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Foreword
by Jeff Strand
 
 
When I was in the fifth grade in the early 1980's, I was a hipster. My mom's softball team was sponsored by Wonder Bread, and so I owned a Wonder Bread ball cap, which I wore all the time. But I didn't wear this cap because of my intense support for the softball team. I wore it because wearing a ball cap with the Wonder Bread logo was astoundingly, blatantly, self-consciously uncool, which made it funny...which in turn made it cool. Nobody ever gave me any crap about the Wonder Bread hat.
In high school, I became a huge horror movie fan. And when I wore my Freddy Krueger t-shirts and carried around issues of Fangoria, it was with no irony whatsoever. Now, I don't know where or when you went to high school, but if you were the Class of 1989 ("We're so great! We're so fine! We're the class of '89!") at Theodore Roosevelt High School in Kent, Ohio, and you wore a Freddy Krueger t-shirt and carried around Fangoria magazine, you were emphatically not cool.
I wasn't really bullied in the way that's all over the news today. There were simply kids who were dickheads. And the dickheads were happy to clarify just how uncool I was. Sure, I could have made some changes to my attire and left the supplementary materials at home, but I freaking loved horror movies. And in the formula of my high school existence, Expressing Love For Horror > Desire To Be Cool (And Have Any Possible Chance At Acquiring Girlfriend).
And so I proudly expressed my love, damn the consequences.
All-Night Terror comes from a place of love. Adam Cesare and Matt Serafini love the hell out of this stuff, whether it's giant monsters on a destructive rampage, slashers poking bladed weapons into camp counselors, or the shamelessly straightforward splatter of somebody like Herschell Gordon Lewis. They're not trying to be cooler than the material. It's not the mocking kind of love felt by people who proclaim Troll 2 to be the Best Movie Ever. Nope, this is an irony-free, "These movies were awesome!" love that comes through in every page.
I don't know who wrote which story in this collection. It doesn't matter. Both of these guys are passionate horror fans, and their enthusiasm is infectious. Enjoy!



 
 
 
Saturday Nightmares
7:56 p.m.
 
 
Most kids—some of them Danny’s friends—would not have made the same decision, but a Saturday night with his parents out of town meant only one thing: horror movies.
House parties were high risk and, based on Danny’s limited experience, typically low return. So Danny Chambers had decided to spend this night alone, with a bag of phosphorescent-blue Pop Secret and his dad’s new cable box.
The house was unusually quiet as Danny descended the carpeted stairs to the finished basement. He could watch the TV down here as loud as he wanted to now.
Not only were his parents gone, but his sister was staying with her boyfriend this weekend. Tania had been out of high school for three years, and she hadn’t even applied to college; she just slept most of the day away in their parents’ basement. Danny and his friends had taken to calling her The Lurker, destroyer of sleepover parties, because she’d come home drunk and kick them out of the TV room.
As he reached the bottom step, he took in the gloom of the basement, enjoying the mild creepiness of a familiar surrounding made alien by the darkness. The only two sources of light were the cable box and the streetlight shining through the small basement window.
The red digital readout on the box told him that there were two minutes remaining until the night’s programming.
He powered up the TV, dialed in the numbers for the USA Network, and sat down on the floor in front of the couch. The channel played old horror movies, and had since Danny was a kid. But they’d only gotten cable at his house last month, so most of what he’d seen had been while sneaking some unsupervised TV time while over at his buddies’ places.
Leaning back, crunching popcorn, he felt perfectly at peace with the universe.
He knew that it was only food coloring, but he couldn’t shake the idea that blue popcorn tasted better than the plain stuff. Maybe it was the fact that alone, when all the popcorn was yours, it tasted fresher, more buttery.
Pizza-pizza!
Catching the end of a Little Caesar’s commercial caused the popcorn to turn to salty ashes in his mouth. He wished he had the money to order pizza, but his parents hadn’t given him any. The only things they’d left him with were a refrigerator of tinfoil-covered leftovers and a note with his aunt and uncle’s telephone number. In case of an emergency.
It didn’t matter; he had a horror classic to make him forget about his empty belly.
The intro to USA’s Saturday Nightmares promised more than the program would deliver, but boy did it promise a lot. He always enjoyed seeing Jason’s mask, Reagan’s possessed face, but tonight it was an older, lesser-beloved film. The Pack, starring Joe Don Baker fighting against an island of feral dogs. Danny had seen it before. It was kind of Jaws with pooches.
Danny’s friends would roll their eyes at any movie made before 1985, but he tried to tell himself that this was actually a blessing. It meant that the movie would not be cut as severely as they usually were. On the other hand, there wasn’t much gore to cut out of The Pack. And no nudity. It was practically a Disney movie.
He should have had the foresight to check TV Guide to see what was playing. If he’d have known, he could have begged his parents to let him rent a video. His grades weren’t bad; he might have been able to swing it.
By the second commercial break, Danny decided that the charm of re-watching The Pack was beginning to lose its luster. It wasn’t particularly scary. Danny liked dogs and found himself rooting for the “monsters,” so instead of watching any more, he decided to channel surf.
On the local station there seemed to be some kind of news bulletin, but Danny switched by it, finding that at the bottom of every network station there was a scroll of area codes, his own among them. He ignored whatever that message was trying to tell him. The real world was usually a bummer: forest fires, flash floods, and missing kids.
There was nothing that he, a sophomore in high school, could do about these things, so why worry?
He stopped when he got to the familiar rainbow scramble of the porno stations. There were times when, if you flicked on the channel at just the right moment, the picture was distinguishable. It would be all the wrong colors and probably upside-down, but at least you could tell what was going on. Maybe even be able to count how many unique participants there were.
Tonight he was having no luck flipping back and forth between the two dirty stations. There was a moment when he caught a nipple, but without context it wasn’t that sexy.
Above the scrambled stations, before the numbers started over again at two, was the public access station. One time, Danny and his friends had spent an hour placing crank calls to a local home-improvement show. They were spread across four different houses, which meant they could get away with four calls before the station noticed the repeat numbers and stopped putting their calls through. It was great, but it was also the kind of trick you could only play once.
He decided to give the public access channel a second now. After all, it was his last chance for entertainment before having to go back around to channel surfing programs he’d already given up on.
The studio camera was slightly Dutch, the frame drooping low enough that you could see the wires covering the floor. Whoever was in charge of this show was off to a rousing start.
Danny’s finger hovered above the channel-up button, but a loud crack echoed through Danny’s basement, loud enough to distort the studio’s sound equipment. From off camera a man entered the frame. He wore a black suit jacket powdered with dust and had neon-yellow corpse paint on his face and neck, his nose and eyes painted into skeletal holes with black makeup.
Nice. Danny readied himself for some low-rent spook-show action.
“Lift up the fucking camera, does it look like I’m playing here?” the man asked, and the camera righted itself, framing him in a comfortable medium-shot.
Danny lowered his hand and sat, now inches from the TV.
Bringing up his left hand, the man brought something into the shot that Danny hadn’t noticed before: a pistol.
“It’s on?” the skeleton man asked to the person behind the camera.
The frame trembled in response, but Danny couldn’t hear any words.
“Don’t fucking lie to me.”
What am I watching?
As if in response, the darkened basement was illuminated by the familiar red and blue of police lights, headed past Danny’s house at a speed that meant business.
“Good evening,” the man said, drawing Danny’s attention back. He kept eye contact with the camera while he spoke, addressing his audience, but took a few glances off-screen during his pauses. “Don’t attempt to adjust your set. I am in control.” He paused, lowered the gun out of the frame. “Well, I’m really only in control of this station. You could change it if you wanted to. But you shouldn’t, because I imagine that this is going to be a one-time thing.”
He dropped the game-show-host act long enough to raise his arm and yell off screen. “You move one more inch toward that door and I’ll put one in her tit, I swear on my mother.
“My name is Count Mort. I’ve been working at WZLR for fifteen years, and for longer than that I’ve been collecting the weirdest, sickest tapes I could find.” The man who called himself Count Mort paused, took a breath that could have been exhaustion or sadness. “So tonight we’re going to have a little marathon. Coincidentally this will also be my going-away party, because I got fired today. Enjoy the first movie, humble viewer.”
He tried to break into an operatic laugh, but stopped, the sweat on his forehead smudging the paint, droplets of yellow forming at the bottom of his nose.
“Roll tape, goddamn it!”
There was a moment of static and then credits appeared. The video source was old and degraded, clearly taken from film, and played on tape through the public access station’s subpar signal. The man was gone now, and the program was back to the comforts of fiction.
Danny allowed himself to sit back against the couch, the sick feeling that Count Mort had given him receding. The broadcast had been harrowing, had him thinking that it was some kind of real hostage situation, but then a movie started showing. It was just some kind of pirate late-night video show. The cursing was probably against WZLR’s rules, but nobody besides Danny was watching on a Saturday night, right? So who cared?
He read the credits, didn’t recognize any names, but he felt his heartbeat slow to normal levels.
Danny was now safe in the clutches of film.



 
 
 
Bringing Down the Giants
 
 
The creature before him was a heavy mass of teeth, fur, and anger. For the first time in his life, Brut knew that he’d made a mistake and had taken on quarry too big to fell on his own.
The boys had come along on this hunt, though, and he had been trying to show off for them. He’d commanded them to keep their distance and watch. He explained to them, in their own language, that it would be dangerous for them to help him and even more dangerous to disobey him.
Lank and gray, the creature rose up on its hind feet and showed Brut its white underbelly. It stood almost double Brut’s height. Brut could feel his children’s eyes on him, knew that he was being watched, marveled at, feared for. This was the moment when the kill must come, or it would not come at all.
Brut lashed out with his spear, but the animal was too tall and too fast. It caught him by the shoulder, the rough pads of its fingers tugging against Brut’s long hair while four claws, each the length of Brut’s outstretched hand, buried themselves into the meat of his back. Brut let one hand off his weapon and released a quick punch to the creature’s snout.
Chittering low in its throat, the white-gray shape dragged Brut off his feet and buried its long front teeth in his forearm. The pain was there in a quick burst and then gone, his senses overloaded by having his arm completely pierced by the enormous incisors. He listened as the bones of his arm snapped.
In the distance, he could hear his boys cry out. They were well behaved and honor-bound, though, and would not approach. That they were safe was a small consolation to Brut as he faced death.
With the last of his strength he buried the spear in the creature’s neck, its long yellow teeth parting from his flesh to let loose a cry of anguish.
With their blood mingling and the light fading in the forest around them, Brut wanted to cry out for his boys to stay away, that even mortally wounded the animal was still dangerous, but his wounds were too deep, his body too weak.
The last thing Brut observed in this world was a tremor spreading across the forest floor, shaking his body, the dying beast twitching beside him. Then, a shadow swept over him, belonging to a giant big enough to block out the sun.
 
***
 
The woods behind Susan’s new house were amazing. Moving so far away from the city had been a little scary and she’d miss all of her friends at Brookline Elementary, but maybe exploring these woods had the power to make it better.
Her mother had torn a white trash bag into two long strips and tied them around branches a few yards apart, making an invisible fence that ran through the forest. She wasn’t supposed to go beyond the two white flags. Susan toed this line and then looked back. It was still easy to see the second-floor windows of the new house, so just a little further couldn’t hurt.
She took a tentative step and then another, her disobedience getting easier with every stride, until she wasn’t even thinking about what her mother would think or do to punish her—if she’d do anything. Daddy had been the disciplinarian, but Daddy didn’t live with them in the new house.
The woods were so much different than the park Susan was used to. The ground was uneven with roots and brush, and the trees were close enough together that she could only see swatches of the blue sky above.
She could sense that life was all around her, even though most of it seemed to be hiding. She lifted up bits of wood and squealed with delight as bugs and grubs scurried away from the light. Susan whirled toward every snapped twig, hoping to see a deer like Bambi, but always disappointed when she couldn’t spot the source of the sound.
Susan hadn’t encountered anything larger than a sparrow before she came upon the squirrel.
The poor thing was dead, but that wasn’t the worst part. Susan looked at the body, at the blood, and frowned. Someone had stabbed the animal in the neck and left it here to die. Back home in Boston, the boys in the neighborhood had talked about doing similar things, but she’d never actually seen them set a cat on fire or catch a squirrel in a rattrap.
Real death was new and scary.
Susan started to cry as she imagined bigger boys hanging out in her secret woods. The place didn’t feel special anymore, she hadn’t found it first.
A thin trail of blood led away from the squirrel, and Susan followed it with her eyes. Under the shade of a nearby fern, she found the murder weapon.
It was the ugliest action figure she’d ever seen.
The small caveman monster was outfitted with a tiny cloth sash and a small, sharp stick and covered in a soft layer of brown fur. Susan didn’t know what TV show the character was from.
She picked him up and, unlike most action figures, found that he was soft to the touch, his arms and legs slumping against her fingers. The monster was made not of rigid plastic but of some kind of rubber.
“Why did you kill Mr. Squirrel?” Susan asked, knowing full well that the toy had been the instrument of the animal’s destruction, not the murderer.
There was more rustling nearby, and Susan scanned the bushes for signs of life. Nothing. Clouds must have begun to move in, because the woods seemed to darken, like blinds closing on the outside world. Suddenly Susan did not feel welcome in the woods, or alone. The boys who had killed that squirrel were watching her, she knew it.
“You’re all bullies and I’m telling,” she screamed in the direction of the noises. There was no reply. She held up the caveman, his head lolling as she did.
“I’m taking this with me,” she said. “You want him back; you’re going to have to talk to my mom.”
She stomped off, hoping that she was headed in the right direction. She couldn’t see her house from here.
 
***
 
The boys watched, tears dribbling down their faces and drenching the fur under their eyes. Father was dead. His body had been taken. They could not return home without him. Or without their revenge.
 
***
 
Roy found the little girl in the woods at the back of the house, about fifteen minutes after sunset. She’d been lost and scared, screaming for her mother.
The mother had been worried and had said as much to him when Roy was under the sink, tinkering, staying late because he nearly had the plumbing problem solved. The mother’s name was Julia Crest. It had said Julia Montfort on her credit card, but that had been her married name.
Truth be told, he liked the woman. Julia was sad, recently divorced, and kind of hot. Six-thirty was usually the latest he’d stay on a job, but this was a special case. He wasn’t being paid overtime, but there was nothing to go home to anyway.
It was getting dark by the time he turned on the faucet and watched the water glide down the drain. Then he flipped on the disposal. There was no more loud gurgling sound. Fixed. At the same time, the mother was unscrewing the top of a flashlight and lining up the positives and negatives on a set of new batteries, preparing to go look for her little girl in the woods that backed up against the house.
“She won’t answer me,” Julia said. “I have to go look for her.”
There was a forced calmness in her voice, but Roy could see that the lady was close to cracking up—her kid playing in the woods was now one more stressor to add to the pile. There was a self-assuredness to her motions, but Roy could see that she was asking for help.
“I’ve got a bigger one than that in the van. One sec and I’ll go get it,” Roy said.
He’d only caught a glimpse of little Susan over the last couple of days as he touched up the circuitry and laid stripping in the Crests’ new home. The girl had been cute and friendly. Like her mother.
The flashlight was an industrial floodlight with a rechargeable power pack clipped onto the bottom. Go big or go home. Roy had a shirt with that slogan emblazoned on it, a nondescript basketball player under the words. He’d had that shirt back in high school, even though he wasn’t on the basketball team. It still fit, so he wore it on days when he was painting houses.
Out in the woods, it wasn’t much of a search. They split up, and Julia called Susan’s name a few times. The girl followed his light, rushing up to Roy out of the darkness and hugging his leg.
She was crying and clutched a small toy in her hand.
“It’s okay now. Your mom’s right over there,” Roy said, bending down. He seated the girl in the crook of his elbow and lifted her up. “Grab my neck.”
She did. The toy was wet and furry, brushing up against his skin.
“Why don’t you give that here and I can put it in my pocket,” he said, not waiting for a reply and taking hold of the figurine.
“Ms. Crest, over here,” he shouted, and watched as the flashlight beam bounced through the trees, heading toward them.
“Holy sh—” he said, looking down at the toy. “Is that Grizzlor from Masters of the Universe?” It was hard to see in the dark, but the toy looked similar to one he’d had in the mid-eighties.
“Huh?” the girl asked, her tiny breath hot on his neck, sounding like she was falling asleep already. “I found it in the woods.”
Roy held the figure up to the light. “I had this one when I was a kid,” Roy said, just as much to himself as to Susan. “This must be a new version, though.” He gave the toy a squeeze, the furry flesh going soft like a stress ball. “Neat.” Though the fleshy give unnerved him.
Julia’s light pointed right at them, blinding him. He dropped Grizzlor into one of the pockets on his cargo shorts and lifted a hand to shield his eyes.
There were more tears in Julia’s eyes than there had been in the girl’s. “Thank you,” she said.
“I didn’t do anything really,” he said, and tried to shift Susan over to her mother, but the girl was latched on.
“She’s down for good,” Julia said, smiling, her face not quite dry even after wiping it on her sleeves.
They walked back to the house, and Roy gently pulled free of Susan’s grip and laid her on the living-room couch.
“Do you have dinner plans?” Julia asked.
 
***
 
The pair followed the giant, losing sight of her only once, but never losing her smell. She wasn’t quiet; being that big, she couldn’t be. But they could have found her if she’d managed to remain silent. They were trackers, and their father had trained them well.
After nightfall, when they were close enough to her, the creature’s howls were a wall of sound waves that seemed to buffet their bodies like physical blows.
Their spears would probably be unable to pierce her tough hide; even if they could, the wounds that they would inflict would mean nothing. They would need to think of some other way to reclaim their father’s body.
 
***
 
Dinner was mac and cheese, served in a long Pyrex dish. Well, it was last night’s half-eaten mac and cheese, thrown in the oven for ten minutes.
She set the dish down on the table, and Roy pulled his chair closer, the excitement on his face disproportionate to the quality of the meal. Julia hoped that the handyman wasn’t reading any more into this than she intended. She was lonely in the new house, but it was not that kind of loneliness.
“This looks great,” he said, as she spooned out two portions and placed one of the paper plates in front of him.
She laughed. “It’s not much of a dinner. I’m usually better than this, but with the move and everything ...” It was a lie. She’d never been much of a cook; she wasn’t that kind of mom. That had been Darren’s job. When it was Julia’s turn to prep dinner, most of the time she’d call out for pizza or Chinese.
“No, this is perfect.”
She watched him eat a forkful; he looked like he’d burned himself but was pretending that he didn’t. He took a sip of Coke.
Behind them, in the living room, she could hear Susan stirring on the couch. If her daughter was awoken by the sound of macaroni and cheese, it would save her the next twenty minutes of stilted conversation with Roy the plumber.
“Are you up, Suzy? Come eat.”
Susan walked out of the darkness of the living room, rubbing her eyes against the light of the kitchen.
“I’m sorry, Mommy.”
“It’s okay, hon. But we’ll talk about it later. We’ve got company now. What do you say to Roy for helping me find you?”
“Thank you,” Susan said, suddenly bashful, staring down at her bare feet. “Can I have my toy back?”
Roy rumpled her hair, clearly unfamiliar with talking to little girls. “Sure thing, squirt. I forgot I had it.” He half stood and pulled something out of his pocket and handed it to Susan.
She took her place at the small table and placed the toy on the table.
“I think that may be a collector’s item, Suzy,” Roy said. “You may want to give it a wash, though, with some soapy water.”
“He’s right, Susan,” Julia said. “Your doll stinks.”
It was true, but the little girl seemed unfazed by the stench.
“I found him in the forest, some boys must have left him there,” she said, then twisted the doll’s legs so that he was sitting cross-legged in front of her plate.
The creature seemed too detailed, too pliable. He lacked the bright colors of most toys, and there was something too organic about his muted color palette.
“How are you two liking the area?” Roy asked, taking Susan’s attention from the grotesque little monster.
There was noise on the back porch—scratching.
“Well, it is weird to get visits from raccoons every night,” Julia said, hiking her thumb toward the glass double doors of the porch. “That’s not something we get in Boston.”
“You get used to them,” Roy said. “Besides, they just want a friend.” He looked at Susan, who wriggled up her face. “They bite, though, so don’t go near them.”
They ate for the next ten minutes, the small talk not only bearable but enjoyable.
Roy was a nice guy. Maybe tomorrow Julia would spend some time preparing an actual meal.
 
***
 
Watching through the door, they could see the monsters gathered at a massive altar, their father’s body laid at the center, contorted into a mockery of life.
The outside structure was massive, and they could not find a point of entry from ground level. They could climb, though, and climb well. The second-floor chamber where they were able to gain entry was slick and white, cavernous like all of the rooms. But this one seemed filled with various torture devices.
The boys could find something to use here.
 
***
 
During a lull in their conversation something hit the floor upstairs and caused all three of them to jump.
Susan whimpered.
“Don’t worry. Nothing’s up there. I probably left something on the edge of the sink,” Roy said to the girl. He looked up at Julia. “I hope whatever it was didn’t break any tiles, but if it did, I’ll fix them. Of course.”
A few moments later there was another sound and he went up to check it out, leaving the two girls to clear the table. They threw out their paper plates, and Julia spooned the remnants of the mac and cheese into the garbage disposal.
“I hope it’s not the toilet again, I thought I had that set,” Roy said, moving from the hallway to the stairs.
Julia heard him mount the carpeted stairs and head for the second-floor bathroom. When he spoke, it sounded familiar. Darren had been good with his hands and had done all the maintenance work back in Boston. Maybe inviting Roy to dinner had been a bad idea. Julia had let this stranger slip into their lives too quickly and he was feeling at home, even though he was the hired help.
She turned her attention to Susan; men had occupied too many of her thoughts today, had for the past year. All she should care about was her daughter.
“You can’t do that again, kiddo. You can’t run off. The woods are dangerous.”
“I’m sorry. I won’t. It was scary,” Susan said.
She cleared the toy off the table, pretending he could fly and then dropping him so his legs bounced along the floor before picking him up again. The toy didn’t sound right, making more of a splotching sound than the familiar clatter of plastic.
“I was scared too,” Julia said, catching Susan by the chin and gently pointing the girl’s face up to her. “I’m not mad, you aren’t in trouble. I just don’t want anything happening to you.”
“Out in the woods, I found a dead—”
Susan didn’t get the rest out because of Roy’s scream.
 
***
 
Once they’d used their knives to cut through the thick mesh that kept them out of the smooth, white room, they worked together to lower themselves down the uneven footholds.
There was one close call, a moment when it seemed possible to slip onto the polished white stone below, but then the very footholds beneath their toes opened up to reveal compartments full of all manner of weapons.
If they were going to get their father’s body back, they would have to come up with some traps.
 
***
 
The cut was so deep that Roy had to check if he still had a pinky toe.
“Fuck,” he screamed, no longer caring if little Susan heard him or not.
He pulled his foot up and plucked the razor blade out from the joint of his toe. The blood flowed, dark at first and then bright crimson as the droplets flattened against the white bathroom tile.
Before he took another step, he checked the floor around him. The blade had been jammed between the doorway and the first tile, where there was no grout. There was a line of six identical blades still there. It was a miracle he hadn’t been cut worse.
Roy tried to imagine who would do such a thing, how damaged a little girl would have to be to set such a dangerous booby trap, but then he remembered the sound he’d come up to check out.
“Are you alright?” Julia yelled up from the bottom of the stairs.
“Call the cops, I think someone is in your house,” Roy said, looking around at the ransacked bathroom, the contents of the drawers strewn onto the floor.
He looked to the ceiling, where something was stirring at the top of the linen cabinet, just a second too late to avoid the iron. It sailed across the room, the cord used along with some sort of pulley to guide the corner of the appliance into his left eye.
The hit was so hard that cartoon stars flooded Roy’s brain. Blam-o!
Roy’s cheek was wet with blood and eye fluid before the back of his head hit the tile. The room swam in his good eye, his limbs feeling weighted down by the injury. In the distance, further than it could have possibly been, he could hear Julia calling to him, her voice panicked now. It should have been; after all, he had been able to tell her that she needed to call the cops. He hoped she had listened, because he felt he wasn’t going to be much help to her and Suzy.
There was a sensation like pins and needles in his hands and feet. Someone was going through his pockets, but the only thing Roy could focus on was the ceiling, his eye making wide, clumsy loops as he tried to hold on to consciousness. The sensation was not entirely unfamiliar; Roy felt that it was much like going to bed drunk, trying to steady the room so nausea didn’t get the better of him. Only there was a lot more pain than he was used to.
The world had gone dark by the time the small shadow crawled up on his chest. Roy must have been in a half dream, because he was hallucinating about Susan’s Grizzlor figure.
Grizzlor dragged the blade of his spear across Roy’s neck, and Roy couldn’t see any more.
 
***
 
As predicted, their weapons seemed to bounce off the giant’s hands and feet, but one of the brothers had been brave enough to climb up near the beast’s mouth. The skin of its neck wasn’t nearly as tough as the rest of its hide.
There was so much blood that the brother was knocked off his feet by the force of the spray. Although their mission was grim and humorless, the brothers allowed themselves a quick laugh at this.
 
***
 
Susan had never seen her mother so scared. There was a time when Daddy had come back to the old apartment and started banging on the door. Her mom had seemed scared, but even then Susan had been able to tell that her mom was more sad than frightened. Now, her mom was frantic.
“I don’t quite know what the emergency is, all I know is that I think there’s someone in my house,” her mother said into the phone. “Just send someone!”
Gripping the doll tighter and pressing it to her cheek, Susan noticed for the first time how bad it smelled. It reeked of body odor and dirt.
She tossed the figure away, and it landed with a thud on the hardwood of the hallway, inches from the carpeted landing. She hugged her mom’s leg tightly, the smell of detergent and her jeans more comforting than any doll would ever be.
“Come with me, baby,” her mother whispered, patting her on the back and guiding her into the kitchen.
Once there, her mother stretched herself over the counter, grabbing for one of the special knives from the block. The knives had been a housewarming gift from Aunt Sarah. They were very expensive, Mom had told her, and also very sharp. Susan wasn’t supposed to touch them.
Her mother held the knife in one hand and patted Susan’s back with the other.
“Roy?” she asked the empty room.
There was no reply, but there was a soft thudding on the stairs. Not footsteps; they seemed too light and irregular for that. But something was coming downstairs.
“Get out of my house, whoever you are. Take what you have and leave. The police are on their way.”
Susan felt her mom’s fingernails scratch against her neck. It didn’t much hurt, but she could feel each individual finger tremble.
 
***
 
Finding their father on the first floor had not been difficult. He was lying at the bottom of the padded shelves they were lowering themselves down to get to the giant females. They waited over him for a moment before approaching.
His limbs were sprawled, the wound on his arm no longer weeping from where the gray beast had bitten him. But both his legs were broken, a twisted mass that could not support him if he were still alive.
Rolling him over onto his side and then arranging his shattered arms and legs into a more dignified position, the boys lifted him up and began to move. 
***
 
There was no warning, no creaking of floorboards or click of heels, when the creatures approached the kitchen. They were too small to make any sounds like that.
Julia gasped, and from below her Susan made a similar noise. Susan’s voice was tinged with a child’s wonder, though, something that Julia had run out of by the time she’d seen her first naked man at sixteen.
The two furry creatures were carrying Susan’s toy—not a toy, clearly, but a corpse.
The lead monster waved his free arm, signaling to the other. They stopped their forward march and placed their load onto the hardwood of the hallway.
From behind their backs, in unison, they dislodged spears, each weapon nearly as tall as the being that wielded it.
Spreading their arms, they chattered to each other in tiny voices. They were intelligent, used tools, had some kind of language. They were probably a National Geographic reporter’s wet dream, but all Julia wanted to do was crush their tiny bodies under her feet.
Once they finished conversing, they split up and entered the room, one ducking behind the kitchen island and the other hoisting himself up onto the refrigerator using Susan’s alphabet magnets like a mountain climber might use the colorful footholds at the gym.
“Mommy,” Susan said, her voice sounding nervous.
“Don’t worry, they can’t hurt us,” she said.
As insane as the creatures’ appearance was, Julia couldn’t help but feel relief. A full-sized human attacker, and the sinister designs he could have in targeting a single mom and her daughter, was much more worrisome than some pint-sized fairy-tale creatures.
Julia took her eyes off the creature scaling the fridge to search for the other one, but she’d lost track of him. She pressed against the sink, then picked Susan up into her arms. She could remember telling the girl just yesterday that one day she would be too big to pick up. Julia had only been partially joking with Susan, because now her arm seemed to strain from the weight. The burst of adrenaline she’d experienced in the woods earlier seemed to be the only one she’d had in storage.
Susan shrieked, and Julia turned to her daughter just in time to see one of the creature’s hanging from her ponytail with one hand, stabbing at the girl’s shoulder with the other.
Julia dropped the knife to the counter and swatted at the creature. In her conscious mind she knew that the animal was too small to do her hand any real damage, but grabbing at it felt like attacking a large insect, the irrational part of her brain that squirmed when she thought of earwigs taking control of her hand.
After a second attempt, she connected and smacked the tiny body off Susan’s back, and it landed in the sink with a metallic clang.
Pinpricks of blood welled up under Susan’s cotton dress. It wasn’t the amount of blood but the fact that the creature had harmed her child that made Julia do what she did next.
Turning on the faucet full blast, she directed the stream onto the tiny figure. The creature was unable to stand on the slick stainless-steel surface, slipping as he tried, water raining down on him and sopping his fur. Using her bare hand, she scooted him down the drain, his fingers trying to find purchase on the rubber disposal guard but failing.
There was a brief moment when she wondered if it was the right thing to do, whether it was unfair or inhumane, but then she felt the coolness of Susan’s tears drying on her neck and flicked the switch.
The disposal coughed up a miniature geyser of red before continuing smoothly, the remnants of the creature moving through the plumbing as the water from the tap rushed down the drain.
There was a sound, almost too small to hear but still full of feeling, from further down the countertop.
The other figure had finished scaling the fridge and stood on the counter now. His spear clenched in one hand, he picked at the top of his head with the other. His features were tiny, but Julia imagined she saw an expression of anguish written upon his face.
She picked up the knife and approached the end of the counter, her shadow falling over the creature.
He set down his spear and waved, then pointed at the doorway with both hands. He was motioning to the hallway, to the body that they’d been carrying.
“Mommy?” Susan asked, her voice thick with post-sob phlegm.
Julia looked at this little man, saw the violence he seemed capable of, and buried the knife in her new countertop.
 
***
 
The brother had tried to tell her, tried to explain, that he could have left with his father’s body, that nobody else had to die this night.
But she wouldn’t listen.
As he lay there, bifurcated by the giant blade, he thought of the rest of his clan, the rest of his village. He thought of how good their sense of smell was, what proud hunters they were, their undying memory and ability to hold a grudge.
Lastly, before the light left his eyes, he thought of how sharp their spears were, and how many of them they would raise in anger.



 
 
 
Intermission #1
 
 
Bob had killed two people tonight, and the only thing keeping him from the police gathered outside were four hostages—his crew—and eleven bicycle locks.
The day had started out so innocuously. He’d begun by asking his boss, Brenda Cartwright, whether or not he could schedule a block to run some of his tapes next month. She told him that there was no room in the schedule (which had been her response for the last year) and then called him into her office later in the day and told him he was fired.
Now Brenda was dead, and it didn’t make Bob feel any better.
The first movie was nearly over, and they all stood in the control room watching the playback together. Fred, the only one among them who really knew how to work the board, had his eyes closed to the movie, quietly weeping into his mustache.
“You’re missing the best part, Fred,” Bob said, trying to channel his Count Mort character, and nudged Fred with the muzzle of the gun.
Nobody else seemed to think Count Mort was funny.
“Okay then, let’s get ready to go again. Get the second tape queued up.”
From the control room they could all hear the police bullhorn, but the studio itself was windowless and soundproof, so he wouldn’t have to worry about the microphone picking up anything or a smoke grenade getting lobbed in while he was on-air.
During his first introduction he’d been worried that he wasn’t going to be able to go through with it. Part of him wanted to wave hello to the audience and then put the barrel of the nine millimeter in his mouth, but after watching that first flick, he felt reinvigorated.
He was bringing horror to the people, doing God’s work. By now the word had probably gotten out that there was a crazed gunman on TV. He had an audience.
It was time to dig deep into his archives and give them a real show.



 
 
 
War of the Cryptid
 
 
The creature attacked the city, leaving a path of twisted metal, broken concrete, and mangled bodies.
There was no warning or apparent motive. His curved horns broke from beneath the waves, slicing their way out of the East River with the devil’s speed.
The legends called him Skorp, and before today, there existed only a handful of blurry photographs and alleged sightings to foster belief. And none of those had ever placed him anywhere near New York City.
He was a cryptid as far as the scientific community was concerned: a creature whose existence had been rumored but never officially documented.
 
***
 
He sprung from the water with dexterity, smashing a crater into the concrete upon landing.
People on the ground stared up and screamed as he inched forward and crushed a host of them beneath a heavy foot.
He craned his elongated neck from one side to the other, slashing through a skyscraper and raining broken concrete shards onto a panicking city street. Those caught in his horn’s path were raked along with it and swept, screaming, off the building’s side. They fell twenty stories to their deaths, splattering on the sidewalk like flies on a windshield.
He went inland on all fours, while the city’s denizens scattered like ants pouring from every escapable orifice.
Skorp found these sights and sounds overwhelming. He screeched his displeasure, and the windowpanes wobbled as he passed. With a lowered shoulder, he busted smaller buildings to pieces and brushed others aside like jungle fronds.
Artillery rounds plunked off his scales and eye-level fighter jets rocketed past, his only reminders that there was any resistance at all. Dancing tentacles lifted from his back and sides and swatted them away. The fiery scraps showered down on the city like meteors.
Those wiggling appendages lashed against the nearest building foundation, and he rose onto his haunches. His front legs, a combination of arm and fin, tore through the steel and concrete as he lifted off the ground and climbed midway up.
He sent a claw crashing through the wall, and a poof of concrete dust irritated his nostrils. He scooped up a handful of scurrying victims and pushed them, kicking and screaming, into his mouth.
They turned to ground and bloodied bits between his teeth, and he felt satisfied with today’s haul. An entire torso wedged itself between an incisor and a canine, irritating his gum line. He lapped the obstruction with his serpentine tongue, but to no avail.
Now that the deed was done, he hopped free of the building and plummeted back toward earth, flattening a gathering of soldiers with a stomp and turning them to lumpy paste between his toes. He left their remnants in crimson foot stomps all the way back to the sea.
The dashed and battered combatants gave chase, but he found no threat in their actions. Tanks rolled along and attempted to follow on impassable roads, while infantry trailed even further in the distance. Helicopters drifted carefully outside the range of his flailing tentacles.
The creature let forth one final roar—more of a warning than a victory cry—and the ground quaked as he jumped for the waves.
They perhaps did not understand him, but he was certain they feared him.
That’s all he wanted.
 
***
 
Shane FitzRoyce was more than three hundred miles away, gnawing on a black-licorice twirl and watching the water fizzing against the ferry’s hull. If he focused, he could see his career down there.
The ride, bridging Burlington, Vermont, and Plattsburgh, New York, was supposed to be work, but it felt more like a burial at sea.
Come on, you bastard, think.
His producer gibbered on, but Shane had stopped listening after the ultimatum. Instead, the words echoed: Give us something, or forget everything.
At his back, passengers launched into a volley of frenzied declarations, passing smartphones and tablets back and forth, with excited eyes and emotional voices.
Shane might’ve been more curious if he wasn’t certain his career was over.
“Champ,” he said. It fell from his mouth in a rain of licorice shards, and the tone was beyond contemptuous. “Is that all you guys want? How about tasking me with finding Jesus Christ while you’re at it?”
“You wanna hop a plane to Golgotha, FitzRoyce? I’ll arrange it,” his producer said.
Shane didn’t care for that humor. Not when the fate of Monster Raiders was on the line. “You want a sure thing, who the hell doesn’t? If it were easy, we’d have great footage every time out.”
He remembered reading a criticism titled “And You Thought Ghost Hunters Offered Mythical Blueballs?” He knew then that his viewership was tiring of speculative documentation. They’d need to find something soon, even if they had to fake it.
Shane tossed the licorice into the water and fished another one from the crumpled bag in his pocket. “Champ’s been out here since 1883. You figure I’ll just go down there, knock over a few rocks, and voilà, right?”
“Perhaps season four will be your last, then. You sound burnt-out.”
It was the worst thing he could’ve heard, and Shane was certain that’s why it was said. A day didn’t pass without the show’s interest being his first thought in the morning and his last one at night.
Heck, it was too easy to remember life before Monster Raiders, and he couldn’t go back to it.
It was a problem he would’ve given anything to have five years ago. Worrying how to keep a successful show alive and well. Back when he hung his hat in a beachfront lean-to in South Carolina. It was hard enough finding three squares a day then.
Now the notion of losing his mansion gave him a serious case of acid reflux. Stung so bad he didn’t go anywhere without an overstock of Tums and Pepcid chasers.
The ferry travelers were whipped into a fever that became impossible to ignore, and Shane turned to ask the closest person what he had missed.
A woman in her sixties made the sign of the cross. “Some kind of demon!”
He wanted to tell the lady her marbles were rolling off the ferry’s deck when his phone beeped.
A text from Jessica: They’re saying over 5000 people dead. Find a TV. You have to see.
Shane ran to the Jeep as the ferry docked. Around him revving engines sounded frantic to get off the water.
Social media was on fire. A dozen hashtags were trending, from #GodzillaIsReal to #PrayForNewYork, while both Republicans and Democrats were blamed in equal measure.
A million people had captured shots of this cryptid and posted footage to every social site imaginable.
Shane was horrified. Not because Skorp was real, or that it had just killed thousands of people, but because the footage was everywhere. Even fucking MySpace.
Every bystander in New York had documented its existence, rendering Monster Raiders obsolete.
But there was one striking shot lensed from someone’s high-rise: the creature’s red eye lurching past a blown-out window and stopping dead at the sound of the photographer’s whimper. There was mostly silence—gunfire and explosions were ambient fireworks in the far-off distance—as the thing turned toward the camera with a familiar expression.
Skorp performed the closest thing it could to a smile, and Shane’s face flushed.
This wasn’t the opportunity he wanted, but it was one he could use.
Because he’d killed one of these things before.
 
***
 
Five years earlier Shane had encountered something similar off the coast of South Carolina.
Myrtle Beach and the rest of the coastline had reported an increase in incidents. A drastic reduction in marine life had the fishing industry up in arms. Boats returned to harbor with badly damaged hulls. And half a dozen college-age disappearances fueled plenty of speculation.
The tourist and fishing industries shriveled as word got out that something was in the water.
The Coast Guard wouldn’t act because no one had actually seen anything. A few self-respecting hunters ventured off the coast for the prestige, but their efforts were fruitless. And the bodies of the disappeared remained that way.
The tourist industry, unwilling to sit idly by, knew what needed doing. Up and down the coast, local business owners pooled their resources and sought to hire someone with the know-how to solve this mystery.
Shane FitzRoyce was an unlikely choice for nautical heroics, and he knew it was only because of his father that he’d been given the offer. The son of a thrill-seeking shark documentarian who’d fallen victim to his subjects, Shane never felt he shared that blood.
Instead he drove a small boat that was often chartered by deep-sea fishermen. He moonlighted as a personal fitness instructor, which didn’t offer much pay beyond bored and willing MILFs.
He needed the money.
Shane chartered a boat called the Razorback, captained by a salty prick called Richie, and recruited two hired hands for good measure.
Jessica was barely twenty-one and a local graduate from USC with a degree in communications. In a terrible economy, this was the closest thing she could find to documentarian work.
Gunny served three tours during Operation Enduring Freedom and swore they could sink this thing to the ocean floor and be home in time for breakfast. So he carried three duffel bags onto the Razorback, each of them loaded the kind of illegal weaponry you’d find at an arms bazaar.
The Razorback drifted toward Bermuda, and each day was more fruitless than the last.
They used sonar to chart changes in the seabed. Since fish congregated around shifting elevation, Shane hoped they would find their culprit there as well.
Shane came to the surface on the fourth morning, peeled the wet suit from his body, and left it dangling from the mounted harpoon turret.
With a quick radio check-in, he figured out that Bermuda was suffering from its own rash of inexplicable mishaps. More ships with damaged hulls, and a group of Italian tourists missing from a swinger’s yacht washed up onshore, looking like a plate of chicken bones.
He found Jessica shooting the open water off the tip of the bow. He tapped her shoulder and smiled.
“Wanna take a swim?”
She glanced at the waves. “Uh, not really.”
“Well, that’s kind of it. This thing we’re chasing—he seems to be drawn to couples.”
“Then Gunny can borrow my bikini and the two of you can have at it.”
“No way. Have you seen his back hair? Besides, can you shoot an M60?”
“Sure, I can shoot a camera just fine. Why not a gun?”
“I wouldn’t be asking if it weren’t important. We all need this payday. And the guys aren’t going to let anything happen to us.”
“Shit, Shane. I don’t know.”
“I’ll throw in half my take too.”
She agreed after a dozen more assurances that Gunny and Richie could, in fact, shoot. They took a few shots of whiskey to take the edge off, and then it was time to put up or shut up.
They changed into bathing suits while Gunny and Richie lay beneath tarps on the bow and aft, armed with every conceivable weapon on board.
Shane and Jessica had considerably less protection—just the dual machete sheaths draped over the boat’s rear. It wasn’t much because Shane felt they needed to be convincing as frolickers. Best he could tell, this thing preyed only on the unsuspecting.
They swam in nervous circles, making forced and uncomfortable conversation.
But the monster remained overdue for the party.
Jessica made the first move, inching through the water with shivering lips and pruned appendages.
Her body was curvy, and Shane embraced her slick skin.
“You just keep your eyes open,” she whispered in between licks of his earlobe. “I’m not going on a list of casualties. And this doesn’t go much further than this.”
Shane felt his thinned blood rushing full on toward his little head. This was apparently the only action these quiet seas were getting tonight.
Something thumped the Razorback’s hull, and the starboard side lifted out of the water so high it nearly capsized. Water poured down on them like a rainstorm.
He had never felt more vulnerable.
Shane gave Jessica an unintentional slap on the ass, pushing her toward the stern, and eyed the machetes, which looked a hundred miles off.
They swam for the aft, and as soon as they reached it, Shane pushed Jessica up the rung and to temporary safety. Then he unsheathed the blade hanging off the back, turning to see what had bumped them.
It broke the surface, crashing into a sliver of moonlight as if on cue. Reptilian eyes glowed red from the sides of his jagged face. Two pointed horns jutted from behind the curved dome of his rounded scalp. His snout flared, and his mouth curled into a razor-blade smile.
It was about the size of a baby elephant, with a tentacled back of wiggling nubs.
Somewhere overhead Richie opened fire, while Gunny scurried across the deck with an M60 in his arms.
Instinct pushed Shane to retreat, but he knew he would be outmaneuvered while in water. He watched the bullets bounce off the monster, and he knew he was better off charging. It might be the only way to catch the thing off guard.
It squealed with what sounded like surprise as Shane slashed its extended neck and the blade bounced away as if he’d swung at concrete.
The head snapped down and looked at him with wide eyes as he pushed himself against its neck, hoping it couldn’t angle its mouth that way.
From the Razorback’s stern, Shane’s partners screamed to get his attention.
A gust of fresh and powerful air exploded overhead, and the creature screamed so loud that its neck coursed and vibrated.
Shane wiped his eyes clear and found a harpoon wedged halfway into its head, the tip buried right beneath one of its horns.
He seized the opportunity and launched himself onto the bed of wiggling protuberances. Gobs of orange slime erupted from the harpoon wound, running down its neck like lava.
He tried hacking down on the creature’s skull, but the prickly skin seemed impenetrable up here.
The monster lunged back and forth, trying to shake the harpoon free. Its ferocious growls became whimpers as it tugged the Razorback through the water.
Shane reached forward and closed his hand around the devil’s damaged horn, prying it free from its fleshy base with all his might.
They were descending toward the water now, and Shane stabbed the machete through the flesh where the horn had been. He pulled it free and then jammed it back down, feeling the creature’s muscles go lax. In a second it was completely immobile.
He collapsed atop the neck, the conquering hero.
Jessica filmed every frame as Richie and Gunny winched him closer and fished him free of the beast.
“My hero,” she said, ruffling his hair.
It was the origin of his celebrity, and just like that, they became Monster Raiders.
 
***
 
Only it wasn’t going to be that easy this time.
Jessica was quick to point that out as soon as Shane approached her with the offer.
“That thing...” She pointed to the flat screen hanging in their bedroom. Live coverage of Skorp’s San Diego assault. The conversation took a temporary pause as the creature brought fists down on a church, crushing the refugees inside, who probably thought God would keep them safe. “...is fifty times the size of the last one.”
“This is what we do,” Shane said. There was probably more bravado in his words than he’d intended. Really, it was more like desperation, but no one needed to know that.
The last five years had been good to them. They had a healthy marriage, a successful television show, and countless endorsement deals. There might have been some allegations of fraud concerning his battle in the Atlantic, but there was nothing that could be done about that.
That creature’s corpse had fallen to the ocean floor once they fished the harpoon cable out. Richie called in a few favors to arrange for transportation, but they were never able to recover it. Because of that mystery, Monster Raiders had more skeptics than fans.
Shane pled his case to Jessica, but he felt it falling on deaf ears. He argued that the network was throwing every conceivable resource behind Monster Raiders in order to support this hunt. A private military company was ready and waiting for them at Shaw Air Force Base right now.
Season four was going to chronicle humanity’s last stand. A documentary that would capture every moment of our species’ struggle for survival.
Can’t. Miss. Television.
Jessica turned her back on the discussion, stepping onto the terrace that offered a placid view of the Atlantic.
“If you do this,” she said, “I can’t be a part of it. We have too much to lose.” Her hand gently caressed her round belly.
“Yeah, and that’s why I have to go,” he said, and left.
 
***
 
Skorp’s San Diego siege proved twice as destructive. The creature had charged further inland, obliterating everything it came into contact with.
The military had driven him back to the ocean, and now every coastal city in the country was being evacuated.
Shane tried getting the rest of the band back together, but to no avail. Richie and Gunny were no-shows because cell-phone lines across the country were overloaded in the wake of Hurricane Skorp.
The military company was waiting for him at Shaw Air Force Base, with twelve armored attack helicopters retrofitted with projectile cables like had been on the Razorback.
The plan might’ve been crazy, but it had worked before.
“When we get those horns off, we’re going to hit that abomination with every kind of explosive we got,” the commander said.
“Hope it’ll be enough,” Shane said.
“If it isn’t, we’re toast. Word is that the government is pulling people out of these cities so they can nuke that thing as soon as it reappears.”
I have to be the one who kills it.
Sleep didn’t come easy that night. The cot in the shadowy hangar bay was stiff. He felt miserable for leaving Jessica behind, but the thought of two flattened cityscapes reaffirmed his decision.
Let’s see them call me a fraud this time.
 
***
 
An air-raid siren blazed. It was dawn already. The commander was a silhouette in the hanger’s doorway.
“Let’s go, FitzRoyce, it’s here.”
“Where?”
“Myrtle,” he said.
Shane was assigned to Chopper 1 with the commander and three other men. Per the network, each helicopter was outfitted with a cameraman to capture the carnage from every angle.
They were about to lift off when his cell phone vibrated. Jessica was still at home, and he pleaded with her to leave. The coast was about to become an uninhabitable wasteland.
Jessica sounded breathless. “I’ve got to tell you something first.”
She was usually the calm one, so this set him on edge.
“Richie’s dead,” she said. “He was in New York City visiting his sister when that thing attacked.” Jessica didn’t wait for him to grieve. “There’s more. Network says Gunny was scouting some shooting locales in San Diego. He’s gone too, Shane.”
There had been two attacks so far, and one of his guys had died in each. Now Skorp was headed for Myrtle. Had it somehow made this personal?
Jessica started screaming, and in that instant he had his answer.
 
***
 
The mansion was a smoldering ruin when Skorp lifted the squirming enemy into his palm. He studied her tiny expression before dropping her into his mouth.
His teeth came down and punctured her body, crunching her bones, and then he rolled her liquefied remnants down the back of his throat.
She tasted like justice.
The creature lifted his snout to the sun. There’s only one left.
Approaching helicopters were dark blotches in front of a sun-blazed horizon.
Since the day his son’s defeated body plunged beneath the waves and his clan willed it back beyond the door, he knew only revenge. The thought twisted around in his brain every day on the journey from his world to this one.
The helicopters approached and unleashed a hail of projectiles. A predictable strategy, one he expected having experienced the slaying of his overly curious child through his mind’s eye.
Harpoons rained down, a few sticking just beneath his skin. Most bounced harmlessly off him, plummeting into the ruins below.
Skorp roared and tugged the cables, yanking half the helicopters with them. Two of the helicopters collided with each other, exploding in midair, while another three hurdled toward earth, exploding into twisted hunks of metal.
The one he wanted—the one carrying him—was quick enough to release the cord, separating it from the cable’s restriction.
Skorp followed, angry, while rows of houses beneath him smashed apart like matchstick homes.
The bird was over the Atlantic now, and six more followed, a torrent of explosives bouncing off Skorp’s crown.
The main copter circled back around, and Skorp smashed his finned arm against his scaly chest, unleashing a war cry so loud the water became massive waves.
It was coming right for him.
Let it end.
 
***
 
The commander screamed something about Shane being out of control before he leapt from the vehicle and screamed, on his way to a watery grave.
The pilot hung on, probably because Shane had a revolver tight against his temple.
“Get as close to his mouth as you can.” Shane’s scream sounded far gone, even to his own ears.
All that mattered now was that he killed it. If they could get close enough, they were going to fire a few rockets straight into the fucker’s mouth.
Skorp swatted at them, but the pilot had expected it, throttling out of the way and taking position alongside one of its blood-red eyes.
“Fuck it,” Shane said, and clamped a hand over the controls, inching the propeller blades toward the eye until they tore into the socket.
The gunship rattled and shook, and the blades broke apart with a horrifying screech of metal against scale.
They were hurtling toward the waves, and the screams of the others made it impossible to hear anything else.
It was like smashing into a brick wall, and the bodies bounced around the cabin like bloody pinballs. Shane found his impact blunted by the now-crushed body of a trooper, but there was no time to be thankful. He waded into the water, finding it shallow.
The shore was a few feet away, and he trudged forward, collapsing onto the island’s beach and glancing back at the mangled fuselage.
He saw the remaining six choppers hovering around Skorp, his flailing tentacles preventing any from getting too close. Surely they noticed him down here.
Skorp sure did. Their eyes locked across what must’ve been a three-hundred-foot difference in height, and he came spearing through water, lowering his neck as he approached so Shane could see his face straight on.
Shane felt naked and defenseless. The crew of the Razorback wasn’t behind him this time, and he knew now that leaving with Jessica would’ve been the smart thing, the fair thing.
The six choppers broke off from the attack formation and retreated into the horizon, as Skorp closed the distance between them. He was close enough now that Shane could touch his snout with his fingertips.
The monster opened his mouth, and Shane saw severed and dangling appendages in his teeth.
A whistle came from overhead, faint at first but growing louder by the second. Shane looked to the sky and saw nothing. At least the helicopters had pulled out for reasons other than cowardice. Part of him hoped they had all the footage necessary to make him a hero.
There’s no way they cleared the detonation range in time. No one was going to know what happened here.
Skorp flashed another quick smile as the razor teeth came forward and took Shane, slicing through his chest. The sky was blinding white all around, and he had only a second to regret everything before the flames enveloped them both.



 
 
 
Intermission #2
 
 
The gun went off, and the old man dropped out of frame, leaving Count Mort standing behind him with a smoking pistol in hand. His makeup was sweat-streaked. Black tears stretched down his cheeks and over his lips.
The camera zoomed in, like it couldn’t get the fresh victim out of the frame fast enough. Now there was only Count Mort, and he was screaming at someone off camera.
“You ask them how many more I have to kill before they realize I’m serious. Now tell those fuckin’ cops to shut up. I’m putting on a show here, and all their yapping is ruining it.”
How had the cops not stopped this by now? It had been going on for hours.
Unease tightened around Danny like a vise. This wasn’t an act; he’d figured that out after the second break.
It felt too natural and unrehearsed. The way the body just slumped over like that, there hadn’t been anything theatrical about it. It reminded him of the time he convinced the video-store clerk to let him rent Faces of Death for a sleepover. Everyone watched the movie, but he sensed it was more because no one wanted to be the guy that looked away, although it had been grim silence for 105 minutes. A lot of nervous laughter had filled the air while their popcorn went unmunched.
This was a lot like that, only Danny didn’t feel like laughing tonight.
Tania had tried telling him that Faces of Death wasn’t real, but how would she know? She was a girl. What did they know about stuff like this?
He almost wished she were here now—beer breath and all—to make those same kind of assurances about Count Mort. He was freaked out enough that he just might believe her, would need to believe her.
The basement was usually cool, but it felt hot and oppressive tonight. Danny stood up and shook popcorn from his lap while he tried walking off the tension.
“So, darling viewer,” the count’s voice resumed with that now-familiar community-theater level of theatricality. “Are you ready to continue our macabre journey?”
Danny froze. It was as if the question had been pointed squarely at him. He turned toward the TV, and his heart rate quickened. Count Mort faded out before he had a chance to answer, and there was a second of black before a washed-out image wobbled on-screen.
It felt a bit strange easing back into the escapism promised by this third feature, but it brought a welcome break from Count Mort.
Danny knew he had roughly ninety minutes before he had to face reality again.
It was either that or stop watching and go to bed. But he wasn’t sleeping, not tonight.



 
 
 
Incident at Night
 
 
The girl pushed through the doors, blood-caked and screaming for help.
“He killed my friends, and now he’s coming for me!”
Her urgency jolted Chad off the stool, causing him to spill cherry Icee into his lap and spatter it across the register keys. His shorts were sticky with syrupy ice chips, and he reached for a roll of paper towels at the same time the girl’s hand clasped around his wrist.
“Please, mister. You’ve got to help me!”
Her touch was rough, the result of chapped and scraped hands. Her glossy green eyes were hysteric, and her cheeks were stained with splotches of enflamed pink.
No one had ever called Chad “mister” before, and he believed he liked the sound of it.
“Call someone,” she cried out, jostling him from his cloudy high, his thoughts lost in a sea of honorifics.
“Fuck me,” the girl said. “Are you high?”
She bent over the counter, knocking aside Hershey’s and Butterfingers while reaching for the phone.
Chad felt momentary shame for taking the opportunity to ogle her. But she was cute. A dark denim skirt clung to her shapely figure, matched by a white T-shirt that plunged at the neckline. A coat dangled off her shoulders, caked in crimson streaks. Muddied black boots encased her feet, and she pushed up on the tips of them in order to get the receiver.
“It’s dead,” she screamed, smashing a hand down on the counter. “The phone’s dead!” She whipped her head toward the entryway and then over to Chad. “Where’s your car? You have one, right? You have to have one.”
He felt no pride in admitting that he did not. You kind of needed wheels to go anywhere beyond the bowling alley in Western Massachusetts. He’d been smacked with his third DUI a few months back, and Dad took away the car at the same time he lost his license.
That’s right, ladies, I’m available.
The girl hurled another expletive over the crackly Moody Blues song on the intercom and headed back the way she came, skidding on the balls of her feet as a pair of headlights grew out of the dark.
Chad saw the lights too. Panic fluttered all the way up his chest. His heart raged and his arms shook. Whatever this was, he wanted no part of it. There were horror stories about the meth trade out in Baldwinville. Sure, this girl looked far too healthy and pretty to dabble with that kind of body rot, but anything was possible.
The truck idled on the edge of the parking lot, seemingly reluctant to come any further.
They froze, and Chad felt he was a split second away from panicked flight.
“We can try the police on this.” He lifted his hand to show his cell phone. “Never been much of a signal out here.”
“Do it.” She hadn’t taken her eyes off the headlights.
The engine grumbled as the PA system switched between songs, the innocuous music adopting a sinister vibe in light of recent events.
“Actually...” She snapped her fingers. “Come here.”
He didn’t want to, but Chad was surprised to find that beautiful women retained their allure even in the direst circumstances. She pointed to the doors.
“Lock them.”
He went behind the counter and grabbed the keys, returning to the dirt-streaked glass and locking the doors firmly in place. He wasn’t sure about this, though. There weren’t many paying jobs out in these parts, which was why he needed to keep this one. Chad had been fired from almost all the others and was running out of chances to prove to his parents that he wasn’t a royal screwup.
Besides, he really wanted an Xbox One.
What if this was all some kind of meth-head ruse to rob the place? Of course they’d send in the pretty girl to offset his suspicions.
But maybe she just needs help.
She jiggled the doors, testing the hold. When they didn’t open, she tugged him away from the windows.
“Where’s the fire alarm?”
Chad pointed to the partition behind the counter. It split the front of the store into two halves: a smaller, confined register counter and a corridor that spilled into the back room.
The alarm hung in the dead center of the wall, surrounded by plastic pamphlet holders for local points of interest. Touristy places like the Berkshires. One of the towns out there had suffered a terrible fire a few months back. It got so bad, half of it was lost before they could put it out.
Chad hoped fire and rescue would have a better response time tonight.
She yanked the alarm lever, showing no hesitation.
As she lowered the handle, the power cut out. Complete darkness fell on them like a blanket of snow.
That was, with the exception of the two dim headlights watching them from the edge of the parking lot.
“It’s fine,” Chad said, feeling anything but fine. “We’ve got an emergency generator ready to kick in.”
She shook her head, a gesture full of hopelessness. “He’s already knocked it out.”
It was true. When the power had gone out in the past, the generator turnover was instantaneous.
Chad lifted the cell phone to his ear and dialed 911. The reception was so skittish that the ring faded in and out like a damaged speaker. The phone dropped the call, reducing the battery life from 32 percent to 24 percent.
“It’s useless out here, I tried to tell you.”
The girl must’ve noticed the uncertainty in Chad’s face, because she slid an arm under his and yanked him away, hurling him against the nearby wall. They were nose-to-nose, and she smelled faintly of alcohol.
She talked so softly that Chad could hear beads of spittle popping beneath her tongue. “He killed my friends. Ran us off the road and started hacking them before we even realized what was happening.”
The door in the hall behind them started to rattle.
“You’re alone here, right?” she asked, growing even more frantic.
Chad went into the back corridor with a display of courage that surprised no one more than him. Perhaps it was because he held the ring of keys in the palm of his hand and knew no one could get in the service door without them.
Then again, this guy had cut the power without them realizing he’d ever gotten out of his truck. Even now the pickup rumbled somewhere outside, at their backs.
The service entrance was in the middle of the “Employees Only” corridor, opposite the restroom and manager’s office.
They moved into the corridor as the jiggling doorknob became inanimate.
Frightened eyes exchanged mutually unsure glances, and the silence was short-lived.
He was knocking now.
It was polite knock that somehow betrayed the otherwise insidious nature of the intruder. It was light, almost sterile. The way a mother knocked on your door to tell you supper was ready.
Then the doorknob went back to wobbling, and the girl lugged Chad into the front aisle.
“What now?” she asked.
“His truck. It’s still running.”
“And likely locked.”
Chad understood her logic but failed to consider her pleas for reason. He couldn’t take his eyes off the two headlights. They weren’t more than sixty or seventy feet off.
They could make a run for it while the killer—alleged killer—was trying to force his way in through the back.
But the girl looked on in disgust, as if she were a mind reader. “Even if you get out there, he’s got a clear line of sight to his car from that side of the building. And he’ll hear you as soon as you start trying to smash your way in.”
Behind them, the knob stopped jiggling, leaving only deafening silence.
“Then we get to the roof.” He knew his voice wasn’t selling the idea. “At least maybe we get a signal up there.”
Couldn’t get a signal most days, no matter where you were out here in east bumfuck, but what else was there?
The girl went to the “Break This In Case Of Emergency” glass on the back wall, smashing it with the metal block and tugging the axe free. Her features darkened considerably in the gloom. She bounced the axe head up and down in the palm of her hand, as if chewing on his suggestion.
“Where’s the roof access?” She cleared her throat, as if that might chase away the scares.
“Through there.” He pointed toward the hall. “Manager’s office.”
“Let’s go.”
He found the correct key on the third try. Employees weren’t supposed to come back here. Ever. But they needed to have access to it in case there was ever an emergency.
And this fits the fucking bill.
He pushed on the door, and they stepped inside.
Cold cement-lined walls wrapped around the office, which was furnished with an old lawn table. A PC and printer sat on top of it, reminding Chad of the one that used to be in Dad’s office back in the day.
A few metal rungs were bolted to the wall in the back corner, leading up to a ceiling hatch.
“You take this,” the girl said, and pushed the axe against his chest.
When Chad took it in his arms, she started climbing.
She pushed up on the hatch, but it wouldn’t budge. Not even a little.
“Stuck,” she nearly cried.
“Alright.” Chad lifted the axe up, hilt-first. “It’s probably just rusted. Give it a few good knocks.”
She took it in her hands and flipped it around. She punched upward, but the sound of carbon steel smashing against immovable metal was defeating.
She coughed, brushing at her face.
“You alright?”
Rust flakes fell into his eyes from above, and he coughed too.
She slammed the axe against the hatch a few more times before climbing back down, frustrated. She thrust her head onto Chad’s shoulder, and he felt warm teardrops against his neck. Even her moist, sniffling head felt good against his chest.
“It’s okay.” He wanted to put his arms around her, to instill her with a sense of confidence. But it felt inappropriate somehow. “We’re going to be fine, okay?”
She rubbed one eye and laughed softly.
“We just need to chisel the hatch open. Maybe pry it up or something. I think we’ve got a few screwdrivers stashed somewhere beneath the register.”
They went to it, stopping in unison as they reached the storefront.
This time it was Chad’s turn to gasp.
A square drop-ceiling tile was on the floor in the middle of the front aisle.
They stared up at the opening, and Chad wondered how he could’ve been so stupid.
The man must’ve gotten on the roof from outside. And come in through the vents.
From somewhere in the store came raspy breaths.
The girl screamed, and the glinting blade cut the black. It was impossibly bright and could’ve been polished silver, slashing her neck with a cold, wet tear.
Chad felt his cheek moisten with a splash of her blood, and a towering dark figure darted out from behind the register wall. He stabbed her once more, the blade sinking into her shoulder with an echoed slurp.
She screamed again, slipping beneath Chad’s eye-line and dropping to the floor with a groan.
The killer knelt, closing his hands around the protruding hilt and pushing down. Her attacker let out a noise, part rage, part ecstasy. Twisted the blade this way, then that.
Her scream was impossibly loud now, and Chad couldn’t stand to hear it. He hoisted a heavy display jar of jerky from the counter and threw it on the killer’s shoulders with enough force to knock him over.
The killer grunted and hit the tiles face-first.
“Come on,” Chad said.
But she wasn’t listening. Instead, she wriggled around on the floor, wrestling the knife out of her body.
Chad jumped back as the killer shot up in the space between them, a ruffled overcoat spreading out as the man pulled something from inside.
Chad dove for cover, realizing what it was.
An earsplitting blast exploded, and the front doors burst into glass shards that rained all over his back.
Chad winced as a discarded shell clacked across the tile.
He pushed himself to his feet.
Over his shoulder there was a quick shimmer, and the girl sunk the knife into the killer’s side. He howled and belted her across the eyes with the back of his hand. She fell, rolling onto her side with an exhausted moan, as the guy shuffled down the hall, pained grumbles filling the air around them.
There was another shotgun blast and barrel pump, and Chad realized the killer was shooting his way out by blasting the hatch. Possibly retreating.
Or, at the very least, regrouping.
“Go,” the girl said, sliding against the wall beneath the pamphlets, gasping like an asthmatic. “Get his truck and bring it here.”
Chad glanced at the headlights and realized it was now or never. He could close the gap and get there by the time the killer landed on the roof.
What if she didn’t make it?
He decided he was going to have to take that chance. Better that someone survive.
At her next urging, more harried this time, he went. His shoes crunched glass shards, and the cool-evening sting smacked his face. He pushed hard across the tarmac.
The headlights loomed closer.
The black SUV was locked. He ran around trying each door, but the only thing left to do was smash it open.
He jogged to the side of the road, looking for a rock big enough to break glass when a shot exploded off the pavement.
Chad recoiled and ran for cover behind the SUV.
The muzzle flash atop the roof signaled another thunderous shot, which this time rained pellets on the vehicle.
Chad dropped to the ground and crawled beneath the car, inching toward the front. His head was turned to one side, and his downward cheek scraped asphalt while he wriggled up as far as he dared.
A loud boom from somewhere ahead, followed by a softer, hollow plop.
Feet hitting the pavement.
Chad had to crane his neck to see the space in front of him, squinting into the night and hoping to see which of them the killer had chosen to pursue.
Please be her, a selfish part of him prayed. He still didn’t know the whole story, and wondered if he’d been stupid to involve himself like this.
But he never had a choice.
Footsteps came nearer. He could just make out the shape of thick black boots halting in between the headlight cones.
The killer must’ve been weighing his options. Pursue him—wherever he’d run off to—or go back into the store and finish what he started.
Chad figured he would never be so lucky that the killer wouldn’t first check beneath the car. Hell, the guy must’ve seen him taking cover here from his vantage point above.
The boots came closer still, edging into the path of a headlight. Chad saw cherry-red droplets of blood running across the rubber toes. Everything about these actions implied that this guy had done this sort of thing before. And often. This was more than a few rednecks dabbling in the meth trade.
Much more.
His heart hammered his sternum. Pins and needles in the tips of his fingers. The killer took calm steps around the vehicle’s perimeter, walking so close that Chad smelled boot polish.
Any second he’s going to check under the car.
Instead something crashed to the floor inside the busted storefront, and the killer did an about face on the balls of his heels. He strolled back toward the sign of life, and occasional drops of blood littered the ground, gleaming like diamonds when caught in the headlight luster.
Chad didn’t know a single thing about the girl, not even her name. But he couldn’t leave her to die.
Or could I?
As a child, Chad chased a neighborhood cat from his yard one afternoon. It darted into the middle of the street and got smashed by two cars traveling in opposite directions. The image of it, four broken legs and an ungodly meow hanging in its distended mouth, haunted him to this day.
The curious little thing hadn’t been hurting anyone, and he’d been chased for no reason—much like the two of them earlier—headlong into his demise.
How could he have an innocent girl’s death on his conscience when he couldn’t forget about that cat?
Slipping out from beneath the still-idling vehicle, Chad knew the headlights gave him a degree of anonymity. But it was short-lived as he crept along the far side of the parking lot, hoping the girl at least had the good sense to find a better hiding spot.
The blown-out window front was at his left, and he felt safer as soon as he passed it, presumably slipping free of any vantage point the killer might’ve had.
He trained his ears but heard only crickets chirping.
The air was no less oppressive out here, though. It hung heavy, and Chad felt malevolence close by. He wondered if the killer harbored any of these feelings, or if this was all just part of the excitement for him.
Why can’t you just pack up and leave? Aren’t we terrified enough for you yet?
A shadow moved overhead, and Chad glanced up at the rooftop, looking at an outstretched hand.
The girl’s long, blonde hair dangled down when she peered over, not quite long enough to Rapunzel his way up.
She motioned to the dumpster.
The same one the killer had hopped onto a few minutes earlier.
He fanned his arms like a desperate umpire. If she tried to get down that way, the killer would follow the noise and be on them in a second. Chad hadn’t found anything to crack the SUV’s window yet, so they were going to have only a few seconds to try to get in there.
It would require all of the lead time they could get.
There has to be another way.
The girl sidled along the rooftop’s edge until the dumpster was right beneath her.
He mouthed “No” as audibly as he dared.
She glanced over her shoulder, a long, hard look at her surroundings. When she was seemingly satisfied by the clear coast, she turned back and raised the axe and used it to point to him. Then to the SUV.
He understood at once and climbed onto the dumpster, desperate to avoid adding any noise to this silent night.
The axe dangled just out of reach; she gripped it by the head and lowered it as much as she could. If she were to drop it, things had the potential to go even more awry.
Almost there.
Chad’s fingers brushed against the bottom of the hilt, and he pushed his arm up just a bit further.
His hand closed around the grip, but the weight of the axe brought the blade flying backward. He tried grabbing it but tumbled off the dumpster while doing so.
He smashed into the ground with the back of his head, and the butt of the axe slammed against the side of his face.
His vision was a burst of white heat, and the back of his head was sticky from impact. Lolling it from side to side brought huge waves of pain crashing down.
The urgency was gone from him for a long second, replaced by the desire to sleep. But then he remembered the situation, widening his eyes in a desperate bid to chase away the blur.
The girl faded back into view at last, a hazy, malformed cloud. She must’ve known enough not to speak, waving her arms in concentric circles as a way of pulling his vision back into focus.
He lifted his head off the ground and winced from the pain.
In time to see a large figure rise up behind her, towering like a giant.
She only had time to scream for a split second, and then her cries were severed by a harsh gurgle.
It was the sobering moment Chad needed. He picked himself—and the axe—up off the ground and dashed through the store. Over the glass shards, through the blood-coated front aisle and down the “Employees Only” corridor, straight into the back office.
The hatch was open, and cool summer air poured in, along with the throes of a life-or-death struggle.
Chad climbed the ladder and hoisted himself onto the ceiling.
They were at the edge of the roof where he left them; the girl was on her ass, and the killer was pulling her along by a garrote stretched across her neck.
Chad sprinted forward, and the killer heard him coming, dropping one hand off the garrote and turning to greet him with the barrel of a shotgun.
He winced, knowing at that second what a fool he’d been to come back. When it came right down to it, no one was worth the cost of his life.
But the girl grabbed the gunman’s ankle and sunk her teeth into it—the only move she had left, and it wasn’t going to count for much if Chad couldn’t deliver.
He resumed his death charge, running toward them.
The killer turned once again, lifting the gun for a close-range killshot.
Chad slashed the axe down into his neck, burying it so deep that his shoulder cracked like branches as it tore through flesh and bone.
The killer grabbed at the hilt, but the damage had been dealt. Chad let go and stepped back with his arms raised high. The guy dropped to his knees, with sheets of blood spilling down across his chest.
Their eyes locked, and Chad saw an expression that could only be described as dumbfounded.
“I—let you go,” the killer rasped, and collapsed onto his back.
Chad came forward, questioning whether or not he’d heard that right. People often said weird things in death, right? He was sure he had read that somewhere.
“It was her,” he said, and then was gone, leaving only blank eyes staring up at the moon.
Chad collapsed on his ass, breathing heavier than ever.
The girl slunk up beside him, rubbing her neck. Even in this light, he saw the inch-wide slash that ran the length of it. Blood dribbled down like beads of sweat.
“I’m Leah,” she said after an eternity of silence.
He might’ve laughed, but his mind was too busy processing the events of the last twenty minutes. When his breathing was semi-normal, he pressed a few fingers to the back of his head, grimacing in pain. It was like touching a raw tooth nerve.
“I suppose I should do the chivalrous thing and offer you a ride home now.”
“I thought you didn’t have a car?” Her tone was lighter now.
“Don’t.” He pointed toward the impatient idling of the now-ownerless SUV. “But that doesn’t mean I can’t. Hell, I’ll bring you right to your doorstep. Where do you live, anyway? I don’t think I’ve ever seen you around town.”
“I—have no home.”
A peculiar answer, but maybe she was just new to the area. “Where are you from, then?”
“Not far from here. My home was lost. In that fire.”
“I’m sorry, Leah. Is there anyone else you can call?”
She pointed to the pale corpse across the way. “He got my friends. Stalked and killed them all. Now I’m alone.” It sounded like the thought was only now sinking in.
Chad got up, gently taking her by the arms. It wasn’t doing any good for either of them to have to keep seeing the remains of this lunatic.
Only, Leah didn’t want to be touched. She pulled away and sunk her nails into one of his legs. It gave out, and Chad screamed and buckled under his own weight.
Her hands weren’t hands anymore, but malformed claws coated in dark blonde fur.
Leah’s green eyes widened, and kept widening, her irises morphing into green orbs shimmying beneath the moon.
“I suppose I should thank you.” Her speech slurred, and her timbre deepened with each passing word. She struggled to spit them out over a pulsing, expanding Adam’s apple. “The hunter was well prepared. Stalked us for days. He would’ve taken me too if I hadn’t happened upon you...” Her words trailed off as that tapering vowel became an animal’s growl.
Chad pushed away, but Leah grabbed his shredded limb and took it in her shifting, reshaping hands. A playful giggle might’ve slipped out of what was once a mouth but was now a newly formed snout.
With a growl she bent his leg upward, and it broke with an extremely loud and sickening crack.
Chad felt the tart stain of stomach acid growing at the back of his throat as he realized he’d blown his chance to escape scot-free.
The wolf seemed to realize it too, positioning herself over him, her belly expanding and scraping against his own. Her tongue was massive and hot, leaving trails of saliva in its wake.
For a second he thought the beast might let him go.
But then Leah slammed her jaws shut on his face, the wolf’s bite tearing through his skull.
He didn’t even have time to scream.
Through one good eye he saw her nose wiggle, snapping flaps of flesh and hunks of bone free. She chewed his face between oversized killing teeth.
The last thing he heard before he died was her howl.



 
 
 
Intermission #3
 
 
“Where are we going?”
Bob hated questions. Especially when they came from miserable fucking co-workers.
“Open your mouth again and I’ll crack your face. Lord knows I’ve wanted to do that for years.”
Lisa stepped into the hallway, and Bob jammed the nine millimeter’s muzzle against her back—a reminder that he meant business. Being in control had given him a measure of energy he never thought possible.
He knew the headlines tomorrow would say he had snapped; they’d call him a loner, a loser, and some may even throw around the word terrorist. But right now, his only regret was not doing this sooner.
The doors to the second and third floors were chained off by bike locks, but he suspected that the cops were already inside. Which was why he needed to bring a hostage with him. Those sons of bitches loved getting cute. But they weren’t going to outsmart him.
And neither were Fred and Mike. He knew they couldn’t be trusted while he took Lisa on a little field trip, so he wrapped them tight in gaffer tape and extension cords and locked them in the utility closet.
“Turn right here. Up the steps.”
They climbed to the roof in silence. Only Lisa’s sniffles echoed over their footsteps in the barren stairwell. This had to be quick because there was only about ten minutes left in the current movie.
When they reached the top landing, he had her make sure there were no cops. Lisa fumbled with the door and pulled it open. They did an awkward shuffle on the tiny landing as Bob made certain she was the only one in the line of fire if they had snipers covering the tower.
Everything looked clear, and they moved forward slowly, Bob taking cover behind a brick exhaust chimney.
“If you try and do anything other than what I tell you, I’m going to kill you.”
Truth was, he wanted to kill her anyway. This bitch, every day with her meetings. And then memos about those meetings. If there was a less productive member of the American workforce, he hadn’t heard about them.
Red and blue police lights pulsed against the neighboring buildings, another reminder that this was destined to be Count Mort’s swan song.
Which was why they were up here. He had to make sure the police didn’t do anything stupid, like trying to cut off the antenna.
The signal tower was fenced off and topped with loops of barbed wire. The door was chained and reinforced with two locks. From Bob’s vantage point, it looked like no one had tried disturbing it. He had Lisa walk the perimeter to make sure, keeping her in the pistol’s front sight.
“Okay, let’s go back.”
Lisa was crying louder now. Probably because the rooftop teased freedom. Help was so close. And to prevent that help from getting any more brazen, they needed to see this.
Bob shot her once in the throat and tossed her away from him, toward the edge of the building. She danced along the gravel, and he pulled the roof access door shut behind him, not staying to hear her smack against the concrete.
He headed downstairs with a spring in his step, trying to trick his body not to vomit.



 
 
 
Killing Time in the Off-Season
 
 
July 31
 
Butcher crouched behind a fallen tree and watched as the last of the parents arrived to pick up their children from Camp Chicopee.
The younger ones were crying as their mothers and fathers led them to their cars, giving wide berth to the areas webbed off with yellow police tape. One woman had her daughter in a stranglehold, but Butcher doubted its effectiveness. She didn’t have her hands close enough together.
The last of the ambulances had left, but not before scooping up and carting away what was left of the counselors. The police were on break after combing the area around the cabins for the two teenagers that they still didn’t have all the pieces of.
If he had the ability to speak, Butcher would have been able to help point them in the right direction.
One of the missing teens was a muscular fellow who had tried to skewer Butcher with a fireplace poker. He was folded twice around a thick tree branch, twenty feet off the ground. Butcher wouldn’t have normally gone through as much trouble, but the feisty ones could still get a rise out of him. The boy’s corpse was only a quarter mile south of bunkhouse C, and the search party would find him easily, provided they looked up.
The boy’s brunette girlfriend was at the bottom of Lake Oneeonset, her lips wrapped around the base of a boat anchor, the fluke poking through the back of her head like a third pigtail. They’d only find her if they dragged the lake. Probably never.
As he looked at the empty campsite, a memory flashed in Butcher’s simple mind. He closed his eyes, and the procession of parents and children became the carnival leaving town somewhere in the fog of his childhood.
In his memory, he was a little swelled-head boy again, gripping his mother’s hand. He wore an orange-and-white-striped shirt under his overalls, having not yet traded up to his all-purpose jumpsuit and mask.
Thinking of the soft OshKosh shirt against his skin made him smile. And when he smiled, he drooled. Keeping saliva on the inside was easier when your jaw hadn’t been bifurcated by an outboard motor. The sound of spittle hitting the forest floor brought him back to the present.
Before disappearing into the woods, he allowed himself one more thought of this year’s crop of counselors, letting his mind linger on the one special girl whom he’d always let get away.
It was true that he’d killed them. But it was a task that had to be done, not something he enjoyed doing. Occasionally the hunt brought its own rush, but before the blood had darkened and the sweat under his mask had dried, the only thing he was left with was the rest of the season’s work to be done.
 
October 15
 
It was a staring contest, one that Butcher was intent on winning.
They had startled each other upon meeting. Butcher stalked through the woods with his focus on the forest floor, looking for roots and mushrooms, anything he could add to a simple stew, unaware of the deer’s presence until they’d nearly collided.
The animal’s large glassy eyes were fixed on Butcher. It blinked.
Butcher knew animals could smell fear but wondered if they could smell mass murder.
They regarded each other for another moment, until he reached out a hand to stroke the deer’s fur.
Under his palm there was warmth and a twitch of movement as the deer shivered. Touching a living being, one that would still be alive when he was finished touching it, was something that Butcher rarely experienced.
If he were in a killing mood, the stag’s antlers would have made an impressive hat rack. There were points on top of points, and that meant that it had survived many hunts.
Something about the experience—possibly because Butcher possessed a seasoned hunter’s appreciation for survival—made him take a seat.
Perched on a stone at the edge of the clearing, Butcher watched the stag grow calm. Eventually the animal dropped its stare, confident that Butcher wasn’t a threat, and began to graze.
It was cloudy, but the odd sunbeam would peek through and make the scene even more pleasant.
The stag heard the hunter’s approach before Butcher did. The animal pricked up its ears the second before the bullet slammed into its shoulder. Its hooves clumsily clawed at the ground to flee, but it couldn’t get any traction.
The stag continued running in place until the second shot rang out and its body hit the ground.
Butcher didn’t move from his seat but listened as the hunter approached.
The man whistled, muttering something about his unbelievable luck as he approached the fast-cooling corpse of the stag. He was so occupied with counting the stag’s points that he didn’t hear Butcher creep up from behind. They almost never did.
Butcher gave his belt a pat and realized he’d left his hunting knife at home. That was good: improvisation bred masterworks.
The hunter felt Butcher’s presence and twirled to meet him.
“What the fuck—”
Butcher stifled his words by sticking a thumb into his mouth. The man was too scared to bite or suckle or fight back; he just watched wide-eyed as Butcher curled three callused fingers under his jaw and gave a quick jerk.
The skin of the man’s neck stretched like taffy before letting go with an elastic snap. Butcher tossed his mandible onto a pile of dead leaves.
The stag had died instantly, but the man was still gurgling as Butcher walked out of the clearing the way he’d come.
Butcher headed back to his cave with tears dripping down the slats of his hockey mask.
 
January 16
 
The snow was a yoga mat, muffling every noise, including Butcher’s lumbering tread.
The man—Butcher’s prey—kept both eyes straight ahead and didn’t make a single sound as Butcher cleaved him in two with his machete. His pieces fell into the snow with minimal mess.
In a rare acrobatic flourish, Butcher whirled the heel of his boot into the air and knocked the head off the man’s female companion before she had a chance to register what had happened.
Her headless body remained standing as Butcher doubled over, huffing beneath his mask, winded from the kick. Exercise was a big part of his day, but the mask restricted his airflow terribly.
Butcher had spent the most time on the woman, packing extra snow around her midsection to build up her hips and breasts. By the time he began sculpting the snowman, his hands were red and numb from the ice and snow. In his haste, the man’s face had only been two buttons for eyes, a twig for a nose, and a handful of broken trophy-teeth for a mouth.
After setting them up and knocking them down a few times, Butcher’s hands were too cold to build the snow couple again, so he headed back inside his cave and lit a small fire.
He flexed his hands as they burned from the cold. Staring at their hands was something he’d seen the counselors do many times, but he’d never indulged it in himself.
His hands held many scars but so few distinct memories. The mangled tissue was an endless memory loop of tree branches that lacerated during pursuit, knives wielded by protective boyfriends, and torches that rare kids would use to shoo him away like Frankenstein. None of those things posed a threat, especially the last one.
When he was done with his hands, he walked further into his home.
In the deepest chamber, under the soft light of an old kerosene lantern, Butcher studied his treasures. There were stacks of yellowed books. They had titles like Tarzan and the Jewels of Opar, The Martian Chronicles, and Men
Are from Mars, Women Are from Venus. Butcher couldn’t remember if they were his or whether he’d scavenged them from a campsite, but he still enjoyed having them around.
Among his things were also shoeboxes of photographs. There were pictures of families with smiling faces on vacations. In some of the pictures were faces that Butcher recognized, but if they were his family, he couldn’t recall.
Once his hands stopped throbbing, he returned to the fire to lie down. Before he drifted off to sleep, he had a wonderful idea that kept him busy for a few hours before sleep.
In the morning, all that was left of his snow family was a puddle by the fire.
 
April 12
 
The rains were the worst that Butcher could remember, but he could remember very little.
Huddled in his cave, he watched as the wind felled branches and tore roots from the soggy ground.
His jumpsuit clung to him and was beginning to smell terrible, even by Butcher’s standards, so he peeled it off and tossed it out into the rain for a wash and placed his boots next to the fire. Butch could carve the nose off a screaming teenager in order to sow fear in their friends, but he would not suffer the smell of his own wet filth.
The dry silt of the cave floor powdered his toes, and the occasional thunderclap made him jump. It wasn’t that he feared the weather, but that he was surprised by it. Nothing scared Butch but failure.
Before he realized what had happened, the fire was drowned out and the cave went dark. As he took a step backward, his bare feet hit not ground but wet paper.
He was wading in a puddle of his most prized possessions. Deep in the hill, a tributary must’ve opened up and sent the water gushing in. Rage and confusion were his first reactions, but they quickly gave way to cold resignation. Accidents happened, but at least he still had a couple of months to reorganize before hunting season.
Butcher cleared off space on his workbench to stack up his books and photos to dry. After he moved his hooks and lures and nets, he set to moving his weapons. A few soggy books were bad; a rusty claw hammer was worse.
After that was done, there was nothing left to do but stand in the driest spot he could find and wait for the storm to pass.
Cold, wet, and alone, Butcher wished summer would hurry up and arrive.
 
June 25
 
The children were all asleep—or at least in their bunks—and the counselors were gathered around a roaring campfire. Girlfriends rested on the knees of boyfriends, cuddled up close to listen to the head counselor share the story of the Chicopee Butcher.
The grisliest narrative beats were punctuated by laughing shrieks from the girls and THC-heavy coughs as the joint made its way around the circle.
Many had come before this head counselor, and many of those had told it better. His descriptions lacked the lyricism to truly frighten. His details were far from accurate. Worse was his propensity toward profanity. Butcher liked hearing the story better twenty years ago, when motherfucking wasn’t used as much.
Gripes aside, the power of the story was in the telling.
Standing just out of the campfire light, Butcher listened. He couldn’t understand every word. But even without that understanding, there was a charm to the rhythm of the storyteller’s intonations.
The tale took only a few minutes, but when it was finished, there was a hush.
Tomorrow the season would officially begin, and it would be all blood, sweat, and elbow grease as Butcher tried to shoehorn a modicum of ingenuity into his work.
There were times that he got close, but every year, after they were dead, he was always just tired. But right now, by the fire, the counselors and the Chicopee Butcher could sit and enjoy all the possibilities held by a brand-new summer.



 
 
 
Intermission #4
 
 
Danny watched the end credits and felt his palms sweating. Any minute now he’d be back inside that terrible studio, where someone else was probably going to die.
As much as he loved blood and guts in his horror movies, this real-world stuff made him nauseated, not scared.
There was a fade-in, and Danny saw the now-familiar visage of Count Mort, the camera zoomed so close that you couldn’t see the edges of his face. His makeup was fading in splotches, and an erratic spatter of red trailed across his cheek.
“My friends.” Count Mort held eyes with the camera for a silent second, and Danny thought they looked sad. “I regret that our time is drawing to a close. You will be pleased to know that we saved the best ones for last. Oh, how I wish I could’ve shown you more. So much more.” Black eye makeup dribbled down his cheeks. “I wanted to do the best show I could. And they wouldn’t let me. She wouldn’t let me. Not because she didn’t like the idea. No. Because it was mine.”
Danny was hanging on every word when the phone rang. He bounced off the couch cushion.
Who’s calling at this hour?
“Hey, man, are you seeing this crazy shit?” Scott asked.
There was a sleepover at Andre’s place, which Danny hadn’t wanted to join. They scored two six-packs of Zima, and judging from the sound of Scott’s voice, they had long since polished them off. “Dre says this is fake, but I dunno, man. You see the way that old guy fell down earlier?”
Danny nodded, his attention torn between his best friend and the bloodied horror emcee. He realized his nod couldn’t be heard over the phone, so he um-hmm’d.
“I just wanted to make sure you were watching. Pretty cool movies too, huh? Can you believe we haven’t seen these before? I don’t think the video stores even have ’em.”
They definitely did not. Danny hung up without saying goodbye, letting Scott get back to the sleepover and finding himself wishing he were there.
The count was attempting to set the appropriate stage for the night’s fifth movie when he abandoned his performer’s voice and script, raised the gun, and pointed it straight at the camera.
“You always were an asshole, Mike.”
He pulled the trigger and the camera drifted upward, giving Danny a view of the rafters.
Then the next movie started.



 
 
 
Gore Galore
 
 
You’re having one of those dreams again. Only you’re not having a dream, you’re having a movie.
It’s a movie that you made, but you barely remember most of these: the gore pictures.
At the time they made you money, though. Thanks to DVD, they’re the only ones that still do, really.
The nudie pictures don’t sell that well anymore. You let the rights lapse on half of them anyway, so you wouldn’t be getting money even if they did. There’s no real audience for soft-core movies like that now. Not when anyone with a cell phone can type in a word and see all the things that you couldn’t show, wouldn’t show even if you were allowed to back then.
No, you were always a class act.
You don’t remember the scene from this movie you’re having. Everything in it is tinted blue, and you realize that’s because it’s supposed to be nighttime. Shooting day-for-night in the Florida sun was never very convincing, was it?
You step forward, further into the frame.
There’s a guy here with you. You remember him, if not his name, then his outline. Your camera—your gaze—follows him. He’s tall and you have to crane your neck to see his face, this close. He was a local actor. You found him in a community production of Arsenic and Old Lace. He was playing the Karloff part, of course. Look at that mug. How could he not?
It’s strange that right now you can’t remember his name. He’s kind of important to your life and career. Well, maybe it’s not so strange. Your memory’s not what it used to be.
Eighty-seven years is a long time to be on the earth, a long enough time that most of the places you shot this movie don’t exist anymore. The movie theaters that played it are gone too. And the drive-ins? Forget about it. They’re empty lots and shopping malls now.
The guy is lurking outside of a window, peering in and breathing heavy. He’s wearing a satin cloak, black on the outside and red on the inside. The cape makes him look like a magician. But he’s not a magician. That was one of your other movies, the one with the killer magician. What was this cat’s deal? You can’t remember. Maybe he’s wearing the cape because you had it left over from the magician movie and it added production value. Did this movie even get distribution? Did you finish it?
He lifts up the window; it’s unlocked. He climbs in. You want to follow him, but your knees ache. You’re old, for Christ’s sake.
You look up at the “moonlight,” and the moon looks an awful lot like the sun. A seagull flies by. The alien blue of the day-for-night hurts your eyes worse than the pain in your knees, so you climb in, following the guy whose name you can’t remember.
The other side of the window isn’t actually the other side of the window. You shot the exteriors at a different location than the interiors. So, in effect, what you’ve done by climbing through the window is traveled six blocks north and four west. It’s a movie, though, so that kind of thing is not only possible, it’s commonplace.
You remember now. Not the actor’s name but what movie this is. It’s her movie, and here she is.
She’s beautiful, as young as you’ve ever seen her and twice as blonde.
Margret. You know her name. Even if this wasn’t a movie of your own construction, even if this wasn’t a movie that you revisit often, you feel that you’d still know Margret’s name.
You’re in her bedroom. Well, not Margret’s bedroom, it’s her character’s bedroom.
She doesn’t see the Karloff guy at first. She’s sitting in front of her vanity, brushing her hair before lying down for the night. She’s got on a see-through negligee. This was as much nudity as you’d usually allow in these films. You were a king of exploitation, but you tried to exploit only one thing at a time. In this movie you were focusing on blood, not flesh.
He approaches her, spreading his cape wide, like he’s going to be able to take flight in this small Tampa apartment. Now you remember what the deal with the cape is: this guy was supposed to be a Satanist. This was a later-career picture, after Rosemary’s Baby. You were trying to stay relevant.
Margret still doesn’t see him, keeps brushing her hair until he’s close enough that the red of his cloak begins reflecting off the mirror of her boudoir. Then she sees him, the refracted red light turning her blonde hair pink, all without having to change the lighting or install a gel over any of the bulbs. On the day, it was a happy accident.
She screams and he lets her.
Not the most realistic film. If this guy were a real Satanist murderer lunatic, he would probably want to muffle her screams, to stop her from calling for help. But he doesn’t; he lets her scream as he creeps forward on the tips of his toes. The guy had stage experience, was probably a dancer at some point, given how easily he can move across the room like that without ballet shoes.
Between these takes is when you fell in love with her. It would be a story to tell your children, if you’d had any, once they were old enough to know that all of this stuff is pretend.
The Satanist is finally on her, enfolding her in his cape and then throwing her on the bed. She fights him—Margret was a fighter. For days after this, she had bruises. You wouldn’t have known that about any of the other actresses, but you took this one out to dinner once production had wrapped and the sun had gone down.
Once she’s on the bed is when the special effects come into play, even if you can’t tell in this shot. The bed isn’t real, had been hollowed out so Margret could poke her head through the top, by the pillows, so that her neck would mesh with the dummy body laid on the rest of the mattress.
It looked pretty convincing if you didn’t know what to look for; the prop guy had even painted nipples on the mannequin, even though you could barely see them through the nightgown.
The Satanist is muttering pig-Latin gibberish right now, but you only glance at him, all of your attention on Margret’s young face. She’s five years younger than you, which now wouldn’t mean much, but on the set it meant that she was fresh out of secretary school and you were pushing thirty. Scandalous.
You want to hold her hand for what’s going to happen next, but you can’t—this is just a movie.
The Satanist unsheathes his weapon, a knife long enough to be called a sword, from a pocket that the prop guy has sewn into the edge of the cloak. There are stars and snakes drawn onto the blade in black and red paint. Some of the stars are pentagrams. Some of them are fuckups that ended up as the Star of David.
He bows his head in one more made-up prayer, then brings the blade down, severing Margret’s leg at the knee.
She screams, so loud and with such anguish that you buy it; this time it’s not fake, she really just lost her leg.
You invented this. Not this scene, but this entire genre. They call you a lot of different names now, all of them meant as terms of endearment. You’re either the Godfather or the Grandfather of Gore, depending on how old the writer wants to make you sound.
Hell, you not only invented a genre—if you’re being honest with yourself—you started a culture. You didn’t know it at the time, of course. All you were doing was working your way into the drive-in market with something that sold tickets and was cheap to produce. But now you go to conventions built around this stuff, listen to pimply kids tell you how much your films mean to them.
They’re all sick.
You look at Margret; the blood pumping out of her leg looks so wrong, so bright. It’s paint.
For research, you looked up color photographs in medical texts, but you didn’t have the makeup guys stick to them. The gore in your films was purposefully unreal, not only to make it flashier but to preserve a little bit of dignity on your part. If it looks like a cartoon, then it’s fun, right?
The Satanist has taken her hand off now, is waving it at her.
Margret has crossed her eyes now, is making an attempt to look like she’s lapsing into shock. That’s not what death looks like. You know that now, but didn’t then.
This scene feels like it goes on forever, and that’s not a trick of the imagination—it does. With runtimes that never break the ninety-minute mark, you aimed to make the gore scenes in your movies take up 60 percent of the footage, even if that meant they got boring.
You watch until something wakes you up. By the end of it, Margret is just a torso and a head, the bed soaked in red paint. In the absolute final moment, she’s just a torso.
 
***
 
You’re no longer in the movie; you’re no longer dreaming at all. Instead you’re awake in bed, the pain in your bladder immense.
Some nights you piss yourself, but it’s never on purpose. If you’re awake when you need to go, you make it to the bathroom. Or at least you have made it to the bathroom. You know that there’s going to come a day when you don’t.
With what feels like great effort, you swing your arm over to the big plastic button on your nightstand and all the lights in the room click on. It’s still dark outside the window, and the bedside clock tells you that it’s a little after three in the morning. The amount of time you can sleep without getting up to piss is getting shorter and shorter, your bladder now the size of a child’s coin purse.
The bedroom has changed immeasurably in the last five years, doesn’t even seem like the same place. The king bed that you used to share with Margret has been moved out, in favor of an adjustable queen, the kind they have in hospitals or old folks’ homes. You don’t feel any shame in it. You’re old, so you bought the things that help old people.
There’s no more superfluous furniture, nothing for you to trip on and hurt yourself. There’s just a television bolted above the bed and a small dresser.
You put your feet over the side of the bed and sit up. In an effort to minimize the pain that you know is coming, you press down against the carpet with your feet, getting your knees used to the idea that they’re going to be doing some heavy lifting in a moment. When you’re tired of pressing down, the pins and needles as good as they’re likely to get, you stand up and limp to the bathroom.
Sliding the padded underwear down, you realize that you didn’t make it, not entirely. You empty the rest of your bladder into the toilet, and then change your underwear before getting back in bed.
 
***
 
You’re having that dream again. Only it’s not a dream, it’s a memory.
It’s 1982 and you’re in the Panhandle, outside Tallahassee. Not somewhere you’re comfortable. Florida’s not the real South, but this is as close as it gets.
You look up at the night sky and it’s black. There are clouds blotting out the moon and stars. That’s good, nobody needs to see you.
You’re doing something that you promised Margret you wouldn’t. Well, she never specifically said not to do this, but she told you never to confront her father. She wanted you to let it be once you’d found out.
Margret’s been seeing a doctor for the past two years; you insisted, you paid for it. It seemed to help her—she cried less—but it never much helped you. You were still so angry, wished that you didn’t have that knowledge, or you’d had a time machine.
You’re outside a house now. It’s more like a shack, really. Margret’s family never had much money. She always joked about being a redneck, but when you were dating, she seemed so elegant, cosmopolitan. It wasn’t until after you were married that you’d visited the Panhandle, saw that she wasn’t kidding.
You knew that she never got along well with her parents. That’s the only reason you’d married her without meeting her folks. To your knowledge, she never even phoned or wrote to let them know she was married. But then her mother got sick, and it was time to visit this place.
That was seventy-... seven? Maybe? Well, whenever it was, you didn’t know about her father when you met him the first time.
The shack had looked better when Margret’s mother had been alive to take care of the place. Now there’s a stack of beer cans on the porch chair, tufts of grass shooting up through the floorboards. You don’t go onto the porch; it looks rickety and you don’t want to make any noise, you don’t want him knowing you’re here.
You walk around the house, peeking in the windows. There are no neighbors, but you still try to do it quickly and quietly. When you reach the window you want, you test to see if it’s locked. It’s not. You’re fifty-two, not in the best shape of your life but more than capable of lifting yourself onto the sill and lowering yourself into the room without making much noise. The muscles in your arms strain as your feet touch the ground and relieve your biceps.
Despite the creaking of floorboards and the clatter of the old window being lifted in its frame, he’s still asleep. At least it looks like he is. You’re on the other side of the room, so it’s hard to see his eyes in the darkness. You creep to him while at the same time dipping into your pocket for the thing you’ve brought.
The knife is hard to open with the thick gloves you’re wearing. You can’t put your fingernail in the notch cut into the steel for lifting the blade. You get it open, though, pinching with two fingers and gliding the blade out.
You hope that you won’t need it, but maybe you will.
He’s under you now; your shadow would fall on him if there were enough light to cause a shadow. It’s not like your movies; it’s flatly lit, uninviting, murky. An audience wouldn’t even be able to tell what the hell was going on as you lift the pillow from beside his head.
You’ve got a version of the plan that mostly comes from movies you’ve seen, not the ones you’ve made. You see yourself putting the pillow over his mouth and pressing down with one hand, then him drifting off to a deeper sleep.
That’s not the way it goes, though. The old man still has plenty of fight in him, and murder victims don’t just lie there, supine, ready to be snuffed out.
This is why you kept the knife in your other hand. In the years since this night, you’ve admitted to yourself that it was always going to be the knife-centric plan, the pillow was just for show.
You stab down, not across his neck. You’ve killed lobsters like this before, but unlike a lobster, her father doesn’t go limp. He’s gasping for air under the pillow now, possibly trying to speak.
After you take the knife out, there’s a thin stream of dark blood shooting through the air. It’s so much different than one of your movies. As you stab him again, somewhere over his heart this time, you remember a fan letter that you’d gotten that morning.
Have you ever seen Faces of Death? It’s like your movies but real! So great!
Sometimes you only skimmed the letters, then sent a signed photograph back to the fan if they included a stamp in their envelope. But this one you’d read in its entirety, and it made you sick.
People were getting off on this.
The knife didn’t go far into the old man’s chest, had hit a rib. You turn the blade and force it down, getting in between the bones.
The dark room is darker now, the old man’s blood spreading over the sheets like a black hole, expanding far enough that it threatened to suck the whole shack into it.
Before you leave, you rinse off the knife to the best of your ability and leave it in the sink. After that, you go through the rest of the shack and toss it, making it look like the old man was killed by a thief. You pocket the twenty-two dollars in bills that you find on top of his dresser.
You’re never even questioned about this night. Not by the police, and not by Margret. You don’t go to the funeral, but she does. Ten years later, she dies of the same thing that her mother did.
 
***
 
Waking up, you don’t remember the specifics of your dreams, but you know that you’ll have them for the rest of your life. However much longer that is.
There’s light outside your window.



 
 
 
Intermission #5
 
 
Bob glanced at the clock above the door and realized it was almost over; dawn would be approaching.
The police were just outside the booth now. He heard their movements in the hallway that shared a wall with the booth, and knew there was only one thing keeping him alive: Fred.
That was just fine, because he needed this son of a bitch to get the last movie up and running in just under ten minutes. After that, he supposed he could let him go, but what kind of lame-ass ending would that be? Nah, no one got to walk away from this.
Not even me.
Bob fished an unfiltered Camel out of the crumpled pack dangling from Fred’s breast pocket and lit it. This had been a cathartic evening full of laughs and tears, but as that clock ticked toward daybreak, he felt fear set in.
“People should be scared,” he said, and took a long drag. “Shouldn’t they?”
Fred looked at him out of the corner of his eye but said nothing. Even after all this, he was an uptight prick. Or he knew they were close to the end too.
Bob smacked him in the back of the head, forcing his face into the control panel.
“I’m talking to you, Fred.” He slapped the bald spot on his head a few times. “But I suppose I don’t give a shit what you have to say. I’m only asking because, well, you’re the only one left.” He motioned to the glass and pointed to the studio beyond it. “But them. I wanted to give them the thrill you get from a good movie. Fear pressing right up against safety. And I would’ve done that without taking your fuckin’ lives if you miserable pricks hadn’t treated me like the Elephant Man.”
“Please,” Fred said. “Once we start the last movie, you’ve won. You don’t have to.”
“Oh stop it, Fred. You know what’s coming.”
There was something wonderful about Fred’s defeated face. Here was a guy who gleefully undermined him at every turn over the past fifteen years, and now he was completely powerless.
Bob glanced at the clock again—a few minutes to go before he needed to be in front of the camera, and he didn’t trust Fred in here alone. Not when the only thing keeping the police out was a bike chain across the door.
“Come on, Fred, I’m going to let you take a bow. Let the kiddies see the face of the man who brought them so much joy tonight. Before I blow it off.”



 
 
 
The Last Remake
 
 
Sean Winters woke up early on Saturday morning and reached for his iPad.
There was a text from one of the bean counters at the studio: Overperforming for a $45 million weekend. Enjoy ur new shorefront apartment n Miami, u prick.
Better than a wake-up blow job.
Sean flung the thin silk sheets aside, patted last night’s conquest on her overly bronzed ass, and rolled out of bed wearing only a shit-eating grin.
“Time to go,” he said, then added, “I’ll call you a cab,” without waiting for a reply.
Sean might’ve been a bit more charitable to her if she’d managed to please him at all last night. Too much teeth and not enough enthusiasm. One of those broads who was told long ago she was a looker and mistook that to mean the extent of her bedroom responsibility was to simply show up.
So this morning he was happy to throw her back to the barista pond whence she’d come.
He took his espresso breakfast on the back patio, dipping his feet into the infinity pool while gazing triumphantly at the Hollywood Hills.
Deadline was running with the good news. Sean skimmed it, making sure Nikki hadn’t said anything too incendiary.
It was actually quite complimentary, praising Winterland Productions’ decade-long success in “can’t miss” ventures.
Truthfully, it hadn’t been hard. They secured the rights to shitty horror movies that somehow lingered in public consciousness. Dust off an old, recognizable title and a hefty chunk of the marketing was already done.
They shot this weekend’s movie, a remake of 1972’s The Legend of May Lane, for $4 million last year, cropping the overlong title down to the cleaner, more effective May Lane because it was easier to sell.
It was the first of four projects that Winterland acquired in a deal with the film’s original producer, a reclusive hick who hadn’t been seen in public since before the fall of the Berlin Wall. Buddy Sebastian. The J.D. Salinger of B pictures.
Original content? Why bother when there was a smorgasbord of obscure material ripe for harvest?
The inadequate fling cleared her throat in the doorway.
Sean didn’t bother looking. “Car’s out front.”
The girl, whose name he never cared to get, disappeared on her walk of shame. Reluctant heels clopped across icy marble tiling as she basked in the kind of lavish excess she’d hopefully never see again.
He pulled up Twitter and found an overloaded @ tab, skimming the responses through a disinterested yawn. Most of it was ego stroke, interrupted by sporadic and indignant fanboy blather.
Eventually he’d don his appreciation mask and interact with these marks, thanking them for forking over their hard-earned dollars. He clicked the retweet button a few times for now, though. Because I appreciate it. He then browsed Miami Beach enclave condos.
So May Lane was en route to a $45 million opening weekend, meaning he was pocketing at least $5 million when all was said and done. Possibly more if audiences actually liked the piece of shit.
As usual, Deadline mentioned the “all-important” Cinemascore. This one was a C+, indicating that audiences weren’t all that thrilled with their rendition of May Lane’s haunting.
Whatever. The money was made. Even if they took a 70 percent drop next weekend, as was common for Winterland, they were looking at $70 million before the international lemmings contributed.
By the time Night at
Gator Creek was ready for release next summer (now Gator Creek), whether audiences did or didn’t like May Lane would be irrelevant.
Which reminded him.
He pulled up FaceTime and dialed Chelsea.
She answered as though she’d been expecting him.
“Sean, the numbers are in!” she said. It was cute that she thought he got box office from someone so menial.
“I saw them.” He was already bored with the conversation. “Am I all set for tomorrow’s trip?”
“Yep. Called last night to confirm. Checked with the hotel too. We’re copacetic. Except—”
Sean gnashed his teeth at the hint of a snag.
“I just got off the phone with Sebastian. Again. He called twice last night and first thing this morning. He really wants to talk to you.”
That’s what you get paid for.
Chelsea was supposed to shield him from these maniacs. Besides, there was nothing to say to Buddy Sebastian. The old fool signed over the rights to his work, and that was the end of it. May Lane and her haunting no longer belonged to him.
Still, it struck Sean as odd. “No one’s seen or spoken to that fossil in more than twenty years. I’ve never even met the guy. And he’s called three times?”
“Four,” she said, sounding slightly unnerved. “All I know is that he wants to talk with you about something, but he refuses to elaborate.”
“Old bastard must’ve seen the numbers.” He laughed. “Realized his hick lawyer got him zilch.”
Chelsea’s voice lightened some. “Or maybe he thinks we ruined his, uh, classic movie.”
Yes, these films had inexplicable followings. They were released and re-released to DVD and Blu-ray more times than he could count. Truth was, they were so bad he figured he was doing the world a favor by finally making them right.
The Legend of May Lane had a reputation for being one of the scariest ghost stories ever put to film, despite the endless dialogue and a total lack of special effects. Night at
Gator Creek was a twelve-dollar piece of cheese about killer mutants attacking teenagers in the bayou.
Winterland would be improving two more titles in the near future. Blood Legacies, the closest Sebastian ever came to making a real film, was a meandering story about a young girl who inherited an old family farmhouse in a town overrun with vampires.
Then there was Shadow Pass, a dime-store attempt at Lovecraft with gigantic rubber demons that were screaming for a CGI update.
Sean acquired all four after learning of their notoriety and enduring reputations.
“Tell Sebastian I’m unavailable.”
“Okay—it’s just...” Chelsea hesitated. “He’s getting pretty weird.”
“Don’t tell me you’re afraid of some old hick from North Cackalacky.”
“He keeps asking me when I’ll be home.”
Sean lied about having a conference call with the studio so he could get off the phone.
He resumed his perusal of ocean-side Miami apartments for a few minutes before swallowing his pride and returning to Twitter.
He issued a few more retweets for those who somehow held May Lane in high regard and answered a few boneheaded questions about details in their version that the idiot screenwriter must’ve overlooked.
Twitter was banal, but interaction cultivated the idea that Sean Winters was a fan-friendly guy. This was him fashioning a ready-made army willing to take up the fight on the e–front lines against the cynical voices of failure.
Still, it would be better if someone would do this for him. He opened up a Post-it on his desktop and jotted that down before ordering lunch from the deli.
Then he settled in poolside for a day of fan mongering, while thinking of little more than his inbound beachfront property.
 
***
 
Sunday came early, and Sean was up at three to catch a flight to Georgia. After a few hours of travel, he settled into a luxury suite at the Ritz Carlton, feeling jet-lagged and angry about the Dylan Rock situation.
His director was an irresponsible ass who needed sorting out. Sean was considering the ways he could do this over a glass of scotch when there was a knock at the door.
It was Brittany Hunt, looking impossibly fresh-faced after an eleven-hour night shoot. She parted her coat’s black collar, revealing a hot-pink push-up that practically shoved her cleavage into his face.
“I couldn’t wait to see you,” she said.
Sean tried thinking of a clever reply and couldn’t. Successful men didn’t need wit.
The girl pushed on his chest with the palms of her hands, forcing herself inside and flashing a pink smile that went with her lingerie.
Maybe I’m not so jet-lagged after all...
She nudged her coat, and it dropped to the floor as she got to her knees. He tried reminding her that the door was still open, but she giggled and told him it added to the fun.
That’s what this was to her. A little fun on the way to the top.
Word around set was that Dylan Rock was hopelessly in love with her. That goon couldn’t help her career. Dylan was practically an untouchable in the Hollywood caste system.
Sean watched her bob up and down on him, and all he could do was grip a strand of her hair like a handlebar. He groaned as the room spun.
When the ride was over, they fell back onto the floor and his foot pushed the door shut.
But she was already sitting up, tugging her bra back into place. “I hope you enjoyed that.”
“Welcome to the big time, you sexy bitch.”
Brittany giggled, bending down and planting a passionless kiss on his forehead while her breasts brushed against lips.
“I have to go,” she said. “Can’t wait to see you later.”
He marveled at her faux sincerity. This was the most believable performance of a part he’d seen played by countless women throughout the years. Maybe she could act, after all.
She was in the hallway when she looked back and frowned. “I know it’s really not my place, but, uh, I was really sorry to hear about Chelsea.”
Sean stared for a second, wondering how in the hell she could’ve heard about his assistant troubles.
“You haven’t heard?” she asked.
The scotch must’ve dulled his comprehension for as much as he could decipher what she was talking about. “Huh?”
“She’s dead. Someone broke into her house last night and killed her. And her husband.”
“You’re shitting me.”
He went to the end table for his phone. How could he have not gotten an e-mail or a text?
“We had a moment of silence for her this morning when Dylan got the call. Their bodies were all mangled and everything.”
There was awkward silence in the wake of Brittany’s departure. He stood staring into the hallway when the front desk called.
“Mr. Winters, there’s a Buddy Sebastian here to see you.”
The name rang out like a gunshot.
Could Brittany have been right? Girl was dumb, but she couldn’t have whipped up a story like that on her own. And Sebastian again? When Chelsea’s last words to him were about the old man?
“Sir,” the operator said. “Shall I send him up?”
“No. Don’t do that.” His voice cracked. “I do not know that man.”
“As you wish, sir. You should know that he’s referring to you as a business associate.”
“I don’t know him, for fuck’s sake!” Sean slammed the receiver into its cradle and refilled his scotch.
The room’s silence made him uneasy. So much so that he kicked himself for allowing Brittany to leave. He could’ve stood the company now.
Buddy Sebastian.
The recluse. DVD producers often courted his participation while putting together special features for his films, but the old man apparently declined every time.
When Winterland pursued the remake rights, the deal was between two lawyers.
And now Sebastian was here?
He dialed Chelsea’s number again. Brittany had to be mistaken.
The call fell into voice mail, and her simple and mundane greeting chilled him.
He stumbled into the bedroom and passed out facedown, hoping things would make more sense when he awakened.
 
***
 
They didn’t.
Now Rock wasn’t answering his phone.
So help me God, if I have to fire that prick tonight and spend the rest of the month directing this piece of shit...
The set was an hour away, but the drive felt like six.
After twenty minutes, the limo pulled off the highway and crawled slowly down narrow back roads, overgrown foliage constantly scraping either side of the car like nails on a chalkboard.
Sean was eager to get there and show Rock how to stay ahead of schedule without waiting around all night for the right light.
He didn’t feel any better while reading May Lane criticism written by film-blogger peasants. These guys and their faux-intellectual musings. Balding, overweight men in their forties who Instagrammed their cats while bemoaning their solitary lives. As if their chosen career paths weren’t directly responsible for their failings.
Men fought and died for this country so movie bloggers could live at home and make less than paper-route pay.
“We’re here,” the driver said after an especially tough hour.
A production assistant was waiting for him in the crew parking lot, a transportation cart puttering behind him.
They exchanged brief introductions before climbing on board and riding through overgrown grass thick with mosquito buzzes.
The cart carried them into a wooded clearing where a bunch of tents sat against the far end. Dozens of people stood around making low-decibel chatter.
An uncomfortable vibe fell over him, but this was also a waste of Winterland’s money—something to be angry about. He hopped off the cart and screamed for Dylan Rock.
“I’m here, Sean.”
The director made his way out of the hushed crowd, expressionless faces turning as he passed and staring silently while they spoke.
“This isn’t the fucking set,” Sean said. “You people look like you’re ready to break out in ‘Kumbaya.’”
“It wasn’t my choice,” Rock whispered. In the flickering firelight, Sean could see he was sweaty and pale. “Buddy Sebastian’s here.”
Sean stared in disbelief. He didn’t like it, but he wasn’t about to be bullied on his own set. Not with all of these eyes watching, waiting, and judging.
He couldn’t let a crazy old man have the upper hand. Not even for a second.
“Take me to him,” Sean said.
Rock didn’t move. Instead, he pointed to a path between two trees. “He’s on set. And would like to speak with you.”
Those words got to Sean; he swallowed hard.
He looked at the cast and crew, but something about their behavior was perplexing. They were as white as Rock, and all eyes watched him.
His swamp mutants congregated together near the path, their full-on latex appliances made their faces obscured and sweaty. They said nothing as he passed, but their heads turned to follow him.
When he finally reached the set, he found a rickety old cabin on the water and a wobbly dock that extended outward.
A man stood looking out across the oily black swamp muck, his arms folded and hands clasped at the small of his back.
“Choosing to shoot Gator Creek in the same location was a nice touch. It’s a shame you did not have more of them.”
There was nothing threatening about his words, only the way he’d spoken them.
The old man went on: “I have been trying to get in touch with you, Mr. Winters. Though, I suppose you are very busy.”
Sean felt a line of sweat inching down his cheek, and he didn’t know if it was due to heat or stress.
“You’ve got a lot of nerve, Sebastian. Sabotaging me like this. Now that we’re number one, you want a bigger piece of the pie. That right?”
Sebastian turned and caught the lantern light just right. He was disgusting. Clad from head to toe in filthy attire. A brown duster that dropped to his ankles, covered in what looked to be flecked dirt and inch-thick cobwebs. A wrinkled fedora pulled down on top of his old head.
He looked like he’d just been exhumed.
“Pie? Not interested, Mr. Winters. I had my time.”
“Look,” Sean said, telling himself there was nothing to be scared of. Right?
Sebastian wouldn’t allow him to continue. His hoarse voice grew over the objection. “I would ask you some questions. On behalf of myself and some ... curious parties.”
“We’re making a fucking movie, pal. No one here has time to—”
Buddy Sebastian stepped closer.
His skin looked wrong. His lips seemed to move out of sync with his words. A bad dub.
Sean squinted, trying to see if this guy was for real or whether his face was a crude makeup job. The kind you’d find in one of his shitty movies.
“You and I have nothing to say, Sebastian.”
The old man nodded. “I thought you might protest. So I will remind you that I am within my right to do this.”
The old man slipped his bony fingers beneath the flap of his dark coat and fished out a rolled piece of paper. He pulled a strand of twine free from the roll, and the parchment unspooled toward the ground.
Sean’s mouth was agape.
“I cannot believe your legal representation did not inform you. As you inferred, Mr. Winters, I am not making much money off of your—what’s your word? Reboots?”
Sean nodded. Any other time, he might’ve been proud of that non-word.
“It was never about the money.”
The old man lifted his head so that Sean could peek beneath his hat brim. The director’s eyes were so sunken that there was only an abyss in those sockets.
“How noble,” Sean said.
“Yes, well, I suppose that’s not entirely true. I have different desires than you, Mr. Winters. How many houses do you need, exactly? Is the Hollywood Hills home not enough? Or the beach house in Maui? Why would you need an oceanfront apartment in Miami too?”
The old man had done more than his homework. Someone must’ve been feeding him information. When he found out who, he was going to—
Kill them? Like someone killed Chelsea?
Sebastian smiled at whatever face Sean made when he’d had the thought.
“When it came time for me to sign over the rights to Winterland, I asked for one simple thing. My lawyer drummed up the clause, and yours agreed to it. Weren’t you told?”
Sean had never paid much attention to legalities. It defeated the purpose of a lawyer.
The old man was laughing now, maniacal glee coming from somewhere other than his throat. His face was frozen like a mannequin’s, a twisted expression that refused to move. There was no motion there, even as the laughter boomed.
“Right here.” A bony finger dropped down the page. “Executive replacement right. This stipulates that I may interject my own input into the production if I feel the source material is being treated unfairly. This right, as it stands, belongs to us and is in accordance with your studio.”
“Who is us?”
Sebastian dropped the legal document in the dirt and turned back to the lake. “Of course, we had hoped you would do a good job. We were all very excited to see a new May Lane. We all went to see it, you know.” His words darkened. “But when we saw it ... Let’s just say you have a lot to answer for.”
Anger was boiling over, and Sean came forward with his fist raised. He had never struck a man in his thirty-nine years, but Sebastian was going to be the first. He went at the old man but screamed in horror at the sudden sight of him.
Sebastian’s body was bubbling all over, pulsing bladders cracking and breaking across long-rotted flesh. Skeletal fingers lifted his hat from his head, casting it aside as his body became a shapeless blot of dark space.
Inside of it, two pair of red eyes opened and drew closer while growls filled the air.
Sean screamed.
At the very least, his crew would hear him and come running. They’d know he was in danger and rush to help him, right?
Now the Gator Creek mutants were crawling up out of the blotted earth that used to be Sebastian’s feet. They looked nothing like his new, state-of-the-art makeup designs—just guys with unconvincing latex appliances plastered to their foreheads, suggesting a Cro-Magnon vibe.
He might’ve laughed if they didn’t have murder in their inbred eyes.
“It’s the movies.” Sebastian’s voice lingered, even though nothing remained of his body. “The movies. They need to be appreciated. Worshipped.”
Sean yelled, “The kids like them! What’s wrong with making a new movie?”
“If only you were trying to make a good one.”
The deformed Gator Creek dwellers crept closer, while the demons were growing shadows born from no tangible source.
Sean had to look up to see them now. “That’s a matter of opinion,” he cried out.
“How do you expect these vapid things to resonate with today’s audiences? They have forgotten your film in the time it takes to drive home from the theater.”
The cabin burst into a blue-tinged glow, and a horde of spirits drifted out from the otherworldly flames, encircling Sean. They passed right through him and chilled his bones while heightening his helplessness. He felt death in their passing and started to cry.
The antagonists from Sebastian’s 1972 The Legend of May Lane were Sean Winters’s personal escort to hell. They looked positively garish, blue and green optical effects that loosely resembled an upper torso and a shapeless head of a human.
From what little he had watched of that movie, they weren’t scary in the least.
But now...
“You do not try, Mr. Winters. You exploit. Cash in. And you dilute.”
The mutants lunged, lifting Sean high and hurling him across the beach, while the ghosts chattered overhead.
Sean skidded through the mud face-first and slid into Brittany’s naked corpse—what little remained of her.
Sean pushed her aside and got up, refusing to shed a single tear over the loss of a useless whore when his own extinction was imminent.
“I can fix this. Let me give you a Gator Creek that’s better than the original. We’ll make it gorier, sicker, and nastier. Give the kids a ride they’ll never forget.”
His detractors were always griping about Winterland’s “lack of balls”—he’d give them the most vile and shocking experience imaginable.
The ghosts swirled. The demons lurched. The mutants crept, licking their lips like dinner was inches away.
Sean took a step back, determined to escape.
Instead, he collided with the torn corpse of Brittany, her flesh dangling off her bones like a shredded nightgown. Jutting fangs hung down to her chin, and her eyes were milky white, devoid of all life.
He recognized the vampires from Blood Legacy and remembered thinking old Sebastian had almost made a scary movie because the damn vampires, with their vacant, white eyes, were genuinely creepy.
He wasn’t going to change the look of them at all. Maybe just a touch of CGI.
“You haven’t gotten around to destroying that one yet.” Sebastian beamed.
“I liked it.” Sean’s face was streaked with tears.
He dropped to the ground and felt warmth at his crotch, as piss soaked through the seam of his pants. “It’s just business,” he sighed.
“Business is all well and good,” Sebastian growled. “It does not mean you are free to trample on the memories of these films. They endure because people will them to endure. Go to revival screenings, buy the DVDs and action figures, dress up at conventions. They are worshipped like any deity. And you have desecrated them.”
“Why’d you give me the rights?”
“Because my friends need to be remembered.”
Sean screamed for help and was amazed to get a reply.
“I’m here, boss,” Rock called out from the trail’s exit. He stood against the trees, with the rest of the cast and crew fanned out on either side of him.
“Me too,” the mangled body of his assistant whispered in his ear.
Sean turned toward the voice, and Chelsea and her husband, both piles of bloodied bone, flashed their fangs.
Brittany pushed herself against his back. Her dangling innards squished against him as she grabbed his head with a rough tug—like a handlebar. “The night has fangs,” she purred.
And then Rock and the crew surrounded him on all sides, flashing their teeth through enthusiastic hisses.
The mutants came forward, jaws swiveling back and forth.
The looming demons stretched their claws and grew higher still. Something Sebastian had cribbed from the German Expressionists.
The ghosts whipped and whirled through Sean, splashes of ectoplasm staining his clothes while poisoning his innards.
He felt Brittany’s razor-sharp nails carving divots in his flesh as she trailed around to his front.
“Shall I take you in my mouth again, lover?” Her laugh was garbled, and saliva dripped down the length of her fangs.
“As I’m sure you can understand,” Sebastian said, “I am exercising my right as producer. And we are going to make this film resonate.”
“It will endure,” Rock whispered from somewhere behind Sean.
Brittany assumed a familiar position and looked up with a smile that used to be seductive.
He begged her to stop, but there was only giggling while she fumbled with his belt. He struggled at first, but the two mutants stepped to his sides, locking his arms in place.
Brittany fished his flaccid member free. “Welcome to the big time, you sexy bitch,” she said, and sunk her teeth straight into it.
Brittany gnawed, and the specters, mutants, vampires, and demons closed in around him, blocking out the night sky as they ate, drank, possessed, and devoured him limb-from-limb.
Sebastian crowed his approval as the movies got their revenge.
They were going to endure.



 
 
 
Dead Air: Final Transmission
 
 
The morning’s rays poked through the basement window, and Danny was so tired that he wondered if it all had been a terrible dream.
But it wasn’t. The last movie finished, and Danny felt a morbid weight of responsibility to see the marathon to the end. He was disgusted by Count Mort, but they’d been through a lot together over the last ten hours.
Transitional static returned him to a familiar setting, and the camera panned slowly across the sea of bodies. It rested on the blood-streaked glass of the abandoned control booth.
“How I wish we could continue,” Count Mort said off camera. “But alas, our time is at an end.”
There was an awkward moment of silence before the man appeared. He popped the clip out of the gun and loaded another.
Danny watched, acutely aware of his own breathing, the sweat on his lower back. He wanted to look away—or not look at all—but after all this time he couldn’t.
Count Mort looked into the camera, and he might as well have been looking straight into Danny’s basement. The corners of his painted mouth flashed a tiny smirk that suggested maybe I am.
“Until next time, I bid you farewell,” Count Mort said, then looked beyond the camera. “Goodbye, Fred.”
There was a gunshot, and then several more as dark shapes streamed through the frame. The police had broken into the soundstage.
Holy crap!
The gunfire on the TV was so loud that it threatened to damage the speaker.
“You’re still up, you little shit?”
Tania was behind him, her eyes on the screen. He hadn’t heard her come down.
“Seriously, is this what you do when Mom and Dad are gone? The sun’s coming up.”
There was so much confusion. Danny tried to soak in what was going on in the studio. Did they get him?
“Ugh,” Tania said. “Turn that crap off, I’ve got a splitting headache.”
She walked past him and approached the TV controls.
“God, you always watch the worst garbage,” she said, and powered the TV down.
The image on the screen fell away, not fading like a bad dream but clicking off like a light bulb. Danny inhaled, the rush of air making him feel like he’d forgotten to breathe all night long. Normally he found Tania’s presence down here a violation of his time. But he was glad for her now.
His sister looked a little haggard in the light of dawn. Her leg warmers were lopsided, while her off-the-shoulder dress reeked of weed and liquor. Her usually perfect brown curls were split and flattened.
“What happened with Zach?” he asked, the mundane question refreshing to him.
“He’s lame is what happened. Stupid jerk thought he could sneak off with Julie and that I wouldn’t find—why am I explaining myself to you? Go upstairs, creep, or I’ll tell Mom I caught you down here jerking off. Again.”
Tania dropped onto the couch and buried her face in a pillow.
She was snoring before he could find a response.
He wanted to talk about the terrible things he’d seen tonight because he didn’t understand how a thing like that happened. A drunk sister? That he understood.
Heck, he wished he was passed-out drunk. The worst thing in her world right now was a cheating boyfriend. She could sleep, ignorant of the terrible things that he’d been unable to look away from.
Sure, there would be headlines tomorrow. Danny knew enough about the world to know that at least some of the blame would fall on the six films he’d seen tonight. Any other day that would have struck him as unfair, but after watching the whole thing, movies and interludes, there was something about him that didn’t recoil from the argument.
People were dead, and it wasn’t because of a movie monster.
He had a sick desire to click the TV back on, to check if they were broadcasting the cleanup, but instead he went upstairs and poured his sister a glass of ice water. He went back down and left it beside the couch, then touched the top of her hair, gently. She was going to wake up in a few hours and need the water.
She grumbled something and rolled toward the back cushion.
The Lurker, ruiner of movie nights, had become his secret savior. It was the first time since they were both kids that he was glad to have her around.
Something he would never say to her face.
He went upstairs and crawled into bed, thinking about Count Mort while he stared at the Phantasm poster on his ceiling. There was unexpected comfort in it. He usually hated the scene in which Mike woke up to find his bed in the middle of the graveyard and the Tall Man standing behind him; he kept the poster up only to prove he was not afraid.
He’d had nightmares about it.
Not tonight, or this morning—whatever. Danny drifted to sleep contemplating whether or not those movies he’d never heard of had been a dream or not. He’d never heard of them before and doubted he ever would again. There was something nice about that.
They were, after all, not reality.



 
 
 
Extra Transmissions: 4 New Stories
 
 
The first edition of All-Night Terror was an experiment we released by ourselves in 2013. It was an ebook-only release meant to entice new readers to try out the rest of our stuff. We conscripted a cover from artist and friend Lynne Hansen (huge thanks to her, who you can find at: LynneHansenDesign.com) and were off to the races.
But because neither of us has much savvy with self-publishing, ANT quickly became a “sleeper” for both of its authors, something only explored by readers who’d tangled with our various solo novels and novellas and were looking for something new.
But we thought the book was better than that, so we pulled it from the market and began plotting for its return. We got in touch with Sinister Grin Press and asked if they’d be willing to release a new and expanded edition of ANT. They said yes and that birthed the book you currently hold in your hands.
Not content with re-heating six old stories and a wraparound, we set about writing four new stories (two each) to entice people who own the old edition to give this new one a spin. And because all four didn’t quite fit into the world of Count Mort and Danny, we decided that they’d best serve as an appendix.
What follows are four never-before-published short stories, some of our very best work, we believe.
Enjoy. And thanks for taking a chance on this book. Maybe for a second time.
 
 
Adam Cesare and Matt Serafini
 
4/27/2016



 
 
 
A New Kind of Image
 
 
Paul considered Drew Struzan and Robert McGinnis to be his personal heroes.
In his opinion, they were the world’s greatest movie poster and paperback cover artists, respectively.
He wondered if either of them, at this point in their lives, had to deal with Paypal withholding funds. Probably not.
Probably they didn’t even know what Paypal was.
It was early morning, the sun not yet slanting through the blinds of his office/bedroom/entire share of the apartment, and Paul took a deep breath before tabbing over to Facebook.
Now that the gutpunch of checking his bank statements and email was through, he might as well go for the beleaguered-freelancer hat-trick and check if he had any commission queries.
He had seven messages!
And all of them were—no doubt—garbage!
There was the “publisher” of some “trangressive new horror fiction” who was willing to pay “in the neighborhood of a hundred dollars per cover” for a new imprint that he would be “promoting like crazy on social media, so the exposure itself will be worth the effort!”
Seeing as a project like a book cover would take Paul around 20-30 work hours to bring from sketch to polished revision, a hundred bucks per cover (minus Paypal’s cut, because he doubted this publisher had enough foresight to set up a verified account) seemed totally fair.
The most depressing part of the offer was that one of Paul’s “esteemed colleagues” would no doubt jump at the opportunity. And more than likely be burned when it came payday.
The query was a hard pass. Next.
The next three messages were spam, to various degrees. One was a declaration of true love from a Swedish robot.
Paul was delayed in reading the rest of the messages by his roommate, Em, starting up the blender in their small shared kitchenette. Paul had looked up the model number and, yes: Em’s blender was more expensive than Paul’s entire illustrator suite and laptop.
Em was short for Emilio, not Emily. No lady would live with Paul.
Em was a good roommate where Paul was a shitty one. Em was considerate, punctual with rent payments, and, a couple of times, had floated Paul when he’d needed it. But that fucking blender was a jet engine.
After the second round of blending, there was silence on the other side of the wall, and Paul could continue reading his Facebook messages in peace.
Two of the remaining queries were from authors seeking covers for their self-published books. The notes read so similarly to the one from the “publisher” that it made Paul wonder if there was a template for these things somewhere.
You likely weren’t a very imaginative author if you couldn’t think of a novel reason why Paul should work for no money.
The sixth message was a URL, no text preamble, sent by his brother. The link led to a job listing based out of Syracuse. The message was the double-whammy of condescending and wistful: like Paul would need a straight job while he was swimming in all this freelance work. Syracuse!
And the seventh was—wait. could it be? be still Paul’s over-taxed heart! —an actual paying query.
Outside his room he heard the apartment door shut. That was Em leaving for a run before work. Yes. Em drank a morning smoothie, exercised, and was still going to go to his 9 to 5. What a sucker.
Back to the query: it was from a record company! Not one that Paul had ever heard of, but still!
Album covers were a business that Paul wanted to get into. Yes, the grass was always greener, but in this case it almost had to be.
After a year of nothing but designing logos for start-up companies that never completed the “start” part, internet banner ads for non-FDA approved boner pills, and book cover designs for self-published authors that couldn’t bother to proofread their ad copy: anything else had to be a step up.
The company, Deathclaw Records (Paul assumed they were in the business of releasing folk music), had its own stable of freelancers that they usually approached, but the band had insisted upon Paul Fritz (search engine optimized from Fritsch) by name.
That was weird. He didn’t know anyone who was in a band, hadn’t corresponded with anyone who he thought was in a band, and wasn’t even that big a fan of metal music. He liked the more radio-friendly bands like Metallica, but learned in college that he didn’t have the patience to learn all about the different gradations of the genre. Telling “stoner” from “blackened death metal” required a genealogy chart that would’ve rivaled the great houses of Victorian England.
The message from Deathclaw ended:
 
“We could not find any rates posted on your website. Please quote us a rough timeline for completion, what you need, and whether you’d like to be paid via Paypal or check.”
 
He got to ask whatever he wanted? And could be paid with a check, not in internet Monopoly money? Hell. Yes.
He typed out a quick response:
 
“I don’t post rates because I like to tailor my pricing to my customer’s needs. This would be a fairly involved project, but I’m *such a fan* of Deathclaw that I could take on this commission for around a thousand dollars. That’s if there was the possibility of it leading to more work. Half of that fee is required up-front, as is customary. I look forward to working with you. Best, Paul”
 
He signed the note with an email address so they could continue the discussion like civilized adults, then hit send, hoping beyond hope that his price tag wouldn’t scare them off.
All this action made his stomach twinge with anticipation.
His stomach was right: no dry cereal for breakfast this morning. This windfall was cause for celebration.
He was going to spring for a sausage egg and cheese at Dunks.
He’d make coffee here when he got back. Or maybe, by then, Em would be back, in the shower, and Paul could siphon a cup off of the pot his roommate would assuredly brew.
There was no need for every extravagance.
 
***
 
Upon returning home, there was a response from the Deathclaw rep in his email.
 
Dear Paul,
Sounds great! If you give us an address, I’ll have the check out to you by Friday. I understand that you’re busy and may not want to begin work until the money is in your account, but if you needed inspiration I’ve attached an early mix of the album along with some notes from the band in a word doc.
We look forward to working with you,
Megan Block
Marketing, Deathclaw Records
 
La-tee-da!
That was the most professional correspondence Paul had ever received.
Well. The most professional outside of the officious emails he got from his father around tax season. He was not counting those.
His outbox wasn’t overflowing with work, just some quickie Photoshop jobs he had lined up for an erotica publisher who barely paid...but also barely cared if their covers were shit. He could take a half-hour later to slap some corny font on stock photos. No need to even blend them.
He could and should bump them down his list of priorities, he reasoned, and clicked to download both attachments.
Em was out of the shower now and there was the closing of doors to signal that his roommate would soon be gone for work. Paul wouldn’t be disturbing anyone if he pumped some heavy metal as high as his dinky laptop speakers could go.
While Windows Media Player was booting up, he opened the note from the band in a separate window.
 
Paul,
We think you’ll be able to capture the vibe we want for this record. We’re intent on moving in a new direction, away from dystopian hellscapes (so played out) and towards something more truly terrifying. Something that says “pure evil” like violence doesn’t. Those are the only guidelines we’re giving you. Please listen to the music and let it guide you.
Don’t send sketches. Send a finished piece of art. We trust you.
-Band
 
What band? Paul thought, realizing that “The Band” had been taken long ago.
The letter would have been frustrating if it didn’t imply an unprecedented level of creative freedom. In Paul’s experience there were two kinds of clients: ones that didn’t know what they wanted and ones that knew all too well exactly what they wanted. Both kinds were annoying, in their own way.
And look at how that note’d been written: not the metalhead Wayne and Garth prose that Paul had been expecting. Not at all. If anything it was a little...pretentious. Which was not a word that someone who’d run the gauntlet of art school was willing to throw around lightly.
The files were unzipped and his dying laptop had chugged to the point where it could play them. It was time for Paul to listen to some heavy metal and get sketching.
He hit play.
And nothing happened. The progress bar ticked off a couple of seconds from the file, but there was no sound coming from his speakers.
He checked the control panel, but nope: this was the track.
Then he heard it, the thrum of a guitar so low and creeping that he theorized this band, whoever they were, might be the first metal act for dogs.
He turned up the volume, and when that didn’t help he plugged in headphones.
The song’s third note held for what seemed like an eternity. It pressed against Paul’s eardrums, surrounding him with a kind of white noise. Not unpleasant, but this must be the introduction to the song. It was not yet what Paul Fritz would really call “music”.
Paul clicked over to the Painter X3 window that he kept open whenever his computer was running. It was a higher-end program and he devoted much of his CPU to keeping it afloat, between that and his pen tablet, his hardware was in desperate need of an upgrade.
Maybe he would do just that with the thousand bucks he was getting for this cover.
The song kicked into high gear. And high gear was still pretty slow. Droning even.
But, again: not unpleasant.
Attempting to ignore the music for a moment, Paul tried to remember the bullet points of what the band wanted. They wanted something “truly evil” but that wasn’t a “dystopian hellscape.” And that was fine with Paul, because “hellscape” sounded like a high detail painting. Those took a lot of time. For music that was this minimalist (oh boy, there was just a cymbal crash), he could get away with a more stripped down design.
This project was shooting thousand-dollar fish in an undersized barrel.
He smiled and focused on the music again, not even conscious that he’d begun to draw until the first few lines blinked into existence on the monitor.
Hey. That was pretty good. Now if he just used the fader here...
After what felt like only a couple of minutes, there was silence in his headphones.
That was all the sample music they’d sent him? It seemed like he was only just getting to the good stuff.
He opened the media player again and started from the first track, not noticing that each of the five songs was at least ten minutes, the longest topping out at 15, which meant that he’d been listening and working for over an hour already.
Paul would normally have marked this much focus, the fact that he hadn’t checked his phone or Facebook in so long, but he was intent on getting the music on and continuing his work.
Paul produced draft after draft of invented cult symbology. He began and cast away at least fifteen sketches of the oblique shapes that the music brought to his mind. But he could never quite match the images in his head, the shadows and glimpses of...
What? Alien cosmology? The monsters that used to live under his bed? Its suckers eerily reminiscent of the forbidden curves of a first cousin’s sex?
No, all of that was hack. Every illustrator and his brother. Every high school flunky with a DeviantArt account, had tried their hand at drawing some kind of Lovecraftian monster pastiche. Shaggy cosmic horrors were played out.
Even the darker recesses of Reddit and 4chan, with their purportedly “real” images of Slenderman and “the thing in the woods” were baby stuff compared to what Paul was seeing in his mind’s eye. Compared to what he knew he could draw for this album cover, if his skills were up to snuff, if he could just get that right sketch down as a starting point.
There was a knock on Paul’s bedroom door. He only caught a snippet of the sound between guitar riffs. The knock roused him out of his stupor. Made him realize how hungry he was, that he hadn’t even eaten the Dunkin Donuts breakfast sandwich that sat cold and soggy next to his workspace.
“Yeah?” Paul asked, pulling the headphones from his ears with a yank that a split second later registered like the wet severing of an umbilical cord.
“Checking that you aren’t dead in here,” Em said, opening the door to peer into Paul’s room. “Fuck, man. Open a window.”
It was clear that Em meant it, wasn’t just kidding around. Paul’s roommate waved a hand in front of his too-healthy face.
“I’ll think about it,” Paul said and nodded Em away.
Em started to go, then paused. “I’m ordering pizza. You want some?”
“No,” Paul said, screwing his headphones back in and not even having enough sense to ask: “why are you home? Pizza for lunch?” and also not noticing that outside his blinds, the world had gone dark while he’d been busy sketching the day away.
 
***
 
On Paul Fritz’s 23rd listen of the untitled album from the unnamed band: he had a breakthrough.
There was a new sound introduced into the mix this time listening to the second track. It was a discordant crashing that upended the slow but steady thrum of bass and guitar, offset it to the point that listening to the track was no longer pleasurable. In fact, it was downright unpleasant, that new hum, that intrusion.
It was the sound of Em’s blender.
And Paul was going to stop it. But he wasn’t going anywhere without his music.
He kept the laptop playing, unplugging it from his wall charger, and stood. Or tried to stand. His legs had fallen asleep and he pumped them both, first the left then the right to get the feeling back into them.
Without his AC cord, the laptop’s depleted, decade-old lithium battery would last mere minutes. But that’s all Paul would need.
The volume was up as high as it could go, as high as the tiny speakers plugged into his ears could blast, and still Paul could hear the blender.
He opened the door to his room, crossed the short hallway to see the kitchenette and see that Em had not heard him approach.
“Turn it off!” Paul yelled, unable to hear the sound of his own voice between the music and the blender.
And Em couldn’t hear him either, apparently, because Emilio kept working the stamper at the top of the blender, pressing a knot of kale down into the appliance’s whirring blades.
Kale. Kale.
Paul needed a way to signal his roommate’s attention, then realized he was holding his laptop up with one hand, screen open. That wouldn’t do.
He closed the laptop, making the machine more solid. Then he held both ends in each hand like... like a holy tablet. Like he was suddenly Moses on high. Like a profane preacher delivering scripture to the uneducated, the metal enclosed inside this holy book was... and Paul... he... he...
Clocked Em across the side of the head as hard as he could, trying to connect the far corner of the laptop with Em’s ear and succeeding. Doubly succeeding, actually, because the other side of Em’s noggin bounced off the corner of the nearest cabinet, the man completely unaware that he needed to brace his neck for impact.
It was Paul’s follow-through on the second blow that made the splatter. That made the Art.
The blender was still running, beginning to teeter out of control now that it didn’t have Em’s hand to steady it.
The music continued in Paul’s ears, even though it couldn’t be, because his laptop was closed and had thus entered sleep mode. And that’s if it hadn’t been broken when he’d used it to bludgeon Em.
But. But. Paul could still hear it. He had internalized the music. The music and the associated assignment.
He would need to hand in something truly evil. They’d tasked him with creating a new kind of image.
Paul looked at the blood spatter dripping from the cabinet, to the molding, and then marveled how the green of Em’s smoothie complimented the colors as the blender finally left its perch, flying out of control and spilling across the countertop.
Then Paul ran to his room to retrieve his sketchbook.
Then Paul switched off the base of the blender, looked to the blades, then looked to Em’s twitching body, his roommate’s breathing was labored at best.
Then Paul created a new kind of image.



 
 
 
The Executioner’s Wish
 
 
My fist smashes his protesting mouth. Knuckles on teeth. He swallows the rest of his words with a mushy gurgle. He stumbles and doesn’t see me shake the shooting pain from my wrist. Next time he looks up; blood is spilling from the corners of his mouth. It paints a permanent red frown on his face.
I’d usually enjoy this sight. Tonight I don’t have time.
“Stay with me now.” I watch his eyes glaze, then roll back into white orbs. He’s the last one alive so I can’t let him collapse. I want to, but I need to know everything he does.
His tattered sneakers scuff the floor in a tiny circle like a punch-drunk featherweight. I only hit him twice. He’s either as tough as wet paper or stoned out of his mind. I feel like cutting through the uncertainty, so I stuff my pistol in his face and cock the hammer. I let the ten or eleven dead men littering the stairwell do the rest of my convincing for me.
“I don’t know who Casey is,” he says. Slides his jaw back and forth like it’s hurtin’. Good. “Please, man, I’d tell you if I knew.”
I sort of believe his spiel. I mean, as much as I can. You can never be so sure with these guys. I stand there watching him, figuring I don’t have to say anything else just yet. He knows me, so he knows my reputation. He knows I’ll kill his ass if he ain’t straight.
The groans of dying men float up through the floorboards. The smell of propellant lingers everywhere. Gunpowder incense. I try and sell my indifference to him with a shift of my eyes.
What’s one more body? they ask.
His eyes are locked on the barrel of my gun. It’s so close to his nose he’s gone cross-eyed. He’s trying to answer but blood spills down his chin each time he opens his mouth. Best he can do is a few rogue vowels.
“Take a seat,” I say and point the gun toward a row of piss-stained mattresses. Discarded needles crunch beneath my boots as we head over. “I want you to start thinking about how you can be useful to me. Don’t know anyone named Casey? Fine. What blonde haired white girls DO you know?”
“Listen man, if it’s blonde pussy you want…”
I don’t like where that’s going, so I crack his nose with my gun handle. The crunch that follows is music to my ears.
He takes another second to collect himself. His runny red face dares to shoot me a glare. “Nigga, you a fuckin’ traitor to your kind.”
“Go on and call me an Uncle Tom now. That’s right. Because I kill motherfuckers like you who’ve turned these places into warzones. You and me, skin’s all we got in common.” I almost shoot him between the eyes, but think about Casey and decide to let it pass.
With junkie lackies like this, you can always see their gears turning. A hamster running the wheel. His thoughts are obvious, and this motherfucker’s doing mental calisthenics to get out of here intact. “Next time we have girls in stock, you can have all the blondes.”
“Girl I’m looking for disappeared down here two nights ago. Naturally, that gets me thinking about this place. Worst kept secret in town...you know it, I know it. Any girl you’re gonna sell to the Kingdom comes here first. If you’re tellin’ me you ain’t seen Casey then that’s good. That’s real good. But start being useful, or you ain’t got a use.”
Now he’s got that come to Jesus look in his eyes. They always get that once they realize they’re at the end of the line. “Okay. I’ll take you to the only other place she could be. But please, man, you gotta let me live if I do that.”
I lash out and hit him with my left hand. A tooth goes skipping across the sea of needles and rubbers. I’m a righty, so he gets off easy. “I’ll think it over,” I say.
I extend my hand and he winces like a battered kitten. That’s what I want. He eventually slips a shaky palm into mine and I pull him up. We head for the door.
A few of the bodies are still writhing. We step over them as we head down five flights. One of those blood-caked hands reaches up as we pass through the lobby. Eyes that bulge with one final flash of life. “Cutter,” the voice says, whisper frail.
“Faisil,” my guy says with a whimper.
I jam the gun into the small of his back. “Let’s go...Cutter.” He reacts like it’s a cattle prod.
My truck is parked across the street. You wouldn’t look twice if you passed it, because it’s a dump truck I bought for a good price at a city auction. Beauty of it is that it looks like it belongs no matter the part of town. Everyone wants their filth carted away and that’s what I do.
Cutter climbs into the passenger seat while I walk around the front with the gun trained on him. The windshield is reinforced and impenetrable, but he doesn’t have to know that.
“How far we going?” I say once I climb up and in.
“Not far. Twelve blocks.”
I reach into the storage bin beside the seat and remove a small bottle. I toss it into Cutter’s lap and tell him to drink up.
He picks it up and laughs. The kind of laugh that belongs to a desperate man without a card left to play.
“Snake venom,” I tell him. He starts to protest but my gun comes back out and gives him a cycloptic glare that stops his blabber dead.
“Ya see, Cutter, I gotta trust you and that’s never gonna happen. So you drink that. Drink it all up, and I give you the antivenom as soon as I find Casey.”
Cutter don’t like it, but it goes down the hatch anyway. Probably because I tell him it’s either that or a bullet to the head. Then we’re off through nearly empty streets. The city’s always dead at this hour—even this part of town, where trashcan fires glow at the backs of alleyways and homeless shutter beneath newspaper blankets. Youth packs wander the streets with the kind of aimlessness that puts graffiti on shutters, and passersby in the hospital.
Sometimes I wonder why I bother.
Sometimes I wish it’d all fall apart.
Politicians call me a barbarian. I ain’t never considered it one-way or the other. But these kids aren’t misguided teenagers. They’re entry-level scum on their way to becoming killers, rapists, and junkies. Squash ‘em quick and save yourself the trouble later. I’ve taken out my share, but killin’s a younger man’s game these days.
“Turn left up here,” Cutter says.
I do. Some guy’s out walking his dog on the sidewalk ahead as three kids surround him. Switchblade metal glimmers in the streetlamp glow. I refrain from pulling over and shooting all three dead. Believe me, this requires a lot of self-control. Worse than staying on that low-sodium ketchup shit my doctor keeps pushing.
Cutter stares at me in silence but it’s quiet noise. The kind that says he wants to bare his soul. I ain’t all that interested in hearing what he has to say, but I can see the newfound sobriety in his eyes and figure I’ll let him. I guess he deserves the chance to confess his sins before I finish my work.
“You know you killed my uncle?”
I don’t know why, but this makes me laugh. “He probably had it coming.”
“Actually, yeah. Knocked off a convenience store by killin’ the mom and pop who ran it. You were in the alley when he came out, and you cooked him with a fuckin’ flamethrower.”
I smile. Been years since I lugged that thing into the field. Murder on my old-man back, for starters. And too much of a tactical disadvantage to have it strapped there for any old punk to shoot. One rupture and I’m a fireball. Still, it leveled the playing field like nothing else. And Cutter’s uncle looked like burnt steak when he was finished moving. I don’t tell him that, because the poison’s already working through his system and if he’s agitated it’ll just work quicker. Can’t have him collapse before I’ve got Casey.
Suddenly my body aches. I’ve been awake for thirty-six hours and my bones, having been called old, are begging for sleep. I hate that I’m chasing seventy, but can’t do a thing about that. I carry more weapons than I used to, to keep my advantage.
“Since we’re sharing,” I say. “This missing girl…she’s advocating for you. Your type. Thinks there’s good in y’all. I tell her you can only turn over so many rocks before you realize there’s worms beneath every last one.”
Cutter doesn’t react. Doesn’t look like a man who spends much time contemplating his lot. Too concerned about where the next fix is coming from.
I think I understand Casey sometimes. It’s easy to wake up in the morning, read the news, and think there’s nothing good out here. Lying politicians. Racial tensions. Terrorism. Cancer chowing friends and family to the bone. Casey don’t think any of that’s a reason to quit. And that’s good. World needs more social workers who believe they can change the world.
That’s what makes this suicide mission worthwhile.
We cruise further into the city turning down different side streets. Cutter calls for me to stop here and suggests we walk the last block.
“They’ll shoot us to pieces if they see us coming,” he says.
I reach into the cab’s storage compartment and remove my 12-gauge. Load it and make sure to stuff some extra shells into my pockets. We walk an empty sidewalk. Wind whips our chapped faces as a Hyundai low-rider slides around the corner. It slows and two faces leer at us over rolled down windows. Gold smiles, dead eyes. I stare back, but refrain from giving a come get your asses shot glare. I only want them to keep driving.
They do.
Cutter lets me know we’ve arrived by nudging my elbow. The building is newly restored, a sore thumb that sticks out hard among its crumbling neighbors. Gentrification at its worst.
“Who lives here,” I say.
“The next link on the chain,” Cutter says. “Girls are processed back there, and the best of ‘em brought here. That’s all I know. Now give me the antidote and I’ll leave you to it.”
I remind him of the gun I’m carrying by reintroducing him to the barrel. “You better let me know what I’m walking into.”
“I don’t know, man. Royalty from Saudi Arabia, I think. Some other sandy hellhole, maybe. What’s it matter?”
“How many men he got inside?”
“Dunno. Ten? Twelve? All of them Special Forces desert dwellin’ motherfuckers.”
“Ok. Let’s go say hi.”
“Nah, man...”
“It goes well, you get cured. You don’t, you’re dead either way. So walk.” The shotgun to his back helps him move. We’re off the sidewalk, heading up the pavement when he points to a camera angled down on us from the porch.
“You’re already famous.” Cutter can’t decide if he should be smiling or not. His lips jitter with that conflict.
I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t tense, but I think about my artillery, my Kevlar, and remind myself that I’ve done this before. Tonight, even. Yeah, I’m tense, but I’ll get through this.
Ain’t a person in sight. We walk unrestricted into the backyard while Cutter starts in with another plea for freedom. The cellar bulkhead is open and I tap his back so he knows he’s going down there. It leads into a finished basement done up like a trendy Manhattan nightclub. A black marble bar goes from one wall to the other, backed by rows of top shelf liquor. Bottles and bottles of Bombay Sapphire Revelation, Pasion Azteca, and a bunch of other shit I can’t even afford to lick off the counter when it spills.
The next doorway peeks into a home theater that’s dark and empty. Beside it, hall stairs lead up into a kitchen. Cutter steps through first and drops to his knees, crying out, “oh shit, oh fuck, oh no.”
I figure this is where the trap gets sprung. Ten guys with AK-47s. Wouldn’t be the first time. I brought the 12-gauge because it cleans out these close spaces like nothing else. So I take a few deep breaths and step out of the dark with it brandished. Ready.
Severed, dripping body parts are stacked on the kitchen table and piled to the ceiling. Arms and legs, torn free and twisted like pastries. Torsos flayed of skin, leaving slimy jelly spread across the human meat. Stomachs are hacked open and stuffed with amputated hands and feet. I don’t see any heads.
Behind me, Cutter’s protests have gone guttural. I tell him to shut it, and when I look he’s on his side, convulsing. Arms outstretched, fingers wiggling at me. He thinks I did this to him. The pained look in his eyes begs for the antivenin. Do I tell him now there ain’t one?
Don’t matter, ‘cause it ain’t the poison anyway. His neck looks like a mass of tumors. Bubbles rise out of his skin like baked cheese. They expand and burst into glops of puss that land on the floor with a loud splat. I’m doubting my own eyes for the first time ever when his body lifts and arranges itself while his limbs continue to flail without coordination. An invisible force poses him upright, kneels him on the floor so he’s facing me.
Even in the dark, I see him looking to me for salvation. The devil you know, I guess. I’m about to point my gun and oblige when his arms tear off at the shoulders. They snap like twigs in winter. The body drops beside them into a blood puddle the size of Lake Eerie. Then I realize Cutter’s head hasn’t moved. It hovers there for a minute, then disappears and I can only see his eyes. It’s plasma burn on a powered off television. Even in my line of work, I never knew eyes could express horror in so many different ways at once. Then they too fade into the shadows and become nothing.
I should run. I know. But I’ve come this far and Casey’s close. I find the entrance foyer and a large staircase leading to a second floor. Upstairs, muffled voices carry on a conversational tone. One of them’s female. I don’t know if she sounds familiar, or I just want her to, but I follow it.
Now I’m moving down a hallway of decorative end tables and other shit that rich people buy to fill all the space they don’t need. My boot stomps disappear into soft red carpet as I follow the voices to an office door in the back corner. Beyond it, the discussion has become whispers.
I think, fuck it, and lift my boot to deliver a kick. It breaks open and I step inside.
“Uncle John?”
I’m not at all ready for what I see.
Casey’s there, sitting atop a desk in the back looking all Victoria’s Secret in dark lingerie—a purple garter and matching bra. One of her breasts is spilled over the cup. A row of half blown coke sits against her thigh, and the cigarette in her hand fills the air with the relaxing aroma of Colombian Gold.
“What are they doing to you?” First fuckin’ time in years I’m at a loss for words and blurt some stupid bullshit to fill the air.
She makes no effort to cover up. This distracts me from the man at her feet, largely naked save for the checkered kufiyah atop his head and the dog collar fastened around his neck. A chain leads from it to her clenched fist, and he’s lookin’ all smug behind an untouchable smile.
“Let’s go, kid,” I say. “Your father’s beside himself.”
“Yeah, he doesn’t give a shit about me,” Casey says. “He never has.”
“I promised him I’d find you.”
“What makes my uncle, the janitor, the one to do that?” She flashes a troubling smile. “Doesn’t he have a huge security detail for that? Unless the rumors are true and you are a fucking psycho. I heard Mom say that one night, you know, after Dad got woken up at 3 am to make a few calls on your behalf.” Her cigarette hand is steady like an earthquake as she raises it to her lips.
“What do you want to do here?” The kufiyah says, looking at Casey.
That motherfucker makes the mistake of reminding me of his presence. Before I can stomp his face to pulp beneath my boot, she slides down off the desk and scoops a bump of coke into the cup of her nail. “He’s going to try taking me, Rashi.”
Rashi moves beside her and she glides willingly into his arms, caressing his muscles while brushing back and forth against his body. His massive hand clasps around her neck.
“I’ll choke this bitch to death,” he says, and Casey laughs at the threat.
“He’ll do it.” She kisses and licks his forearm. “Maybe I want him to do it.”
My 12-guage might as well be a bouquet of roses for as good as it’ll do me here. Fire it now and Casey’ll catch its spread. She’s a good kid. I’ve known her since she could fit inside a shoebox, and I can tell her mind just ain’t right tonight. It ain’t the first time I’ve seen someone act all submissive for their captor. Guys in our platoon did the same to Charlie—and all they got was a bamboo bed and some noodle soup for their betrayal. Minds so twisted, they chose to stay when the time came for us to bust out of that place.
I’m not leaving anyone else behind, though. So I drop the shotgun to the floor. Let them think I’ve surrendered. Triumph lights their faces and it’s a sight I can’t stand. I rip the pistol from my holster and set the grinning bastard in my sights. I squeeze my shot off and it lands right between Rashi’s eyes. A splat of broken brains rips through the hole blown through the back of his head.
Casey screams wildly and falls to the floor tangled in the corpse’s limbs.
I go to her but don’t bother with comfort. I fling her over my back like a sack of laundry and hurry for the door with a hysterical girl crying into the back of my jacket. I tell myself she’s three minutes away from being her father’s problem.
The door slams and it’s suddenly resistant to the turn of the knob.
I grab the lamp off the nearby table and throw it against the window. I’m willing to drop two stories into Brooklyn if that’s the only way to get out of this weird shit. But it bounces off the pane with a thump.
Casey lifts her head. Her nerves suddenly steadied. “What do you want, Uncle John? He wants to know.”
I raise the pistol and fire a few shots toward the glass. Bullets dance off it like I’m throwing beach pebbles.
Casey wiggles free and slides down my back. She gets slowly to her feet and flips her hair so that it’s behind her head, and I can read the crazy in her eyes. A trickle of blood drips from her nose and she waits until it reaches her upper lip before wiping it away with her tongue.
“He asked me what I want. Know what I told him?”
But I’m not listening to her crazy bullshit. I’m getting out. I grab the shotgun off the floor. Pump it and fire. Sounds like a canon’s gone off, and Casey nearly leaps out of her skin at the sound. The glass remains intact and untouched once the smoke clears.
She chuckles. “Did you see the remains of his men when you came in?” She’s got one of those grins like she just won the game. “They figured out what we were doing. Rashi thought we should bind Him to my necklace, but I reminded him there was more power in it for us if we let him inside. Rashi’s men wanted to kill us for summoning Him, so he had to use a wish to take them out first. All of them.”
“Help me break the door down,” I say, barely listening.
“Why? I want to be here. I made my choice when I came here looking for it. You think I want to go back to my privilege as the mayor’s daughter? Know what that buys? Contentment...the enemy of change.”
Casey points to Rashi, dangling awkwardly off the desk, fragments of brain still dropping out of his opened head and landing in an ever-growing pile of splat.
“Rashi knew this was dangerous. He needed to be convinced, and I convinced him. And no sooner did you break the goddamn bottle, uncle. We’re not going anywhere, because He needs a new home. He has a choice now, but He’ll choose me. I know it.”
If fury alone could kill, I would’ve dropped the crazy bitch with my glare. My wish? I wish I never got involved. Yeah, brotherhood counts for a lot in life, but when your best friend raises his kid with enough money so that her sense of reality is hatched not through living but through some fucked up idealism that can’t ever be met, this is what you get.
I shoot the window again, but it’s as effective as using foul language to break it. I ask if there’s a key but Casey’s in her own world. Rambling about inevitability or some shit. I realize that I’m frantic because I know she’s right. Cutter was dismembered in front of my face by absolutely nothing. I should’ve run then.
The corner of the room ignites, and pure red fire cuts the shadows down. Flames dance across the shape of a human figure that steps forward. Fire thrashes atop its head like a fiery crown. Diamonds, three of them, sparkle in the center of what looks like a head, and I realize they’re blinking eyes.
Casey drops to her knees. She stares at the monstrosity like a mother watching her infant roll around on the floor.
“I am yours,” she screams as the humanoid flames roar in approval.
Smokeless fire moves in a beeline toward us, igniting everything behind it. The bookshelf is swallowed in flames, its collection of encyclopedias and history books become kindling. The oak desk goes next, and the burning drugs change some of the flames to chemical blue. Rashi slips beneath the spreading blaze, turning the smell in here to hairy barbecue.
Diamond eyes widen in my direction. My mouth opens for some reason, but I got nothing to say.
“Don’t look at him,” Casey screams. “He’s part of the problem. Come to me. Come in me!”
Casey gets on her back and widens her legs in a supplicating gesture. Diamond Head swivels to look. His decorative fire cools to reveal a naked body, dark flesh glowing like hot coals.
“That’s right,” she says, slipping her underwear off and using her foot to flick it into the fire.
Diamond Head glides to its knees without skipping a beat, climbing atop her body with a subjugated growl. Her gartered legs wrap around him, and her flesh sizzles. If she’s in pain, she ain’t showing it.
With the 12-gauge in my hands, I know I should shoot the fucker, but I can’t move. I feel something in my mind, sifting through my memories. Searching for vulnerability I ain’t had since Jimmy Carter—this city took everything from me long ago.
Casey cries out as the ember-glow body on top of her thrusts a few times and then disappears from the visible spectrum. The girl’s ravaged body is what remains, legs, belly, and arms so burnt that her skin slides off like fine roasted chicken. She’s sucking at what little air’s left in here while her lungs wheeze.
“Peace,” she says with an ecstatic moan.
The blinding flash comes out of nowhere. The worst migraine anyone’s ever had. I crash to the floor thinking someone’s jammed a needle into my eye. I hear Casey laughing somewhere above me, but her voice sounds further away the farther I fall.
I’m in a cemetery, standing on a hilltop looking down at an open grave. I recognize the coffin ‘cause I picked it out, but I ain’t seen it in 36 years. Claudia’s in there. David’s standing beside me, and I look down at him. Shit, he couldn’t have been any more than four years old here, and he’s asking me why mom had to be taken away from us.
I remember this day. How hard I fought to keep my anger buried for David’s sake. I couldn’t help but cry, but that’s normal. And he did too. Every time I looked at him, I saw the hurt confusion in his face. Innocence lost. And that enraged me. I was already making plans to hunt her killers by the time the first shovel of dirt had been thrown.
Except that memory’s wrong. Because I’m looking down at that coffin again now, and it ain’t a memory. I’m there. And there’s nothing inside me. No anger, no hatred. Not even grief. David’s hand isn’t in mine. Instead he’s beside me, staring down at the coffin like he’s asleep. He still asks me why mom had to be taken from us, but my only answer this time is a shrug, and then an addendum of “everyone dies sooner or later.”
Another flash and I’m in Times Square now. I know it’s real ‘cause I can smell stone pizza from the corner joint. I look up and the sun’s leering out from behind one of the skyscrapers. I’m shuffling shoulder-to-shoulder with a hundred other people on the sidewalk. Wearing the same jumpsuit I always wear to work. Only unlike every other morning, everyone shuffles in silence. I don’t care that I’m going to work. It’s not that I don’t want to, it’s that I... just... don’t... care...
I catch my wobbly reflection in a window as I pass. My eyes are sunken, stubbed out. I turn to look at the faces around me, and see that same indifference everywhere, and I realize now what Casey’s done. Diamond Head won’t take evil out of this world, so it’s giving it a lobotomy instead.
That’s Casey’s fuckin’ peace.
“Yes,” she says. I’m back on the floor of the burning office, and I pick myself up. “It’s still a world without fear. Without conflict.”
“That’s not living,” I say.
“If it’s the only way...”
I see those diamond eyes again. Two of them replace hers, and the third lifts out from a flap of skin at the center of her forehead. In this moment I know what they want.
They’re curious to know what I wish for.
“I wish to continue fighting,” I say and raise the gun. The diamond eyes are wide with interest. The creature makes the girl’s mouth grow into a smile.
I realize now she’s more dangerous than anyone I ever killed. Coming down here, willing to unleash hell in the name of peace. Part of me wants to tell her I’m sorry about this, but I’m not. It’s been too late for her for a long time.
I fire off a shot and her eye pops like a grape. The diamond shatters. Her head jerks back. Her body drops. The fire surges forward and swallows her like a striking snake that had been waiting for the opportunity. Her already burnt body slips into the wave of hungry flames and I can no longer see it.
“The world is more interesting with the evil you put into it.” Casey’s voice sounds as if it’s everywhere at once. Her laugher trails off and leaves me alone with the cracking fire.
The door behind me is open now. Maybe it always was. I make my way back the way I came, hurrying downstairs, through the halls, into the kitchen, the basement and, finally, the backyard. Keen flames burst through every window on the top floor, reaching toward the sky while raining glass down on earth.
I hurry for my truck while the growing sound of sirens threatens my anonymity. I can see the yellow interior glow of the cab from here. The driver’s door is open now when it hadn’t been before.
A young kid rummages through it. He’s got all of my spare ammo in his shirt, pulled away from his chest to make an accommodating pocket.
“Out,” I say and draw on him. He’s not any older than thirteen, but I can’t worry about that.
“I knew you were real,” he says. “I fucking knew The Executioner was out here. Saw the fire, saw this truck...I just knew.”
“I’m gonna give you a chance to walk away.”
I hear my wish reflected in my mind.
You wanted to keep fighting. Fight.
The kid lets go of his shirt and the shotgun shells spill into the street. I can tell by his gait that he’s got a piece tucked into the small of his back. His arm is stretched back there like I won’t notice.
“Don’t try me,” I say.
But he does.
So I fight.
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Eyelids crack. Bright white spills in. Blue eyes flutter.
This isn’t home. Not her five bedrooms, four baths in Beverly Hills. Or the sleepy Melbourne beach house. And it’s definitely not her suite in the South of France.
This is… someplace else.
Her vision pulls into focus now. The ceiling is clinical like a hospital room, antiseptic but lacking assurances of aid. She lifts a limp arm and sees track marks that are like bug bites. A chill takes her and turns her ordinarily smooth flesh into riled bumps. She shivers. Nipples stiffen in the frigid air. She’s nude but doesn’t know why. Her heart pounds with panicked rhythm.
The slab on which she lays is horizontal—a plastic monolith placed symmetrically at the center of an otherwise barren room. The white ceiling bleeds into white walls, which bleed into white floors. Impossible to tell where one begins and the other ends. Eternity in every direction.
It’s quiet, too. Not even an air conditioner’s hum on this sweltering Los Angeles evening.
Alice Benton tries kicking her legs off the table, and they move with sluggish delay. With a grunt, she struggles into a sitting position, and they drop over the side. Her calves dangle like two cuts of butcher’s meat.
“You’re awake,” a crackling voice cuts the silence. “I’m so glad.”
Alice leaps startled from the table but her atrophied knees buckle and she topples to the floor, collapsing on marble that’s so cold it stings.
“Careful! Careful,” the man says. “Do not move so suddenly, Ms. Benton. You are in need of rest.”
Alice covers her modesty with a cross of her arms. Her breaths are hyperactive. She wants to scream out, but there’s no voice. It’s as if her mouth has never spoken a single word. Every syllable is elusive, even the slurred yayayayaaaaa sound that comes naturally to babies. She tries to push something, anything, past her lips, but her throat just sounds like a rusty hinge opening in perpetuity.
“I know you’re confused. Someone is on their way to help.”
I don’t have to put up with this, she thinks, too indignant to allow terror to overwhelm. I am a star. But her mind is quick to correct itself. No, you were one.
True, things were not as they once had been. But Alice Benton was still a movie star. Yes, it had been years since one of her pictures played multiplexes, and longer than that since something with her name above the credits convinced anyone to stand in line for tickets. But that was about to change. Hopefully.
And if not, there was always Europe. They never really stopped loving her there. Where age wasn’t taboo. Where a woman didn’t become a second-class citizen at 40.
40. That was nearly a decade ago now, and what a good birthday it had been, in hindsight. Ten years ago she had assumed the worst of Hollywood’s war on aging was over. But this business got worse with every wrinkle.
She’d held onto that slippery A-list wrung with more tenacity than her peers, but you don’t stop Hollywood from putting its females on the path to irrelevance. You only slow the march.
Alice throws her eyes around the room and realizes there’s no way out. Never the claustrophobic type, these walls might as well be closing in on her.
How did I get here?
The night is a mush memory. Glimpses here and there, but it’s like trying to assemble a jigsaw puzzle of shattered glass. She remembers a flash of blinding light. A rumble of thunder. The smell of gasoline rising over spindly smoke.
But it can’t be that. Right? She shivers again and realizes that, no, she’s far too cold to be dead.
So why can’t she remember? This isn’t the result of another bender. Can’t be. Coke’s been off the table for years, and alcohol…well, she only drank socially.
It’s definitely not some Mojave New Age rehab center she doesn’t remember checking into, either. What then?
Anger continues to overthrow this uncertainty. She’s worth $130 million fucking dollars, and won’t be treated this way. Defiance prompts her to stand. Lethargy tumbles off her muscles, and to walk means pressing forward in a wobbly shamble. She throws her stiff elbow at the wall. Presses her hands to its cold metal in search of the hidden lever or switch that she knows has to be here.
“Ms. Benton.” The voice again. “You’re eager to leave, and who can blame you? But my assistant is on her way to meet you now and…well, before all that I just have to ask… can I call you Alice?”
This question is so obtuse it stops her movement dead. She’s at his mercy. He knows this. Knows what she wants doesn’t matter. The false politeness of it reminds her of the old men who run this town. They used to leer at her like meat: Everything from hands on her ass to sex scenes hastily scribbled into shooting scripts so she’d show her tits. “You don’t mind, right?” They’d ask. And she’d answer “no” knowing full well there was no choice. Not really.
That’s how it was, and it’s kind of amazing that Alice had managed to hold onto any stardom at all. She wanted to believe that pure talent was to thank. Back-to-back Oscars proved she was more than Rex Neill’s trophy wife, although it was their divorce that bathed her in a hero’s light where the public was concerned.
Rex’s penchant for high-class models and higher-class drugs was her cross to bear. Her attempt to get him into counseling was seen instead as a shot across the bow, and divorce papers were served with the speed of reflex, thrust into her hands after racquetball practice where her make-up had sweated off, her hair was a ratted mess, and one knee was scraped and bleeding.
The paparazzi had been there to capture that image, and the press loved it so much that it went on to grace the cover of every tabloid less than 12 hours later.
Divorce conditions were terrible, but you couldn’t fight a legal machine supplemented by decades of box office dynamite. Only thing she managed to keep, and just barely, was contact with Isabella. The girl wasn’t hers by birth, and yet Alice relished the role of mother far more than any other part.
Seeing Isabella once a month was charity, and if she contested it, fought for more time, then Rex’s legal team would air her dirty laundry: an ongoing affair with her trainer—a young Aussie less than half her age with a weakness for older women and aspirations of his own stardom.
Alice had never considered this indiscretion to be in poor judgment. It was pleasure and passion when she otherwise had none. Rex had dangled it over her as collateral, and she didn’t contest because, well, she wanted to be in Isabella’s life.
Isabella...
Right. The realization strikes so fast she gasps. She’d been on her way to see Isabella when the rising beam of headlights flooded the cab of her Audi Q7 and sent her swerving.
But that’s all she’s got. Her thoughts remain cloudy no matter how hard she focuses. Confusion that happens in tandem with weak muscles. Gotta be drugs, right? She tries screaming out again, slightly more terrified as she runs fingers over the bumps on her arm. Whatever they’ve injected her with keeps her words forever elusive.
Part of the wall in front of her pushes out with a sudden mechanized hum. It lifts toward the ceiling, leaving a large dark recess behind.
“Ms. Benton.” A woman enters wearing a tight black uniform. A paper gown is tucked beneath her arm. “I’m sorry for the delay, but these were misplaced.” She goes to the table and places it while introducing herself as Kathleen. She isn’t shy about a head-to-toe glance. Then a smile.
Alice doesn’t bother reaching for the frock. The opening is too tempting to ignore. She hustles toward it but her speed is as reluctant as her speech. This feels like one of those dreams where you feel like you’re running through quicksand. The wall slams shut before she even gets close.
The taunt of escape is more than enough. With one last, desperate flex of her lymphoid, she pushes the words up and through her larynx.
“let... Me... GO!”
“Alice, please.” Kathleen snatches the gown off the table and holds it out. It unfurls and dangles in her fist like a towel. “Cover yourself. That’s the first step.”
Her shaking hand snatches it and slides it over her head. It falls down her body, dropping only to her thighs. It barely takes the chill away.
Kathleen walks past. “Trapped in this little space for as long as you have been… it’s enough to make anyone mental.” She reaches into her skirt pocket, takes out a thin blue card, and pushes it against an unseen sensor, leaving it until an accepting beep grants them exit.
Alice starts to ask how long it’s been but the room beyond, dark as it is, distracts from her interrogation. A lightning crash from outside seems to ignite the space, revealing a corridor. Alice trudges toward the windows and pushes her nose to the pane. Rain sluices against it, but the pitch dark beyond is impenetrable. She sees only her blue eyes reflecting back.
Kathleen’s hand brushes against her shoulder. “Follow me this way, Ms. Benton,” she says and points down the hall. Electric wall sconces click on in succession, lighting their path forward. A dozen doors on the left, capped at the far end by a large set of doubles.
She walks off, leaving Alice with no choice but to follow. There’s always the other direction, but an over-the-shoulder glance promises only deep shadows and nothing to light the way through them.
Their first stop is another door on the left. Kathleen swipes her card and they step into a closet-sized space that looks like a doctor’s examination room.
“Now,” Kathleen says as she holds up a silver stick with a thin beam of light glowing from the top. “I need you to point your eyes here.” Alice does, but only after the urging of Kathleen’s disarming smile. “Good, now hop up on the table and let me check your reflexes.”
“Where am I?” Alice says while doing as she’s asked.
“I’m Doctor Kathleen Alland. Private physician to Mr. Sandoval. Your doctor, Dr. Rovin, was notified that you’re awake and is on his way here.” She completes a series of basic checks and then points to a folded dress on the counter. “I will wait outside while you change into that,” she says.
“You know, I feel a little weird knowing that Mr… Sandoval has been spying on me in the raw…”
“Oh no,” Kathleen says. That disarming smile again. “He hasn’t seen you at all. When you awoke, table sensors notified him you were awake. He sent me to retrieve you. I’m the only one who’s seen you. Now go on, and I’ll be waiting out here.”
Alice slips into the black dress. It’s lithe, comfortable, and fits her curves surprisingly well. Then she rejoins Kathleen in the hall.
The double doors launch upward with a futuristic swish as they disappear into the ceiling jamb to reveal the main part of the house. A massive entrance foyer. Old portraits adorn the wall, suited men with old money, holding cigars and oversized brandy glasses. A thin red carpet runs all the way up the central staircase, and there are doors everywhere.
Lots and lots of doors.
“This way.” Kathleen waves her arm and flashes her card again. Holds it in place for the beep. The space beyond is a sprawling dining room that’s already occupied. Silhouette heads crane to watch her entrance, gasping in a series of oohs and ahhs.
An obese man sits at the head. He slaps his hands together with delight before standing. He might’ve said “splendid,” but it was lost beneath the echoed clop of Kathleen’s heels. The tuxedo he’s wearing looks tight enough to be a t-shirt gimmick.
“Alice Benton.” He speaks her name with triumph. “Welcome to dinner. Where you, my dear, are the guest of honor.” It’s the intercom voice.
“There’s a spot reserved for you right here,” Kathleen says and takes her to the table’s opposite end. She slides the chair across the marble and lets Alice take a seat before an onslaught of delicious smells that set her stomach rumbling. She hasn’t realized how gnawing her hunger is, but it’s the only thing she can think of now.
Faces watch with glued attention from either side of the table. Fixed grins stretched so tight she feels like she’s sitting in front of life-sized plastic dolls.
“I am not usually so inexact, Alice, so I feel strange about this,” the host says. “But I was forced to guess at your dietary preferences from interviews you gave.”
Alice tugs at her dress collar, suddenly bothered by the heat, while her eyes bounce from one fixated gaze to the next. Everyone here is a stranger to her.
“So,” the host begins with bursting excitement. A thunder crack makes half the table jump and his brow furrows over nature’s unwelcome interruption. “I had my staff prepare everything that I think you’ll like.”
Kathleen disappears into the shadows, and another woman, this one in server’s garb, appears out of a sliding door behind the host. Two men follow pushing carts of warm and plated food.
“For our starter,” the host says, “a honey pumpkin salad with sage croutons, and slow roasted tomatoes on the side, drizzled in olive oil.”
Alice is served first and she stares at the dish with suspicion. Identical portions are given to each guest, but all eyes remain locked as they court her permission to begin. She refuses to take a bite with a firm shake of her head.
“Please,” the host says and gestures to the food. “You must be starved.”
“When will my doctor be here? I’d really just like to know what’s going on, and know who you are.”
“Jasper Sandoval,” he says, unable to avoid sounding pleased with himself. He takes the first bite and smiles through an open mouthed chew. “As for your doctor’s arrival… I don’t know. In this weather? I wouldn’t expect him for another hour or so. So please, eat.”
Alice pierces a tomato with her fork and lifts it without speaking. The others cut into theirs as well, movement that trails hers by a matter of seconds. A visual echo.
“But why am I here instead of a hospital,” she says once she’s had enough food to temporarily quell the rebellion in her belly.
“Do you remember the accident?”
“Sort of,” she says, but the vacancy on her face prompts him to immediately elaborate.
“Okay, well, you’re here because the roads were impassible in the storm. Mud slides, fallen trees. No way back into the city. And with an influx of emergencies happening all over Los Angeles, a life flight was a long shot. You were brought here instead.”
“Again, where is here?” She says while her plate is collected and another replaces it.
“Dr. Pepper-glazed ham with prunes,” Sandoval says with beaming pride.
His refusal to answer makes her feel worse. She asks again, but Sandoval continues to gloss over the question, favoring the topic of WireLight. Some garbage erotic thriller she’d done in the 90s, only remembered because of one particularly gynecological shot of her during one of its many love scenes. The director had claimed it was captured by accident, but he had left in the final cut very deliberately.
“I’m surprised you don’t recognize your dress,” Sandoval says.
She looks down at the black sleeveless number and it kind of rings a bell now that she’s been directed to that conclusion. Her character wore one just like it during WireLight’s climax as she was chased through a string of train cars by a knife-wielding stalker.
Sandoval licks glaze off his tongue while waiting for an answer.
“I never would have remembered that I wore one just like this.”
“You wore that one. And it still fits.” He cocks his head and grins. “We’re just happy you’re back, Alice. The accident was horrible. Your car was little more than a knotted mess of metal and you...well, nobody can believe that you weren't torn up inside of it.”
She remembers tarmac. Center lines zipping past in a blur of headlight yellow. The guardrail comes out of nowhere. Her stomach lurches with the rollercoaster ride into the ravine.
Sandoval nods along with her recollection.
“I don’t remember any rain,” she mumbles.
“Excuse me?”
“You said the storm knocked out the roads. I don’t remember it raining.”
“You must’ve been unconscious before it started. And you've been under my care since...”
“How long has that been?”
Sandoval attempts to stomp over the question again. This time the topic is one of her most tawdry efforts, Dropout, but Alice fires back with her original question, only louder and more clearly stated.
“No need for hostility, Alice,” Sandoval says.
“Then answer me.”
“Yes, I will, but…”
“Answer me!”
“This is… not how I wanted this to go. I always thought you seemed so gracious in your interviews.”
Alice shoots from her seat with so much force that her chair tumbles over and echoes like a gunshot. The guests sit stunned, tsking the violent display with I never glances—as if she could not possibly belong to their hoity toity world.
Rebecca stands leaning against the entry door, arms folded and wearing a smug grin. Alice runs straight for her as Sandoval and the guests rise in unison.
Food has given rise to strength, or maybe it’s all adrenaline. Either way, she isn’t waiting to hear what Rebecca has to say. She takes the doctor’s shoulders in her hands and launches her against the door, pinning her with her body. Alice’s hands rummage through her pockets until her fingers close around the card and she plucks it free.
She slips it back and forth along the wall until it beeps and the door opens.
Sandoval and the others speak about her in trembling voices as she escapes.
“There is still much she doesn’t understand.”
Alice doesn’t care. The front door is only a few steps away. Three stairs up to the landing. She swipes the card there with her frantic hand but it doesn't open. There’s no click, no swoosh. Just thick, impassible oak.
She turns back toward the hall. Sandoval stands there in a skittish pose, arms out by his sides in a calming motion. The others are behind him. Nervous eyes holding on her in edgy silence.
“Just let me go,” Alice says.
“There’s nowhere for you to go,” Sandoval says.
“Give me a phone, my daughter will...”
“Isabella’s gone.”
But she refuses to listen, and instead runs forward and breaks to the right. A slap of the card beside that door opens it into darkness. She stumbles through as it whooshes closed. The black void doesn’t stop her from running and she moves forward with outstretched arms, a cautious defense to ward off any unwelcome surprises.
“I was planning to show you this after dinner,” Sandoval says, back on the intercom. “But you’ve gone ahead and ruined the surprise. When you’re feeling better you can apologize to me and my guests. Your biggest fans.”
Alice spins around to catch the entire wall aglow in mounting white light. It builds to a blinding flash and then turns transparent to reveal the hall she just escaped. Sandoval and the others are there. His palms rub the glass in front of her and he closes his eyes with unmistakable satisfaction. Hot breath spills past his lips and spreads across the pane until his face is buried beneath the fog.
Her fist smashes the glass in rebellion.
“No,” he says. “Do not harm yourself!” He glances sideways to Rebecca. Her attention is buried in the handheld electronic device in her hands, and doesn’t appear to notice him. “This was always going to be the biggest challenge.”
“I have a boyfriend,” Alice says. “A daughter. They're going to be looking for me.”
“Your ‘boyfriend’ married someone twenty years younger… just a few months after you died. And I already told you about Isabella…gone.”
“Bullshit. How?”
“Natural causes, I think. Doesn’t matter. Listen Alice… you’ve been gone for fifty years.”
And this is the truth. Despite the confusion, she just knows it. Another piece of that jagged jigsaw falls back into place and she remembers bleeding out at the bottom of Mulholland in a twisted metal tomb. Lapsing into a sleep from which she never awoke.
Until tonight.
“I brought you back.” Sandoval makes a forward gesture with his chin as the room’s surrounding darkness lifts.
Alice turns around and the shock of what’s there has tears streaming down her face immediately.
She’s standing in her living room.
“It’s all original,” he says. “It looks like your things because they are your things.”
Alice can only wipe tears from her eyes.
“How? It’s incidental, except to say you have a lot of fans, and when you passed, there was a scavenger hunt to collect as much of you as possible. I spent years, and millions, procuring your belongings from private collectors the world over. And then, as the ultimate thank you, I invited them to be here tonight. For the unveiling.”
Some of the people behind Sandoval take this as their cue to wave. One even tries introducing himself, but Alice erupts into a scream of bloody murder as soon as he speaks. Sandoval promptly hushes him.
“Anyway,” he says after silence has returned. “A sad thing happened when I realized there was no more Alice Benton to collect. My collection felt unfinished and I remained...unsatisfied. That is not something I’m used to.”
Alice has stopped listening, stunned by the resurrected memories jogged by being home. Everything’s here: The leather sofa where she used to cuddle with Isabella while watching SpongeBob, the photo wall that documented her life from eighth grade all the way to high school graduation. The rose vases her mom had collected, and the wedding portrait of she and Rex. Moments of her life, parsed out and sold piecemeal to the wealthiest collectors.
“Alice, no. Don’t feel this way. Don’t reject this. You get your life back and I... I get a centerpiece for my Alice Benton collection. I get you. All to myself.”
Alice retreats further into her house, away from the prying wall of spectator eyes. Every inch of her home has been restored, while Sandoval continues speaking to her from the intercom that broadcasts no matter where she goes.
“Want to know how you’re here? It’s mostly a trade secret. Cybernetic implants, cellular regeneration, and more blood transfusions than you can imagine. We sent fluids through your veins to get the blood flowing again. That’s the gist, right doctor?”
“Right,” Kathleen says.
“But technical details bore me. Point is, you’re back. I spent billions to bring you here. I’ll let you thank me later.”
Alice runs to the kitchen thinking she’ll escape through the back door. It doesn’t open, and exterior windows are locked up even tighter. When she comes back to the living room, shoulders slouched, eyes red and streaming, Sandoval fills the now open doorway, his hand extended. “Come,” he says as the guests saunter back toward the dining room. “I would like to speak with you privately.”
Alice goes, but refuses to touch him.
“I hope that will change in time,” he says.
Sandoval provides a tour of the rest of his place. They move from one room to the next while Kathleen follows several steps behind. Her nose remains buried in the handheld device.
The rooms are united by one common theme: Alice Benton.
There’s an entire museum wing decorated with original one sheets from each of her films. They’re hung in sequential order above rows and rows of mannequins. Each one is dressed in clothes that had once been in her closet: every dress worn to the Academy Awards, costumes from all her films, and in some cases, just everyday clothes she’d wear while running errands. A few are even decorated in skimpy lingerie raided from her most personal drawer.
Before she can retch, Sandoval leads her into a screening room. He presses a button on a remote and a large screen descends from the ceiling. The image on it is dark green. A night vision camera. Her personal trainer on the bed naked, stroking himself hard while looking at someone off camera with great interest.
“I want to lick you all over.”
Soon a younger Alice crawls into frame and climbs atop him.
This betrayal is news to her. She had never known this was recorded, but it explained why her co-star in this tape up and quit the business to retire to the Bahamas at 22. Rex must’ve paid a pretty penny to get his hands on this.
“Beautiful,” Sandoval says with a tone of casual admiration more accurately reserved for bird watching. Her moans float through the speakers, filling Alice with queasiness.
She falls to her knees and vomits.
“Kathleen, clean this up,” Sandoval says.
Alice reaches up and his face bristles with joy as her fingers clasp around his belt. She uses his weight to stand and then attacks his face, scratching and clawing with every bit of energy she has left. Pieces of his flesh peel away beneath her fingernails and he screams for help.
Kathleen steps between them with a sadistic laugh. She grabs Alice by her dress collar and throws her to the floor. “I told you that you were trotting her out too soon. You didn’t listen.”
“Whatever”, Sandoval says, wiping the blood onto his fingers and then licking them. “It was expected. She has been through a lot. Have you finished with the appraisal yet?”
Kathleen puts the device in his hands and points to something on its screen.
“Very good,” he says. “Such great news. You are in mint condition, Alice Benton.”
“I’ll kill you,” Alice says.
“You won’t. Know why?” Sandoval turns the video off, brushes Kathleen aside, and puts an arm around Alice’s shoulder. His fingers are sweaty on her bare skin, and blood dribbles off his face and lands on the remote as he fiddles with the buttons.
Now they’re watching grainy camera footage showing a busted guardrail. The lens peers over the edge to reveal a twisted car wreck below. It zooms closer and shows Alice writhing in the driver’s seat, windshield glass sticking from her throat while male voices speak in excited tones over the grisly scene.
“Holy fuck, man, is that Alice down there?”
“Yup, not for much longer though.”
The camera manages to push in even further, and now Alice is watching herself gasp for breath and pull at the glass that’s piercing her neck. Her hand reaches through the busted out windshield, calling to the men she clearly sees above. What she gets in return is a sadistic laugh.
“This footage is going to sell for a ton.”
She remembers now. The little Hyundai that was always staked out in front of her place. The high-speed pursuit they gave when she attempted to outrun them, hoping she could have some time with Isabella in peace—away from the leering paparazzi eye that loved to speculate on the quality of her relationship with Rex Neill’s daughter.
“See… I would never lie to you, Alice.” Sandoval clicks the remote again.
Now they’re looking at a camera angled down on a room not unlike the one she had awoken in. The center holds a tiny transparent box hooked to a dozen different wires. Inside it, a tiny little shape moves ever so slightly beneath a pink blanket
“Maybe you don’t recognize this, but say hello to Isabella. Kathleen had a heck of a time trying to make her grow, I don’t have to tell you.”
Alice almost laughs. This feels like a cruel joke.
“She’s my insurance policy. Kathleen thought you’d hurt yourself once you discovered the truth. Said you’d stop eating and just wither away in misery. But with your baby girl coming back, you’ve got no choice. You won’t leave her behind again.”
Sandoval slides his arm to the small of her back and leads her from the room. The tips of his fingers stretch out to the top of her buttocks. They walk back through the house in silence, until they reach the entrance of her “home.”
She’s so numb she doesn’t react to his gigantic face lifting up to hers. Doesn’t feel his lips press to her mouth. He tries a few times to jumpstart the passion, but she only stands there, as lifeless as any mannequin in his collection.
“I’m going too fast. I know. I know I am. You will learn to love me, Alice. No one will ever take care of you like I will. This is the first time the subject of a collection has become the centerpiece of one.” He laughs at that.
Sandoval taps the door and it opens, allowing Alice to slink back inside and drop onto her couch. Her chest feels like it’s buried beneath the broken remains of her Audi. The 80” television monitor on the wall shows one of her movies. She stares at herself on screen but cannot remember the title. Barely remembers making it.
People used to ask her how she could be so cavalier about her films when so many people loved them. Her response was always that she was grateful to the people for seeing them. But they stopped being hers the second they were released to the general public.
Then it became theirs.
“I really am your biggest fan,” Sandoval says as the door closes behind him.



 
 
 
Savior Girl in Philly Hell
 
 
Philadelphia is a shithole.
The infrastructure is crumbling.
There’s garbage piled on the sidewalk.
Public transit is, like, why bother?
And while I don’t have the exact statistics on this, it’s apparent to me that archdemon-on-archdemon violence has spiked since the end of the world.
That was... last April? What month was it now?
Jesus, why is it so cold?
I walk to my apartment, pulling up the collar of my coat because most women’s winter clothes are—were—designed to be fashionable instead of being fucking warm. And maybe there are warmer coats out there, but damn it I still want to look good.
It’s mid-day, or close to it. The light behind the sky’s perpetual haze—still the sun? or do we have a new astral body? — is red.
It’s always red but this approximate shade means that it’s around noon, I think. Certainly can’t check my watch! Most electronics still work, even portions of telecom networks are still up and running, but not a single clock is able to keep time. Mechanical or digital, cog or battery: none of them work.
One of those things to get used to, little adjustments. Changes must be made.
“Hey, Joy!”
Shit.
“Yo. Slow down. I’m talking to you.”
Rolf’s got half a face, but sadly it’s the top half that’s missing. The bottom is perfectly functional and Rolf compensates for his missing eyes by exercising his jaw at every opportunity.
From the bridge of his nose up to the start of his fontanel is a fist-sized concave void.
He uses the railing of his stoop to swing around towards me. He can’t see for shit but gets by.
“Rolf. You’re looking good, like a very handsome chip-and-dip,” I say, backpedaling towards my own stoop, not wanting to chat with the neighbors, just wanting to crash after a late night chasing down a missing kid stretched into morning.
Chasing down and finding him, pieces of him. It was the mom. It’s always the mom, these days. A tiny little archdemon had taken up in her eardrum, started whispering. She went down without much of a fight.
“Oh, sarcasm. You’re making great strides towards being a kinder, gentler you, I see,” Rolf says, nodding, his head held at that TV-blind-man’s tilt that I’m not really sure helps anyone hear better.
“Sorry, I’m just tired. Going to crash, what’s up?”
“Heard a rumor, thought you’d like to know, but if you’re too tired.”
I rub my legs together, making the denim sing but getting very little heat from it.
“Spit.”
“Well, rumors of war. Things are stabilizing all over. Down on 9th that means that, ya’know, old world problems are coming back. Bumping up against new world issues.”
“Gimme a break, even before,” I wave my hands around, indicating before, y’know, the apocalypse, “There wasn’t a real South Philly mafia. Not since the ‘70s”
“Sure there wasn’t,” Rolf says, gives me the ol’ nose swipe. It looks funny when you’ve only got the bottom half of a nose. How he happens to hear these “rumors” are beyond me, there aren’t too many folks left he could gossip with, even if he did manage to hobble away from his stoop when I wasn’t around to see him do it.
See, the initial hit, the descent of the cloudy red sky and whatever lurks beyond; the arrival of archdemons, the mass hysteria, etc., all of that combined took out about half of the population.
For those killed it wasn’t really the rapture, because being pulled apart by sky-piercing tentacles doesn’t exactly seem analogous to “ascending bodily to heaven” but it was a Culling.
After that the more... violent half humanity left on earth took care of the more easygoing half.
So we’re left with a quarter, give or take. It’s not like anyone’s had time or means to take a census. But there’s certainly more leg room in coach.
I guess I should back up. This wasn’t your “traditional” Judeo-Christian Judgment Day. How could it be? You ever stay up later than you should, maybe buzzed, and while channel surfing stumble across religious paid programming? Megachurch preachers or faith healers? Or see some bible-belt politician talk about his “personal relationship with god”? If you’re anything like me you see that stuff and think: these mofos can’t possibly have it right.
Well they didn’t. But neither did the Muslims, the Hindus, the Ancient Greeks, the Shintoists, and whatever religion Philip Seymour Hoffman made up in that one flick.
Some of them got it kinda right. Parts of it. The takeaway is that there is are big old intelligences out there and they’re pretty much uniformly dickheads.
And how does any of that explain why is Rolf missing half his face? Hell, he’s got to be missing half of his brain and there’s been no apparent impediment to his speech or cognitive abilities.
Well the arrival of the archdemons didn’t just mess up the clocks, if ya know what I mean. It sorta messed up everything and everyone. Everyone except me, because...
No time to get into that whole business right now.
“After you catch a nap, maybe you should go down there. Talk to these guys, convince them that wiping each other out isn’t in humanity’s best interest.”
“I’ll think about it.”
He gives me a name and an intersection and lets me slink away.
What is he, my mother?
Back in April I decided to do away with handlers. Permanently.
 
***
 
Sleep never comes.
I may not carry any physical scars from the day the Asshole Gods took over, but boy do I have some mental ones.
I’m out of the West Philly Mash I’ve started using to anesthetize myself to sleep.
Sober, all I get when I close my eyes are various ghosts listing the ways in which Joy Clark has let them down.
You were supposed to save us! My best friend shouts. Then her face melts away.
To hell with that noise, I open a fresh can of Sterno and use it to brew some coffee, then I go to work.
 
***
 
I don’t spook easily.
That’s not a boast. It’s simply a byproduct of fifteen years skulking around cemeteries, hunting ghouls and ghosts.
Yes, I started this shit way before doomsday and sometime since April I’ve had my 30th birthday. But again: clocks! So who can tell?
Anyway. I didn’t get any braver during that decade and change, it’s more like my nerves grew calluses.
But the lonely street corner where I’m supposed to be meeting Rolf’s contact gives me a chill. And not because it’s cold out, it’s actually warmed up considerably since night fell, the sky darkening to a black nearly imperceptibly tinged with burgundy. Which is business as usual, what with the world upside down.
No, the street is creeping me out because down here on 4th St, a few blocks south of South, most of the storefronts still have their windows and someone’s been sweeping the street. It’s almost... normal. Like a street before.
The sensation of standing on a city block that looked like it did pre-Joy’s Big Fuck Up is akin to seeing a ghost.
“Yer even prettier than your picture,” a deep voice says from three feet below my ears.
I look down to whoever’s pulling on my coat aaaaaaaaaaaannnd: post-apocalypse normalcy restored.
The man on the sidewalk has a hair-lip splitting his face diagonally. And he’s got no legs. He’s riding around on one of those small pallet movers, like he did his wheelchair shopping at an Ikea.
Ghastly as the man’s disfigurements may seem, they’re so pedestrian that I have to wonder if the hair-lip and/or the legs predate the warp.
But then I notice that the split bifurcating his face is sprouting tiny pointed teeth at its puckered edges. That’s definitely the result of some eldritch demonic juju. Hollister would have known the make and model of deity that’d given this poor bastard a facelift, but Hollister’s dead. They’re all dead and I’m on my own: winging it.
“Well thanks. You’re Rolf’s friend?”
“In a way. I’m Mark. Pleased to meet you,” he says and extends a hand.
I shake it, the knuckles are full of sidewalk grit and I stifle the urge to suggest that Mark loot some cyclist’s gloves from the bike shop up the road.
“What can I help with, Mark?”
“We can’t talk here,” he says, lowering that big voice of his. “Gotta do it somewhere private.”
And as he says the second part I hear the emptiness of the street, the slight echo that we used to get when it snowed and the blanket of white dampened the sounds of the city. I wonder if the red clouds are capable of snow, whether it’ll ever snow again.
Ash doesn’t count.
“Lead the way,” I say.
Mark uses his hands to glide himself down the sidewalk. I follow and he lets the well-oiled casters ride onto the asphalt as we turn into one of South Philly’s narrow alleyways.
Following a double amputee down a dark alley, back in the day, would have pinged my well-tuned “this is an ambush” sensors. But, even though I’ve been keeping busy in this brave new world, the list of people (and un-people) who want to kill me is significantly diminished.
There’s no reason to have me killed now. They won. They beat me.
Mark leads me to a vestibule, we enter, no need for a lock because he’s got a wad of newspaper—Headline the understatement of the century: Astronomers Worried—used as a door jamb.
We pass through the vestibule and... we’re outside again, in a small courtyard.
When Philly was originally established, way back when the capital used to be here, the days of Washington’s slaves, this area of South Philly used to be considered the suburbs. It was all single homes and liveries. Where we were standing was probably a stables before it was turned into apartments.
Mark puts on the breaks, which for him is putting his hands flat on the brick walkway and skidding to a stop.
“They’re using the church across the street,” he says, whispering. It’s quiet out, but it’s not that quiet. Unless he knows something I don’t and these apartments around us aren’t as abandoned as they seem.
Defiling churches, that sounds like some archdemon shit.
“Horns or scales?” I ask Mark.
“Huh?”
“Do they have horns,” I pantomime long rounded horns sprouting from my head, “or do they have scales?”
“Neither. They’re just guys. Humans. The dope boys go in, resupply, then sell that poison all over.”
“Dope?” Heroin and pills used to be one of the few thriving economies in North Philly, and not your usual junkie suspects, but soccer moms driving over the bridge from Jersey to get some extra strength Mother’s Little Helpers. But there’s been nothing doing on the drug front since the crash. Probably some impromptu meth making once the pharmacies were looted, and I myself support the budding bootleg liquor business (we still have plenty of bottled liquor...but it won’t last forever). No. The months after the apocalypse was mandatory rehab for most junkies. Many didn’t make it.
“I... I... I don’t know what it is,” Mark says, “I just know that it’s hurting people.” The stutter gives me a better idea of who this guy was before the crash: he sounds like Piglet. He was a Nervous Nelly, probably the housebound head of his neighborhood watch squadron. It’s a miracle that he’s survived this long. Especially with no legs.
“’kay. Wait here then,” I say, unbuttoning my too-fashionable-to-be-warm peacoat to reveal the hilt of Victoria and the butt of my sawed off shotgun.
The shotgun doesn’t have a name; names are for swords.
“You’re just going in there? Right now?”
“What did you expect? You brought me here. I don’t give estimates.”
“I thought you would, uh, observe? A stakeout.”
“Look,” I say. “I’m not the police. There is no time,” or personnel, all of my friends are dead, “for me to be watching junkies come in and out of a church.”
“But there are men. Big men,” he pauses, putting a conspiratorial emphasis on the next few words: “Important men.”
“Status from the old world?” I say, finding myself bending slightly at the waist, not to meet Mark halfway, but to tower over him. “It doesn’t mean shit. Not anymore. These guys were bad before? Dangerous? Well, this is the new world and they’ve been knocked down the pecking order a couple hundred cosmic notches.” And besides, I add, not aloud but just for myself: if they’re as dangerous as you think, maybe they’ll put me out of my misery.
Mark begins to stutter out an “okay” but I’m out the door to the vestibule before he can reach the second vowel.
On my way out I trample the newspaper doorjamb and let the door lock behind me.
Astronomers were right to be worried.
 
***
 
It’s a Catholic Church, but not one of the pretty ones, a low whitewashed building that looks like it might have been a bathroom supply warehouse twenty years ago and was converted to a church because it was the only building in the area with choice parking attached.
Even still: the South Philly mobsters of old were Italian and Irish, all uniformly Catholic. It’s a bold move to be converting a church, ugly or not, into a drug lab.
I’m not going to waste time with recon and playing the detective game, but that doesn’t mean that I’m stupid. I don’t go through the front doors, instead use one of the basement windows around the back of the lot to drop myself into a darkened room.
As my eyes adjust, I see I’m in a carpeted room with cartoon representations of bible stories on the walls. Jonah is getting his ass eaten by the Whale. This was either the church’s daycare or where they held CCD.
I cross my arms around my waist and feel for Victoria with one hand and the shotgun with the other. Decisions, decisions. The blade or the boom?
Or is this going to end up being an op that requires diplomacy? Trying to think of what advice Hollister would give causes me to tear up unexpectedly and think of the snappy rejoiner that Tris would have added in my earpiece.
None of that, I tell myself. So many have lost so much more, and it’s your fault that they need to live this shitty existence. Tris and Hollister were the least of the collateral damage. They went willingly.
I exit into a basement hallway. The ceilings are low, but the stairs must be near because I can hear footsteps and voices.
I button my coat. Shit. Now, in the insolated basement, I’m too hot. I can’t win today.
“Hey!” A male voice shouts at me from behind... I guess there are stairs back that way too. I’m learning so much.
I hunch and duck one hand into my coat. I’m trying my best to affect the withdrawal chills of a junkie but what I’m really doing is smoothing out the surgical tape I’ve wrapped around the grip of the shotgun.
I turn, slowly as not to agitate whoever’s behind me.
“Is this not where I check out?” I say, putting a tremble in my voice. “Need to buy.”
“Don’t play that shit. How did you get down here?”
The guy puts a flashlight in my eyes, but before he can raise it all the way I catch a glimpse of his face.
Thick eyebrows. Thick slicked-back hair.
I would be describing a picture of the Italian mafia stereotype if that black greasy hair wasn’t spread all over his face, turning him into Giovanni the Dog-faced boy. With the incredible variance post-crash deformities could take, you’d think something like this would surprise me, but I’ve spent a lifetime dealing with monsters. Now all people are monsters and nobody uses that word anymore.
“You caught me,” I hold my non-gun hand up to my eyes to cut the light. “It’s freezing out. I thought the church might offer sanctuary. For the night. Do you guys still do that thing where you give out the free groceries every Tuesday?”
He crosses to me as he talks: “Look lady, church is closed. Indefinitely. Why don’t you go—”
The hairy guy takes a bunch of my coat at the shoulders and I call an audible, switching sides of my belt to pull Victoria. I slice through the bottom button of my coat and I hear the molded plastic bounce against the wall into the dark hallway. Coat’s going to be even less effective now...
The Wolfman of East Passyunk starts to yell, but I bring Victoria up to his throat. The blade cuts close enough that I hear the sandpaper rip of her shaving a patch of neck hair. He hears it too and quiets down on his own, without me needing to cover his mouth.
“You got a piece?” I ask.
He nods.
“Give it.” I say snaking my free hand up under his arm like an embrace. He reaches into his jacket and hands me a well-oiled 9mm. Well-oiled but never used, I have a sense for those kind of things.
“How many upstairs?”
He stalls, not because he’s stonewalling me but because I can hear him making a tally under his breath. If I eased up with Victoria, he might be able to count using his fingers and toes.
“I don’t know. Eleven or twelve.”
Eleven or twelve? Jeez, I thought I’d be catching them during the graveyard shift.
“What’s your name? You’re being very helpful.”
“Vinny. Uh, thanks.”
Vinny, of course.
“Look, I don’t particularly want to, but I can and will peel your prickly face off your skull, you get me?”
“I thought you were, like, a demon hunter. Why do you care about it?”
Ah, the benefits of celebrity. Also what he said doesn’t make much sense to me. He hit that it rather hard. Ambiguous pronoun usage, if you ask me that’s the real bane of society.
“I care plenty about scumbags trying to bring back the drug trade and intimidation rackets. Care even more when they’re prioritizing it before people have a way to get fresh water. But why don’t you show me what you mean?”
We head upstairs. My tread is uneasy and I end up giving Vinny a couple of nicks. I can smell the blood. He doesn’t complain.
 
***
 
The eleven or twelve Vinny came up with turns out to be twelve, but they probably add up to a “four-out-of-ten” on the threat scale when you take into account that most of them are zonked out with needles in their arms, slumped in the church pews. Two of the twelve bodies are a lab-tech looking couple standing behind a clear plastic tent erected around the foot of the church’s pulpit. They’re wearing surgical masks but from the cut of their white coats I can tell it’s one male, one female.
The church floor’s only real threat is the gorilla with the tubular neck tendrils. He’s wearing a sharkskin suit and has an AR-15 tucked under one arm like he’s Rambo if Rambo was applying for a job as a Men’s Warehouse floor manager.
Nobody but junkies see me as I walk Vinny up the aisle. Their sunken eyes brighten a little, but their lips say nothing. Nobody’s raising an alarm.
I was never married, never had the time and never had a boyfriend who could resist getting killed off by whatever monster of the week. But it’s hard to approach the guy with the machine gun without thinking that Vinny’s walking me down the aisle, giving his little girl away and when I get there I’m going to have to kiss this guy with the machine gun and facial issues.
The growths on the back of Rambo’s neck twinge and I know he’s sensed me.
“Drop it,” I say. Trying to make myself sound bigger with my voice. It’s all in the diaphragm. “No need to even turn around, just throw it over there, towards the...” I draw a blank on the name of that little trough you baptize babies in. “Towards the candles.”
The heavy doesn’t do what I say. He just turns, gun up.
“Whatcha got back there?” I use Victoria’s hilt to point at the tent. It’s a motion that angles the blade deeper into Vinny’s neck, breaking the skin. He screams.
“None of your business,” the big guy says. “And me and Vinny never got along.” He points the barrel of the AR more deliberately at Vinny’s trunk.
He’s right about that, the bullets would sail straight through our fuzzy friend and still have enough momentum to slam into me.
Inside the tent, the lab-techs are turned towards us now, heads bobbling like curious zoo animals in their plastic antiseptic hutch.
It’s not a bluff. I can tell by his expression that the big guy will have no problem shooting Vinny to take me out, what I can read of his expression beyond the gross facial tubers.
I pat Vinny on his flank, am thankful for slicing my coat open, then reach inside, covering the sound of the draw with an educated guess:
“Archdemon, is it? Whatchu got back there? Its friends are going to be pissed.”
The guy in the suit is at first perplexed, then enraged. He takes half a second to settle the stock against his shoulder (he’s big but he’s not “accurately hip-fire a military grade weapon”-big). He’s too late, half a second is all I need to bring the shotgun up to Vinny’s side and light the big guy up.
My target is too far away, so there’s a significant spread.
The fire that booms out of the end of my stubby gun is enough to singe Vinny’s shirt and set flame to the hair underneath.
The smell is terrible, worse when added to the desperation-potpourri that covers a room full of strung out junkies during the post-apocalypse.
The big guy groans, lays back in the aisle, and is smart enough to point the end of the AR away from me so I don’t blast him again.
He’s not dead but his suit is all kinds of fucked up.
I toss Vinny into the pew to my left, confident that he’s hurt badly enough between his neck and his burned side that he’ll be a non-issue.
I stow my sawed-off and retrieve Vinny’s cap-gun from my inside pocket. I wave it around a little in case any of these junkies are confused as to who the hero of this particular raid is.
None of them are going to be a threat. One looks me in the eye and then throws his head to the side and begins to fake snore. As messed up as he is, pretending to be asleep probably seemed super subtle to him.
Up in the tent, the lab-techs have their hands raised as high as they can go. The fervor with which they’re trying to show me they’re unarmed makes me think I’m dealing with hired help.
I cross the church floor to them, stopping briefly to pat down Rambo. Even in the low-light I can tell that the blood has begun to drain from his face tubers. They’re wilted against his neck and collar.
“If I finish this up quickly enough, maybe you don’t bleed out. But you try to get back up before I’m done and I’ll blow yer head off.”
He just looks up at me, contempt in his eyes, and gives a slight nod.
As I guessed—because I’ve always been such a good guesser—the lab techs were working on an archdemon. And as I told Rambo: its friends would be beyond pissed if they saw what kind of state he’d been put in.
But this seems like such a thorough operation it seems like the kidnappers must have taken precautions. This demon must have had enemies in his own world. Maybe he was some kind of demon snitch, offered up in trade.
Whatever he used to be, he was now... pathetic.
I used to get mailers from PETA, somehow they’d pegged me as an animal rights girl. Not that I don’t like animals, I’m just not going to be rushing any Japanese whaling vessels. In one of the mailers was headed “Declawing is Mutilation” and contained graphic images of post-op cats with bloodied paws and missing toes.
The archdemon in front of me as I duck into the clear plastic tent, this poor guy’s been declawed.
And defanged and gagged.
And dehorned.
And de...
Castrated.
All the wounds are clinical, by which I mean that they don’t look like torture, per se, just an attempt to defray the threat posed by trying to keep a demon alive and—
And.
“What exactly am I looking at here?”
“You... you...” the male tech tries to get out, his voice weak but stalling.
“Shut up,” I say, pointing the gun in his face. “You any better under pressure?” I ask his colleague.
“It’s a distilling process,” she says. “For them.” She motions to the junkies in the pews. “Please don’t shoot him.”
I see it now. The tubes connecting the archdemon to various drips and machines aren’t life support, but life extraction.
They’re getting people high on archdemon plasma. Not something I even knew was possible, and maybe it’s only the horned ones that it works with. Hard to imagine anyone looking at a bio-pile (what I call the shit-smeared ones) and wanting to tap a vein. Whatever the case, I know putting this shit in you can’t be healthy.
How does one even go about figuring that out? Hollister would’ve known.
“Let him go,” I say. The words come out before I can even register what they mean or implicate.
“W-what?” The girl asks, pulling down her surgical mask, then returning that hand to the sky.
“You’re going to let him go.”
There’s movement in the aisle and I sight Rambo’s head and pull the trigger.
He yelps as the bullet takes him in the neck, sheering away some of his growths. He was inching towards the AR and I’d told him. They’d all heard me tell him.
“Ma’am. It’s still dangerous. Are you feeling...” her voice trails off as she searches for the words. But I know what she’s intimating.
“No, they can’t do that to me. I’m in my right mind. I’m just tired and pissed off. Now let it go and get the hell out of here.”
I jam the end of the 9 mil into the crook of the male tech’s arm. He recoils from the heat, but the burn won’t leave a mark.
“I’m going undo the lines. That’s all I’ll do. You can get the straps when we’re gone. Please let us go.”
“I said that already, didn’t I? That I would?” I say.
She begins unhooking IVs and switching off pumps. The needles they’ve used are nearly as thick around as my pinky finger. I wonder how they were able to set the lines, they probably needed a hammer to get through demon skin.
As she works I try to think about why Rolf sent me here. He’d said that there were old world problems coming back. But this was a very new issue. A church converted into a drug lab, the sanctity of the place hopefully providing enough psychic dampening so the archdemon couldn’t struggle, couldn’t call for help. It was decidedly... inhuman.
And what was I asking her to do?
Victoria had slaked her thirst on hundreds, thousands, of demons just like this one. During the old days and the new.
But trussed up like this it was... I don’t know. Unsporting. Chopped up like it was, the demon was not even a compelling argument for a mercy killing. Was that it? Or maybe did it deserve a chance at revenge? Even if I was giving the lab techs a running start.
“Okay,” she said, finishing whatever it was she had to do.
“You can go.”
“I...” she starts to let her elbows drop, then catches herself. I point the gun away to show that I’m not going to shoot her. “I didn’t ever follow the news closely. Was never... into you. But this is the wrong way to be a hero. These things, they.”
“Hey. Lemme stop you there,” I say, then draw a blank at what the moral of all this is. What it means. If anything. “We’re all just working for somebody.” No. That’s trite and also incorrect. I’m not working for somebody. Or am I? What did Rolf think I’d do out here?
I raise the gun again to signal the end of the conversation.
They leave. Followed by all of the junkies with-it enough to realize it’s about to be closing time. My insomniac friend from before trips over Rambo’s gun and makes a terrible clatter in the quiet church.
“Can I go too?” a voice yells from the audience. It’s Vinny, he’s gripping his side from where the muzzle blast had seared him.
“Yeah,” I shout to him. “You’ve been a big help,” I add, lower.
Now it’s just the demon and me.
I reach for his gag and he flinches.
I don’t reassure him. He’s not a baby bird. But I do tell him not to speak to me.
“I don’t want to hear it. I don’t want you owing me anything. I just want to loosen these, go home, and be able to sleep for the first time all week. Just really sleep.”
The archdemon blinks its understanding and I use Victoria to cut him down from his trestle.
I leave before his legs are steady enough to stand.
I head back to my apartment and: no surprise, Rolf’s not on his stoop. I’ve no idea if that’s the outcome he’d expected, the one he’d planned. But I know that we’re going to have a long talk the next time we see each other.
But like I said: no more friends, no more handlers, no more den mothers or do-gooders. There’s only me. And the apocalypse.
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