more, right? Right?"

I nodded.

"So we know what we gotta do."

John grabbed the long UPS shipping container I had seen in his trunk earlier. He ripped it open, and pulled out a long device with a pistol grip.

He handed it to Amy. She said, "What is-"

"-It's a speargun. They use it to shoot whales. You see the trigger there, that thing there is a safety mechanism. There, it's off now. It fires a harpoon four feet long, but you only got one shot. So wait until you've got four or five kids lined up before you fire, see if you can impale them all at once."

John reached into the trunk and pulled out my chainsaw. He pulled the cord. The engine growled to life. He pulled the trigger and the teeth spun in a blur.

"Okay," said John, taking a deep breath. "Remember, these are children. Aim low."

"Wait!" Amy said, making an impatient gesture with her hand. "Wait. This... this doesn't seem right."

"In what way?"

"Look... okay, we went through that door and, like, traveled a couple of hours into the future..."

I said, "Right..."

I heard glass break from just behind the door. The sound of desperate fists thumping on the wood grew louder.

"Okay, then why can't we go back? Go back, before this, back far enough so that we can stop him from, giving birth or whatever. If we lost three hours coming through we should be able to gain it going back."

"There is no evidence that can be done. Going into the future is no big deal, hell, we're doing it right now. But going back, that's another thing..." "Bullshit!" said John. "Those shadow bastards do it all the time! What have we been talking about?"

"Well, yeah, they can do it. But that doesn't mean we-"

"I don't think we can, either. But I think you can."

A beat of silence, as I stared hard at John, making sure he knew that I knew what he was implying.

"No," I said. "I am not going through there and winding up by the mall and that tower thing. I'll get swallowed up."

"Then concentrate on going somewhere else," said Amy, getting exasperated. "David, we have to try this. I'm not going to spend the rest of the day helping you kill children."

Fine. I jogged back toward the Book Mobile. I closed the rear door, left my hand on the latch. I took a deep breath. I opened the door.

Books.

I closed it again. I heard glass breaking, saw two boys climbing out of a window of the school. Pale little dots spilled down the bricks around them. Escaping bugs.

I opened the door. Still books.

I closed it again, breathed again, tried to concentrate on going back, to before all this. And going somewhere safe. Like my house.

I opened the door.

I saw a small, bright room. And water, running down from above.

I went in.
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An odd feeling. Dream-like. The moment I went through that door all sensation changed. Everything I saw had a warped quality to it, and I realized with a start that I could see in every direction. 360 degrees. Seeing what was going on behind me wasn't a matter of turning, but simply shifting my attention.

I did just that and I saw... myself. I saw my own body, dressed in filthy clothes, standing with hands on the metal frame of a truck door, frozen.
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 going back meant doing it this way. But what could I accomplish?
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 I decided to press on. The water rained down in front of me, and when I went fully through I found myself standing in it. Beyond the water was a plastic curtain, and JDatE
 it was only my general confusion over the situation that kept me from recognizing
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 it as my own shower. I could feel the water drumming on my head now, but knew

I wasn't getting wet from it. I reached out a hand to pull back the curtain, but saw no hand extend.

I wasn't sure what to do about this, but a moment later a hand appeared from the other side of the curtain and ripped it back.

It was me. Naked. I looked at myself, and not without some disgust. It was an awkward moment. I wasn't sure if the naked me could see the out-of-body me, but I did look awfully confused.

I tried to slowly and inconspicuously move out of the shower and leave the room. What day was this? Where had I taken myself? I passed through my bedroom and entered the living room.

It all seemed very confused and pointless. My view started changing, going lower as if I was crouching. I realized I was sinking through the floor. I panicked a little and concentrated on trying to stand, to make the floor solid. I found I could do it, with effort.

I looked at the little table next to me, the one by the door. I tried experimentally to move several objects, difficult since I couldn't see my hand. I was able to push a coin a few inches, though, much to my surprise. I tried to pick up the phone, couldn't. I could sense it as a physical object, but it felt impossibly heavy to me.

I tried something lighter, the plastic Wally's name tag I had thrown down next to my keys. I picked it up, with some effort, and felt proud of myself. What was I doing here again? Oh, yeah.

I heard myself come stomping through the bedroom, and moved to duck behind my coat tree. I felt ridiculous for hiding from myself. Did I say I ducked behind the coat tree? I actually ducked through it. It was a terrible, itchy sensation. I crouched down, or thought I did, and was fascinated to see that I could look right into the middle of my coats. Thin layers of insulated lining, wadded-up tissues in the pockets.

It occurred to me that I still had the nametag and the other me might spot it floating near the coat tree. I pulled it in and after several attempts was able to cram it into the inside pocket of the black leather jacket hanging next to me.

I watched myself wander by, looking paranoid and crazy and fat. It was slowly coming to me that I remembered this day, back before all this. The three hours I had been trying to get back by going through the door turned out to be closer to three months.

I watched the physical me go out the front door, off to a bad day at work. I made my way toward the bathroom again. Molly padded by and I wished I could take her back with me, for Amy's sake. Even if it were possible, it'd probably disrupt some kind of time continuum.

I faced the shower stall. There was no door for me to go through this time, but that was okay, I thought. I think this would be a one-way thing for something in a body, like the trucker who had arrived here presumably from the shitter at the construction site. But I, in my present state, should be able to pass through. A wall was no impediment at this point.

I concentrated, tried to aim for a time closer to when I had left. Just a little before, enough time to affect a change. I went through...

I landed back in my body with a jolt, a feeling like you sometimes get just as you're falling asleep and twitch yourself awake. I found myself running toward the front door of the school, pants caked with mud. John's Caddie wasn't at the door.

I stopped, said, "Wait! Wait!"

Damn. I had only gone back about twenty minutes, to the moment when we first came back from the construction site. So, should I try again? Fuck it.

I said, "Franky's already hatched. The bug things are crawling all over that basement. We open the door and they'll come flying out."

John said, "How do you-"

"-It doesn't matter. We go charging in there, everything's gonna fall apart. They'll get the guard on us, and it doesn't matter because we're too late to move Franky anyway. No. No, we got to get the kids outta there, that's the big thing now."

"Okay," said John. "Good idea. Hey, why don't we call in a bomb threat?"

"From my cell phone? I'd still like to stay out of jail, if possible."

Amy piped up. "We can just pull the fire alarm."

"Good!" I said. "We still gotta get inside the building, though. And we look like shit."

"Amy's not bad. No blood at least. They wouldn't stop her, would they?"

"Oh!" I said, digging in my inside pocket. "Check this shit."

I pulled out my Wally's manager name tag, still in the spot where I had put it months/seconds ago. It was just a plastic tag painted to look like brass, with "D. WONG" etched on it in black. I held it up.

"D. Wong. Could stand for anything. You stick this bad boy on her shirt and ain't nobody gonna stop her."

"Even better," John said, walking back to his trunk. He opened it and pulled out a cardboard box, about a foot on each side. He pulled back one flap to reveal it was full of smaller boxes of ink pens.

"I brought these home from work. Carry this, that guard asks you what it is and you can say, 'I got your fuckin' ink pens. I'm supposed to put them in the cafeteria.' Cafeteria's all the way on the other side of the building so he'll let you go."

I said, "They've got those red levers for the alarm by every entrance. I say go down and turn right in that first hall. Out toward the side door. Pull it and get the hell outta there."

"But I need those pens back," John said. "So don't drop them."

Amy picked up the box. "So... what do we do once all the kids are out?"

"We set a fire, obviously." I pinned the name tag on her shirt. "Burn those little bug bastards before they can get out."

"Okay."

"All right," said John. "I can't think of anything that can go wrong with this plan."

We sent Amy inside, with her box. John and I went to the Caddie and drove away.

Actually, we just pulled away and parked it in the lot of the closed muffler shop next to the school. We didn't want it to be remembered near the school if there should be an arson investigation later. We got out and walked around the side of the school, staying across the lawn and out near the street.

I scanned a series of small windows at the base of the building and said, "There. Third one from the left. I think that's it, I remember from the dream. See how part of it's painted over? I think I remember that."

We waited. I looked at the furgun, wondered if it had a limited number of shots.

Fire, I thought. Just think about fire and squeeze the trigger. Fire. Fire. Fire—

I heard a sharp ringing from inside the building.

The first person out was Amy, jogging toward us from the metal door on the side of the building. She didn't have the box.

John said, "Where's my pens?"

"The guard has them! He insisted on carrying the box for me! I think he liked me. He took them to the cafeteria and I told him I had to use the bathroom. I just pulled the thing and ran out."

We crossed the street and walked inconspicuously around the sidewalk, near a closed muffler shop. We watched as the teachers herded the kids out onto the lawn. Kind of deliberate about it, I thought, but then again they probably thought it was just a drill or something.

After the last person left the school, we waited ten minutes, looking for any stragglers.

I walked, alone, across the lawn and toward the window I was pretty sure lead to the boiler room.

I glanced around for witnesses. There were about two hundred.

About twenty feet away, I pointed the furgun, thinking fire, fire, fire...

I squeezed the trigger.

Nothing. It made the sound, but that was it.

Someone was heading toward me, a lady, a teacher I guess. Probably telling me to get away from the building.

I backed off, held up a hand to tell her I understood. I walked back toward John and Amy, when I heard a whistling sound from above.

Above me I saw a yellow streak of light, followed by a thin trail of smoke.

A meteor.

I ran. I heard screams and gasps.

With a howl of rushing, burning air, the meteor impacted the school right at the base, a dead shot at the window.

There was a thunderous crunch of smashed bricks and exploded boards. A hunk of flying brick smacked me in the back and almost knocked me over.

I kept running. Then, maybe three seconds after impact, there was a heavier explosion as the boiler ruptured. A ball of fire and black smoke spilled out of a hole big enough to drive a van through. A group of children cheered and clapped behind me.

John and Amy were already running toward his car. I walked, not wanting to look conspicuous. As if somebody could actually blame me for causing a meteor strike.

We piled into the Caddie, Amy in the back. John clicked his seatbelt, pointed down at the furgun in my lap and said, "THAT thing is goin' back in the fuckin' box."

We drove away, making one pass of the school on the way through. The remaining windows along the base of the building had blown out from the heat. It was an inferno in there.

Amy said, "You know, those things might, like, eat fire or something. We don't actually know that it kills them."

We didn't say anything. She could be a bitch sometimes.

"Probably should have, maybe flooded it instead. Broke a water line or something."

I shrugged. "We'll do that next time. I'm sure it's fine."

I heard a fire engine wailing its siren in the distance.

"Well," said John. "I say we get cleaned up, then take me to the hospital."

I told him to go to my place, since it was closer.

"So," said Amy, "Did you guys see that tower thing? What was that?"

"Was?" said John. "You mean that thing right there?"

He pointed out the side window, to the west. I saw nothing, blinked, then saw a tower that filled the window and obscured the horizon. Massive.

I forced myself not to see it. It sickened me.

"Why couldn't they just eliminate us?" asked Amy. "The shadow people, I mean. Why can't they just go back in the past and wipe us out?"

"Maybe they can't," offered John. "Or maybe they like it better this way."

"Or," Amy said, "Why couldn't they change the past in such a way that we had no choice but to do exactly what they wanted?"

I thought for a moment, then said, "How do you know they didn't do that?"

"Well," said John, around his cigarette. "It's over now, either way. That's the important thing. Everything can go back to normal."

"Yep," I said, with some satisfaction. "All in all, it was a pretty thorough job."

We turned down my street and saw three police cars in my yard.

Crime scene techs were examining Vance Falconer's Porsche and, presumably, his slumped-over dead body.

John let out an annoyed breath.

I said, "Let's go to your place instead. I don't wanna deal with this right now."

John turned around in a driveway four houses down from mine. We headed back toward town.

He shook his head, and flipped his cigarette out of his window. "Man, it's always somethin', isn't it?"

"We could always move."

"I think we should," said John. "As soon as we see what's inside that tower."
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